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Chapter One ~ Cal oron
1

Snow had fallen steadily all day, nuffling the sounds of hooves. As we sat
around a bl azing hearth, celebrating New Years, we did not even realize
anyone

had arrived until the guards brought theminto the hall: the nessengers cone
to

tell me | was going to be count.

Everything was as abruptly transforned as if the wintry night had been ripped
away to reveal the sumrer sun. A few m nutes ago | had been staring unseeing
into ny wine glass, thinking that the purposeless and fruitless year just
over

was about to be replaced by another equally purposel ess, but now in an

i nst ant

possibilities and opportunities waited on every hand. | was too startled at
first to show any enotion at all.

My nephews were the nost excited. "A count! Wth your own county! Can we cone
visit you, Uncle? Is it as good as being enperor?"

My ol der brother the archduke, far nore exalted than any count, tried his
best

not to seem patronizing. "A place of your own at |ast, Caloran!" he said,
resting his el bows benevolently on the trestle table before him Was there

t he

slightest enphasis on "at last"? "Well, after all your service to the enperor
and to ne, God knows you deserve it."

Hs wife, nmy sister-in-law, was |ess successful in the sincerity of her
congratulations. "lIsn't that the little county up in the nmountains your
grandf at her came from originally?"

"I understand he was delighted to be able to cone north and beconme an

ar chduke. "

She paused to finish delicately biting the flesh froma roasted bird' s w ng.
"I"'msure you'll be glad to be down there, however, where you won't always
have

to wonder if you're in our way."

The nessengers had pulled off their travel cloaks and stanped the snow from
their boots and now warmed their hands by the fire. Their skin was darker

t han

anyone's around here, and their eyes black and shadowed. They watched ne as
t hough intensely interested, although | had the least to say of anybody. The
bouteillier brought themhot nulled wi ne, and they continued to observe ne as
they sipped it.

My ni ece had retreated shyly behind her nother when they first cane in, but
now

she darted across the rush-strewn floor and threw herself into ny lap. "Are
you

really goi ng away, Uncle Cal oran?"

There were tears at the corners of her eyes, but as | bounced her on mnmy knee
I

felt a wash of pure joy pour over me. A county of my own, |and and i ncone of

ny



own, a castle and knights to direct as | pleased. No nore sharp conments from
a

sister-in-law who would clearly have preferred that | never existed, no nore

| andl ess service to an ol der brother whose constant and rather forced

good- hunor

toward me seened intended to make it seemthat he had forgotten what neither
he

nor | could ever forget.

And maybe as a count in the south, sonething nore than a scarred and | andl ess

man, | would find wonmen, well-bred and el egant wonen, who would tolerate ny
attentions. After all, |I tried to persuade nyself, plenty of nen came back
from

the wars every year with nuch nore disfiguring scars than nine

"I"ll mss you, Gertrude,”" | told ny niece, neaning it but unable to keep
from

smling. Her blond braids had worked out fromunder her little bonnet as
bounced her. "Yes, | shall have to go away."

She reached up then and touched the left side of nmy face, the |large reddish
patch whose texture was nore |like | eather than human skin, where the beard
ﬁgg;? grow. Certrude's brothers had each in turn asked about ny face when
ngyfirst reached the age of wondering about the adults around them rather
;?igly accepting whatever they had found in the world when they canme into it.

CGertrude had never asked, but then she was still very young.
"If you're leaving, Uncle Caloran, | want to ask you sonething first. Wy
does

your face look like this? And," turning in the circle of the armthat held
her,

"your hand?"

"It's an old burn,"” | said easily, as | had said before to ny nephews. "From
a

fire along tine ago, when | wasn't nuch nore than a boy. Did you know you're
naned for someone who used to live here in this castle,"” | added as though
irrelevantly, "someone al so named Gertrude? Your parents will tell you about
her

some time when you're ol der."

For a second ny brother Cuibert |ooked toward ne, but he cast his eyes down
bef ore they nmet mne

"Does it hurt?" asked Gertrude with grave concern

"Not now. It hurt horribly once, of course—and watch how you stand on ny

| egs,

or you will hurt ne even nore!" | laughed as | seated her again on ny |lap
"It's

never kept your old uncle frombeing a good fighting nan, as ny years in the
enperor's service proved."

"You're not so very old, Uncle," she protested.

But one of the messengers interrupted before I could answer. "You are the
enperor's sworn man?"

"OfF course," | said, surprised at the note in his voice. "I fought up and
down

the Enpire for five years as his |liege man."

The nessengers conferred for a nonent in | owered voices. | had al ready
noti ced

that they had a trace of an accent, and what they spoke now did not sound
like
any | anguage | knew. | felt a brief noment of doubt. In spite of the great
fire



on the hearth, in spite of the warm|unp of Gertrude—shy agai n—en ny |ap, ny
brothers hall was chill on this cold night, and drafts found their way

t hr ough

t he carpeting covering the narrow wi ndows. Wuld the men who were going to be
under my command even understand the orders | gave thenf?

"You see, ny lord," said a nessenger, and it took ne a second to realize that
he

was addressing nme and not ny brother, "Duke Argave expects all the counts of
t he

region to swear |liege honage to him H's honor demands it. But down in the
sout h

the Enpire is distant enough that it may not matter that you once took an
oat h

to soneone el se.”

And the emperor was unlikely ever to hear about it, or care if he did. Five
years in his service was all he wanted before taking on a fresh crop of noble
fighting nen to captain his soldiers.

"Duke Argave?" | repeated aloud. | realized |I knew virtually nothing about

t he

county which | had just inherited. My grandfather, hinself a younger brother
had come fromthere originally, but he had already been old when | knew him
and

| had had scarce tine as a boy for an old man's stories. That had been, of
course, before the fire.

"We are the duke's nmen. Did you not hear us say so? It was he who chose you."
| al nost expected nmy brother to nake sonme jovial conment about he and Duke
Argave being fell ow dukes, but for once Cuibert was silent. They night once
have

nmet at the royal court, however; when | had himalone | would have to ask.
"There was a choice?" | asked the nessengers slowy. "I was not the only
possi bl e heir?"

"The countess's death being so sudden, of course, and with some sayi ng— The
nmessengers had been suave and assured, but now their assurance cracked. "But
here," pressing a sealed letter into ny hand. "You can read about it

yoursel f."

| sent Gertrude back to her mother. My sister-in-law had started | aughing and
tal king to her boys again as they ate, as though uninterested in ny county.
Qui bert, however, was not even pretending not to listen

The parchnent roll was sealed with red wax, inpressed with the i mage of a nman
on

hor seback. Around the image, very tiny, were the words, Argavius dux. | broke
the seal with ny thunb and unrolled it slowy.

My new liege lord the duke mi ght have nen who spoke a | anguage | coul dn't
under stand, but his chancellor wote a fair hand. The letter started with
flowery invocations of the triune God, told ne that it was an honor to be the
first to address ne by nmy newtitle of Count, and then got down to the hard
detail s.

"The countess's sudden death left the county w thout a head at the worst
possible time," Duke Argave told me, "just when there are runblings from

t hose

despi cabl e fools over the border, and runors that the heretics nmay be
spreadi ng

their spew again, not just back in the nmountains but in the towns thenselves."
I

had no i dea what he was tal king about. "And a second death so soon after the
first makes it even worse. Her husband, of course, acts as though it has
never

occurred to himthat doubt mght fall upon him and was outraged when he



| ear ned

I woul d not accept himas successor. \When you have net him | would like to

| earn your opinion of him | think you can guess mne."

| looked toward the fire, not seeing it. There were suspicious circunstances,
t hen, surrounding the death of my predecessor the countess, ny own second
cousin, a wonman | had never even net. And not all of my new subjects m ght
wel cone ne gladly since there was apparently another claimant to the county.
Visions of lying back in the warm soft grass under the olive trees, severa
si |l k-robed mai dens arrayed around me, faded before |I could even begin to

enj oy

them 1 knew how to talk to children and howto talk to soldiers, not to
politicians and | earned nen of law. | took a deep breath. It appeared | would
be

| earning soon. "You can't be harder to face than the enperors enem es—er for
that matter the enperor hinmself," | nuttered to the di stant duke and turned
back

to his letter.

"My nessengers will escort you to your new hone," Duke Argave concl uded

" Make

what ever preparations you may need and conme as quickly as you may. | shal
expect you each day | do not see you." He had drawn a nonogram for his
signature, a tall "A" with the other letters dangling off it, in a heavy hand
that left a wider line fromthe quill than his chancellor's.

| leaned back, slowy starting to snmle again. The duke with his insinuations
m ght have meant a dozen things, but by the time | had | earned what he really
believed I would be lord of my own castle.

The snow fell heavily that night and kept the roads closed for the best part
gfmeek, and | spent the tine making ny preparations, but | could have done
;rfn}n a single day. For thirty years | had been a son of this castle, and
ﬁgallittle effort there seemed now in preparing to |leave it behind ne.

When | had first gone off to the inmperial court, as a little boy who had

scarcely begun to trace his letters on a wax tablet, | renenbered nmy nother
and

her | adi es spending frantic weeks in the preparation of ny clothes and
suppl i es.

When | had gone again to the enperor's court, this time as a young man sworn
to

fight in his service, there had been nonths spent in readying the arnor, the
weapons, and the warhorses, not just for me but for the knights who woul d
fol | ow

nmy banner. Both ny parents had been gone by then to the convent in the next
val l ey—ny father to the mausol eum my nother to pray among the nuns for

anot her

two years yet—but my brother Guibert had followed all ny preparations

cl osel y,

grudgi ng, | knew, everything | spent because it all came from his budget, but
refusing to say that he begrudged it.

Now there was little to do but pack a few warm cl othes for the journey—+
woul d

buy new in the south, where | had heard they had recently started wearing
shoes

with | ong pointed toes—polish ny arnor, and sharpen the excellent sword | had
received fromthe enperor's hands. The messengers had brought spare horses



with

them distrusting northern steeds, and everything else could wait until |
reached nmy county. | would take nothing this time from Guibert. It was easy
now

to | eave the castle because it was no |longer nmy home. It was his al one and
hi s

shar p-voi ced wife's.

Only one person from here woul d acconpany nme, Bruno, the old soldier who had
fought under nme and who had asked the enperor to release himto foll ow ne
home

when | left inperial service.. Too stiff in the joints to be nmuch of a
warri or

any nore, he liked to think of hinmself as ny bodyguard, but | thought of him
as

ny friend.

"No nore biting winter winds, Captain," he said with relish, "once we live
anong

the olive trees down in the south.”

Qui bert took me aside the evening we finally decided that the weather had

cl eared enough to start in the norning. For a nmonment | wondered if he was
goi ng

to talk at |ast about Gertrude, but of course he did not. "For your journey,"
he

said gruffly, pushing a small jingling pouch into nmy hand.

| accepted it with a nod and without counting it. The nobney the enperor had
given me when | left his service was | ong gone, and while | trusted the
duke's

messengers woul d have enough for the journey, sonething extra was never am ss.
"I met this Duke Argave once," Cuibert said, "when we were both at the roya
court at the sane tine." Over at this edge of the ki ngdom we served the
enper or

nore than the king, but ny brother was |iege man of bot h—somet hi ng he had
never

told either one, though they doubtless knew and didn't care, as long as the
peace held between them "The duke asked quite a bit about our grandfather,"
he

continued, "how he had come to nmarry an heiress and beconme an archduke. He
seened better informed on our grandfathers ancestry than | am nyself."

"What is this Duke Argave hinself |ike?" | asked.

"Dangerous." Quibert let the word hang for a nmonent. | had never credited ny
brother with nuch imagi nati on, but perhaps | had underestimated him "Witch
yoursel f around him Caloran. There are always runmors of intrigue fromthe
south, and at |east one new count riding up every year to swear fidelity to
t he

king long after unfortunate accidents to their predecessors, but Argave has
so

far survived themall, for far longer than either you or | have lived."

| woul d have to become the kings man as well as Duke Argave's, then. Somneone,
I

hoped, woul d understand all my new responsibilities and deign to share the

information with me. But any trips back to the north, | resolved, could wait
until sumer.

"Argave," added Guibert slowy, "has, how shall | express this, the manners of
a

danci ng master, including both the el egance of style and the |ove of

i ntrigue,

but the soul of an assassin."”

2



The trip south took close to a month, over roads either deep in snow or, as
we

began approachi ng ny new county, thick with nmud. The inns were crowded and
fetid; the nonastery guest-houses were cl eaner but the food there worse. Once
anong sullen gray hills we fought off an anbush, and another tine we outran a
pack of twenty bandits. Bruno's horse broke a | eg, and we were outbargai ned
on

the price in buying a new one. Four tines we becane seriously |lost, and once
we

had to swimthe horses across an icy river when the duke's messengers coul d
not

find the ford they insisted had been there when they canme north.

Al though | tried questioning them about ny county, they resisted both open
and

subtl e questions. The closest | got to interesting information was one

begi nni ng

to tell me that nmy new castle had | ong been runored to have hi dden passages,
maybe even | ost treasures, but the other silenced him They did, however, know
a

nunber of delightful southern songs, sone bawdy, sonme sweetly sentinental

whi ch

they were happy to teach Bruno and nme. W sang the bawdier ones in the
eveni ng

at the inns and the nore sentinmental ones at the nonastery guesthouses.

As we continued south, even through treacherous countryside, | could fee
droppi ng away behind nme all the oppressive weight of living on the charity of
ny

brother. It was as though the scar itself was peeling away fromny face,

t hough

| could still see it there in the polished netal of my mrror. And if the

t hought of |eaving Guibert's castle further behind with every step was not

al ways enough to push me forward, then |I could al ways inagine the county

wai ting

for me.

The vision of the sun dappling the soft grass through the olive branches kept
ne

going as we left the snows behind for sleet and cold rain and started at | ast
into the southern nountains, with their steep uphill clinbs and jaw dropping
descents. The vision lasted until, after a long day's ride up an increasingly
rocky incline through barren fields, the nmessengers pulled up their horses to
poi nt .

"There's your castle. There's Peyrefixade."

My nouth fell open. Bruno at ny shoul der nuttered, "It's |ike sonmebody wanted
to

stick a thumb in the eye of God."

Thrust up froma knife-ridge of rock far above us, the dark red castle was

t he

best positioned for defense | had ever seen. The faint track of the road

bef ore

us twi sted back and forth, back and forth, in its slow ascent. As we watched,
a

dark rain cloud cane down the ridge and obscured the castle fromsight. N ght
reached us at the sanme tinme. | sighed, knowing in ny thoroughly chilled bones
that while dragging all the stones for the castle up to that peak no one had
t hought to install a nmodern fireplace.

That evening | was too tired to inspect ny new castle properly. The castle



seneschal greeted me and formally passed the huge iron key of the front gate
into ny keeping. He appeared gaunt, the skin on his neck and arms slack as
t hough he had recently | ost weight rapidly, but I was too exhausted to wonder

about his troubles. | received the bows and nurnured wel cones of the knights
and

servants, nore obsequi ous than anything | had ever received in ny life. The
bouteillier, dressed |ike a nobleman and with a nobl eman's manners and
beari ng

but the nost deferential of all, brought me wine and a slab of cold neat,

whi ch

| ate and went straight to bed.

The hearth, as | had feared, was built in the old-fashioned way in the niddle
of

the hall, but while it nmade the roomvery snoky it also kept it warm M
entire

adult life | had preferred fire safely housed in a fireplace, but | thought
tiredly that | could deal with this—at |east until next week when | would

or der

the masons in.

The great curtained bed, at one end of the great hall in which everyone in
t he
castle ate and sl ept, was doubtless the sane one, | thought, that the fornmer

countess had died in. At |east she seemed to have insisted on a goose-feather
mattress on the rope-strung frame and warm wool stuffing in the brocade

coverlets. | just hoped soneone had thought to change the sheets after her
deat h.

But | awoke with my nmood much inproved as dawn broke over the ridge, lighting
up

t he greased parchnent stretched over the wi ndows. | threw on my clothes and
stepped over still snoring men to go out and survey ny county by daylight.
Bruno

was anong the sleepers, his face in repose showing the |lines of age and
exhaustion he tried to deny during the day. Hm1l smiled at indul gently, but
a

little discipline, | could see, would be needed anmpong the rest.

Yet faint clanking and rattling sounds el sewhere in the castle indicated that
I

was not the only one awake. | could recall seeing no priest anong the staff

| ast

night, but I would have to get one and start themall off right with the

di vi ne

office every morning. | went out into the courtyard adjoining the great hall,
where the cold norning air carried the scent of distant snow as well as of
nmud,

then foll owed an unroof ed passage to the base of the great tower | had seen
from

bel ow and began to clinb.

Stairs wi nding upwards within the walls led me to the top. Fromthere, as |
had

hoped, | could survey the whol e region of the mountains. The view was

spect acul ar and the drop stunning. On all sides were further peaks. To the
south, | nust be looking nmles into the next kingdom Perhaps the duke had
hear d

I was a good fighting man, | thought, able to defend Peyrefixade agai nst the

political anmbitions of enem es not far away.

As | gazed downward through oceans of air | realized it would be a sheer fal
froma dozen different points on this castle to the valleys on either side of
the ridge, and the people living in those valleys would never forget the
presence of the castle above them

Fi el ds that had appeared desol ate the ni ght before now had a faint green



cast,
of early grass breaking through, and far below | spotted what were doubtl ess
flocks of sheep. On one hillside | could see a |l arge vineyard, still in

wi nt er

dor mancy, though nothing I could recognize as olive trees. So far below it
coul d

have been a toy, such as | had sonetines nmade for little Gertrude, was a
tile-roofed village, snoke rising lazily fromthe rooftops in the still air.
I

| eaned on the battlenments, well wapped in ny cloak, letting it sink in that
this was really mne, and trying to renenber all the words of one of the
bawdi er

songs.

Alittle terrace opened out a storey below ne, and as | | ooked around two of
t he

servants cane out onto it, beer rmugs and pieces of bread in their hands.
Nei t her

| ooked up. "So," said one, "what do you think of our new master?"

An accent like the duke's messengers' but perfectly intelligible. | |eaned
forward, intensely interested and scarcely breathing.

"It's a southern nane, Caloran, for all that he talks |ike a northerner,"
commented the other around a nmout hful of breakfast. "I understand he's a
cousin

or something of our |ate Countess Aenor."

"I gather he's not married. Maybe he's holy or sonething."

This "or sonething" seened to give the other pause, because he was silent for
a

nonent before saying, a bit too loudly, "They don't have heretics up in the
north."

"Or maybe he's one who |ikes the boys better,'

the first servant suggested.

"o

maybe no | ady woul d have him"

The second | aughed. "Once they learn he's Count of Peyrefixade they' |l cone
flocking around. He'll have plenty to choose fromthen, wll our Count Scar."

Count Scar. My own servants were calling me Count Scar

| had scarcely gotten used to the sound of Count Caloran, to the inmage of the
wi se, severe but just lord fromthe north, and already it was being altered
out

of recognition. | waited in silence until ny servants—+ didn't even know
their

nanes, but | marked them as best | could from above—had fini shed eating and
gone

back inside, then went in search of breakfast of my own.

At | east they had seemed to think that | would have plenty of ladies to
choose

from

The first order of business when |I finished ny beer and barley bread was to
start acquainting myself with ny castle. It had clearly been built and
rebuilt

over several generations, with an effort in manpower getting the stones up
here

which | couldn't even inmagi ne. Maybe their efforts had been assisted by
nmagi c,

whi ch | understood was rmuch nmore widely used in the south. But | dismssed
t he

t hought .



The castle was smaller than ny brother the archduke's, but to me it felt like
a

ki ngdom It had a fornidabl e keep, many unexpected passages and roons, a
graceful ly proportioned chapel |eaning far out over the precipice, and plenty
of

pl aces where the unwary foot could have slid with fatal results. My initial
expl oration reveal ed no secret tunnels, but if they had been easy to find

t hey

woul d not have been secret.

"I heard one of the stable boys refer to you as Count Scar,'
up

to tell me triunmphantly. "But after a good thunping he agreed to use your
rightful nane from now on."

Though | now felt that everyone in the castle was | ooking at and wondering at
the dark red disfigurenent of ny face, the feeling did little to danpen ny

Bruno shuffl ed

good

mood. After all, | was long accustoned to that. No matter what they said
behi nd

nmy back, they were still mine to command—as soon as | knew what commands to
gi ve them

By now all the nmen were busy about their day's tasks, the knights tending
their

gear or practicing their swordwork, the staff cooking, cleaning, making
barrel s,

attending to the horses, renewing the slates on a bit of roof |ine, hamering
away in the forge, and a dozen other chores. It was somewhat disconcerting to
realize how well the castle was already functioning w thout nme and ny

di scipline. There were no wonen at all in sight; the few | adies who had |ived
there had doubtless |eft at once when the countess died.
But | missed them al nost i mediately. The chief cook spotted me when | | ooked

into the kitchens around noon to check on dinner's progress. He hurried over,
full of deep bows and apol ogies, to acquaint me with the state of the spice
chest, "For you see, ny lord, these two nonths gone | have not been able to

buy,

and this time of year the prices are always scandal ous, yet we are shockingly
| ow on pepper and dangerously | ow on cinnanon," | wondered briefly if
irrelevantly on the dangers the lack of cinnanbn posed to Peyrefixade, then
realized with a cold thud what he was asking: he wanted noney, and all | had
was

the pitiful sumleft in the bottom of the pouch ny brother had given nme. This
county nust produce an inconme for its count, but how was | to gain access to
it?

Surely there was a bailiff or stewart somewhere who saw to the rents and
tolls

comng in, but I could not recall neeting any such person |ast night. The
seneschal must not have the noney hinself or he would have been able to
supply

it to the cook.

And why was the cook bothering me about the spices anyway? | knew not hing of
these things. At home first ny nother and then ny sister-in-law had al ways
supervi sed the kitchen provisions. The | adi es who fl ocked around Count Scar
had

better be well trained in castle managenent.

W were interrupted before |I could ask how many peppercorns he could get for
t he

few solidi | still had. A clear note of a horn sounded through the castle,

t hen

again and a third tine.

"That's the signal that soneone's com ng up the road, ny lord," said the cook
hel pfully. "It was blown |ast evening when you were spotted, though of course



we
didn't realize at first it was you."

"OfF course," | said briskly. Wth a castle like this, someone could roll out
of

bed with nothing on but his shirt and still defend it, but it was good to
know

that a certain discipline was al ready established even w thout me. Soldiers
could always talk to; | should start with the guards once | had dealt with
whoever was now nmaking the clinb up ny nountain.

Bruno net me outside the kitchen, and the castle seneschal silently fell into

step at nmy shoulder as | hurried toward the front gate. The latter | ooked

j ust

as gaunt this nmorning as he had | ast night, but lugubrious rather than ill, |
judged. He had nurnured sonething then about the great sorrow of the
countess's

death: an old famly retainer, | thought, but he was not really so ol d.

The duke's nessengers who had brought ne south joined us at the gate. "It is
Duke Argave," one informed ne. "W sent a nessage fromthat inn three days
ago,

and it is good to see he received it."

A smal |l group of horsenmen | abored up the last clinb, |led by one carrying an
enor nous bl ack banner. Behind himon a powerful stallion rode a man who coul d
only be the duke, clean-shaven, with dark eyes that seened even at a di stance
to

be | ooking into mine. Dangerous, ny brother had termed him He was tall and

heavily built, graying but still graceful in the saddle, wearing a red silk
tabard over his arnor.

"He said in the letter he sent me," | nuttered to Bruno, "that he wanted me
to

start south at once, and he is certainly wasting no tinme naking ny
acquai nt ance. "

"Halt, in the name of Cal oran, Count of Peyrefixade!" shouted nmy guards to ny
surprised delight, as they |leaped out in front of the gate and stood with
crossed hal berds. The duke stopped twenty yards below them before the fina

| oop of the road. "Tell your naster that Duke Argave requests perm ssion to
enter the castle which he has vouchsafed him" He nust know who | was but was
not | ooking at me now.

| stepped forward. "Enter ny castle, esteened lord, for | would gladly greet
you

and bow the knee to you." They nmight pride thenselves on their danci ng-naster
manners here in the south, but | was sure that none of them had experienced
anything like the cerenony of the inperial court on a high holy day.

Argave gave a sudden snile and kicked his |lathered horse for the final assent.
It was quite clear that | would never have inherited this castle were it not
for

t he duke, so there was no use in hol ding back. When he reached the gates |
was

al ready down on one knee, reaching for his stirrup to hold it as he descended.
He nodded in satisfaction but said, "Rise, Caloran. You will come to ny court
at

Ferignan for formal investment next week, and until then you need not bend

t he

knee to ne." He gave only the slightest flick of his eyelids at the sight of

ny

scarred face. | came to ny feet slowy but maintained ny grip on his stirrup
until he had di smounted. He took a heavy, l|inen-wapped box fromthe back of
hi s

saddl e, then the groonms appeared to | ead the horse away.
H s messengers immedi ately burst into a flow of words that | could not
under stand. The duke | ooked at me over their heads and smiled as though



enj oyi ng

nmy disconfort. But he said in a friendly enough tone, "You do not understand
our

regi on's | anguage? Cone, lads, let us not appear to be discussing secrets
before

Count Caloran. You can tell ne all these things later if they have any

i mport."

"I speak the Royal Tongue," | said stiffly, "and Al emann of course, from ny
years in the inperial court."” Let himlearn about that fromme and not from
hi s

nessengers.

"Auccitan, our region's |language, is in your blood," he replied
good- nat uredl y.

"You should quickly pick it up, as it is not so different fromthe Royal
Tongue. "

And if they persisted in speaking a | anguage | did not understand, | thought,
then Bruno and | woul d converse before themin Al enmann.

"I knew, of course, of your service to the enperor,"” the duke continued, just

when | thought he would not deign to nmention it at all. "And how you | eft
t hat
service two years ago." Duke Argave, | thought, had good informati on—perhaps

fromnmy brother, perhaps from other sources—but did not always care to share
that information with those under him

"Here in your own court,"” he added thoughtfully, "you may hear nothi ng but
your

own Royal Tongue. After Countess Aenor canme back from of fering her obei ance
to

the king, she ordered that none but his | anguage be spoken here, and she was
obeyed. O course,"” he put in alnmst as an aside, "she did not live a year
after

that, so the |l esson nmay not have taken thoroughly."

The countess had died within a year of taking office herself? Cearly there
was

a great deal that the nmessengers had deliberately kept fromme. | |ed Duke
Argave into the great hall, though he doubtless knew the way better than I
di d.

Here, with a flourish, he whipped the |inen away fromthe box and handed it
to

me. It was even heavier than | had expected fromthe way he carried it, and
cane close to dropping it. It was nade of age-darkened chestnut, bound with
bands of iron, and | ocked with a massive |ock. But the duke produced a key,
and

under his gaze | slowy opened it.

It was, as | suspected, the treasury of the county of Peyrefixade. The cook

woul d be able to buy nore peppercorns after all, | thought, hefting the
| eat her
bags within. | didn't want to count ny nmoney wi th Duke Argave | ooking on, but

then | suspected he had long since counted it hinmself. The bags seened
sonehow

less full than | had hoped, though | tried to reassure nyself that nost of
t he

nmoney would be in gold. There was no use whatsoever in suspecting the duke of
havi ng i nproved the condition of his own spice chests while guarding ny
treasury

for me.

The bouteillier hurried in with flagons of wine. He said something in rapid
Auccitan to Duke Argave as he served us, but the duke did not answer. This
southern wi ne was better than anything ny brother had in his castle,

t hought



as we sipped.

"The spring rents cone due next month," said the duke. Everything he said had
a

slightly amused, ironic undertone, but that seened only his way of speaking,
not

a conmment on my rents—+ hoped. "Your seneschal can informyou about your rent
collectors. He's a good man, devoted to your famly."

| nodded, noticing a sheaf of parchnent in the bottom of the treasury box. A
qui ck gl ance showed that a few were property deeds or judicial records, but
nost

were chirographic records of transfers of property away fromthe county

patrinony. The ones | |eafed through all represented gifts to a religious
house

dedi cated to the Three Kings.

"How did the countess conme to die so suddenly,” | asked w thout | ooking up

"having held the office such a short tine? Was it the perils of childbirth?"
Duke Argave chuckled, and then | did nmeet his eyes. They were dark and

pi erci ng,

with very little real hunor in them "You should know better than that,
Cal or an.

If she had had a child, there would have been no need to sunmmon you all the
way

fromthe north!" He wore a large emerald ring, doubtless worth nany times the
contents of ny treasury box, and he turned it thoughtfully as he spoke. "Her
grandf at her, old Count Bernhard, had outlived his son by many years and di ed
bel oved and venerable |last winter. Hi s granddaughter, the heiress, would
doubt| ess have been | oved just as nuch—eventual |l y—+f it had not been for her
acci dent."

So there had been sone sort of trouble during her short reign. "Accident?"

r epeat ed.

"Late fall, the time of fogs and mi sts. She nust have decided to wal k on the
ranparts by herself in the evening. No one knew she had even | eft her chanber
until they heard the scream..It was not until the next norning that they
found

her body."

"So she fell to her death." | stirred uneasily in the great carved chair in
which | sat. She had presumably known the castle all her life; | would have
to

wat ch ny own step very carefully.
"Or was pushed. "

The duke's words seened to echo through the enpty hall. "But who woul d have
pushed her?" | asked, horrified.

"Not her husband,"” he answered with assurance, "as he was never out of the
si ght

of at |least a dozen witnesses that evening, at |east one of whom| trust
conpletely. And there was scant reason for himto want her dead just yet,
even

had he despi sed her, which he did not. For without a child of his body to

i nherit, he had no further legal claimto be Count of Peyrefixade. He tried
to

argue it with me, of course, even hired sone nen of |aw to make his case, but
I

could tell his heart was never in it. Wthout his wife Lord Thierri is just
one

nore dependent at ny court again. That's the real reason | haven't brought
hi m

to the ordeal ."

This was what the duke had hinted at in his letter to me. | felt a cold
suspicion that there was still much nore to this than he had said. He could
certainly have accepted the countess's consort as the new count if he had



want ed, wi thout fearing anyone woul d dare oppose him But for sone reason

wi t hout even having nmet ne, he had deci ded he wanted ne instead.

"But who do you suspect, then?" | asked. "Surely by now you nust have charged
soneone with this hideous crinme."

"No witnesses to her fall," said the duke regretfully, "and those who mi ght
seem

to have the npbst to gain are all beyond suspicion. Ch there was one witness,

t oo

terrified to come forward the night she died, one of the staff here who spoke
of

apparitions and horrors. But it was clear nonsense, illusions of the nist to
wi ne-blurred eyes."

He rose briskly, his cloak swirling around him and | stood up too, "No,

will

not stay for dinner. | shall |eave you nowto |learn nore of your own castle
and
will take my lads with me. But you shall attend ny high court next week and
make

your oaths before all ny other nmen. You are also sworn to the king through
your

oaths to nme, so there will be no need to go north to the royal court before
m dsunmer -+ hear the roads can be poor this tinme of year."
"I noticed," | said dryly.

"And you shall nake the acquai ntance of my daughter Arsendis, a charm ng
young

woman who has expressed great interest in the new northern count." | suddenly
found nyself smling hugely. Apparently, even with the scar, | would not be
t oo

horrifying to a maiden's sensibilities. The duke handed ne a small square of
parchnent. "You night enjoy this mniature of her."

It was a wonan's portrait, done very snall, show ng soneone bl ack-haired
smling

over her shoul der at me. Her dark eyes tilted up at the corners and gave the
i mpressi on she was enjoying a private joke. The picture was startlingly
realistic; | had never seen a portrait look so nmuch like a living, breathing
person. | rubbed at it with nmy thunb, vaguely suspecting magic.

"Keep it for now," said Duke Argave with a wave of his hand. "You can return
it

to Arsendi s when you neet her at ny high court next week. Oh, and before

t hen,

your capellanus will arrive."

"My Kapel anner?" | said, so surprised that | used the Allenmannic word. "A
spiritual advisor? | have one?"

He was al ready heading out toward the courtyard. "I requested him

particul arly.

A bright young man who is wasting his considerable talents holed up in the
religi ous house of the Three Kings."

There were too many pieces for me even to start putting themtogether yet.
"Isn't that the house," | asked, hurrying to keep up with the duke, "to which
ol d Count Bernhard, ny predecessor, was SO0 generous?"

Argave turned toward ne suddenly and sniled. "So you have | earned that

al r eady,

have you? | knew | need not fear soneone of your family would be
slowwtted. "

Qut in the courtyard the winter sun was shining, but the stone passage in
whi ch

we stood was shadowed and chill. "But did you know they are the Order that
practices magi c?"
"Magic!" It seened | was repeating about half of what the duke said, but he

had



surprised me again. "I knew all priests study a little magic," | sputtered,
trying not to be scandalized, "as they learn all branches of know edge and
science. | knew that the nost pious nen of God nmay persue sone pagan

| ear ni ng,

even read the |l ove poens of antiquity while learning antiquity's |anguage. But
a

whol e Order devoted to it! | would have thought that heretical."

The duke's whol e manner changed abruptly. He had seened detached and anused
al |

during our conversation, but at the nention of heresy he becane deadly
serious.

He turned to face nme, speaking with quiet intensity. "Well, sone of the
heretics

back in the nmountain valleys—the Perfected, as they like to call thensel ves,
if

you can i magi ne such hypocrisy!—ertainly practice dark magic. In the
terrible

wars of ny boyhood, they w el ded al nost uni nmagi nabl e magi cal powers, and
hundreds, even thousands were slain on both sides. It is not however the
magi ¢

that separates the heretics fromthe True Faith. It is their perverted belief
that this world is not God's creation but the devil's, and that by cl eansing
t hensel ves, freeing thenselves fromthe taint of earth, they can becone
totally

pure through their own efforts. They say that they are so Perfect that they
do

not need God's nercy and atonement, thus mi sl eading many pious souls into
dammati on—especially as | hear they often reward thensel ves for fasts and
flagell ations by afterwards indulging in gross orgies. That is why
Cod-fearing

sons of the True Faith need to oppose themw th their own weapons. And that
is

why," with a slight flaring of his nostrils,
t he

heretics, | helped the old count, your great-uncle, establish the Mgian

O der.

| was then a very young nman, and it was one of nmy first acts on inheriting

t he

duchy. "

| inmediately bit back all the issues | had been about to raise questioning
t he

wi sdom of learning nore than the slightest bit of magic. "The path of w sdom"
I

not long after the war against

said heartily, trying not to neet his eyes. "So ny new capellanus will be a
Magi an?"
"His nane," said the duke, "is Melchior."

Chapter Two ~ Mal chi or
1

"Hs nane is Caloran."

| had been startled at first when a novice had interrupted ny afternoon

peri od

of study to sumon ne to the office of the provost, then filled with deep
apprehensi on that the day | had begun to hope m ght never arrive was upon ne
at

| ast. Had someone denounced me? Was | to be bani shed despite all ny |abors,
despite a spotless record of devotion to the Order and the True Faith fromny
first days as a novice? As | hurried past the chapter house, the terror that

I



m ght never again be allowed to enter that octagonal chanber and participate
in

t he business of the Order as a full brother had been truly terrible.

Arriving before Provost Balaamfilled with such doubts and fears, | had been
surprised and confused to have himlaunch into an apparently conversationa
account concerning the arrival of a new count at the castle of Peyrefixade, a
good day and a half away. Now | raised ny eyes fromhis narrow face to the
wal |

behi nd him studying the ivory madonna and the fine wooden scul pture of our
Order's nanmesakes, the Three Magi, that hung there, while | tried to decipher
the neani ng of this conversation. After a nmonent | ventured, "A southerner's
nane: interesting for a northern count."

"It was the name of his great-grandfather, who was count at Peyrefixade
before

the tine of our Order." The Provost paused to shift one of the innunerable
scraps of scribbled parchnent that littered the desk in front of him It was
a

standard trick of his when collecting his thoughts—er when preparing to

i mpart

some unconfortable news, for despite his dry manner he was not an unkind nan.
"That old Count Cal oran had two sons. The el der, who succeeded him was our
own

great patron Bernhard. The younger eventually married the heiress to a
hol di ng

on the northern marches; he was the grandfather of this Caloran.™

| began to relax, thinking perhaps the provost had nerely felt like talking
of

this novel ty—though why he shoul d have selected me for a |istener seened a
nmystery. "I had never even heard our patron had a brother, let alone that such
a

brother had given rise to a lineage of his own up in the grimborder |ands
adjoining the Enmpire."

"Few did. No one in this region has had any cause to think or speak of our
late

patrons brother for over forty years. But our esteened duke— Provost Bal aam
smled without mrth "—learly knew all about it. He makes it his life's

busi ness to know of such things, as one never knows when one of them m ght be
turned to advantage."

My mind was racing now. It was evident that | was expected to understand
sonmething fromthis recitation, but what? | had never enjoyed gossip
concerni ng

t he maneuverings of the worlds mighty, even during the three years | had been
conpel l ed to spend anong them away from our nother house. If | had, why would
I

have chosen to seek a life of quiet contenplation devoted to prayer and the
study of the magic arts in the cloisters of the Order, over the chance to be
naned heir to my uncle's nodest |ands and castle when | was but fourteen? But

now it appeared | nust again aspire at conpetency at this skill for which
felt

such scant inclination. Well, | certainly knew sonething of the duke and his
ways. After a nonent's consideration, | ventured, "So, our duke finds
sonet hi ng

to_his advant age in suddenly producing this unknown but quite legitinmte
PE;LH, you are perspicacious. The question for us is whether the arrival of
Eghit Caloran will also be to the advantage of our Order, or otherwise. It is
Lﬂis regard that | sunmoned you."

"Your servant stands ready to serve in whatever way the Order may require,”



decl ared automatically, casting ny eyes hunbly downward and stretching forth
ny

hands in an effort to retain ny cal mand patient expression despite ny
dawni ng

understanding that all this talk of count and duke actually m ght have sone
di rect bearing upon ne.

"I presume you are aware that our Order has always furnished a capellanus to
t he

castl e of Peyrefixade, to serve both as an aide and a spiritual advisor to

t he

reigning count. Qur revered father Abbot Caspar has requested nme to ask that

you
take up this post in the service of this new count."

"I see." As soon as he'd spoken, |I'd realized ny foolishness in not having
guessed for nyself. My heart felt |like a stone in ny breast while all of ny
| ong

and carefully cultivated detachnent seened to leave nme in an instant. "The
reverend abbot —does nme great honor. But is this not an assignnent for a
nor e—a

nore seasoned brother?"

"Some argued so. But the—the abbot thought otherwi se, and so do |I. You are
about
the sane age as this new count. He will be coming into his situation feeling

hinsel f a stranger to everyone, so this fact nmay help you in winning his
confidence. Mreover, there is reason to believe that the priest of our Oder
assigned to Peyrefixade should be an expert in the magic of divination, and
happen to know that subject has been one of your particular studies. It's a
taxi ng branch of nmagic, one that requires a young heal thy Magian |ike

your sel f.

Mor eover, the duke hinmself specifically requested you." The Provost gave his
mrthless smle once nore. "You nust have nmade a surprisingly strong

i mpression

upon himduring the period you served in his city a few years ago."

Wll that's done it, | told nyself. Until Provost Bal aanmis |ast statement |
had

hoped | night yet persuade himto return to the abbot and the officers of the
Oder with ny carefully reasoned argunments as to why | would be so nmuch | ess
suitable for this task than several other brothers whom | could readily nane.
But that was out of the question now Qur Oder of the Three Kings had

att ai ned-whatever small security and prosperity it now enjoyed thanks
principally to two great patrons: the late old Count of Peyrefixade and the
duke

hi nmsel f.

The good ol d count had supported us out of a genuine interest and belief in

t he

possibilities of magic as a force for good, so long as its study and practice
was conducted by nmen also sworn to holiness and living under the

wel | -under st ood

di scipline of the cloister. But as for the duke, his reasons for doing
anyt hi ng

were seldomeither so single or so sinple, and our Order had consequently

f ound

it well always to give the npbst serious consideration to any request from

hi mand i ndeed, to conpl y—nl ess some highly conpelling spiritual objection
could be produced. Wat conceivable action or virtue of mne the duke m ght
have

wi t nessed during my periodic attendance at his court, in an extrenely junior
capacity, to make himthink of placing ne at Peyrefixade was conpletely
obscure

to ne. But it nade no difference. Bowing ny head and folding my hands in the



posture proper to an obedi ent junior canon, | produced the only possible
response, the one I'd so often heard given by many a greater figure than
nysel f:

"Then of course it nust be as our |ord duke w shes."

"Exactly," said old Balaam and | al nost thought | glinpsed the hint of a
smile

tugging for a noment at the corner of his flat nouth. "Mark well that you
t ake

care always to give such politic answers once you have taken up your new
duties.”

"And when am | expected to go take up those duties, ny father?"

"Why, tomorrow, of course!" Provost Bal aam decl ared, |ooking as if ny
guestion

was the nost surprising thing he'd heard in the |ast twel venonth. "The

weat her

augeries | ook excellent for the next three days, so there is nothing to del ay
you. Mdreover, it would be best if you were with this new Count Cal oran as
qui ckly as possible.™

He turned his head at the sound of the bells announci ng nones. "W nust be
of f

to the holy office now As soon as that's over, go pack your bel ongi ngs and
ot her things and make the preparations for your journey. Come see ne again
tomorrow norni ng before you depart and | shall advise you concerning a few

practical matters you will need to know." He rose briskly and stepped over to
his little stand to wash the inevitable ink stains fromhis long wiry
fingers,

nodding in dismssal. | started to go out, but the sight of the crucifix that

hung above his wash stand, or perhaps a glinpse he caught of something in ny
face, caused himto call after ne. "Ch, and Brother Ml chior—=2"
"Yes, ny father?" | said, turning back

"The Order asks that you assume this service for its welfare, but also
because

it truly believes it will aid your own, your spiritual welfare. And al so your
progress as a menber of the Order. You know, younger Brother, one nmay master
t he

techni cal know edge necessary to do powerful magic far younger than one can
acquire the wi sdom needed to deci de when and how to use that power. The
latter

cones with time and experience, experience that can only be gai ned by taking
what you have |l earned out into the world of the nen and wonmen we serve. And
renmenber, though you | eave our walls and our conpany, you are never al one
whil e

you have the disciplines of self-exam nation and prayer you have | earned

anong
us to guide you. | suggest that once you've collected your things, you go
pray

in one of the chapels. Or better yet, take a walk in the cloister until it's
time for vespers. Listen to the stones, let themrem nd you what is the

pur pose

of our Order and why you becane one of us. It will do you good, believe ne.
Even

today, our Revered and G orious Master never fails to go and wal k there
whenever

he comes on one of his visits."

It might have been only illusion, but his expression | ooked al nost kindly as
I

shut the door behind ne.

By the time |1'd stood through the singing of nones, then gone to ny cell and
packed up ny few personal itens and the books and tools of such nagic arts as



I
had managed to master in sone fifteen years of diligent study, the brief

February afternoon was already noving swiftly on towards nightfall. Feeling

| ow

and al so obstinant, | slipped away for a wal k outside the walls instead of
goi ng

to the cloister. The air was still and warmfor the season, with even a trace
of

the scent of spring. | walked fromthe gates as far as the little porter's

| odge

and stood for a while, |ooking down the steep, narrow road up which | and
everything el se that had ever come to our Order's house—ncluding its very
stones—had travel ed. And down which |I'd be going come norning. The | odge and
t he

road itself, at least as far as ny vision reached along its w nding course
down

the nountain, were deserted and still.

| turned and | ooked back toward the spire, walls and buildings of the Oder's
house outlined against the fading sky, and a sense of deep woe swept over ne.

Wthin the House's calmdaily round of prayer and magi cal studies, | had felt
I

was meking real progress at |last. Despite the provost's words, | didn't see
how

| could continue to nove ahead anid all the distractions and denmands that
woul d

cone in serving as spiritual counsellor and Magian in a great castle under a
steel -hearted northern count—for such the man nust be, or our hard Duke

Ar gave

woul d never have decided to set himthere.

And yet, it suddenly struck me, these very thoughts might thensel ves be
tenptati ons, born of hidden pride. After all, how much better this was than
t he

true bani shnent | had so often dreaded! What good was ny oath of faithful ness
and obedience to the Oder if it brought only an outward concurrence that
conceal ed a rebellious heart? | bowed ny head and prayed earnestly, trying to
bring myself to accept and enbrace this new charge.

After a while a chill wind began to rise out of the deep valley. | shivered
and

turned back inside the walls. As | passed the corridor leading to the

cl oi ster,

nmy footsteps |agged, then turned. A noment later | had covered the dozen
paces

to the | ow archway and stepped through, fully obedi ent now.

I wal ked slowy al ong, gazing out between the colums of the arcade to where
t he

central fountain of the cloister sent its peaceful sound echoing through the
little garden. The air was cal mand almost warmin this sheltered place, and
I

began to feel its peace stealing into ny heart.

At the southwest corner of the arcade, | paused to study our finest carved
capital, which depicted Sinon the Mgician slinking shanefacedly away after
havi ng been denied in his attenpt to augnent his own nagical powers by
purchasi ng a share of the imreasurably greater spiritual powers of Qur Lord.
The

magi ci an had been carved with a face in which lines indicating considerable
wi sdom had becone coarsened, with keen eyes that now appeared bitter. He
clutched a sack of noney in one clawike hand, and was surrounded by scul pted
street urchins who pointed at him jeering and | aughing. Around on the
opposite

face of the capital a crowd of rapt listeners was ignoring himentirely as



t hey

gazed up toward a high place where the unseen Master had resuned his

pr eachi ng.

A cautionary tale for any in our Oder who m ght chance to fall into the
error

of supposing even briefly that his nodest command of nere earthly nagica
capacities could make himin any way close to being the equal of those whose
powers cane froma far higher source

As | stepped away fromthe carved scene a faint sound filtered to ny ears

t hrough the rush of the fountain: a | ow tapping, which cane in short bursts
interrupted by periods of silence. It seenmed to be coming fromthe opposite
corner of the cloister. | wal ked quickly up the west arcade, past colums
whose

capitals nostly bore only synbols of the planets and the zodi ac, or else

t wi ned

acant hus | eaves or sinple faces, then along the north side of the cloister
Reachi ng the northeast corner of the arcade, the only unfinished section, I
cane

upon ol d Brother Quercus chiseling away in the shadows, finishing the capita
t hat one day soon would crown this corner of the cloister. He was seated with
hi s back al nost against the wall, working in nearly conpl ete darkness, but

t hat

was unlikely to bother him he was blind.

O at least blind as nmost of us account such things. Brother Quercus had been
one of the first to join our dear and glorious Father back in the earliest
days

of the Order. Time had | ong since stripped his wavering old eyes of the power
to

detect light, just as it had stripped the untonsured parts of his head of
every

hair except for the dense eyebrows that hung down over his sightless eyes
like

old thatching on a ruined cottage. He had to be assisted in the norning to
hi s

carving bench by two novices these days, but his old arns and hands were
still

strong as oak when he deftly plied his hanmer and chisels. He had carved
every

col um and every capital in the main church building well before |I'd joined

t he

Order, then turned to the work of decorating this cloister at an age when
nost

canons were content nerely to sit in the sun by sunmer or near the fire by
winter, until soneone cones to lead themoff for neals or prayers or bed. For
Brot her Quercus had turned his magical studies to mastering the second vision
as

his own sight had departed, and the undi nm ni shed vigor and power of his
carving

attested to his success. Indeed, it was he who taught the basics of second

vi sion and hearing to the novices. Runor anong them whi spered that he had now
gone even beyond the second vision in his own studies, delving deep into the
third vision that can see across time and space. As | drew close, he lay down
hi s heavy hamer and turned his ancient head in ny direction. "Good eveni ng,
Brot her Mel chior," he croaked with conplete assurance as to who was before
hi m

"Yes, it is |, elder Brother."

"Have a | ook here, then; see what you think."

| bent to peer at the nearly finished capital. It depicted a knight in

ar nor —o,

there was a crown on his nailed head: a king. He stood alone in a wild place



anong rocks, facing an ancient worman with a pinched face both cunning and
fearful. The hag was crouched |like a spider, all drawn up except for one |ong
armflung out with pointing finger to indicate sonmething around the corner of

the capital. | |eaned over and saw a bearded figure with a wathful face, who
appeared to be rising up out of the earth amd billowi ng fog. Looking at the
king again, | realized that despite his tall person and nassive |inbs he was

cowering away fromboth the hag and the apparition. "Ah, it is Saul and the
Wtch of Endor, with the ghost of Sanuel!"

"Good, good! Just about done; it's nice to find that soneone with decent
scriptural know edge can recognize it straight away. Looks all right to you,
t hen?"

"It is magnificent, elder Brother." But in fact sonething about the king's
pose

struck me as odd. Stooping over, | saw that one of his legs was bent in a
manner

that defied normal anatony very slightly. It also greatly increased the
ef f ect

of a normally strong man reduced to shrinking terror, however, so | supposed
it

must have been an artistic decision by Brother Quercus.

"You're | ooking at that leg, aren't you?" he creaked as if reading ny

t hought s—aas he, perhaps? "Thinking | did it that way for the effect. Well

| ook

alittle closer."

| obeyed, and after a nonent | saw a little flawin the linmestone: a bit of
quartz crystal, just at the place where King Saul's |eg should have bent if
it

had been carved naturalistically. "A happy accident, then," | said.

"It's a scar, a scar in the stone." Brother Quercus abruptly laid down his
tool s

and thrust out his hands in ny direction. After an instants confusion,
under st ood that he was requesting ne to help himrise. "Getting chilled;
that's

enough work for one day. Take me along to ny cell, Brother Melchior. 1'd like
to

rest and pray for a little while until it's time for the evening offices and
meal . The boy will fetch in the tools fromthe danmp when he cones."

W wal ked slowy, as | carefully matched ny pace to his. He didn't speak
agai n

until we were turning down the corridor that led to his cell. But then

"Funny

t hi ngs, scars, on stones or on nmen. You have to work around them you know. "
"So you couldn't carve across the scar then."

"Funny things. Stuffs often the strongest right around them But you can't
strike right onto them or sonething may crack. What shows on the surface is
only part, you see. Scars always go down deeper than you can see. They can be
the key to the whole fabric, even in the strongest block." W had reached the
door of his cell, but as he was about to enter, he turned sharply about, his
face directly toward nme though his yellow old eyes were rolled sightlessly
upward beneath his bushy brows. "You hear all that, Brother Ml chior? You
hear

what | just said?"

"About scars in stone? Yes, Brother Quercus."

"Stones and nen, Brother Melchior, stones and nmen. Just you renenber that;
you

may find it of use before you expect. Scars can be inportant things, in

st ones

or men. O her men—er yourself."

As soon as he made this pronouncement all the oaken hardness seened to go out



of

him and | found nyself only |ooking at a blind, weary old man. He turned and
shuffled into his little cell, and | set off for mne, puzzling as | went

over

t he question of whether | had just listened to sonething extrenely vital or
nerely the random vaporings of a holy but crunbling old nind.

2

| arose after fitful slunber an hour before the singing of matins the next
nmorni ng and took a | ast wal k inside and outside every part of the Orders

buil dings. After the singing of the first office, while the eastern sky was
still just reddening with the comng dawn, | went along to see Provost Bal aam
once more. | found himalready at his desk, witing by the light of a candle.
"Ah, good norning, Brother Melchior. Are you ready to be on your way?"

"One of the novices is |oading ny baggage onto a packhorse, ny father.

shal |

depart as soon as our interviewis over."

"Excellent; then |I shall endeavor to be brief. There are just one or two
matters

you shoul d be acquainted with before you | eave.” He | ooked at ne for a mnute
wi th the sane expression he habitually wore when perusing a questionable bil
fromone of the tradesnen who supplied our house with necessities fromthe
village down in the valley. "You passed your first fourteen years in a
nount ai n

hol di ng, so | presume you gai ned at | east sonme know edge of the Im Perfected,
did you not ?"

| stared at himin deep di smay, wondering what m ght be hidden behind this
guestion. Could this be a trap; had the provost sonehow di scovered what | had
t hought was known only to the old Master and Abbot Caspar? Yet his face did
not

| ook suspicious. Summoni ng courage, | managed to answer in a nornal tone,
"Yes,

i ke anyone who grew up in these nmountains | have sonme know edge of the
Perfected Ones. But |+ hope no person has found any reason to voice doubt
concerning nmy commitnent to the True Faith."

"No, not at all. It is nerely that Peyrefixade was originally built by those
who

styl ed themsel ves the Perfected, as one of their castles. It was the seat of
one

of their own greatest Magians at the tine of the great war against them The

possibility exists that it may still harbor certai n-ah—nmanifestati ons even
after so many years, things that a trustworthy son of the True Faith

t hor oughl y

trained in the arts of divination, particularly one with at | east sone

know edge

of the so-called Perfected, m ght perhaps be able to uncover. | sinply w shed
to

make it clear that you should be alert for any hint of magical forces

[ i ngering

anywhere about your new station, whether old or recent. It is a matter of
some

i nportance for the Order."

| began to relax again, and realized that ny hands, hidden within ny sl eeves,
had clenched with his first mention of the Perfected into fists so tight that
ny

nails had bitten into nmy palns. "Then | shall strive to be alert. But it
woul d

be easier if | could know a bit nore."

"l suppose so." He paused, |ooking as if he would rather not go on



Control ling

and doling out information as well as noney is the life of every provost, and
like nost of the rest, ours was always chary of parting with either. A sigh
"You will recall that Peyrefixade passed fromthe hands of our |ate bel oved
patron Count Bernhard to his granddaughter about a year ago, and fell vacant
again just in Novenber when the countess met with an—accident.” As he said
this, he reached over to the box where he kept his inks, took out a little

spill, and scattered a dusting of soot over the piece of fine parchment
spread

on the desk before him He closed his eyes in deepest concentration, then
passed

hi s hand across the parchnment and began to speak in a | ow voice. | had never

gone far in this magic art, and | forgot all my questions and concerns while
I

focused all ny attention on the beautiful patterns of magic that were formng
on

t he parchnent. The soot sifted about like fine sand in a breeze until the
face

of a woman not nuch above ny own age, adorned with a fine silk headdress and
a

neckl ace, forned itself upon the white surface. | had seen the |ate countess
on

one or two occasions anmong other great |adies, when the region's high
nobility

had gathered for some great occasion at the duke's court, and was stunned by
t he

excel l ence of the |ikeness.

"OfF course. The tale of her having fallen while wal ki ng al one upon the
ranparts

was everywhere at the tine."

"But are you not also aware that her untinely death, though nost regrettable,
was not entirely a bad thing for our O der?"

It was now ny turn to think it mght be better if Provost Bal aam did not

di scl ose too nuch information to me. "Well, of course | knew there had been
some

m sunder st andi ng between our Order and the countess, ny father. The novices,
and

even sone of the nore senior brothers, were always gossiping about it. There
was

even talk of a possible case at law. | tried to pay as little attention as
possible to such idle gossip; | wanted no idle distractions frommy studies
and

devotions." Wiich was perfectly true—n fact | had sinply wal ked away from
several discussions when they had turned to this subject. | only w shed
coul d

do so now, but having once nmade a begi nning, Provost Bal aam evi dently neant
to

go on.

"The matter begins even before you returned fromour priory in the duke's
city

of Ferignan to join us here at the Mdther House. Not |ong before his death,
full

of years and virtue, our esteemed patron the old count had been contenpl ating
a

final gift to us, one nore munificent even than the one in which he joined
t he

duke when founding this house of ours. Just two nmonths before his end he
visited

our dear and gl orious Master at his place of retirement to discuss the
natter.



Abbot Caspar, the dean, nyself, and several other senior officers joined them
there one day and heard all about it. The gift was to establish a nenori al
for

the souls of his dead wife and son, as well as his own, and would have been
generous enough to establish an entire new daughter house! But the good old
Count Bernhard di ed suddenly before the firm arrangenents for the | arger part
of

this gift could be conpleted, though title to certain very seemy |ands had
al ready passed to us. After a decent interval, our man who was then serving
as

capel | anus at Peyrefi xade approached our patron's granddaughter, the new
countess, to see if she intended to carry through what her grandfather had
proposed to undertake. She denurred, though she did go so far then as to make
a

nodest |y handsone gift of her own in order to establish anniversaries for her
grandfather and the others | have nentioned."

"A few nonths |ater, however, her seneschal called upon our father the dean
to

i nform hi m apol ogetically that half the annual profits fromthe mll at

Ri veau-Noir, which the old count had long remtted to our Order in their
entirety, would no |longer be comng to us." Provost Bal aamtook up a feather
and

swept it lightly over the countess's inmage, nurnuring once nore. Her image
vani shed, and the deeply lined face of a nman of about fifty, with
intelligent,

sad eyes, slowy replaced it. "Several such visits and announcenents foll owed
over the succeeding nonths. Soon it became evident to the brother then
serving

as capellanus to the countess's court that her consort, Lord Tnierri, was
prevailing upon her to |l ook on our Order with far |less favor than her fanily
had

formerly shown."

He passed the feather across the parchnent once nore and the seneschal s i nage
al so dissolved, as the el egant nagic patterns shifted the soot to formthe
face

of a courtier in a velvet hat, a fine-boned man with a subtle expression
"Such

situations are not unconmon fromtine to tine between an established house
and

the new heir belonging to a fam |y whose heads have traditionally been
patrons,

as you know. But it was nonethel ess highly distressing. W reasoned with the
countess, of course, and for a time we thought the matter had been ami cably
settled. Then in the autumm we | earned to our distress that the countess and
her

consort were now contenplating bringing a formal dispute before the duke—and
if

that did not answer, the king!"

"Yes, even | heard those runmors. But no one in the cloister knew any
particulars, so it was hard to be sure how nuch was real."

"Ch, it was real enough. They intended to contest all the |ands and ot her
properties that the good old count had managed to convey to us just before
hi s

death, and even sone of his previous patronage as well. Nothing formal had
been

done in the case at that point, but we received positive information that the
entire matter woul d be pl aced openly before the duke when the countess and
her

consort attended his winter court. But the countess, heaven rest her, died
first."”



"Heaven rest her indeed." One nust say this, or be thought to have

presunpt uously assuned that the hand of God had intervened in our behalf.

" But

aside fromthe fortuitous aspect of the m sfortune occurring just at the
tine,

how is our Order's interest affected now?"

"It is affected because there is a runor that some formof Magic Arts may
have

been enpl oyed to cause the accident. And that has caused whisperings, and
sometines nore than whisperings, in circles where anything to our discredit
woul d be far from unwel cone. "

"But surely the brother who was on the scene at the time nust have

i nvesti gat ed

at once, if magic appeared to be involved! Wat did he find?"

"He was given little chance to di scover anything. The countess's consort sent
hi m away from Peyrefi xade the very norning after the accident and summoned a
parish priest fromthe local village to performthe offices for his wfe

i nstead. Brother Nuage did manage to get close very briefly to the place from

whi ch she fell, just after her body had been discovered, and believes he did
detect a hint of recent magic there. The late countess's consort did not
permt

any nermber of our Order to enter Peyrefixade after that, so there could be no
confirmation. But now, with the arrival of this new Count Cal oran and your
entry

into his service, you shall have anple opportunity to investigate the matter
on

the spot. O course it is far too late to find any trace of nagica

activities

where the countess fell, but you can be alert for any sign that sonmeone may
be

wor ki ng magi ¢ now. "

He paused to open a box and took out a little sheaf of parchment scraps bound
together with an old bit of thong. When he handed themto ne, | saw that they
wer e pages sal vaged from ol d books and scraped free of the original witing,
standard material for recording informal notes. "Brother Nuage has been

st ayi ng

at our priory in the duke's city ever since he left Peyrefixade. This is the
account he wote concerning everything he saw or surm sed during the | ast

part

of his time at the castle. It may aid you. Renenber, however, your first

or der

of business nust be to inpress this Count Caloran with your diligence and
loyalty as his priest and advisor. His arrival represents a new chance for
our

Order to regain the good-will and patronage of Peyrefixade. It will be up to
you

to guide his thoughts in that direction—and to defend him from any magi ca
attacks such as the one that may have killed the countess.”

My spirits were low once nore as | |left Provost Balaam s office. | was not
nerely being sent forth fromny peaceful life of prayer and ny magi c studies
in

t he House of the Order to take up once again a post out in the world | had
rejected, this time in the service of sone hardened northern soldier | had
never

met. | was also charged with looking into a matter that m ght involve the
nost

sinister sort of magic—w th nothing to guide ny efforts but nonths'-old
runor s

and a few inpressions of the brother who had been the |ast capell anus at
Peyrefixade. | would be responsible for the well-being of all the souls at



t he

castle too, including this Count Galoran's—and in addition to his soul's
saf ety,

that of his physical person. Stepping into the courtyard, | waved to the
novi ce

hol di ng the reins of ny packhorse and of my nount to wait a little | onger
Then

| turned and went into the church to offer a final prayer for strength and
resol ution.

Chapter Three ~ Cal oran

1

Two days after the duke's visit, the triple note of the horn again announced
someone riding up fromthe valley. Busy with the cook and his accounts, |
sent

Bruno, who shuffled back a mnute later to tell me a priest on horseback was
com ng up the steep road.

"I had better go neet himnyself, but I'Il be back," | told the cook. "This
will

be the Kapel anner the duke prom sed to send us." As Bruno and | headed toward
the gate | said, for his ear alone, "Probably the duke expects himto spy on
us

for him And he as good as told me he has another spy in the castle already,
someone he trusts conpletely. Maybe they're to spy on each other as well." |
chuckled. "This is as good as being back in the inmperial court.”

| was very interested in neeting this magic-working menber of the Order of

t he

Three Kings. Nothing beyond faint runor of such a thing had ever nade it
north;

| gathered fromwhat the duke had told me that the Order had been fornmed only
after my own grandfather had left to marry ny archduchess grandnother on the
borders of the Enpire. | persisted in thinking there nust be somnething
hereti cal

about it, except that the duke clearly believed in this Order and just as
clearly detested the heretical Perfected Ones.

The priest appeared perfectly ordinary as his mare and packhorse toiled up

t he

final incline. No magical flying powers, then, or he certainly would have
used

them and no particular desire to make hinself appear a griffin or a
cockatrice

in order to inpress ne.

When ny guards chall enged him he | ooked up calmy. "I am Brother Ml chior

| east of nmy Order, capellanus and spiritual advisor to Count Caloran if, Cod
willing, he wishes to receive ne."

One thing leading soldiers into battle quickly teaches is the ability to
recogni ze reluctance. This priest, | realized with a start, was in spite of
hi s

calmwords as reluctant to be at Peyrefixade as | was to have him Yet there
was

a determ nation there too, sonething that would have been courage in a

sol dier:

a readiness to press forward no matter what the opposition if the cause was
ri ght.

"Enter, then, Father Melchior," | said, stepping out fromthe shadow of the
gate, watching for his reaction to ny scar

The duke had not deigned to notice it. Melchior's eyes went very wide for a
second, then he dropped his head hurriedly to urge his steed up the fina

i ncline.



Surprise, | thought, a surprise that went well beyond seeing a man with an

old

burn. It was as though he had just made an unexpected connection wth
somet hi ng

el se. Was there sonme prophecy in his Order about the Last Days arriving when

a

scarred count ruled at Peyrefixade?

Then | hope they don't arrive quite yet, | thought with an inner snmile, before
I

had a chance to enjoy ny castle properly.

"I amglad to have a priest here, Father," | said as he dismounted. "I'lI
want

divine office sung in the chapel at dawn every norning."

"OfF course. And | will start by conducting a service imediately. This has
not

been done here since the countess's death. And | wish to know at once if
there

are any sick or dying in the castle who wish to confess their sins, or any
ot hers who would profit from God's word."

Good man, | thought, one who knew his business and went straight to it. |
considered himcritically a noment as he hel ped the groonms renmove his | uggage
fromthe packhorse. Wth none of the urbanity or veneer of one who had spent
hi s

life in society, he had a face that was very easy to read. Yet | did not fee
that | understood at all what was going on in his mnd that gave rise to the
expressions | recognized. Hs was not a soldier's face, but one with
conpl i cat ed

t hought s beneath the surface, connected in ways | did not yet grasp. Cearly
he

woul d be worth cl oser study.

"I want to attend your first service," |I said. "If you will wait for a few
m nutes while | finish sonme other business, we can go to the chapel together
and

al so discuss your duties a little nore." He nodded and trailed after Bruno
and

me as we returned to the kitchens, while the groons took his baggage away.

"I like this priest nore than | expected,” | nuttered to Bruno in Al emann.
"The

duke may have chosen hinsel f a good spy."

| had spent much of the norning going through the cook's accounts with him a
process made nuch nore conplicated by the very elaborate tally system he had
devised to keep track of what was on hand, what he had bought, and what he
had

used. The records for the spices al one conprised several sheets of parchnent
closely covered with Iines, crosses, circles, and little wiggles. "I stil
don't

see, ny lord, how !l could have used so nuch pepper the last few nonths," he
said, looking up fromthe pages with a frown. "But we slaughtered the pigs
al nrost i medi ately after the countess's death, and | was so distracted that |
nmust have used nost of it up in the processing wthout even noticing."

"Al'l right," | said, wishing again for a lady to do this. My job should be

t he

castle's defenses and the county's justice, not the staffs diet. "You say we
have enough nmeat, enough flour, enough vegetabl es, and enough w ne. The
seneschal says we need candl es and cloth and | eather, so

"1l have hi m buy enough spices when he's in town to last us until the prices
cone down a bit in the spring."

I was distracted by the sight of soneone wapped in a cloak slipping quietly
across the far end of the kitchens. Bruno saw himtoo and junped for him
"What's this, lad?" he cried, seizing himby the shoul der. " Spying?"



The cook, startled, |ooked up to say, "That's no spy. That's ny assistant”
But

t hen he added sharply, "Where do you think you' re going? Don't you know we
shoul d be serving dinner before too long, and ne too rattled by the accounts
to

have nade nuch preparation?"

"But tha' knows tha' always |leaves nme go visit mi nother every week," munbl ed
t he assistant, keeping his eyes down. Nervousness had strengthened his
accent.

H s face was flushed, and he tried unsuccessfully to ease hinself from
Bruno's

grinp.

"That's right, lad, that's right," the cook started to say.

"I amcount here," | barked. "No one | eaves to visit anyone w thout ny
express

perm ssion." The cook started to object and thought better of it. H's
assistant's cloak had fallen back when Bruno took hold of him and | could
see

now t hat he held some sort of pouch that he was unsuccessfully trying to pul
t he cl oak back over. "And show ne what you're carrying!"

"Not hi ng!" he protested. He was young, not much nore than a boy, and

genui nel y

terrified.

| took the pouch fromhimand opened it. As | suspected, it was full of food:
several |oaves of bread, a ham shank, sonme turnips, and, in the bottom a
cloth

bag the size of ny fist full of peppercorns.

"Thi s expl ai ns your disappearing spices,"” | told the cook, handing it to him
"But Cook ha' tol' nme "twas all right to take a little something to m old
not her— the boy said desperately.

"But not to take and sell the single nost valuable itemin the kitchen," |
replied grimy. The scar on ny cheek felt as though it was pounding wth
anger.

"How | ong have you been doing this? Wre you cheating the countess too, or
did

you start after her death?"

He was down on his knees now, trying not to cry. "lI'msorry, mlord Conpte!
Forgive ne! | ne'er did it before! I'lIl ne'er do it again! Twas just this

wi nt er

when mi ol d not her—=

"I don't need to hear about your old mother,"” | retorted, drunming my fingers
on

the hilt of nmy sword. "I only want to hear what choice you make. Your options

are the following. You can |l eave ny service imediately, with nothing but the
cl ot hes on your back, not even taking enough tine between here and the gate
to

scratch a flea on your butt. O else | shall accuse you formally of gross
theft,

put you to the ordeal before the knights, and have you horse-whi pped when
adj udge you guilty. After that, and assumng you live, you will be told to

| eave

with the sane haste with which | amtelling you to | eave now. "

But he was gone before | finished speaking, |eaping up fromhis knees to
sprint

toward the gate. "Tell the guards, Bruno," | said, "that he is not to be

adm tted again under any circunmstances. And tell themwhy." He grinned as he
hurried off.

"There shoul d be enough pepper here for a few days at least,” | told the
cook,

"until the seneschal makes his trip to town. You did not, by any chance,"



| ooking at himsternly fromunder ny eyebrows, "know what he was taking on
t hese

little visits to his nother?"

H s protests were nervous but sincere. "You were right to dismss him ny
lord,"

he said timdly, "but without my assistant |I'mafraid dinner will be late
today." | nodded briskly and turned to find Brother Melchior staring at ne.
Di sapproval , | thought. Well, he was a priest. Probably in his Oder erring
brothers were given a chance to fall on their knees and attain forgiveness.
shrugged. If this had happened six nmonths fromnow, | m ght have forgiven the
boy nyself. But if | failed to act decisively in the very first instance

di scovered someone trying to cheat me, | would not have a castle to call ny
own

in six nonths. The | essons fromleading soldiers were clear: discipline
first,

nmercy after discipline had been well established.

But the priest surprised nme as we wal ked toward the chapel. "Do you suspect
others of stealing fromyou?" he asked. "If you are planning to horse-whip
al |

the thieves, you nmight prefer to have certain know edge that your suspicions
are

accurate. And there—Well, magic can help."

W stopped while |I |ooked at himnore thoroughly. About ny age and about ny
height, with the air of assurance that all priests have that they are doing
precisely the right thing at all times, but with an intelligence and an
intensity behind it that | had not seen in many priests. "Divination," |
asked

slowy, "isn't that what they call it? The power to see what is hidden?"
"That is correct."

"So are you going to tell ne the boy hadn't been robbing nme?"

"Ch, no." He turned to continue again toward the chapel. "I practiced no
magi ¢

here. Sone of the older nmasters of our Order can practice their particular
art

wherever they are, but | need ny vials and powders and my books even to
begi n.

In this case—Wen you had his confession, divination seened scarcely
necessary.

| hope to begin unpacking imredi ately after divine service so that | may
continue ny studies while here."

"You might try to find out," | suggested, "why the late countess fell off a
ranpart she should have known as well as she knew her own inmage in the
mrror."

H s eyes met mine for a second, his expression a nmix of intensity and of the
curious reluctance | had seen before. "The provost of nmy Order,"” he said

sl ow vy,

"suggested the same thing."

In the next few days the castle began settling into a confortable routine.
Brot her Mel chior sang the divine office in the chapel each norning as yell ow
dawn broke over the nountain peaks, and | sawto it that no one oversl ept
nor e

than once. Leading a castle, | decided, was no harder than | eading nmen into
battl e—easier, because | didn't have to deal with raw terror, either theirs
or

m ne.

"I wish there was sone sort of map or plan of Peyrefixade," |I said to

Senescha



Qui Il hem on the second day. "I think I know where all the principal chanbers
are

now, but I'mstill not sure of the extent of the store roons, and that old
part

of the castle around to the back is very confusing."

Qui | hem gave me the |ugubrious | ook that seenmed customary with him "You

m ght
ask the bouteillier. He was making a map."
Surprised, | sent for Bouteillier Raynbaud. The seneschal's responsibilities

were the castle itself and its incone, and | woul d have thought the
bouteillier

had plenty to do supervising the staff and the wine cellars. Mybe, | thought
with an inner smle, he had his eye on the seneschals position if Quil hem
becane

too ill to continue his duties.

"Raynbaud' s only been here since shortly before the countess took over,"
Bruno

informed me while we waited for him He seenmed to be seeking out information
about Peyrefixade as assiduously as | was, and it hel ped that his infornmation
was different. "The duke recommended hi m when she and Lord Thierri were

marri ed,

but the rest of the knights and the staff have all been here since the days
when

old Count Bernhard still ruled."”

Raynbaud was a young man with a courtier's grace but a heavy accent in
speaki ng

t he Royal Tongue. O not a heavy accent, | corrected nyself, because he
didn't

sound anything like the cook's fool assistant, but his intonation differed
from

that of the rest of the staff in ways ny northern ear could not yet clearly
identify.

"OfF course, ny lord, I would be delighted to show you ny map," he said with a
dip of the head. "During the enpty and sorrowful days this winter after the
countess's tragic death, when we did not even know yet that the duke had sent
for you, | was able to keep ny mnd focused by mappi ng every room every
corridor, every stone."

| had expected sone rough sketch and was stunned when he produced what
appear ed

to be a completely realistic imge of the castle, such as an eagle m ght see
in

flying over it. It was not even a single sheet of parchnent but an intricate
series of flaps and folds, which one could open to see each of the storeys

within each part of the castle. | unfolded them gingerly, alnost expecting to
see a tiny image of nyself in the mddle of ny great hall. "You did not do
this

with brush alone,” | declared.

"No, my lord, | do have sone small skill in magic," Raynbaud said with a

rat her

self-satisfied smle. "And if you will follow ne, | can show you that ny map

represents Peyrefixade quite accurately."

Bruno and | spent rmuch of the rest of the day wi th Raynbaud as he led us
ar ound,

showi ng us each feature of ny castle as proudly as though it were his own.
forced myself to put aside ny imredi ate and unreasoned t hought that there
nmust

be sonething sinister about a man, not even a priest, who had studied the
rudi ments of nagic; clearly nmy northern expectations had no place here.

| already was famliar with the courtyard, entered by the great gates
opposite



the keep, with the stables on one side and the kitchens opening off the

ot her.

The keep, with the great hall on the main floor and chanbers above, | al so
knew,

but I hadn't realized how extensive were the store roons underneath. Raynbaud
I ed me around behind the keep, circling the tower where | had stood on ny
first

morning in Peyrefixade, to a little terrace fromwhich a steep stair |ed down
to

the postern gate, the private way in or out of the castle. Bruno and | took a
torch to follow the long, long spiral of stairs down and back. Then, with the
magic map in hand, | was finally able to make sense of the tangle of passages
and stairways at the back of the castle, an area now apparently little used
except for a small practice yard, shadowed by a squat square tower that
stared

away across the nountains.

Several knights were practicing their sword-fighting there, and | joi ned

t hem

both to assure nyself that ny skills had not become rusty during the |ong
trip

down here and to assure themthat a scarred count could fight as well as
anyone.

Raynbaud al so joined us and showed hinmsel f a polished if rather cautious

swor dsman.

"You were clearly brought up as a knight," | said to himwhen we stopped to
nop

our brows. "You know fighting as well as you do your w ne barrels. A younger
son?" An archduke's younger son, | thought, at |east had the opportunity to

fight for the enmperor. The |andl ess younger son of a manorial |ord would be
lucky to find hinmself a service position at court that was not too degrading.
"That's right, ny lord," he said with an accommodating smle and another dip
of

the head. "And | count it my good fortune that | have been able to serve both
in

Duke Argave's court and nore recently here in Peyrefixade. My goal is always
to

provi de service of the level that | would want were | lord here nyself."
"He nust be the duke's spy here," | said in private to Bruno | ater that
eveni ng.

"Qur duke seems to have a taste for Mgians. Say nothing to Raynbaud to |et
hi m

know we' ve guessed his secret. Even aside fromhis abilities in castle
management, whi ch the next man the duke tried to plant on ne m ght not have,
a

known spy can be dealt with as long as he does not realize he has been
recogni zed. "

Once | had learned the nanes of the rest of the staff and had stood watchi ng
them at work | ong enough that | had a good idea of their functions and
abilities—and they had come to the realization that | would be no slipshod
master—+ turned ny attention to the docunents in the bottom of the treasure
chest. The old count, ny great-uncle, had kept very good records. Mst people
who give property to the Church trust the nonks or canons to keep the records
of

the transfers thensel ves, but he had had his own scribe draw up the charters
and

make chirographic duplicates of all of them The two identical accounts had
been

witten on a single piece of parchrment, side-by-side, with the word

CH ROGRAPHUM

witten vertically between them and then the two had been cut apart through



t he

letters of that word, so the two halves could be fitted back together if
there

were any question of their authenticity. "The religious house our capellanus
cones fromwas built on what was once Peyrefixade land,"” | told Bruno,

| eafing

t hrough the records while seated with ny feet up in a wi ndow seat in the

gr eat

hall. If | turned ny head I could | ook out the narrow wi ndow at cl ouds
scuddi ng

across the ridges, first obscuring and then revealing distant peaks much
taller

than mine. "And the brothers pasture their sheep on nore |and that the
countess's grandfather gave them and grind their grain in a nmll theirs by
hi s

gift."

"So is that why his Order wants hi mhere?" suggested Bruno. He sat on the

fl oor

besi de ne, sharpening his knife. "Keep an eye on you, make sure the new count
doesn't try to claimit back?"

"That woul d nake sense fromthe canons' point of view " | said with a frown,
"but it doesn't explain the duke. Sending Brother Ml chior here seens to have
been our duke's idea—eertainly not Melchior's own. But the county of
Peyr ef i xade

must be, at least potentially, the nost troublesome in his duchy. If, for
exanple, | decided to defy himor to make an alliance with the princes south
of

t he border, he would have real trouble rousting nme out. Perhaps he's hoping
t hat

a priest fromthe Oder of the Three Kings will encourage ne to nmake even
nor e

gifts to his Order, thus ensuring that | never have a strong material base
from

which to threaten him"

Inwardly I wondered, as | had several tines before, if the duke's hints about
hi s daughter were also part of a plan to keep nme even fromthinking of
chal | engi ng him

The enperor had confidently assumed that his sworn |liege nen woul d never turn
on

him and | would be sworn to Duke Argave at the end of the week, but perhaps
here in the south they anticipated that nen woul d break their word.

"I don't understand about that priest," said Bruno with a quick | ook around
and

a | owered voice, though there was no one nearby. "He's supposed to be a

Magi an,

but | haven't seen himdo any magic yet. Even the bouteillier can do better
tricks than he can. And if the priest's whole Order is nade up of conjurers,
why

can't they just conjure food and clothing out of the air rather than having
to

make it |ike everybody el se?"

"You'll have to ask Melchior that yourself,"” | said, returning to the
charters.

"I't looks as though the | ate Countess Aenor tried to take back sonme of her
grandfathers pious gifts after she inherited.”

"Did the canons use magic to stop her?" asked Bruno, interested.

"I don't know. All | have is the record of the agreenent when the quarre
ended." | skimred t hrough the docunent, puzzling over sonme of the words in

t he

antique | anguage still used for formal charters. "This suggests, w thout



actual ly saying so, that they threatened to stop praying for her grandfather
and

for her own parents, who had died earlier. They all seemto be buried at
their

religi ous house."

"Well, they couldn't be buried here on the nountain," said Bruno reasonably.
"No

soil to speak of—ertainly not six feet of it."

"Earlier counts must have had a mausol eum ™" | said absently. "Maybe that's
what

those runors |'ve heard about secret passages here were all about—though
Raynbaud's map didn't show any mausol eum "

"There weren't earlier counts," said Bruno unexpectedly. He held up his knife
to

the Iight, squinting to judge the sharpness of the blade. "Your
great-grandfather was the first count at Peyrefixade. The castle was built by
the heretics, those people who call thenselves the Perfected."

"How did you learn that?" | demanded, swinging ny feet to the floor. "There
are

no charters in here nore than forty years old." This was my castle and shoul d
not have such dark secrets in its past, certainly not secrets | didn't even
know.

Bruno grinned. "Talking to some of the servants. You can learn a ot that

way.
Men will tell things to another servant they'd never tell a master.”

"And that's why | put up with having you around," | said good-naturedly,

| eani ng

back again. "But tell me about these heretics. | thought nmy own grandfather
was

froma count's famly."

"Your great-grandfather |led the war that drove the filthy heretics back,"
sai d

Bruno in a storyteller's voice, enjoying this, "though his two sons were the
actual field conmmanders. It was a great and terrible war, w th thousands
killed

on both sides, but the followers of the True Faith won at | ast and drove the
devil's spawn to that little strip of land they still control in the high
nmount ai ns al ong the border. Your great-grandfather was named Cal oran, too —
did

you know that? After the war he was rewarded with the tide of Count of
Peyrefixade, the first count of your line. Alittle | ater when he died, his
younger son, your grandfather, went north, but his ol der son, Bernhard, held
t he

county for a great many years, until he finally died a year ago and his
granddaughter started raising trouble with the Mgians."

"I"ve heard nention of that war, of course,” | said thoughtfully, |ooking out
the wi ndow again. | could see, halfway up my nmountain, a single rider. "They
must i ndeed have had God on their side to be able to capture this castle. W
famly surely hated the heretics as nuch as the duke does.™

"Maybe the secret passages were hidden by heretic magi c when they fled from
here," Bruno suggested. But he was interrupted by the triple note of the

hor n.

The person | had seen approaching had not | ooked particularly inportant, so

waited for himto come to, me rather than going out to the gate. | returned
t he

parchnents to the treasury box along with the remains of the countess's
noney.

Less of it was gold than | had hoped, but there was still enough for supplies

until the March rents—assum ng the seneschal's figures were accurate, for he,
unli ke the cook, seenmed to keep everything in his mournful head.



In a mnute a sonewhat bedraggl ed kni ght entered, escorted by ny guards. H's
cl oak was torn and stained and the hauberk under it rusty. He went down on
hi s

knees before ne, with only the slightest encouragi ng push fromthe guards,
and

offered me his sword, hilt first. "I'msorry | didn't get here right away, ny
lord," he nunbled, "but |I was busy."
"No one should be so busy that he cannot greet his newlord,” | said sternly,

deliberately turning the scarred side of ny face toward him As | spoke
wonder ed who he coul d be. Another nmember of my staff who had been on one too
many little visits to his old nother? Not a dependent castellan, because the
seneschal had told me Peyrefixade was the only castle in the county; |

woul dn' t

be like ny brother the archduke, with scores of castellans to oversee. Perhaps
a

vill age mayor wi th del usions of grandeur?

It was the latter. | accepted his sword and held it by the hilt, naking no
motion for himto rise, while he explained why he had finally decided to cone
up

the mountain. "And so it was a clear case of adultery,
t he

conplicated details of an affair that nust have entertai ned and scandal i zed
hi s

he said, finishing

village for months. "I've ruled themguilty, but because it's a capital case
you

have to seal ny justice-roll. For the duke," he added as | frowned.

"If this is a case of high justice," | said slowy, "then only I, as count,
can

adj udi cate."

"Well, yes," he said, hesitating now, "but Countess Aenor always told nme to
go

ahead nyself. She trusted ne and sealed the roll."

"But | amnot the countess.” | thrust his sword back at him "If you're ny
nman,

you have to do things ny way." | had no desire at all to ride down the
nount ai n

and hear a bunch of villagers scream at each other, but it appeared | had no
choice. Delegating authority in capital cases was the easiest way to |ose
prestige anong underlings and to encourage abuse of power. That was one thing

even ny brother had known well. "You haven't put any of themto death yet,
have
you?" | asked in sone trepidation

"Well, no," he said, trying to justify hinmself. "Sealed ruling first,
execution

afterwards. "

"I seal no decision of high justice" | said, reaching for ny cloak, "until I
hear it nyself." Bruno resignedly stood up, and | notioned to two knights to
acconpany us as | strode through the courtyard on the way to the stable.

Furt her

perusal of parchnents—er search for secret passages—would have to wait.

2

| had never seen anything |ike Duke Argaves court.

It was located in the wealthy nmarket town of Ferignan, in a broad river
val | ey

where several streans cane together, including one that flowed fromthe base
of

Peyrefi xade and one that, according to Brother Melchior, flowed fromthe peak



where his Order's principal religious house was |ocated. The hills
surroundi ng

the town were planted with the olive trees Bruno and | had missed in

Peyrefi xade, although this time of year their branches were sere and gray.
The duke's castle was |located on a slight rise above the guild halls and

mer chants' houses that provided supplies for ny castle and probably half the
other villages and castles in the duchy. | thought it showed Argave's
ancestors

supreme confidence in their own power that they had not sought out an

i naccessi bl e peak |ike Peyrefixade. Even in the cold wind of a late winter
afternoon a few beggars clustered at the duke's gates, and | threw them a
handf ul of coppers. The castles outer walls were pierced with arrow slits and
had gri mtowers conmmandi ng every corner, but within was a softness and | uxury
I

had never seen, even at the inperial court.

The duke's guards met us at the gates while | stood staring in at the

f ount ai ns

and arbors of the courtyard. "All swords and knives to be surrendered," they
told us briskly. "The duke keeps the peace within his walls."

The hal f dozen knights | had brought along did not seem surprised and i ndeed

started unbuckling their sword belts inmmediately, but Bruno and | | ooked at
each
other in amazenment. | had never been unarmed in a public place since | was a

boy. Well, the enperor did practice something sinilar on his high feast days,
but as a menber of his trusted guard | had al ways been one of those few who
retai ned his weapons.

"Knives, too," a guard insisted as | reluctantly handed over ny sword. The
guards were giving out velvet gloves in return, in a variety of different

col ors

and enbroidery patterns that | presuned would help themidentify our
particul ar

swords later. But | would feel very foolish in the neantime trying to defend
ny

life or honor with a velvet glove.

"Wthout ny knife, how am| supposed to cut ny neat?" | denanded.

"Di nner knives will be provided."

Brot her Mel chior handed over his knife; he of course did not wear a sword. |
was

interested to note that he thrust the crinmson velvet glove he received in
return

deep in a pocket of his cassock, as though enbarrassed to be seen hol di ng
anyt hi ng so gaudy.

The duke hinself cane across the courtyard to neet me as soon as we were

t hr ough

the gates. Not all the fountains were running this time of year, but there was
a

const ant background sound of tinkling showers and a hint of sandal wood
essence

in the air, masking the cold, dry scents of February. Faint but lively nusic
pl ayed somewhere in the di stance. The paths between the shrubbery of the
courtyard were not gravel but slabs of marble.

The duke was resplendent in silk and velvet, the pointed toes on his shoes
twice

as long as the ones the seneschal had hastily bought for nme here in town the
ot her day. Around his neck he wore a wide, tightly pleated ruff; no one had
told

me anyt hi ng about the fashion in ruffs. "My dear Caloran!" he cried, clasping
ny

arm "How delighted it nmakes me that today you shall becone ny man!"

Since the price of Peyrefixade seenmed to be swearing nyself to a duke



didn't

quite trust, | pulled back nmy lips in an accommodating smle. | noted that
Argave hinmself was wearing a sword.

"I shall introduce you to sone of the others before the cerenony,"” he said,

| eading nme into his hall. Bruno, Ml chior, and the knights cane behind. Here,
too, marble had been used enthusiastically, pink marble for the floors, with
just a slightly rough texture, and green marble for the wall s—wherever the
wal | s

showed ami dst the hanging tapestries—polished until the stone seened covered
with a layer of glass. Here | spotted the source of the nusic, alittle group
of

men playing on lute, recorder, and krumhorn. CQut-of-season flowering plants
stood on small tables throughout the room and braziers tucked discreetly
into

corners warmed and softly perfuned the air. Men and worren in brightly col ored
clothing stood in groups around the room Mst of the nmen, | noticed, had

vel vet

gloves thrust in their belts. Light came fromglittering candel abra suspended
fromthe high ceiling.

The duke introduced nme to a half dozen young wonen, all of whomwore silk
dresses cut nuch closer to the body and much | ower over the bust than
anyt hi ng

nmy sister-in-law had ever worn. Wthout ny sword | felt awkward and hal f
naked

nmysel f. Their snmooth white necks were encircled with strands of gold and
pearl .

All smled to neet the new naster of Peyrefixade and averted their eyes
politely

fromny scar, but they gave no i mediate sign of "flocking around,” as ny
servants seened to expect they woul d. None of themwere the duke's daughter
Arsendi s.

And then | saw her on the far side of the room recognizable at once from her
portrait. She was fully grown, perhaps a year or two older, | would have

t hought, than the age at which a duke would normally marry off his daughter
Rat her than having her curly black hair decently covered—as even the |adies
had just met di d—she wore it | oose around her shoul ders, covered only by a
thin

gold net set with tiny pearls.

She was deeply absorbed in conversation with a m ddl e-aged lord, smling up
at

him keeping her dark uptilted eyes intently on his face. A few yards away,

| ooking at the man just as intently but scowing instead of smling, was a
kni ght about ny age. Arsendis ignored himpointedly. Jealousy, | thought. It
| ooked as though the duke's daughter already had two suitors even without ne.
Brot her Mel chior, at ny el bow, surprised nme by whispering, "The young duci ssa
refused the count whom her father chose for her two years ago. Three nen so
far

have been killed in duels over her."

She left the current suitors readily enough, however, when her father called
her, and crossed toward us with a swirl of blue silk, giving a saucy snile
over

her shoul der to the kni ght she had been ignoring.

"My daughter Arsendis, Count Caloran," said the duke formally. "I trust you
will

wel come himwarmy for my sake, ny dear."

| went down on one knee—areful not to trip nyself on ny new shoes' I|ong
toes—to

ki ss her hand gallantly, as Bruno had infornmed nme he had heard southern nen
used

to do when visiting the countess at Peyrefkade. This put ny eyes level wth



her

breasts, very full for a woman so slim and apparently on the verge of

br eaki ng

out through the | ow neck of her dress. Flustered, | scramnmbled back to ny feet
and fixed ny eyes on her face.

A definite | ook of mischief lurked at the corner of her red-painted nouth.
Back

in the north, only the | oose wonen who wel comed nerchant travelers to town or
who followed the arnies painted their Iips. Anusenment glinted in her dark
eyes,

as though she understood very well why | was fl ustered.

It did not help that she pressed herself briefly against ne, standing on
tiptoe

to plant a kiss on ny right cheek—the cheek w thout the scar. "Wl conme to
our

hone, Count Cal oran of Peyrefixade. W are very glad to have your addition

grace
our conpany," she nurmured, the polite hostess, then glided away w t hout
gi vi ng

me a chance to answer, to speak again with her m ddl e-aged | ord.

For a second | stood stock still, expecting the duke to challenge nme for
dari ng

such intimacy with his daughter. Bruno woul d back me up, but | wasn't sure
could count on ny knights in a situation like this, and Bruno and | woul d not
get far opposing steel with velvet.

But Duke Argave only sniled. Perhaps that was how young | adies normally

greeted

special visitors here in the south. | shook ny shoul ders, thinking | could
get

used to this quite easily. My sister-in-law, | was sure, had never kissed a

special visitor in her life. Alaugh | had to suppress fought upwards as
wondered just how many tines she had even ki ssed Cui bert.

"And I wish you to neet Lord Thierri, husband of the |ate Countess of

Peyrefi xade." The duke spoke perfectly easily, but his eyes nmet mne for a
second, narrow with a warning to remenber all he had told me of this man.

"I would be in all ways delighted," |I said, trying for the same courtly tone
but

having it come out nore awkwardly than | intended. The duke steered nme across
the roomwith a hand on ny sleeve, the hand with the enerald ring. Around us
I

could catch scraps of conversation in what sounded |ike the |ocal Auccitan
tongue. | really was going to have to learn it.

Thierri, no | onger Count of Peyreflxade, turned toward us, and the duke
performed the introductions. In a court in which al nbst everyone was dark
conpl exi oned, Thierri had hair red as a fox and sharp green eyes. H s neck
ruff

was as wide and as el aborately pleated as the duke's.

"Real ly, the new count?" he said with a hint of a drawl as he | ooked ne up
and

down. "VWhat a fine jest, ny lord Duke! | confess you conpletely took me in. |
had t hought this one of the beggars fromthe gate dressed up in silks to
entertain us, so what a surprise to discover he is instead a scarred sol dier

fresh fromthe uncivilized backwaters of the north. Fell in the fire when
he' d
drunk too much for his weak head, 1'll venture. Is this what you chose to
sl eep

in my bed at Peyrefixade, Argave?"

Al'l conversation around us came to an abrupt halt, though the nusicians kept
on

playing. | closed ny fists slowmy, |ooking at the duke fromthe corner of ny



eye. If soneone in the enmperor's court had insulted me like this, |I would
have

drawn nmy sword at once—er, if it was soneone the enperor didn't want dead,
have

knocked hi m down and sat on his chest to pummel himuntil he begged for

nercy.

Bot h of those alternatives seened out of the question in this elegant hall.
But he had insulted the duke as well as ne, and Argave was waiting to see what
I

would do. | deliberately pulled out the ridicul ous velvet glove |I carried

i nstead of my sword and sl apped Thierri across the face with it. The nusic
stopped short, and everyone in the hall seemed to draw a sharp breath

t oget her.

Thierri winced at the blow but did not retaliate—+ was al nost sorry he
didn't.

"Qutside, in the courtyard,” | said between ny teeth. "There | shall give you
one opportunity to wthdraw those words."

Duke Argave stepped briskly between us. "First the cerenmony, and then

di nner, "

he said loudly. Everyone else in the roomwas staring at us. But after only a
second the nusicians found their place and began again. "I cannot risk |osing
ny

new count even before he gives his oaths! But then, if you two hotheads stil
insist on inmperiling the ducal peace of ny court, you can walk in the chil

of

the outside air until your tenpers have cool ed."” But he gave nme a quick

si deways

l ook, lifting his eyebrows and the corner of his nmouth as though very well
pl eased.

The cerenony of ny allegiance to Duke Argave went snoothly. The duke's
capeuanus

hovered in the background—hi s cassock was cut just |ike Brother Melchior's,
t hough of finer material, and | guessed that he too was of the Order of the
Three Ki ngs—but Melchior hinmself presented me the relics on which | swore.
Bruno

and the knights who had been mne for only a week all went on their knees at
ny

back as | put my hands in the duke's and promised to be his |liege man, giving
hi m good counsel and good aid, thwarting his enenies and never turning

agai nst

him forsaking the allegiance of all other |ords.

He drew ne up then and ki ssed ne on both cheeks, not flinching fromthe scar
"Thierri's a coward at heart," he nurnured in ny ear as he turned ne around

to
present nme formally to all his other sworn nen.
A separate dining chanmber, adjacent to the great hall, had al ready been

prepared, and we all proceeded in. Wite candles flickered, sending |ight
danci ng across silver serving platters. The duke's chamnberl ain nmoved
unobtrusi vely among us, directing each toward the tables chosen for us. |
ended

up at the high table with the duke and his daughter Arsendis.

Br ot her Mel chi or brushed agai nst ny el bow again. He seemed able to nove

qui ckly

and quietly even in a crowd. "I shall not stay for dinner," he said in a | ow
voi ce. "I have had nore than enough of the duke's court over the years and
shal |

spend the night at the little priory my O der

mai ntai ns outside the castle walls." | glanced up and saw t he duke's own

capel | anus at the door, apparently also ready to | eave. Ml chior started to



turn
away but then turned back. "Thierri is deliberately trying to provoke you. Do
not give himthe satisfaction of it, but turn the other cheek."

Though | was pl eased at his concern for nme, | was not worried about Thierri
Ve

woul d both be weaponl ess out in the duke's courtyard, but | was, | judged,
nmuch

stronger than he. Instead | turned ny attention to the duke's excellent

di nner.

There were as nmany courses as at any dinner | had ever eaten at the enperor's
court, beginning with roast geese, their feathers reassenbl ed around themto
make them appear lifelike on the platter, and proceeding through fried eggs,
baked garlic and | eeks, |enon sherbet, boiled beef with turnips, roast

por k—+he

nmeat again reassenbled into the body's original shape, a glaze of honey and
bits

of |l emon peel providing the appearance of skin and bristle and the boar's
head

itself glaring at us fromthe end of the platter—ilk pudding, spiced honey
cakes, and chestnuts.

Arsendi s, seated at my el bow, entertained nme while we ate with highly nora
tales fromantiquity, simlar to the stories taught ne as a boy in the
enperor's

court, and inquired graciously how !l was finding fife at Peyrefixade.

Al t hough

she was attentive, there was none of the warnth in her manner | thought | had
seen her show to the older lord, but then he was seated just a short distance
away and wat chi ng us.

The duke had indeed provided his guests with dinner knives—sharpened only

al ong

one side—and even with dinner forks, small versions of serving forks such I
had

never seen used before, but which enabled one to inmobilize the nmeat while
cutting it, far nore gracefully than using one's fingers. The tiny dish from
whi ch Arsendis and | dipped salt with our littlest fingers was plated with
gol d.

There were no dogs under the table or even rushes on the floor, but by

wat chi ng

the duke | discovered that one of the plates was specifically nmeant for the
bones and gristle, renoved regularly by the servants. Wth each course cane
gl asses of wine, both white and red. By the time the servants were gathering
up

t he chestnut shells and bringing us basins of warmwater in which to wash our
fingers, | was full and a little drunk and had al nost forgotten Thierri

But he had not forgotten me. The musicians began playing again out in the

gr eat

hall as the duke rose to his feet. Several couples hurried at once to begin
danci ng anong the flowering plants. But Thierri sauntered up to me, his green
eyes glittering, and asked, "Are you still interested in acconpanying nme on a
little pronenade in the courtyard, Count Scar? O has this excellent neal

sl aked

your need to avenge your honor?"

| located Bruno and the knights, standing up froma table at the far end of

t he

room and | ooking as well satisfied as | felt, and gathered themup with a
jerk

of my chin. If Thierri had knights of his own with whom he hoped to over power
me, my men and | would be prepared to westle.

But no one acconpanied himas he I ed me through the doors fromthe great hal
into the courtyard. A nunber of people observed us go, but none noved to



fol I ow.

The cold air hit us at once. N ght had fallen, but the marble paths anmpong the
arbors and shrubbery were it by flanbeaux, and a nearly full noon gave
fitful

[ight when not obscured by fast-noving clouds.

Thierri's manner changed at once. "CGood to get out of that overheated

at nosphere,"” he said conpani onably, taking deep breaths of the cool wind. H's
voi ce was crisp and sober; he nust have drunk nmuch less than | had. "A
sol di er

like you surely feels as restricted by all that womanly delicacy as | do, and
I

have to live here all the time now"

| considered himthoughtfully, w shing nmy head did not feel so thick. "You're
a

courtier anpbng the courtiers, but want to appear a sinple knight of the
mlitary

canp to me? | would be nore inpressed if | had spent less time in mlitary
canps—er in the enperors court."

"Insul ting you before everyone," he said with a chuckle that sounded just a
bi t

forced, "was the only way | could think of to get you out here for a private
conversation. And let me say right away, Count, how sincerely sorry | amto
have

said those things to you!" He bared his teeth in an insincere smle. "None of
what | said then reflects nmy true respect for you and your position, but I
felt

it was ny only chance. Merely asking you to talk with me woul d have nade
everyone suspicious, but this way they' |l | eave us alone for at |east half an
hour. You won't need your knights," notioning toward Bruno and the ot hers,
who

stood waiting for my orders. These knights had, | reni nded nyself, obeyed
Thierri until two nonths ago.

"What sort of private conversation did you want?" | asked cautiously, not at
al |

sure whether to accept such a | ame apol ogy. The wi nd made the flanbeaux
snoke,

and their flames cast alternating |ight and shadow across his face.

He dropped his voice and | eaned toward me. His red hair had been turned dark
by

the night. "About Peyrefixade. | need to reassure you about ny wife's death.”
"I was very sorry to learn of your loss," | said, stiffly and bel atedly.

"And to warn you of what's happening there."

He certainly had nmy attention, but that didn't nmean | trusted himin the
slightest. "Suppose | break your nose before we have this conversation," |

suggested. "That way we'll allay everyone's suspicions that we' ve been

di scussi ng secrets.”

He chuckl ed agai n, sounding even nore forced. He had, | decided, absolutely
no

resources other than his tongue and sheer bluff. Perhaps he really had

insul ted

me for the purpose of getting me out here for a conversation, but he had
certainly neant it as an insult as well—-and a chance to rem nd the rest of

t he

court to beware of his tongue. Back anmong all the other menbers of the duke's
court after less than two years at Peyrefixade, he had been cut off from

r eady

i ncomre, his own knights, or even the respect of his fellows. Even if not
formally accused of his wife's death, he nust be a suspect in nmany people's
eyes.

Pity pushed aside ny anger with him He was even worse off than | had been in



ny
brother's castle. Breaking his nose could wait for another occasion. W

t ur ned

and strolled slowmy anmpong the fountains and shrubs, |eaving the knights by

t he

hal | door.

The cool air, if not rem nding ne of the plains of battle, did at |east sober
ne

up a bit. "You were about to assure nme," | said when he was silent, "that you
know absol utely nothing about your wife's tragic accident."

"But | do," he said quietly, |ooking up at the noon and not at ne. "I had no
hand in her death nyself, of course. | was always within sight of a dozen
peopl e, not even counting ny own servants, the night she fell and died. Even
Duke Argave adnmits that. But what he will not admit or even consider—and

know

the real reason he would not accept ne as the new count to succeed ny wife—
was

that she was killed by the priests of the Order of the Three Kings."

| was so startled that | could not inmmedi ately answer.

But he did not wait for an answer. "They always hated ne, the whole tine |
was

at Peyrefixade. My wife's grandfather was a pious old fool in his dotage,

gi vi ng
away half the county patrinony to those self-styled holy nmen. G eedy
hypocrites

if you ask me. The spiritual advisor he'd brought to his court clainmed to be
a

Magi an, but | couldn't even get the man to work a few nagic tricks to
entertain

nmy guests. Anyway, as soon as my wife inherited she and | started trying to
recover sone of what the old nan had let slip into the Order's fingers."
When he paused | put in, "She became penitent, however, when the O der
threatened to stop praying for her parents and grandparents.”

The torchlight flashed on the whites of Thierri's eyes as he | ooked quickly
toward me, then away. "Your priest tell you that? Yes, it's true, she did
weaken

at one point. Having to hire men of law to argue that the old man was

i ncompetent in his final years started to seema little sordid to her, even
di srespectful . She needed rem nding of the final goal."

As Thierri hinself seened nore than a little sordid and disrespectful to ne,
I

remai ned silent.

Appearing to take ny silence for doubt, he hurried on, "And there's nore to
ny

certainty of their guilt in her death than the fact that the Order had a good
notive. They were seen. One of ny servants had gone to | ook for her, because
normal ly she joined us in the hall when | was entertaining. And he says that
for

a second the ranparts appeared very different than they ever had before, as
t hough there was a roomor terrace where none had ever been—It was a foggy
night, so at first it was hard to be sure. But he realized that it had al
been

a magi cal illusion, designed to make her step out into the air, when he heard
her scream"

Here he paused, as though recalling that he was describing not just any

strange

event but the tragic details of his wife's death. "It nust have been very
terrible for you," | said synpathetically, wanting to keep himtal king. M
head

had started achi ng now. Sounds of nusic and laughter drifted out fromthe



duke's

hal | .

"Ch, yes," he said without any particular force. "As you can inmagi ne, |

di sm ssed our charlatan spiritual advisor, Nuage his nane was, that very

ni ght .

Priest or not, he'd have been put to the ordeal two nmonths ago if the duke
hadn't refused to hear anything agai nst the Order of the Three Kings. But |
see

he's already saddl ed you with a new capellanus fromtheir numnber!™

"The duke seens very synpathetic to the Oder," | agreed. If any of what
Thierri

was saying was true, and Brother Ml chior's Order had used magic to rid

t hensel ves of a troubl esone countess, then | would have to be especially

al ert

around him But then | was not at all certain that anything Thierri said was
true.

"Argave says that the Order is the best bul wark against the evil
magi c- wor kers

whom t he heretics enploy," he continued. "He hates the heretics so nuch that
it

blinds himto everything else.”

"And why does he hate the heretics so nmuch?" Even if | did not trust his
answers, they continued to raise intriguing possibilities. First | had

t hought

Mel chior a spy for the duke, but now he m ght be an agent for his Oder with
a

hi dden mi ssi on

But | was not prepared for Thierri's answer. "l thought everyone knew
Argave's

own son Gavain was |lured away by the Perfected."

"And they killed hinP" | said, shocked.

"Even worse. He joined them™

W strolled on slowmy for a nonent, the soft sounds of our shoes on narble
al nost | ost amidst the nurnur of the fountains and the rustle of the wind in
t he

shrubbery. "The duke has hated themall his life. That nmay be why his son and
hei r—+ebel | i ous and troubl esone as all boys are, as |'m sure you were
yoursel fl —4oi ned them five years ago. Since then, anyone who opposes the
Perfected can do no wong in Argave's eyes."

W were near the back wall of the garden now, at the furthest point fromthe
hal| doors. "By the way, Thierri," | said casually, "why are you telling ne
al |

t hi s?"

"To see justice done. To bring the evil murderers of nmy wife before the

tri bunal

and to see them hang."

"There's nore," | said slowy. "If you only wanted vengeance for the death of
your wife, you wouldn't need ne."

"I want to warn you, of course,"” he answered heartily. "I don't want to see

t he

same thing happen to you as happened to her!"

"Way not? | would think my sudden death an excellent opportunity for you. The
duke has to have soneone at Peyrefixade, and if | were gone he mght settle
on

you after all."

He shook his head, a faint notion in the darkness here away fromthe

f | anbeaux.

"I'f you were gone, Caloran, he'd sinply choose soneone el se fromyour famly.
Don't you have some brothers or nephews back north? Because the Orders



conpl ai ned to Argave about nme, he'd just send off again for your replacenent."

"But suppose | was frightened away?" | persisted. "If | fled hone in terror
none of ny relatives would be likely to listen to the duke's nessengers
again."

Thierri never had a chance to answer. Qut of the shadows a dark form sprang
toward me. The fl anmbeaux behind us glinted on the steel of his knife.

Instinct saved nme, born of years on the battlefield. | dropped and roll ed,
com ng up behind himwhile he was still striking at the spot where a second
ago

| had stood. But then | |ost valuable tine groping for where nmy sword shoul d
be

before I remenbered and dodged just out of the way of another sl ashing bl ow
Wne had slowed ny reflexes. There was a tug at ny sleeve and a ripping sound
as

the assailant's blade nonmentarily caught in the fabric before he jerked it
free.

The toes of ny new shoes caught as | spun around. But | kicked upward as |
fell,

feeling a foot |and satisfactorily in the assailant's gut. | sprang upwards,
head into his chin, and heard the knife clatter free against the paving.

For a second we rolled, grappling for each other's throats. | still had not
seen

his face. Then there was anot her shadow over us, a sharp blow of a fist, and
ny

assail ant went nonentarily |inp.

| struggled free of his grip and grabbed his arnms to pin them though after a
second he began struggling again. At the same nonment torchlight flashed anew
on

the steel of the blade. Thierri had picked up the knife. Wiile | was stil
pulling the man's arnms behind him Thierri jerked back his head by the hair
and

slit his throat.

I let himgo and pushed nyself slowy to ny feet, nmy new finery ruined by the
rush of blood. My arm stung where the sleeve was ripped—-he nmust have ni cked
ne

after all. My chest rose and fell in great gasps, and, now that it was safely
over, the fear | had not had the opportunity to feel in the few seconds of

t he

fight all caught up with ne.

"Well, Count Scar," said Thierri triunphantly. H's back was to the fl anbeaux
and

his face invisible in shadow. "I've just saved your life. Do you still think
['m

trying to get rid of you?"

My knights were suddenly all around us. "I could have told you not to go off

wal king alone with this one," nuttered Bruno. W dragged the assailant's body
back toward the torchlight. His blood left dark streaks on the marble.

"I's this anyone you know?" | asked themall.

No one clained to recognize him H's features distorted, his hair thick with
hi s

own bl ood, he mi ght have been hard to recogni ze even in daylight, but he
certainly did not ook Iike anyone | had ever met. "Probably soneone hired by
the Magi ans," nmuttered Thierri

The dukes guards had appeared by now, expressing horror and di smay that the
ducal peace had been broken by such an incident. "You mght want to pay nore
attention to the walls at the far side of the garden," said Thierri

poi nt edl y.

"It looks to me as though soneone scal ed them when you weren't paying
attention,

soneone who hated our new Count Cal oran.”



But | pulled himaside. He was al nost as bl oody as | was, though | thought it

all the assassin's blood. "Are you quite certain,” | asked, |ow and intense,
"that this was not an assassin you hired yoursel f?"
"To kill you? My dear Caloran," with a remarkably convincing attenpt at a

chuckl e, "your imagination has run away with itself. Wiy would | save you
from

my own assassin?" He tried without success to extricate his armfromny grip.
The duke had been summoned and was rapidly approaching, his sword drawn.

I nsi de

t he musi c had stopped, and the other courtiers and guests clustered in the
doorway. "You killed himso that he could not accuse you," | told Thierri
speaking fast. "Wien you realized he would not succeed in nurdering ne, you
had

to make sure no one would ever nention your role in hiring him"

"But | had his knife. It would have been easy enough to kill you nyself if

t hat

had been ny plan! Because | suspected this was a magi c-wor ker—either a
heretic

or anot her Magi an of the sort we've just been discussing—I had to kill him
before he blasted us with an evil spell." Duke Argave stood over the body,
talking rapidly with nmy kni ghts and nenbers of his own guard. Men raced off
in

all directions to search the shrubbery for lurkers. | turned toward the duke,
but just before | did | added in a whisper to Thierri, "I think that bl ow of
yours, before you cut his throat, was neant for me, not him You were slow
enough to cone to ny rescue and only did so when you realized your plan had
failed. "

| whirled away from himthen, not waiting for his answer. It was such an
appeal i ng explanation that | only wished | could believe it.

Chapter Four ~ Mel chior

1

Arriving once nore within the famliar walls of the priory after severa
years'

absence, | was surprised to find nmy spirits rising alnost as if 1'd cone
hore.

I, who had been so eager to |l eave this place, that seened too nuch within the
worl dly influence of Duke Argave's nearby court, for isolation and study at

t he

Mot her House! | was, however, disappointed to di scover upon asking that

Br ot her

Nuage was no |longer to be found there. H s notes had been of little help so
far,

and |I'd been hoping to talk with him

"No, he left over a week ago for our new daughter house up toward Haul be,"
Pri or

Bel t hesar told nme. "They've been growing quite a bit of late and wanted
soneone

to teach divination to the novices. If you'd still been with us, I'd have
recommended you! He was happy to go; said he would be gl ad of sonething new
to

do in a different place.”

The bell rang for the office then, and the evening neal followed. Afterwards,
Prior Belthesar asked ne and a few of the brothers I'd known best during ny
earlier time in the priory to come sit with hima while and take a little

Wi ne.

"So, Brother Melchior, you have left the Mther House now and are out with us
serving in the world once nore," said one of them a fat worldly brother I'd
al ways rather disliked. "Capettanus to a count, forsooth! How does your new



pl ace of service suit you? Are you able to keep up your magical studies

am dst

all the demands of life at a court? |I know you, are very much devoted to them'
"I amfinding some tinme for those, Brother,"” | told him "Count Cal oran does
not

keep a 'court' in anything like the style our lord the duke does. You wl|
find

no vel vet gloves or crystal fountains at Peyrefixade. Stone and cold steel is
nmore to his liking."

"He was formerly a soldier to the enperor of the Allemanns, | believe." Trust
Prior Belthesar to possess good information; he'd likely had this fromthe
duke

hinmself. "Is he a hard sort of man?"

"He can be. | saw himdismss a thieving servant to certain poverty and
degradation the first day | was in his house, then he rode down into the
vil | age

two days | ater and hanged an adul terous couple. He ate a hearty supper in the
hal | both those nights."

"Li ke our lord duke then, but w thout the polish," |laughed the fat brother
"Poor Brother Melchior! This doesn't sound the sort of man in whose service
you'll be very confortable."

"Are you in fact finding this service difficult for your strength to bear, ny
son?" Prior Belthesar asked ne.

"Any service to which one is called should not be too nmuch for one's

strength,

my father." | saw the fat brother |looking at ne with open skepticismand felt
I

must say nore. "I begin to discover that Count Caloran is an interesting man,
a

man of some character. | do not believe he wholly trusts either ne or our

O der,

for instance, yet he seens to approve of how | am going about ny duties as
hi s

capellanus. | think he is willing to suspend final judgnent until he sees
what

we are for hinself. He is fiercely determned to discharge his office as
count

properly, and all his actions are bent toward that single goal. But he is not
stupid in his singlen ndedness. Also, | amfinding many opportunities to

i mprove

my own spiritual discipline at Peyrefixade. Being solely responsible for the
religious welfare of an entire castle and all its people, conducting the

di vi ne

offices entirely by nyself every day at dawn, have been good." | paused in
surprise; | hadn't realized all of this nyself until | heard myself say it.
"Excellent, ny son." Prior Belthesar gave a slow snile over his w ne cup

"Qur

Order's missionis to be active in the world for human good as priests and
magi ¢

wor kers as nuch as to deepen know edge of the magic arts and pursue religious
devotions within the cloister. You have just spent a considerable period in
wi t hdrawal and study. It is well that you are now out in the world again to
put

all you have |l earned to use anpbng ordinary men and wonen. | felt sure you
woul d

be —goodness, what can be the cause of this comotion? Brother Mlchior, it
sounds to me very much as if sonmeone is calling your nane."

At a nod fromthe prior, the brother nearest the door slipped out to see what
was happeni ng. He returned at once, acconpanied by a pair of the duke's arned
guardsmen, a scandal ous sight in the prior's private parlor. But nore



shocki ng

still was the news they brought.

"My God: Count Caloran attacked!"™ | blurted. "Lord Thierri must have been
behi nd

this!"

"No, Father, they are saying Lord Thierri saved him"

| shook ny head; nothing in this seemed to nake sense. But ny duty at the
nonent

was clear. "lIs the count seriously injured, does he require extrene unction?"
"No, but our master the duke thought it proper that you be informed at once.”
"The assassin is dead, you say. But do they have his weapon?" Prior Belthesar
asked the nen.

"Yes, ny lord Prior."

H s shrewd eyes went to ne, and | knew at once what he was thinking. "I —I
shall need the appropriate materials, ny father. My own are at Peyrefi xade.
Lodest one, and powdered copper, and —"

"I hope | still know what is required for such a problem even if | have
never

mastered that particular branch of magic to the sane extent as yourself," he
replied. The fat brother was sent off, huffing noisily, to return with a fine
ivory chest in his hands. Prior Belthesar took it and presented it to ne.
"This

is the very diviners box with which you perfected your own studies during
your

tinme here, if I amnot m staken. Now let's be off."

"You are comi ng too, ny father?"

"This involves Duke Argave as well as your count, ny son. Lest you forget,
serve as his capellanus, and his chief Magian as well."

The shrubbery of the duke's garden appeared al nost black in the flaring light
of

the flanmbeaux as we hurried out along the marble paths toward the crowd of

el egant peopl e gat hered near the back wall. They parted before us, and | saw
t he

duke and the captain of his guard standing over a contorted body. Another
guard

stood by, quietly holding Lord Thierri by his fashionably broad sl eeve. Then
ny

eye found Count Caloran. He was standing by the wall with the scarred side of
his face turned away fromthe light, the fine clothes that had earlier |ooked
so

strange on his hard soldiers body covered in blood. A shock went through ne
when

| saw that his man Bruno was binding a bandage around one of his arns.

"Just a little nick in the neat, Father Melchior; |'ve had scores worse from
friends on the practice ground," he nuttered as | reached him "I didn't even
notice it until the excitenment was past."

W thout pausing to reply, | snatched the diviner's box fromthe guardsman who

had been carrying it for me. Bruno and Count Caloran stared as | took out the
| arge opal and the silver speculumthat had been stowed, Deo gratias, exactly
where they were supposed to be by whi chever student or instructor had | ast
used

the box. | placed the opal upon the area of the wound and positioned the
specul um cl ose above it, then called to one of the guards to bring a torch
and

hold it close. | had to shut ny eyes for a nonent, but then the words and
phrases to formthe |inkages came. Wen | | ooked again | sagged in relief to
see

the opal and the silver mirror both shining as clear as before. "Hmm good,"
said Prior Belthesar, who had stepped up beside nme unnoticed. "And quickly
done,



too, ny son."

"It is not unheard of for the daggers of assassins to be poisoned in these
parts, Count Caloran," | heard himexplaining a nonent later, as if at a

di stance. | had been forced to put out ny hand and | ean agai nst the wall
nmonentarily; doing the magic so rapidly had left me feeling dizzy and sick

" But

there's no poison here."

Bruno was staring at the opal and mirror with wi de eyes, while the count

| ooked

i nterested but also skeptical. But there would be no time to explain the art
of

detecting poi sons now. The captain of the duke's guard had stepped up next to
Prior Belthesar, holding out a cloth. Upon it was a dagger that still bore a
few

traces of blood. One of Duke Argave's servants appeared next to him hol ding
out

a gobl et of honeyed wine. | drank it gratefully; | was going to need strength.
| had performed the difficult bit of gramery now required many tinmes in
practice, first with teachers and nore recently on nmy own. But tonight would
be

the first time to do it in earnest before an inportant audi ence. Conposing ny
features to a | ook of professional calm | notioned for the captain to |ay

t he

bl ade on the nmarble path, then turned ny face away while | softly nurmured

t he

appropriate prayers. For this to work, ny nmind nust be wholly composed and ny
spirit motivated only to seek pure truth rather than being bent on any nalice
or

revenge. Wen | | ooked again Prior Belthesar had taken the articles |
required

fromthe box: a piece of |odestone, a phial of powdered copper, a bunch of
dried

mstletoe, and a length of strong silk thread. He left the kit's own finding
knife in its satin niche; for the present task the weapon that had actually
been

used in the attenpt would be far nore efficaci ous as a tracer

I could see both Count Cal oran and the duke watching closely as | knelt and
laid
these itens on a cloth beside the dagger, so | began to speak while | worked,
descri bing each step in the procedure as if | were instructing a class of
novi ces. "First we must find the balance point of this blade," | said,
hol di ng
it on my palm then across two fingers, and finally bal anced on just one. "Now
I
bind the thread around both dagger and mistletoe— | nade a | oop and sli pped
it
around the spot—so that the knife hangs flat in the air, free to swing and
twist. Next | stroke the blade with the | odestone seven tinmes toward the
poi nt
as | speak these words:
"Armum ferri audi ne

Auxi | ium fer nobis

OGstend | ocumoriginis celeriter
Rogamus te ut ducas.'
"Last, | shake a little of the copper dust into the mstletoe, hold the bl ade
suspended in the air, and concentrate all my attention on it." The knife
tw sted
back and forth a nunmber of tines, so nany | began to feel sick
di scour agenent .



But then | detected the lines of the magic form ng thensel ves, becom ng

or der ed.

The knife cane to a stop, pointing toward a spot further along the wall. A
fine

line of copper dust slid down the blade and flew fromits point, glinting in
t he

light of the flanbeaux. "There," | declared. "The assassin cane over the wall
there."”

"That's right, sir, we found marks on the wall, and sonme of the vines are
torn

free just at that spot," the captain told Duke Argave. Prior Belthesar asked
some of the guards to fetch flanbeaux and hold them high by the wall so we
woul d

see their light when we canme to the sane spot outside. A nonment later | found
nmysel f leading a grimparty back through the courtyard and around into the
street outside. Along with the prior, our group included Count Cal oran

Br uno,

t he duke and his captain, and several guards with torches. The duke had
evidently decided Lord Thierri should al so acconpany us, for he wal ked

bet ween

two guards with a far from eager expression. As we reached the gate, severa
wai ting attendants handed Count Caloran and his men their swords.

The path outside was dark and quite deserted. When we reached the spot where
t he

light of several flames flared above the wall, | stopped our group with a
sharp

gesture. My mind was now fully locked into the lines of the magic, and it
seened

not at all strange to conmand both a count and a duke. | stepped forward to
cast

alittle of the copper dust on the ground, passed the knife over it three
tines,

then called one of the guards to bring a torch. Qutlined in gl eam ng powder
we

could see two sets of footprints of very different sizes coming to the spot,
but

only one—the | arger set—teadi ng away.

"So, he had help getting over ny wall,"” said the duke.

"Yes." Count Cal oran bent over the tracks. "You can see right here where

bi g-foot stood to boost smaller-feet. This path is hard, but this one set of
big-foot's prints has actually sunk into the ground. W'd never have seen the
others without this magic of Brother Ml chior's, though. Look, you can see
how

bi g-feet stood shuffling about for a while, then ran with |long strides back
t he

way they'd cone, probably as soon as he was sure his friend had failed and
woul d

not be returning." He |ooked at nme with that quirked smle |I'd seen a few
tinmes

since joining his retinue, which | ooked pl easant on the unmarked hal f of his
face and bitter on the scarred side. "I can see |'ve neglected to utilize
sone

of the talents you could put at my comrand, Father Melchior. That shall be
remedi ed. "

"That woul d be wise, Count," said the duke. "But now | should Iike to know
how

t he bi gger man managed to stand here undi sturbed for so |long w thout ny
sentry

finding him Brother Ml chior, can you use your dagger and bright dust to
trace



t hese two f oot pads back to where they came fronf"

"I won't need to use the copper anynore." | held the knife out on the silk

t hread, absolutely confident now. The blade swng twi ce, then pointed al ong
t he

lines of footprints as steadily as if | were gripping it tightly in ny hand.

"This bl ade knows the way by which it canme. It will lead us."
W had scarcely made twenty paces when we cane upon a dark form near the
pat h.

The captain shoved past me with a curse, then nuttered, "Sorry, Father." The
torchlight revealed a nan wearing the duke's livery, his throat cut, the
nmoonl i ght reflecting in his sightless eyes. Prior and | crossed oursel ves and
murmured a quick prayer for the dead as the captain bent over the body, then
turned to the duke. "It's Pierrou all right, my lord. The poor bast—fellow"
The dukes expression was angry, but he spoke with his normal ironic tone.

" AR,

wel |, he was done in any event. If we'd found himalive, |I'd have presuned
he' d

been bought and hanged himas a traitor. Lead on, Brother Ml chior."

At the end of the wall the path descended a short distance to where it
connect ed

with the street. The knife swng to the right at once, and | could feel the
lines of magic vibrate up the silken cord as we followed the direction

i ndicated. At first we found oursel ves hurrying al ong broad ways anong the
fine

t own- houses of wealthy courtiers. Then we passed through the gate marking the
boundary of the duke's quarter and into streets lined with mansions bel ongi ng
to

merchant famlies grown rich supplying the court and town. A few late
strollers

stared as we hurried past, bow ng | ow when they saw Argave. Another gate

br ought

us into a quarter of narrower streets lined with the shuttered houses and
shops

of artisans, tradespeople, and nobney changers: virtuous working fol k now
nostly

abed. At the far end of their comrune, we entered the poor section of town.
W had gone quickly until now, with only a few corners where | mnust halt us
until the knife found its bearing. But here the streets were nere alleys,
cranped and twisted as the veins in a cheese, and snelling just as ripe.
Tottering houses | eaned agai nst each other |ike drunkards, and real drunkards
staggered in and out of the taverns that sheltered in the ground floors of
nor e

than a few of them God's wayward children were here in force: idle
foot sol diers

mustered out with the current peace, fat ox-drovers, runaway peasants,

di ssol ute

apprentices, and the bawds who waited to relieve any or all of them of

what ever

coins the taverns didn't take. Those nmen or wonmen we encountered upon the
streets slunk quickly up alleys or faded into doorways when they realized who
they'd met. But we could hear raucous |aughter, curses, and snatches of |ewd
songs from nearby houses every tine we stopped to wait for the dagger to show
t he way, and such halts becane frequent in these twi sting streets.

At last the knife pointed up a black alley between two tottering houses that
had

| eaned in toward one another until soneone had felt it advisable to brace

t hi ck

oak beans between them several stories up. W edged around a pile of rotting
cabbages hal fway along, then the knife swng to guide us into the inner
courtyard of the house on our left. The captain stepped up to a weat hered but



quite solid-1ooking door and hamrered upon it with his mailed fist,

bel | owi ng,

"Open in the nane of Duke Argave!™

The wonman who eventual |y answered was a surprise. Her gown, though old and
WOor n,

was satin, her bearing queenly, and her hard face had once been beautiful and

was still striking. She swept dark eyes over us, then bowed | ow and spoke in
phrases as well turned as any court lady's. "Geetings ny |lord Duke, good
Magi an

fathers, gentlemen all. My pardon for your having to wait; we fastened this
door

for the night some nonments ago. You do too nuch honor to ny poor house."

The duke, to ny interest, |ooked nomentarily nonplussed at the sight of her
Then he shrugged and replied in the sane fashion, "I fear we have not come on
a

social visit, madame. It appears that your house has recently harbored
assassins

and may hold one still."

"I ndeed." Her black eyes shifted fromhimto nme, and then to the dagger
quivering on its line below ny outstretched hand. "Then you had best enter at
once and seek himout. | want no such miscreants within nmy walls."

The cramped corridor passed a | ocked door through which | ow voices and the
click

of dice could be heard. But the knife led us on without a quiver to a steep
narrow stair that wound upward at the very back of the house. | could fee

t he

lines of the magic grow stronger and stronger as we clinbed. W heard a
wonman' s

hi gh | aughter as we passed one | anding and a man cursing at the next. Then

on

the fifth landing, the knife jerked at its cord like a hooked fish. The

anci ent

wood floor of the gloony hallway was creaky and uneven, while beans |eaned
unexpectedly out of the walls or pressed down fromthe ceiling. | heard both
t he

captain and Bruno bunp their heads and curse ripely behind me. Wen | reached
the third chanber the knife actually pulled the cord frommy grasp and went
clattering to the threshol d. Duke Argave growl ed a comrand, and a bul ky
guardsman stepped forward and snashed the flinmsy door in with one bl ow of his
t hi ck shoul der.

The big man Iying in the garret room beyond nade no objection. He woul d never
obj ect to anything again.
"It's big-foot all right.’
t he

dead man's feet. "The size is right, and you can see the same worn spot in
hi s

ri ght shoe that showed in the tracks."

"Madame, is this fell ow one of your househol d?" the duke asked the dark | ady,
who was standing in the doorway |ooking with pitiless interest at the dagger
in

the dead nman's chest and his staring eyes.

"OfF course not, my lord Duke. | let the chanmbers on this floor out to any who
can pay. This man and another fellow sinply, appeared two days ago and hired
a

room They paid through tonorrow "

"His friend was a smaller man?"

"Yes, and with just a hint of the gentleman about hi mwhich this poor fellow
definitely |l acked. They kept entirely to the house until tonight, then
suddenl y

appeared downstairs, took a couple of quick drinks with the ganblers, and

Count Cal oran said as he stood up from exani ning



left.

| didn't even know this one had returned until now. "

"And can you tell us their names or anything el se about them madane?"

She gave a short laugh. "If a man should ever happen to give a nane here, the
one thing of which | would be quite certain was that it was not his own, ny
lord

Duke! |1 can tell you that they had one visitor: today. He came and went

wr apped

to his eyes in a long cloak. But | knew from his voi ce and manner that he was
a

courtly gentleman."

"M ght he have been this |ord?" asked Argave, notioning the guards to nudge
Thierri forward. She shook her head.

"No chance of it, nmy lord Duke. 1'd certainly have remenbered that red hair!
This lordling was taller and had dark brows. Besides, he spoke with a touch
of

the Nabarrese in his tongue."

"Ah—so Alfonso is behind this!" cried the captain, and the duke nodded

t houghtfully. "It could well be so."

"I know nothing of that, nmy lord Duke," the |ady said. She pointed to the
dagger

in the dead man's chest, then at the one on ny cord. "But those are both
Nabarrese daggers. | saw the smaller man slip one into his sleeve as he and
this

fell ow were | eaving tonight, though he'd carried only a soldier's dirk

bef ore.

It may well be their visitor presented it to himearlier." Anironic snile
pull ed the corners of her bitter mouth. "Then he cane back tonight, nmet this
fell ow upon his return, and renedied an earlier oversight by giving himone
al so."

Prior Belthesar put his armunder mne as we foll owed the others down the
steep

stairs and back out to the street, murnuring, "That work was well done, ny
son. "

| was grateful for the aid, as ny body had been seized with the quivering
weakness that inevitably follows any major piece of magi c-working. But after
we'd gone a little way | sunmoned enough energy to whi sper, "A question, ny
father."

"Yes, my son?"

"Duke Argave treated the keeper of that house with a great deal nore

f or bear ance

than I woul d have expected, and spoke to her as if to a |lady of rank. Does he
know her ?"

The prior gave a | ow chuckl e and checked to nake sure the duke was wal ki ng
wel |

ahead of us before answering. "Ah, yes, that woul d have been a good ten years
or

nore ago, |long before the period when you were attached to our priory. Yes,
t hat

fine lady was a glittering ornament in the duke's assenblies at one tine. A
great courtesan, and for several years Argave's principal mstress.”

2

"Tell me something, Father Melchior,” Count Caloran said, turning in his
saddl e

to face me. "Was all that business with the copper and the cord and the
canting

in the anci ent | anguage necessary for what you did, or is it just for show,
like



t he passes of a street conjurer?"

W'd remained in the city through the day after the attenpt on his life. This
had been a good thing for ne, as | would have found it difficult indeed to
ride

any distance i mediately after doing so much magic. |'d spent the whol e of

t he

time at the priory either resting, eating, or praying, awakening this second
nmorni ng refreshed and ready if not wholly eager for the journey back to
Peyr ef i xade.

"May | assume you don't think what you saw was nere illusion such as a street
conjurer's tricks?"

"Ch no, |I'm convinced enough that you Magi ans can do real magic now But if
['m

to have you as my capell anus, and especially if I'"'mto continue ny famly's
patronage of your Order, | should also like to know a bit nore."

| put up a hand as if to adjust ny hood in order to hide a smle. This
northern

count mght play the straightforward soldier to the world, but he had his
subtl eties when he cared to exercise them just as I'd told themat the
priory.

He'd clearly divined the Order's interest in placing me in his service. "The
exact answer to the question you pose has been nuch debated, Count. Somne

ar gue

that all the materials and charns are but aids to focus the mind of the

trai ned

magi c-wor ker, but that the mnd al one does the real business. Others naintain
that the natural properties of certain objects, such as the power of

| odest one

to make iron seek and point, renders those objects essential to the doing of
specific types of magic except for the nost skilled. As to the charm and
spel | s,

t hey have conme down to us from magi c-workers of centuries and even ages past,
some even fromlong before the tine of the great Ubs itself. W study magic,
like all other learning, in the | anguage of antiquity, and at |east nost of
us

find we need that |anguage to sumron it up."

"Interesting. You nmust show ne sone nore of your magi c when we are hone at
Peyrefi xade again." We rode in silence for a while. Peasants out pulling a
few

last turnips fromthe fields or gathering brush fromalong the road for their
fires | ooked up, to see the count passing with his retinue of knights and his
priest, and bowed briefly before turning back to their work. Then he said,
"Tel |

me sonething nore of this Prince Al fonso."

"I do not know that | can add much to what Duke Argave nust already have told
you, Count."

"What Argave tells one is colored by Argave's eye. | want the view through
yours."

| turned my gaze toward the south for a nonment, where the border nountains

| oomed beyond the hills that enclose the long valley up which we were riding.
"Prince Al fonso inherited very young, much younger than yourself, Count.

| ndeed,

he is not nuch older than you even now His principality, Nabarra, is as you
must know the first regi on one reaches when traveling south out of our own

ki ngdom | saw a good deal of himonce, when he nade a visit to our duke's
court

during ny tine with the priory. He canme to settle with the duke over sone

I and

up in the nountains to which both had laid claimand stayed a whol e
fortnight.



He is proud and easily angered; he struck a page who spilled wine on his

sl eeve

so hard the poor boy |ost several teeth and al nost lost his eye. He is also
reputed to be ruthless in dealing with enem es—and those who nerely mi ght be
eneni es.”

"I have sone reason to believe that is true." He laughed grimy. "According
to

Duke Argave, this Al fonso woul d be happiest to control Peyrefixade hinself.
Failing that, he would prefer it be in the hands of soneone who woul d offer
little resistance if he should decide to war openly upon the duke one of

t hese

days. Apparently having a man seasoned in Enperor Friedricn's service holding
Peyrefixade is not to his taste.™

"That is not unlikely. Fornmer princes of Nabarra warred often with our duke's
ancestors. Al fonso's house has long believed it has a rightful claimto this
side of the nmountains. Peyrefixade commands the key invasion route used in

t hose

past wars."

"And does this Alfonso obtain magical assistance fromthese heretics | hear
of ,

as the duke and the counts of Peyrefixade do fromyour Order?"

"Ch no, Count. Alfonso and Argave may agree on little else, but their mnds
are

ali ke here. The prince's father was another matter; he di ed excommunicate for
maki ng the Perfected too welcome in his domains after the war. There are
supposedly many of themthere still, passing now as followers of the True
Fai t h.

But the prince is reckoned a faithful son of the Church, and is if anything
an

even fiercer persecutor of the Perfected than the duke hinsel f."

"And how do these heretics, these 'Perfected,’ nanage to pass thensel ves off
as

honest fol k?" the count continued. Sonething in the way he asked made ne

t hi nk

he had al ready heard nuch of their ways but again wanted my own opinion
"Don't

the heretics need to assenble to performtheir devilish rites? Don't people
noti ce when they sacrifice babies and animals to their idols?"

| felt my face burn and could not hold nmy tongue. "Those are lies, Count! The
Perfected read the same Bible as ourselves. They have no idols, and they
certainly never sacrifice babies, or even chickens. They believe, however,

t hat

it is possible to attain salvation through hunman effort al one, without either
grace or the sacranments. They hold that one nust overcone the body and its
appetites and strive until one lives quite without sin. A person who has
becone

thus perfected is in fact saved while yet on earth."

"Ah, hence the nane 'Perfected'! | nust say, this all sounds a good deal |ess
vi cious and heretical than | had been led to suppose. Did not sone of the
early

fathers of the True Faith, the ones who withdrew into the desert to |live away
fromworldly tenptations, preach something simlar?"

"In certain respects,” | answered, speaking nore calmy now "But the True
Faith

teaches that those nmen were seeking nerely to be worthy to receive grace if

t he

Lord so willed, not trying to win it by their own human power. The True Faith
also tells us the Lord sent his only Son to bring us grace through H's
earthly

sacrifice. But the Perfected believe the Lord had two sons, and that the



el der

was Lucifer. He rebelled against his Father, was cast out, and then created
this

fl awed physical world to affront his Father and entrap hunmans, who were
originally the entirely spiritual creations of the Lord. They al so believe

t hat

the Lord | ater sent his second son to teach us all how to overcone Lucifer's
fal se creation by our own efforts and reattain the higher realmthat is
humanki nd' s rightful home.™"

"Most interesting. It sounds in this story as though the Lord's younger son
did

better for hinself than | ever have, but then ny ol der brother was anything
but

rebellious! Clearly there is nore to this heretical doctrine than we have
ever

heard in the north. You nust tell ne nore of these Perfected one day soon.
see

that | shall need to understand thembetter in case there may be sone | urking
within my own domains."

The sun was setting far up the valley by the tine we cane clattering up the
| ast

steep track toward Peyrefkade. As we drew near the gates, | saw one of the
kni ghts who had been left on duty trying to shoo away two ragged figures: a
youth and a bent old woman. It was the cook's disnissed assistant and his
not her.

As soon as they saw us they cane running and threw t hensel ves on their faces
right in front of Count Galoran's horse, so close he had to make it rear to
avoid tranpling both of them "Mercy, mlord Conpte, nercy!" the old wonman
cried

in the Royal Tongue, with a Auccitan accent even thicker than her son's.
Bruno

pushed his horse forward to whip themout of the way, but the count stopped
hi m

"On what account do you ask for mercy fromnme, old woman?" he asked quietly.
"Your son was caught at open theft in nmy house. You are quite lucky | did not
hang him"

"I know, mlord Conpte, what 'a did was very wong. But he's all | ha' |ef,
and
he's ne'er been aught but a servant here i' the castle. Qur food's run out
and

it's long yet "til there'll be work i' the fields. W'll starve, mlord
Compt el ™

| cringed inside my cassock, peering covertly at Galoran's grimscarred face.
The knights and even the servants along the wall were all watching now, and
expected the Count would feel it necessary to have these two whi pped away, if
he

didn't nerely ride them down. |Instead he paused for a long nonment's thought,
then reached down to his belt, took a small purse, and tossed it to the old
wonan.

"This is for you," he growed. "I give it assuming you were quite innocent in
this matter. If you freely choose to spend sone of these coins to feed your

m serable son as well as yourself, that is your own affair. Now be gone, and
don't come here again."

She tried to seize his knee, crying, "Ch bless you, mlord Conpte!" Wt hout

| ooki ng down agai n he pushed her away with his boot, not roughly, then jerked
his head and led us on into the courtyard.

When | cane down fromthe chapel the follow ng norning, after perfornng



di vi ne

service, washing the holy chalice, and returning everything to the altar,
stunbl ed hard over a great heap of stones near the side entrance to the great
hall. 1'd forgotten overni ght how the place had been torn up by the masons

t he

seneschal had brought in during our absence. A servant ran to help nme, but I
waved himoff with thanks and went to collect ny breakfast. Then | took ny

br ead

and beer over to see how work on the new hearth was comni ng

The progress was inpressive, considering they'd only been at work three days.
A

great opening had been nade in the cut-stone wall at the end of the hal

behi nd

Count Gal oran's huge curtained bed, exposing the rubble fill between the

i nner

and outer walls of worked stones. A scaffold of tinbers had been erected
wi t hin

this hole, and wiry nmen in rough blue snocks were already at work inside,
rapi dly maki ng the cavity bigger. Some stood up on the scaffold, heaving with
bars and chisels as they pried chunks of rubble out of the fill. Qhers

sei zed

stones as fast as they cane free and passed them qui ckly down to nuscul ar
apprentices, who dragged them off on pallets to add themto the pile.

The seneschal stood at one side talking with the chief mason, while Bruno,
Bouteillier Raynbaud, and several of the castle knights | ooked on. The
seneschal

seened to be making his whol e breakfast on a crust and a cup of water, but

t he

bouteillier and nost of the knights held rough | oaves with a smear of olive
oi |
and tankards like mine. | decided to stand with themwhile | ate so | could
watch and listen. | needed to put nore effort into getting acquainted wth
al |

of the souls under ny care, and that included the masons as |ong as they were
in

Peyr ef i xade.

"It'"ll take at leas' four nore days to tunnel clear up thro' this wall to the
top, sir," the chief mason was telling the seneschal, showi ng a decent
conmand

of the Royal Tongue. "Wonderful well built, these castles fromthe tine o

t he

great war. It's easier goin' here than in sone |I've worked on, for there's
been

stones shifted within this wall before, but that nust ha' been |ong ago and

t he

fill has settled firmsince. And the lads ha' to go nore and nmore careful the
hi gher they get i' the rubble. Shouldna' want a collapse, with good | ads
killed

or hurt and twice the work after putting it all right again after.”
"The count understands that," said Seneschal Guilhemin his dull voice. "Just
see the work is done well and he won't mnd the cost."”

"Ch, it will be, sir! Once we've cut a shaft to the top o' the wall, we'll
l'ine

the whole flue very pretty wi' a sill inside to make her draw snooth as
butter

and put in a hearth here at bottom broad enough to roast an ox in't. Then
we'l |

fit up the opening here with a grander carved fireplace than even a nan such
as

the count what's served wi' the Allenmann enperor has ever seen.”



"Sounds like we're to have a bit nore real style in our hall when this is
done, "

one of the young knights said. "Maybe Duke Argave's pretty boys won't | ook
down

their |l ong noses at us so nuch then."

"Style is never amiss in a nobleman," agreed Raynbaud.

"Maybe, " muttered an ol der knight. "But by ny spurs, | can't fathom why Count
Sc—€ount Cal oran wants to piss away his nmoney having a fireplace put in his
very

first nonth in possession.”

"Ch, you'd like to know that, would you?" said Bruno, turning to him "Wl
then, I'lIl tell you. Captain Caloran —Count Caloran, | mean —is as brave a
fellow as | ever knew in al nost everything you could name. | don't know t hat
he'd fear to face any man living. But he does have a powerful dislike of
fire.

The All emann winter is no soft season such as you boys have hereabouts. But
I've

seen himstand shivering in his cloak in canp after a day's nmarch because he
didn't like to get as close to the watchfire as the rest of us. He was burned
terrible bad in a fire as a boy, you see; that's how he canme by those scars.
Why, | once saw himride straight into a breech to fight three nmen when
everyone

el se was mnded to retreat —rallied the assault and saved the day, was
commended and rewarded by the enperor hinmself —and afterwards he confessed
to

me private-like that he'd ten tines rather go forward agai nst such odds than
try

to ride back over the ness of blazing oil the defenders had thrown down

behi nd

us fromthe battlenents! He'll sleep a sight better once the fire burns in
this

nice hearth instead of out in the mddle of the hall, my boys, believe ne."
"Well, you can't blane a burned man for not liking fire," said the ol der

kni ght

with a slow nod. "I'd rather an honest sword cut any day nyself than a burn.
I

was in a siege once nyself, alittle walled heretic settlenment that turned up
back in the foothills, and —"

But | heard no nore. My attention had been drawn by sonething inperceptible
to

everyone else in the hall but like a thunderclap to ne: the unm stakable

resonance of nmgic nearby. Not magi c bei ng worked, but latent magic, |ines of
it

enbedded in sonme object. |I felt the hairs stand up on the back of ny neck at

its

power. |'d tried several divinations during ny first days in the castle but

wi t hout success, scarcely surprising considering I'd had nothing to use as an
i ndicator to seek out long-latent nmagic. But even latent magic will resonate

when suddenly disturbed, and a novice in his first year woul d have detected
this! Then |I heard rubble falling and the workmen tal king excitedly in
Aucci t an.

"In there—a cavity-sonething in a box!"

Striding to the base of the scaffold, | called to themin the same |anguage,
"What is it? What have you found?"

The chief mason had already clinbed up there. He spoke down at ne over one
shoul der. "We're not sure, Father. The lads will have it out in a
noment —t her e.

Here it is, Father."

| seized the | ead box he passed down to ne with shaking fingers. It was gray,
nm sshapen, and covered with grit, but | could feel waves of magi c emanating



from

inside as | pried at the lid. Suddenly the box popped open and a surge of
power

cane out that staggered nme. Inside lay a golden nmedallion: old, over four

i nches

across, on a massive chain. The medallion was extrenely plain with only a
singl e

device worked in its exact center. It was a circle—the synbol of Perfection
And

the gold of the pendant resonated powerfully with the unm stakabl e vibrations
of

ol d, potent mmgic: conplex lines and knotted patterns as beautiful and
frightening as the dianond eye of a serpent, laid into it by a truly

form dabl e

Magi an | ong ago.

"And what have you there, Father?" came Count Galoran's voice just behind ne.
| froze, my fingers clenching tightly about the medallion w thout conscious
thought. | felt a brief inpulse to run, to try and get away with the thing
somehow, anyhow. Then ny mind cleared again, and | recalled | was both a
swor n

canon of the Order and the count's own capellanus. | turned and handed the
armul et to him

"I amnot sure, Count Caloran. It is sonething that was hi dden here | ong ago.
I

think it once belonged to a Magian. Not of ny Order, or even of the True
Fai t h,

but one of the Perfected."

Chapter Five ~ Caloran

1

"I have an aunt?" | was so surprised | al nost dropped my rmug of norning beer
In an effort to |l earn Auccitan, | had been practicing it w th Brother

Mel chi or

for the last week, every norning after divine service. It was close enough to
t he Royal Tongue that, once | got used to the differences in how words were

pronounced, | could alnost follow a conversation in it—er at |east grasp the
gi st of what the masons were yelling at each other. Producing the words and
syntax myself was harder. | had just tried to say, "I wish | knew nore about
t he

history of this county,” though it cane out nore like, "Me want county many

know. "

And the priest had answered, in the fluent Auccitan he told me he had | earned
in

the cradle, "Wy don't you ask your great-aunt?"

Now, as we stood together on the little terrace outside the great tower, he

| ooked at ne quizzically over the rimof his nug and asked in the Royal
Tongue,

"You mean you don't kmow your Great-aunt Richildis? The abbess of the convent
of

the Holy Fam|y?"

"No, | don't," | said in exasperation. This was supposed to be ny castle and
ny

county, and it kept seenming as though everyone el se knew nuch nore about it

t han

| did, but neglected to tell nme. "I never heard nore than a few stories about
this region fromny grandfather before

he died, and ny own father and ol der brother were even |less interested than
was —then."

"She was the younger sister of old Count Bernhard and of your own



gr andf at her, "

said Mel chior. "She nust be very old by now, but | hear she still carries out
t he governance of her convent herself." He paused, frowning. "I wonder if you
ought to make a gift to the house of the Holy Family for the soul of the late
count ess, your cousin."

| shrugged, again in exasperation. "Probably.” As | nmoved | could feel the
nmedal | i on, hung around ny neck under ny shirt.

At first, when the masons had found it in the wall and the priest had given
it

to nme, | had locked it up in the treasure chest under the bed, along with ny
nmoney and the records of ny predecessors' pious generosity. An artifact of

t he

Perfected, Melchior had called it, and therefore | thought sonething that
shoul d

not be left out in the open. Perhaps | would turn it over to the duke,

deci ded

vaguel y, or possibly the Mother House of Melchior's O der

But over the next few days | had found ny thoughts drawn to the nedallion
agai n

and again, and several times at night | had awakened in my great canopied
bed,

seeing the faint light fromthe fire in the niddle of the roomthrough the
curtains and hearing the snores of the nen all around me, and al nost wondered
i f

| also heard the nmedallion's voice. Sonething that once bel onged to a Mgi an,
Mel chi or had said, but as | was no nmagic-worker | told myself that no nagic

t hat

mght still linger in it could possibly affect me. Then one day | had slipped
it

on under ny shirt, for no particular reason, and had not taken it off since.
"I had been going to visit the convent of the Holy Fanily anyway,"

conti nued.

The sun was well up now, shining on hills that seenmed greener every day. The
hi gh nount ai ns beyond them however, were still white with snow. "Did you
know

that half of the rents fromone of nmy villages go to the nuns? The nuns' own
bailiffs collect all the noney, and according to the seneschal he has to go
every year to collect the count's share fromthe convent."

"Doubtl ess that dates fromRi childis's entry into the convent as a girl,"
suggest ed Mel chi or.

"Well, the seneschal didn't explain why, or even tell me the nuns were headed
by

my own aunt. There are no records of an entry gift for the Holy Fam |y that
I've

seen, but then the old count doesn't seemto have kept the records from

bef ore

he nmoved here to Peyrefixade. And the seneschal doesn't say a | ot about
anything. At first | thought he was ill, because he always | ooks so terrible,
but | think it nmust instead be sorrow for the death of the countess. | said
somet hi ng about her one day when we were goi ng over the accounts, and he was
so

overcome he had to excuse hinself. He certainly seenms to mss her nore than

t hat

husband of hers does."

| watched Melchior for a reaction as | spoke. Since his excellent work

t racki ng

the assassin to a literal dead end at that disreputable inn in the duke's
city,

| had gained a new respect for his abilities. It was disconcerting to have a
priest who could |l earn by nmagic those things which everyone el se thought



hi dden,

but a good captain should be able to put to use any ability of the nen in his
service. Even if the priest was spying on me for the duke or plotting against
ny

best interests for the benefit of his Order, he was an intelligent man, and
liked trying out ideas on him some that | would not even have tried on Bruno.
"I have not pressed Seneschal Guilhemto open his heart to nme," Melchior said

contritely. "Perhaps | shoul d-he would learn that God will w pe away the
tears

even of the nost sorrowful."

Vel l, | should have expected that reaction froma priest, but it wasn't ny
concern. "Ill or mournful,” | grunbled, "I"'mworried that if he dies or
retires

he'll | eave us no record whatsoever of what ny rents ought to be. That's part
of

the reason | need to go around to all the villages now, before the rents cone
due: both to make a display with my knights to di scourage any peasant who

m ght

have been planning to use the succession as an excuse to 'forget' what he
owes,

and al so to get proper rent rolls down on parchnent. God knows what a ness it
woul d be if the seneschal really did take ill, leaving me to deal with

i ncompet ent and probably corrupt mayors in sorting out what |'m owed."

The cold weight of the nedallion shifted again against ny chest. Sonetines |
had

the feeling that while | was wearing it nmy thoughts were nore focused and
concentrated, but not at the nmonent. | drained the |last of my beer. "I'm
goi ng

to go see how those nasons are conming on ny fireplace."

I had not let the masons sleep in the castle. Their foreman grunbl ed about it
at

some length until Bruno stopped hi mdoubtl| ess using persuasions that it was
good

| didn't know about—but if soneone was trying to assassinate ne | didn't want
strangers in the castle after dark. The guards who spent the night in turns
wat chi ng at the gates woul d keep out external enem es but woul d never have a
chance against enenmies within. And | certainly wasn't going to be like the
enperor and have a trusted guardsman stand watch, awake by his naster's bed,
al |

ni ght 4+ nysel f had been that guardsman several tinmes too many. My kni ghts and
servants here in Peyrefixade |I thought | could trust, because the attack had
cone at the duke's court, not in the castle where an attacker woul d have had
much nore opportunity, but the masons | considered suspect. The seneschal had
found tents for themin the storeroom which they pitched bel ow t he gates,
but

they ate well enough with the staff and certainly worked hard for the noney I
was payi ng them

The fireplace was now virtually conmpl eted. They had al so put in a hearth in

t he

chanmber one storey up, and when finished it should all be very warm and cozy.

The seneschal, supposedly supervising, |eaned against a wall, his nouth drawn
down and his eyes looking far away. It would be good, | thought, for himto
get

out of the castle on my tour of my property—a tour, it now seened, that would
include a visit to ny Geat-aunt Richildis.

Chilly as it was in the hall, the nasons had al ready peeled off their blue
snocks, and sweat stood out on their muscul ar backs as they heaved cut stone



into place: red sandstone newy quarried, dragged up to the gates by oxen and
then inside by the nmen thensel ves, and costing ne a | arger proportion of the
amount left in the treasure chest than | liked to recall. Trained fighter

t hough

I was, none of the nmasons woul d have needed a weapon beyond his powerful
hands

if he wanted to kill ne.

"Prince Al fonso wanting me dead | think | can understand,” | nuttered to

Mel chi or as we wat ched the nasons work. The prince's |ands, according to the
duke, lay just south of mine, and if Peyrefkade was |ong without a count it
woul d be an excellent opportunity for himto claimthe county for his own.

" But

if any of these lads were in Prince Al fonso's pay, they would have struck by
now. " | didn't have nearly the ear yet to distinguish between an Auccitan and
a

Nabarrese accent, especially since | wasn't sure | had ever heard the
latter—the

grunts fromthe assailant while he and | were trying to strangle each other
hardly counted. A nunmber of people had tried to kill ne over the years, but
it

had al ways been in battle or else, twice, in a drunken brawl, never by

steal th.

Most of the time | tried not to dwell on my present danger, but sonetines,
unaccountably, | felt my ears begin to tingle and the hair stand up on ny
neck,

t hough when | turned there was never anyone there.

| didn't tell Melchior that my imagination kept providing me other
alternatives

| liked even |l ess: the duke, the priests of the Order of the Three Kings, or
Lord Thierri. Since Thierri had killed the woul d-be assassin, it was nuch
nor e

difficult to suspect himthan | preferred, and even harder to suspect Duke
Argave, who might be capable of a subtle and conpl ex ganme, but hardly one

t hat

i nvol ved sending for soneone fromthe distant north just to assassinate him
A

priest-assassin | would have di sm ssed—even if a suspicious mnd mght have
suggested that Mel chior had had excellent first-hand i nformation to help him
follow the trail of dead nen—except for what Thierri had told me, of a spel
that so confused the countess she fell from her own ranparts.

2

W passed the spot where they had found her body as we rode out a few days
|ater, the priest, the seneschal, Bruno, half a dozen knights, and ne. W
followed a track down the opposite side of the ridge fromthe road where
peopl e

normal |y came and went, toward a village tucked into a fold of the nountain,
only a fewniles fromthe castle but alnbst into the next kingdom-Al fonso's
territory. Melchior pulled up at the fatal spot, directly below the ranparts
t hough the ride to reach there had been well over a mle. He seened for a
nonent

| ost in thought, but produced none of his powders and m stletoe. The rest of
us

continued, and in a nonment his horse cane hurrying up behind.

| wanted to know if his powers of divination had di scovered anything, but

t hat

could wait for a nore private conversation. He had already told nme that he
had

witten to the priest who had served in Peyrefixade before the countess's



deat h,

but had been able to get no informati on beyond what we al ready knew. "So tel
ne

what they owe us in this next village," | said instead to Seneschal Guil hem
The seneschal canme back abruptly froma reverie of his own and began runni ng
down lists of payments in coin and produce. No | abor dues, as | had al ready
| earned: all had long since been conmuted into nonetary paynents. Perched

hi gh

on its knife-edge of rock, the castle didn't even try to have fields of its
own.

Sone lords, | had heard, were so deternmined that their peasant tenants work
for

themthat they created tasks: dragging building stone into place or grinding
wheat into flour in handmlls. | myself preferred to have ny grain ground
efficiently at a waterm ||l and ny stonework done by professionals.

"It's a good fireplace," | said to Bruno. "I heard a few of the men grunbling
last night that they weren't as warm as they had been with the blaze in the
m ddl e of the room but they'll soon grow accustonmed to it."

"Now we just have to hope," he said darkly, "that none of those masons were
spying out the castle for whoever hired the footpads in Ferignan."

| didn't answer. We were now at the village—walled, though the gates were
open—and everyone turned out to stare at us. The fields surrounding the

vi | | age

were small and stony; | guessed the villagers lived mostly fromtheir fl ocks.
The wonen, as | expected, were the nost frightened, the nmen the nost sul ky,

t he

l[ittle children the nost interested.

"As I"'msure you've all heard," | said loudly, "I amyour new |l ord, Count

Cal oran."” The horse shifted under me and | stilled it with a hand on the
reins,

turning nmy head so they could all get a good | ook at the scar if they wanted
one. "l am here surveying ny property, so that we are all agreed on what is
owed

when the March rents come due, thus avoi ding any unpl easant ness."

There was a voice beside ne, and | realized in surprise that Ml chior was
translating what | said into Auccitan. This close to the castle, | thought—f
I

had turned around | woul d have seen it |oom ng behind us—and they couldn't be
counted on to understand ne. Well, better a translation than having them al
double up with | aughter over ny m spronunci ations.

W started through the village. The mayor, who appeared somewhat tardily
wear i ng

a bl ack velvet cape that |ooked |ike sonething old Count Bernhard ni ght have
di scarded years ago, led the way. At each cottage he, the seneschal, and the
househol der had a short but complicated di scussion, and Brother Ml chior
finished by witing sonething down. The kni ghts sat their horses
ostent ati ously,

| ooki ng around haughtily and playing with their knives, but | dismunted to
listen and to frown when frowni ng seened called for

Last year ny brother had had to go around to several of his villages to sort
out

the rents, and | had been one of the knights conveyi ng an unspoken threat.
Tedi ous as this whole process was, it was still vastly inmproved by having it
ny

rents under discussion

At the third cottage a little boy crept up beside nme. He was younger than ny
nephews and had dark eyes and a disarmng snile. "Are you the great and
terrible

count?" he asked in Auccitan

Two weeks of practice with Melchior wasn't a lot, but it would get ne



started.

"Yes," | said with a grin to match his own, "I terrible. Eat boys."

He clearly didn't believe a word of this, but as he | aughed he gave a quick
| ook

around—per haps for the nother or older sister who did. | picked himup to
have

himat eye-level and bared ny teeth at him which set himlaughi ng again.
Enough

of this, | thought, preparing to set himdown, or the villagers would al
deci de

that the great and terrible Count Caloran was harm ess and try to persuade

t he

seneschal that they owed ne no nore than a single chicken a year. And

really

didn't want to have to set the knights on them

And then the boy touched the |left side of nmy face, no | onger |aughing. "How
did

you get this___ ?"

| didn't recognize the word, but the meaning was cl ear enough. "Fire," | said
simply. "Long ago."

During the next week we proceeded through all the villages and hanmlets of ny
county, until Brother Melchior's parchment rolls were dense with figures and
annot ati ons.

It was still too early in the year for the nen to have taken the flocks to

t he

hi gh pastures, so al nost everyone was hone—and in the few cases where the
househol der was unaccountably m ssing, and | barked out an order doubling his
rents, he always fortuitously reappeared before we left the village.
Sonetimes the sun shone, prom sing that green and bursting spring nust arrive
very soon, but nore often fast-flying clouds cane up over the nountains,
draggi ng curtains of rain to drench us and turn everything around us a cold

gray. At night we lay under the tents, which still snelled a little of the
masons' sweat, listening to rain on the canvas. Here | did have a knight
awake

all night to guard nme, though if an assassin was trying to track us
stealthily

t hrough these nountains and this weather | had to adnmire his resolution

Not everyone in the county, of course, owed nme rent. Probably in nost of the
vill ages, especially those furthest fromthe castle, fewer than half the

i nhabitants did, and that didn't even count the entire vill ages where no one
paid rent to Peyrefkade at all. These included the ones which old Count

Ber nhard

had given to the house of the Three Kings, sone others that owed their rents
to

ot her landlords, even to the duke, but also a |arge nunmber that had
apparently—er so the villagers cl ai med—al ways been free of dues, since their
intrepid and resourceful ancestors had come with their famlies and their
sheep

to settle in high valleys that nobody el se wanted, centuries ago. At every
village, including these, we stopped |ong enough at |least for a chat with the
mayor, to remind himthat even if | was not everyone's landlord I was
everyone's

judicial lord, and that justice and law canme ultimately from ne.

One thing surprised ne a little: no sign of heretics. If Melchior was right,
and

they were able to pass as followers of the True Faith, | mght have talked to



many of them and not even known it, but | would have expected soneone at

| east

to nention it. But nost of these villages were too snall and isolated to have
a

church or priest of any |land; maybe no one had ever bothered to check into
their

religious beliefs.

But as we approached the final village down at the base of the mountains, the
village where half the rents went to the Holy Famly, we saw sonme sort of
commotion before the gates and heard shouting and scream ng.

We ki cked our horses forward. Now we coul d see a stake erected outside the
gates, a whole nob of people swirling around it. "Looks |ike another nmayor
has

forgotten to talk to the count before hanging the Iocal crimnals," suggested
Br uno.

But this wasn't gibbets. That was a stake for burning heretics.

Brother Melchior realized it at the sane tinme as | did. He clutched so hard
at

the reins that his horse pulled up abruptly, then shook the reins violently
and

ki cked the beast hard. "Stop theml" he cried as his horse shot past mine. Hs
face had gone dead white. "Stop them in the nanme of God!"

I was right behind him If the archbi shop fromover in Haul be had found sone
people guilty of heresy, there was nothing | could do about that decision, or
even want to. But when it cane to the actual burning, no one was going to be
put

to death in ny county except by ne.

They al ready had the heretics, two men and a wonan, tied to the stake when we
t hundered through the crowd. | didn't hesitate. Years of |eading nen into
battl e

had taught me that rapid decision and rapid action were always best. Bruno,

at

nmy shouted order, snatched a burning brand right fromthe hand of a w zened
little priest in brown. "Stop!" | yelled as the crowd surged forward. My

hor se

reared, sending the first row of people pushing back agai nst those behind

t hem

"As your count, | command you to stop!"

The shouting continued, but ny knights all had their swords out, and the

cr owd

was now surgi ng back instead of forward. Men, wonen, even children |like the
boy

| had pretended to threaten up in the shadow of Peyrefixade, glared and

snarl ed

at me |like scavengers cheated of their prey.

But all | had attention for was the heretics, dressed in white shifts and
tied

to the stake, their eyes glazed as though they hadn't even noticed ne.

Dr ugged,

| thought. "Free them™" | snapped at Bruno. He handed the burning brand to a

kni ght and swung down to cut the ropes. No one canme forward to catch the
heretics as they sagged forward-Ao one dared show hinmself as their friend.
"And put that fire out!" | yelled at the kni ght who now held the torch. The
worman heretic, her pulled-back hair streaked with gray, was much too old to
be

my little sister. But for a second | saw Gertrude

The wi zened priest pushed his way forward, trenbling with fury. "I will have
you

know | condemed these heretics to death by the authority of the Apostolic
Curia



itself!"

"And | free them" | said, trying hard to keep ny own voice fromtrenbling

n by

the authority of Count Cal oran, myself."

"Inquisition,"” nuttered one of the knights next to me. There was an
unmi st akabl e

note of fear in his voice.

Brot her Mel chior was off his horse, helping the heretics away fromthe stake
since no one el se seenmed about to, lowering themto the ground and rurmuring
prayers. He at any rate did not seemterrified. Wien the knight standing with
the torch in his hand seened paral yzed, Ml chior took it from himand ground
t he

flame out in the dirt, sending up a srmudge of dark snoke.

| took a deep breath as the priest of the Inquisition continued to glare at
ne.

After the great war against the Perfected, | seened to recall, the bishops of
the region, urged by the distant Apostolic Curia, had set up the Inquisition
to

uncover any of the dammabl e enemies of the True Faith who had gone into

hi di ng

to save their skins. The last thing | wanted was to appear to give support to
any such denon-worshi pers, especially in my own county, or to risk the fury
of

t he Church.

But no one was going to be put to death here—nopst especially by fire—+ wasn't
consulted. "I comrend you, Father," | said in a sonewhat nore conciliatory

t one,

di smounting to be able to speak to the priest nore easily, "for hunting out
this

spawn of Satan. Were they brought before the archbi shop in council? Wre they
gi ven every opportunity to repent of their error when it was pointed out to
them so that they could be wel coned back into the fold and their mniserable

souls mght still be saved?"
The enperor didn't have heretics like this in his domains, but over on his
eastern borders there were plenty of people who still clung to the old pagan

practices, and | knew how all such enemes of the Faith were to be treated.
CQut

themout if you had to, before they becanme a cancer eating away at the body
of

the faithful, but first give themevery chance to repent.

The little brown priest shot me a | ook full of venom Small and vicious |like
a

viper, | thought. His voice was |ow and intense. "When | discovered their
heresy, there was no time to wait for a council, no leisure to let them

i nf ect

others with their noxious beliefs! You are new here, | understand, the new
count

fromthe north, so you don't know how slippery these people can be. Now step
asi de, step aside before anyone suspects you of synpathy with them and |et
Gods

will be done!"

My kni ghts were wavering, not exactly abandoni ng me, not exactly standing
firm

in my support. The Inquisition nmust have an even nore form dabl e reputation
here

in the land where it began than up in the north, where we only heard of it as
somet hi ng di stant and om nous.

Mel chi or unexpectedly strode over to stand beside nme. "I hope you recognize
ne

fromny habit, Father," he said quietly. "I amof the Order of the Three



Ki ngs,

dedicated to the pursuit of know edge of magic for God's pure purpose and to
t he

overcom ng of all heretical beliefs and practices. | stand with you on the
necessity of rooting up Perfected depravity before the tares overwhel m God' s
good seed. But you cannot have forgotten our oaths as priests. You and | can
shed no bl ood—and cause no skin and flesh to shrivel and crack with fire."
The priest of the Inquisition | ooked back and forth between us, then over at
t he

three heretics, who were sitting up on their own now, |ooking dazed and

i ncomprehending. His lips pulled back fromhis teeth in what m ght have been
a

smle. "Your point is good. | was perhaps precipitate in putting these people
to

the torch mysel f, because as you rightly remind nme, Brother, we priests ask
t he

secular armonly for nmercy, not for death. But there were no representatives
of

secul ar power here. Now that the count has arrived," with a nod toward ne,
"he

can return themto the stake and light the flames hinmsel f."

There were a nunber of things that | could have done—and i ndeed had done in
ny

years serving the enperor—sone distasteful and unpl easant, sone bitterly
cruel,

some that made nme wake up in a drenching sweat in the mddle of the night

t hi nki ng about them But |ighting the faggots at someone's feet, even a
heretic's feet, was not anobng them

"I"'mafraid you m sunderstand,” | said, |oudly enough that those nearby could
overhear. The crowd's nood had changed from avid hunger to sonething of an
air

of uncertainty, and |I thought | could see the back rows slipping quietly

away.
My scar throbbed, and | was intensely aware of the nedallion |ying against ny
chest. "I do not nerely object to your forgetting that it is the secul ar
power ,

and the secul ar power alone, that can put a man to death. | remind you of
somet hing you said yourself: | amthe new count, and the Church has no

agr eenent

with ne!"

| had no idea what the agreement had been between old Count Bernhard and the

ar chbi shop of Haul be over the treatnment of heretics—doubtless followed by the
count ess—but they nust have reached some sort of understandi ng when Bernhard

took over the forner Perfected stronghold of Peyrefixade. But | could make up
| egal precedent faster than some wi zened little brown priest who had let raw

power carry himbeyond his capabilities.

"The reverend archbi shop will need to conme hinmself to visit ne at ny castle,"”
I

continued sternly. | had never been to Haulbe, | wasn't even entirely sure in
what direction it lay, and | had not the slightest idea of the archbishop's
nane. "Tell himl wll welcome himat Peyrefixade whenever he desires to
cone.

Until then, | give himand you—o perm ssion what soever to judge heretics in
ny

county. The Church's jurisdiction touches only nenbers of the clergy, not

| aynen. "

"W have the right to discover and judge the Inperfected!"

"Only at ny predecessors good will. He is dead now, and so is his agreenent.

I
seek the end of heresy as heartily as you do. But it must be achieved through



the proper legal forns."

"You will not find the archbishop at the gates of your castle,
sai d

between his teeth, "but the Inquisition!"

| managed a | augh. "That castle was taken fromthe heretics by ny

grandf ather's

famly. This time it won't be a group of ragtag wld-eyed herdsnen fromthe
hi gh

val l eys trying unsuccessfully to hold it against ny relatives. It will be you
and other priests, nmen who bear no weapons, trying to take it fromne!"

"We shall conplain to the duke," he said then, switching tactics, but I

didn't

give hima chance to finish. A switch at this point neant he felt the | ega
basis for his authority slipping away.

"And | shall conplain to Duke Argave as well, that the judicial authority
over

laymen in ny county, which | received fromthe duke's own hand, is being
snatched fromne! But conme, Father. W need not be enemies. Qur goals are the
same. Tell the archbishop | am eager to wel come himat Peyrefixade, so we can
deci de together how the Perfected are to be discovered and judged—and, if
necessary, executed."

He hesitated, and in that hesitation | knew | had him It was not until |
found

nmysel f letting out all nmy breath at once that | realized how close it had
been.

Wthout Melchior's help at a few key points, it mght well have gone

ot herw se.

My capel |l anus was definitely proving hinmself useful

"In the meantime," the inquisitor said, |ooking at me fromunder his

eyebr ows,

"what do you expect ne to do with these heretics?"

"Set themfree."”

"Set themfree! But they will run away!"

| nodded inmpassively. "Let themtake their heretical spew high up into the
nmount ai ns, where they cannot infect the God-fearing." Up anong the peaks

the priest

somewhere, | thought, where the duke's son and heir was in hiding with them
"When the archbishop and | have reached an agreement, it will be sinple
enough

to capture themagain if we wish."

W thout giving hima chance to contradict this extrenely unlikely statenent,

I

whirled on ny knights. "You, you, and you! Take these heretics up to the
mount ai ns and | et them go. The archbi shop and the Inquisition cannot judge
laymen in ny county until our agreenent is renewed, and ny own authority does
not touch issues of the faith, so no one can legally hold them prisoner. Now"
I

shout ed, when for a second, just a second, the knights hesitated. "I shal

see

you tonorrow, back at Peyrefixade."

I swung back up on ny horse and nodded for the rest of the knights to do the
same. The crowd by now was nelting away, giving us a wide berth. | galloped
away

fromthe village with ny cloak flying behind me, feeling no further chat with
the | ocal mayor was necessary about the extent of the count's jurisdiction

Bruno pull ed up beside nme when, after a mle, | slowed my horse to a fast
wal k.

"Are you really going to make the archbishop clinmb up to Peyrefixade to see
you,

Capt ai n?" he asked in admiration
| smled. "OF course not," | said in a low voice, for his ear al one. "The



archbi shop will send me a very firmletter, and I will send himback a letter
all conciliation and apol ogi es for sone sinple m sunderstanding, and then I
will

go to Haul be nmyself to work out the arrangenent by which the Inquisition may
function in nmy county. 1'Il tell you this, though, Bruno: every heretic wll
get

a chance to face his accusers and to repent."

"I hear in the castle," he said darkly, "that those so-called Perfected don't
ever repent. It's like they want to die."

"Then | will confirmthe sentence of death and have them hanged."
"But heretics have to be burned!" he said, shocked, but | turned away as
t hough

not heari ng.

W were now in sight of a tall church steeple and began passi ng between

pl owed

fields. The convent of the Holy Famly nust lie just ahead. | |ooked around
at

my men, trying to put the recent incident fromnmnmy mnd to be able to
concentrate

on the neeting with ny Geat-aunt Richildis.

The seneschal, | noticed, |ooked drained and deathly pale, as though scarcely
able to stay on his horse. This nmust have been an exhausting week for him |

t hought, the constant travel when he was already weak, on top of the stress
of

trying always to be scrupulously fair while constantly feeling my eye on him
I't

was a good thing this was the end of the tour of ny property—and a good thing
it

was all recorded on the parchment in Brother Melchior's saddl ebags.

The latter rode stiffly, without seeming to see any of the rest of us. H's

willingness to help the heretics away fromthe stake seened curious in a nman
dedicated to the True Faith, now that | thought about it, and he had been
qui ck

enough to cone to the Perfected s defense when |I had earlier asked about
their

child sacrifices. | shook ny shoul ders. Al npbst being assassi nated had made ne
overly suspicious. It was highly inprobable, | told nyself, that Ml chior was
spying on me for the heretics as well as for the duke and for his O der

But | nudged ny horse next to his just before we reached the gates of the
convent conplex. He turned toward ne with a start, as though having forgotten
me. "You rmust have seen heretics before," | said conversationally, "even
tucked

safely away with your books and prayers at the House of the Three Kings. Tel
nme: have you ever personally known anyone who turned heretic?"

He turned his face away, and for a mnute | thought he wasn't going to
answer .

Then he spoke so quietly |I could just hear himover the sound of hooves on

t he

fl agstone paving of the nuns' outer courtyard. "My grandfather. He clung to
their false faith to the end and was burned at the stake."

Seneschal @uil hemroused hinsel f enough to discuss rents with the convent's
seneschal . The two of themsat in the visitors' courtyard, w th Brother

Mel chi or

scribbling details. Afew fruit trees in a sheltered corner were putting out
their first |eaves, and somewhere a bird sang. High in the tower a bell's
mel | ow

note vibrated. There was no sign of any of the nuns, and | wondered if the



abbess woul d even want to see ne.

But we had only been sitting a few m nutes when a young worman in the white
habi t

of a novice came out. She blinked at my scar but dipped her head to ne shyly
and

said, "The Reverend Mother will see you in her parlor, Count," then scanpered
away, leaving me to follow as best | could.

The abbess's parlor was a wide, dimroomw th a stone floor and no furniture
beyond two chairs. There was a fireplace, but the hearth was cold on this
late

wi nter afternoon. The Abbess Richildis, severe in a black habit, turned at ny
step. | had a quick inpression of a serene face with a large nose in the
center,

a nose just like ny grandfather's. She | ooked as though she had once been
very

tall, but she now sat stooped in one chair, supporting herself on a cane. The
novi ce hovered at her el bow

| unbuckled my sword belt to leave it at the door and went down on one knee
bef ore her, hands uprai sed and head | owered. "Reverend Mther, | am Count

Cal oran of Peyrefixade, and, | believe, your own nephew. "

"Greetings, in God's nane," she said. There was no quaver in her voice; it
coul d

have been the voice of a woman twenty years younger. The touch of an Auccitan
accent, | abruptly realized, was the sane accent ny grandfather had had, which
I

had only thought of as his way of tal king and never identified as coming from
the south. "I know very well who you are, Count Cal oran, grandson of my own
brother. Come sit beside ne. You may | eave us, ny dear," to the novice, "for
t he

space of a half hour."

The girl curtsied and retreated. The Abbess Richildis turned her eyes toward
e,

bright even in this dimroom They, too, though set beneath thin white

eyebr ows,

were not the eyes of an old wonman, and they | ooked calmy into mne as though
staring straight through ny flesh, including the scar, down to ny soul

"I amvery sorry to say, Reverend Mdther," | said somewhat nervously as |

seat ed

nmyself in the other chair, "that | only |learned extrenely recently that I
even

had an aunt. | have been trying w thout success to renenber my grandfather
speaki ng of you, but he died while | was still a boy myself."

"There may have been no reason for himto nention ne," she answered. Her tone
was resonant with a great serenity, born of decades of prayer and
cont enpl ati on,

but | thought | sensed in it something else as well, a curiosity and an

enj oynment of experience that had not been superseded by the religious life
but

whi ch she had incorporated into it. If she sawinto my inner heart,
apparently

she did not object to what she saw there.

"I becane a novice here at the age of six," she continued, "and died to the
worl d. And ny two brothers, Benmhard and Cal oran, were nuch too busy wth
boys'

affairs to concern thensel ves about a little sister. But you don't want to
hear

about me. | want to hear about you. Wien | |earned that the duke had brought
back a great-nephew of mne to rule at Peyrefixade, | very nmuch hoped that
you

woul d cone to see me. O herwise, inalittle while, I mght have had to send



a
nmessage to you, and very strange |I'm sure you woul d have found it to be
sunmoned

by the abbess of the Holy Family, as though you were a recal citrant nei ghbor
who

had begun fencing in the convent's pasturelands! So tell me first, did ny
brot her Cal oran succeed in tam ng that wild northern archduchy after he
married

the heiress?"

I found nyself after only a few mnutes talking easily and confortably to the
abbess. | thought of telling her not to believe anything the Inquisition

m ght

rel ay about me, but decided it was better not to nmention the incident at all.
She woul d certainly hear of it, but by then I hoped the archbi shop and

woul d

be well on our way to a cordial understandi ng. Perhaps standing up to the

wi zened little priest the way | had was not entirely the way of w sdom but
if

t he other choice had been to light the fire nyself then | had had no choi ce.
"So you too were froma fanmly of two brothers and a sister?" the abbess
asked.

| nodded. "My brother Guibert inherited the archduchy, |'ve now becone count
here, and our sister Gertrude—she died as a girl."
She nodded. "I received one or two nessages fromup north over the years, but

a
nun does not exchange letters with her relatives as though she were a young
worman making a visit to the royal court! It is curious, Nephew Cal oran, but
was el ected abbess as a reward for years of faithful prayer and unworldly

t houghts, and now as abbess | have very little tine for nmy private devotions
and

have had to becone aware of the world's affairs as | was not for fifty years.'
"You must have been in contact in recent years with your brother Bernhard,"
said. At least | might be able to | earn sonmet hi ng nore about Peyrefixade, and
the close relationship that had apparently been nai ntai ned between the old
count

and the Order of the Three Kings—the close relationship that Thierri had

want ed

to break.

"Cont act beyond the sem annual disposition of rents?" she said with a snall
smle. "Qur parents were generous when they offered ne to the Holy Famly."
So

Mel chi or had been right, | thought. "That, of course, was before the great
war

agai nst the Inperfected, so | never saw the heretic castle which ny father
and

then ny brother made their own."

| should have realized that, | thought. No chance then of |earning anything
firsthand from her about mny castle.

"I did see ny brother Bernhard occasionally," she continued, "perhaps every

t wo

or three years for a brief visit even while | was a nun, nore frequently in
recent years once | becane abbess. He sonetimes cane hinself to collect the
rents rather than sending his seneschal. And that is why," her voice suddenly
dropped, and she | eaned forward so sharply in her chair that for a nmonent |
was

afraid she was going to fall, "I would like to ask for your help." She lifted
her eyebrows apologetically. "He and his granddaughter, of course, were not
truly ny famly, because | have bel onged since | was six to the Holy Fanily.
But

hunor an old woman's whim | do not seek revenge, only know edge. Help ne



find

out why they died."

| cocked my head, surprised. "There's no secret about it. The countess died a
few nonths ago froma fall fromthe castle ranparts. No one saw the acci dent

t hough there are plenty of runors.” Wuld | have to offer lands and rents for

ny
cousin's soul, | wondered, or would sone new altar vessels and cloth for the
nuns' habits do as well? "As to her grandfather, the old count—I never heard

anyt hi ng specific, but |I assune he died fromold age."
"I do not nean the nmethod of their deaths," she said quietly. "That of course
I

know perfectly well. Indeed, although ultimately my brother's death was from
old

age, the precise cause was a broken hip. He was riding with some of his

kni ght s

and Lord Thierri, his granddaughter's husband. H s horse becane spooked
sonehow

and threw him and he declined rapidly and was gone within a nonth. No, |
nmean

somet hi ng nore, Nephew Caloran. | want to know why both of themdied within a
year. Was it nerely a coincidence, or the devil jealous of their good works
in

the worl d? Or was there a human agent, perhaps one who preferred soneone el se
at

Peyr ef i xade?"

She was touching on sonmething | wanted to know nyself. "The duke chose ne to
become count at Peyrefixade," | stammered, "but | scarcely suspect him of
getting rid of the old count and the countess in order to bring in a man he'd
never net!"

Inwardly | was thinking that people who got too close to Thierri seened
strangely inclined to die: first his wife's grandfather, although | had not
heard before the faintest runmor that Thierri m ght have hastened the old
man' s

deat h, convenient as it may have been for him and then Countess Aenor
hersel f.

Not hi ng Thierri had told nme, including his suspicions that the Order of the
Three Kings was responsible for her death, could be given any credence.
Abbess Richildis gave a small smile. "The duke | night suspect of many

t hi ngs,

if it were not inappropriate in a nun to have such thoughts, but pushing ny
niece fromthe castle ranparts is not among them | hope you realize,
however,

Nephew Cal oran, that he may possi bly be making plans for you."

The room had becone darker while we spoke, though | could still see the
brightness in the old abbess's eyes. "Is this a veiled warning," | hazarded,
"about his daughter Arsendis?"

"Then you have net the young | ady!" the abbess said, pleased. "I am sure you

have been told that she rejected the match her father had nmade for her, even
though it was an excellent one as the world reckons these matters. Ever since
the duke's son left his court—+ will not recount that story, as it is very
pai nful to contenpl ate—Argave has had to treat his two daughters as his
heirs."

She paused for an enbarrassed titter, surprising in one so serene. "You see
how

nmy duties have forced me to be aware of the world' s runors! The ol dest
daught er

obediently married a count from sone di stance east of here five years ago,
and

the duke feels it inperative that young Arsendis also marry well, though he
will



not force his choice upon her. It is possible, Nephew, that Duke Argave nmay
be

consi dering your potential as a son-in-law—especially if he fears the
alternative is Prince Alfonso."

"Prince Alfonso!"

"The prince has repeatedly proposed the union to Duke Argave in the strongest
possible terms. He even cane here once hinself, promsing a rich gift to the
nuns if | would second his cause with the duke." The abbess shook her head.
"You

see how much the world distracts ne!" But the Abbess Richildis, | guessed,
had

not acceded to Al fonso's request.

| smiled. "I nyself seek only a gently-born |ady who would have ne as | am
and

I do not flatter nyself that Arsendis is that |ady."
Bef ore the abbess could add anything nmore to this intriguing discussion, the

young novice returned. "It has been a half hour, Reverend Mot her."

"OfF course, ny dear. Help ne rise." | hurried to assist the old abbess with a
hand under her el bow as she |l evered herself to her feet, supporting her

wei ght

on the cane and the novices arm She m ght once have been as tall as I, but
was

now so stooped she cane no higher than ny chest. "Bl ess you, Nephew Cal oran,"
she said, turning up her face toward mne, "and thank you for visiting ne."
Thi s

close | could see all the winkles that age had | eft, but none of them
threatened either her serenity or the spark in her eyes. "If you learn
anyt hi ng

about that of which we spoke, come visit me again.”

It was not until she disappeared through an inner door, and | had retrieved
ny

sword and gone back out to see howthe rent rolls were com ng, that |
realized

that | had never discussed with her ny gift for the countess's soul

It was good to be home in Peyrefixade. As | settled down in ny own bed

agai n—

had | ong since stopped thinking of it as the countess's bed—+ felt secure as
I

had not for a week. Just seeing the dark red tower fromthe valley bel ow had
made ny spirits Iift. Now that | had seen ny whole county, | knew that being
t he

scarred Count of Peyrefixade was better than being the unscarred Lord Cal oran
of

anywhere el se. The duke might be devel opi ng el aborate plots in which I played
a

major role, plots that could take a distinct turn for the worse once he

di scovered | had defied the Inquisition; Lord Thierri mght be thinking up
ways

that he could replace ne here; Prince Alfonso m ght be planning to elimnate
ne

to make easier his access to nmy county, not to nmention to the duke's

daught er;

the heretics might want their castle back; and the Inquisition nmight feel that
I

was behaving entirely inappropriately for a son of the True Faith; but none
of

them coul d touch nme here.



| sighted contentedly, |ooking through the bed curtains to the soft glow from
the fine new fireplace. Al around me | could hear the nen settling down to

sl eep and even the first snores. The nuscles that had been gripping a horse
al |

up and down ny county slowy relaxed, and | dozed off.

When | opened ny eyes again in a short tine, rolling no over to go from

dozi ng

to deep sleep, | could still see the fire's warmglow, but it seened sonehow
brighter than | expected. The bed had gone from confortably warmto

unpl easantly

hot, and a | oud crackling surrounded ne. | sat up abruptly, mnmy heart racing
in

panic as | tried desperately to determ ne what was dream and what was reality.
The reality was worse than any dream The bed curtains were on fire.

Chapter Six ~ Melchior

1

Count Cal oran and the others m ght be happy to be home, but | had returned to
Peyrefi xade sore in body and troubled in soul. I had been a sworn canon of

t he

Order nmore than half my life and a priest since | was twenty. | held nyself
to

be a faithful son of the True Faith. Yet all ny confidence, ny painfully
constructed fortress of detachment, had crunbled into nothing when | saw

t hose

t hree poor souls about to be consigned to the flanes, just as G andfather and

hi s compani ons had been on that terrible day when I was still just a boy. As
soon as the hall settled down for sleep, | rose quietly frommy pallet and
slipped up the stairs to the chapel, to spend the hours until it was tine to

sing the night office in deep exam nation of nmy heart and earnest prayer.

I was kneeling on the cold stones, staring into a book depicting the stations
of

the Cross and repeating its famliar phrases for the third tinme, when I
realized

that a confused cl amor of sound had been echoing along the corridor for
severa

nmonents. Flickering orange lights and | eapi ng shadows appeared as | hurried
down

the spiral staircase toward the noise, but nothing prepared ne for the sight
that met me when | rushed into the hall.

Men ran in every direction, shouting and gesturing, but their words were

i naudi bl e against the force of a great sound that seened to vibrate the very
stones. It roanns cane from a prodigious wi nd blasting down the fine new

chi mey

and pouring out of the hearth, bearing a huge plume of flanes before it. As
if

fromthe bellows of a giant forge, this terrible nass of fire shot straight
to

the count's great curtained bed and encircled it within an inpenetrable
whirlwi nd of flanes that towered up high into the vaulting. The rushes on the
floor all around were burning fiercely. As | stared in horror, a black form
appeared within the terrible whirlwind of fire, twitching and jerking |ike
one

of the big insects that sonetimes fly into the tapers upon the altar in

m dsunmer. Suddenly the figure |lurched hal fway out of the flanes and crashed
to

the floor. By the time | reached the spot the seneschal and sone of the

kni ght s



had managed to drag the burning man cl ear. Raynbaud and two of the nen
hurriedly

muf fled the flanmes on himw th blankets while the rest beat at spots of fire
on

their own clothing. But it was not the count; it was Bruno.

"I couldn't get—to hi mFather," he gasped through bl ackened lips. "They've
got

to—save him"

"Water! Wiere's the barrel of water?" | screanmed into a knight's face,

poi nti ng

toward the entrance of the hall where a huge cask was al ways kept brimful
in

case of need.

"Enpty, Father!" the seneschal shouted. "Someone bored a hole in the back

si de

and let it all run out! Here they conme with some fromthe kitchen cisterns.™
| whirled to | ook and saw the cook and two nen stagger in fromthe kitchen
carrying a huge tub, which they enptied into the flanes around Count

Gal oran's

burni ng bed. But the water vanished into steamlike a single drop on hot

i ron,

wi thout the slightest effect. This could not be an ordinary fire! | covered
ny

ears against the tunult and concentrated ny attention upon mny inner eye. Yes,
there could be no doubt. The wind blasting fromthe hearth, the great plune
of

fire, the wall of flames around the count's bed: all vibrated with magic. And
all were being interwoven into a powerful vortex of magic, terrible inits
furious beauty, emanating fromw thin the burning curtains of the bed itself.
There was but one thing to be done, and it nmust be done instantly, for even
those thick winter curtains of wool would fly up into ash in another nonent.
I

groped within nmy cassock until ny hand found the cool carved stick of old

i vory
given to ne long ago by my first tutor in nmagic, the man who had scorned to
enploy its aid hinmself at the last. Drawing it forth, | held it before ne, so

that the i mage and synbols of Aquarius faced the flanes, and wal ked t oward
t he
hearth. Waves of heat beat into ny face, and ny robes began to snoke.

St andi ng

as close as ny weak flesh would allow, |I called out the words | had | earned
so

I ong ago froma well-1oved Auccitan-accented voi ce.

"Flamma i nmpero tibi
U nihil fias
Hoc est hora."

Wthin the ivory in ny hand, | felt a stirring of |ong-Ilatent power as the
l'i nes

of magic I'd laid down within it through many days of difficult incantations
awoke all together to sudden life. | strained my mind to its utnost and
directed

that flow of power straight into the fireplace. Wth a surge that staggered
nel

a full third of the stored-up magic poured itself out through the nouth of

t he

little jar held by the carved Aquarius and into the heart of the inferno upon
the hearth. The huge wi nd ceased instantly, as if a giant Iid had been

cl apped

over the chimey high above. Wthin the fireplace itself, the nonstrous

fl anmes



| eaped high, then collapsed into a little heap of glowi ng coals, all that
remai ned of the pile of thick |ogs that woul d have sustained any natura
hearth-fire throughout the entire night. | spun about, to see the whirling
pillar of fire around the count's bed begin to waver and grow thinner. But

t hen

the lines of magic fromthe hearth reached out to the vortex of magic within
those curtains, and the flanmes reared high once nore. Stretching out the

i vory

rod again and focusing ny attention now upon that nexus of nmagic, | again
spoke

the activating incantation. In another instant every trace of flane and magic
had vani shed from both bed and hall

The cook and his scullions had been standing transfixed in the doorway with
anot her huge tub, watching all this. Now they hurried forward and doused the
snol deri ng rushes and bed curtains with water. The curtains, reduced to ash
di ssol ved and col | apsed |i ke sodden cobwebs, and the count staggered out into
the room wearing nothing but his long shirt. | started toward the bed, then
sank

to ny knees, weak as a baby from channeling so much magic so swiftly. As a
kni ght bent to help me, his face wavered and di med before ny eyes while a
roaring filled nmy ears, and all went dark

My next sensation was of lying on nmy back with ny eyes cl osed. Wen | opened
them the faces of Count Caloran and the seneschal |oonmed over nme. The scar
on

the count's grimvisage | ooked red and angry but he hinmsel f appeared unhurt.
He

was dressed now in the usual rough soldiers jerkin and hose he favored at
horre.

"So, Father Melchior, | learn | have you to thank for saving ny life," he
sai d.

"You shall find me appreciative, but those masons may think nore ill of you
for

doi ng so when | catch up with them"

"The masons are not to blame—at |east not the whole crew of them" Wak as
felt, ny mind seened startlingly clear and the thoughts within it quite
conplete. It was as if | had been pondering deeply the whole tine | had been
unconsci ous.

"What do you nean, Father?"

"That was no m shap due to faulty construction. It was a magical attack upon

you. "
| saw hi m shoot a | ook at the seneschal, who dropped his sad eyes. "So, |
actual ly suspected as rmuch. It was well | had a magi c-wor ker of ny own at
hand,

it seems. As it is I'mlikely to | ose a good man."
The nmenory of Bruno enveloped in the whirl of flanes |eaped up before me and
I

struggled to rise. "Were is he? Take ne to him | must confess himat once.”
"You should rest, Father; it is still the niddle of the night. W are going
to

send for the priest fromthe village," the seneschal told nme, trying to nmake
rFe down again. But the count waved himaway. He took ny arm and hel ped ne to
PZet with what | ooked Iike a grimsm e of approval

"He's right across the room Father Melchior. W set up a little infirmary
Iﬁ; two of you here in the great guest chanber."



| had to lean on his hard armjust to get across the roomto the other bed,
where a serving boy with a frightened face stood watch. The scorched cl ot hing
had been cut away from Bruno's body, and he'd been wapped in a clean length
of

white linen, but | could see enough to know that he was burned everywhere. As
I

knelt by the bed, | saw the count beside nme press his |lips together and turn
hi s
face away.

The old soldier's eyes flew open as soon as | spoke his name and cal |l ed upon
hi m

to confess his sins and be absol ved. But when he spoke, his urgent words were
unintel ligible.

"He's tal king border Allemann," Count Caloran told me, taking up a cup and
pitcher fromthe stand. "The tongue of his boyhood. He is asking for sone

wat er,

and then to be shriven. WIIl it do, Father, if |I translate between the two of
you?"

"That will be perfectly all right," I told the count as he cradl ed Bruno |ike
a

baby while the old soldier drank through blistered Iips. "The Lord knows al

t he

tongues of wonen and nmen, and in the end cares only for what they have within
their hearts."”

By the time 1'd heard the aged knight's transl ated confession and repeated

t he

old conforting fornmulas and prayers over him | felt slightly stronger. The
count started to lead me back to ny own bed, but | stopped him "No, take ne
down to the hall. | nust exanmine the hearth at once."

We got there just in time to forestall the servants upon the point of kindling
a

new fire. I had themlever the big | ogs back out onto the hearth-stones. Even
the slight magical effort required to peer into the ashes with ny second eye
made ne di zzy once nore. The count called for a stool to be brought, and

sank

down onto it. Fortunately, | found what | was seeking al nost at once, wedged
firmy into a gap between two stones behind the iron at the back of the
heart h.

"It is atelesmn," | said once a servant had worked the object free with his
knife and placed it in the count's hand. "An object gradually charged wth

gr eat

magi cal force sonetime in the past and capable of releasing that force
whenever

it is given a specific incantation, or else exposed to a specific situation."
I

pulled forth ny carved ivory rod. "I used a telesma of nmy own to extinguish
t he

fire. "

Count Cal oran stared at the telesma fromthe hearth, then put it hastily in
ny

hand. "Do you think this thing could kindl e another such fire?" he asked.

| took a deep breath to gather strength and exam ned the telesna with both ny
fleshly and second eyes. It was nothing nore than a small piece of ceranic
tile

that had been stanped with al chem cal synbols, then glazed and fired. Traces
of

the magical lines that had been laid into it were still discernible, but it
now

felt as light and enpty of magical substance as a plant husk. "No, it seens
quite spent," | said, then slunped as a great tiredness swept through ne.



The count barked out a conmand and Raynbaud hi nsel f fetched a gl ass of wi ne,
which | drank gratefully. "You' d better go back to your bed now, Father
Mel chior."

Count Cal oran said. "I amonly beginning to understand how rmuch this

magi c-wor ki ng can take out of a man."

A huge heavi ness seened to drag at ny linbs, and nmy eyelids kept sinking shut
as

| answered, "l believe—you are right."

2

| awoke in the great guest bed to cold norning light. My body felt as if it
had

been beaten all over with heavy sticks, a sure indication of having w ought

t oo

much nmagic far too rapidly. The ache brought recollections of the night

f 1 oodi ng

back, and | realized imediately what it was that had been nagging at the
edge

of nmy attention fromthe monment | had begun using ny second vision in the
hal I .

| raised myself up to call for the count—and found himalready sitting at ny
bedside. His features were stanmped with a bitter weariness and set |ike stone.
I

knew even before | | ooked past himwhat | would find. The formlying upon the
ot her bed was now swat hed conpletely in white linen, and tall candles burned
at

both head and feet.

"He is dead."

"Yes." When Count Cal oran turned his eyes toward me his face seenmed to be al
scar. "My only friend here, ny only tie to ny old life: my good, hard, sinple
soldier's life. Loyal as an old dog, Bruno. He'd have foll owed ne anywhere.
He

knew | woul d never be able to make nyself conme out through that wall of

fl anes,

so he went in after ne even though he had to know it was hopel ess. ™"

"I shall sing the office of the dead for himtoday, as soon as | feel a
little

stronger. But we nust now speak of sonething else.”

"I ndeed we rmust. But you shall eat first." He helped me fromthe bed and | ed
ne

into the adjacent small guest chanber, where a | oaf and beer had been set out
on

a table flanked by two chairs. A good fire had been laid to warmthe chanber,
and a log split with a blaze of sparks just as we passed the hearth. | felt
Count Galoran's rocklike forearmflinch under mne as his whol e body tensed,
but

neither of us said anything as he helped me to ny seat.

As soon as | saw the food | becane ravenous. As | began to eat, trying not to
cram down the bread and guzzle the beer, the count continued, "You said this
attack upon ne was nmagical, and | certainly do not doubt you. It m ssed ne,

t hanks to your quick work, but it killed a man I do not intend to | eave
unavenged. The learning of a castles capellanus is supposed to be at the

di sposal of its lord, and you have the nagical |earning that shall be needed
for

the matter at hand. You are going to help me catch the man responsible for
this,

Fat her Mel chior."

"The man responsi ble, and the one behind that man: yes." | nodded ny head, a



rash act that sent a blinding stab of pain through nmy head. | sat very stil
until it passed, then took another |ong drink and continued nore carefully,

"

shal | of course do everything | can. Even if we set aside ny present position
in

your service, ny oath to my Order requires that I do all in my power to check
any m suse of magic. But there is sonething el se we nust discuss now. Last
night's attack upon you was perforned by neans of a tel esma. Under your

shi rt—dpon your breast-hangs another type of telesma. | nowrealize that it
can

be highly dangerous. It should be seal ed away at once, under proper mnagica

l ocks, until | can take it to the best masters of ny Order for exam nation."

The count | ooked at nme with no expression on his closed face for half a

m nut e,

then his hand went to the opening at the throat of his shirt. He took hold of
a

cord and pulled forth the nedallion with its sinple circle, asking, "And why
should | agree to this?"

"I did not recognize it before because it is a type of telesma | have heard
and

read of but never seen for nyself. It is called a conviare. An ordinary

tel esma

is as | described, an object that has previously been charged with a store of
magi ¢ that can be released all at once or in set portions when the proper

i ncantation or conditions occur. But a conviare is inmbued with the capacity
to

channel and direct magic forces conming fromoutside itself, w thout depleting
its own potency. It is a sort of speculumor lens for magic, |like the ones
for

light made by the greatest glass artisans. Wen the attack began |ast night,
this conviare drew the magical wind and fire to you far nore powerfully than
woul d have occurred had you not been wearing it, and also greatly enhanced
their

strength.”

Count Cal oran had drawn his knife fromhis belt before | was finished

speaki ng.

Wth a single notion he slashed the cord and thrust the conviare into ny
hand.

The corner of his eye twitched as he nuttered, "Then take the damed thing
and

seal it away in whatever fashion will best secure us against its power. |
want

no nore devil's fires here! Indeed, would it not be best to have the

bl acksmi th

simply melt this deadly weapon down at once and be done with it?"

"I think we should keep it, Count Caloran. It is not dangerous in itself,
only

when dangerous power is directed toward it. It was not necessarily even
fashioned to be a weapon. Your attacker sinply took advantage of its
capacities.”

H s chest rose and fell rapidly, then nore slowy, and when he finally spoke
he

was able to make his voice at |east sound | evel and calm "Which | eads

strai ght

back to nmy first question: who mght that attacker have been? And how do we
go

about finding hinP"

"I't will not be easy. Al npbst anyone could have inserted the tile telesma into

the gap between the stones any tine fromwhen work was finished on the | ower
fireplace to the day the chi mey was conpl eted. The person need not even have



known the nature of the object he was placing. It may have been one of the
masons, of course. But the man could just as well have bel onged to the
castle.”

"That hadn't escaped my notice." The count paced quickly to the w ndow and
stared down into the yard, where Raynbaud and some of the knights were

practicing with their swords. | could see the tension in his shoul ders easing
as

he wat ched the nen going about their soldiers' tasks. After a mnute he
continued, "But it is hard to see why. | know the duke has a spy in the
castl e,

but there is no reason Argave should have put hinself to the trouble of

bri ngi ng

me all the way down fromthe northern marches and setting ne here, nerely to
have ne killed shortly afterwards. It's clear | have some enem es about,
consi deri ng what al nost happened at the duke's court, but no one new has

j oi ned

us here at Peyrefixade. | don't see how an enemy coul d have subverted a
nmenber

of my household so quickly." He stiffened, then slowy turned to face ne.
"However ...Perhaps |I'munwi se to ask you, since you are a priest yourself, but
I

concl ude from your behavi or when you hel ped stop the burning of those poor

wr et ches that you have no great |love for the Inquisition. Do you suppose they
m ght be behind this?"

| felt an inmedi ate shiver go through ny own body, but rel axed when | thought
on

this alittle further. "I think not, Count. The same argunent applies to them
as

to any ot her eneny of yours: they've not had tine to subvert any nenber of

t he

househol d. O course, it is entirely possible they may have had a man pl aced
here for years, but it is unlikely they woul d use such a spy in a covert
attack

like this. They enpl oy spies and agents of all sorts to gain information, but
their true power derives from destroyi ng whatever enemn es they uncover in the
nost public fashion possible, not by stealth.”

"That's true enough. But what you say raises sonething | had not properly
consi dered before. The attacker may have been soneone who was in the castle

| ong

before I nyself cane here, but one who has nothing to do with either Duke

Ar gave

or the Inquisition." He went back to the wi ndow and stared down with a grim
expression at the knights practicing below, jerking his knife hal fway out of
its

sheath and jamming it back repeatedly while he considered this. "An eneny of
ny

whol e fam |y and house, not nerely of nyself."

| paused to swallow the |ast of ny bread and drink, giving ne tinme to decide
I

must tell himthe rest. "Yes, there may indeed be such an eneny here. The
masters of my Order believe that the death of your predecessor the countess
was

caused by soneone using nagic."

Count Cal oran gl anced sidelong at nme fromhis place before the wi ndow. From
ny

angle only his unmarred side was visible. Wth some surprise, | found nyself
| ooking at the profile of a thoughtful but firmlooking man, with rather
handsonme features. That profiled face was stanped with sadness at the present
nmonent, but also with determ nati on—and surprisingly, a certain detached
interest, even sonme ironic anusenent as he willed hinself to becone calm



agai n.

| had thought of himas pure steel when I'd first met him Now, once again,
cane

a hint that perhaps there nmight be nore to the man.

"I have heard runors suggesting sonething |ike that nyself, Father Ml chior,"
he

said dryly. "Well, if the countess's killer and nmy own attacker are the sane
man, then he's still here in the castle and may well try for ne again. But he
will not find the way so easy now that we have been alerted to the danger. |

think I and ny knights can handl e any attacker bearing weapons of steel. My
I

rely upon you to defend us agai nst any further magi cal assaults?"

| surprised nmyself with how readily the answer cane to nmy lips, "For as |ong
as

you may keep me in your service, you may."

W buried old Bruno later that day in the cenetery down at the village, the
nearest place with soil deep enough for graves. | had recovered enough
strength

to sing the office of the dead acceptably in the chapel, but was very glad to
ride rather than wal k when we foll owed the rough coffin down the steep

wi ndi ng

road. The sexton of the village church, alerted that norning, had already
prepared the grave by the time we arrived. W performed the internent

qui ckl y,

for this would be only a tenporary tonb for Bruno. Count Cal oran had deci ded
that the old soldiers final resting place would be at ny own House of the

Thr ee

Kings. Indeed, it appeared ironically that | had done nuch toward nending the
Order's standing with his famly sinply by doing what both instinct and duty
had

demanded the night before, for the count had told ne as we rode that he

i nt ended

to make a gift sufficient to establish anniversary observances w th singing
of

the high office for Bruno as well as for his predecessor the countess. Now

t he

count, a sonber Raynbaud, the gl oony seneschal, the knights, and a few of the
villagers standing to one side bowed their heads as Bruno's coffin went down.
As

we renmounted, | saw Count Cal oran | ook back at the little nmound, just once.
Then

he set his face toward the castle and | ed us hone.

| was in my little study off the chapel toward evening a few days |ater
doi ng

the first of the several cycles of incantation that would be required to
repl eni sh the magic store of ny ivory telesma, when | heard a diffident
knock.

It had been very pleasant to feel up to undertaki ng sone real nagic, wthout
feeling exhausted, for the first time since the night of the fire, and

want ed

to have this job done before we left to go down to the duke's spring court,
to

be held at the sanme tinme as the Paschal Feast. So | set the tel esma aside
with

regret at the interruption and called out, "Enter!" To nmy surprise it was
Seneschal @uil hem who appeared, asking if he might consult with me for a few
m nut es.



"It concerns the rent rolls and the other records of the count's property you
prepared during our trip across his domains," he explained, holding out the
bundl e of documents with a deferential expression on his gloony features. "I
shal |l shortly be summoning the bailiffs to give themtheir instructions as to
the actual collecting of the rents and dues. | w sh to nake absol utely
certain

bef orehand that | have exactly the sane understanding as to what those
revenues

shoul d be as the count himnself."

"Then | shall be happy to go over the records with you now, of course." As he
sat down and began to spread the parchnents out on the table an expression of
relief passed nmonentarily over his face before it subsided back into its
accustoned sadness. | felt nore than a little synmpathy for him The senescha
had clearly realized that Count Caloran, while a fair and even generous

nmast er

to those who served himdiligently, was not the man to tol erate inconpetence
or

failure froma subordinate

It had becone obvious during that week we'd ridden together over the |ands of
the county that the seneschal had always carried all of the records in his
head

up to now. As we went over ny lists and notations, | confirmed somnething el se
I

had al so come to suspect. Like many of his profession, men who were generally
drawn fromthe nore intelligent younger sons of small |andowners and who had
recei ved a decent education but could expect no inheritance, the senescha
coul d

read but not wite—at |east nothing beyond the occasional single word,
scraw ed

in what |ooked like a child's first letters, as a pronpt to nmenory. Once |
had

convinced nyself of this, | fetched an ink and pen fromthe other end of the
tabl e wi thout naking any show about it and commenced addi ng brief but ful
annotations to the margin each tine we cane to a place where the information
I

had noted down during our journey was unclear to the seneschal. It took
surprisingly little tine, as the fellow s nmenory was in truth phenonenal and
t he

points to be clarified were therefore few.

When we had finished he gathered up the parchments with a nmurmur of thanks,
but

then hesitated near the door as if he had sonething el se he was searching for
a

way to say. "Stay a nonent nore, Seneschal," | inmmrediately said, seeing this
as

a providential opportunity. I'd been feeling guilty again about not having
done

nore to seek out and talk with those in the count's household who m ght be in
need of spiritual counsel, and this sad nan certainly appeared to be one
such.

He resumed his seat and | said, "You seemgreatly troubled at heart; would

you
like to speak of it?"
"Yes, Father Melchior, you are right. | bear a heavy burden of sadness." He

spoke wi th downcast eyes. "The unexpected and so sudden death of our dear
Count ess Aenor, the horrible manner of it, they haunt me night and day."

"I have read my predecessor Brother Nuage's account of the event; it was

i ndeed

very terrible."

"Ah, he was a good man, Father Nuage. | was so very sorry when our countess's



consort"—as the seneschal pronounced this word a passion and venom t hat

bur ned

like a sudden flame entered into his flat voice—sent himaway fromus so
abruptly right after the accident, voicing basel ess slanders. | would have

gi ven

much for his kind counsel in the awful days that followed. That vile man
Thierri

so suddenly master of this place, lording it over us all, hardly seening to
think of his lady so recently dead under the wall—-and himno true part of the
famly, with no real claim GCh, he went about in nourning with a |ong face,
but

he couldn't conpletely hide his delight in thinking his vile plans to becone
undi sput ed Count of Peyrefixade had come to fruition so nuch sooner than
expected! What a pleasure it was to see himride cursing fromthe gates after
t he duke's nessenger canme to tell himhe nust quit this place and return to
court. Cast down to sinple Lord Thierri once nore, lord not of |ands and nen
but

only of mncing ways and sneaki ng schenes, of stratagenms and spoils!"

He actually struck his fist upon the table as he spat out these final words,

then fell silent, staring straight ahead with bl azing eyes. | sat

dunbf ounded:

this, fromour sad, dour seneschal! Then a chill of suspicion went through ne
and | asked, "Do you nmean by this to say that you believe Lord Thierri

pl otted

his own wife's death?"

H s eyes swung to neet mine with a glare that struck like a blow, then went
suddenly dull. Al the quivering intensity seened to drain out of himas his
body slunped in the chair. "No, not that, Father," he whispered, so | ow
coul d

barely hear. "Swi ne though he is, Lord Thierri did not cause our sweet |ady's
death. | nyself can attest that he was on his high seat in the hall swilling
wi ne when the—the terrible event occurred.” Hi s eyes net mine once nore, this
tinme filled with what seened all the sorrowin the world. "At |east she has
gone

to a better place now, one where we can be sure he shall never go to join
her."

Rat her than go into the arcana of the doctrine of possible salvation for even
the worst of us, with a man who was clearly not prepared to listen, | shifted
back to the original subject. "I see that the countess's death has indeed

af fected you greatly. But you do right to hope that she has already gone to a
better world, or soon shall do so."

"Ch, | amsure she already has, Father! So sweet and innocent a girl she was
when young, and so good and virtuous a |lady as she grew i nt o womanhood!
Al ways

with a kind thought or word for all of us who served her, always thoughtful
to

ease our | ot and make our tasks in her service as |ight as possible! She was
never interested in rich clothes and show, or gluttonous for fine foods in

t he

manner of so many great |adies, you know. And she loved sinplicity in
everyt hi ng

and was al ways so pious. Surely so pure a |lady had nothing left to shed of
earthly dross at the hour of her—her death."

Tears were coursing down his hollow cheeks. Though his account did not square
perfectly with every particular | had heard of the late countess, nor wth
Brot her Nuage's notes, | nurnured, "You may well be right."

"Ah, if you had only known her, Father Melchior, then you could not doubt!
strive now to be pure, to shed all taint of desire or want and live only as a
whol Iy virtuous person in the Iine of service to which | have been call ed,

for



so long as | nust still travail within this flawed world, but | nust advance
far

i ndeed before | attain even a fraction of the virtue she possessed of her
very

nature. And | have such sins fromwhich to free nyself! | study constantly
for

ways to give up all desires, to shed every calling of the dross flesh. But
you

are a man of Faith, Father Melchior, | need not speak of such matters to you.
I

shoul d Iike to ask, however: do you not think that a person who has done a

gr eat

wrong, but done it without intending to do so—an such a person not shed that
stai n?"

"Certainly we are taught that the gravity is much [ ess for an uni ntended sin
than one conmmitted with active purpose.” | repeated this standard bit of
doctrine al nost automatically, for nmy soul had been gripped by anot her

dr eadf ul

suspicion. "But tell me something, friend seneschal. | have noticed that you
eat

and drink scarcely enough to sustain life. Do you practice the discipline of
fasting?"

"Ch yes, Father, yes indeed! And | sleep directly upon the hard stones of the
hal | each night, putting down no bedding. You, who cone froman Order

dedi cat ed

to holiness: you can understand these things. You will know what it is to
practice disciplines that purify. | strive constantly in my own poor way to
do

the sane."”

"Yes, yes, strive for purity by all neans, Brother Seneschal. But renmenber
t hat

you al so need to seek grace. If you have sone sin that burdens you, you
shoul d

confess it and seek absolution with a contrite heart.
beat i ng

fast as | spoke, hoping that he woul d unburden hinself, hoping that the fears
that had now sprung up within me were unfounded.

But his eyes had dropped again and were now veil ed. "Perhaps | should do as
you

say, Father Melchior. But my way is uncertain, nmy heart confused. | need to
consi der carefully." He rose, swaying fromwhat | now realized was the
weakness

of sem starvation while he gathered up his parchment rolls again. As he left
I

called after him "Remenber that you can cone to ne at any time and | shal
hear

you w t hout judgi ng or condemning."

| sat with unseeing eyes for a long tine after the door had shut itself

behi nd

him ny mnd racing. The ideas he had expressed—the seeking of purification

t hrough sel f-deprivation, the contenpt for the flesh and its needs as wholly
evil, the suggestion that salvation could come strictly through persona
virtue—these ideas were all deeply inbued with the doctrines of the Perfected.
O course, it would have been hard to find any |lay persons fromthe
countryside

her eabouts who didn't have at |east sonme hint of this strain in their

t hi nki ng.

And the man was clearly | aboring under a great burden of sadness; his nind

m ght

even be unhinged, at least to some degree. Nor had he ruled out com ng back

My own heart was



at

some point to confess whatever this sin of his nmight be and seek grace as the
True Faith directed, rather than trying to overcone his sins through his own
unai ded efforts.

Besides, | was no inquisitor; | was nothing |like that desiccated fanatic
Count

Cal oran had only barely managed to prevent from putting those poor villagers
to

the torch. | could let the matter rest for now, hoping and praying that the
seneschal would find his way to the proper path and trying to guide and
encour age hi m whenever the opportunity offered. Watever his real or imagined
crime might be, it clearly had nothing to do with the recent attack on the
count. The seneschal's conviction that he nust continue to do his best in the
job to which he had been "called" for as long as he remained in this world
woul d

never have allowed himto place an object he would clearly have recogni zed as
havi ng dangerous significance anywhere in the count's castle without telling
hi m

of it. No, | would keep this matter to nyself for now Only if | found nyself
confronted with incontrovertible evidence would | even consider informng the
count that the man he was trusting to discharge the office of his senescha

m ght have joined the enemies of the True Faith.

Chapter Seven ~ Cal oran

1

During the days | kept hearing the sound of Bruno's voice in the distance, or
catching his step as he cane down the corridor. During the nights I kept
heari ng

the crackle of mage-fire all around ny bed, and in a dreamny eyes would jerk
open to see the curtains a pulsating red and the dark shape of Bruno trying
to

beat his way through to save ne. Wien | opened ny eyes in earnest, to find
al |

dark around ne except for the faint glow fromthe hearth, which | had
reluctantly agreed to have kindl ed again when on the second day the nen's
grunbl i ng about the cold had becone pronounced, | would be bathed in sweat
and

shaki ng hard. Sometinmes it took nearly until dawn to fall asleep again.

None of this, of course, did | hint at to anyone. Bruno was the only one of

t he

kni ghts whom | would have trusted with it. And Bruno was dead, his bones

lying

in the cold soil of the churchyard of the village where | had hung the
adulterers, waiting to be noved to the House of the Three Kings. | would give
the Order the rest of the rents, | decided, fromthe village that had al ready

been hal f given to the nuns of the Holy Family two generations ago. Let ny
great-aunt's bailiffs divide the rents with the Order rather than with ne.
That

was the village where the people had wel comed the Inquisition; | didn't want
t heir noney anyway.

From years of leading the enperor's soldiers | knew much better than to |et
t he

men think their | eader was afraid. Ml chior mght have guessed, but if so he
had

too much sense to ask if | required spiritual counsel and kept a prudent
silence. The brave Count of Peyrefixade was not afraid of fire, not afraid of
an

assassin, not even afraid of the Inquisition, which m ght have been worrying

ny



kni ghts the worst of all

And yet | wondered about the Inquisition during the two weeks that the
bailiffs

were collecting ny rents. Seneschal Guilhem Melchior, and | went over the
accounts together as each bailiff brought in the proceeds: the suns that

woul dn't add up on the abacus even though the individual figures all seened
right; the man who had i nexplicably disappeared wi t hout paying; the coins

t hat

| ooked suspect or else were froma mnt that the tenants had said gave them
greater value than those fromthe Haul be mint, and thus required fewer to
neet

their obligations; the one famly who had decided to pay their rents entirely
in

baby chi cks even though the seneschal assured nme they had al ways before paid
in

cash. Once we decided that each bailiff had collected the noney as fairly and
conpletely as he could, and that there was no use sending himback to the
village a second tine—er perhaps a third—+ paid himhis fee nyself and

not ched

his wand of office to show that the accounts were accepted.

The ar chbi shop of Haul be was doubtl| ess going over his own rent rolls with his
own bailiffs, but I would still have expected a letter fromhim if not indeed
a

sel f-righteous inquisitor speaking in the bishop's name. Ml chior mght also
have been wondering what woul d happen there; several times | caught him

| ooki ng

very thoughtful, as though he was formulating sone sort of suspicion or plan
al t hough he did not share it with ne.

Shoul d | suspect himof heresy? My initial thought when | |earned of an Oder
devoted to magi c had been that this had seenmed dangerously unorthodox.

Al t hough

once | had gotten to know this intelligent and conscientious priest | had put
asi de these thoughts, | had been staggered by the appearance of the telesma
in

hi s hand, especially so shortly after he had denonstrated such symnpathy

t owar d

t he condemmed Perf ect ed.

Counting piles of coins, alnost the last to conme in, | gave a grimsnmile. It
woul d be ironic for me to start suspecting evil of the man who had saved ny
life

even if he couldn't save Bruno's, the one man in the castle |I now felt |
coul d

trust at ny back. A telesma that doused fires nore effectively than any water
barrel could be extrenmely useful. | was hundreds of miles fromall mnenbers of
ny

fam |y except for the abbess, and had no friends | had known nore than two
nmont hs. A possibly heretical priest would have to do.

At | east the accounts had kept my mnd occupied, | thought, stretching. And
there would be little opportunity to brood even now, for in a few days it
woul d

be tine for the duke's Paschal Court. Perhaps it was surprising that | hadn't
heard from Argave, either; soneone as vehenently opposed to the Perfected as
was

t he duke nust be a great supporter of the Inquisition

O maybe, | thought, sweeping all the copper coins off the table and into a
bag,

no one had clinmbed up to Peyrefi xade because they knew how difficult it would
be

to get inif | didn't choose to receive them It was nmuch easier to wait unti
I



cane out by nysel f.
2
No one, wild-eyed heretic, self-righteous inquisitor, or skul king Nabarrese,

tried to attack us as we rode down to Duke Argaves Paschal Court. After forty
days of nothing but bread, vegetables, a few eggs, and fi sh—and nost of that

sal ted—+t would be good, | thought, to have anot her banquet such as the one
Argave had served when | first arrived at Peyrefixade. | would, however,
quite

happily skip the incident with the assassin this tine.

| left the seneschal in charge of the castle, taking only the priest and a
hal f

dozen kni ghts, the ones who had acconpani ed ne around to ny tenancies and whom
I

felt I knew now. That three of them had obeyed ne in returning the condemed
heretics to the nountains after | saved themfromthe stake—and | had

guesti oned

t he knights closely on what the heretics had done when set free, to nake sure
they hadn't knifed themthenmsel ves—spoke well for their loyalty. The
bouteillier Raynbaud had wanted to acconpany ne, speaking of buying new w ne
in

Ferignan, but | quite deliberately refused his request. He had cone
originally

fromthe ducal court, and I was still convinced he was the duke's eyes and
ears

in Peyrefixade—especially since | had gradually given up suspecting Ml chior
of

bei ng the duke's spy. If so, | wasn't going to make Raymbaud's conveyi ng of
hi s

reports to his real master any easier

"So here is the man who defies even the Inquisition!" said Duke Argave in
greeting as we entered his courtyard, having once again yielded our weapons
to

his guards. A quick glance around showed nmen in livery posted all around the
garden, including by the back wall. Spring was advancing rapidly; flower beds
that had been sere two nobnths ago were now dense with green. "I wanted a
power ful count at Peyrefixade to forma barrier against Al fonso," the duke
added, "and | may have gotten even nore than | expected!"

He smiled as he spoke, but his eyes | ooked cautious and cal culating. "I have
no

quarrel with those who seek out the heretical dogs of the nmountains and their
perfidious doctrine," | said smoothly, "only those whose precipitous judgnment
may undercut ny authority, the authority | received fromyou, O Duke." |

dr opped

to ny knees and took his hand—the one with the big enerald ring—n both of
m ne

"After attending your court, | intend to make nmy way to Haul be this week to
assure the archbishop of ny faithful adherence to the revealed Truth."

The duke's snile abruptly | ooked nuch nore genuine.

"You shall have a chance to neet with himeven earlier than that, Count, for
Archbi shop Amalric will be riding over here in a few days."

"Good," | said placidly. "Direct conversation on matters of inportance is
al ways

better than messages and letters, where nisunderstandi ngs may i nadvertently
arise." | rose to ny feet, dusting myself off with as much nonchal ance as |

could manage, aware that my knights were all watching closely and that Lord
Thierri had emerged to hover in the background. The brave Count of
Peyr ef i xade



wasn't afraid of the archbi shop either

"In fact," said Argave for my ear alone as we wal ked together toward his
hal I,

"it may be time that a few of the nore fanatical menbers of the Inquisition
wer e

rem nded that they are to cure men's souls but not rule their bodies." He
lifted

an eyebrow as | turned toward him his lips curved in an ironic smle, but he
did not el aborate.

He said nothing nore of the Inquisition that evening. It was the last night
of

the period of penitence, and though there were no mnusicians playing, the
ducal

cook had produced an excellent fish chowder, better than anything ny own
cook's

consci entious efforts had ever come up with. Al the duke's castell ans and
manorial lords were there, nmost of whom| had nmet on ny earlier visit, as
wel |

as a count new to ne. He was Duke Argave's son-in-law, nmarried to the duke's
ol dest daughter; they had cone to the Paschal Court fromtheir own county
some

di stance to the east.

Cone perhaps to learn about ne? | wondered, as | found this count constantly
at

nmy el bow, asking about ny famly back north, about the new construction at
Peyr efi xade of which everyone seenmed to have heard—he seemed di sappoi nted
when

| told himit was nothing nore than a new fireplace—and even trying to |learn
delicately how | had come by ny scar

"Afire along time ago," | said shortly, irritated because his presence on
one

side of me at the duke's high table kept ne from paying nore attention to the
duke' s younger daughter, Arsendis, who sat on my other side.

But maybe | was happy after all for the distraction. The nenory of the
conversation with nmy aunt the abbess cane back vividly. Could Argave possibly
be

considering ne as a prospective second son-in-law as well as a barrier

bet ween

hi s duchy and Nabarra? And if so, what did his dark-haired and white-throated
daught er think about it?

What ever she thought, she seenmed favorably enough inclined toward nme to
becone

nmy conpani on in hawki ng the next day. We had of course all been up before
dawn

and out in the duke's garden, to hear his own Magi an priest and Fat her

Mel chi or

sing the divine office together, and ourselves to sing Halleluia to the risen
Savior as the sun rose in a pale yellow sky. After the best breakfast in
forty

days, we prepared to ride out with the hawks.

"The cranes and storks are com ng north," Argave explained to nme, "and ny
gyrfal con grows rusty with little sport. | have a goshawk that you may use."
And so not nuch nore than an hour after sunrise our party rode out, the
gyrfal con hooded on the duke's gloved fist—a magnificent bird, alnost pure
white—and the rest of us carrying |lesser but still excellent birds fromhis
News.

The Lady Arsendis positioned her palfrey next to m ne. Today she wore a
chaste

white winple over her hair, but a few dark curls had worked their way out by
her



cheek. "Let Father have the sport of the cranes," she told me, "and you and

I )

Lord Count, shall have twi ce the birds he does at the end of the day. | know
where thrush and woodcock rmay be found i n abundance.™

The spring air was warm and softly scented with nmud and grow ng things as the
hunting party spread out across fields and hills. Arsendis's rich scarlet

cl oak

floated behind her in the breeze. The ground was slightly danp under our

hor ses'

hooves, and trees and bushes on every hand were loud with birds' voices. "Not
yet," said Arsendis when | |lifted ny fist. The high and |l ow bells on ny
goshawk's | egs were tuned in harmony, as were the high and | ow bells on her
sparrowhawk, but sonmehow their notes clashed with each other

After a highly propitious start to the norning, everything quickly began to
go

wrong. As a commander | had al ways had to size up a situation rapidly, and

t he

years had taught me to base my conclusions on the |least optimstic estimates.
One woul d have had to be unusually optimstic to find this norning going well.
First Thierri appeared unexpectedly just when | thought we had el uded him
gracefully sitting a horse both swifter and nore light-footed than mne, his
red

hair shining |ike burnished copper in the norning sun. Arsendis insisted he
ride

with us for a mle or two, though telling himteasingly that he would have to
| eave again before she showed me the secret home of thrush and woodcock. Then
she retold a long, conplicated story she had fromher sister the countess,
about

some quarrel her sister had had with her neighbors back home. Thierri seened
politely interested and chuckl ed appreciatively; | rode in stony silence.
After half an hour Thierri obediently rode off, |aughing and saying, "Il

| eave

you al one with your galant, my lady." But by then an awkwardness seened to
have

devel oped between us, so that she, who had been chattering away |ike a

bl ackbird

a mnute before, now spoke in nonosyllables, which | had to force nyself to

answer. | glanced toward her fromthe corner of nmy eye and found her staring
at

the side of ny face. Though she inmediately turned away, | knew all too well
t hat she had been | ooking with revul sion at ny scar

"Your cloak is npst attractive," | said, trying to be the flattering gal ant

Thierri had nockingly called me. "The scarlet suits well your hair and eyes."
She gave a quick snmile. "A gift from soneone who said the sane thing."

A suitor, then, | thought, doubtless sonmeone she woul d have preferred to have
acconpany her rather than the scarred count to whom her father had said she
had

to be polite. "Lord Thierri has made no further insulting conments toward
me—er

your father for bringing me south," | said as lightly as | could, wondering

i f

she woul d have preferred to have been hawking with him "Perhaps the Pascha
season has curbed his tongue."

"Or perhaps he has finally realized,” she answered with a m schi evous | augh
"that the reason ny father sent all the way to the northern marches for a new
Count of Peyrefixade was to make absolutely sure that Thierri could not

possi bly

raise a legal claimhinmself to the county against the |ate countess's own
cousin."”



So was that all | was to the duke, someone whose bl oodline assured himthat
he

need not accept Thierri as count?

"But do not imagine, Count, that he was quite so desperate to find an
alternative to Thierri that he woul d choose even a direct blood descendant of
the first Count of Peyrefixade w thout the nmost careful inquiries as to the
man. "

I could not tell now whether she was nocking or conplinenting ne. Unable to
find

an appropriate answer, | lapsed into silence, even know ng that ny silence
itself rmust give Arsendis ennui

"This meadow i s al ways very productive of birds," she said at last in a small
voi ce—regretting bitterly having no conpany but nme, | thought. But she was
ri ght

about the birds. As our horses wal ked through the | ong grass a covey of
woodcock

abruptly shot out from under their hooves with a boom of wi ngs. W each
pul | ed

of f the hoods and cast our hawks after them

Bot h hawks were on their prey i medi ately, swoopi ng down from above with a
bite

of taloned claws. The birds struggled to free thensel ves, but Arsendis

di smount ed at once, seizing and expeditiously dispatching the woodcocks with
a

knife while | held the hawks by their jesses. She cut each hawk a m nuscul e
bite

of flesh, then they were hooded again, and the dead woodcocks went into her
gane

bag.

"A good start!" Arsendis said with a | augh, waving away my assi stance as she
renmount ed gracefully.

| began to hope that perhaps she was not regretting my conpany after all
However, the neadow seened tenporarily denuded of birds. W waited, sitting
on

our horses as they cropped the new grass, for the birds to return from

wher ever

we had frightened them After a mnute in which the awkward sil ence started
to

reassert itself, | asked, "Are you acquainted with this Archbishop Amalric?"
Arsendis flashed me a quick | ook fromdark eyes and pursed her red lips. "You
mean you did not know?"

"Know what?" | said inirritation. If someone would just explain to me who
al |

t hese peopl e were anmong whom | now lived, and what quarrels and alliances

t hey

had devel oped in years of association with each other, life would beconme nuch
easi er.

"He is ny uncle, ny nothers brother."

"Dear God," | muttered. | stared at the ground, knowi ng | should have guessed

somet hing of the sort, or inquired nore closely of ny nen at Peyrefixade. But
wi t hout Bruno no one brought nme randombits of information unless | knewto
ask—ot even Mel chior, who kept on (and quite rightly, | had to admt)
putting

his responsibilities as spiritual advisor ahead of those as worldly

i nf or mant .

When | felt Arsendis's eyes on nme, | added, not |ooking up, "I thought your
father's reaction to ny having defied the Inquisition was a little mld. Now
I

realize he was just waiting to give his brother-in-law free rein with ne."
When | heard her laughing |I did |ook up, both nortified and di scouraged. "You



t hi nk that because the m ghty Duke Argave and the great Bishop Amalric are
brothers-in-law, they are then dear friends and allies?" she asked with a
teasing smle. "You should spend nore tinme at our court, Lord Count, rather
t han

hi dden away at Peyrefixade."

She shook the reins on her palfrey, and we rode slowy through the nmeadow. No
partridge or woodcock expl oded from beneath our horses' hooves, but other
bi rds

seened to be returning. "They have to be courteous with each other, of
course,”

she continued thoughtfully, "and I am sure Uncle Amalric, back when he was
still

a cathedral canon at Haul be', considered it a great victory when his sister
married the young duke. But, as I'msure you'll see, they don't agree on
everyt hi ng—he can scarcely have been happy when he realized that Father did
not

intend to give up his mstress.”

| remenbered the wonan in the room ng house in the thoroughly disreputable
part

of town, the house where the search for whoever had wanted ne assassi nated
had

ended. "The archbi shop could hardly approve of that, |I'msure," | said,
putting
i ndignation into ny voice. Arsendis, | thought, nust detest the wonen who had

held a greater place than her own nmother in her fathers affections.

But Arsendis gave her tinkling laugh again. "Of course he couldn't. But that
didn't keep sonme of the rest of us fromapproving. | only net ny father's
mstress a few ti mnes—he gave her up at last when | was still small—but I
still

i ked her nuch better than nmy own nother. My brother, on the other hand—=

She went suddenly quiet. She had not nmeant, | was sure, to nention her

br ot her,

the one who had left home to follow the heretics. But | thought, |ooking at
her

profile, that even though she woul d not speak of him she had not yet cast him
out of her heart. As for the duke, he detested the heretics because they had
taken his heir fromhi mbut did that mean he thoroughly approved of the

I nqui sition, or was he constantly in fear that they would find and burn his
own

son?

"Let's get some nore birds!" Arsendis called in a bright voice that did not
quite ring true. She jerked the hood from her hawk and cast himinto the air,
bells ringing, and | imrediately followed suit.

Her sparrowhawk nounted hi gher and hi gher above us, then shot down toward an
unwary thrush. A second later it had the bird in its talons. Arsendis whirled
the lure and called, and after only a few seconds' reluctance the hawk
returned

to her fist, bringing the dead thrush with it.

"But where is your hawk?" she asked, slipping the bird into the gane bag.

My goshawk was gone, whether pursuing sone other prey or nerely obeying the

i nherent perversity of all hawks. | swung the lure and shouted, the shout

t hat

al ways brought back my brother's hawks.

Then | realized Arsendis was | aughing again. "Do your hawks in the barbarous
north indeed respond to such a repellent call as that?" She called herself as
she had called to her own hawk, and hers shifted on her gauntleted wist, but

ny
goshawk remained invisible. I whirled the lure harder, searching the wi de sky
desperately for the hawk's dark shape. | knew perfectly well that although we

could not see it, it could see us with its far sharper eyesight, and was



probably having a good | augh at ny expense.

"Let's listen for the bells,"” Arsendis suggested. W went silent for a
nonent ,

straining for the sound, hearing nothing. How was | going to explain to Duke
Argave that | had | ost his hawk?

After a noment Arsendis shrugged. "That goshawk was always a bit difficult. |
blame my father,"” with a pout of her pretty lips, "for sending you out with
it.

But do not worry. It's bound to become hungry and show up in someone's
farnyard

sooner or later. Everyone around here knows that a jessed hawk will bring a
good

reward fromnmy father no matter whose it might be, so he should have it back
in

a day or two."

| could not be so sanguine. She flew her own hawk several nore tines while
tried not to appear surly, but found it increasingly difficult to find

anyt hi ng

to say to fill the long silences. At least, | thought, the day could not go
any

worse than it al ready had.

Abruptly | heard a sound of bells fromthe far side of the neadow. | jerked
upri ght and saw a goshawk perched in a tree, fluttering as though its jesses
were tangled. "There it is!" | shouted, swi nging the lure.

"Ch, I'mso pleased!" she cried, belying everything she had said about how
recovering it would be no probl em

In a mnute, when the hawk did not come, | realized it nmust be too tangled in
the twigs to break free. "I'll have to clinmb up and get it," | said

cheerful ly.

A sinmple problemlike this, one | could solve with a little physical
exertion,

was wel cone. "Wait for ne.
| rode across the nmeadow and tethered ny horse to the tree's | ower branches,
then cautiously started up. Arsendis rode after nme but had the sense to stop
a

little distance back, silently watching. The hawk | ooked at nme with deep
suspicion, ringing its bells loudly as it struggled unsuccessfully to nove
out

of reach.

Slowy, so as not to further frighten it, testing each brittle branch before
I

put my weight on it, | clinbed upward. Twigs bit into my skin and caught ny
hair. | tried all the soothing things the naster of nmy brother's nmews said to
hi s hawks, but the goshawk's yellow eye remained wild, and as | carefully
reached up a gauntleted hand toward the trailing jesses it tried to strike at
ne.

"The I nquisition doesn't operate in ny county without nmy permssion," | told
it

firmy, "and no hawk evades ne, either." It did not seemi npressed.

| settled a shoul der against the tree trunk and reached up again, and this
tine

was able to snatch the ends of the trailing jesses. But they were truly

t angl ed,

and though | tugged and the hawk beat its wings to get away, it renai ned
trapped

anong the branches. The only solution was to use ny other hand to work the

j esses free.

This hand did not have the heavy gauntlet. | tried to snap off the tw gs that
hel d the hawk inprisoned, not letting the hand get too close to the hawks
beak,



as | bal anced uncertainly on a branch fifteen feet above the ground. There,
and

t here! Another sharp tug and the |last inprisoning twi g snapped free.

And the hawk dove at mny unprotected hand.

| jerked it back out of reach just in tine. But the sudden novement cost ne

ny

bal ance. The sol e of one riding boot slipped on the hard bark of the branch
Trying to catch nyself, | grabbed at the tree trunk, the jesses slipping

t hr ough

nmy fingers. The hawk shot up and away, ringing its bells jeeringly, as |
crashed

downward t hrough the branches.

| hit the ground hard. For a minute | lay w thout noving, waiting to recover
ny

breath, trying to decide what parts m ght be broken. The initial sensation
was

the stinging where twigs had cut at ny face, but there was a throbbing pain
building in one foot. Arsendis |eaped fromher palfrey and dropped to her
knees

besi de ne, which only made it worse. | had been going to show her ny
abilities,

not conplete the denmonstration that the scarred count fromthe north was an
utter fool

Her hair had all conme |oose, and her face was white. "Caloran!" she cried.
"Are

you yet alive? Can you hear ne?"

| choked back several irritable comments and reached out ny arns to the side,
flexing themone at a tinme. "Arns not broken," | said with a desperate

at t enpt

at good hunor. "Now for the legs."

The knees functioned, but my |left ankle gave a warni ng shot of pain when
turned it. Broken or just strained? | pushed nyself up to a sitting position
tugged of f the boot, and carefully felt the ankle, trying to rotate it. No
bones

poked through the skin, and I could turn the foot in all directions, even if
I

had to do so with ny teeth set against the pain.

"Not hi ng broken here, either," | said, ny voice coning out too high. "But 1'd
better get sone cold conpresses on this as soon as | can." Bruno woul d know
t he

best way to treat a strained ankl e—but Bruno was dead. "I'msorry |I've ruined
your hawki ng. "

| tried to pull nyself to a standing position, but black spots cane before ny
eyes and | had to sit down again abruptly. "This is nothing for an old

sol dier,"

| tried to tell Arsendis, head between ny knees.

"I shall ride back at once," she said in resolution, "and have a cart brought
to

fetch you. Try not to nove while |I'm gone."

But | grabbed her hand, then dropped it inmmediately. "A duke's daughter
shoul d

not ride through the countryside alone,"” | said, appalled at the image of
bei ng

brought back to the ducal court in a cart |like sonme peasant—er a feeble old
kni ght whose failing body no | onger allowed himto nount a horse. "I'lIl be
abl e

to ride just fine, in just a mnute."

| tried to put ny boot back on, but the ankle had al ready swollen too nuch.
Wth

Arsendi s's hand under ny el bow and her breath on ny cheek—t woul d have been



a
very pleasant sensation if it were not also so nortifying—+ managed to stand

up
this time, and hobbl ed and hopped in ny stockinged foot over to ny horse.
Here another difficulty presented itself. | could put the left foot in the

stirrup, but when | tried to put enough weight on it to nmount the black spots
returned and threatened to overwhel mne.

"See if mounting fromthis rock is easier," Arsendis suggested. She |led ny
hor se

over to it, then again assisted me as | scranbled up one-footed. For an

el egant

| ady she was surprisingly strong. | |ooked at her out of the corner of ny eye
and realized | had not heard her |augh once since | had fallen—probably

savi ng

it all up for when she related this to the other |adies back at court.
Fromthe top of the rock | was able to throw nyself across the saddle, then
used

nmy good leg to lever nyself into position while Arsendis held the startled
horse's head as capably as any groom "This will be fine," | said through ny
teeth, trying not to sway. "Could you hand me ny boot ?"

It was now midday, the first really warm weather we had had this year

Rivul ets

of sweat ran down ny face. "Wuld you like me to sing to distract you from
t he

pai n?" Arsendis asked solicitously as we started slowy back toward town.
"An ol d soldier like me doesn't mnd pain," | tried again, feeling sure she
woul d despise nme for the slightest sign of weakness. The worst pain | had
ever

experi enced was not fromwar but fromfire. The physical pain fromthat had

| ong

ago dull ed—eaving fully intact the horror and the failure. "But | would very
much appreciate it if you could talk to ne. | would like that even better

t han

your singing."
"And what should | say?"

Not only did | want distraction fromthe pain, | wanted distraction from

t houghts of ny conming conversation with the bishop. | had been trying al
nor ni ng, even before ny fall, not to think about it. Wat could | say to him
to

persuade himthat | was a follower of the True Faith, an obedient son of the
Church, when | was also going to tell himthat no one was ever going to be
burned at the stake in nmy county again for any reason?

"Anything you like," | said. "Tell me about growing up at a ducal court. Tel
ne

about your famly."

Too late | realized that it sounded as though | were trying to learn nore
about

her brother, a topic her father had clearly forbidden her to discuss with
anyone. But trying to apol ogize at this point would only make things worse.

Arsendi s gave ne a quick, anused glance fromher uptilted dark eyes. "I nmust
say

you are the first galant ever to inquire about my famly. | would have

t hought

everything was only too evident!"

"You don't need to tell me that you are the duke's younger daughter,"” |
persisted. At this point | had to say sonething quickly. "But what was it
like

to be a child here? What games did you play? Did you have a tutor?"

She wrinkled her brows in a becom ng frown as though giving the inane
guestion



serious thought. "I understand you were an archduke's son, Count Cal oran, but
l[ife in your court in the barbarous north nust have been very different. O
course | had a tutor. He taught all three of us, ny sister and brother and
e,

while we were all young together." | let the nmention of her brother pass,
hopi ng

she woul d not notice herself that she had let it slip. "So | had a tutor to
teach ne letters and figuring each nmorning, and a music teacher to teach ne
t he

lyre and flute in the afternoon, and a dancing nmaster when | grew a little
ol der, and ny nother taught ne sew ng and spi nning and enbroi dery whenever
she

had a few m nutes. This was, | should say, whenever she was not running

t hr ough

the halls with my sister and me at her heels, supervising all the Iife and
busi ness of the pal ace. That was before she died, of course.™

"Then you' ve been trained well to be the lady of a great castle," | said,
trying

to make it into a graceful conplinent and not having it come out right. Did
she

think I was conmmenting on her suitability to take up a position at
Peyr efi xade?

| stared straight ahead, feeling nyself grow red and hopi ng she woul d
attribute

it to pain.
But she | aughed, for the first time in a long while. "It mght have worked
for

my sister, but it didn't work for ne. She was always ny nother's favorite.
Waen

she married her count, she was ready to have the castle keys at her belt. But
I

never wanted to waste my tinme | earning how many | oaves of bread can be made
from

a bag of flour, or how many tunics froma bolt of cloth.”" A smle dinpled her
cheek. "Woever marries me had better hire good servants!"

So much for having ny kitchen problens at Peyrefixade sol ved by marri age.
smled at my own thoughts—tittle |ikelihood of having the Lady Arsendis there
under any conditions.

Arsendi s caught the smile. "You nock me, Count,'
as

t hough she neant it. "Do you think me nothing but a pretty ornanent, a wonan
wi t hout brains or abilities beyond flying a hawk or dancing well? If | seem
so, "

and suddenly she sounded nmore serious, "it is at least in part intentional."
| turned toward her, surprised, and because of my surprise spoke nore
directly

she said, pouting, but not

than | intended. "Intentional? But why woul d anyone not wi sh to be prepared
to

have t he governance of sonething of one's own?"

"I's Peyrefixade what you've al ways wanted, Count?" she asked, still serious.
"Of course!”

"Then you and | differ," she said decisively. "If they are breeding and
trai ni ng

me—as though | were a blood mare or a fine gyrfal con—+then they have found ne
somewhat unruly. They can never be sure that | will not slip nmy jesses and
fly

away. When Mdther died, | told ny father | was too young to take over
managenent

of the court, and insisted that | need not have a tutor or |earn spinning
anynore." Her manner becanme teasing once again. "I already said | |iked ny



fathers mstress. Maybe |I'Il becone sone prince's mstress sonmeday."

"Perhaps Prince Al fonso's?" | said without thinking. Imediately | bit ny
tongue. The ni dday sun, the pain, and the awkwardness of being alone for so
| ong

with a lovely young wonman seenmed to have destroyed whatever wit | might once
have had.

But she | aughed again. "You nock me still, Count! Do you m sunderstand nme so
badl y? Or are your wonen in the frozen northern wastes so different? | shal
agree that he has a handsone form curling hair, and a lively step in the
dance,

but he is too much in love with his own fine face and hi gh position for ever
a

lady to need to love him"

"Then where will you find your prince?" | asked, trying to adopt her own

t easi ng

tone. It was hard with nmy ankle hurting steadily worse, and the sight of the
town spires slowy approaching, with the rem nder that | would have to tel

t he

duke | had | ost his hawk.

"I"ll keep on looking," she said and hunmed a little. "Do not the nmen in the
songs keep on |l ooking until they find the perfect wonan? Well, then, a wonan
can

keep | ooking, too. So far ny father has not forced nme to marry soneone | did
not

like." There was a brief pause. "So far."

The throbbing in ny ankle and ny whirling thoughts competed to keep ne

restl ess

al | night.

The duke's personal physician-surgeon had felt the ankle with long, coo
fingers, pronounced it only strained, which | had already determ ned for
nysel f,

wrapped it in bandages and ice fromthe ducal ice house, and given ne a nusty
snel ling powder to swallow, which | surreptitiously scattered on the floor as
soon as he turned his back

Arsendis insisted on attending me—as would the lady of the castle, | thought,
the lady that she did not want to be—but her manner conbi ned such
ostent ati ous

concern for ny well-being with so nany teasing half sniles that | was sure
she

only wanted to humiliate me for cutting her hawking short.

The only person in this court, in this entire city, that | felt | could trust
was Brother Melchior, and he was not even here, having gone again to stay at
t he

Magi an priory outside the duke's walls. Duke Argave had said casually that no
nore assassins would bother me in his court, and | had seen himtal king not

at

all casually to menbers of his guard, but | still fidgeted at every creak or
mur mur of the wind or nmournful call of a nightbird. After freeing the heretics
I

had boasted to Bruno—Bruno who was now dead—that | would be able to resolve
al |

my problenms with the Inquisition with a few letters or conversations with the
bi shop. | now wi shed I remenbered what | had been going to tell him

Ar chbi shop Amalric of Haulbe arrived in the ducal city at noon three days
| ater,
acconpani ed by several priests and three dozen knights and nmen-at-arns. | had



hobbl ed up to the ranparts, with Arsendis's assistance, ny disposition not

i mproved by having | earned this norning the duke had had to buy back his
goshawk, for a stiff price, fromthe peasants who had finally found it
Arsendi s

and | spotted the archbishop's party com ng through the streets at a rapid
trot,

a white banner with the enbl em of crossed shepherd's croziers flying above
t hem

Peopl e dived for the sides of the street to get out of the way. Despite the
Paschal season, no one was scattering pal mbranches before the procession of
this holy nan.

From our vantage point | could see the duke going out into the courtyard to
greet his brother-in-law, as the archbishop's knights put up a perfunctory
quarrel before agreeing to yield their weapons. Archbishop Amalric's voice
floated up to where we stood. "Were is that count who thinks he is nore
power ful than the Church?"

A bad beginning for a rational conversation, | thought. Arsendis patted ny
arm

and gave what was probably supposed to be an encouraging snile before

assi sting

me back down the spiral stairs.
The duke notioned me into a little parlor off the great hall where his
brother-in-law was already waiting. The room | ooked out into the spring

gar den

t hrough tall w ndows and was decorated with hanging tapestries and a silver
candel abra: far nore elegant, | thought, than the parlor where | had spoken
with

my aunt the abbess at the nunnery of the Holy Fanmily. But | dragged ny
attention

fromcontenplation of the roomto the man | had conme to face

He sat in the duke's carved wooden arncthair like a field captain in his
headquarters, his riding boots planted solidly on the floor, white nantle

t hr own

back from his shoul ders, sharp eyes watching ne fromeither side of a long
hooked nose. | could see absolutely no resenbl ance to his niece anywhere. |If
he

noti ced ny scar he gave no sign—fromhis point of view, there was nuch worse
with nme than that. Archbi shop Amalric had missed his calling, an irreverent
voi ce conmrented in the back of nmy brain. He would be nore at home commandi ng
t he

enperor's arm es than overseeing the spiritual well-being of people like ny
Aunt

Richildis or Father Melchior.

But he was in essence both a military and a spiritual commander, | rem nded
nmysel f, going down on ny knees |ike an obedient son of the Church. A war had
been fought here with the heretics within ny aunt and the duke's nenory and
doubtl ess his as well. He wore a big onyx episcopal ring on his thunb, which
I

ki ssed reverently.

"Rise, ny son," he said, in exactly the sane tone of voice as if he had said,
"CGet up, soldier.” | had becone used to Argave and Arsendis's soft Auccitan
accents, but the archbishop's was very pronounced. He pushed back his

wi nd-tousl ed mane of white hair and glared at ne as | rose, awkwardly because
of

t he ankl e, and seated nyself across fromhim "So what do you mean by

ordering
the Inquisition out of your county?"
"No disrespect to either you or the Church, Reverend Father," | said, as

meekl y



and obediently as if | were receiving a dressing-down fromthe enperor

hi nsel f.

Havi ng him get straight to the point certainly made it easier. "But the

pri est

on the spot seened to have tenporarily forgotten that he could not hinself

or der

anyone executed, particularly when they had not been exam ned or allowed a
chance to repent. Not wi shing the common people to be led astray or to forget
the I oving kindness of God's mnisters, | thought it best to stop al
executions, even of despicable heretics, until you and | had cone to a ful
understanding on this inportant issue. But of course the March rents canme due
just then, which have unavoi dably kept ne occupi ed—as | am sure Your

Rever ence

has been busy as well.
The archbi shop gave a snort, certainly not as though he believed ne, but not
entirely as though he rejected ny explanation. | wished | could tell Bruno
al |

the details of this conversation |ater. Bruno would have enjoyed it. "You had
your nmen set the heretics free," Archbishop Amalric said with a scow .

"You' |

soon have peopl e saying you're a heretic yourself, Count."

"Arisk | amwlling to bear for the good of the True Church,"” | said
serenely.

This was sonething | had | earned fromthe men who had served under nme. It is
i npossible to yell at soneone properly if they neerly accept whatever you
say—and it is an intensely irritating experience for the person trying to do
t he

yelling. "The Church, even the Inquisition, needs to showits nerciful face
to

the faithful, even while it is salutory that at |least a few captured heretics
escape to the hills to warn their benighted brethren what horrible

puni shnent s

await themif they do not repent. And you could certainly not expect ne to

t ake

heretics back to Peyrefixade, once the Perfected' s own castle! Then there

really
m ght have been doubts about ny orthodoxy."
And Peyrefixade m ght be harboring a heretic priest, | thought, but | wasn't

going to nmention this.

"Then if you want a 'full understanding,
shal |

have one."

"There is nothing that would pl ease ne better, Reverend Father."

It turned out, as | expected, that the archbi shop and ny cousin the countess
had

never had a formal agreenent on the disposition of heretics in the county,

al t hough her grandfather had. While Archbishop Amalric did not actually say
S0,

| had the inpression that during her short rule the Inquisition had burned
heretics itself, having her seal the orders eventually if someone renenbered
just as the village mayors had started carrying out capital sentences wth
only

perfunctory reference to the authority of Peyrefixade. | wondered briefly if
t here had been an increase in the nunber of burnings while the countess rul ed
there, and if the heretics had held her responsible and thus been involved in
her deat h.

grow ed the bishop, "you and

The bi shop produced froma box by his hand the agreenent seal ed years before

by
the Iate Count Bernhard and a forner archbi shop of Haul be, at the sane tine



as
the count took over at Peyrefixade. | |ooked it over, thankful as | had
rarely

been that ny own tutor had been so assiduous in teaching my brother and ne

t he

| anguage of antiquity. Burning was nost definitely not set out specifically.
Rat her, the wording stated that the archbishop and the priests of the

I nqui sition would rel ease heretics to ne, once a council had exam ned their
beliefs and given thema chance to repent if found to be in error. It would
be

entirely at ny discretion what happened to them next, although the word
"mercy"

appeared several tines.

"I'f your chancellor could produce a new charter on these specifications," |
sai d

with an ingratiating snmle, "I would be happy to seal it, and observe it to

t he

letter, just as |I trust the Church will."

The ar chbi shop gl anced toward ne suspiciously from under heavy eyebrows and
scanned the parchnent quickly hinmself, as though wondering if there was
something in it that had escaped his attention. But then he nodded and
reached

again into his box. "As it happens, Count, | have already had such a charter
drawn up."

The duke and several of his and the archbishop's attendants were called in as
wi t nesses. The archbi shop's chancell or read the agreenment out, then both
Amalric

and | signed, using our nonograns, and attached our seals. The archbi shop had
a

signet he carried in a pouch, with both a seal for the front side of the blob
of

hot wax he hung fromthe bottom of the charter—a | ozenge bearing a miniature
portrait of a bishop, with the words Amal ricus archiepi scopus around the

edge—and a counterseal, a stag, for the back. | thought uncharitably that
Amalric's portrait on his seal made himlook like a | arge-nosed frog.
Al | had for a signet was the ring the enmperor had given me when | left his

service, silver carved with the inperial crown, which I sought to apply to
t he

wax as nonchal antly as though | seal ed docunents with it every day. The
chancel | or added the nanes of the w tnesses to the bottom bel ow our

nonogr ans,

and Duke Argave sealed as well. One nore thing Peyrefixade needed, | thought,
wat chi ng the duke return his signet to its pouch, was a seal for its new
count .

"We shall hold a general council this sumrer," the archbishop told the duke
and

me. "Efforts against the heretics have becone, shall | say, sonmewhat
uncoordi nated of late." He gave a mirthless smle. "The Inquisition may be
under

t he command of the Apostolic Curia, but they need reminding that | amstil

t he

chief spiritual authority in nmy archdiocese. | shall sumon all ny

nmet ropol i t an

bi shops and the secular [ords of the archdi ocese, which includes you two, the
ot her counts and castellans of the region, and Prince Al fonso."

| frowned to cover ny surprise. "I had not known Prince Alfonso's territory
was

wi t hi n your archdi ocese, Your Reverence."

"Nabarra is indeed under ny spiritual guidance," said the bishop, and for a
second an expression alnmpst like a snmile flitted across his stern features,



t he

first sign of humor | had seen in him "Afonso is, if possible, even nore
stiff-necked than you are, Count. And despite his considerable efforts the
heretics are becomnm ng denser and nmore restless in his principality.

Especially
since the runors started.."
"Runors?" | asked, since he seened to be hoping for a reaction

"Have you not heard then? They have been reported to nme by several nenbers of
the Inquisition.” Hs voice dropped, and his eyes gl eaned fiercely. "The
Perfected are said to be searching for something powerful, sonething they | ost
a

long tinme ago, sonething they believe that at |ast they nay be close to
finding

again."

"Do you mean to say, Amalric," said Duke Argave, not even bothering with the
bi shop's honorific, "that they've found—

The bi shop shook his snow mane. "Not that. That was only an old superstition
anyway. The damabl e Perfected coul d never have obtained the Gail. In the
Paschal season it is error even to think such sacril egious thoughts. But we
need

to attack them nmore vigorously as their activity becomes nore threatening.
know our predecessors thought it nmade sense to |leave themthat little strip
of

| and as part of the conditions of peace, after the horrors of war, but we

m ght

now reconsider. Two inquisitors in the past year have di sappeared into the
nmount ai ns of Nabarra and not been seen again."

Argave ducked his head, |eaving ne wondering what powerful object the
Perfected

could be seeking. Could all this possibly have anything to do with the

tel esma

found buried in the wall at Peyrefixade, the conviare Father Ml chior now
carried in a | eaden casket bound with magi c seal s?

After dinner that evening, | retired early to ny chanber, feeling too sour to
wat ch dancing in which | could not participate. Arsendis, | felt quite sure as
I

listened to distant snatches of nusic, was happily doing graceful figures
with

her m ddl e-aged | ord, or some other gal ant who had caught her fancy.

| slept and woke, dozed and sl ept and woke again. As | tossed back and forth,
trying to ignore the pain in nmy foot and the headache buil di ng behi nd ny
eyes,

there came a soft tap at the chanber door. | went still, waiting. The tap
cane

again, and then the voice of the knight whom| had posted to guard nme. "Are
you

awake, sir?"

| hobbl ed across the roomto unlock the door. My knight and one of Argave's
liveried servants, holding a candle, stood outside.

"I amvery sorry to disturb you, sir," said the servant, "but there is a
per son

here to see you."

"A person?"

"Whoever it is won't cone in but is standing out in the street—saying only
t hat

it is very inmportant.”

Could it be Melchior? | wondered. But | could think of no reason why the
pri est

woul d not come in. O the man who had sent the assassin, back for another try?



I'd be ready for himthis time, | thought, hopping as | pulled on ny clothes.
Ankl e or not, | alnost hoped it was another attenpt on my life. A good fight
woul d take the sour taste of humiliation fromny nouth.

The night was well advanced, and the flanbeaux in the courtyard had been

ext i ngui shed. The nusic was over, and the wi ndows into the duke's great hal
were dark. My own kni ghts and nenbers of Argave's guard strode at ny back and
shoul ders, our feet loud on the marble, as | crossed toward the gates.

In the guardhouse | insisted on having nmy sword back agai n before ordering

t he

gates opened. CQutside, as the servant had said, soneone waited, soneone well
wr apped up in a cloak

Sword in hand, | canme through the gates slowy, forcing myself to put weight
on

my left foot so as not to advertise ny weakness. The person turned at ny

st ep,

soneone snaller inside the cloak than | had | ooked for

Unexpectedly, | heard a wonan's voice. "Good, Count Caloran, | am delighted
you

were willing to come out. You will understand that | do not feel it

appropriate

now to enter the duke's court myself. But | have a nessage for you."

"A message?" | said stupidly, nmy heart still pounding fromanticipation of a
fight.

The wonan's voice was strangely famliar. She cane a step toward ne, into the
[ight of the guards torches. "This message,"” she said, with a glance past ny
shoul der to the guards, "is for your ears alone."

And then | knew her: the wonan at whose house the search for the assassin had
ended, the woman who had once been the duke's m stress.

Chapter Eight - Ml chior
1

"Well, Melchior, ny son," said Prior Belthesar as soon as the doors to his
private parlor had been sealed, "let us all see what you have brought us."

| unwrapped the | eaden casket, set it on the table, then stepped back and
spoke

the words to dissolve the binding spells. At the prior's nod, the treasurer
stepped forward with an ornate knife and pried off the physical seals of |ead
I

had al so set upon the little box. Aside fromhim nyself, and Prior

Bel t hesar,

only the cellarer, the other chief officer of the priory, was in the room
When | had arrived late the previous evening and told the prior what | had
brought, he had decided that an exanmination of the itenms by the chief
officers

of the house should be perforned right after the office of prime the
foll owi ng

morning. | could feel my hands trenbling slightly under the eyes of these
seni or

masters of my Order as | opened the little box. They crowded round, peering
down

at the two objects | laid on the table. One was the small tile tel esma that
had

cone out of the hearth, the other was the conviare.

"Perfected work, no doubt of it," declared the treasurer after peering at

t hem

through a lens. W all crossed ourselves. Prior Belthesar took up the tel esma



and cl osed his eyes while he ran his fingers over it, feeling belowits
snoot h

gl azed surface with his second touch—a skill in which he excelled. He opened
hi s

eyes after a mnute and set the tile down. "You were right, nmy son, this

obj ect

is quite depleted. But powerful magic was laid into it by whoever nade it!"

d ancing at each of us with a snmall smle, he added, "I would not care to say

this in front of the novices, but sone of those Perfected Magians in the old
days, especially the high ones they called Maguses, were skilled beyond
anyone

in our Order today, save, of course, for our revered Master."

"Hrm " The treasurer had taken the objects to the window to | ook at them
agai n

t hrough his I ens under better light, then ran his own fingers over them
"This

tile is not an old telesma, Prior. The lines of magic in it were not laid
down

many years ago, perhaps not even many nonths ago. Mreover, these synbols
wer e

drawn on the clay by soneone schooled in the nodern bookhand, not the witing
of

fifty years ago. The conviare, on the other hand, |ooks like it could
certainly

have been the work of one of those great old heretic maguses. Its magic |ines
and knots are deep with tine, and its visible design is not at all nodern.”
"The tile's not old, you say?" Prior Belthesar's face normally held the hint
of

a suppressed smile no matter what he was doi ng, but that was not the case
NOW.

"That means that even today, suppressed, hunted, and harried though they be,
t he

Perfected yet nunber sonme highly skilled Magi ans anong their ranks."

"Tell us in full about the attack upon your count using the telesma of fire,
Brot her Melchior,"” the cellarer demanded. They listened to ny account w thout
interrupting, but |I saw the cellarer's eyes grow narrow when | descri bed how
I

had exti ngui shed the vortex of flane. "Just how did you happen to have a

tel esma

of your own about your person, Brother Melchior?" he inquired as soon as |
had

ceased to speak. "Particularly one good against fire?"

"The Order was well aware Brother Ml chior possessed this object at the tine
he

was sent to take up his station at Peyrefixade,"” Prior Belthesar told him
snoot hly before | could formul ate any answer of my own. "It was believed on
good

aut hority by Abbot Caspar hinself that the castle m ght harbor interesting
and

potentially dangerous mmgi cal objects, so it was felt appropriate that

Br ot her

Mel chi or be equipped to deal with various contingencies. Wuld you take out

your
own telesma and show it to the cellarer now, ny son?"

Trying not to appear nervous, | drewthe old ivory rod forth fromits place
near

my heart and laid it on the table. The cellarer and the treasurer bent close.
"As you can see, brothers, it is a telesma of extinguishnment," Prior
Bel t hesar

continued after touching it briefly, managing to convey the entirely fal se



i npression that he'd seen it nmany times before. "It is carved in the form of
t he

water carrier to synbolize its function, which is to quench. That includes
putting out fires, certainly, but it is also good against pain, thirst, or
even

hunger. Properly used, it can also nullify magic projected either by a person
or

anot her telesma. That is what happened in this case, | amcertain. This

tel esma

ext i ngui shed not only the physical flames about the count's bed, it also
guenched the current of magic between the tile in the hearth and the conviare
suspended around the count's neck. That is why the vortex was dissipated so
abruptly and effectively."

The masters spent another ten m nutes | ooking over the tel esna and convi are.
But

they found nothing further, so | put the tile and the gold medal lion back
into

the | ead casket, and the treasurer and cellarer took themoff to seal them
awnay

in the vault where the priory's own tel esmae were stored. Once they were gone,
I

said, "Prior Belthesar, may | ask you somet hi ng?"

"OfF course, Brother Melchior. Just step over here." He led me to facing stone
seats in the window that | ooked out into the priory's nodest cloister—and
whi ch

m ght concei vably have hidden a |istener crouched beneath its sill, a
possibility now elim nated. Reaching into a pouch

at his belt, he renoved a small telesma and set it on the wi ndow | edge. "That
makes us secure agai nst anyone trying to spy with second vision or hearing.
Now,

what is troubling."

"Did you truly know of ny telesma before today?"

"Why, of course, ny son!" Hi s usual expression of just-suppressed good hunor
had

returned, "Did you not confess to possessing that object to our revered

Mast er

hi nsel f while you were still conpleting your novitiate? Did you i magi ne he
woul d

not have informed ne of this when you were sent here to serve under ny

aut hority

five years ago? | had to know, just as Abbot Caspar had to know when you
returned to serve under his authority at the Mther House. But that does not
make it the business of the brothers in general, or even ny esteened
treasurer

and cellarer."

"And did he also informyou of how | cane to possess it?"

"Certainly. He told ne it had been given you by your grandfather, shortly
bef ore

he was put to death as one of the Perfected." | nust have | ooked stunned,
because he | aughed out |oud. "My dear son, did you suppose that would upset
nme?

It is the proper business of the head of any religious house to understand
al |

he can about the souls entrusted to his authority. | need to know each
brother's

particul ar capacities and talents so that | may choose those assignnments for
hi m

that he will best performto the credit of the True Faith and our Oder. |

al so

need to know his weaknesses and flaws so that | do not put himin the way of



thi ngs that woul d nost enconpass his peculiar tenptations and thus endanger
hi s

soul . Cccasionally, however, a brother may have some aspect about himthat is
at

once both a possible strength and a potential source of danger. Your famly
background is such an aspect."

"I'f ny background was a possible source of danger, why did the Order choose
to

send me forth again into the world rather than keep ne at the Mther House?"
"Because it was equally a possible source of strength for your assignnment! W
have but few younger brothers nowadays who possess a personal history such as
yours. But those of us who are ol der know how val uabl e intimte experience of
Perfected magi c and Perfected persons can be. Did not our revered Founder and
Mast er hinmsel f come dangerously close to becomi ng one of them before God
cal l ed

hi m back to put the know edge of magic he had | earned anong them at the
service

of the True Faith instead? Do you not understand that virtually all of us who
are senior menbers of the Order were drawn at least to the magic of the
Perfected when we were young, and that nost of us at least briefly studied
their

doctrines as well? Wience cone nost of the magi c books we have carefully

copi ed

for you youngsters to study, the nagic objects that we use in teaching you?
From

where el se but the Perfected! Fromits foundation, the whole business of our
Order has ever been to salvage nagic for the service of the True Faith. You
and

your grandfather's telesna represent one nore victory in that long fight."
"And do you and the elder nasters never worry that a telesnma |ike mne—a

tel esma

whi ch was given ne by a nan who died as one of the Perfected—ni ght not draw
nme

or others into error?"

"My son, your telesma is a magical object, not a denonic one. Magic is but
one

nmore hi gh and anci ent branch of human know edge, just like rhetoric or

phi |l osophy or history or poetry or art. Do not the orders who make it their
busi ness to study and preserve those branches of |earning exam ne and revere
t he

wor ks of the best ancient authors or artists, though many of them were
out ri ght

pagans? Wiy should we be any nore hesitant to take whatever may be good from
t he

best practitioners of our own branch of learning in all tines, whether they
nmay

have been tenple priests of the ancient Riverland or Master Maguses of the
Perfected? All know edge issues ultimately fromGod. It will work either for
good or evil depending on what lies in the heart and soul of the person who
enpl oys it, whatever proxinmate source it may have conme from"

He smiled. "The Order has great confidence concerning what is in your heart
and

soul , Melchior my son, confidence that you are fit to deal with any
tenpt ati ons

or other hazards to your soul that may beset you. | certainly do, or | would
not

have advanced your nane so strongly for your present assignment, first with

t he

Order, then with Duke Argave." As | stared at him stunned by this news, he
paused, as if considering whether to say nore, then spoke on. "It is time for



you to understand, ny son, that our Order often has to give difficult
assignments to its nost prom sing younger nenbers in order to assess what
will

be the proper roles for each of themin the future. The great elders, the
first

generation who joined with our Master at the very start, are now old or gone
to

their rewards. My generation is still fairly hearty, but though |aboring

al ways

in their shadows nost of us have still never gained quite the mastery of
magi ¢

you will find in the elders. W also |lack the youthful strength, possessed by

you younger men, for the hardest magic. W do, however, know you youngsters
as

the elders cannot. It is the task of each of us in authority to bring forward
the best we find anong our subordinates." He signaled for me to rise. "Now

| eave

me. | know that you are very eager to consult the Liber Tel esmarum and ot her
pertinent books in our library, and also to refresh your spirit by hearing

t he

of fices sung by soneone besides yourself! W shall talk further before you

| eave. "

It was only later, walking in the cloister after a | ong and pl easant

af t ernoon

anong the books as | waited for conpline, that it occurred to nme to wonder
whet her Prior Belthesar's statenment of confidence m ght have been intended
not

so much to assure nme that | was in fact already fit for ny task and
spiritually

arnored agai nst every hazard but rather to inspire nme to beconme fit and arnor
nysel f.

2

The next few days flew swiftly by. On the fourth norning after Paschal Sunday,
I

was sitting at a table in one of the incantoria carefully resetting sone of

t he

final lines of magic needed to fully replenish nmy tel esma when the prior
suddenly swept in. "No, no, Melchior, ny son, don't bother to rise!" he
conmanded. "I only stopped in for a nonment, to informyou that Archbishop

Amalric arrived at the duke's court yesterday. Duke Argave is giving a great
banquet and entertainnent in his brother-in-law s honor tonight, to which
shal | of course be expected to bring a proper del egation representing our
priory. Meet us in the courtyard at the third hour after mni dday

of fi ce—aeari ng

your best vestnents, of course.”

When | arrived at the appointed time, | discovered that this del egation
conprised only Prior Belthesar, the cellarer, the treasurer, and nyself.
Despite

what the prior had said and the clear-cut status lent ne as the count's
capell anus, it still felt strange to be ranked as an equal with these

| ong-time

superiors. Arriving at the duke's gates, we were imredi ately ushered through
Lrggant gardens and into the reception hall. The big roomwas already filling
afth courtiers, ladies, canons fromthe city church, wealthy townsnen and
;FSL;, who were dressed nore richly, if less tastefully, than many of the



| adi es. There were al so the menbers of the duke and the bishop's retinues of
kni ghts, who seened to be vying as to who coul d appear nore nunerous and
war | i ke

despite the handi cap of bearing only velvet gloves. W presented ourselves
bef ore the duke and the archbi shop i mediately, and were as inmmedi ately

di sm ssed except for Prior Belthesar and the treasurer, whom Bi shop Amalric

| ed

off into a side chanber for a private talk. The cellarer quickly |ocated
friends

of comparable station anbng the city canons, and | found nyself left on ny
own.

| |1 ooked about the hall for Count Cal oran, but he didn't seemto be in sight.
Seeing nore finely dressed people out on the terrace, | wal ked out there but
had

no better luck. As | stood by a tall urn filled with fl owers brought to bl oom
a

nmont h ahead of their tinme by the duke's skillful and costly gardeners, a

nusi ca

voi ce suddenly spoke beside me. | turned to find nyself facing the Lady
Arsendi s.

"Greetings, Brother Melchior," she said with a nmischievous smle. "It has
been

| ong i ndeed since you have graced ny father's court with your presence on a
festive occasion such as this."

Long enough to be extrenely rusty about ny courtly nmanners when conversing
with

beautiful highborn Iadies, | thought, feeling far fromready for one of those
conversations where every phrase nust be a studied turn in el egance and every
reply of the lady nust be carefully scrutinized for possible nultiple

nmeani ngs.

But | managed a passable bow as | answered, "The | oss has been entirely ny
own,

ny lady."

"You seemed to be searching diligently for sonmeone; may | flatter nyself it
was

| ?"

"I would not so presunme, ny lady. | am seeking ny naster, Count Cal oran."

"I amafraid you shall nost likely have to wait until dinner tine, Brother

Mel chi or—and you may have to | ook quickly even then. The unfortunate count
injured his ankl e when we were out hawki ng the ot her day, and he has nursed

t he

wounds to both his leg and dignity in his chanber as nmuch as possi bl e ever
since, just as a hurt hound keeps to its kennel." She glanced into the hall
then stepped around the urn with a graceful swirl of silken skirts. | turned
ny

head just in tine to see an older |ord whose nane |I could not recall appear

in

the archway. He passed his eyes vaguely over the el egant people scattered
about

on the terrace, then turned and wal ked back anmong the throng inside, peering
fromside to side. "That poor gentleman really is becom ng rather nearsighted;
I

fear he did not see ne,’
urn.

"He provides me excellent protection fromthe unwanted attenti ons of others,
but

can grow tiresone hinself at tines. Now cone, Brother Melchior. I wish to take
a

walk in ny father's gardens while the light |asts, and should be very gl ad of
your comnpany."

Lady Arsendi s | aughed as she stepped away fromthe



The marbl e paths had been freshly swept, but few other than ourselves seened
to

be enjoying themat the nonent. It was too bad, for the duke's gardeners had
performed extraordinary feats, of which the urn of flowers had been only a
foretaste. \Whol e beds of spring bl oons spread al ongsi de the paths, where they
had been forced in cold franmes that had doubtl ess just been renoved today. At
one point we cane upon a tree which actually appeared to be bearing fruit!

But

when the lady bit into one and then handed ne another, they proved to be
cunni ng

conf ecti ons.

"You are bold, Brother Melchior." She |aughed. "The very first nman to accept
fruit froma lady's hand brought nuch trouble upon hinmself and all of us who
have fol | owed."

"If this fruit truly were forbidden, your father would have taken care that
fact

shoul d be known to all, my lady." Now that | was into it, | found I was
actual l'y

enjoying this chance to exchange well-turned phrases in good Auccitan wth

t he

lady; | had begun to feel quite stupid having to use the Royal Tongue week
after

week in the count's castle. "And | do not feel either nuch wi ser or nore
si nf ul

than before | ate of it."

"Yet there may be a serpent or two in this garden neverthel ess, Brother

Mel chior." | followed her | ook and saw Lord Thierri lounging a little way
back

al ong the path, apparently examning a statue. "Let us go this way," she
sai d,

turning down a wal kway that led to a small stone

bel vedere hol ding just two seats and overlooking a little pond.

Once we were seated, she sniled and declared, "There, now no one can approach
near enough to hear us without obviously and rudely intruding. This is the
only

sort of private conversation possible for a wonman in ny situation on a public
occasi on, when gentl enmen press about offering her their finest conplinents
and

vying to prevent all the others from having the same chance: conducted in
full

vi ew of everyone with a man of unquestionable virtue who is no possible
conpetitor in matters of love. So, then, tell me your opinion of Count
Cal or an.

He seens an interesting man."

"He is, my lady. | first thought himunconplicated, but I now begin to see

t hat

he is a conplex man bent on sinple goals. He has been set as count at

Peyrefi xade, and he nmeans to acquit hinself well."

"Yet he is not always politic. He does such audaci ous things as publicly defy
the Inquisition. How am| to understand hin?"

"He is his own nman. Do not misconstrue; | have no reason to suppose he woul d
prove other than loyal to his lord your father in a crisis. But | believe
Count

Cal oran deci des what his conduct as count should be in inportant situations
based on what he thinks hinself, not what he believes the world expects."
"Goodness: 'H's own nan' —you are quite right to catch yourself up and add at
once that he shoul d nonethel ess prove a | oyal vassal! Though in truth | think
Fat her was not unhappy to find Count Cal oran capable of acting forcefully
according to his own ideas of what is right. He certainly was not a bit sorry
to



hear that the count had checked the Inquisition in performng i medi ate and
arbitrary executions of accused heretics."
"Yet your father is scarcely known as a friend to the Perfected."

"Nor to fine legalisns as a general principle, either; | can say it if you
will

not, Brother Melchior. But we who are not school ed in deep phil osophy as are
you

clerics tend to derive our overall rules of what ought to be done fromthose
matters that touch us personally. To speak plainly, my father woul d be deeply
angui shed should he |l earn that one particular heretic had been caught and put
to

death without first being granted every possible opportunity to repent his
errors, rejoin the community of the True Faith, and be restored to his forner
rank and station. Gven this, he has no real choice but to hold that al
heretics shoul d be accorded the sane rights he would want to see extended to
hi s

own son."

She fell silent for a nmoment, wapping her scarlet cloak closer and gazi ng
out

at the water with a thoughtful, even sad, expression. This was not entirely

t he

same Lady Arsendis | remenbered fromny earlier time at the duke's court,
"But if my good father remains capable of entertaining so tenuous a hope in
hi s

private nonents, you well know that he is not the man to base any practica

pl an

of action on such sand. He is bound to | ook about for something firmer." She
| ooked past nme, then nade a little notion of her graceful chin toward the

gar den
and whi spered, "Tell ne, Brother Ml chior, what see you there?"
| turned my own head slowy, as if idly gazing about during a lull in

conversation. "Wy, it is your elder sister, my |lady, wal king with her
husband. "

"Quite, but what do you not see when you |l ook at them either now or at any
other time?" Her eyes seened to have regai ned some of their usual sauciness.
"I am poor at riddles, ny lady."

"Fie, brother Melchior: this fromthe man | have very often heard Prior
Bel t hesar assure ny father had been the best young diviner who had ever
served

under his authority! But | suppose it is unjust of me to expect you to work
wi t hout your powders and such. What you do not see with themis children. No
sturdy little grandson, or even so nmuch as a sweet little granddaughter, to
gl adden mmy fathers heart and relieve himof his worries concerning the
succession. "

"Ah, my lady, of course! It is nowwhat—rore than five years since the two of
themwere wed, is it not?" Suddenly her gravity and her questions both nade
sense. "So, your father is becom ng anxious to see you married where it wll
best assure the succession, and thinks Count Cal oran nay be the nman."

"I ndeed. Especially since he seens recently to have grown a little

di sil | usioned

with ny sister's noble husband, no |onger sure he is quite the man to hold

t he

duchy securely should the need arise. So now Father casts his net, fishing for
a

better man. O perhaps | ought to say he casts his line, for he certainly
uses

bait. Myself." Abruptly she turned her dark eyes and |lovely face full upon
ne.

"What do you think, Brother Melchior: is Count Caloran likely to answer?"



"I 4+ cannot say, ny lady," | stammered. "I have never thought—=

"Ch, what poor sinple creatures you nen can be at tines! Al ways so caught up
in

worryi ng over what you would call 'practical' matters that you fail to think
about what is directly in front of you. And what is nore charning still,
Count

Cal oran seens uncertain about the matter hinself. He sees what is obvious to
a

sol dier, of course. He sees that the long narrow county of Peyrefixade points
out of the nmountains |ike a dagger at the heart of the duchy, and concl udes,
correctly, that nmy father wants a resolute and reliable man there to form our
first bulwark against Nabarra and its prince. He also has noticed, as he
coul d

scarcely have failed to do unless he'd been a great dolt, that my father has
presented ne to his attention. Yet despite everything, despite having received
a

good deal nore encouragenment fromny father than has led certain lordlings in
the past to think thenselves virtually the duke's sons-in-law, this Count
Caloran still remains hesitant! He likes it well enough that | am a duke's
daughter, he likes the fact that | amnot displeasing in face and form yet
this

man who is so fearless a soldier is atimd lover! | could al nost persuade
nmysel f he would Iike to win not only ny hand and the added advantages and
weal th

that would bring but also my heart and nmy regard, and fears any fal se step

m ght

prove ruinous. He seens perfectly confident anobng the men. He treats ny

f at her

wi th dignified subordination but no servility, and faced ny form dabl e uncle
t he

archbi shop with perfect aplonb. So why, Brother Ml chior, should he be so
behi ndhand with a nmere | ady?"

| hesitated, transfixed by the dark beauty of her uptilted eyes, yet unsure
whet her | woul d be disloyal to share nmy private inferences concerning Count
Gal oran's character with a lady | had in the past seen to be quite nocking,
even

cruel, toward aspiring lovers. But that had been in the days when she was
still

inthe first flower of her young womanhood, enjoying the power over nen that
her

position and beauty brought her and giving scant thought to anythi ng beyond
t he

delights of being courted by every young nobl eman in the duchy and pl ayi ng

t hem

of f agai nst one another in various intrigues. This ol der Lady Arsendis seened
to

have a nore serious strain. Though she still put her questions and
observati ons

wittily, | did not think she was sinply making fun of Count Caloran. "This
woul d

only be my own guess, lady, but | have seen that the count always watches to
find how people will react to the fact that he bears a scar. He might well

f eel

uneasy with a | ady because of that."

"Ah, how like a man. Because you often | ook no further than to see whether a

lady is beautiful, you assume we are the sanme. | of course except priests
such
as yoursel f, who look only at the beauty of the soul," She smled

nm schi evously
as | blushed. "If the count only knew how many of ny handsome suitors in the



past have shown t henselves to be but whited sepul chres, he might perhaps
credit

me with nore depth in nmy assessnents of nmen now." A chill breeze stirred the
dark waters of the pond, and she drew her cloak closer. Wthout our noticing,
the warnmt h of the afternoon had gone below the wall along with the sun. "Now,
I

think it is tine for you to take ne back inside. My aging galant will stil

be

seeking me, and | shall want the protection of his presence until our friend
t he

count at last deigns to appear for dinner."

As | took her graceful hand to assist her down the steps of the bel vedere,
she

cocked her head and exclainmed, "Listen: it is a troubadour! Father hired
severa

to entertain, but the wetches have all been keeping thensel ves inside unti
now. "

The nusician was strolling along the main path as we reached it, playing upon
his lute. Spying us, or rather the Lady Arsendis, he bowed | ow and began a
new

song:

"Ah, Madanme, do | waste ny tine?

Is it your wish that | retire?

Ah, Madane, do | waste ny tine?

O shall | have what | desire?"
He went on to spin a series of well-turned verses describing the charms and
hi gh

val our of the lady in question and the alternating exaltation and despair of
her

woul d-be | over, always returning to the first verse as a refrain. Wen the
fell ow had done, Lady Arsendis threw hima brilliant smle and a bright coin,
and he bowed again and went on his way.

"Ah, that severely lightens ny purse, | fear. But the pretty fell ow put that
guestion so nuch nore gracefully than nmost of my genuine suitors. Especially
as

| have generally suspected they desired sonething in addition to ny sweet
favor

and charm ng person. The troubadours sing of purest |ove, Brother Ml chior
and

courtly suitors know well enough how to dance to such measures. But when
all's

done, their love for a lady is like their love for a fine hawk or hound; they
esteem each in exact proportion to what it can fetch for them But | amnot a
hawk who would fly for any knight, nor the sort of hound who woul d course for

any hunter. | shall nmake my own free choice, or—-ah, good day, Uncle."
Ar chbi shop Amahic and a | ean priest had come suddenly into view where the
pat h

curved around a mass of shrubbery. Now they | ooked up fromtheir conversation
and returned Lady Arsendis's greeting. The bishop's wintery eye shifted to
e,

and he added, "And good day to you, Brother Ml chior."

"I did not know you and my uncle were acquainted," said the | ady as we wal ked
on

toward the terrace

"Nor did I, ny lady! I know him of course, but | would never have expected
hi m

to recogni ze ne."

"I ndeed? Then you nust be a rising man, despite your charmng diffidence:

mar ked

out for great things by the powers of this earth! You and Count Cal oran make



a

good pair. Let us hope neither of you nmakes a misstep and | oses his chance.™
W reached the terrace, which was now deserted, and wal ked to the archway
leading into the hall. The lords and | adi es had gathered down at the end of

t he

big room where troubadours were singing to entertain them acconpani ed by
others on various instruments. "Ah, it is the nmusic of the great Machaut! A
chaste priest like yourself, but nonethel ess he wote often of |ove. And

| ook,

there is our friend Count Caloran, standing with ny father and sone other
gent | emren and | ooki ng around while he pretends to attend to their

conver sati on.

Noti ce how he gives no attention at all to trying to flatter ny father, quite
unli ke the others."

As she finished this statement in an approving tone, | saw the count's eye
fall

upon us. Hi s expression, which had been sour, changed at once, and he smled
and

bowed. "He seens highly pleased to see you, Brother Melchior; let us go join
him And may | say you have done wel I,

especially for one who has been sel dom at court for several years. Your every
speech has held just that right mxture of flattering attention and deference
that a real gentleman's words to a | ady ought, while never straying into
anyt hi ng that woul d be inproper froma priest! So, thank you for your

company.

It is always worth while talking to an intelligent man."

As we rode along the track up the valley toward Peyrefkade the next

af t ernoon,

t he kni ghts were speaki ng anong thensel ves of the duke's fine Pascha
hospitality, of his excellent food, of his lavish entertainnment. | also
overheard (w thout giving any sign) nore than one nention of visits to places
of

entertainnment in the | ower town, housing | adi es whose virtue was negoti abl e.
But

the count rode at the head by hinmself, wapped in silence. After a time |

ki cked

nmy horse to nove up closer to him To my surprise, he was humm ng! After
listening for a mnute, | recognized a fine old tune of Machaut's we'd heard
t he

ni ght before, the one which begins, "Wen | have returned once norel Cone
from

seeing ny |ady..!

If ny mission fromthe Lady Arsendis was to deliver a nessage of

encour agenent

when needed, it seened unnecessary to do so at this monent, so | slacked the
reins and started to fall back. But the count spotted me fromthe corner of
hi s

eye and nmotioned for me to nove my horse up and ride abreast with him |
expected himto speak of the lady, but he surprised me by instead asking,

" So,

Brother Melchior, tell me what you know of this Prince Alfonso of Nabarra."
"l believe that | have already given you a full account of ny persona

i mpressi ons, Count Cal oran.”

"OfF the man hinmsel f, yes. But | need to hear about the prince. Is he a nan of
honor in his public dealings, whatever his personal character may be? Wuld
he,

for instance, invite a man to a parley with pronises of safe conduct, only to



seize or kill the fellow once he had himin his grasp?"

"And when and where is this parley to take place, Count?"

He smiled, a pleasant enough expression since | was riding next to his
unmnar r ed

side. "Very good, Brother Melchior. Yes, the prince has asked ne for a
neet i ng.

He suggests a spot in the nmountains, up near the boundary where ny county and
his principality adjoin. It seenms there is a stretch of land up there
cont ai ni ng

a village or two which have been in dispute for a long time. The prince

cl ai ns

he wi shes to meet with me and make an anicable settlenent of the matter once
and

for all. Hence ny question."”

"Ah." | thought for a nmoment. "Well, you are right to ask ne to discuss the
prince separate fromthe man, Count. Alfonso is a stranger to guilt in nost
matters, but he does possess a strong sense of shane. | should say he woul d

never conmit an act such as you describe not because it would stain his soul
but

because he coul d not bear the disgrace to his public honor should word of it
ever get out, as it surely would."

"And are you confident enough of your opinion to acconpany me when | ride to
nmeet the prince? | amin need of a | ocal man whose know edge and intelligence
I

can trust."

"My Order has assigned ne to serve as your spiritual advisor, Count Cal oran,
and

you have accepted me into that office. Unless you should discover sonme flaw
in

me so grave that it warranted my dismssal, ny place in any exigency is at
your

side. "

"Meticulously put, as always." The count's voice sounded anused, and | felt
nmysel f blush. "You |like studying things through, don't you Brother Ml chior?
You

like to know exactly what you have to deal with, to be quite sure of your
ground, before you speak or act."

"I have been trained so, Count, both practically and spiritually. A Magi an
nust

know exactly what he is doing before he begins if he's to succeed, and a

pri est

nmust al ways strive to be sure of his noral ground."

"And perhaps a nan is the nore likely to be attracted to either or both of
t hose
stations if he is inclined that way to begin with?" He gave ne a sidel ong

gl ance
with one of those sniles that | ooked so pleasant on the unscarred side of his
face. "Don't m sunderstand ne, Brother Melchior; | like this in you. It's a

confort to any commander to know he has a man by hi mwho has put in the
effort

to be sure of his skills when called on, whether these be as a fighting man
or

as a Magi an and counselor. So then, give ne your nost meticul ous thinking on
this question. Is it likely that the great Prince Al fonso has gone to all the
trouble of sending a secret em ssary to set up a neeting with a nmere count
simply to settle an old dispute over a few hardscrabbl e stony acres up in the
hills? O nust he have some ot her purpose?”

| paused automatically to consider ny answer, saw him smile behind his hand,



and

found nyself |aughing. "Ah, Count, how do you expect me to give your

guesti ons

proper consideration if you make me sel f-conscious? But the answer to this
one

is sinple. You have reasoned correctly: Prince Alfonso nmust indeed have sone
notive other than the one he has stated to seek a nmeeting with you."

"But if the prince's intent is not to lure me into an anbush for ny
destructi on,

what can it be? Does he perhaps hope to shift ne from being the duke's man to
his own? That seens the nost likely possibility, though I find it nore than a
little insulting that he should imagine | could easily be turned into so ripe
a

traitor."

| paused before answering, quite deliberately stretching it out this tine.
"That, Count Caloran, is sonmething we are not likely to discover until we are
bef ore the prince hinself."

Chapter N ne ~ Cal oran

1

The wind hit us as we canme up onto the high ridge, snapping our cloaks behind
us

and whirling the horses' manes. The air was thin in the nostrils and cold with
a

bite of ice fromthe peaks above. | pushed the hair out of nmy eyes and | ooked
for Prince Alfonso.

Half a mile ahead, across a dry and stony upland, waited a group of men and
horses, gathered in front of yellow striped tents. Mdrning sun glinted on

hel mets and shields, and their cloaks and tunics were as brilliantly col ored
as

our own. It |ooked as though Duke Argave's former mstress had transmitted

Al fonso's message accurately. | glanced down at the blue-and-white velvet in
which | was clad, thinking ruefully that the puffed sl eeves and | ong-toed
shoes

woul d be a real hindrance if it came to a fight. But that was why | had ny
knights with ne.

| kicked my weary horse into a canter, and after only a nonmentary hesitation
Brot her Mel chior and the knights foll owed. W thundered up to the waiting

group
of men from Nabarra. | reined nmy horse in before themso hard that he reared
ten feet short of courtiers who scranbled to get out of the way. | |eaped
from

t he saddl e and managed to | and w thout stumbling in spite of the residual
pai n

in my ankle. Prince Alfonso was going to be forced to discredit any runmors he
m ght have heard that the scarred Count of Peyrefixade was al so | ane.
"Greetings, Prince!" | shouted in Auccitan. He was easy to spot anong his

kni ghts and courtiers, a man roughly ny age, wearing a scarlet tunic worked
with

el aborate enbroidery in gold thread, a thin gold circlet on the dark brown
curls

Arsendi s had nentioned approvingly. | noted with satisfaction that although
ny

own new velvet clothes were nuch sinpler than his, he had a gravy stain on
hi s

chest.

"Greetings, Count," he replied, or something close, although it did not sound
like the Auccitan Mel chior had been teaching ne. Nabarrese, perhaps? | had

t he



i mpression that Nabarrese was as different from Auccitan as the latter was
from

t he Royal Tongue. The prince's next sentence mi ght have been, "I amglad you
are

not tardy to our neeting," but it was inpossible to be sure.

My Iips pulled back frommy teeth in an attenpt at a snmile. If he wanted to
confuse me by speaking a | anguage | didn't understand, he was not going to
have

t he satisfaction of succeeding. Standing here on a wi ndy pl ateau, over the
border into a ki ngdomwhere | didn't belong, surrounded by friends whom | had
known only a few nonths, by armed eneni es who mi ght have reinforcenents

hi dden

beyond the next ridge, and God knew how nmany fanatical heretics lurking in
anbush, | had to project confidence or I might as well offer ny throat at
once

and get it over wth.

The prince's nmouth was twisted into a sneer, although looking at himit
occurred

to ne that this might be his ordinary expression, not something put on just
for

me. In spite of his dark hair and conpl exion, his eyes were a startling pale
blue, giving him | thought uncharitably, something of the | ook of a piebald
gel ding. He nade no attenpt to conceal an open stare at my scar, and | turned
the left side of ny face toward himto allow hima good | ook.

"Your fair messenger did not tell nme the true reason why you w shed to neet
with

me, Prince," | said in the Royal Tongue. |If he was not going to speak in the
Auccitan | had been practicing so assiduously with Melchior, | saw no reason
why

| should. Too bad | hadn't yet taught the priest any Allemann; we could have
seen what the sneering prince had to say to that. "I amsure the question of
who

adm ni sters justice in the village of Three Cuckoos was just a pretext, since
it

coul d have been solved easily by our seneschals. But | amglad we are finally
having this chance to neet face-to-face. It gives ne the opportunity to ask
why

you' ve been trying to have me killed."

He foll owed what | had to say all right, keeping his pale eyes on ny face and
frowning with concentration. But he did not respond, only nuttered sonethi ng
to

the man next to hi mehancellor, | decided, fromthe heavy chain of office
around

hi s neck.

| glanced over at Melchior. He had an intense expression and seened to be
followi ng their |ow pitched conversati on—i stening perhaps with second

heari ng?

There m ght be even nore advantages | had not yet appreciated in a
magi ¢- wor ki ng

priest.

The chancel | or stepped toward us and spoke for his master, in an intelligible
if

heavily accented version of the Royal Tongue. "The prince conprehends not
your

talk of killing. He wishes only to talk of the village, of Duke Argave, and
of

heretics. Can you speak not Auccitan?"

"OfF course | speak Auccitan,"” | shot back in that |anguage. The priest had
been

coaching me well. Two weeks ago | would have said, "Me tal k Auccitan good."



The chancel l or made a quick gesture to a servant, who brought out and
assenbl ed

several camp chairs. The prince and | | ooked at each other from under our
br ows

for a noment, then both reached abruptly for the buckles on our sword belts,
striving to be the first to prove his courage and his own good faith by

di sarm ng before the other. Wile | settled into ny chair, wth Brother

Mel chi or

at nmy elbow, | said under ny breath to the priest, "I hope he realizes what
he

said to me a minute ago was not Auccitan."

Mel chi or gl anced over at Prince Al fonso, who was arranging hinmself in his
chair,

with his chancellor's assistance, in a way that would not winkle his cloak
and

made a | ow sound that | could al nbst have i magi ned was a chuckle. "There is
one

addi ti onal aspect of the princes personality about which | mght not have

i nfornmed you fully. He is genuinely stupid.”

Fortunat el y—er unfortunatel y—Prince Al fonso seenmed to have decided | was as
defective in |l anguage ability as he. He spoke his version of Auccitan slowy
and

distinctly, enunciating each word in a patronizing manner that nmade it easy
to

foll owthat is, whenever he did not forget the word for something and insert
t he

Nabarrese word instead, or give a perfectly innocuous Auccitan word a strange
pronunci ati on. There was enough room between his sentences for Melchier to
mutter a running translati on—though nore often into Auccitan than into the
Royal Tongue.

The vill age of Three Cuckoos, having served its purpose in getting nme here,
seened to have dropped i mMmediately fromAl fonso's attention. | was
concentrating

so hard on his words | alnobst forgot to pay attention to the meani ng—unti
he

got to his fourth sentence.

"It is good we are neeting at last, Count," the prince said, "tw |ords whose
territories run along the border between two ki ngdoms. | amtrue to ny own
ki ng,

as | amsure you are true to yours— Here he hesitated for a second as though
about to depart fromwhat was clearly a prepared speech but changed his

m nd. "—but that does not mean that you and | m ght not have interests in
common.

If you listen to what | have to propose, you may find ne a nore useful ally
even

than Duke Argave. But first | need to warn you agai nst the heretics who seek
to

kill you and seize Peyrefixade."

"What heretics? What do you know?" | burst out as | realized what he was
sayi ng,

then paused to repeat it in Auccitan. It would be deeply ironic if the
heretics

were trying to assassinate ne at the sanme time as the Inquisition was feeling
grave doubts whether | mght not be a hidden friend to the heretics.

And what was happeni ng back at Peyrefixade while the prince kept nme out of

t he

castl e?

Hs smrked a little, pleased to have startled nme. Melchior spoke before

had



time to find the words | wanted. "If you have information about the

Per f ect ed,

then | order you as a son of the True Faith to tell us at once.”

Prince Al fonso seened to take in for the first tinme that the counselor at ny
el bow was a priest. "If you want me as an ally,"” | said after only a brief
pause

to make sure | had the words right, "prove it by telling me what danger
awai t s

me, and how you know it!"

Al fonso nuttered to his chancellor a mnute. He wanted to give his prepared

speech at his own pace, | thought, and did not Iike Ml chior and ne

i nterrupting

wi th questions. The chancellor said as much, speaking for the prince: "If you
will but be patient, Count, my gracious lord will explain it to you in his
good

time." | nodded curtly and sat back, trying to appear rel axed although the
nails

bit into ny pal ns.

"The menbers of the Inquisition who operate in ny principality,"” Al fonso
continued, "always consult me about anything they learn fromthe Perfected
t hey

guestion.” The sneer was such a permanent part of his expression that it was
i mpossible to tell if he had heard that the Inquisition had been operating in
ny

county without any reference to my own judicial authority and was nocki ng ne
for

it. "And recently |I have heard a tale that was recounted by several, ny
Count .

It is a tale concerning Peyrefixade, their intention to recapture the castle
t hat once was theirs—because they have learned that within the walls a

power f ul
secret object is hidden."
The conviare, | wondered, which | had worn around my neck until it drew the

magi cal fire to ny bed? If so, the heretics would be gravely disappointed to
dig

into the wall by the new hearth and find nothing there at all. "And do you
know

what they seek?" | asked casually. Could the heretics whomthe archbi shop
sai d

were | ooking for sonething |ong | ost have decided it was in Peyrefixade? It
sounded as if, in desiring ny castle, the heretics planned far nore than
covert

devili shness—they intended to retake the power and presence that had once
been

theirs. The sun clinbed slowy higher in the sky, but the wind continued
strong

and chill.

Al fonso had clearly been enjoying the telling, but at ny question he had to
shake his head in di sappointnent. "Even under the npbst refined tortures they
woul d not, or could not, say what it might be. But two suggested separately

t hat

there m ght be an additional magical object in the castle: a conviare to help
them find the hiding place of what they sought. Have you ever heard of a
convi are, ny Count ?"

| nodded. "You think this is what they want?"

"My information," and he lingered proudly over it being his informtion
that there are two magi cal objects hidden in your castle, and that the
convi ar e,

whi ch was only casually hi dden, would I ead themto that which could not be
named. "

is



Mel chi or had taken the conviare to the older nmenbers of his Oder in the
priory

in the duke's city; fromthere, he had said, it would be sent to the main
house

of the Magians. | glanced sideways at the priest without turning ny head. \Was
there something inportant he had not told me? Did his own Order of the Three
Kings intend to find whatever else the Perfected had hidden at Peyrefixade,
to

use its forbidden magic for their own purposes?

| had intended to visit the Orders principal house very soon anyway, to make
t he

priests a gift for Bruno's soul and to convey his bones to their cenetery.
Now

that trip was nore urgent than ever.

"Now that | have shown good faith by warning you, ny Count," said the prince
wi th what m ght have been intended as an ingratiating smle, "let nme ask you
a

favor."

It took ne a second to recogni ze what he neant by "favor." It was not an
Auccitan word that | recognized, and it did not help that Ml chior

i medi ately

translated it by another word that | also did not know, but which al nbst sent
nme

into a fit of highly inappropriate |aughter. The cl osest cognate in the Royal
Tongue meant not a generous gesture toward an equal but the sweet enbraces
with

whi ch a maiden might reward a | over for his service

I gnoring any insulting inplications the prince's words m ght have—er t hat

m ght

slip unintended into the speech of someone who did not know Auccitan well —
answered cautiously, "Wiat would you like ne to do for you, Prince?"

Now we had cone to the real reason he had asked ne here. | knew it nore by

t he

intensity with which Alfonso's chancellor |eaned forward in his chair than by
the prince's own sneering draw . "I would like you to prom se nme that you
will

not—at |east not for the next year—rarry the duke's daughter.”

This was so unexpected that | could not inmediately answer.

Mel chi or answered for ne. "I hope you understand, Prince," he said snoothly,
"that it is not seemy that we discuss here a marriage that it is not in our
power to determine. The duke has granted his daughter the right to choose her
own husband, and we can scarcely decide for her. Nor would it be appropriate
to

specul ate coarsely on a young woman's heart."

Al fonso abruptly pushed hinmself up by the arnms of his canp chair. He lost his
bal ance, and only his chancellor's hand under his el bow, steadying him kept
hi m

fromfalling to his princely backside on the hard ground. Alfonso snapped
somet hing at the chancellor, wenching his armfromhis grasp as though it
had

all been the other's fault. "Are you saying then," he demanded, glaring up at
ne

froma crouch, "that you are already engaged to marry the young duchess?"

He had | apsed back into Nabarrese, but his neaning was clear. | adopted a
lofty

expression, as though I had not even noticed himnearly getting a grass stain
on

the rear of his expensive outfit. "No nore than you are, Prince" | said
calmy

"So there is no need to discuss her further.'

The t hought cane unbi dden t hat



t he

prince's choice of vocabulary in asking me for a favor, coupled with his

r equest

that I not take a woman to wife, could have an entirely different explanation
than the political borders in these nountains. The idea was so
funny—especi al | y

the picture of how much redder and nore sneering the prince would becone if
he

knew what | was thinking—that | had to struggle hard to keep from I aughi ng.
"Let us go instead to the village of Three Cuckoos,"” | said airily, turning
ny

back on himso he wouldn't see ny grin, and picking up nmy sword belt,
tal k

with the mayor and the inhabitants. Once we've resolved that issue, we can
return if you wish to the topic of the heretics—and the question you stil
haven't answered, why you tried to kill ne."

| mounted without giving hima chance to answer, doing my best to convey
assurance that he would i mediately agree. My kni ghts had been working with
ne

for months now, and they seized their own horses' bridles and were in the
saddl e

as snoothly as any cavalry |I'd ever commanded for the enperor, before Prince
Al fonso was fully on his feet again.

| hadn't left himmuch choice. Qur horses stanped inpatiently while Al fonso's
men hastily brought forward his steed. It was a magnificent gol den stallion
with | egs so slender they gave an appearance of delicacy, and w de-spaced

and

intelligent eyes. Not at all the horse, | said to nyself, suppressing another
chuckl e, for a piebald gelding like the prince.
But with his face turned away fromne as he nmounted, | lost the effect of his

pal e blue eyes and was able to concentrate again on his dark hair and
conpl exi on, and on the shape of his shoul ders under his cloak as he settled
hinself in the saddl e. Though he was nuch younger and slighter than the duke,
somet hi ng about the way he sat his stallion rem nded me of Duke Argave. Both
of

t hem were southerners, | rem nded nysel f, men whose ancestors had |ived

her e—and

doubtl ess intermarri ed—+for centuries. Only a quarter of ny own bl ood was
southern. The rest of ne was foreign, foreign to these nobuntains, to this

I and

of heretics and intrigues, even to Peyrefixade—except that Peyrefixade now
was

m ne.

Mel chi or was again concentrating on whatever Alfonso and his chancell or were
saying to each other, and as | wheeled ny horse around to start toward the
di sputed village, the priest urged his steed into position beside nine

"Al fonso

is conplaining," he said in a |l ow voice, again slightly anmused, "that his
chancel | or had not warned hi myou were such a fierce and headstrong man."

"Do you mean he hadn't realized | was a northerner?" | replied, gratified.
But
something else in the priests words caught ny attention. "l also gather," |

added casual ly, "that Prince Al fonso has al ways been an eneny to the Order of
the Three Kings, refusing to allow your Order to operate in his principality,
saying publicly that an order of Magian priests is no better than a covey of
heretics."

"How di d you know?" asked Melchior in surprise. | didn't answer but gave a
knowi ng smile. Even a scarred count could sonetines see through the attitudes
and prejudices of a magi c-working priest.

The vill age of Three Cuckoos toward which we were headi ng was, as far as |
coul d



tell, quite clearly part of the prince's territory—er at |east not part of

m ne

When | cane hone fromthe duke's court with the message conveyed by the
duke's

old mstress, to neet with Alfonso to settle this purported border dispute,
Seneschal @uilhemhad told me that the villagers there had al ways had an

i ndependent streak. There had been tines under the old count, my great-uncle,
he

infornmed me, that they had tenporarily clainmed to lie under his jurisdiction,
but only when they had had sone di sagreenent with Al fonso's predecessors. The

| ate countess—er rather, | expected, Lord Thierri—had tried to make them pay
her
rent, but without any success. | hadn't even bothered to visit there while

maki ng the rounds of ny lands earlier in the spring. The village was however
located in a potentially crucial position, where a narrow valley conm ng down
fromthis high, stony plateau wi dened out enough for fields—and a view toward
Peyrefixade. An ideal invasion route fromeither direction.

The village was a several miles' ride fromAlfonso's encanprment. He ki cked
hi s

golden stallion forward to ride even with ne, and Mel chi or dropped back

Al fonso

| ooked toward me with a sneer as if to suggest that he too could be
headst r ong

and ferocious if he wanted. | smled placidly as though not aware of the
effect.

"You did not bring Raynbaud," he said as though di sappoi nt ed.

"I do not travel with nmy bouteillier,"” |I said, using the word fromthe Royal
Tongue because | had no idea of the Auccitan. | was surprised, however, that
he

even knew ny bouteillier's nanme. Then | realized something. Raynbaud's
accent,

ever so slightly different fromthose of the rest of my staff, nust be
Nabarrese. He nmust once have worked for Prince Al fonso before deciding the
duke—

and the counts of Peyrefixade, once he becane the duke's spy—waoul d pay
better.

"I do not need refined service in the field," | added, hoping Al fonso felt
t he

j ab.

But at |east for the noment his attention was el sewhere. "You |let heretics
escape," he said abruptly. This, | realized, was sonething he had been
wor Ki ng

around to asking me when | cut our discussion short. "Wy?"

| waited a minute to answer, |ooking forward between ny horse's bobbing ears:
wanting both to nake sure | had the words right in Auccitan and to nake him
i npatient. "The Inquisition had not asked ny pernission to put themto death,"
I

said at last. | was certainly not going to tell this young prince | would
have

faced a hundred enem es singl e-handed rather than watch someone be burned to
death. "Surely you, Prince, nust realize that sonmeti nes one nust make a firm
gesture to show one's authority.” | was quite proud that | had found the

ri ght

Auccitan word for "gesture."

Al fonso m ght not have recognized it hinself, but he followed ny neaning.

" But

you are not in synpathy with thenf"

| was getting used to his accent, and although | was quite sure his word for
"synpat hy" was not Auccitan, it was close enough to the Royal Tongue for a
guess. "l hate themvery much," | said, deciding that neither his nor ny



vocabul ary was ready for "despise.'
t hen

| shall hate them even nore.”

"But is not your priest of the Order of the Three Kings ?" Melchior's
presence

was bothering him then—and he didn't even know his private conversation was
bei ng overheard wi th magic.

"The Magi ans hate the heretics as nmuch as we do," | said airily, hoping it
was

true.

At this point the track turned steeply downward toward the village, requiring
us

to give full attention to our horses and putting an end to further

conver sati on.

W went single file down the narrow and nuddy way. Fromthe hillsides around
us

we coul d hear the steady calling of the cuckoos that had given the village
its

nane. Once sheltered fromthe cold wind off the peaks, | found the air

gr owi ng

warm and itched inside nmy velvet. Snoke drifted up fromthe huddl e of houses
bef ore us.

It was clear the villagers had not expected our arrival. So if | had not

deci ded

to ride over here, | thought, Three Cuckoos ni ght have renai ned not hing nore
than a pretext for our neeting. Several men cane running into the village
from

the fiel ds as we approached; others, bent over as though hoping to avoid
detection, darted away. For a nmoment | saw in an open doorway a face | found
strangely famliar, but it was gone before |I could identify it. Inbreeding, I
t hought agai n. When everyone had simlar bone structure, it was easy for an
outsider like me to think they all |ooked alike.

Prince Al fonso, seeing a chance to seize the initiative again, pulled up his
stallion in the mddle of the cluster of houses and shouted sonething in
Nabarrese. "He's calling for the mayor and the old nen," translated Ml chior
at

nmy el bow again, "to give testinmony about the village's jurisdiction and
responsibilities.”

This | could have guessed. Having been forced to come here, Al fonso intended
to

make a good showi ng of his own authority by having all the elders swear that
t he

counts at Peyrefkade had never exercised justice over this village.

The mayor, an old man with wi spy white hair who appeared far nore terrified
t han

the sinple arrival of his sworn lord should account for, stunbled forward and
dropped to his knees. Alfonso did not disnmount. Wth a sneer and a | ook off
over

the man's head, he asked him several rapid questions.

The Nabarrese was too fast for nme, and | couldn't catch the mayor's words
either, but it sounded as though he was earnestly expressing an intent to
agree

to whatever Al fonso wanted.

What had the prince done here in the past that woul d make these people so
terrified at his nmere arrival?

"And if they want to capture ny castle,

O, | thought with a sudden chill, was it not Al fonso hinself they feared so
much as the Inquisition he befriended? 3 ancing around, | saw nmany eyes on
nel

eyes that dropped or disappeared back into a house's shadows as | turned ny
head. | was used to people staring, but if they thought Alfonso was here at



t he

request of the Inquisition, were they wondering if the scarred count of whom
t hey rmust have heard, the scarred count who needed to reestablish hinself in
t he

Inquisition's eyes as a true son of the Church, was here to force them

pai nful 'y

into confessions, justified or not?

| neither wanted to let Alfonso make a display of his authority nor to

terrify

i nnocuous villagers. "Thank you for your testimony," | called out in
Aucci t an,

interrupting the mayors stammered agreenment to something or other. "I can
see,

Prince," turning to Alfonso, "that this is a conplicated case, one that would

t ake days of questioning to resolve. Let us cut those days short. Qut of
gratitude for the friendship you have offered nme, | hereby yield to you ny
predecessors' clains and my own to jurisdiction over this village."

Swi ngi ng down fromthe saddle, | scooped up a stone and held it out toward
Al fonso at armis length. There was a silent pause for about fifteen seconds.
Everyone turned to | ook at the prince. Having no choice, he slowy and
grudgi ngly di smounted and stepped toward me to accept the stone.

deli berately

kept nyself fromsmling as his fingers closed around it.

By holding it toward himfroma standi ng position, rather than kneeling,

had

made it clear that this was a resolution of a disagreenent between equals, not
a

situation where one man was forced to subject hinmself to the other. I m ght
have

yi el ded any claimto | ordship over Three Cuckoos—a claim| knew well | could
never have sustai ned anyway—but both Al fonso and | knew I had won.

"Let us return to your encanmpnent, Prince," | said, ignoring his irritation
"There we can discuss the other issues that still await us." The mayor, | was

interested to see, was so surprised at this sudden end of questioning and so
relieved at our inmmnent departure that he had to support hinself against a
wal | .

Again | took the lead, forcing nmy horse into a trot until the track becane

t oo

steep. My knights rode right behind ne, |eaving Alfonso and his own nen

rat her

i gnomniously to bring up the rear

As we cane back out onto the plateau, | paused to give my horse a rest from
t he

long clinmb and turned to | ook back. Melchior, sitting his horse at ny side,
spoke wi thout |ooking at ne. "I know you don't want to exercise your

aut hority

in soneone else's territory," he said in a low, cautious voice. "But if this
keeps on, Count, the archbishop really will doubt your dedication to the True
Faith. As, | fear..

He et it trail away without finishing the sentence, but his meani ng was
clear.

"You're worried about ny religious devotion?" | asked sharply. "Wat are you
t al ki ng about ?"

"I'sn't that why you didn't even try to maintain your claimto the village,
but

got us all away fromthere so quickly?" he asked, turning toward ne now wth
surprise. "I thought you were afraid that soneone in Al fonso's retinue would
recogni ze that man, too, or realize that the mayor's terror was unusually
pronounced even for someone with such a prince over him"

Qur horses tore at the sharp mountain grass but did not seemto like the



flavor.

"I saw soneone | thought | recognized," | said slowy. "If—= But then the
nenory
snapped into place. "It was one of the heretics | set free."

Mel chi or nodded. "The whole village nmust be full of the Perfected. Here,

al nost

out of the prince's territory, very far fromany other settlenents, they
woul d

have t hought they were safe fromthe inquisitors. Wen a whole troop of arned
men suddenly rode up, they must have imagined all too clearly what it neant."
"Especially armed nen acconpanied by a priest," | agreed. "Heretics are

unli kel y

to make a clear distinction between the vestnents of an inquisitor and those
of

a nmenber of the Order of the Three Kings." | too should have recogni zed t he
heretic, | thought, if | had not been so pleased with myself for how | was
mani pul ati ng the prince.

Mel chi or | ooked startled at the inplication that he coul d possibly be

m st aken

for a nenmber of the Inquisition, but he did not answer at once. At this rate,
I

thought inirritation, the heretics were going to consider ne their friend. |
just hoped they didn't pass the news of this friendship on to Prince

Al fonso's

pet inquisitors the next time they were questioned. "As soon as we're safely
hone again,"” | said, "I'mgoing to send a nessage to Archbi shop Amalric and
tell

himl've found a nest of heretics. That should make hi m pl eased. "

"Perhaps | should alert the superiors of ny Order first," said Melchior

| ooki ng

unhappy. "I haven't told you this, Count, but there is a possibility that
some

of the Perfected Ones up in these nountains may be working very powerful
magi c..!

| interrupted him "Wat's surprising about that? | thought that nagic was
al ways part of heretic lore. Here conmes Alfonso."
The prince came up the last rise, sweaty and | ooking nmore dissatisfied than

ever. | gave himno time to rest his stallion but shook my own horse's reins
to

| ead the way back toward the yellow striped tents.

If | turned the heretics over to the Inquisition, | told myself, the sane
heretics | had earlier rescued, they would still be burned to death but at

| east

it would not be in my county. The thought was not as reassuring as it should
have been.

The sun was high and hot by the time we reached Al fonso's encanpnent. |
unbuckl ed ny sword again and threw myself into a chair, draining the flagon
of

wi ne his chancell or handed ne, then pushed the hair back fromny forehead to
| et

the wind dry ny sweat. Doing and saying exactly what | wanted, as though I
did

not even notice the prince's reaction, had served its purpose in making him
sul ky, but was tiring work

"Let us understand each other, Prince," | said in Auccitan, deliberately not
giving himan opportunity to finish his wine. "You would like me as a friend
because an eneny at Peyrefixade woul d be dangerous, m ght even be an



opportunity

for the duke to invade your principality. Alternately, an ally there could be
a

chance for you yourself to plan an invasion of Argave's duchy.
Al fonso glared at me and said sonething to his chancellor. | was starting to
feel sorry for the latter. He answered for his prince, hands turned

pl acatingly

pal ms up. "Prince Alfonso has no intention of invading the duchy of such a
stalwart man as Argave, or of depriving a | ovely young duchess of her

i nheritance." O course not, | thought. Gaining territory by nmarriage was

al ways

easier than gaining it by conquest. "But you are quite right that the duke

m ght

have unwi sely determ ned to cross the border fromyour kingdominto ours, by
way

of Peyrefixade, if the new count at Peyrefixade had been led to believe that
Prince Al fonso was his eneny, not his friend. Thus," he added pointedly, "the
prince's warning about the heretics, as a denonstration of his goodw |I"

| nodded gravely when the chancell or paused, but did not answer. Alfonso
nudged

himto go on. "There is of course one other possibility," said the chancell or
uneasily. "The prince wonders—That is—Sone have said the duke deliberately
chose a man fromthe north because he woul d be easily mani pul ated by what ever
the duke told him |acking |ocal know edge. My apol ogi es, Count! But others
have

seen in this a first attenpt to expand into our territory by the enperor
The enperor! |f these southerners were frightened by the thought of the

m ghty

enperor far off in northern lands, well, ny old master would be highly

pl eased,

except that he had probably barely heard of any of these southern counties
and

duchies. "In all that does not concern Peyrefixade and ny allegiance to the
duke
who made me count here,"” | said solemly, "I amthe enperor's sworn man. But

I

assure you, Prince, that the enperor has no designs on the south-at |east,
not
yet."

Al true. But fear of a runored emperor had nothing to do with an assassin
attacking me in the duke's garden or a nage-fire roaring around my bed. "You

have been evadi ng ny question all day, Prince. Someone has tried to kill ne,
not

once but twice. You already know that | will nmake a good friend. Admt your
role

inthe attenpts on nmy |life—er prove you had no part in themby telling me who
di d—er you shall find me an evil eneny."

My words sank in to Al fonso. His face, already red, went redder. | had been
maki ng himsulky and irritated; now | had nmade hi mthoroughly angry. Mel chior
beside nme tried to say something, but | brushed hi m away.

The prince junped to his feet and reached a hand behind him One of his

kni ght s

sl apped the hilt of his sword into it. At my back | could hear the hiss of ny
own knights drawi ng their blades, but | remained planted in ny chair, unarned.
Al fonso woul d suffer enornmous damage to his honor by striking down an
unresisting man, to say nothing of probably being killed the next instant by
ny

kni ghts. Vaiting and watching himfromunder ny brows for the space of two
heartbeats, | hoped he would think of this, too.



He mi ght not have, but his chancellor certainly did. He seized the prince by
t he

sword arm and hung on when Alfonso tried to shake himoff. The instant the
latter took his eyes off nme, | leaped to ny feet. Before he knew what | was
doing, | had nmy arns around himin a tight bear hug.

And | | aughed, a loud, joyous |augh such as the enperor used to give. "By ny
faith, Prince!" | cried. My heart was pounding too hard to find the Auccitan
words; let theminterpret the Royal Tongue as best they could. "You are a man
of

such courage as | have rarely seen!™

Al'l our knights stood with their swords drawn, in readiness for a fight that
suddenly seenmed unlikely to take place. Al fonso struggled in ny enbrace,
dropping his sword as | squeezed himtighter. But then I pushed himaway so
he

could get a good look at ny face, while continuing to hold his shoulders in a
grip that would tell himl was a |lot stronger than he was. "A man |ike you

want for my friend, not ny eneny," | continued with a grin. "Now that | know
you

did not plot to assassinate ne—and were willing to lay down your life in
provi ng

it by the sword—+tet us drink to our alliance!"

| poured wine into both our flagons, spilling a little as ny hand shook, and
thrust one at him "To such a friend as you | am happy to yield a peasant
village!" | |ooked at himover the rimas | drank, watching his reaction. He
really was much | ess pleasant to enbrace than | inmagi ned the duke's daughter
woul d be.

He | ooked nore angry than ever but confused as well. Hi s chancellor was
babbl i ng

furiously in his ear, though | couldn't tell if he was trying to give advice
or

nmerely translating what | said into Nabarrese. Tinme to get away while the
confusi on | ast ed.

"I amglad we could have this conversation, Prince," | said heartily,
buckl i ng

on nmy sword, "If our two kingdons ever go to war, it shall not be your
principality and nmy county that begin it. Now that we are friends, | need not
fear an invasion through the nmountain passes."

He still hadn't answered when | swung up on my horse, wincing fromthe pain
in

nmy ankl e, which had started to throb again. | put ny heels in my horse's side
and started off, back toward Peyrefixade, ny knights scranbling to catch up

2

Not until we were several miles away from Al fonso's encanpnment, back across
t he

border into nmy county, did | let ny tired horse slacken its pace. A snall
stand

of gnarled oaks stood in the shelter of a ridge, and | slid off into their
shade.

At first | sinply sat still, head between ny knees, trying to catch ny

br eat h.

But after a minute | heard sonmeone approaching and gl anced up to see Brother
Mel chi or.

He sat down beside ne wi thout speaking, although his |lips were noving
silently.

Looki ng past him | saw that the knights had al so di smounted. They sat in a
group a little distance away, talking quietly. "Wat are they sayi ng?"
asked.

The priest |ooked surprised at the question, but he obediently turned toward



t he

kni ghts, concentrating with winkled forehead. After a mnute he said, "They
are

saying that their Count Sc-- That their Count Caloran is a brave man."

This was nuch better than the alternative, that their Count Scar was a

reckl ess

man, likely to start a suicidal fight for no reason at all. | smled,

al t hough

judging from Mel chior's expression the effect was not as good-hunored as |

i ntended. But my breathing was al nost under control again. "Well," | said. "I
t hought the parley went well. | |earned several inportant things."

He cocked his head. "Besides |earning where the Perfected fled?"

Should | wite to Archbishop Amalric? | wondered. O would it be better to
| et

the inquisitors do their job, without seeming to interfere or to tell them
their

own business? "I'mfairly sure now," | said, "that Al fonso was not behind the
attenpts on ny life. I know you traced the one assassin to a cloaked figure
with

a Nabarrese accent, but that's not enough to inplicate the prince hinself.
Especially since it took three accusations of himbeing an attenpted nurderer
before he reacted: if he'd really been trying to kill me, he would have been
furious the first time |I nmentioned it."

"Could it have been soneone else at his court?" asked Mel chior

| nodded thoughtfully. "I rather had the inpression that his chancell or nakes
nost of the decisions that Al fonso thinks he makes hinself, and other
courtiers

may well be pursuing independent policies and plans w thout bothering the
prince

with them"

The wind rustled the young oak | eaves above us. As the sun nmoved down the
sky,

here in the shade I could once again feel the bite of air off the ice. The
priest's eyes were dark in the shadows. "Wat else did you | earn?"

No need to nention again the information that the heretics wanted sonet hi ng

hi dden i n Peyrefixade, which he'd heard as clearly as |I. "That Al fonso fears
t he

duke intends me for his daughter," | said, |ooking away. Mel chior did not

i mediately comment, but in a monent | chuckled. "You will note that | |eft
wi t hout promising not to marry her. In fact," | added, "I did not prom se

anyt hi ng, except not to claimjurisdiction over Three Cuckoos, which |I hadn't
i ntended to do anyway."

The priest took a deep breath. "I know that acting as spiritual advisor in a
nobl e court is not the sanme as contenplating God's will within the walls of
t he

cloister. But there are dangers, to one's soul as well as to one's body,
whi ch

even anong the violence of everyday |life may be excessive, which—=

| laughed and rose to ny feet, slapping himgood-naturedly on the back
"You're

going to counsel ne, Father," | said, |oud enough that the knights could hear
ne

too, "not to performany nore rash deeds that mght get me killed with all ny
si ns unconfessed and wei ghing on ny soul. Well, consider the nmessage

del i vered.

Maybe when I'mold and tired I'Il take a canons vestments nyself, but not

yet."



In spite of my bold words, |I felt a prickling between ny shoul der bl ades as
we

rode on. Prince Alfonso had not found my hunmiliation of himnearly as amusing
as

| did. He might not have tried to assassinate ne before, but depending on
whet her his chancellor's good sense prevailed he night decide to try now. And
the heretics in the village of Three Cuckoos, knowi ng | had seen them m ght
try

to find a way to assure that | never wote any letters to the bishop

The road we were traveling made great | oops down fromthe plateau on which

Al fonso had been canped, and al though we had now cone sone ten mniles—which
our

horses, plodding slowy, certainly wanted us to know—and shoul d see
Peyrefixade's far-off tower fromthe next ridge, we were still not very far
away

fromthe plateau in a direct line. The descent would be too steep for horses,
but several armed nen on foot, who knew t hese nmountains, would be able to get
ahead of us and wait in anbush.

Up ahead, the track passed through a narrow defile, overhung with vegetation
clinging to the side of the cliff. | pulled up ny horse and considered. If
had

been sent by the enperor to anbush soneone, this is exactly the place | would
have chosen

| mght be the fearless Count Scar to ny knights, but there was no use

getting
us all killed to prove it. | notioned to Melchior. "Can your nagic tell if
there's anyone hiding up ahead there?" | asked.

It took himonly a few seconds to realize what | nmeant. He concentrated for a
nmonent, while the knights waited a dozen yards back. 4 ancing over at them |
saw t hem | ooseni ng their swords

The birds around us had begun singing again once we stopped. If there were

enem es ahead, they nust be keeping very still. "I hear no voices," said
Mel chior. "If you will but wait a minute, | can tell better with ny powders."
He

reached into his saddl ebag and pulled out a little cloth-wapped bundl e, from
whi ch he extracted a few grains of a white powder. It did not blow off his

pal m

as he held it up, even when he stirred it with a finger and nunbl ed over it.
Heavy for powder, | thought—perhaps ground from human bones?

That woul d rather be sonmething for heretics, | told nyself firmy. But the
magi ¢

the Order of the Three Kings practiced owed nuch to the heretics.

"There are no nen within at least half a mle but ourselves,"
then. "Beyond that | cannot tell."

said the priest

"Prince Al fonso's an even bigger fool than | thought," | said loudly, for the
kni ghts' benefit. "I would certainly have tried to anmbush us on the way hone.
At

| east we gave our horses a chance to breathe."

| shook the reins and noved forward. If | didn't have to worry about fighting
off Alfonso's men, | could | ook ahead to supper at Peyrefixade.

My horse trotted through the narrow defile, the sound of hooves echoi ng | oud
fromthe cliffs on either hand. The hangi ng vegetati on swayed in the w nd,

t hen

suddenly, unbelievably, a hooded figure stood on the track before ne.

My horse reared, and I had ny sword out in a second. But there was only one
nman,

and | saw no weapon.

"Count Caloran!" he said in a deep voice. "I have a warning for you." His
face



was invisible in the shadows of his hood, and he stood perfectly still,

t hough

nmy spooked horse's hooves came within a foot of himbefore |I had the ani nal
under control again. It night have been ny imagination, but the air seened to
be

growi ng rapidly col der.

The kni ghts rushed up behind nme, but | notioned themback. If this was an
anbush, it was the nost unusual one | had ever seen. But why had Melchior's
powders not revealed this man? Unl ess—Unl ess this was no fleshly human, but
a

spirit.

| gritted ny teeth and cl enched ny sword. If he noved toward nme, we woul d see
what steel would do against an insubstantial spirit.

"Count Cal oran," he said, "you have an eneny at Peyrefixade. Soneone in the
castl e serves not you but another master."

"Sonmeone certainly tried to kill me," | said, not letting down ny guard for a
second. Coul d whoever started the mage-fire that killed Bruno have been not

t he

stone masons but soneone on the castle staff, someone | saw every day, who
was

now wai ting for a better opportunity?

"And may try again," said the hooded figure. "Watch your back—and, if you

| eave

the castle again, watch who you |l eave in charge.”

| jerked on my horse's reins to take hima step closer. "How do you know
this?"

| demanded. "And why are you warning me? | don't know if | should believe
anything told by a man who hides his identity."

At that he reached up a hand and for a second pushed his hood back so I could
see his face. My first reaction was intense relief that he even had a face.
There was a gravity of presence about him and his black eyes were intense.
He

pul | ed the hood forward again i medi ately, leaving ne with a strange sense of
famliarity, even though he was quite clearly not one of Alfonso's men nor
one

of the heretics fromthe village of Three Cuckoos.

"I know this," he said quietly, "because | am anong those who are naking
pl ans

to gain control of Peyrefixade. As to why | amtelling you: | cannot say
nmysel f."

"At least tell ne the traitor's nane," | said gruffly.

"That," said the figure, "I cannot tell you." And he turned and vani shed
anong

the greenery. For a few seconds the hanging vines swayed and there was a
crackling of small branches, then all was still again.

| slowy turned to face the others. If he was anong those who want ed
Peyrefi xade, he nust be a heretic hinself. At this rate | wouldn't need to
bot her reporting the heretics to the archbi shop; my own nen would be witing
to

conplain that | was a known friend of the Perfected. | wondered now why I
hadn' t

just run the pestilential heretic dog through on the spot. But | couldn't
have

attacked an unarmed nman, especially one who was trying to warn ne.

The knights waited respectfully and with no expression on their faces. But
Br ot her Mel chi or | ooked both frightened and di stressed.

| let out all ny pent-up feelings on him "What kind of Mgian do you cal
yoursel f?" | shouted. "Nobody's within half a nmle, you tell ne. And there's
someone conceal ed not thirty yards away! Can your spells not detect sonmebody



who's hiding in the bushes?"

He started babbling apologies, but I cut himshort. "For the rest of the way,
you ride in front. Maybe that will give you the incentive you need to nake
sure

there isn't soneone el se waiting in anbush.™

W net no nore heretics and none of Alfonso's nen the rest of the way hone.
Whoever the heretics had planted in the castle had not taken advantage of ny
absence to barricade it against me. The horn sounded three tines as it always
did as | came up the final steep stretch to the gates, but they let ne in at
once.

| felt a fierce kind of joy as | cane through the gates into the grimred
castle. Peyrefixade was mine and would remain mine. | had only been count here
a

few nonths, but this place was hone the way that ny brother's castle back in
t he

north had never been

The kni ghts who had acconpanied me were quiet and attentive while we ate, but
after supper they slipped off, doubtless to tell everyone else a highly

col ored

versi on of what had happened. | nyself settled down by my new hearth with a
keg

of beer and set out quite deliberately to get drunk

But | hadn't gotten very far on this project when Brother Ml chior cane

sl ow y

toward me across the hall. He nust have been up in the chapel, praying, |

t hought, realizing | hadn't seen himin a while. He still clutched a book in
hi s

hands.

"I would like to apol ogi ze again, Count," he said, "while you are still sober

enough to hear ne." He nanaged to | ook at the sane tine deferenti al

sel f-righteous, and slightly anused. "That spell should have reveal ed anyone,
hi dden or not, bushes and rocks or not. There are, however, hints in some of
our

Order's ancient witings that it is possible for someone well-versed in
power f ul

magi c to create a counter-spell, to hide sonmeone's |ocation even froma

Magi an.

Perhaps | should have tried a second divination spell as well, as a check on
t he

first."”

So maybe the book in his hand was a book of magic, not of prayers. | shrugged

and notioned himto sit beside ne. Wiwoever in the castle wanted nme dead m ght
be

al nost anyone, but not Mel chior, because he had saved me fromthe fire.

"Just be glad the heretic neant us no harm" | said. "I doubt those dogs
woul d

spare a priest of the True Church if they were in a nurderous nood. You mnust
have heard what he said. What did you think of his warning?"

"If a killer who is one of the Perfected is right here in the castle," he
sai d

unhappily, "I must do all I can to find him But my powers of magica

di vi nati on

will do nothing to reveal the state of a man's soul . "

| handed himthe mug, and he took a deep draught of beer. "Then we'll have to
use other nethods,” | said grimy. "W could put every man in the castle to

t he

ordeal in turn until one confessed, but it would take a while, and we'd



pr obabl y

get several false confessions along the way." The priest glanced at ne
nervously, then quickly |ooked away to refill the mug. | |aughed then and

sl apped himon the shoul der, sloshing the beer, "You really believed nme there
for a mnute, didn't you?"

It occurred to nme, through the faint haze that was just starting to slide
into

my mnd, that nost counts were probably not so famliar with their spiritua
advisors. But with Bruno gone and everyone el se here a potential eneny, he
was

all 1 had.
He took a deep breath. "It is not right for a priest to reveal the secrets of
a

man's soul which—=
| took the nug back for another drink. "You think it's the seneschal, don't

you?" He | ooked startled, and | |aughed again. "Now you're wondering if your
count has divination powers of his own, is that it? You don't need to tell ne
any spiritual doubts that Seneschal Guil hem may have confessed to you. |'ve

noti ced nysel f that although he attends chapel service in the nmornings with
everyone else, he is always silent and at the back. He seens sick half the
tine

and is losing weight, as though he'd decided to give up food. This all sounds
like the religion of the Perfected to ne."

"Those who followits ways," said Melchior quietly, "do not believe

t hensel ves

heretics. They think they have finally discovered God's true purpose.”

"Then that makes themall the nore dangerous for the rest of us," | said
firmy

"lI've al so wondered about the seneschal's devotion to the |late countess. He
clearly hates Lord Thierri for having shared her bed; mght he hate ne just
as

much because | replaced her?"

"And we still don't know why or how she died," said Melchior gloomly. After
a

brief pause he said, "M ght there not be an assassin in the castle even aside
fromthe seneschal —sonmeone who pushed her off the wall and is now plotting
agai nst you?"

Wth no good answer, | only shrugged. "How about Al fonso's warning that there
were two magi cal objects hidden here in Peyrefixade? One was the conviare
wor e

for a while, but nmight the other be that other telesna, the one that started
t he

fire? Or," not being able to resist a final dig, "mght another secret

hereti cal

obj ect be hidden fromyou as thoroughly as the heretic was hi dden?"

"I have concentrated my powers on searching for such an object the last two
hours,"” Melchior said stiffly, "but have found not the slightest hint of its
presence. If there indeed were two magi cal objects hidden here when the
Perfected controlled the castle, the second nust still be here, for the fire
tile was new and had only been placed here very recently. It may be so well
hi dden that | shall have to recover the conviare fromm Oder and use it in
t he

search.”

| nodded, took another pull of beer, and lapsed into silence. W sat quietly
for

several mnutes, passing the mug back and forth. | had hoped for

forgetful ness

but could instead only feel nyself grow ng |ugubrious. The sorrow of Bruno's
death was as fresh as if he had only just died.



It was now full dark outside, and the only light was the glow fromthe
heart h.

Qur shadows jerked and flickered across the walls. Though it was |late, none
of

the nmen had cone into the hall to sleep. | wondered vaguely if they had al
slipped silently away, |eaving the priest and me alone in the castle.

"I ought to send word at once to the archbi shop,"” he said suddenly, breaking

t he
silence. H's speech was ever so slightly slurred. "And al so the masters of ny
Order. | ought to tell themwhere the inquisitors can find a nest of

Perfect ed—and qui ckly, before they take fright and go el sewhere."

"It sounds as though you're trying to persuade yourself of sonething you're
reluctant to do," |I comrented, pleased to find my own speech still clear

"I am" he said miserably. | poked up the fire, and the light played across
hi s

face. Looking at him | thought that here, far fromany other priests, he

m ght
find that I was all he had.
"Don't you agree," | said levelly, "that those who have thrown away their own

soul s, and whose perfidi ous preaching may | ead others away from God, should
be

hunted down and put to death before their heresy can infect any nore of the
faithful ?"

"I do," he said, nore miserable than ever. "Before God | do. But—Perhaps you
can understand this, Count. You said today that you would worry about your
soul

when you becane old and tired. Maybe, when I'mold and tired, |I shall no

| onger

renmenber the sight—-and the sound and smel |l —ef my grandfather burning to
deat h. "

| didn't answer, suddenly too choked up to trust my voice. Gertrude and Bruno
seened to run together with Melchior's grandfather. It was quite clear that
even

if everyone in the county but me enbraced the religion of the Perfected

coul d

not report themto the Inquisition

"We should take Bruno's body to its final resting place," | said, finding ny
voice again. "l don't like to think of himin that village cemetery, with no
one
praying for him= | stopped, took another swi g of beer, and pushed on. "W'lI
go

in two days and take the seneschal with us, so we can keep an eye on him The
archbi shop and the inquisitors can do their own work wi thout any aid fromus."'
He nodded, not |ooking at me. Well, | thought, maybe back with the masters of
his Order Brother Melchior could cone to ternms with his incipient symnpathy
for

the heretics, before it becane dangerously advanced for sonmeone who was

supposed

to be | eading other souls to God.

The beer wasn't what | needed. | stood up abruptly and went to the door of

t he

hall. "Where is everybody?" | bellowed. "It's tine to go to sleep! W have to
be

up early in the nmorning for divine service." In the distance | could hear | ow

voi ces and approaching footsteps. Wthout waiting for them | threw myself
into

bed and drew the curtains.

Chapter Ten - Mal chi or

1



After a good day and a half of riding along constantly on the alert, always
probi ng the way ahead for hidden magi c workers (using two divination spells
each

time) or nore ordinary villains, it was a relief to round a bend and see the
| oomi ng bul k of Conai gue bl ocking out half the southern sky. Al nost as soon
as

we saw the nountain, | felt the faintest touch of magic brushing across us.
Whoever was on duty on the watchtower high above had scanned us with his

di st ant

sight. | felt relief at having detected himso quickly; it appeared ny short
but

i ntense review of ny books of defensive nagic before our departure from
Peyrefi xade had indeed inproved ny skills. It had actually been pleasant to
i merse nyself even so briefly in study, a relief fromstruggling with the
denons of ny worries and doubts. But the journey itself had been a strain. It
woul d be good to relax at last during this final stretch of the ride up to

t he

House of the Order, secure that no anbush could have been |laid for us under
t hat

constant magi cal watch.

As the man who knew the road, | went at the head of our little party. Count
Cal oran rode at ny shoul der, his soldier's eyes marking every turn and

| andmar k—doubt | ess he woul d be able to find the way unescorted another tine,
shoul d the need arise. Behind came the knights and the pack horses with the
baggage. In the nmidst of them following a long rein held by the seneschal
pl odded a sturdy old nule with Bruno's earth-stained coffin | ashed securely
across its back. If the seneschal had found anything odd in Count Cal oran

| eaving Bouteillier Raynmbaud in command while we were away from Peyrefi xade,
whil e ordering himto acconpany us, he had given no sign. "I want him under
ny

eye," the count had told me the morning we left. "As for Raymbaud, |'m sure
he' s

spying on me for the duke, but what of it? The fact that he holds the castle
for

two masters should sinply make himthe nore reliable.™

It was fortunate that neither the mule nor any of our horses were skittish or
bal ky beasts. Traveling this steep famliar road with men who were newto it,
I

was seeing it with fresh eyes for the first tine in many years. | had
forgotten

just how many pl aces one was required to negotiate a path no wi der than a
man' s

outstretched arm strung along the very edge of a steep drop to sharp stones
on

one hand with an equally steep bank crowdi ng one outward on the other. The

count's face would show no enotion when | | ooked back at such a spot, and the
seneschal seenmed not even to notice our situation, but there were always
rolling

eyes and even a few lips nmoving in prayer anmong the younger knights behind.
The

shadows were grow ng | ong when we stopped to rest and water the animals for
t he

last tinme, high in the hills at the little village that sits on a few acres
of

| evel ground hard under the shoul der of high Conai gue. When we started up the
still steeper road that winds up to the House, hurrying now to avoid being
overtaken by twilight, the count was noved to speech

"By ny faith, Brother Melchior, your Order has placed its earthly seat close
enough to heaven, at any rate!™

"Qur Master wished it so. When he first took up the deep study of nmgic for



t he

True Faith nearly sixty years ago, he did so as a hernmit, placing hinself as
far

as possible fromthe dwellings of other nen."

"So, then, he wanted to purify hinmself by continual solitude and frequent
prayer, and to seek isolation for his studies?"

"Yes, certainly that. Also, it is not wise to attenpt certain magi cal works
for

the first time with other persons close at hand, unless they are al so versed
in

the magic arts. There can be—dangers.™

"And he lives still, this Master of yours, or so | have heard. Shall | neet
hi m

at the House of the Magi ans?"

"No, he has wi thdrawn hinmself from anong us these twenty years." | indicated
a

narrow side track |l eading off toward a little light far uphill on the left,
whi l e our own route swung sharply to the right and zi g-zagged steeply to a
poi nt

far above our heads. "He lives and works now in a small cell by a chapel up
there, allowing the Order to send only a single novice to | ook after him It
is

accounted the greatest possible honor to be chosen for the duty of three
nont hs'

att endance upon the Master, especially a second tine."

"You speak with a note of satisfaction,” the count said with his quirked
smile.

"M ght | guess that the novice Ml chior was one of the tw ce-chosen in his
tine,

or perhaps even thrice?"

| flushed, hoping it didn't showwithin ny com. "I was indeed favored to be
called twice, Count. No one goes a third tinme, however. Qur Mster's intent
in

t hus wi thdraw ng, having once established the Order of the Three Kings and
set

it under a proper rule with officers elected by us canons from anong our own
nunber, was to wean us gradually from dependence on his presence and

| eader shi p,

wel | before it should please God to call himaway fromall earthly things. He
hoped in this way to prevent our being thrown into confusion when his end
cones,

grievous though the blow will neverthel ess be. To allow any of the younger
menbers to becone too closely attached to hi mwould defeat his own purpose.”
"Your Master sounds wise in nore than magic. Many a prom sing religious house
has fail ed because its founder did not show such foresight. A good conmander
pl ans for every possibility, including how order shall be kept anong the
troops

in the event of his own fall." He peered up our track to the next sharp

swi t chback, which seenmed to be growing dimrer with every pace the horses nmade
through the twilight. "I only wish he had taken a little nore thought for

t hose

who might wish to visit when he sited his stronghold."

"Ease of access was not his intention, Count. When we make our fina

pr of essi on

as novices, we start at dawn and conme up fromthe village on our knees."
W set poor Bruno's rough coffin up on a bier that had been placed in the
chapel



off the south transept, with tall candl es at head and foot and nany nore

bl azi ng

before the altar. In the letter 1'd sent ahead, |'d requested that senior
canons

be assigned to sing the offices for the dead over Bruno fromthe nonent we
arrived until the funeral, so two brothers proceeded to the altar and started
chanting as soon as we stepped back. | cast a quick glance at the count and
saw

that he | ooked satisfied. "When is the burial ?" he asked as we went up the
si de

ai sl e.

"Tonorrow afternoon, as befits a man who had passed the md-day of l|ife but
not

yet reached its evening. Under the Rule of our House, we bury babes at dawn,
children in the nmorning, those in the flower of young manhood or rmai denhood
at

noon, ol der but still quite hale persons during the afternoon, and the aged
at

dusk. "

"And your fellow Magi an canons?"

"Ah, brothers are always buried at dawn, Count, having becone as babes again."
He | aughed his short |augh, then went off behind the novice who had been
assigned to guide himto the guesthouse. | remained for a while in the
chapel

simply trying to recapture ny wavering sense of sureness by being inside

t hose

famliar walls once nore. Then | sighed and set off to report to Provost

Bal aam

Steppi ng fromdarkness into his candlelit office, | was surprised to discover
not only the Provost, but al so Abbot Caspar, Prior Belthesar fromthe duke's
city, and nost disquietingly, the grimold figure of Brother Endaris, the
Spector General of our Order.

"Don't | ook so amazed, Brother Melchior, and never mind the genuflections,"”
Prior Belthesar said as | made haste to kneel before these nmajor officers,

only

to have him seize nmy armand set ne on nmy feet again. "I have been here nost
of

the week; canme up with an escort right after the Sabbath. | wanted our lord

abbot and these other masters to have plenty of tine to exani ne your two
intriguing finds before you arrived. They had sone quite inmportant plans to
make, and now that |'ve had the chance to thoroughly vouch for you, you very
much figure in them"

He urged me toward the provost's table. There | saw the ceramic fire tel esma
and

the conviare lying next to their |ead caskets. Raising ny eyes, | found ny
gaze
| ocked with the deepset eyes of Brother Endaris, half hidden by the dense
gray

eyebrows that hung down across them

I'd had only one real experience with this |egendary old figure of our Oder
a

single course of lectures he had given to my group of novices. Even then, 1'd
been only one of a group and had managed to be |argely successful at keeping
hi s

attention off nyself. Joke though we night when out of his sight, we'd al
been

afraid of himthen, and I was no |less afraid of himnow One of our Master's
early compani ons, having joined the newlittle Order when already well into
hi s

manhood, he was our Order's greatest scholar of battle magic. His true age



was

unknown, but it had to be at |east near that of blind Brother Quercus—er ny
own

grandfat her, had he lived. But there was no vagueness in either the eyes nor
t he

manner of Brother Endaris.

Hs official duty as Spector Ceneral of the Order was to inspect that our
rul e

was fully kept, both within the Mdther House and in all its dependencies, and
to

do so he had mastered difficult and anci ent branches of magic that allowed
hi m

to pass where he wi shed unseen, and even enter seal ed chanbers where people
supposed their secrets were quite safe—a power which accounted for the pun of

his title. To carry out his duties, he traveled nuch, still riding out in al
weat hers. The rest of the time, except when teaching the novices or attending
chapter meetings and the offices, he kept to his own spartan cell, busy with
t he

study and praxis of his special fields of magic. As usual, he went straight
to

t he point.

"Brother Melchior, this conviare you' ve found is the single nost inportant
magi ¢

object of the Perfected that's cone before us in the | ast generation."

| stared, first at him then the conviare. "I can't—that is, | can hardly
believe it! | probed it as well as | could several tines, and never found a
hi nt

that it contained truly deep or special powers."

"Not it: the thing it was nade to find, and having found, to work together
wi t h.

And don't blane yourself for not grasping its true significance. Even your
old

superior Prior Beltihesar understood only sone of the things inportance when
he

examined it down at the duke's city. |, however, had sone prior know edge of
it

that the rest of you lack. Let's test how well you've retained your studies
of

t he novice's quadrivium Who was the Magus de Cuza?"

"He—wasn't he the great Perfected Magi an who was so deadl y? The one who

al nost

destroyed the armies of the present duke's father virtually by hinmsel f, just
when they were threatening to overtake and destroy the whol e host of the
Perfected?"

Brot her Endaris nodded with a wintery smile. "Full nmarks. The nost terrible
battl e Magi an of that age, perhaps of any. He was al ways dangerous, but that
was

his greatest hour. The afternoon of that battle, he stood on a high rock with
only three pupils beside himand hurled back the old duke's armies with
sendi ngs

of whirlwinds and fire and lightning and waiths with flam ng eyes and very
real

fangs and cl aws. Wen a band of horsenen attenpted to go around him he
cal l ed

up a host of the dead out of old stone coffins under the fields they were
crossing, skeleton warriors who would kill and kill and never die so long as
he

continued to channel power into them The Magus kept these wonders up unti
hi s

own peopl e had nade good their retreat. He consumed hinmself doing it,



however,
burning Iike the wick of a candle within his aureole of nagic. Wen ful

ni ght

finally arrived and the threat of further pursuit was at |ast ended, he
dr opped

down, withered and sensel ess, and was carried back by his three pupils to
join

the Perfected armies' retreat. Sone portion of the works he did on that day
he

produced right there, a wighting of i mediate magi c such as had never been
seen

before or since in this country. But the greater part was acconplished using
t he

stored power of three of his greatest creations, a pair of war telesnas nore
potent than virtually any others ever wought, plus a conviare that he

fashi oned

specifically to be linked to themand to channel and direct their power." The
ol d canon shot ne a fiery glance, then bent his head over the table until his
dark eyes seenmed to vanish in their deep sockets. "This conviare."

"By Qur Lord! But how did it cone to be hidden at Peyrefixade?"

"Ah, well, Peyrefixade was a heretic castle then, and the Magus de Cuza's own
seat. He knew that he'd done for hinmself. He'd I ong since attai ned what the
heretics call the 'perfected state in spirit as well as in the art of war
magi ¢, and had been eating essentially nothing but bread and a few lentils a
day

for a very long time. Consider how our Order relaxes all dietary restrictions
for a brother when he's actively practicing intensive magic, or think how it
spends you just to work divinations for a few hours. Then imagi ne how it
woul d

drain an aged and starved nman to do the dread wonders |'ve described. De Cuza
knew he hadn't |ong, but he had one nore great work in him He directed his
pupils and an escort of soldiers to convey himto Peyrefixade as quickly as

t hey

could and place himon his high seat in the great hall with the two war

tel esmas

and the conviare before him Then he ordered them and everyone el se out of

t he

castle. No sooner were all of them outside than the gate shut w thout any
hand

touching it, and the castle became wapped in a fog dark as smoke. Huddling
before the walls, they heard a sound as of great w nds, then creakings and
shifting stones, while flames and |ightnings | eaped between the towers and

t he

very rocks seened to quake and shift."

"When all this at |ast ceased and the gate swung wi de, they rushed back

i nsi de

to find the Magus de Cuza stretched on his bed, his flesh so white and

bl oodl ess

it seemed the bones shone through; with only his eyes alive. Only one war
telesma, the less powerful of the pair, lay beside him and it had been
conpletely enptied of magic. He whispered for his pupils to conme forward
unaccomnpani ed, swore themto secrecy by the Perfected s strongest oaths, and
bade themtake it up. Then he explained to them al one that he had hi dden the
nore powerful telesma and the conviare in separate places somewhere wthin

t he

castle walls. The greater telesma itself |lay where even a Magian with skil
conparable to theirs would in all likelihood find it only if aided by the
conviare. This was both to safeguard the great telesma fromtheir foes and

al so

to safeguard themfromit, for he believed that only a Magi an who had finally



made hi nsel f conpletely perfect according to their heretic understandi ng
coul d

possibly wield either of the battle telesmas |linked with the conviare,

wi t hout

bringi ng destruction upon hinself and all near him The | esser tel esng,
however,

he reckoned any of his three pupils could use if they worked with care,

t hough

none had yet attained full perfection. Once any of the three, or if not them
then in good time one of their own pupils, had attained a state of sufficient
wort hi ness, that man would be able to use the remaining telesma's |inkage
with

the conviare to recover it, and through it, the great telesma. Each of the
three

was therefore to keep the secret, with this exception: each of them could
conmuni cate it whenever he found anpbng his own pupils one whom he knew woul d
eventual |y equal or surpass hinmself, so that the secret would never be | ost
to

the Perfected."”

"Having told the three these things, the Magus called for all his servants
and

peopl e to approach and ordered his great coffin to be brought in and set up
beside his bed. He recited the Perfecteds heretical confession of faith in
full

with a strong voice, |ooked around at themall, and pronounced a heretic

bl essi ng upon them Then he folded his arms, whispered, 'You may bring the
lid

now,' and died."

"What pride and arrogance!" whi spered Abbot Caspar. "To decide the

di sposition

of such inportant things, and even the noment of his own death, using only
hi s

unai ded human judgnent!"

"So the first of the three pupils thought also. It shocked himthat his

nast er,

havi ng used those m ghty objects to save their people from destruction
shoul d

then put them out of reach of anyone el se when deadly peril was still at
hand,

simply because he had deci ded that none but he was currently worthy to weld
them This one act destroyed that student's faith in the Perfecteds greatest
man, and it did not take long before his faith in other Perfected doctrines

became undernined as well. In the end, he returned fromtheir ranks to the
True

Faith carrying this account with him for he no |longer felt the | east bound
by

an oath sworn under a fal se doctrine. Wen the old duke and his captains

rai sed

fresh armes two years later and drove the Perfected out of that region and
far

to the south, the second pupil also stayed behind. He was by then in love with
a

local girl fromthe | esser gentry whose famly followed the True Faith, and
hoped |i ke many of the Perfected to submerge hinself and |ive peacefully
anong

hi s nei ghbors while still cleaving secretly to his own doctrine. It served for
a

good many years, but the Inquisition took himin the end. Only the |ast pupi
remai ned faithful both to the Magus de Cuza and his teachi ngs, which he soon
began to inpart to pupils of his own. Wen the Perfected were driven from



Peyrefi xade and the | ands round about, he took the | esser battle tel esna and
fled with his pupils, first down into Nabarra, later to the Perfected' s fina
refuge in the western nountains."

Until that monent | had listened to this amazing story al nost as one hears
any

of the accounts of our iron fathers and grandfathers and their deeds. But
with

this last statement | threw up nmy hands in the junior canon's gesture for
perm ssion to speak. Receiving Brother Endaris's nod, | stammered: "But that
expl ains the attack upon the count! The third student nust finally have
reveal ed

the secret to some younger magi an. Now the Perfected are trying to recover

t he

great battle telesma from Peyrefixade!"

"Precisely. In fact, | have information that he told at |east two of his best
pupils the entire story last autum, just before he died. The Perfected have
their attention very much upon Peyrefixade now, and will seek to recover
their

great |ost weapon by any neans they can find. That is why we of the Oder of
t he

Three Kings intend to send this conviare back to Peyrefixade in the hands of
our

best young diviner, with the purpose of finding it ourselves first."

It was some nmonents before | managed to say, "But, Revered Father, surely
this

is a task for one of the elder brothers, perhaps even yourself. | cannot be

t he

proper man." Turning to Prior Belthesar and Abbot Caspar, | forced nmyself to
add, "In fact, Ony fathers and masters, | have lately had reason to doubt I
am

worthy even for the current position of trust in which you have set ne."
Prior Belthesar started to voice one of his hearty reassurances, but bit it
of f

as Abbot Caspar raised his hand. He waved for me to approach. | presented ny
hands pressed together in the gesture of fealty prescribed in our rule for
brothers before the abbot, and he took them between his own and sniled his
grave, land smle. "W expected this doubt and hesitation, younger brother,"
he

declared. "But your work as the counts capellanus has fully vindicated the
case

Prior Belthesar nmade to the Order for you. Fear not; you shall be well

pr epar ed

bef ore you go back. Your count plans to remain here not only tonmorrow for his
man's burial but also through the whole day follow ng, to discuss the first
gift

he means to make as his famly's newest head. During that time, Brother
Endari s

hi nsel f shall instruct you in aspects of conceal nent and battle nmagi c which
you

may need, and Brother Quercus in better nastery of the deep and far vision
and

hearing than you have ever known. The prior nust begin his return journey to
t he

duke's city in the norning, but he assures us you have already |earned all he
has to teach." | started to speak, but he hushed nme. "Oh yes, | know, it is
not

nmerely such practical questions of preparedness that trouble you now You
have

spiritual and noral concerns, perhaps even concerns as to where your own
deepest



loyalties may lie, that worry you far nore. W intend to address those as
wel | .

At dawn, you and | shall wal k across to the Chapel of the Cdeft, where our
reverend Master will be waiting to see and talk with you."

2

"You are troubled at heart," said the Master, notioning nme to rise fromny
knees. "Let us talk of it alittle."”

| got up slowmy fromthe gravel path. Wen Abbot and | had entered the little
garden of the chapel and seen him the Master had appeared essentially as |
renenmbered fromthe last time | had seen himnore than seven years before,
except that he was even nore frail and stooped. But at close quarters |

noti ced

somet hing el se; his skin had taken on a translucence, alnost a transparency,
much |i ke what brother Endaris had described for the Magus de Cuza on his
deat hbed. Perhaps this happened to all great Magians in the end, when they
had

virtually consunmed thensel ves in working magi ¢ of the highest order

"You may withdraw, mnmy sons," the Master said to his attendant novice and
Abbot

Caspar. Wien they had retreated into the chapel, he turned to nme and said,
M

old feet have grown a little weary in nmy norning wal k, Brother Melchior, and
I

am col d. Assist me to that sunny seat at the far end of the garden, and then

you
can tell me about whatever concerns you."
Once he was seated, | began speaking very hesitantly and with eyes cast down.

I

had westled | ong with doubts and troubl ed t houghts through nights of

hal f-sleep, trying with [ittle success to find the words to name them even to
nmysel f. Now | spoke disjointedly of nmy grandfather's death, of the inertia
and

dread that had held ne back frominformng the Inquisition as to where a nest
of

heretics mght be found, and even of ny doubts about whether | should act
agai nst the seneschal despite nmy fears he was not only at |east an incipient
heretic but a possible traitor to his master. | spoke as well of how the coo
clarity I always knew when wor ki ng magi ¢ had so often dissolved into

conf usi on

and uncertainty when | tried to grapple with the deep noral and doctrina
guestions that faced ne in nmy role as a priest.

The Master listened in silence with a calm closed face; only an occasi ona
nod

of his head showed he was even attending to ny words. Wien | fell silent at

| ast, he stretched out his hand to bless nme, then said, "And do you suppose

t hat

| have passed ny whole long |life quite untouched by doubts, Ml chior nmy son?"
"I + do not know, ny father."

"Then | shall tell you. Sinner that | am | have many times questioned things
we

have been told to hold as definitively true, have even asked nysel f whet her
chose the best course in creating the Order within the discipline of the True
Faith. | was nyself for a time the pupil of a great magus as a youth, and

f ound

much to adnmire in the doctrines of the Perfected and rmuch that raised
substantive challenges to accepted precepts. |Indeed, my master the magus

t hought

me the nost promising of all his pupils and the likeliest to succeed him™



He fell silent, alnost as if lost in renenbrance. After a few nonents |

rai sed

nmy outspread hands for perm ssion to speak. At his nod, | asked, "Then what
finally drew you back?"

"Ah, it was the fact that the True Faith does not assert that following its
precepts and teachings, however faithfully, can alone bring one to perfection
while still locked in this body and this life. By contrast, once one has been
recogni zed as a Parfait anong the Perfected, one is presumed to be a saint on
earth and i mune to doing any further wong. There lies the deadliest
tenptation

within their doctrine, particularly for the man who has al so school ed hi nsel f
to

wi el d the powers of a Magian! No person's earthly judgnent, however much one
nmay

study and pray, can ever be truly perfect. Wiile we remain part of this world
we

all are prey to the passions of the flesh and the flaws of the spirit to sone
degree. Are you not sonetines angry, Brother Ml chior, even very angry?"

"OfF course, ny father. But | still have very far to go in beconming a truly
wort hy menber of our Order.”

"Hmm Many woul d assert that | amthe worthiest nmenber of our Oder, but I
tell

you that | amvery far from having overcome anger in nyself. O pride, or
envy,

or doubt, or the hundred other stinging gnats of sin that plague each of us
continually. It is an instructive thing to be hailed as saintly when one
knows

very well that one is not, ny son. It nakes one realize how necessary is sone
standard for conduct beyond one's own faulty and frail judgment."

He fell silent again. | recognized this way of his fromny |ong-ago service
as

his attendant. He would speak no nmore until |, the pupil, found the proper
qguestion. | strained my thought for several nonments, then ventured, "So you

returned to the True Faith because it provides such a standard?"

He smiled. "Such was ny belief, and to that belief |I have always returned in
t he

end. The True Faith never allows me to suppose that | have attained
perfection,

or becone incapable of error. This is a crucial check upon anyone who hol ds
great power in this world, whether power of command over nmen and | ands or
magi ¢

forces. Especially magic forces. That is why it is so inportant that the

| earning and study of mmgic occur within the Order, where there are others
swor n

to the sane high calling to check pride and excess. None of us is perfect
unt o

hi nsel f, and even collectively we can err. But error is nuch less |likely when
the action of every Magian is subject to the continual exam nation of many
others who are striving to do right under the same rule. You, as a junior
canon,

are subject to the review and correction of your superiors. They correct one
anot her. Even ny son Abbot Caspar and | myself, who have no earthly superiors
within the Order, are nonethel ess subject to the constant check of know ng
oursel ves exemplars to all the brothers under us. W continually exam ne and
reexam ne every word and act to test how it accords with the noral precepts
and

rule we are sworn to uphold, lest we should |l ead wongly those who follow us."'
"But, nmy father, Abbot and the others now propose to send ne out again to act
in

adifficult situation quite alone, with only ny own judgnment to guide ne."



"And you fear you may err. But that is quite right. If you did not fear, you
woul d not be sent. \What you must also recall is the other support of the True
Faith. If you have prepared yourself as well as you are able in both

practi cal

and spiritual ways and act based on your conscience, you will have done al

t hat

could be hoped for or expected." He held up his hand. "And do not i magi ne

t hat

t he promptings of your hunman goodness are necessarily weakness. | have heard
how
you hel ped your count save a band of the Perfected. This was not ill-done by

ei ther of you. The nore zeal ous servants of the Inquisition are sonetimes far
too ready to destroy when their proper nission should be to redeem"”

He signaled for ne to help himrise; our interview was nearly at an end.
"Before

you | eave, allow me to comrend you on how well you have performed in your
assignment thus far—despite all these doubts of yours! Your care and zeal

and

t he excell ent nagic you have perfornmed in your count's service, have been a
credit to our Order. Indeed, you have already fulfilled one of the difficult
tasks we set for you by wi nning Count Galoran's goodwill toward us. | have

| earned to my anusenment that he originally held the notion that we mght be
somehow heretical! But thanks to his association with you, he seens to have
comne

here now with a nuch nore favorable view toward our Order." He sm|ed. "Now
you

shoul d go; you have nmuch hard preparation to make in the short tine before
you

begi n your return journey. Renenber, as his spiritual advisor you are sworn
to

support your count, to aid and defend him and you should use all your skills
and training as both priest and Magian to do so. In any emergency, unless his
cause be manifestly unjust, that is your first duty. But if you have a choice
and tinme to consider, be far nmore afraid to work destruction than to render
mercy."

| spent the rest of that day and the whol e of the night, day, and night that
succeeded it, in nonstop work, except for Bruno's reburial and attending the
Ofices. Abitter herbal mxture conbined with a potent charmfromthe

Br ot her

Di spenser freed ne fromany need for food or sleep during the whole of this
period. Instead, | spent every avail abl e nmonent of every hour I|earning and
rel earni ng what seened |ike nore high-order magic than | had acquired in
whol e

years of previous study. | went round and round anong Brother Endaris, blind
Brot her Quercus, the great library, and the scriptoriumfor the nost part.
But

there was al so a handful of sessions with others to | earn specific charns of
possi bl e use, even a short visit with Provost Balaamto review the special
branch of graphic magic used in sendi ng nessages over |ong distances.

When | finally haul ed nyself painfully up onto ny horse the norning we were
to

depart, my mind was a disorderly junble of new know edge, including sone
power s

and capacities | had only heard runors of or had never known exi sted.

Mor eover,

I had only to reach a hand within nmy cassock to feel the conforting presence
of



a leather belt carrying an al nbost unbelievable array of tel esmae, phials,
powders, and other magically charged objects. Every Magian within the Mot her
House, it seened, had devoted all of his work time over the |last week to
prepari ng one or another powerful charm or object for my use, if need for it
should arise. If | should fail now, it would not be for lack of resources.

"I confess | found both the Mther House of your Order and its officers quite

i npressive," the count said as our party threaded our way carefully down the
nmount ai n. "You Magi ans seemto | ack neither holiness nor devotion to the
practical aspects of your art. | gather they kept you rather busy while we
wer e

there."”

"Yes, Count. | was being schooled in things that will make me nore useful in
your service."

"So | was told. | nust say, | was startled to learn we were to take the

convi are

back with us, and still nore amazed to learn why. In fact, I'mstill alittle

surprised you were not sinply given your assignnment and told to proceed

wi t hout

anyone's troubling me with an account of the matter."

"The Magus de Cuza's great war telesma is supposed to lie hidden wthin your
castle, Count. My Order would not presune to find it and take it fromthere
wi t hout your know edge and perm ssion."

"And very proper of them too. If all of our future relations are conducted
with

such mutual respect, your Oder will find me al nbst as good a friend and
patron

as ny great-uncle was in his day."

Once out of the shadow of the mountains, we found ourselves riding in spring
sunshine that today felt genuinely warm | felt clear and bright also, and ny
di stant hearing and vision seenmed vastly inproved fromwhat | had been able
to

do riding the same road in the other direction just three days before. Now I
could fix nmy attention upon a speck before a distant cliff and al nost
effortlessly see it expand in nmy second vision until | would be | ooking at a
great eagle fromwhat seened to be only a span beyond his wingtip. O, in the
m dst of exchanging some remark with the count, ny second ear woul d be caught
and | would find nyself overhearing every word of a conversation between two
nen

working in a field behind a hill a mle ahead.

This feeling lasted into the early afternoon. Then, quite suddenly, | found
nmysel f swaying in ny saddle, hiding yawns and struggling to stay awake.

Br ot her

Di spenser's draught and charm had finally worn of f, and the powerful

weari ness

t hat al ways succeeds any period of magical augnentation of human strength was
hard upon ne. The count soon noticed. "I'll |ead your horse, Brother

Mel chi or;

go ahead and sleep in your saddle for a while. W're safe enough for now out
in

the open like this."

W were in fact riding anong broad fields in a wide section of the big valley
that | eads down toward the pass up to Peyrefixade, and on fromthere to the
duke's city. And ny eyes really did feel too heavy to keep open any | onger

So,

maki ng the count promise to wake nme as soon as the terrain changed, | let him
lash ne loosely to ny saddl e and fasten a lead rope to ny nmount's bridle,

t hen

fell asleep as soon as | dropped the reins.

| awoke to the sound of shouts, then a distant scream



For a nonent | felt conpletely befuddled. It seemed as if my vision had
sonehow

been rel ocated to a position behind our party, which was just passing between
two low hills. Then | realized that the count and I were well back al ong the
road behind the knights and baggage mules; the count must have dropped back
to

avoid getting the long | ead rein snagged anong the others while he guided the
horse bearing my sl eeping self. Sonething confusing was happeni ng anong t hose
ahead: a horse reared, a knight clutched at a stick that he was pressing

agai nst

his |l eg—suddenly | realized that the "stick" was an arrow The kni ghts swung
their wi de shields before themand stared in all directions for the source of
t he ambush. But the hillsides on either hand seenmed enpty.

O rather, they seenmed enpty until | collected ny wits and | ooked with ny
new y

shar pened second eye. Then | saw the |l arge group of nounted warriors charging
down upon the knights, in their mdst the Magi an working the charmthat
concealed them Instantly | pulled forth ny grandfather's tel esna and sent
forth

a surge of powerful magic that extinguished the invisibility of the attackers.
As soon as their enemes were reveal ed, our own knights drew their swords and
charged to engage them As his group joined in battle with our smaller one,

t he

Magi an pulled up his horse, then sent a stroke of power toward the count and
nmyself. | parried this with an ease that startled ne and sent one back that
hi t

himso hard he fell fromhis horse, senseless.

"Well struck, Father Melchior, but be ready for nore,
SWi ngi ng

up his own shield and drawing his sword with a hiss. A detachnent of
attackers

had broken away and was riding around the fighting nmen. Led by a bare-headed
man

on a fine stallion who appeared vaguely faniliar though he was no one | knew,
t hey surrounded the baggage train and began to stanpede it up over the hill

I

saw t he seneschal on his nount trapped anong the pack horses. He gesticul at ed
as

if in surprise as they went, though he'd presumably known perfectly well what
was goi ng to happen.

At a signal fromthe bare-headed | eader, four nen of this group wheel ed and
rode

straight for us while the others vani shed over the hill with the pack horses.
I

bent ny head to concentrate on another sending of defensive magic, then felt
a

sudden st abbi ng pain. One of the oncom ng nmen was an archer, and he'd just
sent

a shaft straight through the flesh of my upper arm Count Cal oran cursed and
forced his horse before mne, swinging his shield to cover me and shouting
defiance as he prepared to face four arned nmen singl e-handed. Pain seared

acr oss

my vision like a red band, but | could see our knights were attenpting to
fight

their way in our direction. | could also see there was no chance they woul d
arrive in tine.

| used Grandfather's telesma to quench the pain tenmporarily so | could focus
ny

m nd and ran quickly over a battle charm on which Brother Endaris had drilled
ne

the count cried,



to perfection over the previous two days. Then | took a handful of a certain
powder froma sack at my belt, jerked the reins with ny good hand to bring ny
horse up even with the counts, and shouted to himto cover his eyes. Hurling
t he

powder toward the oncoming warriors, | screamed out the acconpanying

i ncantation

and threw up the sleeve of nmy uninjured armto shield my own face. There was
a

great flash, followed by the screans of nen and horses.

"Great Heaven, Father Melchior, what have you done?" cried Count Cal oran. The
horses and men who had been bearing down upon us a nonent before were now

[ urching about in conplete confusion. As we watched, one man jerked out his
sword and began to |lay about himat random imrediately felling one of his
conpanions with a terrible stroke to the head. Just beyond, a horse reared
and

struck out with its hooves, catching the next horse on its neck so that it
crashed into the dust with an awful scream

Furt her down the road, both our own knights and the attackers had stopped
fighting, dropping weapons and even their reins to clutch at their eyes as
their

horses jostl ed.

"They are all —blind, Count," | gasped out, swaying in the saddle as the pain
began to return. "Those who were right on top of us and thus | ooking
directly—ill have no sight for a day and a night—and will need a week or
nor e

to recover fully. Qur own nmen and the ones who were fighting themwill
recover

in an hour or two."

"And what about that group up there?"

| 1 ooked toward where he was pointing and saw several nore horsenen on the
crest

of the hill, all rubbing their eyes. The pain in ny armwas growi ng nore and
nore i ntense by the nmonment. Conbined with the terrible weariness of doing far
too much nmagic in a short tine while deferring needed rest, it nmade ne fee

faint and ill. | fought to answer clearly. "They—nay already begin to see
agai n—+i ke men who have | ooked full at the sun—but it will take a few
m nut es

before they can see us well enough—to attack."

"Then we had best be far out of view before that happens,” said the count
grimy. He reached and swiftly tightened the ropes that still lashed me to ny
saddl e, then caught up the lead fromny horse and sent us gall oping toward
t he

hill opposite our enemies. As we left the road and hit the broken ground, a
terrific flare of pain fromny shoul der went through me, so that | fainted
dead

away and knew not hing nore of either men or magic for a long tine.

Chapter Eleven ~ Cal oran

1

It had been two hours since | had heard any sign of pursuit. At first |

t hought

we had gotten well away after Brother Ml chior had blinded those trying to
kill

us. But just when |I pulled up to examne his wounds | had seen di stant

hor senen

sil houetted agai nst the sky, com ng over the ridge behind us. My own kni ghts
or

the heretics? No tine to wait and find out.

| urged our tired horses rapidly on, up a narrow, brush-choked gully away
from

the road, across rocky pasture | ands where | kept us below the ridge |ine,



down

dry stream beds and al ong faint boul der-strewn tracks that even the old

Mast er

of Melchior's Order might have hesitated to followin his search for

sol i tude.

W seened finally to have | ost our pursuers—as well as ourselves. And all the
time the priest lay notionless across his horse's neck, and it crossed ny

m nd

to wonder if | was doing all this to save a nan al ready dead.

But he was still breathing, though I didn't like the cold pallor of his skin,
when | finally untied himand owered himto the ground in the shelter of a
grassy holl ow anong the rocks. | wapped himin the horse bl ankets, know ng

t hat

before dark | had to get that arrow out of his arm Oherw se by tonorrow the
flesh woul d be starting to turn green, and he would | ose the armeven if by
some

chance he did live. | always kept a small field kit with me; an old sol dier
knows you can never tell when you'll be separated fromthe baggage train.
found a spring anmong the rocks and built a fire to heat water, then cut the
vestments away fromhis armand shoul der while waiting for it to boil. This
was

going to hurt himlike the very devil, but then he was unconsci ous al ready.

He had saved ny life back there with his magic, and | was going to have to
see
if soldier skills that had pulled nore than one warrior through over the

years
woul d al so save a priest. If we made it back to Peyrefixade, | thought,
buckl i ng

a strap tight around his arm above the spot where the arrow protruded,
hoped

t he archbi shop woul d take our being anmbushed and nearly killed by the
heretics

as sufficient indication that | was not a friend of theirs after all.

The arrow had penetrated deep enough that getting the barbed head out would
be

no easy matter, but not so deeply that | wanted to push it out the other side.
I

washed the area well with boiled water, passed the bl ade of my knife through
t he

flame, and set to work.

It was a | ong process, and the pain nust have reached himeven in

unconsci ousness, for he npbaned several tinmes as | dug the barb out of his

fl esh.

The wi nd rose as darkness approached, and | sang hyms to counter the wind's
voi ce. The priest's blood rushed out, in spite of the strap, when | finally
drew

the arrow free, but the flow quickly dwindled to a trickle. Probably no
severed

arteries, then, | thought with grimsatisfaction. I washed the area again and
wrapped it as well as | could with the bandages fromny kit. Even if he lived
and saved the arm he would al ways have an ugly scar.

Well, at least his scar would be hidden by his clothing, | thought, returning
to

the spring to try to wash sone of his blood off nme. At this point | had done
virtually everything for himl could. The enperor's personal physician had
carried poppy juice fromthe East, but | never had; it was too scarce and too
expensive. | did have some powdered willow bark | could brew up into a

poti on

that woul d hel p agai nst pain and inflammation, but Melchior would have to be



awake to drink it.

| exam ned his saddl ebags, |ying where | had thrown them when | pulled the
saddl e off his horse to get the blanket. He night have sonething in his own
ki t

of powders that would help, but I was certainly not going to start rumragi ng
around in there. The power of the magic that had blinded those attacking us
still staggered nme. In spite of an armacross ny face and eyes tight shut,
had

been dazzled by the white |light which had seened to pass right through bone
and

flesh.

Mel chi or also carried the conviare, the sane one that had drawn the magica
fire

to ny bed in Peyrefixade. It was sealed in |l ead marked with potent synbols,
whi ch he had assured nme would nuffle its powers, but | could not hel p but
wonder

if it had hel ped draw the heretics to us.

They had to have been heretics, in spite of their horses and swords that had
made ne nonentarily think Prince A fonso had decided to cone after ne at

| ast.

The Magi an who had made them i nvisible, whom Mel chior had felled, was highly
unlikely to have been a nenber of the peaceful Order of the Three Kings,

whi ch

left only the powerful heretical magic-workers of whomthey had been telling
ne.

When | | ooked at himagain the priest appeared to be resting slightly better
breat hi ng deeply and steadily though with no sign of returning consciousness.
The pain and | oss of blood, coupled with the exhaustion that had al ready

sei zed

hi mas we canme down from Conai gue, woul d make himsleep a very long tine. But
assum ng he ever woke he woul d need food. A check of ny own saddl ebags
reveal ed

only alittle bread and cheese, both rather dry, and a winkled apple |eft
from

the end of last autumm's harvest.

Wll, a soldier knows howto live off the land, if not by hunting—and | had
neit her bow nor hawk—then certainly by raiding local villages. Far off, |ower
down the nountain, | could see a spot of yellow glowing in the twlight as

soneone lit a fire or lantern

So there was soneone el se, someone who m ght have food, within a few nmles of
here—nl ess | had spotted the canp of the heretics. Rem nded of how far a

l'i ght

may be seen once the sun goes down, | doused the small fire | had built; the
m nuscul e amount of heat it gave woul d have been swal | owed up anyway by the
cold

nount ai n wi nd.

Now | just hoped | would be able to find Melchior again nyself wthout the
firelight as a beacon—and that he would still be alive when |I returned. | had
seen stronger nen die fromthe shock of such a wound, and they hadn't already
drai ned their bodies' strength by working powerful magic.

I went on foot because | didn't want to risk nmy horse stunbling in the dark
and

because a stealthy approach was nore likely to be successful. As | started
down

the nmountain toward the distant light, my boots feeling their way on an

al nost

invisible track, I wondered if | mght possibly be back in nmy own county. The
borders of my own | ands, the duke's, the prince of Nabarra's, and those

bel onging to the Order of the Three Kings |lay close together here, and after

ny



desperate retreat | had no idea where we were. But if the Iight ahead was
from

t he house of one of ny tenants, | ought to be able to get food and hel p.

It was full night by the tine | groped nmy way to the source of the firelight.
The ankle | had strained falling fromthe dammed tree during the duke's
Pascha

Court had begun to ache again. The noon cast a cold blue light that
exagger at ed

t he shadows while doing little to show the way. Mdre than once, the noisel ess
shape of a hunting owl shot past ne, and | heard the faint and quickly cutoff
squeak of its prey. As | nade out at |last the shape of a cottage and

out bui I di ngs before ne, the light inside went out.

| paused by a stone fence to consider. This was no cottage | recognized. As
wel |

as | could see in the nmoonlight the farnstead appeared fairly prosperous: a
solid building of stone, the snell of farmanimals, and a plowed field beyond
doubtl ess planted in barley, all silent now except for the constant whisper
of

the wind. Could | trust whatever nman or woman had just doused the Iight

i nsi de?

Those who lived here were no tenants of mine, and mght well be no one's
tenants

at all. Wwuld they be just as likely to turn Melchior and ne over to the
heretics as to help us?

There was a sheepfold, redolent with fresh dung, but no sheep; they nust have
recently been driven even higher into the nountains for the sumrer's grazing.

Vll, | wasn't prepared to butcher a sheep single-handed anyway. And the
sheep's

absence nmeant that the strongest nenbers of the household woul d al so be gone,
making ny raid easier. | clinmbed the wall cautiously, careful to come down on
ny

sound ankl e, and started in search of a chicken coop

Fromthe cottage there abruptly came a |oud barking. | froze, crouching bel ow
the wall, knife in nmy hand. A voice inside spoke in Auccitan. An old man's

voi ce; the dog's bark too had been that of an old dog. The young peopl e and
young sheepdogs woul d all be up on the highest slopes along with the sheep

| sensed nore than saw sonmeone at the doorway. | kept dead still, waiting, as
the old man stood listening. The bl ood pounded in my ears, but | hoped no one
could hear it but nme. The dog grow ed as though to justify having barked.
After

a mnute the man said sonet hing el se, that mi ght have been, "There's no one
here," and noved away from the door.

But | waited several nore minutes before resumng a stealthy progress around
t he

cottage. | grinned to nyself as no further canine challenges cane. An old dog
slowy | oses sensitivity of both hearing and snell; | hoped he had initially
been startled i nto barking by sonething other than ne.

At the back of the house | al nobst bunped into a | ow stone structure that

t ur ned

out to be roofed steps |eading down into a root cellar. | regained ny bal ance
and groped downward into an encl osed space snelling of dry earth, and

di scovered

by touch the last of the turnips. Wth three of themin ny pouch, | went back
up

into the nmoonlight and found the old nan's garden patch. It was too early for

nost of the vegetables, but | |ocated sone young | ettuces that should be
r eady;

t hey joined the turnips.

Now for a chicken. |I had saved the chicken coop for last, readily

identifiable



both by the snell and by the occasional sleepy cluck fromwithin. In the flat
moonl i ght | could see it was nade of wooden slats, big enough for severa

bi rds.

The door closed with a sinmple latch

| started to reach for the latch, then stopped. Whoever this farmer mnight be,
the duke's tenant or Prince Alfonso's or the Church's, | had no indication

t hat

he was synpathetic to the heretics, and he had done nothing to ne that
deserved

such puni shment as the loss of a hen. | had been, | thought bitterly,

enj oyi ng

nmysel f, outwitting an old man and an ol d dog even though | had had no | uck
this

afternoon outwitting the heretics. A sorry spectacle the Count of Peyrefixade
woul d make if discovered, stealing a chicken |like a beggar who has tw ce been
turned away w thout a scrap and decides to take his own dinner if it won't be
freely given.

Vell, if | wanted to pay this old man | had better do so before rather than
after he set the dog on nme. | took a coin fromny belt—aorth far nore than a
chi cken and a few vegetables, but | didn't have any coppers small enough—and
laid it on the chicken coop threshold. Then | carefully unhooked the |atch
and

reached inside.

My hand found warm feathers. A startled flappi ng stopped short as | reached
in

with the other hand and wung the first chicken's neck

But | had awakened the other birds. The rooster crowed a challenge., al nost
deafening at this close range in the quiet night. |I shot away, vaulting over
t he

wal |l with one hand, the other clutching the dead hen. WId barking broke out
in

the cottage behind me and | anp Iight again gl owed yell ow

| stunbled in landing but jumped up and ran as fast | could in the dimlight
away fromthe cottage. The door banged open, and the dog was after me. A d
dog

or not, he cleared the wall easily and ran far faster than | could go,
bar ki ng

loudly in the triunphant know edge that he had been right about an intruder
t he

whol e tine.

| spun around and |l anded a solid kick in his chest as he | eaped at ne. The
pai n

fromthe ankle shot up nmy |eg, but he tunbl ed backwards fromthe inpact and
t ook

a nonent to rise again. | put a few nore yards between ne and the cottage
bef ore

he ran snarling at ne again, again to neet ny boot.

The lantern |Iight had reached the chicken coop, and | heard a surprised
shout .

The man had found nmy payment. The shout went pronptly still—-he was doubtl ess
biting the coin to see if it was genuine. But the old dog took this as a
conmand

to return. He had never been a | arge dog, and he was not at all happy about
bei ng ki cked twice. But as he retreated toward the cottage he kept up a

st eady
stream of barking, telling me exactly what he would have done to ne if he had
been five years younger and thirty pounds heavier. | stunbled rapidly away

t hrough the night, clutching the spoils of nmy raid and grinning.
For the first half nmile | kept expecting pursuit, but no one followed ne. |
dropped down to a walk, linping nowon ny newy strained ankle. As | pressed



onward up the rmountain |I found nyself going slower and slower. | thought I
had

noted the way well in conming down, but the moon was now low in the sky, and
al |

the stones and stunted trees | ooked different when seen from anot her angle.
Several times | convinced nyself that | had |ost ny way conpletely and woul d
not

find the priest before daylight, if at all. In ny exhaustion the rocks

bet ween

which | threaded nmy way kept appearing with the shape of the castle of
Peyrefixade, until | wasn't sure if | was trying to find where | had left him
or

trying to find hone.

But after what seened endl ess hours | heard the stanping of a horse and
stunbl ed

into the hollow by the spring. The | ast of the nmoonlight made Melchior's face

colorless, but his chest still rose and fell steadily. Fighting an al npst
overwhel mi ng desire for sleep, | wapped ny cloak around me agai nst the chil
of

t he darkest part of the night, relit the fire, and started dressing the
chi cken
by its flickering light.

I was half dozing, sitting with ny back against a rock, when | heard his

Voi ce.

My head jerked, and my eyes flew open to find a faint dawn light cutting

t hr ough

the msts that draped the mountain slopes. The priest's eyes were squeezed
shut,

and he was munbli ng what sounded l|ike a prayer through his teeth.

"Father Melchior,"” | said quietly, touching his uninjured arm "Can you hear
ne?"

He opened his eyes and started to lift his head but fell back weakly. He

| ooked

around for a nmonent, taking in the rocks and the two tethered horses, then
focused on ne. "The attackers?"

"W outran them-thanks in |arge part to your nagic."

"And your knights?"

| shook ny head. "They were supposed to be protecting you and ne. But the
heretics didn't seemparticularly interested in them They were after the two
of

us, clearly, and they captured the pack horses—took Seneschal Guilhemw th

t hem

when they went." | spat into the dirt. "I thought if | had himalong | could
keep an eye on him and instead he I ed us straight into anmbush."

"Whi ch we night have avoided if | had not been asleep," said Melchior in a
smal |

Voi ce.

"You did plenty,"” | said, pushing nyself to ny feet. "But here. |'ve made you
some chi cken stew, and you should al so drink sone willow broth."

| had to hold himup, his head and shoul ders cradled in nmy arm while he

dr ank

broth and ate a little meat and turnips. He winced in pain when | shifted him
but did not cry out. Fortunately he did not ask where | had procured a

chi cken.

"Unl ess the heretics want the war against themto start up again," | said
with



the nost confidence | could nuster, "I expect there will be a nmessage from

t hem

shortly after we're back in Peyrefixade, telling me the price for ransoni ng
ny

kni ghts."

Mel chi or was silent for several mnutes after | laid himdown again. The sun
was

fully up now, and inits light | felt hope that in a day or so the priest's
wound woul d have heal ed enough that | could get himback to Peyrefixade.
rebandaged his arm the hole out of which | had cut the arrow was ugly and
raw,

but no flesh had yet begun to turn green

"W have to get word to my abbot,"” Melchior said, just as |I thought he had
fallen asl eep again. "Everyone in the castle knew the workmen had found that
convi are, and the seneschal nust have told the Perfected about it. That's why
they were so interested in capturing our |uggage—and ne."

"But they didn't get it. You saved it as well as saving us."

"That only gives us a short-term advantage. The masters of my Order had

t hought

we had enough tine to find the great battle tel esna before the Perfected
realized we too were looking for it—that's why they sent me back unai ded,
except

by the know edge they inparted to ne while we were there.'
ti nged

with both pain and desperation. "But now that the seneschal has betrayed us,
and

the pupils of the third student of the old magus have bent their attention to

H s voi ce was

finding the conviare, they will not rest until they find us—and, with the
conviare in their hands, enter Peyrefixade."

"They won't get into the castle,"” | said, trying to reassure nyself as well
as

him "Peyrefixade could hold out against an army ten times as nunerous as the
defenders, and | doubt the heretics have many nore warriors than those we saw
yesterday. The only tine the castle's ever been taken was back when the
followers of the True Faith captured it fromthe heretics during the war, and
then our side had royal forces fromthe north to help provide an overwhel m ng
advant age, and the heretics' greatest magus had just died."

"I must get word to ny abbot," he insisted again, "before the Perfected

warriors

find us. | have the strength for only a little magic, and | nust notify him
before all else." He nade an unsuccessful attenpt to sit up, then slunped
back

weakly. "You will have to help me. Bring ne ny saddl ebags."

Not quite sure what he wanted, | brought himhis |uggage, handling it
careful ly.

| didn't want to set off any powerful spells by mstake. My experiences with
t he

convi are had nade ne very uneasy.

But the priest made nme unpack all his bags and vials of powder and pouches of
what m ght have been bark and coul d have been bone. My skin shivered to touch
them but | understood his urgency. | didn't |like any better than he did the
i dea of the heretics, maybe made invisible again, quartering these nountains
in

search of us. Melchior seemed to know a way to warn his abbot of what had
happened, and if the two of us were going to make it safely back to
Peyr ef i xade

we needed all the help we could get.

At his direction, | spread out a piece of parchment, weighted it at the
corners

with four rust-colored stones carved intricately with tiny lines and whorls,



and

finally found the right bag of powder. He had to peer into each one,

munbl i ng

bef ore he deci ded which to use. One which |I opened, thinking it matched his
description of what he wanted, he waved away with a wi de-eyed | ook of horror
"No, no, not that!" | didn't dare ask what that particul ar powder woul d do.
Carefully | sprinkled the gray powder he finally selected onto the piece of
parchnent. In spite of the constant wi nd, the powder did not bl ow around but
settled itself in whorled patterns. Wuld working magi ¢ here on the nountain
slope alert the heretics to our presence?

Mel chi or propped hinself up, wincing fromthe pain. "Wuld any of these ot her
powders hel p your wound heal ?" | ventured to ask. But he only waved ne to
silence, concentrating on the even distribution of the fine gray powder.

He finally began speaking, words | couldn't quite understand. The incantation
seened to take a long time. His face, which had started to take on a sonmewhat
better color after a helnetful of chicken stew, grew slowy white again.

He finished at last, lying flat, his eyes half shut. "Help ne," he said, so
softly | could scarcely hear. "Help ne up. | nust wite—=

| lifted himto a sitting position and tried to lift his uninjured arm out
over

t he parchnent, but he could not hold it up unassisted. After a nonent he

cl osed

his eyes and whi spered, "You nust do it, Count. The graphic magic is prepared
and awaits only the witing. Wite in the powder. Tell them-*

| waited a minute, but he did not continue. G ancing at his still, pale face
I

saw t hat he was no | onger conscious. Tiredness made ne so |ightheaded it was
hard to concentrate. | |ooked at the parchnent sprinkled with powder and took
a

deep breath. How was | supposed to wite? And what would | say?

The wi nd strengthened slightly, and a few grains of gray powder rose and
whi rl ed

away. |f Melchior's spell had alerted the heretics' Mgian, he m ght already
be

casting spells of his own to make our magic ineffective. | had better work
fast.

The thought flitted through ny mind that in working nmagic without all the
spiritual training nenbers of the Order of the Three Kings underwent, | m ght
be

i mperiling my own i mortal soul, but | pushed the thought aside. My first
responsibility now was to. the priest wounded in serving me. Wth anot her
deep

breath | |eaned over the parchment and, using nmy finger, began to wite.
"The Perfected know that we have the conviare. They ambushed us and al t hough
they did not capture it, Brother Ml chior is badly wounded. W are hiding

somewhere in the nountains and will try to reach Peyrefixade when we can." |
signed it."Caloran" with a flourish—+ wasn't going to attenpt to recreate ny
nonogr am

As | finished a stronger gust of w nd reached us, and all the gray powder
rose

together in a funnel -shaped cloud. It skittered across the ground and between
the rocks, flew upwards, then slowy rained tiny dark grains down on us. A
few

fell on the parchnent but now just lay as ordinary dust, with none of the
whor | s

of a nonent ago.

I had no idea if | had succeeded. | scooped the parchment, the rust-col ored
stones, and all the bags of powder back into Ml chior's saddl ebags, w apped

ny
cl oak around nme, and fell asleep beside him



Afternoon sun woke ne. | rolled over, stiff and aching, checked first to be
sure

Mel chi or was still breathing, then sat up to | ook down the nountai nside.
There

was no sign of Magians fromthe Order of the Three Kings comng to rescue us,
but then there was al so no sign of heretic warriors comng to finish us off.
I

nmoved my shoul ders back and forth, working out the knots, and put a hand on

sword hilt. If the heretics cane they would fine out that cold steel can be
ef fective even agai nst thost who wongfully imagi ne they have the approval of
Cod.

| stood up, feeling restless and inpatient. My ankle hurt, but | nade nyself
put

weight onit. | had no desire to wait here until the heretics showed up—er,
even

wor se, decided that as long as | was out of Peyrefixade this would be the
perfect tine to assault it. Even that castle m ght prove vulnerable with a
power ful magi c-worker at the gates and none inside defending it. |

cont enpl at ed

trying to move Melchior, tied to the saddl e again or perhaps in sone sort of
i mprovised litter suspended between our horses, but could think of no way of
doi ng so without reopening his wound. Yesterday, with the arrow still in him
he

had bled very little; today he could bleed to death | ong before we reached
Peyr ef i xade.

Although | tried to be quiet, the sound of ny pacing rmust have awakened hi m
for

when | gl anced down his eyes were open. | squatted beside him "Feeling
better?"

| asked with an effort at cheerful ness.

H s lids drooped and lifted again. | could tell he was trying to say that he
was

but couldn't quite manage it. Agony was printed all over his face; | had seen

it

too often not to recognize the signs. He m ght be a priest, but he was as
brave

agai nst physical pain as any warrior. For a mnute his |ips noved in prayer,
then he spoke at last. "My grandfather's telesma. It should still be inside
ny

cassock, close to ny breast."

| found it, trying not to jostle him and put it into his hand. The white
shaft,

cut deeply with diagonal lines and carved with the i mge of the Watercarrier
seened to burn agai nst ny skin.

He noved it slowy until its tip touched the bandage on his upper arm now
dar k

with crusted bl ood. He wi nced but spoke clearly, the words of an incantation
com ng out one at a time with long pauses in between. | surreptitiously
rubbed

t he pal m of ny hand on the ground.

Then there was silence while | | ooked off across the nmountain again. The m st

was | ong gone, and | spotted a thread of snoke that must cone fromthe old
mans

cottage. Melchior spoke at last, and his voi ce sounded al nost normal .

"I fear | have now exhausted all the magic lines | built up so carefully in
this



telesma. The effort has left me as hel pl ess as a newborn kitten, but w thout
t he

pain ny nmind seens clear again."

I brought himwater and hel ped himdrink; his |inbs flopped as | oosely as

t hough

there was no bone inside his skin. "I wote in the powder on the parchnent,"”
I

told him "saying that we had been anbushed and needed hel p but that the

conviare was still safe. | couldn't tell your abbot where we were because
don't know nyself—w Il he be able to trace the nessage back to us?"
"He will not be able to tell from whence the nessage was sent," Ml chior

Answered quietly, only his |ips noving as he spoke. "But there is an ivory
tabl et al ways kept in readi ness at the abbey, and when a nessage is sent with
the correct spells, the dust on that tablet shapes itself as though an

i nvi si bl e

finger wote. The abbot will then notify the priory of our Order in the
duke's

city of Ferignan, in the sane way."

Al t hough | would have preferred not to have the duke know that | had been
anbushed by heretics, |osing nmy baggage, all ny knights, and nearly ny
capel | anus, havi ng Duke Argave comne | ooking for us would at |east nean help
was

on the way.

"Thank you for assisting me in ny spells,” Melchior said gravely. "If you
followed ny instructions strictly, no harm should have cone to your body—er
your

soul ." | did not answer, having had no idea | was so transparent.

There was of course always the possibility that nmy sending of the nessage had
been flawed, that there was some additional incantation that should have been
said but hadn't been because |I didn't know it and Mel chior; had fainted, but
I

didn't nention that. | also didn't mention food, but the priest and | had
fini shed the chicken stew between us, and | had eaten what little el se

remai ned

in my saddl ebags. My desire to face the old man's dog again was markedly | ow
Mel chior didn't say anything nore about the pain in his arm but | began to
wonder if it might indicate a deep infection beginning to spread. And how

| ong

woul d the magical effects of his grandfathers telesna last; before that deep
pai n broke through into his consciousness agai n?

But at the nonent he appeared to be thinking hard. He couldn't nove but he
wanted to tal k. "Wat has it been, Count, perhaps twenty-four hours since the
warriors attacked?"

"Something like that." | sat beside him trying to act as though this was a
perfectly normal conversation, that we had deci ded for excellent reasons to
be

resting here anmong the | ong shadows of the rocks, mles fromanyone except
for

one nman too aged to go up any nore to the high sumer pastures with the sheep
"That they have not found us in that tine indicates they may not be | ooking
very

t horoughl y. Having captured the rest of our party and knowi ng ne wounded,

t hey

may feel that you are for now safely out of the way. They may thus be on
their

way to besi ege Peyrefixade."

| tapped my fingers on nmy sword hilt, not liking this idea any better com ng
fromhimthan fromny own thoughts. Getting hone safely to Peyrefixade woul d
be

conplicated by coming up the hill to find Perfected attackers encanped around



it. "But | thought the masters of your Order had decided that the heretics
want ed the conviare, that their whol e purpose in getting into Peyrefixade—and

incidentally killing ne—aas to use the conviare to search for the great
battle

telesma their old magus hid there.”

"I'f they have the lesser battle telesma, they may believe that that will be
enough. As indeed in skilled hands it may be." Then he added, nore |oudly

t han

he had spoken yet—al nost, | thought, as though trying to persuade

hi nsel f —But

we nust trust in the Lord, Wo shall provide for us."

He then fell silent, leaving nme to turn over the possibility that after years
during which followers of the True Faith had inmagi ned that heresy was made
rare

if not indeed extinct, outside of one stretch of nountainous territory, the
Perfected mght rise again, with all the magi cal strength they had w el ded
during the great war of two generations ago. And if this time they were | ed
by

someone without the overweening pride of the old nmagus of whom | had | earned
in

t he abbey, someone better able to calculate how to defeat the unprepared

def enders of the Faith—

"This |l esser battle telesma," | said at last. "I understood it was preserved
by

one of the pupils of the last magus and went with himinto hiding. But do you
have any idea what happened to the rest of his pupils?"

"According to Brother Endaris, the Spector General of our Order, there were
three pupils, only one of whomwent into hiding with the remants of the
Perfected at the end of the war. OF the other two, he said that one repented
and

returned to the True Faith, and one clung to but attenpted to hide his
Perfected

doctrine, living anong the faithful until the Inquisition finally uncovered
hi m

| have been thinking over what Brother Endaris told us, his vivid information
on

the I ast nonents of the life of the great magus, and have concl uded that the
first pupil, the one who renounced the devil's pernicious doctrines, was

Br ot her

Endari s hinsel f."

My first thought was that | had been right all along in ny uneasy feeling

t hat

the Order of the Three Kings mght be a disguised formof heresy. But | ought
to

have known better. Soneone truly repentant should be treated as a | ost sheep
wel coned back into the flock. "And the other pupil, the one who woul d not
renounce his beliefs?"

Mel chior did not answer at once, and when he did his voice was so low | had
to

bend toward himto hear. "That man—I believe he was ny grandfather."

| glanced toward the priests saddl ebags. Hi s grandfather had taught Mel chior
t he

first rudiments of magic, had given himthe protective telesma he stil
carried,

and had been burned to death for refusing to renounce his heretical beliefs.
Even though the heretics had wounded Mel chior, if they came now, rem nding
hi m

of his grandfathers loyalty to their perverted faith, promsing to use their
magi cal arts to restore his wound, would he feel conmpelled to give themthe



convi are his grandfather had hel ped conceal in Peyrefixade?

At once | felt ashaned of the thought. | bustled around our canp for a
nonent ,

saying | would try to nake himmnore confortable, though there was little
coul d

do besides bringing hima drink of water and praying that he did not ask for
f ood.

As | | owered himback down after hel ping himdrink, he suddenly fixed ne with
his eyes. "They are coning."

| let himdown the |ast few inches faster than | intended and ran to the edge
of

the stony hollow, mnmy sword already out. "Who is it, Magians of your Order?
The

duke's nen?" | spoke hopefully, but | already knew.

"I can see themw th nmy second eye," he said, sounding weaker, as though this
new effort of magic was drawing out what little strength he still had.

" Comi ng

fromthe south. Three of the men who attacked us yesterday."

| could see themnow nyself, tiny figures several mles away, down in the
val l ey. "They may not even think to | ook for us here," | said, trying to be
encouragi ng and not feeling at all encouraged. These nust have been anobng

t hose

furthest fromus when the priest unleashed his terrible light. "Do they have
their Magi an with then?"

"Not the Magian," said Melchior softly, "nor their |eader." The bare-headed
man

who had directed the knights yesterday had been, | thought, the same man who
had

appeared so abruptly before ne on ny way back from neeting Prince Al fonso. He
had warned me about a traitor, but then had cheerfully used that traitor for
hi s

own purposes. | now regretted bitterly not seizing himand turning himover
to

the Inquisition

"Take the conviare, Count, and go," said Melchior weakly. "The life of a
wounded

priest is not worth the—=

But | cut himoff with a rude sound | probably shouldn't have nade to ny

capel l anus. | hadn't gone to all this effort to keep himalive just to
abandon

hi m now.

"If the Magian isn't with them" | said, still trying to sound encouragi ng,
"chances are they will never spot us up here anyway." But the nost likely
expl anati on was that the | eader and his chief magi c-worker were even now

I ayi ng

siege to Peyrefkade, having del egated a few knights to track us down in the
meantime. For a horrible noment | wondered if Seneschal Guilhemnight try to

get

the heretics into the castle by passing themoff as friends of nine, but
Bouteillier Raynmbaud woul d never allow in a strange band of arnmed nmen, no
nmatter

how convi nci ngly the seneschal vouched for them

"I think—= Melchior hesitated. "I think they have been equipped with a
findi ng

knife by their Magian. | knowit."

"And |'ve been arned with steel,” | said shortly. No use then in waiting. An
excuse for action at |ast was wel come. | saddled nmy horse and pulled on ny
hel met —still snelling faintly of chicken. Best to neet themfar away from

Mel chi or and the convi are.



2

Tracking spell or not, they didn't spot nme at once. | circled around, trying
to

find a way to approach them wi t hout being sil houetted against the sky. And

t hen

I remenbered Melchior followi ng the assassin in the duke's city and realized
they rmust be follow ng the traces of our passage up the mountain. If | didn't
stop them they would be | ed by the magically enhanced inmprint of our horses
hooves straight to where Melchior lay in hiding.

But this also neant | knew the exact route they would follow There was one
particularly steep slope we had ascended yesterday, with a group of stunted

evergreens at the top. | worked around to the spot and pulled ny horse up
there

to wait. If they could anbush us, | could anbush them

| waited half an hour, listening to the sigh of the wind in the trees above
ne

and wi shing | had a bow Al knights agree that a bowis a coward' s weapon in
war, and all armies march with a contingent of archers anyway. My horse

st anped

and shook his bridle, but | stilled himwith a hand on his neck. After a while
I

could hear the heretics' approach, the chink of horseshoes on stone, the
rattle

of harness, and a few exchanged words.

The first rider's head cane up over the edge, and | charged.

He was taken totally by surprise. Wien | rushed at him screamning the

i mperi al

battle cry, he barely had time to swing up his shield before I was on him He
bl ocked ny first stroke and had his sword out by the time | whirled ny horse
around for a second, but | deflected his own stroke easily and drove in

strai ght

and unswerving to the neck

But as | wenched ny bl oody sword out of his body, the other two knights cane
at

me from either side.

They m ght not have been trained in the enperor's arny, but soneone had
drilled

themwell in fighting: two men on foot fight back to back, but two nounted
nen

separate to try to trap their eneny between them

I spun ny horse around to dodge one sword whil e knocking away the other's
stroke

with ny shield. My horse screaned and ki cked out as the sword point grazed
hi m

The kick alnost jolted me fromthe saddle, but | heard the dull and
satisfying

t hud of hooves | andi ng agai nst the side of one of the others' horses.

Wth that rider nmonmentarily out of the fight, | rained blows on the other
but
t he advant age of surprise was gone now, and he defended hinself well, not

ri sking an attack but waiting for his conpanion to cone at nme again fromthe
rear.

That is, until | paused for a second to gl ance backwards. Then his bl ade

fl ashed

out. | just nmanaged to catch the blow on ny shield, but it ricocheted from
t he

bosses and sliced into my |eg.

For one second | felt nothing at all. Then the cut began to burn I|ike

hellfire.



My only advantage was that it took hima nonent to draw back his bl oody
swor d,

during which monent his shield was swung wi de. And during that nonent nmy own
sword bit deep and true.

And | jerked ny blade free just too late to whirl to face the other heretic
warrior.

But he stopped short in the mddle of aimng steel at ne. He cut off his war
cry

in the mddle, his sword raised but the bl ow not conming. For a second he

| ooked

wi I dly around as though he could not see me. And in that second | charged.
VWhat ever blindness had seized hi mpassed off al nbst i mediately. He saw ne
al |

right, and his eyes wi dened as he swng his shield, just in time, in front of
him The second bl ow he deflected as well, but it was not for nothing that I
had

spent years fighting in the inperial arnmy. In spite of ny wounded | eg, when
faced only one eneny | was nore than a match for him A tiny miscal culation
on

his part, an overly enthusiastic swing of his sword, and | had him In

anot her

second he lay on the ground with the other two heretics, his throat gurgling
as

he di ed.

My chest rose and fell in great breaths, and | began trenbling all over as
t he

battle rage left nme. | started to wi pe the sweat fromny forehead with one

sl eeve, then realized it was soaked in bl ood.
| managed to capture one of the three horses, but the other two gall oped away

riderless down the mountain. |I let themgo, suddenly too tired to bother

Bl ack

spots floated for a nonent before my eyes, but | bunked until | could see
clearly again. My leg was bl eeding hard, and if | l[ost consci ousness now
woul d

die before regaining it. | used a harness strap fromthe captured horse to
make

a tourniquet around ny |leg, managed with gritted teeth to nmaneuver nyself
back

into the saddle, and turned to ride up the mountain, |eading the heretic's
st eed.

A caw cane fromthe top of the stunted evergreens, and | | ooked up to see two
ravens—drawn by the scent of blood. Just waiting, | thought, for me to be
gone.

Far up, alnost invisible, | could see other great birds beginning slowy to

circle and circle.

One of the three heretics lay with his dead face turned toward ne and his
eyes

open, seeming to stare accusingly. Heretics or not, | didn't like to | eave
any

enemny unburied for the carrion-eaters to find. But if | took the time and
effort

to try to dig a grave in this stony soil | mght as well clinb in myself.

| did not |ook back to see the ravens cone flapping down fromthe branches.
I't

had al nost been ne lying there instead. If it had not been for the third
heretic's nonent of hesitation, he woul d have had his sword in nme before
coul d

react. Had that, | wondered, been Melchior's nmagic? The heretics' Magi an
yesterday had made his warriors invisible, and Melchior, watching the fight
with



what he called his second eye, might have briefly been able to cast a spel

t hat

hid me in the sanme way. But at what price would that nagic-working have cone,
even a brief second s magi c-working, with himalready so weak?

As ny horse picked his way up the nmountain |I kept hoping that ny | eg would
gr ow

nunb. But the pain only becane stronger. Well, | told nyself grimy, | had
been

linping on that |eg already—enly now the Iinp woul d be permanent.

| tried to distract myself by thinking about the dead warriors. They seened
very

different fromthe rather scruffy heretics | had found hiding in the village
of

Three Cuckoos at the border of Nabarra. Did they perhaps live openly in that
principality, practicing their fighting the conpliance of Prince A fonso, in
spite of all his nore wth the protestations about his hatred of heretics?
Wonderi ng about the heretics' organizati on was doi ng nothing to make ne

f or get

the pain. Red lines |like giant spiderwebs kept danci ng across ny vision
Severa

times I found nyself imagining that the young Duchess Arsendis rode before ne
up

the track, snmiling over her shoul der and beckoning. | rmunbled prayers,

pr obabl y

not what Father Mel chior woul d have counsel ed, but a soldiers prayer: "Lord,
| et

me live. If | don't live, Lord, let nme die quickly. And forgive ny sins—
can't

renenber themall, beyond killing three men just now, but You know t hem and
know

how much | need forgiveness."

The evening nmists were rising fromthe valleys as my horse made his way up

t he

final slope toward the sheltered holl ow where Melchior lay. | was swaying in
t he
saddl e, staving conscious by sheer will, and m ght have gone right past the

pl ace had not the priest's tethered horse heard us and whi nni ed.

Fat her Mel chior hinmself lay still and white in the dimlight. But his rapid,
shal | ow breat hi ng showed that his magi c-working had not finished himyet. |
washed nyself off with water fromthe spring, not wanting the ravens to be
attracted next by nme; probably |I should have boiled the water, but | was too
weary to care. The gash | ooked ugly and ragged fromwhat | could see, but I
didn't look at it very closely. At least the flow of blood had nostly stopped.
I

found the last of my bandages, that | had been intending to use on the
priest,

and bound up the wound. Then | | oosened the tourniquet, |ay down next to

Mel chi or, my cloak over both of us, and | et unconsciousness claimne at |ast.

Sl eep brought sol ace and forgetful ness, but when | awoke, just before dawn,
al |

the pain was waiting for ne. I clenched ny jaw to keep fromcrying out and

| ooked toward Brother Melchior. He slept peacefully. H's col or had sonewhat
i mproved, | tried to persuade mnyself, thinking that I had done a nmuch better
job

doctoring himthan | had done on ne.

| forced myself up, feeling the scabs ripping free at the slightest notion
and



found ny wounded | eg woul d bear no weight at all. But | managed to hop to the
spring for a drink, then belatedly thought to look in the dead heretic's
saddl ebag for food. Al | found was stale bread, but | broke off some and
devoured it ravenously, forcing myself to save the rest for Mel chior

My forehead was beaded with sweat and ny linbs trenbling as | stretched out
next

to himagain on the stony ground. W were both still alive, | told nyself
determ nedly, and we had three horses between us. Now all we had to do was
find

our way back to Peyrefixade. In Peyrefixade we woul d be safe.

| slept again, but now evil dreans stal ked ne. It was not Arsendis who
beckoned

me now, but heretics with faces |ike denons who swelled to enornous size,
threatening to engulf ne when | tried to stare them down. Again and again

bl oody

swords | ashed out at nme, swords dripping with ny own bl ood, and when | tried
to

fight back there was no strength in ny arns. And then | realized that ny
opponents were already dead but fighting anyway. At the edge of ny dreans was
a

constant nuttering, which, when | briefly woke to roll over and try to pul

ny

cl oak closer against the chill, | knew was the wi nd, but which becane a voice
as

soon as | settled down again, telling ne enornously conplicated things | was
supposed to renenber and ponder, but which | did not even understand. Through
all ny dreans floated the i mage of Peyrefixade, the red thunb of its great

t ower

t hrust agai nst the sky, both repellent and inviting, but always inpossibly

di stant.

At one point | came awake to find Melchior sitting up beside nme. "You're not

supposed to be moving," | told him thickly but loudly. "If the infection
spreads to your brain you'll go mad and die." He | ooked at me in concerned
pity,

and | took the warnth of that | ook back with nme into nightnare.

Later, much later, | awke with a strange sense of well-being. My nuscles al
ached and ny leg was a dull throb, but I had the sensation of having slept,
truly slept without dreans, for a long tine. The sun sparkled in the eastern
sky, but | realized it must have been at |east a day since | had | ast been
fully

conscious. For a minute | lay w thout nmoving, relishing the al nost euphoric
sense of peace yet knowi ng that soon |I woul d have to exam ne whatever hash

t he

heretics and | between us had made of my |leg. Then nmy nose caught a faint
whi f f

of something fam liar. Frying eggs?

| rolled over and tried to focus. On a piece of cloth lay a pile of barley
cakes

and three sheep's-nilk cheeses. Beyond the cloth a small fire burned, and
Brot her Mel chior sat beside it, frying eggs on a hot stone.

This made no sense at all. | pushed nyself to a sitting position. He turned
and

smled. "There's water beside you in the helnet if you'd |like a drink. The
eggs

are al nost ready."
| sat quietly, trying to sort out what had really happened and what had been
ni ght mare. The priest's shoul der was bandaged rather sloppily with a tattered



strip of blue cloth, not the bandage | had last tied there. It |ooked as if
he

had tried to do it hinself one-handed. A glance at ny leg showed a simlar if
much tidier blue bandage.

Wth eggs and barley cakes in ny nouth I slowy began to revive. "W're both

alive," | said. Establish the key point first. Good thing ny prayers had been
answered; | really needed to recall and repent of all nmy sins if | had any
hope

of divine nmercy. And | had not | ooked forward to entering Hell where the
three
heretics | had just killed would be waiting for ne.

"I hope you will forgive me, Count," said Melchior, "that | attended to ny
own

needs before yours." Because | had no idea what he was tal king about | made
an

affirmati ve sound through anot her nout hful of food. "But | feared that if |
did

not treat nyself first | would not have the strength for the necessary magic
to

treat you.'

"I"ve been treated with magic?" | |ooked at ny leg in horror. But it really
did

feel better under the bandage than | had any right to expect.

"Yesterday, when | awoke with just about enough strength to crawl to ny

saddl ebags, | determined | would be able to work one small spell, and that

t hat

spell nust be the one to activate a strengthening draught for ne. | believe |
may have fainted on the spot fromthe effort of working that spell, but with
t he

draught inside ne | found ny powers slowy returning. That is when | took out
t he powders that act against infection. | used themon ny own arm and then

began the nuch nore wearyi ng work of practicing healing nagic on another."
"And what does this powder against infection do?" | had finished the eggs and
started on the cheese. He still hadn't said where the food had conme from

"It fights, of course, against the decay of flesh in a living man."

| thought this over, while resolutely pushing the last of the barley cakes
toward him Only then did | admt to nyself what | had feared nost of all
living but losing the leg, so that Count Scar woul d al so becone the
one- | egged

count. "If the enperor knew of your Orders powers, he would have a Magi an
acconpany all his armies."”

"I't would not be that sinmple. To heal another, even one person, nmay
temporarily

take all a man's strength."” Although he was sitting up, | noted that he stil
appeared extrenely tired, and he had been eating much nore slowy than I
"The

aftermath of a battle would exhaust all a Magian's powers | ong before he had

advanced far down the ranks of the wounded. That is why, Count, | had to
del ay

in treating you, even fearing that delay mght be fatal, until | was at | east
somewhat recovered mysel f."

"Maybe if the enperor had a whol e brigade of Magi ans— | nused.

"There is the danger, of course,” and for a nonment he gave nme what mi ght have
been a | ook of anusenent, "that the enperor would not like it if '"his'

bri gade

of Magi ans started healing the wounded on both sides."

Remenbering the dead heretics, | wondered if Melchior would have felt
conpel | ed

to try his magical arts on them | would have to ask himto shrive me for



their

deaths. "I guess all your magic works to heal or to defend rather than bring
active harm" | suggested, "and while the damabl e Perfected may study battle
magi ¢, the Magi ans of the Order of the Three Kings learn at nost how to

di stract

an eneny or ward off a blow "

"Ch, no, Count," he said, |ooking very serious. "W |learn all of magic, even
if

we do not practice the nost terrible sorts unless it is absolutely necessary.
I

know t he same spells to overthrow and destroy as the Perfected do. My own
know edge of these terrible matters is so far only theoretical, beyond the
bits

of magic | worked the other day and the brief sending that clouded the eyes
of

your | ast opponent. | do not have anything like the skill and ability of the
great old magus who once commanded the Perfected in your castle. He gloried
in

usi ng such powers, while | always pray that | shall be spared their
necessity,

but nmy training is the same as his."

W both fell silent a noment. Small birds, not ravens, darted anobng the
rocks,

singing in the nmorning sun. "l gather that this is one of the Perfected' s
horses?" he asked then. Since he had clearly been watching ny battle with his
"second eye" he nmust have known | had killed at |east two heretics, and when
I

returned alive he woul d have known that | had al so overcone the third, even
if

he had fainted right after dazzling the fellow "There was a tunic in the
saddl ebag which | ripped up to nake us bandages."

"And did you create nagical food out of his bag as well? Al | found in it
was

the remains of a loaf."

He smiled and shook his head. "Magic cannot create. The food |I bought froma

sheep farner a little way down the mountain. | saw his snoke early this
nor ni ng,

and since you appeared to be resting peacefully I took a chance by | eaving
you

and riding down there—tricky, riding with only one hand! Wile | was out |
al so

performed the incantations that would hide our tracks if any nore Perfected
cane

after us—er the farnmer proved to be an eneny. The dog at the farmwas quite
fierce, not at all inpressed by a priests vestnments, but the old farner

hi nmsel f

proved as good a son of the True Faith as you are likely to find up in these
nmount ai ns. He was quite happy to sell me eggs, cheese, and barley cakes—
hope

you do not mind, Count, that | took the noney from your belt pouch. But he
seened very suspicious about nme at first and kept asking if | had already
tried

to buy sone chickens the other night! Poor old man; living alone all sunmer
| ong

may allow his fancies to take nmore solid formthan they otherw se would."

| decided to tell himthe story of ny chicken raid another time. "Thank you,
Father Melchior,"” | said, |eaning back and enjoying the warnth of the sun
"By

nmy cal cul ati ons you've saved ny life at least three tinmes since we buried



Br uno.

It looks as if the heretics won't find us now, so as soon as we've both
recovered a little nmore strength, we can ride hone to Peyrefixade. Maybe by
t hen

some of the knights will also have made their way back, and we can plan how
to

ransomthe rest and get started on finding that great tel esma your Order
want s

so badly."

It was two nore days before we both felt strong enough to start toward hone.
I

et the priest handl e the purchase of additional food. My | eg was heal i ng now
wi thout infection, but the heretics sword had severed nmuscle. Wuld Arsendis
ever be interested, | wondered, in a cripple? The answer kept com ng back
negative no matter how | phrased it. The name of Count Scar actually sounded
rat her appealing when conpared to Count Stunbl efoot.

It took a day of riding just to find a road we recogni zed again, and it was
late

in the second day when we reached the bottom of Peyrefixade's nountain and

| ooked up to see the watchfires of besiegers canped all around it.

My heart sank. What | had feared then was true: the heretics had cone

strai ght

from anbushing us to the castle. "Well, Father Melchior," | said grinmy, "it
| ooks |ike we won't be home to good food and a hot bath as soon as we hoped.
W' d better head toward the duke's city to see if he'll put us up, and
incidentally ask himfor some knights to help us attack these heretics from
t he

rear."

But the priest had been staring up the nountain with an absorbed, faraway
expression. "Those are not the heretics besieging your castle, Count. Those
are

t he duke's knights."

VWhi ch could only nean the heretics were already inside.

Chapter Twel ve ~ Ml chi or

1

| had been filled with unease as we rode up the steep track to the tightly
shut

gates of Peyrefixade in the early light, and it was proving to have been well
justified. Count Caloran and the duke had been |ike two dogs circling each

ot her

fromthe nonment we'd entered the siege-canp the night before, and this parley
wi th the occupiers of Peyrefixade was doing nothing to ease the tension

bet ween

them Only the slim handsomre man not far from Count Gal oran's age who stood

| ooki ng down upon us fromthe wall, with two Perfected Magi ans standi ng at
hi s

side, seened to be enjoying the situation

"Ah, Count, | fear circunstances dictate that | nust decline to return
contro

of this castle to you at present. But do allow ne to congratul ate you and
your

Magi an- pri est for having managed to survive both the mountain nights and the
weapons of the nmen who were sent after you." Seeing himnow, with the duke at
our side, | was amazed | had not realized who he had to be, the day he'd
appeared before us so unexpectedly as we returned fromneeting Prince



Al f onso.

Much of the duke showed in the sharp curve of his nose and the arc of his

bl ack

fine brows—and sonething of the Lady Arsendis's ironic hunor in his eye and
voi ce. Once these had been noted, there could be no doubt this was the duke's
son Gavain. d ancing sideways, | saw the duke gazing up at his son with a
face

t hat showed both fury and deep sorrow.

"The devil take you and your congratul ati ons!™ Count Cal oran roared back. "I
again call upon you to yield up my castle, which you have gained only through
a

stratagemfully worthy of a heretic and a traitor! How dare you appear upon
ny

wal | and speak to ne with ny own clothing on your back!"

"What, do you not think your raiment becones nme, Count?" Even without use of
t he

second eye, it was easy enough to see Gavain's devilish smle as he stretched
out one armto display the fine broad sl eeve of Count Galoran's best doublet,
pillaged fromour stolen baggage along with his good cloak. "The style is a
bi t

drab for ny taste, | own, but the fabric and needl ework woul d do credit to
any

gent| eman. Moreover, | have good evidence that it renders ne your very
mrror.

Wth this upon nmy back, the hood of your cloak drawn up about ny face, and ny
fellows riding behind in the evening gloomarrayed in the excellent arnmor and
cl oaks your captured knights had so graciously 'lent' them | had no trouble
convi ncing the sentries upon your formnidable gates to adnmit us to this
excel | ent

castle. Nevertheless, | shall wear these borrowed plunes no nore now that |
find

we shall have the unexpected pl easure of your conpany after all. | have no
wi sh

to offend so redoubtable a warrior and gentl eman unnecessarily."”

As a canon and priest, | could never set down precisely what Count Cal oran

replied. But the duke's son only laughed. "Ah, it is always so pleasant to
bandy

courtly witticisnms with another gentleman! But you nust excuse ne now, | have
business to which I really must attend. There seens to be at |east the
possibility that | and ny conpani ons shall have to remain here for sone tine
under conditions of siege, and | must | ook to our supplies and defenses."

As Count Cal oran and the duke rode just ahead of ne down the steep track from
the gates of Peyrefixade, | could see the flesh pull tight around the counts
scar. "Their supplies! Their defenses!" he snarled. "The fellow sits inside
ny

castle, eating ny food, drinking nmy wine, wearing ny clothes, then |aughs at
ne

fromm own wall.'
don't

suppose there's any chance he'd think it another fine joke to have his
archers

put a few arrows into our backs as we ride down this road exposed |ike three
roaches on a tabl e?"

"Gavai n woul d not do that, not to nen who'd approached openly asking for a

He turned in the saddle to glare back up the hill. "I

parley," the duke answered in an angry tone. "He may have been blinded to
nmuch
that is good and right by these dammed heretics, but he's still both a true

kni ght and a gentleman." Despite the duke's fatherly confidence, | confess
kept the regard of my second eye fixed firmy on the battlenents until we
wer e



saf el y back inside the duke's siege-canp.

"I tell you, we nmust find a way to di sl odge the Perfected from Peyrefixade
before they find the old Magus's great battle telesma!" the count bellowed to
the council of war gathered under the duke's pavilion a little later, and
struck

his fist on the table.

"Do you imgine | don't understand that?" Duke Argave roared back. "M father
fought in the great crusades against the Perfected al ongsi de your own

ancest ors;

he told ne all about the terrible power of their Magians' magical creations.
Wy

do you suppose ny famly and your own have al ways been the npbst generous
patrons

of the Order of the Three Kings? Wiy do you think I was so concerned that the
castle in particular, the one nearest to their remaining territory up in the
west ern nountai ns, be put under a strong master with one of the Order's best
Magi ans at his side? Though it appears | may have erred in ny choice. You
showed

poor judgnment, Count. First in going fromhere at all when you knew yoursel f
to

be the target of magical attacks by the heretics, and nore particularly in
keeping in your service a Magi an who appears inconpetent to defend you from
them Had you been at your proper post within Peyrefixade, as your duty

requi red, we would not now be facing this situation."

"I amyour sworn vassal, duke, but I will not stand silent and hear you

i mpeach

Fat her Mel chi or, who has saved ny life many tinmes by his skill and nearly

di ed

for his trouble!"™ Count Caloran was glaring at Argave as no nman facing his
lord

should, and | began to feel afraid of what m ght happen if this went on
gratifying though it mght be that his first words had been in ny defense.

" As

to ny abandoning ny place and duty, did | not dispatch a nessenger well in
advance, informng you that | intended to go from Peyrefixade to the House of
the Magians to bury ny faithful old conpani on Bruno? If you had reason to
fear

anything like this mad attack, why did you not warn ne agai nst going? O
failing

that, why not send a troop of your own knights to guard the borderland roads?
You certainly had far better reason than | to know what an audaci ous devi |

t he

heretics' war captain can be. Besides, did | not |eave the castle in the care
of

the man you of all people would have thought npost reliable?"

The duke started and glared at this, but the count ignored him and spoke on
"And what of your duty to ne, your own sworn vassal ? When Father Mel chi or and
I

lay hidden in the hills, badly wounded and nenaced by heretics seeking our

lives, | do not recall that any party of your soldiers came |ooking to aid
us.

I nstead, we were abandoned to nake our way back home however we coul d,
arriving

here | ast eveni ng supposi ng we had reached safety at last only to find ny
castle

i n enemy hands, with you and your nen canped confortably in front of it,
doi ng

not hi ng. "

"Nothing! Did | not ransomfromm own purse all of your nmen who were being



hel d

wi thin: both those captured hol ding back the heretics while you fled like a
frightened rat, and al so every man of the castle garrison except for—for the
bouteillier, and the other two knights they insisted upon keeping as

host ages?

And you appeared to be fit enough when you rode in |ast night, except for a
sore

leg and a dirty cloak. How am | to know that you and your priest did not
sinmply

hide up there in the hills until you were certain | and ny nen had your
castle

securely encircled, with anmple reinforcenments on the way, before you showed
your sel ves?"

"Are you accusing nme of cowardice, Duke?" the count shouted, his hand

convul sively gripping the hilt of his sword.

Now t horoughly alarned, | fixed ny attention on Prior Belthesar, who stood by
as

Duke Argave's spiritual counselor just as | was the count's. | spoke into his
second ear, "Prior—we nust stop this!"

He pressed his lips together and gave a nod. | stepped forward, so did he,
and

we noved between the quarreling noblenen with hands upraised as the prior
i ntoned, "Peace, ny lords, peace. Your quarrel is not with one another
Di vi si ons anbng us only serve the interests of those we nust all oppose."

"Hunmph—ael I, | suppose you are right about that," the duke nmuttered after a
tense silence. "lIt's a standoff for the nonment, anyway; they can't get out
and

we can't get in. This council is adjourned until tonight, after supper. The

additional nmen |I've sent for should arrive by then."

| started after Count Cal oran, but Prior Belthesar put his hand on ny sl eeve
and

told me to come with him He led ne to his own tent, which stood by itself in
the neadow a little below the soldiers' canp, and had a novice bring out a
pair

of seats.

"That was a close thing, but all's safe for the nonent,
to

sit despite ny protest that | should stand before him and telling the novice
to

bring wine. "We'll need to keep alert to prevent nmore such trouble, though

I't

appears your count can be a dangerous man if pressed, and | know ny duke is!
And

they're both close to the edge now. But enough of them for the nonent. Tel

ne

he said, ordering ne

how you are feeling. | was very glad to see you and the count ride in |ast
night; I'd been very worried ever since the duke's search party net nme on the
road and told me what had happened. You | ook better today, but still alittle
pale."

"I feel better, my father. A night on a canp bed under canvas mni ght have
seened
a hardship another tinme, but after what the count and | have been through it

felt like luxury. | have a little pain in nmy shoul der, nothing nore. | intend
to

begin restoring the magic lines of ny grandfathers tel esna today."

"Yes, | suppose you're up to that," he said after leaning close to look into
ny

eyes. "But be careful not to overdo. You mustn't risk a bout of mage-sickness
today; both the Order and your count wll have need of you at your best

bef ore



very long. This situation cannot be allowed to continue w thout decisive
action,

and that soon."

"What do you nean, Prior?"

"Several things conme to mind, but the great battle tel esma nust be the chief
concern for us of the Order. There is something you do not know yet that
figures

into this matter. Using such small skill as | do possess at divination, |
have

determined for certain that the Perfected have the | esser battle tel esm

i nsi de

the castle now, doubtless hoping to use the affinity that exists between the
t wo

as a nmeans of locating its nore powerful mate. But we, or rather you, hold

t he

conviare that was wought to unite and direct their power. Have you
consi der ed

what m ght happen if the Perfected should succeed in obtaining the great

tel esma

and tried to wield the joined potency of both against us w thout the

medi ati on

of the conviare?"

My hand went to the cross upon ny breast when | grasped his neaning.

"Why—t hat

could produce a great surge of destructive magi c—onpl etely undirected—as bad
for themas for us. It could lay waste to—+ can't even cal cul ate how far."
"If the destruction did not extend well beyond Ferignan, | for one should be
quite surprised,"” said the prior with a grim nod.

"But surely the Perfected will understand the danger al so?"

"Those bol d young Magi ans they have with them may suppose that they can
contro

the tel esmas’ power wi thout the conviare. Wio knows the quality of their
training? It would not be the first time that magi c-workers anmong the
Perfected

have shown over-nuch audacity, to the sorrow both of thenselves and those
about

them And there is always the possibility they mght in fact succeed, also
not

an attractive thought."

"But how are we to prevent one of these things happeni ng?"

"I fear that may require both you and your count to run even greater risks
t han

you have faced thus far." He | eaned back. "But the time to think of that is
not

yet. Right now, you had better get to work on your own tel esma. But be sure
to

take some rest as well. You should recoup nore of your strength before you
essay

any nore hard magic in your count's service."

| wal ked about the canmp for a little while after leaving the prior, and what
I

di scovered worried nme. It was obvious that the duke had carefully scattered
t he

tents he'd given to Count Galoran's ransoned kni ghts anmong those of his own
nen.

Mor eover, none of those tents were placed anywhere close to the one the count
and | were sharing. Dispersing the forces sworn to another man anmong his own
is

hardly the way a lord treats a trusted vassal! Returning to the tent, |



forced

nmysel f to put such worries aside for the nonent and set to work with ny
grandfather's tel esma. After ny recent bout of intense training, the nagic

l'i nes

seenmed alnost to flow, and in less than an hour | found | had restored nore

t han

hal f of its power. But then a weariness overtook nme so that | renenbered the
prior's words and went to lie down, and i mediately dropped into a deep sleep
that |asted several hours.

2

Awakeni ng much restored, | imediately went | ooking for the count. | finally
found himat one of the sentry posts, gazing toward his castle where it stood
far up the hill. After thanking himformally for coming to ny defense before
t he

duke, | recounted what the prior had told ne concerning the danger fromthe

great tel esma
"That sounds very bad, Father Melchior,” he replied in a flat and distant
t one.

"But you had better tell it to the duke. He's the only one in a position to
do

anyt hi ng. "

"Prior Belthesar will tell Duke Argave, |'msure. My task is to help you and

serve your interest."

"Then perhaps you ought to ask your Order for a new assignnent. What point is
there in serving a count w thout a castle?"

"We nust find a way to recover your castle, that's all."

"And how are we to do that, Father Melchior? In nmy years on the northern

borders, | saw many a | arger castle than Peyrefixade but none nore

i mpr egnabl e.

The duke's son can well afford to have his jest at ny expense; he's safe
enough. "

"The duke has sent for reinforcenents, | understand."

"Yes, though | can't see what good they will do. Gavain could hold
Peyr ef i xade

with half the nmen he's got against ten tinmes the nunber we have out here." He
turned his back to the castle and pointed far down the valley road. "But | ook

there, Father Melchior. |'ve been keeping watch on that cloud of dust for
some

time. What do you see with your second eye; is it the new troops com ng?"

| concentrated. "lt—yes, | can see a large party of knights. Many ride horses
carrying the duke's livery."

"Ah, well, at least we can set up a proper siege encirclement now —you are
not

attending to me, Father Melchior; what else do you see? Is Lord Thierri by
chance anong t hen?"

| blinked nmy fleshly eyes and concentrated to be sure | was in fact seeing
clearly with my second ones. But there could be no doubt. "Yes, Count, Lord
Thierri rides just behind the duke's captain of the guard. But that is not
all.

The Lady Arsendis is with them"

If the count and | had been startled, the duke was amazed, and also far from
pl eased. We reached the | ower edge of canp just as he stepped forth to neet
t he

arriving party and saw hi s daughter and her handmai den anmong t hem
"Arsendi s! -what does this nean? This is a canp of war, no place for you or
any

[ ady!"

"I cannot agree, Father. It seens to me | can be nowhere else now " Lord



Thierri

of fered her his hand and she slipped fromher horse with easy grace, her
bri ght

scarl et cloak billow ng. Spotting us, she smled and said, "Ah, Count
Cal or an,

you see | have come to visit you at last. | only wish I could have seen your
castle the first tine under sonewhat better circunstances."”

"And | fear it is not in nmy power to offer you the hospitality that is
appropriate to such a lady," the count said with a stiff bow and a ghastly
smle. "Even the tent that shelters ny head is nine only by your good
father's

charity. | can only offer to surrender it at once if he nowrequires it for
you.

Excuse nme now, | shall attend upon you again when you are settled." He gave
anot her wooden bow, then turned and |inped away while the duke glared and the
| ady gazed after himwith a troubled face. | hurried to follow, but he went

at

such a pace despite his linmp that | didn't catch up until he stopped near one
of

the picket posts well away fromthe duke's canp. Wen | spoke his nane he
rounded on ne.

"What does she nean by coming here now, with Thierri riding at her sidel?"
The

unscarred side of his face showed deep angui sh, the scarred side | ooked Iike
a

mask fromHell. "Does she seek some kind of anusenment at seeing ne cast down,
di spossessed, overthrown? Even if we do sonehow regai n Peyrefixade, | see
scant

i ndi cation her father will ever wish to place it in my hands again. Nor is he
likely to encourage any further a union between ne and his daughter. | had

i magi ned her different fromthe heartl ess | adi es one sonmetines neets with at
t he

enperors court, wonen who derive their pleasure fromturning hard fell ows
into

soft fools."

"I cannot believe the Lady Arsendis feels any joy at w tnessing your plight,
Count . "

"Let her not speak lightly of it, then. Tell her that, if you see her before
I

return to canp. | amgoing to inspect the other pickets."

| watched himlinp off, then hurried back to the tents to seek the |lady. As
soon

as she saw nme standi ng before the duke's pavilion, she said, "Ah, Brother

Mel chior, | had so hoped you would conme! Walk with ne a little." As she |led
t he
way onto the neadow bel ow the canp, | saw a pair of the duke's guardsnen fal
in

behi nd us, too far back to hear our words but close enough for protection
shoul d

any threat to their lord' s daughter appear

"The situation here is full of danger, Brother Melchior. | had not realized
how

raw were the count's feelings. And | find now that ny father is equally
inflaned. "

"It is true, my lady. They canme within an eyel ash of fighting each other just
this nmorning." | told her about the travesty of a parley with her brother and
how angry it had left both the count and the duke.

"Ah, my dear brother always has known how to place the pin of his words where
it

will sting the worst. And you nen can be such fool s! —priests excepted, of



course. A phrase ill spoken, a jab to someone's delicate sense of honor, a
defeat sone fellow feels he cannot brook, and before one can prevent it the
swords are out and sonething irretrievabl e has been done. Wen | was rather
younger, | did not understand how rmuch delicacy may be required in dealing
with

nmen, and provoked nore than one fatal incident when nmerely seeking a little
anusenment at the expense of one or another of ny dimer suitors. My father

and

the count are both full of rage, but neither can strike out at the things

t hat

really trouble him Do you see that?"

"I can understand Count Galoran's difficulty well enough,” | told her. "From
t he

first noment | met him all his thoughts and energi es have been fixed on
maki ng

a success of his position as Count of Peyrefixade. To be di spossessed |ike
this,

with no evident course of action he can take to put things right, nust be
terrible.”

She nodded her graceful head. "And ny father's situation is no better. He is
faced with an invading force of the heretics he despises. They have seized a
cast| e dependent upon him something no duke could tolerate. But their
captain

is the son—and the brother—neither of us has quite | earned to hate despite
al |

t hat has happened in the past. If Father were able, he would sinply settle in
for a long siege and wait until their supplies ran low, then offer terms
allowing themto depart if they would yield the castle without a fight. That
woul d be the customary strategy when a conmander with far superior nunbers
faces

a foe hol ding an unbreakabl e castle, but he cannot use it here. Even if we
put

asi de the danger of this great telesma |I've now been told of, ny father has
t he

Inquisition to worry about."
"The Inquisition!™"
"Certainly, the Inquisition.
down

along the valley road running toward her father's city. "They have ears

al nost

everywhere, you know, probably even within your Order and certainly in ny
father's court. He had no alternative but to send word of this incursion to
Haul be, unless he wished to fall under suspicion hinself as soon as the

r eport

of it reached them anyway. O course, Father very shrewdly sent that nessage
to

nmy uncl e the archbi shop rather than directly to the Inquisition.”

"But surely he did not think—=2"

"Ch no; he did not do it in hopes of any favor. Uncle is very strict about
doi ng

all of his duty as a bishop. Indeed, he considers ny brother dead to the
famly

and woul d show no hesitation about destroying himshoul d he have the
opportunity. But he is highly jeal ous of his position as the highest

chur chman

of the region, and on that account is no friend to the Inquisition. He will
not

i nformthe chief inquisitor of what has occurred until he has nobilized his
own

knights and is fully ready to set forth. That will gain us an extra day,

She gazed at the castle high above us, then



per haps. But when Uncl e does nmarch here with his soldiers, you may be sure
t he

Inquisition will ride with him Once inquisitors are on this spot, the only
possible fate for any man who is with the heretics in Peyrefixade will be
deat h

by the sword or death by fire. The Inquisition would never allow any of them
to

escape after such a daring strike into what they have so |long clained as
conpletely secure territory. You may al so be sure the Chief Inquisitor will
send

for Prince AlIfonso to rally to their banner at this place with his arny,

sinmply
on the chance ny father might think of daring to defy them And if the prince
joins the siege, he will certainly allow no end other than the destruction of

every man of the Perfected wthin Peyrefkade—and the castle in his own hands,
if

he can manage it."

Prior Belthesar had hinted there were dangers other than the great tel esns;
now

| understood what he had neant. "But surely your father is right, mnmy |ady—you
shoul d not be here."

"Ah, but | rmust. | have to w tness whatever happens for myself." Her eyes
flashed now wi th both anger and tears and all her air of amused aristocratic
detachrment had fled. "The only nen | care anything at all about are facing
one

anot her here, and | cannot imagine how this can end wi thout the destruction
of

some or all of them | see no possibility of Count Galoran's being restored
to

bot h possession of his castle and ny father's good will, of ny father's
escapi ng

the awful necessity of maki ng war upon his own son, and of mny brother's being
allowed to |l eave here alive, with the hope that he may yet learn to reject

t he

heretic doctrine and return to the famly and station that should be his. But
if

it ends otherwi se, what then? Suppose mny father decides to cast off Count

Cal oran and deliver Peyrefixade back into the hands of Lord Thierri? On the
ot her hand, how could | either continue living with nmy father or wi sh even to
| ook Count Caloran in the face if the two of them had united to overthrow ny
own

brother and deliver himto the flanes? Or supposing those ny brother has
allied

hinself with should find this devilish tel esma and destroy ny father, the
count,

and so many others; how could | wish to escape? A way rmust be found to
preserve

themall, but what can it be, what can it be?"

She turned her back on ne suddenly and stood facing down the valley with her
shoul ders rising and falling for several mnutes, too proud to |l et even a

pri est

see her weep. When she turned again, her accustoned | ook of amusenent at the
whol e worl d had been drawn back across her beautiful features like a veil of
si | k.

"Ah, Father Melchior, please forgive that nonent of indisposition and escort
ne

back to canp. My father has called another council to nmeet after the evening
neal. | intend to be at hand to hear whatever is said, but | nust rest a
little

first if I amto nake any sense of it."



The count and | were just finishing our soldiers' supper of lentil stew when
we

heard the sound of running feet, and I felt my throat tighten with

appr ehensi on.

Then a man looned up in the firelight and panted out, "Count Cal oran, Father
Mel chi or—you both must cone—at once!"

"What is it, man?" said the count in surprise "It's not tinme for the counci
to

assenbl e yet."

"A man—badl y wounded—escaped fromthe castle. He is with—+they took himto the
duke. He's asking for you; it is your seneschal!"

W had to push our way through a crowd of curious knights and soldiers to get
to

t he duke's pavilion. They'd wapped the seneschal in blankets and laid him
near

the fire. Duke Argave, his captain, Lord Thierri, and the prior were standing
over himwhile the duke's personal physician-surgeon tended his wounds. | saw
a

flicker of silk within the tent behind them and guessed that Lady Arsendis
nmust

be watching and listening fromthere. The physician stood up, shaking his
head,

just as the messenger |led us through the guards hol ding the crowd back. "A
knife

thrust pierced sone of his |ower viscera. He may last a few nore hours, but
he'll not see the dawn."

"Fat her Mel chior, Count Cal oran, cone closer!" Seneschal Guilhemcalled in a
weak voice. His face already | ooked like that of a cadaver as we knelt by
hi m

only his eyes seened alive.

"Well, sirrah, | can understand your crying for Father Melchior if you have
decided to make a final confession in hope of reclaimng the True Faith
before

you die," said the count. "But after betraying nme to anbush, and then | eading
ny

enemi es into ny castle, what can you have to say to ne?"

"I never betrayed you." He reached out a shaking hand and gave a nmassive key
to

the count. "I escaped tonight by the postern gate—+ had to kill a man to
reach

it, and was stabbed mysel f—+o warn you."

"Warn nme?"

"OfF the true traitor. It is Raynbaud, the bouteillier."

"Raynbaud; but that is inmpossible!" It had been the duke who shouted; Count
Caloran and | were too stunned to speak. "Raynbaud served at ny court for
years

before—that is, | already knew himwell when | sent himto the countess upon
her marriage to Lord Thierri. | was sure that |I—that is the countess—ould
trust

him"

| happened to be standing on the count's good side, so | saw his sudden hard
smle. "So, Duke Argave, you acknow edge openly that it was Raynbaud who has
been your man within Peyrefixade all the tinmel" he said with his barking

| augh.

| saw t he duke wi nce at having betrayed hinself, then flash his own dark
smile.



"Well caught, Count, that he was. He was a good man for a double gane."

"For more than a doubl e gane—ny | ord duke," the seneschal rasped. "He was
Prince

Al fonso's spy in your court—-when you chose himto be your spy in the count's.
But even the prince did not know what he was in truth. He was an agent of the
Perfected!"

For a monent, no one so nmuch as noved. Then Count Cal oran threw back his head
and gave a laugh like the one he'd let out the tine he threw his arnms around
t he

startled Prince Alfonso. "If this tale is true, the rogue is as peerless a
traitor as Roland was a knight!"

The duke did not |ook so amused. "Wy should we believe any of this?" he
demanded, bending | ow over the seneschal

"I am a dyi ng man—why would | lie? Even after the enenmy were in the castle he
continued to play at deception. He never let the rest of the men—the ones you
ransoned, Duke-see that he and the two fell ows who had been working for him
wer e

anyt hi ng other than prisoners like thenselves. Instead he let it seem

t hat —+ hat

t hey had been kept as hostages when—when the others were let go."

"But why shoul d he bother; why not reveal hinself now that his own side was
in

possessi on?" the count asked him "Because of the plan-which | escaped—to
war n

you—about . " The seneschal stopped, gasping with pain yet clearly anxious to
continue. The physician hurried to his tent and returned a nonment later with
a

flagon. He crossed to Prior Belthesar, who sprinkled in something and spoke
over

it, adding magic to medicine. Seneschal @uil hem drained the draught as soon
as

it was offered, shivered throughout his gaunt frame, then resumed speaking in
a

far stronger voice. "They knew that you and Father Mel chior had escaped the
nen

who' d been sent after you, and that you'd be coming here with the conviare.
They

want it badly, because while they are quite sure the great telesm is
conceal ed

within Peyrefixade, it will be very difficult to recover w thout the
conviare's

aid. Their schene was put into nbtion as soon as you were seen this norning.
Raynbaud was to have appeared here tonight with a mnor wound, claimng to
have

escaped by the postern gate. He knew you'd have wel coned him Count:

congratul ated him given hima place to sleep near your own tent, perhaps
even

init. Later, when the canp was asl eep, he was going to nurder both you and
Fat her Melchior, steal the conviare, and take it back to his friends in
Peyr ef i xade. "

Count Cal oran bent over the seneschal with a skeptical face. "And how did you
cone to know all this?"

"Ch, Raymbaud took nme frommy cell and let me roam free once your |oyal nen
wer e

safely out of the castle. He'd always talked to me, you know. telling ne
about

the Perfected doctrine, countering nmy doubts, answering nmy questions. | had
been
i nterested even before he came, and | think he still saw me as a likely

convert.



Besi des, he needed ne—as an audience. | was the only one who had been there,
knowi ng what he was, to see himplaying his game of mrrors the whole tine,
you

see, the only one who could truly appreciate his boasts about how cleverly
he' d

fooled you all. But tonight | overheard sonmething, listening to his two

conr ades

talking in the courtyard, that he never intended | should know, and that was
when | resolved to break with himand warn you. It was he who killed the
countess, fully intending to do so!"

Now it was Lord Thierri who bent over the dying man, with an expression not
of

anger or skepticismbut terrible eagerness. "How, nan!? Speak, tell them how,
and lift this awful suspicion fromne!l"

"Intelling it, | must ask your forgiveness, Lord Thierri." The seneschal's
face

| ooked gray now, he was clearly sinking again. "Along with having mastered

t he

ways of the courtier and the kni ght, Raynbaud had | earned—earned sone magic
fromhis own people while growi ng up. Not so nuch as a Magi an, but enough to
work with certain magi cal objects Perfected Magi ans gave hi m when he began
hi s

life in the duke's court, and others that they—they sent to himin secret

| ater,

when he was already here. His nagical nmap was only one small el ement of what
he

could do. He told nme of this during our many tal ks, after he di scovered ny
interest in his people's doctrine, and ny hatred for—for you, Lord Thierri
Yes,

| hated you! | thought you a clinbing schemer unworthy of our dear countess,
whom | had | oved from her girlhood. Al so, | was convinced you' d chall enged
t he

good old count to a race while hunting that day the winter after you and the
countess were married, knowing full well he would likely take a fall that
woul d

put an end to him and Raynbaud agreed with nme. | wanted to kill you, had
even

tried to plan ways to do it so no one would know, but without success. Then
one

day | ast autumm, Raynbaud told ne he had decided to help."

"He had, he said, recently been sent a nmgical object which could be used to
drive and confuse and frighten anyone who came up onto the battlenents at

ni ght

into fleeing along the walls until he fell to his death. It was supposed to
have

been yourself who went up fromthe hall to investigate a strange sound and
neet

your death, not ny beloved | ady! When | pretended to come in fromthe

ki t chens

that awful night after having placed the terrible thing—enly to nmeet Raynbaud
hurrying to find nme and | earn that she had gone out while you remained with
t he

guests—eoh, it was terrible! I rushed back outside, trying to reach her in
tine,

but then | heard her scream and net her servant babbling of apparitions, and
I

knew t hat she was dead. | alnost threw nyself fromthe battlenents then and
t here, but Raynbaud appeared and stopped ne. It was an accident, he said; the
thi ng had been set to act upon whomever came upon the wall at that time. He
had



never imagi ned that the dear countess would go instead of you, he told ne,
and
only realized the nistake when he cane up fromthe cellars with nore wine to

find her already gone fromthe hall. So | blamed nyself alone."
"So | began to study and to fast in the Perfected nanner—seeking only to
purify

nmysel f as nuch as possible so that nmy prayers for the dear countess shoul d be
nost efficacious and that | mght, perhaps, one day hope to join her in
heaven—and | onging only for death. | suspected it was Raynmbaud who put the
fire

telesma into the hearth to attack Count Cal oran, but he persuaded ne it had
been

someone anong the masons. But it was he, just as it was he who—who told ny
dear

countess to go up onto the walls that night!" He paused; his breath was
starting

to sound | abored again. "If | had had a weapon when | heard that, |

woul d—aoul d

have gone straight to the great hall—-and stabbed himthen and there, in the
mdst of all his friends. As it was, | had to fight the sentry at the postern
gate—for his dagger, and was stabbed mysel f before—before | could kill him |

knew | coul d never succeed—n killing Raynmbaud—wi th such a wound, so

resol ved

to use the last of—ef ny strength to make my way here—and warn you all of his
treason. Even though | die, | know you, Count—and you, Duke-shall see that
God' s

justice—+s done upon him"

"You see!" cried Lord Thierri, springing up to face the duke. "I always swore

I

was i nnocent. This proves it!"

The duke's only answer was a nod and a noise in his throat. Meanwhile, Count

Cal oran had knelt at the seneschal's side. "My friend, if you have spoken the
truth you have indeed remained true to nme, and both Father Melchior and

nost

likely owe you our lives. And | al so owe you anot her debt, for revealing who
conmitted a black crinme agai nst my house and fam ly. Have you any fina

r equest

of ne?"

"I have a w dowed sister—a good wonan—she lives in Ferignan. Send her ny

t hi ngs,

and the—the bal ance of ny wages. Qther than that, | w sh—wish only to make ny
| ast confession to Father Melchior and receive absolution—+f he will hear ne."
"OfF course | shall hear you," | said, knowing there was little tinme now The

same magi ¢ draught that had tenporarily increased his strength would, as it
ebbed, carry himaway into death far faster than if he had never drunk it. So
I

followed as they carried the seneschal into the physician's tent. There
hear d

hi m out, then pronounced an absolution, rem nding himthat it would be
efficacious only if he were truly repentant in heart when death cane. Then
sat

with him holding his gaunt hand while he slipped slowy away from

consci ousness

and life, until a knight came and whi spered, "Cone, Father, they want you."
Reentering the pavilion, | found the council of war already in progress. As
soon

as he saw ne, Count Cal oran decl ared, "Father Melchior, with luck they have
not

yet di scovered that the seneschal is gone, nor the way he came out. | intend
to



try and enter Peyrefixade tonight, to recover this great tel esma before the

Perfected get it. But 1'll need your help with the conviare. Are you prepared
to

go with ne?"

"Not so fast, Caloran!" Lord Thierri interrupted. "You are still hanpered by
your wounds. Besides, the traitor Raynmbaud killed nmy wife and led to ny being
di spossessed; | should be the one to go. |I'll need a Magian, of course, and
I'd

be happy to have Father Melchior."

As | stared fromone to the other, taken aback, the duke spoke in his

snoot hest

voi ce. "You appear troubled, Brother Melchior. Are you certain you are up to
t he

task? Do you perhaps fear coming to grips with the Perfected?"

"I + do, ny lord Duke. But mnmy concern is not for ny life, nor for whether ny
skill is sufficient.”

"What, then?"

"I fear that if | cone too close to the Perfected, they may perhaps be able
to

claimme for thenselves."

The duke arched his thin black brows while Count Caloran and Lord Thierri
bot h

| ooked at ne in surprise. | sawthe prior signaling to me with his hand and
heard his second voice start to speak a firmwarning inside nmy ear, but | knew
I

had to go on. "My lords, ny first tutor in magic, ny own grandfather, had been
a

Magi an of the Perfected in his youth. He was a good man, a kind man, and

t hough

he died in the flanes unrepentant, | loved him | am an anointed priest of

t he

True Faith, but | was a Magi an before that, one who began as the pupil of a
Perfected master. |-+ have always feared those first roots of ny training
coul d

be used to draw ne onto their side if | ever came into close quarters with
Perfected Magi ans. "

Count Galoran's face | ooked grimand the duke's captain shocked, while Lord
Thierri actually took a backward step away from nme. Duke Argave, however,
rounded on Prior Belthesar with furious,eyes. "Prior, how can this be? You
yoursel f vouched for this man when the question of what Mgian to assign the
new

count was raised! How can | trust either himor the count now? Perhaps we can
send someone el se—tord Thierri—Ao, perhaps not him but my captain. But even
if

we do send Caloran, it nmust be you who goes with himto enploy the conviare,
Prior!"

"Perhaps you are right at that, though | ama bit old for such a hard work of
magi c," Prior Belthesar told himw th a thoughtful expression—but his second
voi ce was saying sonething entirely different within ny second ear

"I'f I amthe one who goes, Duke, | will accept no conpani on but Fat her

Mel chior," the count said flatly, and | felt nmy heart leap. If both the prior
and the count believed that nuch in ne, should I not also believe in nyself?
"I ndeed? Then it shall have to be anoth—what is that?"

The duke, his captain, Lord Thierri, and all the knights whirled to | ook

t owar d

the I ower end of the canp. Confused shouting and the sound of hooves were
com ng

fromthat direction, growi ng |louder every instant. Suddenly, spectra

hor senen

on skel etal horses appeared gall opi ng



anong the tents. As nen shouted to each other and clawed for their swords,
Pri or

Bel t hesar | ooked calmy in ny direction and one nore short phrase from him
echoed in ny second ear, "Now both of you, go." | stood still for a nmonent,
t hen obeyed.

The count gave me a startled | ook when | stepped to his side and gripped his
sword arm "This is only a distraction to draw away their attention, Count
Cal oran. W are goi ng now. "

H s eyes wi dened briefly, then he gave that quirked smile that | had so
gradually cone to like. "Lead on, Father Mel chior."

As we slipped away, | saw the Lady Arsendis briefly appear in the door of her
father's tent where she nmust have been listening the whole tinme and gaze
after

us wthout saying a word to anyone.

Bl ood showed bl ack in the moonlight on the steps bel ow the narrow postern
gat e,

where the seneschal nust have fallen after relocking it. The massive wooden
door, wi de enough to adnmit only a single man at a tine, |oomed dark and
sol i d.

Count Cal oran wei ghed the big iron key in his hand. "Well, Father Mel chior
this

| ooks |i ke another chance for you to practice your divination," he whispered.
"If the Perfected haven't yet discovered that the seneschal's left the
castl e,

then the portcullis behind this door will still be up, and the narrow steep
stair that |eads up through the wall behind it will be deserted. If they
have,

then there are probably five men with |l ong knives standing in a |line behind
this

door to greet anyone who might try to pay a visit. Can you tell me which is
t he

case?"

"Yes." My heart was pounding as | reached into ny cassock, drew out the phia
t he Spector General had prepared for me, and took a |ong draught. But | nade
nmysel f speak as calmy and quietly as the count. "Now take ne under the arms
and

hold ny body up. Do not be startled into letting it fall by what happens
next."

| saw the good side of his nouth quirk with interest, then he stepped behind
nme

and seized ne around the chest. He was none too soon; alnost as soon as |
felt

his iron arms around ny ribs, the sense of their pressure began to seem

di stant.

| had done this thrice under the Spector General's relentless tutelage while
we'd been up at the House of the Order, but it had grown neither famliar nor
pl easant, and it was not pleasant now | felt my senses waver, saw ny vision
grow di m and doubl e. Then, with a sensation al nost |ike shrugging a wet cloak
of

heavy wool off ones shoulders, | sinply slipped out of nmy own body. The

i nst ant

| did so, all feeling vani shed—except for a terrible sensation of cold, far
worse than any cold that | had ever felt within ny flesh. | turned and | ooked

back at ny physical self slunped in the count's arms, while he gazed at ny
spectrar formw th eyes as big as a staring owm's in the noonlight. Then I
rai sed ny hand (speech is inpossible for the discorporate), turned, and
wal ked



strai ght through the door

Even if the count's five killers had been standing just inside, my vaporous
form

woul d have been conpletely invisible to them out of the noonlight. But there
was

no one, and the narrow portcullis was still up. Wth a push of ny ghostly

f oot

| sent ny spectral self floating up the narrow stairs, which spiraled to the
right within the wall so that defenders standi ng above could swing their

swor ds

with their right hands, while attackers coming up could only defend

t hensel ves

with their left. The door to the courtyard at the top had been pushed shut
but

not | ocked, and a dead man | ay slunped against the inside, a dagger deep in
hi s

chest. In ny discorporate state, | could not shudder as | slipped through
bot h

corpse and solid door for a quick | ook about the courtyard.

Al seemed quiet, except for distant voices fromthe hall and the occasi ona
paci ng of a guard passing along the battlenents above. Where noonlight fel

t he

stones of the castle seened bright as silver, but the door by which ny
spectral

self was floating luckily lay in deep shadow. Even when | brought ny ghostly
hand up to within an inch of ny face, it was virtually invisible. Two nmen in
their living flesh would need to be far nore careful, but we should to be
abl e

to slip into the courtyard and make our way al ong the shadowed wall to the

near est passage unseen unless we were very unlucky. Satisfied, | drifted
qui ckl'y

back through the doorway, down the stairs, and out to the count and ny
fleshly

sel f.

As soon as | shook ny head and got ny feet back under ne, Count Caloran |et
go

and stepped away, looking at me with a very strange expression. "By ny faith,
Fat her Melchior, if you were not a priest |I'd cross nmyself! You slip in and
out

of your body as easily as | change my cl oak!"

"Not nearly-so easily-as that, Count," | gasped, shuddering and | eani ng

agai nst

the wall until the moon ceased dancing in the sky and | began to feel at hone
within my own skin once nore. "The Spector Ceneral of ny Order, who only
recently taught me the rudinments of that art, mght perhaps make such a
boast .

That is why nothing can be hidden fromhim But for such as |, leaving the
body

is nothing that can be done either easily or for very |long w thout great
risk.”

"Then | must thank you for assuming it, as you have assumed so nany ot her
risks

for me. Now, let's both enter Peyrefixade as living, breathing men—at | east
when

we go in!"

He was smling his crooked smle as he said this, turning the huge key in the
postern door. As | reached inside ny cassock and felt the cool, snooth shape
of

the conviare, | found nyself smling back

Chapter Thirteen ~ Cal oran



1

The narrow passage inside the postern gate was silent and enpty, lit only by
a

single high window that allowed a pale gl eam of noonlight to penetrate. For a
nonent | hesitated, then turned the heavy key behind us and dropped it into
ny

belt pouch. The duke and Lord Thierri would realize quickly enough that we
had

gone, and | didn't want them com ng after us, alerting the heretics to our
presence though unable to bring enough warriors through the narrow postern to
make any difference. If | left the key in the lock on the inside, as it had
been

the whole tine | was lord of Peyrefixade, sone heretic nmight take it, making
i mpossi bl e the quick escape Melchior and | would need if things went as badly
as

| feared.

"Bless ne, Father," | said quietly, thinking that | mght not live to see
anot her dawn over the mountains. He nurnured the sacred phrases rapidly, and
I

pushed asi de the doubt whether the blessing of a priest touched with heresy
woul d be efficaci ous.

But with my sword in ny hand, ignoring the throbbing in ny leg, |I felt in
spite

of everything a rising of ny spirits just to be inside Peyrefixade again.
rem nded nyself grimy that if | thought of this as ny castle, then the
heretics

did, too, and there had been heretics here long, long before | even |earned
of

t he sout hern nount ai ns.

Under the portcullis and up the passage we went, the priest's footfalls so
silent behind ne that he m ght al nbst have becone di scorporate again. | did
not

turn nmy head to | ook. The passage becane darker and darker as it burrowed up
under the rocks, constantly rising. It had become conpletely black by the
tine

we reached the stair that spiraled up to the courtyard above. | wi shed | had
t hought to bring a torch and consi dered asking Melchior if the startling
array

of battle magic he had |earned at his Order's house al so included the magic
of

light. But if we didn't want to announce to the defenders that there was an
eneny inside the walls, the darker the better

Al the weight of the stones above us seenmed to bear down as | felt along the
invisible wall and groped for the first step with one foot. "The first tricky
part is going to conme when we reach the courtyard,” | breathed to Mel chior
"Even with the nman who was supposed to be guarding the postern stair dead, we
may be spotted—either by warriors or by Mgians."

"I thought that, too," he replied, his voice a faint murmur in the cold night
under my castle. "It mght be best if we separate.”

| nodded al though | knew he coul dn't see ne—er hoped he couldn't. If he
hadn' t

saved ny life—and | his—+the proximty of a man with the powers he w el ded,
powers the pit of ny stomach felt quite sure God had never neant nortals to
have, woul d have given ne the shakes. But he was closer to nme now, heretic
Magi an or not, than my own brother had ever been.

"You | ook for the hiding place of the great battle telesm,"” | whispered.
“1'm
going to try to get to the main gates. At a minimumI'll distract the Magi ans

fromnoticing you. And if | can get the gates open the duke's arny may be
abl e



to rush in and capture the castle.”

W went slowy and carefully up the spiral stairs, feeling for each step, the
stone wall rough to the touch. | had to shift ny sword to the other hand as
we

clinmbed, not that | would have been able to see to fight anyway. W would
cone

out, I knew, on a small terrace along a wall at the

side of the castle—the sane terrace fromwhich the countess had fallen. | had
been up and down this stairway several times during the spring as | first

expl ored ny castle, but the way seemed nuch | onger now than it had then

com ng

down it carelessly with a torch in one hand and Bruno behi nd ne.

The other reason | didn't like letting the duke's armies in the front gate,
even

t hough | knew perfectly well that | had to if | possibly could, was that I

wanted to deal with the damed bouteillier nyself. He had killed Bruno.
When a faint trace of |ight showed before us, | had to blink twice to
per suade

nmyself it was real. Very cautiously | moved forward, probing with the point
of

my sword until | found a door, not quite closed, and a dead body sl unped

agai nst

it.

"Can your spells of divination tell if there's anyone outside on the terrace?"

I
muttered as | heaved the body to one side with hands under its arnms—the sane

way
| had held Father Melchior as he becane discorporate. "Wthout |eaving your
fl esh again?" | added wi thout intending to.

For answer he took a few grains of powder froma small bag—he seened to have
an

enornous variety of nmgical objects inside his cassock—and sprinkled them on
t he

bl ade of a knife. They stirred and gl owed silver as he murnmured a few words
over

them then faded again. "There are at the nmonent no warriors on the terrace,”
he

whi spered then, "and none overlooking it fromthe tower."

He did not, | noticed, specify whether there were any Magi ans there. | also
renmenbered that his spells had not reveal ed the duke's son, when he had
appear ed

before us on our way back fromny neeting with Prince Al fonso. But | did not
mention this—Mel chior must renenber the incident perfectly well hinself.
"Then we'd best nmove now," | said, my hand on the edge of the door. But he
forestall ed ne.

"Wait, Count," he murmured, taking something else fromhis cassock, sonething
long and white that seenmed to glowin the dimlight fromthe noonlit terrace
outside. "I want you to have this."

| recognized it at once. It was his grandfather's tel esna.

He pressed it into ny palm and | felt again the deeply cut lines in the
ivory's

surface and the same eerie tingle | had felt up on the slopes of the
nount ai n,

when | had given it to himto help ease the excruciating pain in his shoul der
I

took a sudden step backwards. Qut of several things | mght have said
muttered, "No use ny taking it. No idea howto use such a thing."

"But it is extrenmely sinple, Count," he said, very low and very insistently.
"Al though | have not yet fully restored its power after draining it up on the



nmount ai n, one need practice virtually no magic oneself to utilize the forces
stored withinit."

"You'll need it," |I protested in a whisper

"But it will be much easier for you to use than, say, the conviare which |
al so

carry." The convi are which had hel ped channel destroying flames toward ne.

"This

is as you have seen a quenching telesma: it may be used agai nst another's
spel I s, agai nst pai n—and against fire."

It was the fire that decided me. The bouteillier knew perfectly well ny
aversion

to fire and had al ready used magi cal flanmes agai nst ne once. "But how do |
activate the magic within this?"

"In this case"—Melchior took it back and nmuttered a few quick words | could
not

catch before again pressing it into ny hand—you need only hold the tel esma
bef ore you, speak the words, Hoc est hora, nmeaning the time is now, and the
i nherent spells in the telesma will take over, to quench that which opposes
you. "

| thrust it into the back of nmy belt and hefted ny sword. "Then |let us see,
Fat her Mel chi or, who rmay be opposing us."

The priest retreated into the shadows as | made ny way across the terrace,
careful ly staying out of direct moonlight. Several doors and passages opened
of f

it, but I headed for the door on the far side that led into the great tower.
Remenbering the countess, | went nowhere near the parapet at the terrace's
edge,

even though a l ook fromthere m ght have shown ne lights to indicate where in
the castle the heretics had their watchnmen. Any dizziness at the edge could
have

meant me down at the bottom of the mountain and Thierri again master of
Peyr ef i xade.

Assumi ng of course we were able to recapture this castle. My boots seened

| oud

on the flagstones as | reached the door leading into the tower. It swing open
easily and quietly, just as it should—+'d been strict in directing all hinges
be

kept well oil ed.

This terrace connected with the tower several storeys above its base. | stood
silently for a nmonent, waiting and listening, breathing through ny nouth and
willing ny heart to beat nore slowy.

And al nost junped out of my skin when a voice spoke above nme. "They're
[ighting

their watchfires for the night. It doesn't look as if they're planning an
attack

now, but I'll keep an eye on them"

The voice, | realized, cane from someone on the stairs that circled up inside
the tower, calling through a wi ndow to soneone outside, on the far side of
t he

tower fromthe little terrace and the postern gate. He was headed up to the
top

of the tower, to the spot fromwhich | had first heard ny servants call ne
Count

Scar on my first norning in Peyrefixade—servants standing on the terrace
wher e

Mel chior and | had been a nonment earlier. If we had cone five mnutes |ater
we

woul d have been spotted.



The person outside said something | didn't catch. But as | slowy descended
t he

tower stairs, setting each foot dowmn with great care, | could hear his own
st eps

retreati ng. The watchman above nme went clattering up to the top of the tower
with no effort at silence, his way lit by

nmoonl i ght through the windows. It was a strange sensation to realize that he
had

no idea |I was here—unl ess he had what Brother Ml chior called a second eye,
and

was only pretending to be unaware of mny presence.

But no one challenged ne as | reached the bottom of the tower and opened the
door there. Beyond lay a roofl ess passage between two high walls, which
magni fi ed the sound of careless footfalls. The man who had been here a nonent
ago was gone, but as | craned ny neck upward, peering toward the top of the

tower with ny back pressed against its wall, | caught a flicker of light
brighter than the noon. The watchman had lit a lantern to keep hinself
conpany.

Whi ch neant he m ght be too dazzled to spot someone noving in the shadows
bel ow.

Qui ckly and cautiously |I proceeded down the passage, hunched over to avoid
bot h

nmoonl i ght and wat chful eyes. | had been clenching nmy sword so tightly the
hi It

was slippery; | paused to wipe my hand on ny tunic, listening but stil
heari ng

not hi ng.

On either side, opening fromthe passage, were store rooms, certainly rifled
now

by the heretics. The doors stood ajar, but | did no nore than glance into the
roonms' black interiors. The Perfected had ny treasure chest of carefully
collected rents, along with ny grain reserves, spices, and wine. | would have
happily et themhave it all if | could just have control of the castle again.
Al most at the end of the open passage a stairway to my right |ed upward,

t owar d

Mel chior's private chanbers and the chanbers which the countess's |adi es had
doubt| ess used when she and Thierri ruled Peyrefixade. Fromthose chanbers
went

one of the staircases that eventually reached the chapel. | didn't like to
t hi nk

what profane rites the heretics m ght be perform ng there—ani mal sacrifice,
lustful orgies, even human sacrifices for all | knew. Melchior had tried to
tell

me the Perfected would not do such things, but I was still sure they would.

woul d have to have himreconsecrate the chapel imediately if we got the
heretics out—assum ng we both |ived.

Past the staircase, the open passageway opened onto the castle's main
courtyard.

Very slowy | |eaned away fromthe wall against which | was pressed, just
enough

to see into it. A short distance away stood several of the damed heretics,
yawni ng and tal king. Monlight glittered on helmets and weapons. Yet there

weren't very many of them | tried to encourage nyself, not nearly enough to
fight off the duke's forces if the walls were breached or the gates opened.
However, if they had even a few seconds' warning, | reninded nyself, they
woul d

be able to retreat into the central keep, barring the heavy doors of the

gr eat

hall, and then wait us out nearly as securely as they had when they

control |l ed



the whol e castle. That is, if they had thought to shift some of the grain
supplies fromthe main storeroons into the storage cellars of the keep

I shook ny head. Gavain had doubtl ess already thought of this. He was after
al |

a duke's son, brought up on strategy and command even if he had given it al
up

to seek his soul's damation in the nountains. And at the nmonent he m ght
very

wel | be settling hinself by nmy new hearth into ny own bed.

None of the warriors in the courtyard had spotted me. And the fact that no
al arm

had yet been sounded neant that Ml chior too had so far eluded discovery—-and
that no one had realized the postern was now guarded only by a dead nman. But
it

woul d be folly to try to make ny way across the open courtyard with anyone in
it.

But this was ny castle. Even if the heretics had Raynmbaud's magi cal map and
even

though I was slinking around like a thief, | knew Peyrefixade better than any
heretics who hadn't even been born the last tinme the castle had been in
Perfected hands. | smiled for a second, ducked out of the passageway, took

t wo

steps on the flagstones of the courtyard, and was through the door leading to
the kitchen stairs before any of the heretics mght turn at the novenent in

t he

shadows and see ne.

But still | waited for a mnute, sword ready, just inside the door, in case
any

of them becane suspicious and canme to investigate.

When no one appeared, | slipped down the wide steps into the kitchen itself.
The

roomwas enpty, the fires banked for the night. Yet | stayed instinctively in
the shadows as | crossed it, making for the passage on the far side that cane
out near the main gates. Wth teeth clenched, | nmade nmy lane leg carry its
full

wei ght, to keep fromstanping with ny good | eg at each step. The noonli ght
cast

grot esque shapes on the wall fromthe cooking spits. So far | wasn't doi ng
nmuch

to divert the heretics' attention from whatever Melchior m ght be doing. But
a

si ngl e-handed fight against all the heretic warriors, while doubtless noisy,
woul d be doomed from the beginning.

| froze. Steps sounded before ne. It sounded as though someone was com ng
into

the kitchen | ooking for sonething to eat.

Holy, pure, perfected people, they call thenselves, | thought bitterly, who
claimthey relinquish the pleasures of the flesh. And yet after a dinner of
dry

bread and lentils any of them-even the duke's son—ust start thinking how good
a

bite of neat pastry would taste.

And woul d have a hungry man's irritation added to a heretic's fanatici sm when
he

found ne here.

| stepped behind a bank of shelves, listening to his footsteps. He seened to
hesitate for a nonment. Had the way of perfection becone stronger for himthan
hunger —or did he suspect ny presence? | tried not to breathe, though the
poundi ng of nmy heart was so loud it seemed he nmust hear it. But then the



st eps

began novi ng agai n.

In an instant | could have tipped the shelves and all their contents over on
him But | stopped with a hand al ready braced for the push. The clatter of

br oken crockery would bring all the warriors fromthe courtyard down into the
ki tchen, and besides, this was nmy cook's kitchen and equi prent.

Instead | reversed ny sword, and as he stepped past the end of the shelves,

j ust

as he caught sight of me fromthe corner of his eye and was opening his nouth
to

shout, | struck himfirmy on the tenple with the hilt.

He slunped to the floor with a faint noan. | tied himup swiftly with the

twi ne

the cook used for trussing roasts, then thrust the end of a flour sack into
hi s

nmout h. Goi ng up agai nst heretics | wanted God on ny side, and the fewer

deat hs

on ny soul the better.

| stood up slowy, trying to steady my ragged breathing. The whol e incident
had

taken under a mnute. | strained ny ears but did not hear anyone el se
approaching. At that monent | would cheerfully have exchanged this furtive
advance through the castle for open battle in the enperor's armies, the horns
calling, nmen and horses scream ng, and the stench of blood everywhere.

But fighting on behalf of the enperor would not get my castle back. | dragged
the heretic under a table, in the hopes that he would not be spotted in the
shadows if someone el se becane hungry. He breathed shallowy and did not stir.
Then again | advanced through the moonlight and shadows, across the wi dth of
t he

ki tchen and al ong the passage beyond. Here nore steps led up to the
courtyard,

com ng out very near the main gates.

At the top of the stairs | paused again, at the door the heretic had |eft

aj ar

in entering, and tried to knead sone of the pain and stiffness out of my |eg.
In

a very few nmoments | mght need it for running. Fromthe darkness of the

door way

I could see the noonlit courtyard and the great gatehouse. A single warrior
stood before it. Hs face was dark so | could see no detail, but he appeared
to

be I ooking in ny direction.

| did not nove. If he had a Magian's second eye he had seen ne already, but

if

this was another soldier with no nagi cal powers he m ght not have spotted ne.
After a noment, he turned his head away and wal ked a short di stance up the
courtyard before returning again to the gates.

"Al'l right," | told nyself. "Assune he hasn't seen you." He was several dozen
yards from anyone el se, the only person between ne and the gates. "Now all |
have to do is find a way to get past himand get the gates open before al

t he

rest of the warriors get there.”

I would have to kill him | decided. There was no way | could surprise himas
I

had the man in the kitchens. But if | appeared suddenly when he thought he
was

safe he mght be just slow enough to react that | could have my sword in him
bef ore he had a chance to cry out or fight back

Then came the tricky part. | could throw the bars off the inner gates and



have

them open in a nmonent, probably before the rest of the warriors realized what
had happened and were able to reach me. Then |I would dart through into the
gat ehouse and wedge the inner gates shut behind me with the bars. That would
give me a mnute or so safe fromthe heretics, during which I would raise the
portcullis, get the bars off the outer gates, and retreat into the guard room
in

t he gatehouse. There | would blow the horn to tell Duke Argave and his nen to
advance at once, while |I held off the heretics, who would only be able to
reach

nme one at a tine—

There was a difficulty with this plan. Unl ess Duke Argave was very qui ck,

i ndeed

waiting just outside, the heretics would be able to get the outer gates shut
again before he got up the hill. In leaving the siege canp so abruptly I'd
had

no chance to plan strategy with the duke—not that he had seemed particularly
willing to listen to any of my strategy anyway. And the security of the guard
room woul d be security only if there was no one already there, sonething

whi ch

seened less and less likely the nore | considered it.

| was alnost ready to try it anyway when the man near the gates turned in ny
direction again. | inched backwards, keeping ny sword behind the door frane
so

the moon would not glint on the blade. And for a noment the light fell on his
face.

He turned away again after a few seconds, but | needed only a second to
recogni ze those arched eyebrows and straight, slender nose. It was the duke's
son, Gavai n.

"I't wouldn't have worked anyway," | told nyself, backing slowy toward the
kitchen. | should have expected that the duke's son would be at the gates, at
the nost crucial spot; | would have been there nyself. "Mybe the priest and

I

shoul dn't have split up. Melchior could have used his magi cal powders and

poti ons against the warriors while | got the gates open, and given the duke
enough tinme to roll out of bed and get his arnor on and his rear end up here.'

Excel | ent reasoning though all this was, | knew perfectly well that it was
not

the real explanation for why | was now retreating back the way | had cone. |
just didn't want to have to kill Gavain.

In the kitchen the warrior | had knocked unconscious still lay notionless,
hi s

breath snorting around the flour sack. It hadn't been much use trying to hide
him | thought, ny own passage silent. Even if someone didn't see himthey
woul d

certainly hear him

Was it because | couldn't imagine Arsendis ever marrying ne if | had killed
her

brother? That couldn't be it, | told nyself wyly, because | already knew I
didn't stand a chance with her. Whatever friendliness she m ght once have
felt

toward me woul d have died in seeing ne a | amed man turned out of his own
castl e.

O did | hope to ingratiate nyself with Duke Argave? Considering how furious
he

had been with me ever since | reached the siege canp, it was hard to see him
any

nmore unwilling to have nme in Peyrefixade than he already was. A great deal of
fuss, in fact, could have been avoided if | had run Gavain through the first
time | saw him when he appeared before us so startlingly in the nountain



passes

to warn me obliquely against the bouteillier. A knight and a gentl eman, he
woul dn't have liked a traitor, even a traitor who was working for him any
nor e

than | did.

Proceedi ng cautiously through the kitchen, | realized that the real reason I
didn't like to kill Gavain was that, even if Arsendis ended up narried to
Thierri or to Prince Al fonso, | knew she woul d be happi er knowi ng her brother
was still alive.

Now | needed a new approach to the gates. My thoughts turned with relief from
nebul ous affairs of the heart to a concrete stratagem for action

| rapidly turned the plan of the castle over in ny mnd. This stair would
bring

me back to the main courtyard, sonme distance fromthe gates. | should be able
to

wait until no heretic warriors were near and get up fromthe courtyard onto

t he

wal kway al ong the outer wall. Once on the battlenents | could proceed al ong

t hem

to the upper gatehouse, with luck not running into any warriors or attracting
Gavain's attention. If the door fromthe battlenents into the gatehouse was

open, and there was no reason why it shouldn't be, | could get into the guard
room bef ore anyone realized | was there. | would then be positioned between

t he

i nner and outer gates.

So far, | thought with new energy, this plan had promi se. My nind kept on

churning as | clinbed back up the stairs by which | had originally descended
into the kitchen. Having killed or otherw se incapacitated whatever heretic
warrior mght be in the guard room | would raise the portcullis, go down and
open the outer gates, return imediately to the guard room |ower the
portcullis

fromthere to keep the defenders fromreaching the gates to shut them again,
bl ow the horn to al ert Duke Argave, then—

The door before me, the door |leading fromthe kitchen into the courtyard, was
shut. | had left it open when |I came through, not wanting the creaking of

hi nges, however faint, to attract anyone's attention

Was t here soneone beyond it? | tried to listen over the roaring of the bl ood
in

nmy ears, but the heavy door would have stifled the sound of another's

br eat hi ng

anyway. This, | thought grimy, would be a good place for Melchior's nost
devilish spells.

But he was nust be far away in another part of the castle, with luck draw ng
near to the hiding place of the heretics' great telesna. No use waiting any
longer. Gipping my sword, | slowy pushed the door open

And found nyself | ooking straight into Raynbaud's eyes.

2

Hs sword was in his right hand, but he raised his left to his lips. "Quiet,
Count Cal oran," he counseled with a grin that showed his teeth. "Do you want
al |

of Gavain's warriors on you at once?" Wen | neither noved nor answered, he
continued, "My little finding telesma told nme that soneone was here in the
castle, but |I never dared to hope it would be you!"

"I hear you were planning to fake an escape, cone to the duke's canp, and
kill

me in my sleep,” | said quietly. "If you're hoping to do so nore conveniently
here, you shall find a distinct disadvantage: | am awake and ready for you."



I was thinking rapidly as | spoke, ny eyes fixed on his nmoonlit face. That he
had tracked me through the castle without alerting the heretic
warri or s—doubt | ess having activated his spell when he found the dead man at

t he

postern, as he hinself was preparing to descend to Argave's canp and put his
assassination plot into acti on—seant that for sonme reason he wanted to face

al one whoever had entered. And that he still had not raised the al arm neant
t hat

he hadn't changed his m nd when he di scovered the intruder was ne.

It seened a strange decision. | nyself was nore than willing to postpone
havi ng

all the heretics rush at me at once, but it was difficult to understand why
Raynmbaud woul d prefer single conmbat. | had matched swords with himin
practice

nore than once and thought that, good as he was, | would be nore than equa
to

himeven with a | ame |eg.

"You don't want Gavain to know you've found ne," | said, guessing but
speaki ng

wi th confidence. A quick glance past his shoul der showed no warriors
approaching, so he couldn't be stalling while waiting for reinforcements. "So
far you've betrayed ne, the duke, and Prince Al fonso. Now you're planning to
betray the heretics' war leader, to make it all conplete. But one thing

don't

under st and, Raynmbaud. Who can you possibly think will reward you for
swi t chi ng

al | egi ance once again? If you think it's me, that I'll forgive you if you
hel p

me regai n Peyrefixade, you're in for a severe di sappoi ntnent."

| paused for a deep breath—and to listen in case they were creeping up behind
ne

t hrough the kitchen. "You first sent hired killers to try to assassinate ne
in

the duke's court. Even that | m ght—perhaps—have forgiven. But then you did
somet hing for which there can be no reconpense. You killed Bruno. If |'m
count

here again you'll hang. If I'mjust a soldier running around a castle at

ni ght,

you'll die with ny sword in your heart."

| had at |east shaken sone of his oily self-assurance. "No, no, ny count," he
said, his own eyes darting fromside to side. "I'mnot hoping for a reward.
And

it wasn't ne who tried to kill you at Argave's court."” | snorted but let him
continue. "But you'll understand what | want here—you rnust understand better
than anyone. You think of this as your castle, so you'll know why | think of
it

as mine."

"I understand nothing of the sort," |I said icily. | hefted nmy sword slightly.
The desire to run the treacherous murderer through at once was nearly
stronger

than nmy sense of self-preservation. Fromthe far side of the courtyard
coul d

hear heretic sentinels calling to each other, and the lantern still glinted
at

the top of the great tower

"I'"ve been here far |onger than you have, Count. Peyrefixade was m ne when
Countess Aenor still ruled here. Ch, | may not have admi nistered justice, or
kept track of the rents like that fool CGuilhenf—+or a second his expression
was

worried and | wondered if he had yet associated the dead sentry at the



postern

gate with the seneschal's di sappearance from Peyrefi xade—but the

organi zati on

of castle life, the supervision of supplies and the servants, were always in
ny

hands. And my skill with a sword nmeant that the knights respected nme just as
much as did the nenbers of the staff.”

I was in no nmood for rem ni scences about his happy days governing in ny
castle—to the point where he had easily overcome any hesitation my own

kni ght s

m ght have felt in opening the gates to a disguised Gavain. "And now t he
duke's

son is here," | said coldly, "and sone of the heretic Mgi ans, and you expect
ne

to synpat hi ze because they lord it in Peyrefixade thensel ves, and no | onger
gi ve

you the respect you feel your years of schening have earned. Do they perhaps
despi se you because they know you killed my cousin the countess through your
filthy magi c? What's your plan—to regain their respect by killing me in
singl e

comnbat ?"

H s mouth tightened. "Her death was unfortunate but necessary. | knew the
duke

woul d renove Thierri once she was gone—he'd had plenty of reports fromnme in
which | was able to persuade the duke of Thierri's real character. | thought
t he

castle would be left without a lord for many nonths, giving nme anple
opportunity

to find the great telesma nmyself. But | had done no nore in ny search than
conplete a detail ed map when t he duke produced you."

"That must have been a bitter disappointnment," | said, nocking. "Here you'd
contrived to make yourself virtual |ord of Peyrefixade, hoping the Perfected
woul d reward you with permanent | ordship once you found the tel esna, and
suddenly this northerner appears and you' re back with the w ne barrel s-hah!"

VWhile distracting himwi th talk, | had surreptitious been working nmy knife
from

my belt with ny Ieft hand. Now | pounced forward, the hilt of my sword | ocked
against the hilt of his to hold both blades high above our heads, ny knife

beside his ear. "Be absolutely still,” | hissed, "and you may del ay your
entry

into Hell a few m nutes yet."

This was the nost dangerous nonent. | had no way of stopping his nouth, and

if

he had shouted he would have died, but I would have died a mnute later with
heretic steel in ny belly.

But terror for his life kept himsilent. That and, | thought wyly, know ng
ne

too well. | could not kill in cold blood sonmeone | had thought of until today
as

a nore or less faithful servitor, even though | now knew he had killed Bruno.
"Turn around,"” | said harshly, "and hand your sword back to ne, hilt
first—that's right, slow and easy. W' re going sonewhere a little nore
private

than this courtyard, where we can settle for a certainty the question of who
is

the true lord of Peyrefixade. You' re walking in front."

He started to protest, but | jabbed himwth his own sword. "Start wal ki ng.
You're in front because | don't trust a traitor. If you don't trust ne

ei t her,



well, that will just give you sonething to turn over in your mnd as we go.
| f

we neet anyone, don't suggest by the slightest sign that there's anything
W ong.

O herwise, I'll find out how sharp an edge you keep on your sword by just how
easily it slides between your ribs."
He turned and started wal king, so nmeekly that | inmediately suspected a plot.

"Not that way. Along the edge of the courtyard here."

| closed to within a foot of his back, the glint of steel alnpst entirely
masked

by his cloak. W were shadowed here fromthe noon. | let nmyself linp as we
went ,

both to ease sone of the strain on that leg and to make himthink I was
weaker

than I was. On the far side of the courtyard | thought | spotted Gavain
agai n.

Soneone hail ed us, someone closer. After only a second' s hesitation, pronpted
by

the prick of the sword's point against his ribs, Raynbaud called back, "No
sign

of anything yet!"

"You don't put poison on your blade, do you?" | suggested in his ear
"Because

it would be ironic if you died of it yourself."

Fromthe courtyard | directed hi mdown a | ow passage that w apped around the
central keep and then through a doorway into a narrow open area, between the
storeroonms and the outer walls. The wall here dropped from wai st hei ght

strai ght

down a hundred feet. This was one of the oldest parts of the castle and
little

used. Wth luck, | could kill the bastard and get away from here before our
noi se brought the rest of the heretics.

Suddenl y, unbelievably, an apparition appeared on top of the great tower.

Twi ce

as tall as a man, a skeletal formriding an equally enormous skel etal horse,
it

sprang fromthe tower to the battlenments, brandishing a sword from which
spar ks

flew The horse's long white |legs took it careening across the castle, not
quite

touchi ng down, while the death's-head rider |eered and swung its hellish
sword

t hrough solid stone.

| staggered backwards, and all through the castle | could hear men scream ng

But this apparition, | rem nded nyself as | fought not to scream too, was
very

like those which had appeared in the duke's canp just before Brother Ml chior
had hurried me away to the postern gate. | never had found out for sure where

t hose apparitions had come from but the priest nmust now be providing
di stracti on—either for me, or for his own search for the great battle
tel esma.

Raynbaud seemed frozen in horror. "That's nothing to do with us,” | grow ed.
"You don't get out of our fight this easily.” | prodded himforward, then
t ossed

himhis sword, the steel flashing in the shadows. "Defend yourself!" |
cal | ed,
readyi ng nmy own blade. "And |let God judge between us!"

But he let his sword hit the ground, ringing against a stone, rather than



trying

to catch it, and he made no effort to pick it up. Instead he reached inside
hi s

tunic, and | realized just too | ate what he nust be reaching for. This was

t he

man who had al ready set ny bed ablaze with a fire tel esma.

The center of the courtyard was suddenly a mass of flames. | froze, so filled
with terror that nmy jaw went slack and the sword started to slip fromny
hand.

"God will judge you for your infidel faith,
"and

puni sh you for your harsh treatment of me! For | amof the Perfected, skilled
just enough in the arts you decry to overcone you easily. And | tell you,
Count,

Raynbaud shouted in triunph,

that it will pain me no nore to see you die in the fire, as you infidels want
all of us to die, than to watch the death of a beetle."

"Certrude!" | started to shout, grasping at the enpty air. But ny sister
wasn' t

here. Neither was Bruno. It was just ne and the nani acally | aughi ng
bouteillier,

protected fromnme by a wall of fire that was rapidly closing in.

And then | renmenbered Mel chior's grandfather's tel esna.

My left hand shot around behind ne to find the cool ivory rod still thrust
into

my belt. What were those words the priest had told nme? | held the tel esma
before

me, glowing pink nowin the light of flames that were only a few feet away.
The

activating words were alnost the last thing he had said to me—

"Hoc est hora!" | screaned, finding the words just in time. The telesma in ny
hand seened to junp as the lines of magic Melchior had carefully restored to
it

poured out again. The fire shot sparks and rose high for a second, then
recoiled

and drew back like a lion cheated of its prey, before the force of the
telesm's

guenching spell. And this tinme there was no conviare around nmy neck to give
t he

flames extra strength agai nst ne.

In a nonment, although the whol e area was scorched, the flames were reduced to
sonmething little bigger than a canpfire between Raynmbaud and nme. | | eaped
forward, ny sword ready and the enperors battle cry on ny |ips.

But he realized just in time that he had failed. Snatching up his own sword
he

fled with a squawk, through an archway behind him | was right on his heels.
Along the walls we raced, Raynbaud slowy pulling ahead. Fear gave wi ngs to
hi s

feet while the wound in ny leg slowed mne. In a second, | thought grimy, we
woul d attract the attention of the heretics, and we would then see if the
fine

bouteillier Raynbaud cared any nore about the glory of overcom ng ne

si ngl e-handed, when he could join with half a dozen other warriors to make
very

sure | was dead.

Then he darted around a corner, and | thought |I had lost him | slowed to a

wal k, nmy heart pounding madly, trying to resolve the darkness within the
passages and arches on either side into human form |If he wasn't cowering in
terror, he nust be preparing to surprise ne.

New screans suddenly rang out throughout the castle. | staggered backwards as
an



apparition shot past nme, an enormpus di senbodi ed head with eyes of fire and
teeth of steel, gnashing as it flew. One of the screans was very cl ose.

That was Raynbaud's voice. Teeth clenched, | sprang through the open door of
t he

dark room fromwhich his voice had cone. There was a crash as he knocked
somet hi ng over, then he | eaped out through the wi ndow and was gone down the
passage.

At | east none of the other heretics would be interfering in our fight, I

t hought, poundi ng after him

He had doubl ed back in his flight through the castle and was now appr oachi ng
t he

terrace next to the great tower where Melchior and | had originally come up
from

the postern. | alnpbst stunbled on the steps in the passageway, then found ny
footing again. No sign of the lantern on top of the tower now—either it had
gone

out in the excitenment, or the watchman had fled. Al ny attention was fixed
on

Raynbaud, but as we burst out onto the terrace | was abruptly distracted by

t he

sight of a scarlet cloak, its color so brilliant it showed even in noonlight.
Soneone el se had come up the postern stair.

No face showed in the hoods shadow, but | felt a sudden horror-struck
certainty

who it rust be. Raynbaud, closer, must have cone to the same conclusion. He
yanked an arm around the slender figure's neck, providing a human shield

agai nst
me as he put his back to the wall at the terraces edge.
"Still care to match swords with ne, Count?" Raynbaud shouted. A high squeak

cane fromw thin his hostage's hood as he tightened his grip. "This is ny
castle."” H s face was white in the nmoonlight, and sweat ran glistening down
hi s

forehead, but he seened to have thrown off his fear of the apparitions in his

fury against me. "I turned the castle over to Gavain's warriors only because
they are ny allies, and | will denonstrate that | amstill the naster here by
killing the infidel claimnt—you!"

What in the nane of Alm ghty God was Arsendis doing here? | stood paral yzed,
fifteen yards away, ny sword dangling. She always wanted to be at the center
of

t he acti on—why el se woul d she have conme fromthe ducal court along with the
rei nforcenments for which Argave had sent? | still had the postern key in ny
pouch, but there nust be another one which she had quietly borrowed—perhaps
from

Lord Thierri, who after all had lived here until recently, or even her own

f at her.

But standi ng here gaping woul d do nothing to save her. "Don't try to bluff,

Raynbaud! " | shouted, attenpting to cover slightly too | ong a pause by
projecting brazen confidence. "I know even you, traitor and heretic that you
nmay

be, with the countess's death on your soul, are still too nmuch of a gentl enman
to

kill a hel pless woman with your own hands!"

Raynbaud frowned, his head cocked—he must not have expected this reaction. |
started a sl ow advance across the terrace, ny sword ready. "Let her go,

traitor," | said firmy. "She has no part in our quarrel." H gh, wordless
squeaks, froma throat constricted by the bouteillier's arm seened to agree
with nme. "Harm her and | run you through at once. Let her go and I'll give
you

one nore chance to defend yoursel f."
Hs sword clattered at his feet, and for a second | thought he had



surrender ed.

| should have known better. The armnot hol ding his hostage shot toward ne,
and

in his hand was the fire tel esna.

| sprang backwards instinctively, the wound in my |eg throbbing painfully as
I

| anded. Flames filled the center of the terrace, their brilliant orange

di nmi ng

t he moon. But Raynbaud's fire held no fears for me now, | told myself firnly.
4

hand felt again the solid shape of the quenching tel esma, made by a heretic
who

had hi msel f been burned to death but whose arts were now practiced by his
grandson in the service of God.

| held it out before me. "Hoc est hora!" | cried, and waited for the magic
within to extinguish the fires again.

And not hi ng happened.

| shook the ivory telesma wildly and tried the incantation again. Still
not hi ng.

My fingers tightened around it until it seened it nust break. Ml chior had
told

me he had not had a chance to recharge this telesma completely. He had used
al |

the stored magic in it to quench the pain of his arrow wound, and he had not
had

his full strength back since to finish restoring it. The telesma's power was
al |

now exhaust ed.

Raynbaud thrust the scarlet-cloaked figure fromhim straight into the center
of

the flames, laughing the |augh of a denon fromHell. "Afraid of a little
fire,

Count? Not quite so bold now, with your one nmagical trick not working right?"
This was it. My only way back was an archway behind ne which the flanes had
not

yet reached, though they were already close enough that |I could feel their
heat .

But the scarlet cloak was al ready abl aze. The heavy wool woul d protect the
wearer for only a few nore seconds. All | could see were the desperate
flailings

of someone trying to put out flames w thout knowi ng how to do so, while
convul sed with desperate terror

This was not Certrude. This was Arsendis, whom | |oved even if she would
never

have ne. Gertrude | had not been able to save though trying had scarred ne
for

life. Arsendis mght still have a chance.

Every nerve in ny body screamed for me to flee. Instead | ripped off nmy own
cl oak and | eaped forward, into the heart of the flanes.

If this was a preview of Hell, then | can only hope for God's nercy on the
final

day of Judgment. Al the hairs on the back of my hands imredi ately were

si nged

of f. Tongues of fire reached toward ne, so hot that | felt that in another
nmonent ny eyeballs nmust nelt. | flung nmy cloak completely over the figure
bef ore

me to muffle the flames and squeezed ny eyes shut. Arsendis seemed heavier
t han

| expected, but with a strength born of desperation | heaved the struggling
form



over my shoul der. Three long strides and | was out of the heart of the fire,
four nore, ny eyes open again, and | was through the archway.

My bad | eg collapsed beneath me, wenching all the tendons in the ankle. |
rolled us both on the floor to snother our burning clothing, and beat out the
remaining flanes with the tail of ny cloak. No time to check how well
Arsendi s

was; at least | could hear guttural mpans frominside the cloak. | pushed
nysel f

up on mmy remaining good | eg and stunbl ed back to the terrace.

My sword was still where | had dropped it, and | snatched it up at once. No
sign

yet of heretic reinforcenents. Raynbaud stood staring from behind subsiding
flames. Wth half my hair and beard burned off | nust have seened anot her
ghastly apparition conming at him walking with a pronounced linp but noving
wi t hout hesitation through knee-high flanes that scorched ny boots.

He realized just too late that he was backed against the wall over which the
countess had fallen when she died.

"You killed Bruno in trying to kill nme," | rasped through a snoke-hoar sened
throat. "You were responsible for the death of ny cousin, Countess Aenor of
Peyrefi xade. You have betrayed nme, your sworn lord. As rightful Count of
Peyref kade, with the right and authority invested in me by Duke Argave and,

t hrough him by the king, | sentence you to die."

For a horrible second | thought he was going to shoot fire at ne a third
tine.

But that telesma too nmust now all be exhausted. He snatched up his sword and
tried to dodge past ne.

Bad leg or not, | was too fast for him He only avoided being i mediately
spitted by springing backwards again. My next sword stroke he parried, and

t he

next, not getting in any good return strokes while his eyes grew w der and
wi der .

He was | ooki ng somewhere past ny shoulder. | was nuch too old a soldier to
fall

for atrick like that, even when he started to point with his left hand. A
sharp

bl ow whi ch he barely deflected sent him staggering backwards, fetching up
agai nst the parapet. He cried out in fear and what m ght have been a nuch too
tardy plea for nercy.

| sprang after him all the weight of ny body behind the blade. My sword
stroke

went straight and true into his throat, and the force of ny leap carried him
ny

sword, and nearly ne over the edge.

He di sappeared with a dying scream and | crunbled at the base of the wall,
listening. After what seened a very long tinme | heard the splat of flesh and
bone hitting stone below. At the same instant, a skeletal rider shot overhead
and, trailing sparks, galloped away through enpty air.

So he had seen sonething. Melchior's magi c had served me again. Trenbling al
over, | groped for ny knife. My sword was gone, the good All emannic stee

bl ade

| had carried up and down the Enpire. At this point, even if | had it,
wasn' t

sure | could have used it.

The fire too was gone, |eaving the stones of the terrace darkened and hot. |
tried standing and ended up craw ing instead, on hands and knees now

pai nful 'y

sore, back toward the archway.

"Cal oran?" That wasn't Arsendis. That was a man's voi ce—soneone extrenely
fam liar, although |I could not at the nmoment place him



Soneone was standing in the archway, soneone wearing the burned remains of a
scarl et cloak. As he stepped forward, the moonlight hit his face and

finally
pl aced the voice. It was Lord Thierri
"You aren't Arsendis," | said stupidly and subsided to the fl agstones.

"No," he said, approaching and | ooking at ne critically. His red hair had
been

burned off close to his head. "I saved your life down in the duke's court,
and

now you' ve saved mine. You look terrible."

"It was you the whole tinme," | said slowy, as ny brain refused to accept the

obvi ous. "Raymbaud was trying to use you as a hostage. You got caught in his
magi cal fire. But what are you doing here? And why are you wearing the young
duchess's cl oak?"

"This is ny cloak," he said with a sudden smile as he realized ny m stake.
"Perhaps you' ve seen her wearing a sinilar one—ene | arranged for ny tailor
to

make her as a gift after she admired mne. As to what |'m doing here, when |
realized you and that half-heretic priest had di sappeared from canp during
al |

the excitement, | had a good guess where you had gone. So | waited unti

t hi ngs

were cal ner and used the key I'd kept when Argave uncerenoni ously turned ne
out —aever can tell when a quiet entry will conme in handy! | didn't trust what

the two of you m ght be doing, and | was proven right when | arrived to see
t he

castle engulfed in flames!"

| rose to ny knees and seized himin a bear hug, |aughing so loud it should
have

brought all the heretics down on us at once. He tried to pull back, the sane
schenmi ng, ineffective Thierri as ever, who now on top of everything doubted
ny

sanity. My legs might be wounded, but there was nothing wong with ny arns. |
clung to himeven tighter—he was going to be ny friend now whet her he wanted
to

be or not.

"My sister died in a fire when | was just a boy, Thierri," | said, my voice
still rough with snmoke—and certainly not emotion. "I couldn't save her, and
ny

brother didn't even try. Now that |'ve saved you, you'll have to be both

br ot her

and sister to me." He looked at me with no idea what | was tal king about, but
I

didn't care. "I don't think I can wal k unai ded, but Gavain and all his

kni ght s

may be here in a second. You'll have to defend me, though here against this
wal |

may not be the best place—=

| was interrupted by a great roar that shook the castle, a roar of rending
ti mber and falling stone.

Chapter Fourteen -- Ml chior

1

| stood notionless in the shadows for some nonments after the count was out of
sight, probing with ny second ear for any sound indicating unease either
anong

the guards on the wall or el sewhere in the castle. But there was not hing.

Vel |,

if Count Caloran was naking for the gates, it made excellent sense for me to

go



in the opposite direction. If he succeeded in getting the gates down, it
woul d

be best to be out of the way of the nelee that woul d doubtl ess foll ow when

t he

duke and his men charged in. And if he failed, it would be equally well for
ne

to be hidden where | could devote myself to our only other, hope—finding the
great telesma, and quickly. Besides, working froma place of conceal ment |
coul d

create diversions that could help the count evade capture. And luckily we had
entered not very far fromthe best such spot.

The count, long a soldier, was doubtless well practiced in the arts of
scout i ng

and ambush; he coul d probably creep about the castle for a long tine w thout
bei ng di scovered. But my case was different. Now that | was not discorporate,
I

woul d need to enploy magical aid if | hoped to nove nore than a few yards

wi t hout bei ng det ect ed.

Reachi ng i nside ny cassock, | felt along the special belt that held all the
things 1'd brought fromthe House of the Order, each hung in a carefully
menori zed sequence.

| felt my box of divination supplies, then a little further along the sack
cont ai ni ng powder of blindness (I still had nore than half left), the
convi ar e,

t he parchnent and dust for far-witing, powders and devices for causing fire,
fog, light, and the phial containing the potion of discorporation. My fingers
recoi |l ed when they touched the little bag containing the terrible pulvis
potentissinus, and | recalled the terrifying noment when the Count had
briefly

held it in his hand on the mountain. Then | felt the thing | wanted: a snall
flat packet of parchnment that gave slightly when | pressed it, containing a
magi cal object supplied by Prior Belthesar

| drew it forth, broke the prior's wax seal, and shook out the soft stringy

bundle within until | was holding a fine net of black mesh. | draped this
over

nmy shoul ders like an old woman's shawl and fastened it at ny throat with the
clasp | found at the bottom of the packet. Inmrediately, | felt the lines of
magi ¢ begin to streamfromthe clasp through the cl oak of shadows. Kneeling
by

the wall, | nmurmured a prayer for the counts safety and followed with

anot her:

that if possible | be spared having to use the nore terrible sorts of magic
now

at my command. Then | rose and started along the wall, toward the doorway to
a

passage that would take ne to the tower at the rear corner of the castle,
perched where the mountain fell away.

| hadn't covered three yards when a man with a gl eam ng hal berd canme out of
t hat

door, | ooking straight in ny direction

My fingers clenched around the powder of blindness, which |I'd vowed to use in
any emnergency before anything nore deadly. But then the man | ooked away and
wal ked across the terrace and al ong the base of the tower opposite, calling
out

somebody' s name. Now | knew t he cl oak of shadows really worked. Still, |
remai ned quite still until the guard was out of sight, recalling that its
magi ¢

could not render nme actually invisible, nmerely very hard to notice.



A voice answered fromthe tower, and the guard called up, "No sign of
anyt hi ng

fromthe rear ranparts. How do things | ook down toward the siege canp?"
W t hout

staying to hear the answer, | slipped into the passage and hurried through
When | emerged into the nmoonlight again, | was high on the rear ramparts,
above

the I ow courtyard behind the keep where the nen sometinmes practiced
swor dpl ay.

Sixty feet ahead | ooned the squat square bul k of the back tower.

Once there, | paused to probe the silence carefully with ny second ear. Wile

not as famliar with the overall plan of Peyrefixade as the count or any of
hi s

knights, | knew this particular tower well. It stood at the point on the
castle

conmandi ng the best view of the road that |ed toward the House of ny Order

i ndeed, on a clear day one could sometinmes even glinpse the peak of great
Conai gue itself, far off beyond the rows of hills and mountains. If the tower
was now being used as a sentry point by the occupiers, they'd place their

wat chnmen in the topnost chanber, the same roomto which | had occasionally
slipped away to gaze along that road that led to ny Mother House during ny
nmont hs at Peyrefi xade.

But there were other roons |ower down that I'd | ooked into briefly on one
occasi on—+oons that shouldn't interest eneny sentries, especially at night.
M

second ear confirned this. There were three nmen in the top room playing at
di ce

on the table near the fire, but the rest of the tower echoed with enptiness.

I

waited until one of the sentries threw a winning roll and began to rake in

t he

stakes with a clatter of coppers and a | augh, then pushed open the door to

t he

stairs, stepped inside, and closed it after ne. A single torch flickering in
a

bracket above gave me just enough light to creep down two turns of the stair
to

a | ower room

This place was used only for storage nowadays, but the pictures and nessages
patiently scratched into the hard stone walls attested to its long service as
a

prison cell in tinmes past. It would have been pitch dark to any of the
sentries

if he'd stepped inside. But with the aid of nmy second eye, | was easily able
to

make ny way anong ol d chests and heaps of rusty mail to the far side of the
circular room Once there, | paused to consider ny next nove.

Al t hough there'd been precious little exertion about anything |I'd done in the
castle so far, ny heart was pounding. Forcing nyself to put aside ny feelings
of

desperate urgency, | devoted a few minutes to prayer and concentration to
calm

nmy poor body. It would not do to make any error in what | was about to
attenpt.

As soon as | felt in command of nyself once nore, | closed ny true eyes
(whi ch

were virtually useless in such a dark room anyway) and concentrated all ny
attention upon ny second eyes and ears in the way Brother Quercus had
school ed

me. Slowy a vision of the room!| was in appeared inside my mnd, as clear as



if

| were seeing it in broad daylight. Turning my attention to nmy second ears, |
found I could hear a famly of mice in their nest deep inside a chest of old
wal I hangi ngs next to ne, and after a little nore time, the very sounds of
not hs

chewing at the rotting fabric. Then anot her sound caught ny attention

Sneaki ng

al ong near a chest in the corner was the thing I sought: a rat.

The problem | faced was sinple. | was about to work some major nagic in a
castle

containing at least two Perfected Magi ans. These men were presunably at | east
as

skilled as nyself. | nmust find a way to occupy their attention so that, wth
[ uck, they would not discover me before | had a chance to achi eve ny

obj ecti ve.

G ven the haste with which Count Caloran and | had left the duke's canp,
there

had been no time to formul ate any plan or nmake preparations. But thanks to

t he

foresight of someone at the Mother House, | had the neans of creating sone
excel lent distractions with ne.

The net hod woul d be based on a prank | had seen played by sone of the nore
unruly novices when | first joined the Order, one in which | had been too
hesitant to joi n—+hough evidently Prior Belthesar had been less timd in his
day, since he'd used exactly this nethod to create the diversion that had
all owed the count and me to get out of the dukes canp. Focusing nmy attention
on

the rat's location, | reached into ny cassock, took out a phial containing a
powder that could briefly paralyze any living creature, and tossed out its
contents. A nonment later the rat's linp body was in ny hand. Working swiftly,
I

took the smaller of two telesmae froma certain pouch and bound it firmy to
t he

rat's tail with a length of wire. Then | took the finding knife from ny

di vination box, touched it to the telesma, laid the rat on the floor, and
waited. In about two minutes the rat jerked, shook hinself, clawed at the
wre

in futile irritation, then scuttled away.

Now for the difficult part. | noved to the far side of the room and | owered
nmysel f down behind a big chest until | was seated on the dusty floor with ny
back braced, where my body woul d be conpletely hidden even if a Magi an shoul d
cone to the door with a specul um capable of revealing a man wearing a cl oak
of

shadows. Setting ny divination box on the floor, |I took out a small tripod.
attached the mstletoe to the finding knife, suspended it fromthis tripod
with

a cord, then sprinkled on the copper dust. Once | was sure the bl ade was

swi nging perfectly level and free with a good | oad of powdered copper, | got
out

t he phial of discorporation. Wth such a recent nmenory of the process | was
about to undergo | had to force myself to drink, but | got the cold poison
down.

Settling nyself against the chest as best | could, | closed ny eyes and
concentrated all ny skill on the single objective of retaining ny second
vi sion

and hearing through the process of discorporation

I knew it was working when | felt the cold again, worse this time. Like the
cold

of death—ny death. After a nmonent | stood up in spectral formand turned to
see



nmy poor body, with no strong soldiers arns to hold it, slunped | oose against
t he
chest with lolling jaw, | ooking unpleasantly |ike a corpse.

But now everything around me seened to gleamwith clarity. | began to fee

t he

task before me m ght be possible after all. | would, however, need to scout
ny

opposition before | undertook the actual work. Effortlessly, | whisked up the
spiral stairs to just outside the guardroom where the eneny watchnen sat

ar gui ng

over the stakes for the next roll of the dice. Then I sent ny spectral self
out

t hrough the wall and hung next to the tower. The back exercise yard seened as
bright as day, and | had only to concentrate ny attention upon any spot to
hear

what ever sounds m ght be there. | felt untouchable, invincible—which nerely
meant that ny peril was severe

Spector CGeneral Endaris, through skill and |long practice, could sustain

hi nmsel f

di scorporate for long periods. But if I, a novice at the art, were to forget
nmysel f and remain out of nmy flesh for nore than about half an hour, ny
spectral

body woul d di sperse so that it and my selfhood would be lost forever. As to
what

m ght happen to a man and his soul if anyone shoul d happen to di scover and
destroy his hel pl ess body while he was absent fromit, that was a thing no
book

of Magian lore told, though there were dark | egends.

The thought recalled nme to the urgency of my task. Floating up until | was

hi gher even than the keep, | began to survey the castle for hints of Magian
presence. Al nost at once, to ny shock, | saw a light in the chapel and sensed
the presence of magic there. | sent ny spectral body gliding swiftly down
unti |

it was hovering just outside the wi ndow and halted, stunned, as | encountered
a

veritabl e spiderweb of magic lines. Projecting nmy second vision inside, |

di scovered a hi deous profanation. The | esser battle tel esma of the Magus de
Cuza, which took the formof a breastplate set with twelve square-cut tiles
of

obsi di an, had been laid upon the altar, where it lay vibrating with a

gor geous

but frightening magical pattern! And two nmen in robes were standing with
their

hands resting upon it—both of them Perfected Magi ans.

"You were wrong, the great tel esma nmust be hidden el sewhere,” one of them
sai d

after a minute, in Nabarrese-accented Auccitan, as he took his hands away. "I
told you the old Magus woul d never have concealed it here in his own chanber
of

wor shi p; that would have been too obvious."

"And you' ve proved right," said the other in pure Auccitan as he renoved his
own

hands. He had a dark bruise down one side of his face. "But this room has been
a

consecrated chapel to the infidel faith since our grandfathers lost this
castl e.

There was al ways the possibility that cursed infidel mage-priest Mlkior, or
what ever his nanme is, nmight have | ocated the great telesma hinself during his
nonths here and hidden it in this room"

"And betray not only his lord but his own infidel Oder?" The first one



| aughed.

"Well, you certainly hold a poor opinion of the fellow —and by the way, his
nane
is Melchior, as you well know. | think you are nerely holding a grudge over
t he

fact that he was able to knock you off your horse and help the count escape
despite your best magic. Besides, our little Raynmbaud has proven surprisingly
adroit in using the tel esmae and ot her things we provided him He would have
di scovered it if that had occurred.”

"Even if he had, | wouldn't put it past himto keep the thing a secret and
try
to turn it to his own advantage. | don't trust that fellow at all."

"Nor does Lord Gavain. But | don't consider Raynbaud such a bad fell ow The
problemw th you and Lord Gavain is that you didn't grow up in Nabarra,

havi ng

to practice the arts of deception your whole lives. If you' d passed as a

| oyal

menber of Prince Al fonso's own court as Raynbaud and | have, in the very

bel |y

of the nonster, you' d understand better how a man can play false to all about
himand yet still be true at the core.”

"Well, | still don't think we can rely on either his soundness or his use of

magi c. He certainly failed in his attenpt to use his first fire telesma to
assassinate the count; the infidel Magian thwarted himthere with little
difficulty. OF course, you had no better success at that job using those
footpads you hired in the duke's city, and came close to having this Ml chior
catch you standing over a fresh corpse into the bargain. He's the one we
shoul d

have tried to elimnate.”

"Now, now, | won't hear a word agai nst Magian Mel chior. H's own grandfather
was

the close friend of our own dear naster when both were pupils of the great de
Cuza, and he died faithful in the flames. | think he could have potential for
us

yet—what is it, what's the matter?"

"I have an odd feeling," said the one |I'd knocked down. "As if there were
magi ¢

about . "

"OfF course there is. The Magus's lesser telesma |ies before us upon the

uncl ean

infidel altar. You and | have spent the last half hour plucking at the lines
of

magi c radiating fromit in hope of waking an echo fromits great mate. There
are

lines of magic in the very air."

"No, | tell you this is sonething el se! W must imediatel y—

| did not stay to learn what they nust do i mediately. A finding spell
doubtless. It would be directed specifically at |ocating another magic

wor ker ,

so Count Cal oran should be safe fromit. And so would | —exactly as long as
remained in a discorporate condition. But the situation had becone even nore
urgent. Now that | was no | onger concentrating every ounce of attention on

t he

Magi ans in the chapel, | could perceive that the sensation of deadly cold,

t he

only sensation within nmy spectral form had nost definitely increased. The
peri od remai ning before I nust reenter ny forsaken body or be forever | ost
was

growi ng shorter by the nmoment.

Still, it had been worth expending a portion of my limted time eavesdropping



at

t he chapel wi ndow. I now knew | would have to contend with the powers of two,
but only two, Perfected Magi ans as soon as | reentered ny body—for if there
were a third in Peyrefixade, he would certainly have been with themto help
search for the great tel esma. There was al so a good side to their having
detected some hint of nmy presence, since they would now tenporarily put aside
their efforts to find the great tel esma while they searched for nme. | nust
use

that time to find it nyself.

The first order of business was to distract them which neant | nust activate
the telesma | had attached to the rat. In the flesh, | could have activated

t he

thing at a distance by speaking the required charm but in nmy discorporate
condition | would need to be in the presence of the telesma itself. Like a

Wi sp

of fog on the night wind, | whirled back across the courtyard to the rear

t ower

and straight through the lower wall into the chanber where my finding knife
was

hanging fromthe tripod. | rested one spectral hand upon the tripod and

t hought

the proper words to activate the finding knife. In nmy discorporate condition
ny

retained second vision could see not only the fine spray of copper that

| eaped

fromits point once it had found the proper direction, but the line of magic

this was indicating as well. As soon as | sawit, | glided swiftly along that
fine, passing straight through walls and enpty air until | found ny rat
sl i nki ng

al ong one of the ranparts. Focusing all my attention upon the little tel esnma,
I

"touched" it with ny spectral hand and thought the conmand that woul d waken
its

stored power. An instant |ater the hideous formof a skeletal warrior, clad
in

full mail and wi elding a bloody ax, materialized directly above the rat. The
creature took one ook and fled with a high-pitched scream while the
illusory

nmonster stal ked stiffly away al ong the parapet.

The thing would only retain its apparent substantiality for a few m nutes,
but

as soon as it dispersed, the tel esma woul d produce another horror wherever

t he

rat happened to be at that nonent. These random out bursts of magic, along
with

the confusion and alarmthe illusory nonsters woul d cause anong the sol diers,
woul d keep the Magi ans busy for a while. Wth [uck, they would al so create
some

cover for Count Cal oran.

Back in the tower room | faced ny poor abandoned body and reached out ny
spectral fingers to "touch" the conviare that hung at ny belt. "Your spectra
formis sinmply an epheneral thickening of the air, created fromyour menory
of

your physical body," Spector Ceneral Endaris had said. "But even though your
ghost hand could not so nmuch as lift a penny, touching an object with it is
still the best way to focus your attention so you can grip it using those
power s

that actually work better when you're discorporate." By which he'd neant

Magi an

power s.



And he'd been right! The instant nmy ghostly fingers contacted the conviare, |
felt its lines of powerful magic resonating |ike the strings of a plucked

[ ute.

After what seened hours with no sensation but that deathly cold, it was like
a

sudden shock. Wthin seconds, those vibrations had penetrated the whole of ny
spectral form It was alnmost as if | and the conviare had fused.

| felt an incredible sense of exhilaration, as if no feat of magi c was beyond
ne

now. Power, the feeling—the certainty—ef enornous power, was within nmy grasp
Not the vast but always el usive power of faith, continually undercut by ny
own

failings and shortconings or the doubts created by the evil and injustice

t hat

were everywhere in the world, but the sure power of magi c when one is working
it

at the highest |evel

And then | renenbered the face of the Master of our Order and his calmold
Voi ce

speaki ng of how the True Faith had never allowed even himto suppose he was
or

could be perfect. My sanity returned and | offered up a brief but fervent
prayer

in thanks for deliverance froma terrible tenptation. And to think the Magus
de

Cuza had created this thing and wielded it for years! Wth his skill, he
woul d

have been able to experience sonmething very close to this sensation even in

t he

fl esh—o0 wonder he'd had the pride of Lucifer

Vell, | was no Magus, nor even a senior Magian of my own Order, just plain
Brother Melchior. But the conviare would not care about that. | would not
have

to be entirely perfect, only to do one bit of work perfectly, and it would
serve

me as efficiently as it had ever served its great and w cked creator
Keepi ng one vaporous hand on the conviare, | reached out nmy other hand and
rested one ghostly finger on top of the tripod fromwhich the finding knife
was

suspended, linking them As soon as this |link was established, the finding
knife

began to vibrate at the end of its thread. Fixing nmy second vision on the
conviare, | |ooked deeper and deeper into it until | located the two
intricate

knots centered within its lines of magic which the masters had al ready
identified at the Mther House. Having glinpsed the object itself within the

last few minutes, | recognized right away the smaller pattern as the nagica
signature of the lesser battle telesma. So the other had to represent the
gr eat

one.

It was unbelievably intricate, the nost conplex magic pattern | had ever
encount ered. Under normal circunstances, no responsible Magi an woul d have
dreaned of attenpting to do anything with such a powerful object wthout

t aki ng

at least a week to analyze it first. But | hadn't that luxury. Ofering up
anot her quick prayer, | allowed the simulacrumof that pattern to flow
directly

t hrough ny spectral body to the finding knife.
The knife swung at the end of its cord, spun wildly within the tripod, then
froze in the air as firmy as if it had stuck in some solid object, pointing



at

a downward angle. As soon as the knife stopped noving, every speck of copper
dust in the mstletoe canme stream ng down its blade and off its tip into the
dark air. The bright flakes hung suspended for a few seconds, tracing a |line
straight fromthe knife to a spot intersecting the floor of the room then
sifted slowy down onto the stones.

But the potent line of magic they had indicated was now as clear to ny second
eye as if it had been traced in fire. Renmoving ny ghost hands from both the
conviare and the tripod, | set ny spectral formin notion and swiftly
fol | oned

mat line down into the floor and out through the lower wall of the tower to

t he

courtyard, and fromthere straight down through the flagstones toward a point
directly under the great keep itself.

Sone sixty feet beneath the energency storage room bel ow the keep, in a

narr ow

chanber that appeared to have been hewn into the solid rock, | found the

gr eat

battle tel esma of the Magus de Cuza lying on the rotted remains of a satin
cushi on.

It was a beautiful and sinister object, a squat crown w ought to suggest the
formof a crouching scorpion. I had no need to touch it with my spectral hand
to

perceive the intricate network of |lines of magic spun both through and al
around it. The intricacy and pure el egance of the pattern at the telesm's
center left nme stunned with admiration; nmonster though he had been, the old
magus had wought an object of absolute genius in this creation. It was

char ged

wi th enormmous power too, alnobst glowi ng fromthe slow buildup of latent magic
force over the half century it had lain waiting here in the dark. If this

t hi ng

could be brought to the surface in its present condition, the count and

woul d

have a weapon that could smash anyt hi ng.

The question was: how? A nelted spot on the rocky roof of the chanber showed
how

the great telesma had descended; presumably the Magus had used nostly the
power

of the | esser battle telesma, along with a little of its own, to send it down
and seal it here. Wiile it clearly contai ned enough stored power to nake the
tripif | were to summon it to the surface now through the conviare, it mght
arrive too drained to use imediately for the purposes | required. And

rat her

suspected the two Perfected Magi ans woul d be disinclined to allow nme the
hour s

or days it would take to charge the great telesna with nagic once nore. But |
must find a way, and quickly too; | could feel the cold increasing rapidly
now,

an indication that the integrity of ny spectral formwas beginning to fray.
Suddenly the answer came to ne—er at |east an answer. One | did not |ike at
all.

My mind raced, but nothing el se seened likely to work. Unless, of course,
Count

Cal oran had nmanaged to get the gates open within the last few mnutes. Swiftly
I

retraced the line of nagic connecting the great telesm to the conviare,
sweepi ng upward through solid rock and then foundation stones into the little
rear exercise yard. | heard yells and the sounds of running feet, and hope
flared briefly. Then | saw a skeletal apparition with eyes of fire riding



above

the keep in the enpty air and realized there was no sign of any rea

fighting,

no clash of arms or shouts as the duke's men rushed in through opened gates
to

overwhel mthe denoralized, outnunbered defenders and nmake them prisoners.
Evidently, it was all still up to ne.

By the time | reached the tower room everything was beginning to grow blurry
to

nmy second vision. Only a few mnutes remained to reenter my fleshly body. But
as

soon as | did this, any decent finding spell ained at |ocating the
magi c- wor ker

within the castle would begin to track me down. Mreover, all the magic
nmoverent s that had seenmed so effortless while | was discorporate nmeant that

ny

fleshly self was going to awake with a crushing | oad of physical fatigue, |ike
a

man who had run for many miles. | was cold, so cold, but | forced nyself to
ignore this until | had gone carefully in ny m nd over the sequence of acts

required to performwhat | nust do, as well as working out what actions I
coul d

take in response to each foreseeabl e nove by ny opposition. As soon as | had
done this, | sunmoned all ny resolution and col |l apsed back into my own body.

2

My first breath brought searing pain, worse even than the cold had been. W
i nbs seemed nade of stone, ny head far too heavy to lift, ny whol e body

wr acked

by the worst nmage-sickness | had ever experienced. Had | presented nyself to
t he

Brother Infirmerian in either the Mther House or the Priory in such a

condi tion, he would at once have ordered ne to bed for a week. But no one
here

was likely to show that kind of concern for my well-being. Somehow or other |
made it to my feet, kicking over the tripod with its finding knife in the
process. | let it lie; I could return for it later if | should happen to
survive. It took two tries of ny clunsy, shaking fingers to work the conviare
of f ny belt, make the necessary passes over it, and hang it about ny neck
Once

it was in place with ny cassock closed over it, | was able to reach out and
tap

the great telesma to gain the power necessary to support ny saggi ng body.

The stairs seened to spiral to the nmoon, but | nmade the clinmb sonmehow, one
weary

step at a tinme. Afallen cup and sone dice lay scattered down the steps by

t he

tower door; apparently one of ny apparitions had visited the guardroom above
while 1'd been off in spectral formsearching for the great telesma. | had
comne

along the wall fromthe right, the shortest route to the main castle, and the
tenptation to return the same way was urgent in my weakness. But this seened
t oo

ri sky, since the Magians might well have discovered how we had entered and be
waiting on the terrace, so | stepped out onto the ramparts and turned the

ot her

way.

Wthin ten paces | saw three men with drawn swords coming slowy back al ong

t he

ranpart and froze until | remenbered that | was still wearing the cl oak of



shadows. Sure enough, the guards wal ked right past me, staring up at the

t owner

wi th nervous eyes. As soon as they disappeared inside, | resumed ny dragging
pace al ong the wall

Reachi ng the | ookout post at the northeast angle of the wall, | turned to
start

along the north ranpart toward the main part of the castle, praying that | be
allowed to reach it without neeting any obstacl es beyond nmy own weari ness.

But

that was not to be. A dozen nen in chain mail were coming along the ranpart
with

swords in their hands. At their head was the Perfected Magian with the

brui sed

face, and in his hand he held a speculum | turned the other way, only to see
t he second Magi an already at the base of the tower | had just left; the three
di cing guards had just emerged to join him He had the | esser tel esma upon
hi s

chest and a finding knife in his hand. "It appears our friend Ml chior has
been

here recently!" he called across in his Nabarrese accent to his bruised
friend.

"Ah, then he must still be very close despite the phantasms he has sonehow
been

creating everywhere but here. Couldn't you bring any nore nen?"

"No, Lord Gavain insisted on keeping the rest at the front; he fears an
attack

may come soon. Melchior did not enter alone; a man has been found |ying bound
and gagged in the kitchen, and Raynbaud is missing entirely." My spirits
lifted

as | heard this; evidently Count Caloran was still free, and busy creating
hel pful diversions. Had any nore men cone with the Magians, the chance of
succeeding in ny plan wul d have been far poorer

"That's bad. If the castle has been penetrated by warriors, too, we have to
find

this infidel Magian quickly." The bruised fellow tw sted the speculumin his
hand and sent a shaft of noonlight toward ne. | ducked into the little
guar dr oom

that stood at one side of the | ookout post, but a hint of my form nust have
been

monentarily reveal ed. "There! He is there, at the watchpost on the corner of
t he

wal ['1"

| had wanted to neet them it was necessary for ny plan. But it was the wong
Magi an who was closest to me at the present nmonent. Perhaps | could confuse

t hem

briefly, and tenpt the man | wanted to come nearer

Reaching into ny cassock, | pulled out the little sack containing the second
tel esma of apparitions and flung it out onto the stone floor of the | ookout
post. A pair of bat-w nged denons eight feet high appeared with hi deous how s
and began to stalk along the ranparts toward the two groups of Perfected.

" Hah,

| ook!" called the Nabarrese Magian to his friend. "You are deceived. It is
only

nore of his apparitions.”

"I amnot so sure,"” the bruised one yelled back. "W had better go forward
and—eoof !'" Ill as | felt, | had to smle at the expression my second eye
reveal ed on his face as the denmon on his ranmpart reached out and knocked him
down. The telesnma | had attached to the rat could generate only illusions,



but

this one's productions were capabl e of assuming a brief substantiality. The
sol di ers behind the fallen Magi an began to edge back along the wall, except
for

one young fell ow who lunged forward with his sword. The denobn caught the

bl ade

inits hard hand and snapped it like a stick, started to reach out for the
man

hi nsel f +hen vani shed in a blaze of fire. Casting ny second vision the other
way, | saw its counterpart also flare up into nothingness. On the breast of
t he

Nabarrese Magi an, the dark obsidian tiles of the | esser telesma glowed for a
nmonent | onger, then went black again. But ny ruse had caused the fellow to
nove

cl oser to ne.

"He's here, | tell you, and now we're going to take him" shouted the now
twi ce-brui sed Magi an, scranbling to his feet and waving to his warriors to
follow But the Nabarrese one called, "Wiit, let ne talk to him Magi an

Mel chior, | know you are near us now. And | know you are watching us with
your

second vi sion even though you are not where we can see you. Listen to ne."
My body felt worse now than it had that wi nter seven years ago when a bad
coughi ng sickness had swept the whole of the southern nmountains, prostrating
much of the popul ation and carrying off many of the aged and infirm including
a

nunber of the senior brothers, and

nmy arrow wound had begun to throb again. But ny nind felt quite clear. | did
not

want to hear this man's words: dreaded them in fact. But the longer | could
keep themtal king, the closer | could draw them the nore likely it was that
I

could succeed in the only plan that seened likely to work. Sunmoning all ny
resolution, | took a phial in each hand, wal ked out into the open, took a
fedcvw

steps along the parapet in his direction, and slipped the cloak of shadows
from

nmy shoul ders. "Speak if you like, but don't come too near," | rasped in a
Voi ce

that scarcely sounded like mne even in ny own ears. "W of the Order take an
oath not to use magic to attack the unoffending, but force is allowed if our
lives or those we are sworn to protect are threatened. Wat do you want ?"
"You; | want you!" He took several steps toward me, snmiling as if he had just
caught sight of a Iong-absent friend. "Wiy should you resist us in this way?
Ve

are your brother Mgians! You are a Magian of great skill and talent, as ny
friend there"—gesturing toward the bruised fellow with the angry face—knows
to

his cost. Way should a man of your powers place yourself at the service of
nobl e

fool s, whose only power flows fromthe fact that they have persuaded even
greater fools to serve themw th their swords? And why should you obey those
apost ate Magi ans who have presuned to nanme their infidel Order for the Three
Ki ngs, and use its hierarchy to keep younger and nore tal ented men subject to
t hensel ves? Why serve anyone el se, when you are already master of great
power s

of your own, including powers that require no assistance from kni ghts or

sol diers? Are you not better than your count or your duke? Come join us, and
we

shal |l take you to our own Maguses, who will show you how to gain stil

greater



powers and teach you how to perfect yourself, until in the end you will not
need

to bow to the judgnment of any other man."

"I have pl edged nmyself to the Order and the True Faith, and sworn to serve
Count

Caloran!" | cried, as nmuch to nmyself as to him

"Pl edges made in your youth, in fear and in sadness; how can they bind you
now?"

He advanced another few steps, shaking his head as if distressed with ny
obstinate refusal to see the obvious. "Did not this infidel creed that

m scalls

itself the "true' faith consign your own grandfather to the flanmes before
your

very eyes, nerely because he would not bend his neck and bow before it? Qur
own

| ate Master was your grandfathers intimate friend in youth, when they were
bot h

pupils of the great Magus who once held this very castle, and he spoke often
of

hi m Your grandfather was a Magi an of marvel ous skill, yet never a prideful
man,

never otherw se than kind and forthcom ng to everyone he dealt with. You
yoursel f knew and | earned from hi m when young; you know this. Your own grasp
of

magi ¢ i s founded on Perfected teachings, his teachings. Do you know why the
wor king of magic is so difficult for even the senior nmenbers of your Order?
Wy

a few sinple sendings weary themto the point of death, whereas our own

gr eat est

Maguses, men |ike the Magus de Cuza, could fight entire armes to a
standstil |

unai ded? It is because they westle continually against thensel ves, always
undercutting their own power in an attenpt to be hunble, as if nmen were the
weakest and | east of created beings instead of the greatest!”

"Now you transgress even agai nst your own doctrine," | shouted. "I did indeed
| earn much fromny grandfather, so | know that the Perfected al so acknow edge
that we are all sinful and fallen."

"Yes, yes, of course we do." He was still smiling, still advancing, as was
hi s

sore-faced friend—though that fell ow was not smling. "But unlike what is

t aught

by your Order's dol eful creed, we know we can rise while still in this world!

When have you felt strongest, nopst at peace? Was it when you were groveling
in

fal se prayers in which you named yourself |ower than the dust fromwhich we
al |

cone?"

"Was it not rather when you were working magic as true nagic should be

wor ked,

freely, raising yourself for at least a little while to a level only slightly
| ower than the angel s? And why should you | abor in the service of sone
scarred

and twisted cripple fromthe northern edge of the world? Conme join us, and we
wi || show you what nmgic can be when worked by free nen anbong peopl e who
revere

Magi ans rather than fear them serve themrather than suppress them™

Weak as | was with nmage-sickness, tired in mnd and body from havi ng w ought
far

too much nmagic in far too brief a tine, his words were al nost an incantation



in

t hensel ves. OF course he was in part only trying to distract me, to keep ny
m nd

occupi ed whil e he and his conpani on worked their way cl ose enough to attenpt
what ever they were planning. But | felt convinced that he was al so sincere,
t hat

if I were to cast aside ny defenses and agree to join them | would be

wel coned.

| was praying as | listened, seeking a way to keep faith against his

bl andi shnents, and watching nyself in the old fear that somehow the very
roots

of my own magi c might suddenly be used to turn ne to his side. For a nonent
it

al nrost seened that | was weakening, feeling nyself beginning to give way.
Suddenly the vision of another face swambriefly between ny eyes and the
Magi an,

the scarred obstinate face of a man who mi ght be beaten but woul d never

yi el d—

Count Galoran's face. He had trusted ne even against his own instincts, and
must keep faith with him whatever else | mght do.

The Perfected Magi ans and sol diers were cl ose enough now Wth a jerk that
made

nmy shoul der flare in agony, | threw ny |left sleeve across ny face and flung
out

t he powder of blindness with nmy right, hearing the bruised Magi an's warni ng
yel |

to his men as the great flash shown all about ne.

When | | owered nmy sl eeve, nost of the soldiers were staggering ainmessly or

clutching at the ranparts with groping hands. Two fell shrieking into the
exerci se yard when they stepped off into enpty air—+ prayed they would not be
badly hurt. But both Magians and three of the soldiers who were with the

brui sed

one had shielded their eyes in time. He and they were running al ong the

wal kway

toward me now, the nen with swords at the ready. "Stay back!" | yelled. But

t he

brui sed Magi an answered ne with a potent magic stroke, which |I deflected only
by

drawi ng nmore power up fromthe great telesma. The swordsmen were ignoring ny
war ni ng, too; they were alnost on top of me, their blades already upraised.
I't

was too |late to evade themw th the cloak of shadows, too late for

anyt hi ng—except the one thing | had nost hoped to avoid using, the phial in

ny
ot her hand. Shutting both ny physical eyes and ny second vision to what mnust
happen now, | threw the awful pulvis potentissinus.

When | | ooked, which | had to do despite nyself, it seened as if four of ny
apparitions had joined ne on the ranmpart—but it was the Magi an and his nen,
t he

flesh rapidly nelting fromtheir faces and bodi es. The soldiers' swords

dr opped

clattering fromthe their hands, already skeletal, while their dying bodies
col | apsed agai nst the crenellations or crunpled to the wal kway. The brui sed
Magi an, somehow supporting his dissolving formw th magi c, nanaged two nore
paces toward ne, shrieking a curse and trying to nmuster one nore magic
stroke.

But then his staring eyes nelted out of their sockets and fl owed down his
cheeks. An instant later, his face itself fell off, revealing his holl ow eyed
skul I, and he collapsed lifel ess across nmy feet.

"Mel chior!" Bunking away tears of horror and pity, | turned, slowy and



painfully to face the other Magian. H s hand was stretched out toward nme, and
the obsidian tiles of the |l esser telesma were gl owi ng upon his breast. "I had
hoped to win you to us, but | cannot let this pass,"” he declared. "You mnust
die."

Magi c | eaped fromhis fingers with his last word—and | had him though not by
actually touching the telesma as | had originally thought | would have to do.
He

had | aunched his stroke straight at ny face, and | saw his eyes grow wi de
with

the realization of his mstake when it bent in nmidair and went instead to ny
breast.

But only for an instant. The conviare seened to | eap against ny chest as it
sei zed and channel ed the power flowing fromthe | esser battle telesma, then
sent

it forth again in a white-hot stream straight down the line of magic that
still

linked it to the greater. In the exercise yard bel ow, cobbles split and flew,
then the rock itself nmelted and vani shed |like ice touched with a piece of

nol ten

iron. I could see the mouth of the Nabarrese Magi an work as he screaned

i ncantations, vainly trying to shut off that flow of power. But he was far

t oo

| ate; nothing now could break the lesser telesma's link with the conviare

t hat

had been fashioned to comand it.

Wthin seconds, the Iines of magic that he and the other Perfected Magi an had
doubt| ess spent nunberl ess hours laying into the |lesser telesma had been

dr ai ned

and sent down to nelt a shaft through the solid rock beneath the keep of

Peyrefi xade. Then the beam of power flickered and went out. | | ooked down to
see
the front of ny cassock burnt conpletely away, exposing the still-glow ng

conviare. When | raised nmy eyes, a lurid new |light was shining up through the
narrow shaft that had been burned down through the rock bel ow. There was a
sudden rush of stale wind, then a blaze of fire, and the great battle tel esma
of

t he Magus de Cuza soared up, under the open sky again for the first time in
hal f

a hundred years, and settled itself upon ny tonsured head.

| felt alittle push, as if | had been jostled slightly in a crowd, and

| ooked

over to see the Nabarrese Magian just lowering his hand. He had tried a magic
stroke using his own unai ded power—and the great tel esnma had absorbed it as

t he

sea takes in a raindrop. Wen he saw nme | ook his way, he conposed his face,
expecting an annihilating stroke in return. But | sinply waved himinto the
guard tower and turned to go ny way. | was too weary for needl ess fighting,
and

too sickened by what | had done to the other Magian and the soldiers to want
to

harm anyone again. My | egs seemed as heavy as bl ocks of stone, and | felt far
too weary to stoop and retrieve the cl oak of shadows as | began to wal k al ong

the wall. | had no further need of it now, anyway.

When | got to the watchpost at the northeast corner of the wall, ny foot

ki cked

the apparition tel esma and a dozen horrors | eaped into existence. | bound two
of

themto walk with me and sent the rest flying or |eaping toward every corner
of
the castle. No one el se appeared to oppose nme as | made ny sl ow way al ong the



north ranpart, past the blinded warriors, and through the | ong passageway to
t he

mai n courtyard.

But there was soneone there. He whirled to face me with sword in hand,
staring

with a grim sardonic face at the nonsters beside me and the terrible thing
t hat

crowned nmy head. Lord Gavai n.

"So, you and the count have won, it appears,’
t he

very thing we had hoped to recover for ourselves. WIIl you at |east grant ne
t he

boon of a clean death, rather than the flames of the Inquisition?"

| was al nost beyond feeling anything, yet | felt the stirring of sonething
like

joy at his words, for they nmeant the count had neither been killed or taken
"l

he rasped. "W are beaten with

have killed too many already this night; I will not kill you, my lord,"

told

himwith thick lips and tongue. "Both for your sister and father's sakes, and
because it would break nmy sworn oath to kill only in just defense. Take what
nen

you can still mnuster into the upper part of the keep and prepare to nmake what

terms you can with your father and the count. This place and the | ower keep
will

shortly be indefensible."

He nmade as if to turn and go, then suddenly whirled and swng his sword

t owar d

me. One of my hideous conpani ons caught the blade on a scaly arm shattering
it.

Lord Gavain stood still for a nonent to see if | would now oblige himw th
deat h, then bowed, turned, and wal ked away w t hout deigning to hurry. Arned
nmen

appeared in the doorway to the great hall, but he waved them back inside.
Mor e

men coul d now be seen upon the watchpost above the main gate. Lord Gavain
cal l ed

t hem down and sent theminto the keep al so, then bowed to me once nore and
wal ked calmMy inside to join his men just as if he were going in to have his
di nner.

Havi ng seen directly into the conviare while discorporate, | now had no need
to

pronounce incantations to focus it or send forth the power of the great

tel esma

that it channel ed; ny thoughts al one were enough. Wariness was sitting on ny
shoul ders 1i ke a thousand-pound wei ght, and ny body remai ned standing only
with

the aid of magic. Slowy, | wal ked over to the big covered well and sat down
on

its edge like a man of ninety.

Only one task remained to be done. At ny signal, one of ny apparitiona
conpani ons soared to the top of the gate on his dark wi ngs and sounded the
horn

three times. As the last echoes were still dying away, | extended ny right
hand

toward the main gate and pointed one finger of ny left toward the oaken door
of

the great hall, then thought a single brief comrand through the conviare. A
great bubble of magic force appeared, whirling before nme like a star cone
down



to earth, then separated into two parts, one nmuch | arger than the other. An
instant later the |arger one went blazing across the courtyard to ny right
and

struck the main gates with a sound |ike thunder and a flash brighter than a
dozen suns, while the snaller vanished in the opposite direction

When ny sight returned after many seconds, | found nyself gazing down the
moonlit road to the valley through a great breach in the walls. O
portcullis,

gates, guardposts, even the gatehouse itself, there remained no trace at all
I

turned my weary head and saw that the oaken door to the great keep was al so
no

nore, obliterated by a hole in the wall a quarter the breadth of the hal
within. Since | saw no bodies, Lord Gavain had presumably taken all his nen
to

t he upper storeys as |'d advised. Leaning nmy weary body agai nst one of the

supports for the well's windlass, | let nyself slunmp at last and waited for
t he

duke and his men—and ny confessor, the prior, whose ear and absolution | so
desperately needed now |If the Lord willed, | would neither faint nor die
before

they arrived.

Chapter Fifteen ~ Cal oran

1

At first | thought he was dead. Melchior lay slunped across the well in the
center of the courtyard. He was crowned with sone sort of artifact made to
suggest a crouching scorpion, which would have been ridiculous had it not

gl owed

with its own terrible Iight. Where once the great gates of Peyrefixade had
st ood

was not hing but ruin, fromwhich snmoke and dust still rose into the noonlit
sky.

Thierri hel ped me hobbl e across the courtyard to him Looking at the priest's
nmotionless forml felt nmy loss as keenly as if it had been Bruno again. He
had

become not just ny capell anus, or even the man who had repeatedly saved ny
life

t hrough his magic, but also ny friend.

But as | approached his eyelids fluttered and his |ips began to nove. | had
to

go down on ny knees and bend close to hear, and when | did | felt the sane
tingling that | had fromhis grandfather's telesma, except a hundred, a

t housand

times stronger. It was only then that | realized what the object on his head
must be and knew that he had succeeded in finding the heretics' great battle
tel esma.

"Pl ease, Count, take it off ne," he gasped. "I nust apol ogize for having
destroyed so much of your castle. | have sinned deeply in sheddi ng human

bl ood,

and | do not know what else the telesma mght nowdo if | were to..

H's voice trailed off. | took a deep breath, glanced at Thierri, who had

t aken

several startled steps back, and reached for the telesma. It seenmed to weigh
a

hundred pounds as | slowy lifted it, the forces within it buzzing all up and
down my arnms. Melchior cried out as | took it fromhis head, gestured wildly,

then fell back linply. | set it carefully on the flagstones, staring at it
with
awe. The power within it seened to be seething and stirring, like a wild

ani ma



anxi ous to escape, heretic power inbued with the evil mnd of the old great
Magus who had commanded and concealed it.

Amid the rubble that had been the gatehouse there suddenly appeared arned men.
I

reached desperately for where my sword no | onger was, then saw that it was
Duke

Argave and his knights.

He crossed the courtyard in long strides, his cape tossed back, then stopped.
He

| ooked from Mel chior to ne, at the gl ow ng scorpion shape of the battle

tel esma,

and around himat the ruined walls and enpty courtyard. For a |ong noment he
said nothing, and his face, pale in the noonlight, seened as | watched to

gr ow
ol der and nore |ined.

"Well, Count Caloran,"” he said at last, in what was clearly neant to be his
ordi nary good hunor but did not ring true, "I would say that the two of you

| ooked terrible, but then your opposition nust be even worse off, for | do
not

see themat all! | should never have doubted you, though I rust say that if
you'd told ne you two were going to retake the castle by yourselves, | would
scarcely have credited it." He seemed then to notice Thierri for the first
tine.

"Ch, | see you are here too, Lord Thierri. Wat happened to your cloak?

m ssed

you a short while ago; if you were in at the end, observing, perhaps you can
tell me what happened, as these two heroes seemlittle fit for speech.”
Thierri squirmed, but the duke turned back to ne. "W found this as we were
com ng up the mountain, Count, after we heard your horn blast and the roar of
the walls com ng down. That nust have been a feat |ike Sanson's! At any rate,
I

would like to return it to you."

| peered at him unconprehending, then realized he had two swords at his

bel t.

One he drew and presented to nme, hilt first. It was the sword | had received

fromthe enmperor's hands, which | had | ast seen going over the wall in the
body
of the bouteillier.

"There doesn't seemto be any doubt that the traitor Raynmbaud is now dead,"
t he

duke said dryly. "lIs there any doubt about any of the other defenders?"
As | took back nmy sword with trenbling fingers, Melchior roused hinself
enough

to lift his head. "Mdst of the heretics are trapped on the upper floors of

t he

keep, my lord, including their |eader, Gavain. But there may well be a few
others still |oose in the castle.”

"I'n the keep.." said the duke slowmy. O hers were hurrying up now, Prior
Bel t hesar anbng them He took one horrified | ook at the tel esma, spoke a
rapid

series of words that seemed to lessen its evil glow, then bent over Mel chior
mur muri ng either prayers or nore incantations.

But I was watching Argave. All the years that had seened to descend on hima
m nute before were gone as he straightened his back, his eyes flashing. "Al
right, then!" he snapped to the knights who had begun to gather around us.
"Start an i medi ate search of the castle! Anyone you find, disarmand bring
here.”

"Excuse me, sire," | said with a slowsnile. "This is, | believe, ny castle,
and

nmy knights certainly know it better than yours."



He turned in surprise, then | aughed and sl apped ne on the back. "Quite right,
Count. You give the commands here. Once we're sure we've rounded up all the
| oose heretic scum" and as he spoke his expression began to darken again,
"we

can decide howto get the main force out of what's left of the keep." And he
went off hinself with the first expedition.

For the next hour knights scoured the castle, finding and capturing half a
dozen

heretic warriors who had not nade it into the keep with the rest, and

gat heri ng

up the remains of the dead. | was inpressed at what Brother Mel chior nust
have

done—+ had killed but one nman, while the priest evidently had killed a
nunber ,

and quite horribly. Prior Belthesar insisted that Ml chior be put to bed at
once, and | sent the two off with several knights to guard them nmaking very
sure the great battle tel esma went al ong.

Arsendi s was not anong those now swarm ng through nmy castle. The duke, |

gat hered, had left her in the siege canp below, with half a dozen knights as
guard. | wondered with mld curiosity if they were supposed to protect her
from

enem es or to prevent her fromcomng to join us in Peyrefixade.

| leaned, half dozing, against the wi ndlass on top of the covered well,
pushi ng

back exhaustion at intervals to issue nore conmmands or to hear reports.
woul d

send a message to the Convent of the Holy Fanmily in the norning, | decided,
to

tell my Great-aunt Richildis what | had | earned of nmy cousins death:
certainly

not an accident, but the result of the conbination of the bouteillier wanting

Peyrefi xade enpty and t he seneschal wanting Lord Thierri dead. Since

Senescha

Qi | hem was dead now, too, | didn't want to inplicate himin this, but | kept
| osing ny concentration as | tried to determ ne howto explain all this
delicately to the abbess. All that kept me awake was the throbbing of ny |eg
and

the stinging of the new burns on ny face and hands. The nmoon was setting when
Duke Argave cane back.

"The castle is free of heretics now, Count,'’
t he

keep." Hi s expression was grim and he seenmed to be waiting for ne to say
sonet hing. When | did not imediately answer, he added, speaking carefully as

he said, "except for those in

t hough not wanting to give anything away, "The archbishop will doubtl ess
arrive

in the next three or four days. Wen he cones— for a second Argave seened to
hesitate, then continued snoothly "—he will have the Inquisition with him"

Peyrefi xade was ny castle, and through the fog of pain and exhaustion I
realized
that the duke was confirming this. But if | did nothing about a nest of
heretics

still holed up in the central keep, heretics who included the duke's son

t hen

Argave woul d be conpelled to | ead the attack hinself.

"I amnot," | said as clearly as | could, "going to allow the Inquisition to
set

up stakes in ny courtyard at which to burn heretics to death. Let's see if we
can talk to them"

The duke's nen set up canp chairs in front of the keep and lit flanbeaux on
either side. Argave, with a powerful hand under mny el bow, helped ne fromthe



well to a chair.

| |l ooked through the gaping hole in the wall into what had once been ny great
hal | and thought gloonily that | would need an arnmy of masons to repair the
damage Mel chior and the Magus's battle tel esna had done. Maybe the Order of

t he

Three Kings, or ny aunt, the abbess of the Holy Famly, would be willing to

| ease or buy a piece of property fromme for enough to pay for all that

st onewor k.

But no use thinking about masonry until the castle was firmy in ny hands
agai n.

| made nyself sit up straight, cleared nmy throat, and shouted. My voice
echoed

around the courtyard. "Gavain, heretic and dog! You have one chance to parley
for your life and those of your men. This is it."

There was a | ong pause during which |I was afraid he woul d not answer. But then
I

heard his voice, a veneer of banter |ying over the intense strain beneath.
"You

don't want to have to destroy the rest of your castle, is that it, Count? So
you're trying to lure us out with soft words, instead?"

| couldn't see him but he nust be standing by one of the arrow slits on the
second storey, from which one could command nost of the courtyard. | realized
with an itchy feeling that sitting here, torch-l1it, the duke and | made
excel l ent targets. Men who thought of thenselves as already dead m ght well

decide to take sone of us with themto Hell. | glanced at Argave, but his
face

was expressionl ess as stone.

"You're not thinking this through, Gavain," | replied, trying to force ny own

brain to function. "You' ve |lost. Raynbaud, who was supposed to infiltrate our
plans and relay themall to you, is dead. W have the great telesma the
Perfected have spent the last forty years hoping to recover. You may be safe
fromus for the nmoment, but only for the nonment. Either we can bring down the
keep—and you in it—with the same forces we already used to destroy the

gat es,

or we can wait a few days and starve you out. You can't have nore than a

m ni mum

of food and water up there with you; the keep's storeroonms under the great
hal |

are no | onger accessible to you."

"You spoke of a parley, Count," cane Gavain's voice out of the dark arrow
slit.

"But this sounds |ike boasting."

"Only maki ng sure you understand your situation." | took a deep breath. "Now
I'd

like to tell you about mne."

"You have your problems, too, Count?" Gavain jeered. "Then | nust offer ny

si ncere condol ences. "

The duke at ny el bow gave an angry nmutter, but | refused to |l et nyself be

dr awn.

"As you have pointed out yourself, | have no desire to finish the destruction
of
my own castle, so the quick way to get you out of it is closed. And so, |I'm

afraid, is the slow way. Your damed Perfected beliefs probably make you

t hi nk

that dying in ny keep of hunger and thirst would propel you straight into
Heaven, but it won't be that sinple. The Inquisitionis on the way. In a few
days, when you're too weak to offer resistance, we'll burrow through the

st one

you used to block the stairs inside the keep, or put the scaling |adders

agai nst



t he outside and pluck you out like apples froma tree. The inquisitors will
gi ve

you a final chance to return to the True Faith, but npbst of you will be

bur ned

to death right here."

"I"'mstill waiting, Count, for you to tell nme something | don't already
know. "

The underlying strain in Gavain's voice was becom ng stronger than the
nmocki ng

note he was desperately trying to maintain.

"Then listen to this." There was still smoke in nmy lungs, and | had to stop
and
cough for a mnute. The castle was perfectly still around ne. "I have no

intention of letting the inquisitors in to judge you. They may be uphol ders
of

the True Faith, but as long as | am Count of Peyrefixade | amthe only one
here

who will pass sentences of |ife and death. If | sentence you to death nyself,
I

either have to use the terrible destructive forces of magic to kill you

i medi at el y—whi ch you cannot deny | have the ability to do—er else starve you
out, by which time the inquisitors will be here, inpossible to ignore as |

val ue

my own salvation. You |leave me no alternative, Gavain. | sentence you to
life."

Duke Argave jerked in his chair but did not speak. | heard indrawn breaths
al |

around the courtyard but no word was spoken. Gavain waited thirty seconds
before

answering hinself. "Life is given by God, Count. It is not something to which
one man can sentence another."

| was suddenly sick of himand all his men, his supercilious tone, their
pestilential beliefs, and especially their presence in ny castle. "Then |et
nme

put it this way," | said roughly, "if you can't understand anything except in
t he pl ai nest |anguage. Get out. R ght now, all of you, get out of ny castle.
You

can even take your horses. | don't care where you go or what you do when you
get

there, as long as it's very far from Peyrefixade. Starting fromright now you
have seventy-two hours. No one will inpede you, no one will pursue you. After
seventy-two hours, you'd better be far away from here, because then the
amesty

ends and Prince Al fonso and the Inquisition arrive."

As | spoke | realized | should probably have cleared this with the duke.
coul d

declare an ammesty in nmy own county, but a lot of these nountains were under
t he

duke's authority, not mine. But |ooking at himfromthe corner of ny eye |
did

not think he would object.

"One condition," said Gavain.

"One condition!" | exploded. "I give you a chance to get out of here with
your

Cod- forsaken skin still attached to your God-forsaken rear end and you speak
to

me of conditions?!"

"I msspoke," he said, and for once he sounded deadly serious. "My nmen trust

ne,



and if | come to an agreenment on their behalf | have to be absolutely sure
am
not |eading theminto destruction."

| nodded reluctantly; a good | eader has to think of his men first. "If you're
wondering if you can trust ne, | give you ny word before God that no harm
shal |

cone to you fromne for seventy-two hours —a word | would not break even when
given to a heretic." And | had already saved several heretics fromthe stake
once; | hoped he renmenbered that, because | wasn't going to rem nd everyone
on

my own side about it.

"And | give you nmy word as well,"’

rasped out the duke, so abruptly it rmade ne

j unp.
Still Gavain did not agree. "That infidel Magian priest," he said at |ast.
"Melchior. I have to talk to him"

On this point he would not budge. Telling himthat Brother Ml chior was too
il

wi t h mage-si ckness to speak to anyone only nade hi m nore stubborn. Wen at

| ast

| agreed that Mel chior would be brought out, we net heated objection from
Pri or

Belthesar. | left the duke to deal with the prior, |eaning ny head on ny hand
and closing ny eyes. Finally, over the prior's continuing protests, ny
kni ght s

br ought Mel chior down from his chanbers and out into the courtyard

Mel chi or had the battle telesma clutched to his chest. He managed to lift his
head and smile at ne groggily as the knights set down his litter

"This is a disgraceful way to treat a priest devoted to God's service," the
prior said to me, |low and angry, "one who nearly lost his life in serving you
as

well."

"How about the heretics' Magi ans?" asked the duke, with the hint of a
sardoni c

smle. "Are they standing by serving Lord Gavain, in spite of their wounds
suffered toni ght?"

The prior |ooked surprised. "Did | not tell you? There are no ot her Magi ans
in

the castle but Melchior and nyself. One of theirs is dead, and although there
are traces that can be discerned in the Iines of magic of the presence of
anot her, that one has been gone fromthis castle for at |east as |long as you
have been in it—and he took my shadow cloak with him"

"I'f you' d nentioned this earlier, Prior," said the duke w th anot her

hal f-smile,

"the | ast hour would have been far easier, not wondering every mnute if |
shoul d expect a blast of nagic fromthe keep to knock ne sensel ess. But |

t hought if Count Cal oran can brazen it out, then |I can, too."

| ignored them and turned back toward the keep. "Father Melchior is here,

Gavain," | shouted. "I hope you aren't planning to add any nmore conditions to
getting out of ny keep—for exanple, that you get to take ny treasure with
you.

The | onger you delay, the closer the Inquisition will be on your tail."

| kept wishing | could see the duke's son, that he was not just a disenbodied
voi ce floating down fromthe keep. "Melchior!" he called. "You warned ne in

good

faith to bring my men up here to save ourselves, and did not kill me when you
could have. You may have rejected the way of Perfection for the infidel path
that calls itself the True' Faith, but | believe | may still trust you."

"Though not trust nme?" the duke runbled. But he had not spoken | oud enough
for
his words to carry, and he sat back again when | put a hand on his arm



I could see in the torchlight Ml chior struggling to sit up. He managed on

t he

second try, the prior supporting him "You may trust Count Caloran," he
gasped.

"Pl ease, Gavain, take your men and go. Gtherwise | shall have to use the

hi deous

magi ¢ of the battle telesma to destroy the keep, and | don't want to kil
anyone

el se.™

He had not spoken very loudly, but in the predawn stillness, with the noon
down

and the air chill, his voice echoed around the courtyard. "That's all | can
say," he added, though I was not sure if he addressed Gavain or ne, and
col | apsed back down. Hi s eyes were shut and face gray as the prior had him
whi sked away agai n.

There was anot her | ong pause, during which | again had to fight off sleep. |
had

al nost concluded that CGavain had decided not to trust me after all when there
was sudden novenent in the gaping hole that had once been the | ower wall of
ny

keep. The heretics were com ng out.

The first came slowy and cautiously, swords ready, prepared either to fight
or

to race back inside. | gave a few quick commands, and ny kni ghts and many of
t he

duke's hurried to formtwo lines, on either side of the direct path between
t he

keep and the stables, then between the stables and the rubble of the

gat ehouse.

There they | eaned on their swords, thirty feet back on either hand fromthe
col um of heretics.

Wat ching them hurry into the stables and then out with their horses, |

t hought

that they didn't |ook like practicers of demon worship and child sacrifice.
They

| ooked like frightened soldiers, alittle enbarrassed to be retreating but
overwhel mngly glad to be escaping with their lives. "Mike sure there aren't
any

stragglers left with foolishly brave or suicidal notions," | told the duke,
"and
send the prisoners we captured off with the rest.” | got Thierri to help ne
ri se

and hobbl e, and went off to a storeroomto fall at last into sleep
2

Li ght had penetrated the storeroomw ndow when | felt a hand on ny shoul der

I

rolled over on a pile of dusty wall-hangings, every part of nmy body in pain.
I't

was the duke.

He squatted beside ne, |ooking furious. At this point | scarcely cared how

m ght have of fended nmy sworn lord, as long as the heretics were gone.

rubbed

the grit fromny eyes, coughed, and struggled to a sitting position

But it was not me with whom he was furious. "W've got a problem" he

grow ed.
"CGavain won't |eave."
I ran a hand over ny close-scorched hair. "They were all leaving," | said,

resisting the tenptation to flop back down again and sleep for about three



days.

"He accepted the amesty."

"And the rest are gone," said Argave, "skipping pretty ninbly down the road,
too. But their war-|eader"—+ noted he had never referred to Gavain as "ny
son"—has rebl ocked the stair in the keep and won't cone out."

| looked at the duke fromthe corner of ny eye. He appeared furious enough to
put the scaling | adders up hinself and go in single-handed to slay the one
heretic left, son or no son, without even waiting for the Inquisition. "D d
he

happen to mention why?"

"He won't deign to talk to nme," said Argave, frowning even nore heavily. "MW
nen

and yours kept a close count of the heretics going out, and then they noticed
that Gavain hadn't been anong them Wen they went to check the keep, they
found

hi m hol ed up again."

"I think I know why he's still there," |I said, looking with mld interest at
t he

wound a heretic's sword had put in ny leg, up in the mountains. This was the
| eg

I had wrenched | ast night, tearing the devel oping scar tissue away fromthe
wound. It ached worse than ever this norning.

If things had worked out only slightly differently, it would have been | who

failed, | who prom sed his men victory and found only humliating defeat. If
we
had not regai ned Peyrefixade, | would have had to slink back north to ny

brother's castle, or try to catch up with the enperor to

see if he might want an ol d canpaigner in his entourage. Gavai n had nowhere
to

sl i nk.

But | didn't say this. "The heretics believe they can nake their own

sal vation,"

| said instead, "that if they willingly cast off the conforts of the flesh
t hen

God will always reward them Gavain could not recapture the battle tel esma
t hat

the self-styled Perfected wanted to use to spread their despicable beliefs
across the kingdom But he thinks he can still nake amends and purify his
soul

by dying."

Argave made a desperate attenpt at sardonic hunor. "I was going to take him

apart with ny bare hands. But if that's what he wants so badly perhaps |
shoul d

reconsi der. "

| rubbed my eyes again, thinking hard. "That's no good, Argave," | said,
choosing ny words carefully. Gavain, | thought, would not have had a very
good

| ook at nme last night, at some distance fromhimand |it only by flickering
fl anbeaux. "1'd be happy to help you tear that trickster apart linb by |inb,
except that it would just incite the heretics to attack Peyrefixade again.
Have

someone saddl e his horse and have it ready, and see if you can find ne any
decent clothing."

The duke scow ed but went. Half an hour later I was washed and shaved and
dressed in nmy own clothes again, the very clothes that Gavain had worn to

i npersonate me, which he had left in a chest in the undanaged part of the

gr eat

hall. | sat am dst hangi ngs ny predecessor the countess had rejected, eating
hot

pancakes rolled with honey in the m ddl e, cooked by my own cook, once again



master of his kitchen. Feeling rmuch better than | had any right to feel,

sai d

to the duke and to Lord Thierri, "Al right. Let's see if we can get ne out
into

the courtyard wi thout making it obvious | can't wal k unai ded. "

The three of us linked arns, and | did ny best, in spite of shooting pain, to
put the weight on ny bad |leg as we went out across the courtyard. Gavain's
hor se

was saddl ed and waiting—f | could just persuade himto emerge. The guards at
the remains of the gate blew the horn, and | was fairly sure | saw a flicker
of

noti on on an upper storey of the keep as | settled mpjestically into a canp
chair.

"I hear you're in still in there, Gavain," | called. There was no answer, but
I

had not expected any, or not yet. "W had an agreenent which |I thought you'd
accepted. All heretics out of ny castle, in return for seventy-two hours

duri ng

whi ch nobody touches you. But those hours are di sappearing fast."

There was still no reply, and | began to wonder if | was wasting ny time. For
a

monent | was distracted by a commotion at the ruins of the gate and gl anced
over

to see that a group of riders had arrived. It couldn't be the archbi shop

al ready! But then | turned back toward the keep, smiling inwardly. It | ooked
i nstead as though the Lady Arsendis on her swift palfrey had el uded her

guar ds

and beaten themby a hair up to the castle.

Now | just hoped she had the sense to stay quiet. "All right, Gavain," |
continued, shouting up toward ny invisible audience, "I can see you're

enj oyi ng

nmocki ng me one nore time. Planning to stay there until the Inquisition is
actually within the gates, then tweak their noses and escape, is that it?"

| knew perfectly well that wasn't it, but | couldn't very well accuse hi m of
intending to starve hinmself until his inevitable death arrived—ot if |

want ed

hi m out alive.

"Don't you think nmy uncle the archbishop could use a little nose-tweaki ng?" a
voi ce suddenly rang out fromthe keep

| motioned to ny knights, who had begun to nurnur angrily. "As a son of the
True

Faith | can't possibly agree," | said sternly. But inwardly I was gleeful; if
he
was willing to answer ne at all, this just m ght work. "I have a different

proposition, Gavain, one on which we m ght be able to cone to an
under st andi ng

as kni ghts and gentlenen, even if we cannot agree on religion."

"Are you planning to buy nme off, Count?" he asked with a nocking | augh
"Because

if so, let me remind you that | captured your treasure chest and have it up
here

with ne."

Better and better. So all my rent receipts hadn't been blown up along with
nmuch

of the hall. | might be able to afford the nmasons yet w thout having to
nort gage
hal f ny county. "Not at all," | said, making nyself speak still nore sternly.

"And this is no matter for joking. Because | am challenging you to a fight to
the death."”
He clearly wondered whether to believe ne. "I thought you woul d have gotten



your

fill of fights to the death yesterday" he said, but the bantering tone was
unconvi nci ng.

"Listen to ny terns,"” | said loudly, ignoring the reactions of everyone
around

me, who had not expected this any nore than Gavain had. "You and | in single
conbat, here in this courtyard, this norning, now" | twisted in the chair so
that | could unsheath ny sword smoothly. The All emannic steel was nicked from
its tunmbl e down the nmountainside; | made a nmental note to have it sharpened
this

afternoon if | was still alive. But he wouldn't see the nicks fromup in the

keep, only the nmorning light flashing on the bl ade.

"Come now, wouldn't you like a chance to avenge yourself and your dead nen on
me? And 1'd rmuch prefer to kill you on nmy own ternms than to wait for approval
fromthe archbishop! If you win, you |l eave unnolested. | swear to you that no
one but me shall harmyou, and that | shall not back down fromthis fight.
But

if you yourself w sh to back down and take advantage of ny amesty i nstead,
well, that's all right, too." Wen he did not answer at once, | added, "Wy
hesitate, Gavai n? You know ny word is good."

| could al nost hear his thoughts. If he could defeat and kill ne, he could
return to the heretics as a hero. If | defeated him his death would be nuch
faster than it would be at the hands of the Inquisition. I nyself did not
believe that a few days of fasting and self-purification could nmake

up for alifetine of sin, but even if | did, even if | did not know !l had to
rely on the conpletely undeserved nercy of God, | would never hesitate to

t ake

death in battle over death at the stake.

"How about your priest Melchior?" he called down. "Are you going to have him
officiate at our fight?"

"Stop stalling, Gavain," | called back. "He's far too ill to | eave his room
again and far too nmuch a man of God to take part in a duel. He told you to
trust

me. |f you don't believe himnow, why did you believe himlast night?"

Still Gavain wouldn't agree. After another |ong pause he said, nocking once
nmore, "This offer has appealing possibilities, but I"'mafraid it's quite

i mpossi bl e. Your Magian priest shattered nmy sword last night. | amunable to
fight you."

"A good sword will be provided you," | replied and turned to notion to one of

t he knights. But Duke Argave was ahead of me. He stal ked forward, jaw

cl enched,

unsheat hing his own sword. The sun glinted on his enerald ring as he laid the
sword before the ruined keep. For a nonent | was afraid he would say
sormet hi ng,

but he turned, wordless, and stal ked back to stand behind ne again.

Then at last | could see Gavain's face, pressed into the arrow slit and
glaring

down. "Everybody el se stay back!" he suddenly snouted, sounding as furious as
his father. "This is just you and ne, Caloran. As soon as everybody's out of
t he

way |'m com ng down."

Everyone backed off at mnmy signal. It took several minutes for himto unbl ock
t he

keep stairway and descend. But then he energed, bright in chain mail, his
hel et

cradled in one armand his shield slung over the other. He snatched up and
sheat hed his father's sword, then advanced to stand a few paces before ne.
" So

slow in arm ng yourself, Caloran?" he said, nocking once nore, though his

eyes



were taking in nmy burns and bruises. "Getting cold feet now that 1've
accepted
your chal | enge?"

"I don't need arnor," | said slowmy, "for what | intend to do." And | heaved
nmysel f up by the arnms of the chair, took one step, and pitched forward.

He pushed me with a toe until | rolled over and sat up. "Wat kind of trick
is

thi s?" he demanded in a | ow voice, half uneasy and half furious. He gl anced
behind himto see that ny nen had stationed thenselves in front of the hole
in

the keep wall; there would be no retreating back there now

"No trick," |I said. "But you have stained ny honor, Gavain." | just hoped the
word "honor" still had resonances for him "The only way | can recover it is
to

fight you and, | hope, kill you. Raynbaud woul d have told you |I'm handy wth
a

sword even when badly wounded. If you help me up I can hop. Once | have ny
bal ance you'd better defend yourself!"

He set down his helnet and pulled me to ny one good foot with a jerk. For a
nmonent we stood only inches apart, glaring into each other's eyes, his black
and

uptilted at the corners—ust like his sister's. He still supported ne with a
hand at the el bow. The watching knights, thirty feet away, could have been in
anot her county. "All a trick," he grow ed. "Your only purpose was to get ne
out

of the keep. Now, if you but raise one hand, all your knights attack nme at
once."

"Put it to the test,"” | said, managing to stay upright this time even when he
let go of ny arm "Run nme through right now | swore to you that | would not
withdraw fromthis fight—er make it less than fair by having anyone but ne
try

to kill you."

"Fair!" he snapped. "Dear God, Caloran, is it supposed to be fair for me to
kill

soneone who can't even defend hinsel f?"

"I'f it nakes you feel better," | said, drawing ny sword, "I1'll take the first
stroke at you."

He stepped back easily out of range but drew his own blade. "This," he said
between his teeth, "is going to be the strangest fight—=

"Gavai n!" a woman's voi ce suddenly rang out across the courtyard. "Don't hurt
him"

The heretic war-1leader's sword suddenly darted out, and with one sharp bl ow
he

knocked ny own blade fromny hand. A blister had cone up on the palny |
hadn' t

been able to hold the hilt very tightly anyway.

| staggered and cl osed ny eyes for a second, then, when nothi ng happened,
opened

t hem agai n.

Gavain was |aughing, his lips pulled back fromhis teeth in silent but
apparently genuine mrth. "You tried to speak to me of your honor, Caloran,"
he

said, "and yet you'll spend the rest of your life knowi ng you owe that life to
a

womnan. "

| let out all ny breath at once.

"I haven't really seen ny dear sister Arsendis for years, but that particular
note in her voice hasn't changed since she was a little girl. It's the voice



of
someone who really knows what she wants. It's nuch too |late ever to nmake it

up

to ny father, but | still hope soneday Arsendis and | m ght be friends
agai n—and

it woul d never happen if | had killed you."

"Then what are you going to do?" | asked when he did not seem about to do

anyt hing, instead standing with the point of his blade unconfortably near ny
throat and nmy own sword under his foot.
"Take the amesty you so generously offer,"’
voi ce was bitter.

| breathed an inward prayer of thanks and wondered if Gavain too was giving
thanks to God—even if he and the rest of the heretics had conpletely

he answered at |last, and now his

m sconstrued God's nmessage. "You haven't lost," | said, speaking | ow and
fast,

hopi ng he was listening. "I know |l told you last night that you had, but I
j ust

wanted to get your nen out of ny keep. In over forty years, no one had taken
Peyrefi xade, whether by assault, by siege, or by stratagem You captured it,
and

you can sweeten your nenories of Melchior and ne capturing it fromyou by
recalling that you took it fromne in the first place." | paused to nmake sure
I

had his attention. "And though we now have the battle tel esma, we are not
goi ng

to use it against you."

He had been | ooking of f across the nountains, but at this he turned sharply
back

toward me, eyebrows raised. This, | thought, was probably sonething el se
shoul d have first raised with the duke. For that matter, | should have
br ought

it up with the Magi ans, but for at |east one Magi an—+ knew what he'd say.
NLTciior's—%he priest you seemto trust nore than me. He doesn't want it to
3§ed again to kill—either followers of the True Faith or even heretics—and
neither does his Order. It will be hidden again, somewhere you'll never find
LLis time, but you need not fear to see the scorpion crown coming to bl ast

your
nmountain settlements.” | smiled for the first time in what seened an
extrenely

long tinme. "You will live to fight again, Gavain."

He | aughed then, still with an edge of bitterness but only an edge. "Then
don't

| et yourself get too soft, Count, dancing attendance at court and doing
what ever

nmy fathers whimdenands. You're a younger son, aren't you? Well, you should
have

pl enty of experience being the obedient and dutiful son, rather than

emul ati ng

Lucifer, God's rebellious older son. Practice your swordsmanship agai nst ny
com ng!" He snatched up his helnet and was of f, running across the courtyard.
I

signaled frantically, nmaking sure no one would try to stop him He swung up
onto

his stallion, then for just a nmonent he paused, hal fway over the rubble at

t he

castl e entrance. Then he saluted his sister with their father's sword and was
gone.



The duke's physi ci an-surgeon declared | had done new damage to ny | eg and
ordered me straight into bed. Duke Argave had his servants carry me into what
was left of my great hall and place me on ny own great bed. There he left ne
with ny knights about nme, and took hinmself, his own knights, and his daughter
back down to the siege canp. Only then could I be sure at last that he really
i ntended to | eave Peyrefixade in nmy hands. Gavai n had doubtl| ess been sl eepi ng
in

nmy sheets, but at this point | didn't care. | was sniling as sleep clainmed ne.
When | awoke again in late afternoon | was pleased to discover that the

kni ght s

and servants had al ready begun the job of cleaning up the devastation. But
several were waiting when | opened ny eyes to ask nme sonething trivial, and
realized | was going to have to give the household orders nyself for a while,
since | now had neither a bouteillier nor a seneschal. The cook, in spite of
hi s

despair over the state of his storeroons and kitchen, somehow rallied to

pr oduce

a sinple but hearty stew. As evening cane on, some of the servants inprovised
a

kind of curtain stitched fromthe worn out hangi ngs the countess had rejected
and strung it across the gaping hole where the doors had been. The pl ace

m ght

be half in ruins, but I was count in ny own castle once nore.

As | sat in the wi ndow seat gnawing a slightly stale |oaf the next norning,
Prior Belthesar swept into the hall and made a very mi ni mal obei sance.

" Br ot her

Mel chi or requests nme to say he would like to speak to you, Count," he
decl ar ed,

| ooking as if he would have preferred not to have Mel chior disturbed at all
"But make sure you do not tire him He has serious mage-sickness and needs to
build up his strength so that we can take hi mback to our Mther House, where
the Brother Infirnerian can tend to himproperly. He's being very stubborn
about

goi ng, so please do not encourage his obstinacy!"

| called for the burliest of nmy knights, and by hooki ng one arm over his
shoul der nanaged, w thout doing any further injury to ny leg, to hop to the
chanmber where Mel chior was being attended by the prior's servants. He | ooked
even worse than | probably did, ashen-faced, with dark bags under his eyes and
a

weird, faint translucence to his skin. But he snmled as the knight hel ped ne
onto a stool at his bedside.

"I heard what you did with Gavain," he told ne in a weak voice. "It was both
brave and wi se."
"Brave, perhaps. | don't know about wi se. Fool hardy maybe."

"No, wise. The True Faith teaches that we do not have the unaided strength to
win the greatest prizes. We attain them by facing that which opposes us even
t hough we know we are far weaker."

"Still acting as ny spiritual advisor, Father Ml chior?"

"I would certainly like to, if you still wish to have me after |'ve destroyed
the castle that was your treasure and pride."

"OfF course | want you back!" | caught a glinpse of Prior Belthesar frowning
from

the door. "But only when you are fully recovered. And ny castle is not al
destroyed, as you can see fromthe fact that you are lying here in your own
bed!

But for now you nust go back to your Order and recover your strength. W'l
be



all right here; | presune even that scruffy priest fromthe village can sing
a

valid office in the chapel. Besides, |'"'mtoo inmobile and the nen will be far
too busy for much sinning!"

"I can recover here, Count— | cut himoff as | saw the prior frown again and
shake hi s head.

"No, no, Father Melchior, | won't hear of it." He started to protest again,
but

| had an unanswerabl e argument. "Think of the great battle telesma. | want

t hat

devilish thing out of this castle as soon as possible! You don't think I'lI
trust the other Magians to get it safely stowed within the House of the Three
Ki ngs unl ess you are with them do you? A good war-captain wants each sol dier
under his command to be where he can function best, you know You say your

t ask

is to serve me; well then, these are your orders. Just you nmake sure you get
your tonsured head back here again right away as soon as you're well! You're
t he

only capel l anus | want at Peyrefixade."

A snile slowy spread over Melchior's weary face, and he nurmured, "Yes sir,

Captain." At the door, the prior smled, too. | squeezed Mel chior on the arm
asked himfor his blessing, and left the roomleaning on ny knight. | hoped
he

recovered and returned to us soon. Peyrefixade needed him

Arsendis and | stood at the top of the great tower two days |l ater, |ooking
out

across the nountains. Hi gher peaks, still touched with snow, frowned down on
Peyrefi xade, but the valleys bel ow us were verdant. The shadows rose and
di pped

over the slopes as clouds raced across the sky high above. Six nonths ago,
had

been sitting in ny brother's castle as bitter winter closed in, with nothing
of

my own and no future. Now early sumrer breezes played around ny own castle,
and,

even if the beautiful woman beside me might ultimately decline to marry a nman
both scarred and crippled, at the nonment she seened happy to be with ne.

"I have been eager to ask you this, Count," the duke's daughter said,

gl anci ng

at me sideways fromdark eyes. "How did you know when you chal | enged ny

br ot her,

and went to neet himthough too weak to fight, that he would not kill you?"
"I didn't."

My words hung for a nonent while she turned to stare at ne. "You went to neet
hi m t hi nki ng he mi ght slay you on the spot?"

"There was al ways that possibility. | could have died unshriven in my own
courtyard."” | had a crutch now and was getting better at maneuvering. Wth
[ uck

I would be able to walk again in a week or two, although a slight |inp would
be

permanent. | now turned to | ean ny back and el bows agai nst the parapet. "I
did

however hope that his youthful training and knightly courtesy would be too
strong for himto kill a defenseless man, even his eneny—and | was right.

Sonetimes one has to take desperate risks to get what one wants, which neans
that sometines one fails."



"I think Father was very pleased,” she said after a mnute, "though he

ref uses

to say so. It's harder to say what Uncle's opinion will be, when he arrives
with

the Inquisition to learn that his nephew is safe but a whole coven of
heretics

have been allowed to escape.”

"I assune that's why your father is in such a hurry to | eave," | said,
t hat

he may intercept the archbishop in his own ducal court and explain the
situation

to himat greater leisure.”

She nodded. "W depart within the half hour. But tell me, Count, if it is not

SO

too secret: what will happen to the battle tel esma?"

"It's not really secret,”" | said with a smle, "though I'd reconmrend you not
discuss it with your brother if you happen to see himagain. It's |eaving

t oday,

too, secured under powerful spells in a | eaden casket, to travel to the House
of

the Three Kings. The Magians will lock it away there and guard it, |est
anyone

el se be tenpted to use its awesome powers. The archbi shop night want to
conmandeer it for the church hierarchy, but it will be hard for himto do so

if
it's already gone, and it would be even harder for himto argue that the best

place for it wasn't anong the Magians. It will travel heavily guarded, but

t he

telesma itself, acconpanied by two priests of the Order, should be able to
guard

itself."

Arsendi s seemed about to speak but instead just |ooked again out toward the
hi ghest nmountains. Down in the courtyard, | heard a horn bl owi ng and knew

t hat

t he duke was assenbling his nen for departure. She turned with a swirl of her
scarlet cloak to go, but then paused at the top of the stairs, snmiling back
over

her shoulder. "The view fromyour castle is nost pleasing, Count. Thank you
for

showing it to ne at last. | can well understand how you—er anyone —woul d
enj oy

t he prospect of living here permanently."



