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7 World ﬁc Ozark

WARD DELPS

TWELVE FAIR KINGDOMS

CHAPTER 1

I SHOULD HAVE known that something was very wrong when the Mules started flying erratically. I
was misled a bit, I suppose, because there were no actual crashes, just upset stomachs. The ordinary
person on the street blamed it on turbulence; and considering what they understood of the way the
system worked, that was as reasonable a conclusion as any other. However, | had full access to
classified material, and I knew perfectly well that it was magic, not aerodynamics, that kept the Mules
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flying. And magic at the level of skill necessary to fly a bulky creature like a Mule was not likely to suffer
any because of a little disturbance in the air. You take a look at a Mule sometime; it surely isn’t built for

flight.

Even someone who’s gone no farther in magic than Common Sense Level knows that the harmony of
the universe is a mighty frail and delicately balanced equilibrium, and that you can’t go tampering with any
part of it without affecting everything else. A child knows that. So that when whatever-it-was started,
with its first symptoms being Mules that made their riders throw up, I should of known that something
sturdy was tugging hard at the Universal Web.

I was busy, let’s grant me that. [ was occupied with the upcoming Grand Jubilee of the Confederation of
Continents. Any meeting that it doesn’t happen but once every five hundred years—you tend to pay it
considerable attention. One of our freighters had had engine trouble off the coast of Oklahomah, and that
was interfering with our supply deliveries, I was trying to run a sizable Castle with a staff that bordered,
that spring, on the mediocre, and trying to find fit replacements before the big to-do. And there were
three Grannys taken to their beds in my kingdom, afflicted with what they claimed was epizootics and
what I knew was congenital cantankerousness, and that was disrupting the regular conduct of everyday
affairs more than was convenient.

So ... faced with a lot of little crises and one on the way to being a big one, what did I do?

Well, I went to some meetings. I went to half a dozen. I fussed at the Castle staff, and I managed to get
me in an Economist who showed some promise of being able to make the rest of them shape up. I hired
anew Fiddler, and I bought a whole team of speckledy Mules that I’d had my eye on for a while. I
visited the “ailing” Grannys, with a box of hard candy for each, and paid them elaborate compliments that
they saw right through but enjoyed just the same. And I went to church.

[ was in church the morning that Terrence Merryweather McDaniels the 6th, firstborn son of Vine of
Motley and Halliday Joseph McDaniels the 14th, was kidnapped, right in broad daylight ... when the man
came through me church door on a scrufty rented Mule, right in the middle of a Solemn Service—right in
the middle, mind you, of a prayer/— and rode that Mule straight down the aisle. He snatched Terrence
Merryweather in his sleeping basket from between his parents, and be flew right up over the Reverend’s
head and out through the only stained glass window he could count on to iris—Mule, basket, blankets,
baby, and all, before any of us could do more than gape. February the 21st, that was; I was there, and it
was that humiliating, I’m not likely to forget it. The McDaniels were guests of Castle Brightwalei; and
under our protection, and for sure should of been safe in our church . And now here was their baby
kidnapped!

Although it is possible that kidnapping may not be precisely the word in this particular instance. You
have a kidnapping, generally there’s somebody missing, and a ransom note, and whatnot. In this case, the
Reverend shouted an AAAAmen! and we all rushed out the church door; and there, hanging from the
highest of the three cedar trees in the churchyard in a life-support bubble, was Terrence Merryweather
McDaniels the 6th, sucking on his toe to show how undisturbed /e was by it all. And the Rent-a-Mule
chewing on the crossclover against the church wall, under the overhang. There was no sign of its rider,
who could make a claim to speed if to nothing else.

We could see the baby just fine, though we couldn’t hear him. And we knew he was safe in the bubble,
and all his needs attended to indefinitely. But he might as well of been in the Wilderness Lands of
Tinaseeh for all the good that did us—we didn’t dare touch him.

Oh, we had Magicians there skilled enough to put an end to that bubble and float the baby down to his
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daddy’s arms without ruffling one bright red hair on his little head. If we hadn’t had them, we could of
gotten them in a hurry. It wasn’t that; it was a matter of diagnosis.

We had no way, you see, of knowing just what kind of magic was on the forcefield holding that bubble
up in the tree and keeping it active. Might of been no problem at all, just a bit of Granny Magic. Ought to
of been, if the man doing it couldn’t afford but a Rent-a-Mule. And then it might of been that the mangy
thing was meant to make us think that, and it might of been that if we so much as jiggled that baby we’d
blow the whole churchyard—AND the baby—across the county line. We’re not much for taking
chances with babies, I'm proud to say, and we weren’t about to be hasty. The way to do it was to find
the Magician that’d set the Spell, or whatever it was, and make it clear that we intended to know, come
hell or high water, and keep on making it clear till we got told. Until then, that baby would just have to
stay in the cedar tree with the squirrels and the chitterbirds and the yellowjays.

Vine of Motley carried on a good deal, doing her family no credit at all, but she was only thirteen and it
her first baby, and allowances were made. Besides, I wasn’t all that proud of my own self and my own
family at that moment.

Five suspicious continental delegations I had coming to Castle Brightwater in less than three months, to
celebrate the Grand Jubilee of a confederation they didn’t trust much more now than they had two
hundred years ago. Every one of them suspecting a plot behind every door and under every bedstead
and seeing Spells in the coffee cups and underneath their saddles and, for all I knew, in their armpits. And
I was proposing that they’d all be safe here—when I couldn’t keep one little innocent pointy-headed
baby safe in my own church on a Solemn Day?

It strained the limits of my imagination somewhat more than somewhat, and there was no way of keeping
it quiet. They’d be having picnics under the tree where that baby hung in his pretty bubble and beaming
the festivities out on the comsets before suppertime, or my name wasn’t Responsible of Brightwater

In the excitement we left the Solemn Service unfinished, and it took three Spells and a Charm to clear
that up later on, not to mention the poor Reverend going through the service again to an empty church
reeking mightily of garlic and asafetida. But the clear imperative right then was a family meeting; and we
moved in as orderly a fashion as was possible (given the behavior of Vine of Motley) back to the Castle,
where I turned all the out-family over to the staff to feed and cosset and called everyone else at once to
the Meetingroom.

The table in the Meetingroom was dusty, and I distinctly saw a spiderweb in a far window, giving me yet
another clue to the competency of my staff and strongly tempting me to waste a Housekeeping Spell or
two—which would of been most unbecoming, but I never could abide dirt, even loose dirt—and I
waved everybody to their chairs. Which they took after brushing more dust with great ostentation off the

chair seats, drat them all for their eagerness to dot every “i”” and cross every “t” when it was my
competence in question, and I called the roll.

My mother was there, Thom of Guthrie, forty-four years old and not looking more than thirty of those,
which wasn’t even decent; I do not approve of my mother. I said “Thom of Guthrie” and she said “Here”
and we left it at that. My uncles, Donald Patrick Brightwater the 133rd—time we dropped that name
awhile, we’d wear it out—and Jubal Brooks Brightwater the 31st.Jubal’s wife, Emmalyn of Clark, poor
puny thing, she was there; and Donald’s wife. Patience of Clark, Emmalyn’s sister. And my grandmother,
Ruth of Motley, not yet a Granny, since Jonathan Cardwell Brightwater the 12thshowed no signs of
leaving this world for all he was 109 years old ... and it was said that he still troubled Ruth of Motley in
the nights and scandalized the servingmaids in the chamber next to theirs. And I could believe it. We
could of used him that day, since his head was as clear as his body was said to be hearty, but he was off
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somewhere trying to trade a set of Charms he’d worked out for a single Spell he’d been wanting to get
hold of at least the last five years ... and the lady that Spell belonged to not about to pass it on to him, if
he spent five more.

As it was, that meant only seven of us in Meeting, not nearly enough for proper discussion or voting, and
you would of thought that on a Solemn Day, and with guests in the Castle, there’d of been more of us in
our proper places. I was put out about the whole thing, and my mother did not scruple to point that out.

“Mighty nervy of you. Responsible,” she said, in that voice of hers, “being cross with everybody else for
what is plainly your own fault.”” I could of said Yes-Mother; since she despises that, but I had more
pressing matters to think of than annoying my mother. She’d never make a Granny; she was too quick
with that tongue and not able to put it under rein when the circumstances called for it, and at her age she
had no excuse. She’d be a flippant wench at eighty-five, still stuck in her magic at Common Sense Level,
like a child. Lucky she was that she was beautiful, since men have no more sense than to be distracted by
such things, and Thorn was that. She had the Guthrie hair; masses of it, exactly the color of bittersweet
chocolate and so alive it clung to your fingers (and to everything else, so that you spent half your life
picking Guthrie hair off of any surface you cared to examine, but we’ll let that pass). And she had the
Guthrie bones ... a face shaped like a heart, and great green eyes in it over cheekbones high arched like
the curve of a bird’s wing flying, and the long throat that melted into perfect shoulders ... And oh, those
breasts of hers! Three children she’d suckled till they walked, and those breasts looked as maiden as
mine. She was well named, was Thorn of Guthrie, and many of us had felt the sharp point of her since
she stepped under the doorbeam of Castle Brightwater thirty-one years ago. I have always suspected
that those Guthrie bones made her womb an uncomfortable place to lie, giving her a way to poke at you
even before you first breathed the air of the world, but that’s a speculation I’ve kept to myself. I hope.

“Well, now that we’re thoroughly disgraced in front of the whole world,” sighed my grandmother, “what
do we propose to do about it?”

“This is not the first manifestation of something cockeyed,” said Jubal Brooks. “You know that,
Responsible.”

“There was the milk,” my grandmother agreed. “Four Mundy’s in a row now it’s been sour straight from
the goat. I assume you don’t find that normal, granddaughter.”

“And there was the thing with the mirrors,” said Emmalyn. “It frightened me, my mirror shattering in my
hand like that.”

I expect it did frighten her, too; everything else did. I was hoping she wouldn’t notice the spiderweb. She
was a sorry excuse for a woman; on the other hand, we couldn’t of gotten Patience of Clark without

taking the sister, too, and all in all it had been a bargain worth making.

Patience was sitting with her left little finger tapping her bottom lip, a gesture she made when she was
waiting for a hole to come by in the conversation, and I turned to her and made the hole.

“Patience, you wanted to say something?”
“I was thinking of the streetsigns,” she said.
“The streetsigns?”’

“Echo in here,” said my mother, always useful.
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“I’m sorry. Patience,” I said. “I hadn’t heard that there was anything happening with streetsigns.”
“All over the city,” said my uncle Donald Patrick. “Don’t you pay any attention to anything?”’
“Well? What’s been happening to them? Floating in the air? Whirling around? Exploding? What?”’

Patience laughed softly, and the sun shone in through the windows and made the spattering of freckles
over the bridge of her nose look like sprinkled brown sugar. I was very fond of Patience of Clark.

“They read backwards,” she said. “The sign that should say ‘River Street’ ... it says’Teerts Revir’” She
spelled it out for me to make that deal; though the tongue does not bend too badly to “Teerts Revir”

“Well, that .” 1 said, “is downright silly.”
“It’s all silly,” said Patience, “‘and that is why I was laughing. It’s all ridiculous.”

Emmalyn, whose freckles just ran together and looked like she hadn’t bothered to wash, allowed as
how she might very well have been cut when her mirror shattered, and that was not silly.

I looked at them all, and I waited. My uncles, pulling at their short black beards the way men always do
in meetings. My mother, trying to keep her mind—such as it was—on the discussion. My grandmother,
just biding her time till she could get back to her embroidery. And the sisters—Emmalyn watching
Patience, and Patience watching some inner source of we-know-not-what that had served us very well in
many a crisis.

Not a one of them mentioned the Mules, though I gave them two full minutes. And that meant one of
three things: they had not noticed the phenomenon, or they did not realize that it was of any importance,
or they had some reason for behaving as if one of the first two were the case. I wondered, but I didn’t
have time for finding out in any roundabout fashion.

“I agree,” I said at once the two minutes were up, “it’s all silly. Even the minors. Not a soul was harmed
by any one of the mirrors that broke—including you, Emmalyn. Anybody can smell soured milk quick
enough not to drink it, and the other six days of the week it’s been fine. And as for the streetsigns, which
I’'m embarrassed I didn’t know about them but there it is—I didn’t—that’s silliest of all.”

“Just mischief,” said Jubal, putting on the period. “Until today.”

My mother flared her perfect nostrils, like a high-bred Mule but a lot more attractive. “What makes you
think, Jubal Brooks,” she demanded, “that today’s kidnapping—which is a matter of major
importance—is connected in any way with all these baby tricks of milk and mirrors?”

“ Andstreetsigns,” said Emmalyn of Clark. Naturally.

“Jubal’s quite right,” I said, before Thorn of Guthrie could turn on Emmalyn. “And I call for Council.”

There was a silence that told me I’d reached them, and Emmalyn looked thoroughly put out. Council
meant there’d be no jokes, and no family bickering, and no pause in deliberation for coffee or cakes or

ak or anything else till a conclusion was come to and a course agreed upon.

“Do you think that’s really called for, Responsible?”” asked my grandmother. She was doing a large
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panel at that time, mourningdoves in a field of violets, as I recall. Not that she’d ever seen a
moumingdove. “As Jubal said, it’s been mischief only so far. And pretty piddling mischief at that. And
there’s no evidence / see of a connection between what happened in church today and all that other
foolishness.”

“Responsible sees a connection,” said Patience, “or she would not have called Council. And the calling
is her privilege by rule; I suggest we get on with it.”

I told them about the Mules then, and both the uncles left off their beard-pulling and gave me their
attention. Tampering with goats was one thing, tampering with Mules was quite another: Not that they
knew what it meant in terms of magic, of course—that would not of been suitable, since neither had ever
shown the slightest talent for the profession, and I suppose they took flying Mules for granted as they did
flying birds. But they had the male fondness for Mules, and they had anyone’s dislike for the idea of
suddenly falling out of the air like a stone, which is where they could see it might well lead.

“It has to do, I believe,” said Patience slowly, “with the Jubilee. That’s coming up fast now, and
anybody with the idea of putting it in bad odor would have to get at it fairly soon and move with some
dispatch. I do believe that’s what this is all about.”

She was right, but they’d listen better if she was doing the talking, so I left it to her.
“Go on,” I said. ‘“Please.”

“I’m telling you nothing you don’t know already,” she said. “The Confederation of Continents is not
popular, nor likely to be, especially with the Kingdoms of Purdy, Guthrie, and Farson. And Tinaseeh is in
worse state. The Travellers hate any kind of government; they are still so busy just hacking back the
Wilderness that they don’t feel they can spare time for anything else, and they for sure don’t want the
Jubilee. A Jubilee would give a kind of endorsement to the Confederation, and they are dead set against
that. And then there’re all the wishy-washy ones waiting around to see which way the wind blows.”

“ ‘A thing celebrated is a thing vindicated,”” quoted Ruth of Motley. “They all know that as well as
anybody.”

“The idea,” Patience went on, “would be to make it appear that there’s so much trouble on the continent
of Marktwain ... so much trouble in the Kingdom of Brightwater specifically ... that it would not really be
safe for the other Families to send their delegations to the Jubilee.”

My conscience jabbed me, for she was right; and it had been niggling at the back of my mind for some
time. Though I’d managed to ignore it up to now by worrying about dust on the banisters and coffee for
deliveries for Mizzurah.

Donald Patrick scooted his chair back and stared at me, and then scooted it up again, and said
damnation to boot, and my grandmother went “Ttch,” with the tip of her tongue.

“Five years of work it’s cost us,” he said, glaring around the table. “Five years to convince them even to
let us schedule the Jubilee! Surely all that work can’t be set aside by some spoiled milk and a few
smashed mirrors!”

“ Precisely,” I said, flat as pondwater. “And that is just the point. You see, youall, how it will look?
First, parlor tricks. Then, a kind of tinkering—nothing serious, just tinkering— with the Mules. And then,
to show that what goes four steps can go twelve, the baby-snatching. Again, you notice, without any
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harm done.”
“Aw,” said Jubal, “it’s just showing off. A display of power. Like throwing a dead goat into your well.”

“That it is,” I said. *“ ‘See what we can do?’ it says ... ‘And think what we might do, if we cared to.’
That’s the message being spread here. Think the Wommacks will fly here from the coast knowing their
Mules may drop out from under them any moment, to come to the support of our so-called
Confederation?”

“Disfederation,” murmured Patience of Clark. “A more accurate term at this point.”
“Patience,” I said, “you hurt me.”

“Howsomever and nevertheless,” she said, “it’s true. And anything but a sure hand now will wreck it
all.”

We sat there silent, though Emmalyn fidgeted some, because it wasn’t anything to be serene about.
Marktwain, Oklahomah, and probably Mizzurah, agreed on the need for the Confederation of
Continents; and their Kingdoms were willing to back it as best they could. But the whole bulk of
Aricansaw lay between Marktwain and Mizzurah, and the Ocean of Storms between all of us and either
Kintucky or Tinaseeh; and the three loyal continents all put together were not the size of Tinaseeh. Since
the day the Twelve Families first landed on this planet in 2021, since the moment foot was set on this land
and it was named Ozark in the hope it would prove a homeworld to our people, those of us who
preferred not to remain trapped forever in the twenty-first century had been in the minority.

The Twelve Families had seen, on Old Earth, what the centralization of a government could mean. They
had seen war and waste and wickedness beyond description, though the descriptions handed down to us
were enough to this day to keep children in Granny Schools awake in the long nights of winter, shivering
more with nightmare than with the cold. Twelve Kingdoms, we had. And at least four of them ready to
leap up every time a dirty puddle appeared on a street corner and shout that this was but the first sign,
the first step, toward the wallowing in degradation that came when the individual allowed theirselves to
be swallowed up (they always said “swallowed up,” playing on the hatred every Ozarker had for being
closed in on any side, much less all of them) by a central government ... And several more were in
honesty uncommitted, ready to move either way.

I ran them by in my mind, one by one. Castle Purdy, Castle Guthrie, Castle Parson, Castle
Traveller—dead set against the Confederation and anxious to grab any opportunity to tear the poor frail
thing apart and go to isolation for everything but trade and marriage. Castles Smith, Airy, Clark, and
McDaniels, and Castles Lewis and Motley of Mizzurah, all with us—but perhaps only Castle Airy really
ready, or able, to put any strength behind us. It was hard to know. When the Confederation met at
Castle Brightwater, one month now in every four—to the bitter complaints of Purdy, Guthrie, Parson,
and Traveller about the expense and vile waste and the frivolousness of it all—those six voted very
carefully indeed. That is, when we could manage to bring anything to a vote. Only Castles Airy and
Lewis had ever made a move that went three points past neutrality, and that rarely. As for Castle
Wommack, who knew where they stood? One delegate they sent to the meetings, grudgingly, against the
other Castles’ delegations of four each and full staff; and the Wommack delegate came without so much
as a secretary or Attendant, and spent most of his time abstaining. We were seven to five for the
Confederation—maybe. Maybe we were but two against ten, with six of the ten playing lip service but
ready to bolt at the first sign of anything that smelled like real conflict.

My mother made a rare concession: she addressed me by term of kinship.
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“Daughter,” she said, making me raise my eyebrows at the unexpected mode of address, “what do you
think we ought to do?”

“Ask Jubal,” said foolish Emmalyn, and I suppose Patience kicked her, under the table. Patience always
sat next to Emmalyn for that specific purpose. Ask Jubal, indeed.

“ Thinknow before you speak,” said Ruth of Motley. “It won’t do to answer this carelessly and get
caught out, Responsible. You give it careful thought.” She had finally forgotten about her embroidery and
joined us, and I was glad of it.

“I think,” I said slowly, “that things are not so far out of hand that they cannot be stopped. Vine of
Motley is crying herself into hiccups up in the guestchambers at this very moment, and no doubt feels
herself mighty abused, but that baby is safer where he is than in her arms. Signs and mirrors and milk
make no national catastrophe, and Mules that behave like they’d been drinking bad whiskey are not yet a
disaster. The point is to stop it now , before it goes one step further. The next step might not be
mischief.”

“What is called for,” said my grandmother; nodding her head, “is a show of competence; that would
serve the purpose. Something that would demonstrate that the Brightwaters are capable of keeping the
delegations, and all their kin, and all their staffs, safe here for the Jubilee.”

“I sometimes wonder if it’s worth it,”” sighed Donald Patrick. “I sometimes think it might be best to let
them go on and dissolve the Confederation and all be boones if that’s their determined mind! The energy
we put into all this, the time , the money ... Do you know what Brightwater spent in food and drink alone
at the last quarterly meeting?”’

“Donald Patrick Brightwater,” said Ruth of Motley in a voice like the back of a hand, “you sound like a
Purdy.”

“I beg your pardon, Mother,” said my uncle. “I hadn’t any intention of doing so.”

Strictly speaking, it was not fair for him to be rebuked. As the ordinary citizen was ignorant of what kept
the Mules flying in the absence even of wings , so was Donald Patrick ignorant of the peril every
Ozarker faced if we could not establish once and for all a central government that could respond, and
respond with speed, in an emergency. The decision to maintain that ignorance had been made
deliberately, and for excellent reasons, hundreds of years ago, when first the menace of the Out-Cabal
had been discovered by our Magicians. And that decision would stand, for so long as it was possible,
and for so long as disputations in political science, and intercontinental philosophy, and planetary ecology,
and the formidable theory of magic, could be substituted for a truth it had been sworn our people would
never have to learn.

“First,” I said quickly, “there’s finding out where this attack is coming from. That’s the easy part.”

My mother crossed her long white hands over her breasts to indicate her shock and informed us that
first we had to get that baby down out of that tree.

“Mother, dear Mother,” I said, “you know that’s not so— that baby is all right. Unlike the rest of us,
that baby is protected from every known danger this planet can muster up. Not so much as a bacterium
can get through that bubble to harm Terrence Merryweather McDaniels, and he will be tended more
carefully there than a king’s son.”
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It was only a figure of speech; there were no kings in our kingdoms and never had been, and therefore
no king’s sons. When First Granny had stood on Ozark for the first time, her feet to solid ground after all
those weary years on The Ship, she had looked around her; drawn a long breath, and said, “Well, the
Kingdom’s come at last, praise be!” and we’d had “kingdoms” ever since for that reason alone. But it
had the necessary effect. Thorn of Guthrie made a pretense of thinking it over, but she knew I was right,
and she nodded her lovely head and agreed with me that the baby probably represented the least of our
problems. Except insofar as it stood for an insult to our Family and our faith, of course (and it was at that
point that I realized the Solemn Service had been left unfinished).

“I say call in the Magicians of Rank, then,” said Jubal Brooks, “and have them to find out which one of
our eleven loving groups of kindred has set itself to bring the Confederation down about our heads.
Literally about our heads.”

“No,” I told him, hoping he was right that it was only one. “No, Jubal Brooks, that’s all wrong. It would
maybe be fastest , depending on the strength and number of the Magicians ranged against ours, but it’s
all wrong as to form .”

“I don’t see it,” he said.

“A symbol,” said Ruth of Motley, spelling it all out for him, “is best answered by a symbol. Notby a ...
meat cleaver.”

“And what symbol do we propose to offer up for this motley collection—no offense meant. Mother—of
shenanigans? Cross our hearts and spit in the ocean under a full moon?”

“A Quest, I expect, Jubal,” I said, straight out. I had been thinking while they were talking, and level for
level, that seemed right to me. And the women nodded all around the table.

“In this day and age?” sputtered Donald Patrick, and threw up his hands. “Do you realize the antiquated
set of hidebound conditions that go with mounting up a Quest ? Responsible, you can’t be serious about
this.”

“Well, it is fitting,” said his mother saving me the trouble. “As Responsible and Patience have pointed
out, the entire campaign against us to this- time has been a single symbol, what would be referred to in
classical terms as a Challenge. OUR MAGIC IS BETTER THAN YOUR MAGIC, you see. No harm
has been done, where obviously it could have been, had they been so minded. Very well, then—for an
old-fashioned Challenge we shall offer an old-fashioned Quest. It is appropriate; it has the right ring to it.”

“Foof.” said Donald Patrick. “It’s absurd.”
“Indeed it is,” I agreed, “and that’s the whole point.”
“We might should ignore the whole thing,” he said. “For all we know.”

“We do, and there will be no Grand Jubilee of the Confederation of Continents of Ozark, Donald
Patrick Brightwater—and yes, I do know, down to the penny, what all this has been costing us. Nor will
we have another meeting of the Confederation, I daresay, for a very long time. Whoever is doing this,
they would be delighted to have us ignore it all, and everybody snickering behind their hands at us for
cowards and weaklings ... and it is in the hope that we will be fools enough to do that that they’ve kept
every move to pestering only and not gone forward to injury. If they can bring us down for two cents,
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why spend two dollars?” I was completely out of breath.
“They have overplayed their hand,” said Patience, “with this matter of the McDaniels baby.”

“I believe so,” I said. “It was a mistake of judgment. They should of kidnapped one of Jubal’s Mules
instead.”

“And hung it in a cedar tree? In a life-support bubble?”” Her brown eyes dancing. Patience of Clark was
clearly trying not to imagine Jubal’s favorite Mule being cleaned and fed and curried up in the cedar tree;
and losing the battle.

“It would of been safer,” I said. “ /might of been busy enough not to take it for anything more than a
prank; and they would of had still more time to make nuisances of themselves—and undercut the
confidence in our security staff— before the Jubilee.”

“Responsible, that’s but eleven weeks away!” Patience broke in, the laughter in her eyes fading. “That’s
mighty little time.”

“All the more reason to talk less and do more,” I said. “Here’s what I propose.”

I would take our best Mule, from Brightwater’s champion line, called Sterling and deserving of her
name. [ would make a brief and obvious fuss around the city in the way of putting together suitable
outfitting for a journey of a special kind. I would let the word of the Quest be “leaked” to the comset
networks. And then, I would do each Castle in turn, staying only just long enough at each to make the
point that had to be made. Responsible of Brightwater; touring the Castles on a Quest after the source of
magic put to mischief and to wickedness—just the thing. Just the thing!

“Even Tinaseeh?” asked Jubal dubiously.
“Even Tinaseeh. Certainly.”

“It’s a nine-day flight by Mule from here to Tinaseeh,” he said. “At least. And you do a Quest, you do it
by foot or by Mule, Responsible, no getting out of that . Nine days, just that one leg of the trip.”

“As the crow flies,” I acknowledged. Not that it would of taken me nine days, but there was no reason
to let Jubal Brooks know more than he needed to know. “I will not head straight for Tinaseeh across the
Oceans of Remembrances and of Storms, dear Uncle. I am touring the Twelve Kingdoms on solemn
Quest, please remember. First [ will go to Castle McDaniels. Then a short flight to Arkansaw, a mere
hop across the channel to Mizzurah, on over to Kintucky, and then—and only then—to Tinaseeh. Then
Oklahomah, quick around it , and back home.”

“But, my dear niece ,” he said—Jubal Brooks was stubborn, grant him that—"though it’s but one day
from Kintucky’s southernmost coast to the coast of Tinaseeh, that one day will set you down not at
Castle Traveller but on the edge of the largest Wilderness Lands on Ozark. Larger than the entire land
area of this continent, for example; I strongly doubt you’ll do the trip over that in less than three days.
And you’d still have two days ahead of you before you reached the Castle gates!”

My grandmother stepped in then; the man was getting above himself, but tact, of course, was necessary.
Men are a great deal of trouble, I must say.

“Jubal Brooks,” she said, firmly but courteously, ‘“Responsible was properly named. I suggest we do her
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the courtesy of trusting her in this.”
“Distances,” he began—the man was ranting!—"are distances. Name or no name—"

We might of wasted a lot more time on that kind of thing, if there hadn’t of been a knock on the door
just as he was hitting his stride. For all that we were in Council, we could spare time to answer the door;
and we did. Nobody was there, of course, leading Emmalyn to look puzzled and Patience to look
innocent, but it served its purpose.

I dismissed Council with thanks, letting Jubal run down naturally as we all filed out, paid a visit to the
guestchambers only to be told that the baby’s parents had gone with full ceremonial tent to camp in the
bed of needles beneath their son and her taking along the infant daughter of a servingmaid to see to the
problem of Vine of Motley’s milk—a practical solution, if a bit hard on the servingmaid—and then I ran
for the stables.

So far as [ was concerned, we were late already,
CHAPTER 2

SO CLOSE TO HOME I didn’t dare take chances, and so I let my Mule fool about and waste hours in
the air on the first stage of my journey, to Castle McDaniels. I wore an elaborate gown of emerald green;
under it I had on flared trousers of a deeper green, tucked into trim high boots of scarlet leather with
silver bells about the bootcuffs and silver spurs all cunningly worked. And I had over that a tight-laced
corselet of black velvet embroidered in gold and silver, and it was all topped with a hooded traveling
cloak of six layers black velvet quilted together with silver thread in a pattern of wild roses and star-in-
the-sky-vine and friendly ivy. My scarlet gloves matched my boots and my riding crop matched my
spurs, and around my throat on a golden chain was a talisman almost not fit for the sight of decent
people, except that decent people could be counted on not to know what it meant and anybody that
knew what it meant would sure not mention it. All in all it was a purely disgusting sight. When I flew [
preferred honest denims, and over them a cloak of brown wool. And spurs and riding crop to fly a Mule
were about as sensible as four wheels and a clutch to sail a ship—but none of that was relevant.

I was a symbol , and a symbol carrying out a symbol. I was, by the Twelve Corners, a Meta-Symbol,
and I intended to look the part if it choked me. They, whoever they might turn out to be, would have
leisure to compare the style in which Castle Brightwater did these things with their scroungy brigand on a
mangy rented Mule. I would see to that, and I intended to rub it in and then add salt, if I got the chance.

I brought Sterling down smartly at the entrance to Castle McDaniels without raising so much as a puft of
dust, and I called out to the guardmaid at the broad door to let us in.

“Well met. Responsible of Brightwater!” she hollered at me; and I mused, as I had mused many and
many a time before, on the burden it gave the tongue to greet either myself or my sister Troublesome (not
that many greeted /er! ). A regular welter of syllables, and I hoped the Granny that did it got a pain in her
jaw joints. When I was a child, the others made me pay for the inconvenience, ringing changes on it all
the day long. Obstreperous of Laketumoc, they liked to call me. Preposterous of Bogwater.
Philharmonic of Underwear. And numerous variations in the same vein. On the rare occasions when my
sister and I shared the same space, they liked to call us “Nettlesome and Cuddlesome.”

We have a saying, an ancient one: “Don’t get mad; get even.” It stayed my hand when I was young

enough to mind such nonsense, and now I would not stoop the distance necessary to get even. But it still
rankles at times. As when a skinny guardmaid bellows out at me before all the world, “Well met.
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Responsible of Brightwater!”
“Well met yourself,” I said, “and why not good morrow while we’re at it?”

“Beg your pardon?”’ She had a slack jaw, too, and it dropped, doing nothing to improve the general
effect.

“As should you,” I said crossly. “The year is 3012, andwell met went out with the chastity belt and the
spindle.”

“I have a spindle,” she said to me, all sauce, but she must not of cared for the expression on my face;
she left it at that.

“What’s your name, guardmaid?” I asked her while I waited for the idea to reach her brain that someone
should be notified of my arrival.

“Demarest, I'm called. Demarest of Wommack.”
Demarest ... it was a name that had no associations for me, and she was far from home.

“Would you tell the McDaniels I'm here, Demarest of Wommack?”’ I asked her, giving up. No doubt
the McDaniels, like myself, were having trouble finding Castle staff that could even begin to meet the
minimum needs of their jobs. It made me sorry, at times, that robots were forbidden to us. True, they
were me first step toward a population that just lay around and got fat and then died of bone laziness; [
understood and approved the prohibition. But they would of been so useful for some things. Pacing off
the boundaries of a kingdom, for instance, which had to be done on foot, every inch of it ... and letting
people into Castles.

She looked at me out of the corner of blue eyes under straight-cut coppery bangs, and she tugged at the
bellpull hanging at her right hand, and in due course the Castle Housekeeper appeared and opened the
front doors to me. She did not, I’'m happy to say, tell me I was well met; but she called stablemaids to
take away the Mule and unload my saddlebags. and she showed me into a small waiting room where a
fire burned bright against the February chill. And she saw to it that someone brought me a glass of wine
and a mug of hearty soup.

I settled my complicated skirts and maddening trousers, and drank my soup and wine, and soon enough
the arched door opened and in came Anne of Brightwater, my kinswoman and a McDaniels by marriage,

to greet me.

“Law!” she said from the doorway, looking me up and down. She was blessed with a plain name and
plain speech both, and I envied her the first at least.

“Look like a spectacle, don’t I?”” I acknowledged.
“My, yes,” said Anne.
“I’m supposed to,” I said. “You should see my underwear.”

She agreed to forego that experience, and came and sat down and stared at me, shaking her head and
biting her lower lip so as not to laugh.
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“Well, Anne?”

“Oh, I'm sure you’ve good reasons,” she said, “and I have sense enough not to want to know what they
are. But I’ll wager not a single Granny saw you leave in that getup, or more than your boots and your
gloves would be rosy red.”

I chuckled; I expected she was right.

“Welcome, Responsible of Brightwater,” said Anne then, “and how long are we to have the misery of
your company?”

Plainer and plainer speech.

“Can you put me up for twenty-four hours, sweet cousin?”’

“In the style you’re decked out for?”

“If you mean must there be dancing in the streets, Anne, no, I’ll spare you that.”

“What, then? You didn’t just ‘drop in” on your way to buy a spool of thread somewhere.”

Anne pulled her chair near the fire, folded her arms across her chest, fixed her attention on me, and
waited.

“I, Responsible of Brightwater,” I recited, “am touring the Twelve Castles of Ozark, Castle by Castle, in
preparation for the Grand Jubilee of the Confederation. Which is—as you’ll remember—to be convened
at Castle Brightwater on the eighth day of this May. And I begin here, dear cousin, to do you honor.”

“And because Castle McDaniels is closest.”

“And,” I capped it, “because a person has to begin somewhere. There is one advantage; if I start with
you, then it follows that you’re first done with me.”

“Ah, yes,” she sighed, “there is that.”

She leaned back in her chair and sighed again, and I tried to keep my spurs from making holes in her
upholstery.

“What’s required?” she asked me.

“One party,” I said. “A very small one. In honor of my tom; you know. In honor of my Quest.”

“In honor of the Pickles.”

“The Pickles? Anne!”

On Earth, we are told in the Teaching Stories, there was a food called pickles, made out of some other
food called cucumbers. On this world, Pickles are small flat squishy round green things, and they bite.

They certainly are not good to eat, even in brine, and we grant them a capital letter to keep the kids
mindful not to step on them barefoot.
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“Well,” said Anne of Brightwater, “it’s just as sensible.”
“It would be just as well,” I said, “not to mention the Pickles in your invitations.”

“Responsible, dear Cousin Responsible. I despise parties. I always have despised them, and you know
it. Why don’t you be too tired, instead?”

The fire crackled in the fireplace, and a nasty wind howled round the Castle walls, and I knit my brows
and glared at her until she sighed one more time and went away to give the necessary orders. My
mention as she stepped into the hall that she’d best expect a comset film crew did nothing for her
expression, but she went on; and I got myself out of my spurs and hung them over a comer of her mantel.

There could be no treason here—and that was what all this foolishness in fact amounted to, of course,
plain treason—not in Castle McDaniels. The Brightwaters and the McDaniels had been closer than the
sea and its shore ever since First Landing, and if there was anyone in this Castle who was not kin to me
by birth or by marriage, or tied to me by favors given and received, it was some ninny such as stood
guardmaid. Nevertheless, a Quest was a Quest, and it had to be done according to the rules. I had had a
boring flight, tooling along through the air and waving to passing birds; and I would have a boring supper
with Anne’s boring husband, and then we would all have a boring party and be boringly exhausted in the
morning. And then before lunch I would be able to lake my leave for Castle Purdy.

At which point a thought struck me, and I pulled my map from my pocket and unfolded it. Upper
right-hand comer of the pliofilm, the small continent Marktwain, with the Outward Deeps off its coasts to
the east. To the south of Marktwain, Oklahomah, a tad bigger. To the west, and dwarfing both, the
continent of Arkansaw, with little Mizzurah almost up against its western coast and sheltered some from
the Ocean of Storms by its overhang to the north. Then across the Ocean of Storms, in the northwest
corner of my map, was Kintucky, big as Oklahomah but with only the Wommacks to manage the whole
of it. And last of all, filling the southwest corner; the huge bulk of Tinaseeh, the only one of our continents
to have an inland sea, and its Wilderness Lands alone as big as either Kintucky or Oklahomah. And the
empty Ocean of Remembrances, filling all the southeast comer.

True, the most obvious route, and the one I had described to me by arguesome Jubal, was straight over
to Arkansaw. But Arkansaw was shared by Castles Purdy and Guthrie and Farson. And those were
three of the most likely to have something to hide from me and require an investment of my time.

An alternative that might save me time in the /ong run would be to fly straight on south to Castle Clark
on Oklahomah, and make a quick circuit of Castles Smith and Airy, both of which—along with
Clark—were loyal to the Confederation. I could maybe do the entire continent in eight, nine days,
counting one to a Castle for the required ceremonial stopover, before I moved on to Arkansaw and more
reasonable sources of trouble.

The McDaniels children found me poring over my map and gathered round to look over my shoulder, all
nine of them. The room shrank around me; not a one of them that was not a typical McDaniels, big and
stocky and broad-shouldered (and if female, broad-hipped as well). It got very crowded in that room.

“This is a nice map you’ve got,” said one of the younger of the herd, a boy called Nicholas Failtower
McDaniels the somethingth—I could not remember the what-th there for a minute. The 55th? No; the
56th. I was embarrassed; if there is one thing expected of us it is knowing people’s names , and this boy
was a second cousin of mine.

“What are you looking for, Responsible? It’s a nice map, like Nicholas says, but there’s a lot on it.”
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“She’s looking for the kidnapper—" said the very littlest, and instantly clapped both hands over his
mouth. “I forgot,” he said around his fingers.

Either Anne or their father then had threatened them with dire events if they mentioned that baby; still, it
was a McDaniels baby, and it was not surprising that they’d be interested. Manners were hard to get the
hang of.

“I am trying to decide,” I said, ruffling the boy’s hair to show I didn’t intend to take notice of his lapse,
“which is the best way to go when I leave in the morning. Like you say, there’s a lot of choices.”

The children hadn’t any hesitation at all—zip due west to Arkansaw, as any fool could see. Except for
one of them. Her name was Silverweb, and she was fifteen years old and not yet married; perhaps it was
her intention to become a Granny without the bother of waiting around to become a widow. She was a
handsome strapping young woman, with a pleasant face; she bound her hair back in an intricate
figure-eight of yellow braids that I could never of managed, and she carried herself with dignity.  made a
mental note to compliment Anne on this daughter—her only daughter—who seemed to me to show
promise.

She laid a well-tanned finger that showed she wasn’t afraid of a little sun to my map, and traced a
different route. Castle Clark, on Oklahomah’s northeast corner. Castle Airy, at the southern tip ...
Oklahomah came very near being a triangle. Then to Castle Smith, in the northwest corner. My choice
exactly.

“Do it that way,” she said. “Then over to Arkansaw; only an easy morning’s ride. And you’re at Castle
Guthrie.”

“Faugh. Silverweb,” said one of her brothers, “she can’t do that at all. You heard Mother—Cousin
Responsible is touring all twelve Castles on solemn Quest. The way to do it is go straight on to
Arkansaw, then Mizzurah, then Kintucky, then Tinaseeh, then end up in Oklahomah, and back to
Marktwain.”

“If she ever gets out of Tinaseeh,” said another “Horrible old place, Tinaseeh is, and full of things that
would as soon eat you alive as look at you.”

“Not as horrible as your room!”

I moved out of the way so as not to get my costume spoiled, grateful that the map was indestructible,
and let them shove and carry on for a bit to get it out of their systems. Silverweb, calm among the turmoil,
held fast that it would be just as sensible, and twice as pleasant, and break no rules that she’d ever heard
of, if I went the other way round.

“But then she’s got all that open ocean between Tinaseeh and Oklahomah to fly! Look at it, would you?
A person could fly over that and never be heard of again—it must be ... three days across? Five? Six?”

“It’s got to be done at one end or the other,” scoffed his sister “Better to do it when the worst is over
and she can take her time. She’ll be plain worn out, by then.”

“What makes you think so, Silverweb?” the boy taunted, for all he had to stand on his tiptoes to look
her in the eye. “She’s Responsible of Brightwater, Silverweb, she’s not a fourist!
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Silverweb’s chin went up and the blue eyes almost closed.

She took one step forward and the boy fell back two. Second of nine she was; it couldn’t be easy. And
the other eight all male ... it was enough to constitute a substantial burden.

Silverweb. I added it up in my head—she was a seven . Withdrawal from the world ... that went with
not marrying ... secrets and mystery ... that fit the hooded eyes and the intricate figure of her braids.
From what I could see, this one was properly named, and living up to it.

As of course she would be. There were no incompetent Grannys on Marktwain to cause trouble with an
Improper Naming, as had been known to happen elsewhere from time to time.

I let them squabble, Silverweb winning easily, and relaxed as best I could given the way I was dressed,
enjoying the sight of them all if not the sound. I had my route chosen now—as Silverweb had had the wit
to lay it out, and it was not designed solely in terms of distances and points of the compass. I would do
quickly the friendly territory of Oklahomah; and in that way I’d have a bit extra where it was less than
friendly.

The party was pleasant, more a dance than a party, and a credit to Anne. She’d invited people enough
to fill the Castle’s smaller ballroom, and had managed to muster a respectable crowd, considering the
short notice and a thunderstorm that had already been scheduled and could not of been postponed
without distorting the weather for the next three weeks. Anne and I stood in a comer back of the
bandstand where the Caller was hollering out the dances, both of us in slight danger from a flying fiddle
bow but willing to risk it for the sake of the semi-privacy. I despised parties as much as Anne did,
probably more. And I couldn’t dance even the simplest dances, much less the complex things they were
weaving on the tiles that night in honor of my visit.

“Star in the shallows, flash and swim,

Lady to her gentleman and parry to him!”
“Wherever do they learn to do all that?”” I marveled.
“Circle has a border to it, touch it and run.

Muffins in the oven till their middles are done!”

“You should of been taught,” said Anne. “They had no right to leave you ignorant just because you might
of enjoyed yourself.”

“There wasn’t time,” I said, which was the plain truth. Plus, I was awkward, always had been.
“Braid a double rosebud, smother it in snow,

"’

Swing your partner, and dosey-do

“Step on a Pickle in the dark of night,
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Grab your cross lady, and allemande right!”

“It’s not fair,” she insisted. “I hear your brother’s the best dancer in three counties, and turning all the
girls to cream and butter. And I’ll wager they saw to it that your sister learned every dance that was
worth knowing.”

I snorted. “Nobody ever ‘saw to it’ that Troublesome did anything, Anne of Brightwater. What she
wanted to do, she did. What she cared to know about, she learned. Anything else was just so much
kiss-your-elbow.”

“Sashay down the center; rim around the wall,
Single-bind, double-bind, and promenade all!”

I couldn’t even understand these calls ... dosey-do and promenade-the-hall went by often enough to let
me know it was dancing, but the intricacies of it were beyond me. I couldn’t decide whether I minded
that, either, though on general principles I was not supposed to fall behind on anything that mattered to
any sizable proportion of Ozarkers, “sizable” being defined as more than three. It looked to be hot work,
and I fanned my face with my blank program in sympathy.

“Young people!” I said, ducking the bow. “They do amaze me.”

Anne gave me a sharp look, and I looked her right back and waited. Whatever she had to say, she’d
say it; she’d said enough about my blue-and-silver party dress, which was even more preposterous in the
way of gewgaws and lollydaddles than the one I’d arrived in. And my high-heeded silver slippers with the
pointed toes.

“My daughter, Silverweb,” she said to me, and I noticed that she was talking with her teeth clenched,
and spitting out the syllables like she couldn’t spare them, “Silverweb, my dear cousin, is a “young
people.””

“And a fine one,” I agreed. “That’s a likely young woman, and I plan to keep my eye on her in future. I
wager she’ll go a considerable distance in this world.”

“ Silverweb,” Anne said again, “is fifteen years old. And you, Responsible of Brightwater, you
remarking on the habits of these ‘young people’ like a blasted Granny, have had precisely fourteen
birthdays, and the fourteenth not more than six weeks ago!”

It wasn’t often I stood rebuked lately, not since we’d finally managed to pack my sister off where she
couldn’t do any harm to speak of or leave me holding the bag if she was bound and determined to live
up to ser name. But this was one of the times, and I had it coming. Not that we are given to considering
only the calendar years on Ozark, we know many other things more worth considering. But my speech
had not been genteel. It was the sort of thing my mother would of said, and I wished, not for me first
time, that I had the skill of blushing. That, like the ability not to fall over my own big feet, had been left out
of my equipment. And the more ashamed of myself I was, the more I looked like I didn’t care atall—I
knew that. I only wished I knew what to do about it.

Anne of Brightwater was not as tall as [ was, and she had a usual habit of gathering herself in that made

her seem even smaller, but she was making me feel mighty puny now, there mid the music and the boom
of thunder. A trick like a cat does, puffing herself up to be more impressive.
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“It is hard for Silverweb,” said my kinswoman, spitting sparks now along with the syllables, “seeing you
come here, dressed like a young queen and treated like one, off on a Quest before all the world and it
taken seriously —oh, they are, don’t you worry, they are taking it very seriously! While she stands aside
and must hear herself called ‘one of the McDaniels children.” Had you thought of that?”

I had not thought of it, obvious though it surely should have been. I looked at the tall grave girl who was
a year my senior, moving easily through the squares in a simple dress of gray silk sprigged with pale green
rosebuds, and her only ornament a shawl of dark gray wool in a Love-in-the-Mist knotting, with a pearl
fringe ... and perhaps the single wild rose in her yellow hair. I remembered the way I had sat that
afternoon, “watching the children,” with a pretty fair estimate of the expression that must of been on my
face at that time, and I felt a fool. Had I called her “one of the children” in her hearing? Surely not ... but
supper had been boring, as expected, and I’d not paid a great deal of mind to curbing my tongue.

“The mother lion defends her young,” I said lamely, and the nearest Fiddler got me back of the ear,
making me jump.

“And a stitch in time saves nine!”

I winced and stared at the floor, and Anne drew her skirts around her with a swish like ribbon tearing
and went off and left me standing there all alone as she headed for the ballroom door; managing to tangle
herself up with two couples in a reel before she sailed out into the corridor and slammed the door behind
her.

She would be back later to apologize. After all, I had not chosen to be Responsible of Brightwater. It
was none of my doing. A Granny had chosen that role for me and I filled it as best I could, and no doubt
there were good reasons. Some of them I knew, and some I could guess, though there seemed a kind of
fuzz between them and my clear awareness; others I would learn in time, and some I would be told.
When I was buried they would be written on a sheet of paper narrow as my thumb, in the symbols of
Formalisms & Transformations, and tucked between my breasts and buried with me. Somewhere, if she
still lived, there was someone who knew every one of those reasons at this very moment, and no doubt
the knowledge lay heavy on /er shoulders; I hoped they were broad.

[ was behaving like a fourteen-year-old, I realized, and I smoothed my ruffled feathers and set my
quarrel with Anne aside, along with the futile lamenting about my lack of elegances. Spilt milk, all of it,
and I’d spill gallons more before I saw my own Castle gates again. The only important question I needed
to concern myself with was: could there be mischief here, if not treason, despite the fact that the
McDaniels were close to the Brightwaters as our skins?

I listened, then, with more than my ears—my ears were too fall of fiddle and guitar and dulcimer to be
useful in any case— and only silence came back to me. Here I might be annoying, and I might be read up
and down, but here I was loved, and here the Confederation was seen as a worthy goal to be worked
toward. I found no small thing that I could worry about, and I worried easy; nor would I be spending this
night casting Spells to troll for echoes that I might of missed hearing through the music.

Thunder boomed again, less intimidating than Anne, and I poured myself another glass of punch and
retreated further into the protection of the tall white baskets of flowers and ferns that surrounded the
bandstand. And seeing as how the McDaniels set as fine a party table as was to be found anywhere, |
had another plate of food. I would be off in the morning early, I decided, and skip the breakfast. That
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way [ wouldn’t have to face Silverweb of McDaniels again and risk putting my foot deeper yet in the
muck than I had already, from being self-conscious over slighting her so today.

My pockets were deep and my skirts full enough to hide plenty of lumps. I made sure I had both a
midnight snack and a breakfast squirreled away before Anne came back to tuck her arm through mine
and tell me what a crosspatch she’d been over nothing.

“It wasn’t ‘nothing,”” I said resolutely, “and I had every word you said coming to me, Anne. But I want
you to know it wasn’t meant to be the way it looked, and I wish you’d tell Silverweb that once I’'m
gone. And I thank you for bringing my manner to my attention here and now, close to home; it would not
be so easy if you were the lady of Castle Traveller.”

“Just use your head,” she said, and tears in her eyes because she saw I was truly sorry. Anne of
Brightwater had a quick temper, but a heart that melted at blood heat, nearly. “And watch your tongue.”

“I'm trying,” I said. “I’ll get the hang of'it.”

I had for sure better get the hang of it, and that with some speed.
“You’ll tell Silverweb?” I asked her. “Promise?”’

“I’ll tell her. And she will understand. Silverweb is a deep one.”
CHAPTER 3

THE NEXT DAY I was able to be a little more sensible. Leaving, I still wore my spectacular traveling
outfit, but the minute I was well over the water and out of sight of the fishing boats I brought Sterling to a
full stop in midair and changed into something that didn’t make what was already misery doubly so.
Balancing on Muleback for that kind of thing takes practice, and properly fastened straps and backups,
but I was more than up to it—I’d had lots of practice. Mostly it requires pretending you are flat on the
ground, while at the same time not exactly forgetting that it’s a good ways down.

I took the Ocean of Remembrances at a leisurely pace; it was a three-day flight from Castle McDaniels
to the first landfall on Oklahomah, and since I’d done Castle to coast in about fourteen minutes flat I had
time to make up over the ocean.

I cut the Mule back to half her regulation speed, and I balanced a very small dulcimer—all I’d been able
to fit in my saddlebags, but not all that bad—over her broad neck, and I sang my way dry through a
steady wind and plenty of rain by way of a Weather Transformation that it was fully illegal for me to
know. Sterling disliked the dulcimer, and she probably disliked my voice even more; it was a good deal
like her own. Just as [ was never called upon to dance at parties, I was never called upon to sing
(anywhere), and I reveled in my opportunity here at a height where there was nobody to clap hands over
their ears and beg me to leave off tormenting them. I do know a lot of ballads, not to mention every hymn
in the hymnal, and I enjoyed myself tremendously.

There is some inconvenience, of course, to making any lengthy ocean voyage by Mule, our oceans being
almost completely empty of islands or reefs. A person could get through one day without 00 much
hassle, provided you neither ate nor drank the day before nor during the flight itself. But once you went
beyond that single day the inevitable happened, and considerable gymnastics were required of both rider
and Mule. (This was not the least of the reasons why Ozarkers for the most part went by boat from
continent to continent, and it made it unlikely that I would meet any other citizen on Muleback as I went
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along, which was all to the good in the interests of modesty.) Only for the sake of a symbol would
anything so unhandy be undertaken by a reasonable person, and few had that sort of symbol to deal with.

I had ample time to think about the distances and times of flight that would be expected of me, when my
throat and my fingers got tired. Brightwater to McDaniels, one very long day, and then three more to
Oklahomah. Three days roughly for each leg of the triangle from Castle Clark to Castle Smith, Castle
Smith to Castle Airy, and back again almost to Clark for the best take-off across the channel to
Arkansaw— thata day’s flight only, and a short day. Three days’ travel for Castles Farson and Guthrie,
a day’s flight to Mizzurah; two days there and two to Castle Puroy Four days across the Ocean of
Storms to Kintucky, provided the ocean didn’t do too much living up to its name and force me to put in
an extra day for the benefit of the population. Ten days from Kintucky to Tinaseeh. Then the longest leg
over water ... the McDaniels children had not been too far off in their estimate of the flight time from
Tinaseeh’s southeast tip back to Oklahomah; it was a good five days, even with fair weather and a
tailwind. And then four days home. Fifteen days, even cutting it very close, I’d be expected to spend
flying over water. And far more than that for the land distances, with stops at the same intervals expected
of anyone else.

Since I was all alone I indulged myself, and turned the air blue to match the stripe between Sterling’s
ears, which were still laid back in protest against my concert. I could of done the whole #rip , the actual
flying time, in about an hour total, just the amount of realtime involved in take-offs and landings, and there
was no time to spare with the Jubilee coming in May, and February almost over. But whereas a Magician
of Rank could have done it that way and nobody would of done more than maybe fuss mildly about
people that felt obliged to show off, having a woman do such a thing would cause about the same
amount of commotion as a good-sized groundquake. And the damage would not be repairable by stone
and timber: I could shave an hour here and half an hour there and get away with it, but not much more,
not without causing more trouble than I could conveniently put an end to. The word would be well out by
now, and people in the towns and farms—and on the water along me coasts, too—would be expecting
to look up and see me fly by all in emerald and black and gold and silver and scarlet, at reasonable
points of time. Aeronautically reasonable.

I could think of no cover story that would get me out of any of that time, except that (the Twelve
Comers be praised) I would be able to do most of my make-up time in the Wilderness instead of over
the oceans. The likelihood of anybody observing me in mid-ocean once I got away from the coasts was
too small to be worth considering; I would do a decorous few miles in sight of land, SNAP to a suitably
remote spot in the nearest Wilderness, and camp there to wait out the time it “should” of taken me to fly
that far. Enough was enough. Muleflight was fine for formal occasions, for short- time travel, and for
racing and hunting, but it was one of the most boring ways ever devised for going long distances. Sterling,
like any other Mule with a sense of self-respect, refused to go through the completely superfluous leg
movements in the air that travel over ground or in the water would of required ... it was a lot like sitting
on a log (a small log) floating through the air, and if it hadn’t been for the wind moving past you it would
of been easy to believe that you weren’t moving at all. Over the water even the wind wasn’t all that much
diversion. It wasn’t tiring, and twelve full hours of it was no great strain on either Mule or rider, but, law ,
it was boring. I intended to keep it to a minimum.

The coast of Oklahomah is peaceful land. Pale golden sand sloping gently down to the water on one side
and gently up into low green hills on the oher; and the weather always easy there. There were boats out,
farther from the land than I had really expected them to be, and I made my arm tired waving at their
passengers before I began my descent. And managed to drop my poor dulcimer into the Ocean of
Remembrances in the process. New motto: never try to balance a dulcimer across a Mule’s neck, keep
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from falling off the Mule, and wave to a boat captain below you at the same time.

Sterling and I settled down toward the land, and I saw that my expectations were correct; the word had
gone out. Although Castle Clark was no more than three miles up from the shore, where it had a view
that melted both heart and mind as it faced out toward the sea, there was a delegation of some sort
waiting to meet me. I wouldn’t have to hammer on the gates of Castle Clark as I had had to do at Castle
McDaniels; we were going in in a small, and I hoped a tasteful, procession.

The Clarks’ Castle staff wore dark brown livery, trimmed at cuff and hem with yellow and white. Four
of the staff were there on Muleback (all, by their insignia, Senior Attendants), the dark crest embroidered
on their right shoulders. I had always liked that crest; two stalks of wheat, crossed, yellow on a field of
brown, and a single white star above the wheat— nothing more. It pleasured the eye and was a credit to
the Granny that’d devised it when the Castle was built.

“Good morning, miss,” they said, which was a great relief, and I good-morninged them back again. And
then they told me that dinner was waiting for us at the Castle, which pleasured me even more. I hope to
outgrow my appetite one of these years, but [ was hungry again.

“And a message from Castle Smith waiting, miss,” said one.
“What sort of message. Attendant?”

“Don’t know, miss. I was told to greet you, ask you to dinner; and say the message was waiting. That’s
all.” We turned the Mules, and they followed me, four abreast and a mannerly four Mule-lengths behind,
across the sand and up the hill ahead of us. The Mules had no objection to the hard- packed beach, but
floundered once we were above the tideline;

I was pleased to see that none of the animals following me took the all too common Mulish tactic of
stopping dead and refusing to move, sinking deeper all the while into the sand. They were well trained,
and they struggled through the powdery stuft without hesitation, though I’d no doubt they’d of said a
good deal if they’d had the chance. Not one brayed, a sure sign of good management in the stables, and
once we reached the road their hoofs tapped smartly along the white pavement. Very orderly, and I liked
order. I was in a good mood, and prepared to be in a better one, as we went through the gates and
dismounted in the courtyard, and [ was led straight on to a long balcony on the second floor that looked
out over the hills to the sea.

There sat the Clarks. Nathan Terfelix Clark the 17th, with a beard like a white bush trimming up his
burly chest, and not a hair on his head, in compensation. His wife, Amanda of Farson, the one with the
chins. Their three daughters, Una, Zoe, and Sharon, and the husbands of the two eldest at their sides. Let
me see ...it was Una that had scandalized her parents by marrying a Traveller; and gone on to scandalize
the Families nearby by loving him far beyond what was either decent or expected, and that would be him,
Gabriel Laddercane Traveller the 34th, in the suit of black. The Travellers were unwilling to give up any
of their ancient trappings, and they dressed still as they had the day they stepped off The Ship in 2021.
Zoe’s husband was a kinsman, Joseph Frederick Brightwater the 11th, and looked pleased to see me.
And an assortment of babies, all of them beautiful. I’ve never seen an ugly baby—but then I’ve never
seen a genuinely new one, either—I’m told that might dent my convictions.

And there sat Granny Golightly.

She gave me the shivers, and it pleased me not to have her where I had to see her oftener. She stood
not quite five feet tall, she weighed about as much as a Mule colt, and she was an Airy by birth, which
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had been an astonishing long time ago. If my reckoning was right, Granny Golightly had passed her one
hundred and twenty-ninth birthday recently; next to her I was a flyspeck on the windowpane of time. I
intended to go lightly near her; for sweet prudence’ sake, and as befit her name.

“Hello there, Responsible of Brightwater;” they said to me, and waved me to an empty chair in the
sunshine. Dinner was chowder—I counted eleven kinds of fish!—and dark ale, and cornbread property
prepared and so hot the butter disappeared when it touched it, and a fine pair of salads, one fruit and one
vegetables. And a berry cobbler that I knew nobody at Castle Brightwater could of brought off, including
my own self.

Finishing that cobbler, and thinking back on the rest of the meal, I understood fully how the Clarks
acquired their bulk, and I forgave Amanda her chins. What I did not understand was the trim waists of
the daughters, especially Una, who accounted for five of the children. Perhaps since they had grown up
eating this way they had developed a natural immunity. Or perhaps this was a company meal and they
usually ate like the rest of us at noon; I had, after all, been expected here.

“Responsible of Brightwater,” said Nathan Terfelix, “there’s a message here for you from Castle Smith.
Man arrived with it this morning almost before we had the gates unlocked, and what he was in such a
hurry for I have no idea. Or interest. Knew you couldn’t get here before noontime.”

“Took off as fast as he arrived, too,” Amanda added. “He wouldn’t even stop for a cup of coffee.”

She raised her head and nodded at a young Attendant standing near the door, and he brought me an
envelope and laid it in my hand without a word. He looked to be about eleven, and if I was any judge his
livery collar itched him; this must be his first year in service.

“Amanda,” I said as he backed away, “the young man’s collar is badly fit. Someone should see to it.”
Granny Golightly cackled, which was trite.

“Not going to miss a trick, are you. Responsible of Brightwater?” she demanded. “Going to see that our
livery fits the servants right, are you? You plan to inspect the stables while you’re here, and run your little
white fingers up and down the banisters?”

“I beg your pardon, Granny Golightly,” I said. I did not mean to criticize.”

“Lie to me, young missy, and you’ll rue it,” she snapped. “Criticism you gave, and criticism we got, and
I’ll see to the tadung’s collar myself, this afternoon! And to the careless seamstress that made it too tight
in the first place, whoever she may be! All we need is sloppy staff giving Responsible of Brightwater bits
to add to her long list!”

This was ordinary behavior for a Granny, and I paid it no mind; it had been years since I’d made the
mistake of getting into a wrangle with a Granny bent on public performance. She went on like that for
quite some time, under her breath, while I turned the envelope from Castle Smith over in my hands, and
the young husbands disappeared one at a time on mumbled errands.

Creamy white paper; thick as linen, and an envelope that ought to of held something of
importance—which it had to hold, if it could not of been sent by comset in the ordinary way but had to
be carried here by human hand. Seven inches square if it was one, and the Smith crest stamped on it both
front and back, and an official seal! And inside it, all alone in the middle of a sheet of matched paper like
lonely raisins in a pudding, the following words:
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We regret that Castle Smith will be unable to entertain you at this time, due to a family crisis. Any
questions you might have can be asked there at Castle Clark, and well answered.

In cordial haste, Dorothy of Smith

The eldest daughter of the Castle, Dorothy of Smith ... carrying out a minor social duty? Or what?
Dorothy was a pincher; I remembered her as a child at playparties and picnics, always quick with her
wicked little fingers, and running before you could get a fair chance to pinch her back. She would be
fourteen now, just about three months older than I was. And since she’d bid me ask questions, I asked

one.

“Begging your pardon. Granny Golightly,” I said, and the Granny stopped her nattering and looked up
from her cobbler. “Amanda, do you or Nathan either of you know of any ‘crisis’ at Castle Smith?”’

Amanda looked blank, and Nathan frowned, and Granny Golightly forgot her pose long enough to give
me a sharp look between bites.

“Crisis,” said Nathan.

“What kind of crisis?”” asked Amanda.

I waved the note. “Doesn’t say,” I said. “Just disinvites me.”

“Now that won’t do, young lady,” Granny Golightly jumped in, “for you invited your own self on this
particular traipse-about! There was no call sent out from the Twelve Castles, demanding the drop-in of
Responsible of Brightwater at her earliest convenience, not as / know of—and I would know.”

“Gently, Granny,” said Zoe of Clark, and leaned over to pick up a baby. For ballast perhaps. “Gently!”

“Flumdiddle,” said the Granny.

“I withdraw the accusation,” I said, “and you are quite right—I had no invitation. Not here, either, but
you’ve seen fit to be hospitable and I thank you for it. I will remember it.”

“On your list!” said Granny. “See there?”

“And,” I added, “I will remember the way the Smiths set their hands to the same plow—what to do with
Responsible of Brightwater, all inconvenient and uninvited. Unless —unless there truly is trouble at
Castle Smith to back this up.”

Silence, all around the table. Mules braying in the stables, and seabirds crying out as they whirled above
us, but no words, nor did I really expect many. Ozarkers do not talk behind one another’s backs,
excepting always the Grannys, who do it only as part of their ritual and are careful that it leans to
harmless nonsense.

“Anybody sick there?” I asked finally.

“Might could be,” said Zoe. “It’s that time of the year. We have a few people here down with fevers ...
nothing serious, but fevers all the same.”
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“I was thinking more on the order of a plague,” I said flatly.

More silence.

“All right,” I said, “is there marrying trouble there? Or birthing trouble? Or naming trouble?”’
“If there 1s,” said Granny Gotightly, “Granny Gableframe is there and she’ll see to it.”

“Responsible,” said Amanda of Farson, “you’re touring the Castles, as I understand it, because you
intend to find out who hung the McDaniels baby in your cedar tree—"

“Flumdiddle!” said Granny Golightly again. Emphatically.

“Trite, Granny Gotightly,” I said between my teeth, and she wrinkled her nose at me.

“I say flumdiddle because no other word that’s accurate sits well in my mouth,” she had back at me. “If
all you wanted to know was who did that foolish baby trick, you have Magicians of Rank as could find
that out for you without you setting out on a Quest! Amanda, you can’t see any farther than the end of
your nose.”

“Gently, Granny,” said Zoe again, and her sisters each reached for a baby, too. They appeared to use
the little ones like a kind of armor in this Castle; any sign of tension and everybody grabbed a baby. I

wasn’t sure what it signified, but it was distinctive.

“What were you going to say, Amanda?” I asked, keeping my voice as courteous as I could and hoping
for a chance at this Granny another day.

“I meant to say that the Smiths are easily offended. That’s well known.”

“If they think you suspect them of doing that sorry piece of business—and with you coming uninvited
they’ll for sure think you do suspect them, since you’ve never done such a thing before—you’ll put their
backs up,” said Nathan Terfelix. “They’re stiffnecked and overproud. They won’t bear being spied

upon.”

“Do you see my visit as being spied upon?” I asked, taken aback, and then regretted it; Golightly was
on me quick as a tick.

“Most certainly!” she said, little wrinkled cheeks red as wild daisies. “ Mostcertainly! And why not,
seeing as that is what it is?”

“Oh, my,” I sighed, “this won’t do.”
“Now, my dear, that’s just Granny’s way of talking,” said Amanda. “You mustn’t mind it.”

Telling me, was she, about the Grannys and their way of talking? Even Sharon looked embarrassed, and
the silent Una made a little noise in the back of her throat and stared down into her coffee cup.

“Your Granny,” I said quietly, “is doing what she’s good at. Stirring up trouble. Sowing dissent.”

The old lady’s brows went up, and I thought she was going to rub her hands together with glee at finally
getting to me. But she waited, to see if I'd go on.
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“I see no reason why youall can’t know why I'm here,” I told them. “Nor why the tour of the Castles.
For sure, I could of found out without leaving my own bedroom—with the help of a Magician of Rank,
of course—"’

“What are you up to with a Magician of Rank in your bedroom?”” Granny interrupted, scoring one point.

“—who kidnapped the McDaniels baby,” I went right on. “That’s not in question. The point is that
somebody, or some one of the Families, is doing one piece of fool mischief after another to try to make
people back out of the Jubilee. Especially people that’ve been against it all along and are just looking for
an excuse to stay away. Finding out who s doing the mischief is not really the point—though it serves as
Quest Goal, naturally, and I’ll do it as I go along. The point is to show that Castle Brightwater is not to
be put down by mischief, magical or otherwise.”

“A symbol,” said Amanda.

“A Quest for a Challenge,” said Golightly, who knew her business. “Quite right.”

“But nobody /ere is against the Jubilee!” said Zoe, looking both outraged and puzzled.

“Of course not,” I agreed, “but do think , Zoe of Clark!”

She jogged the baby a bit, and then she nodded.

“You couldn’t go only to the Castles you suspect,” she said. “That would tip your hand.”

“Green roosters , the girl’s stupid!” shrilled Granny Golightly, and Zoe winced. I thought I might have to
take this Granny in hand; and then I reminded myself sternly that the internal affairs of Castle Clark were
none of my business, as long as they remained allies of Brightwater.

“And why am I stupid, Granny?”” demanded Zoe, and good for Aer!

“She means,” I said gently, “that the problem is not tipping my hand—the Families that I suspect know
who they are already. Traveller; Purdy, Guthrie, and—I"m sorry, Amanda— Parson. The reason for all
this folderol is that a Quest must be done in a certain fashion, or it is not a symbol. A Quest is one thing,
done under rigid constraints, one step at a time—"

“And plenty of adventures as you go along!” said Granny. “That’s required!

“One step at a time,” [ went on, working uphill, “flying our finest Mule, wearing my finest gown ... and so
on. Done any other way, it’s not a Quest at all, it’s just the daughter of Brightwater gallivanting around
the planet uninvited and unexplained. That would be something quite different, Zoe. Brightwater doing
this as a Quest, and doing it to the letter of the rule—that says we mean business, and no mistake about
it.”

The early shadows were beginning to stripe the balcony, and the wind was coming up cold. The older
children began shooing the younger ones inside, and the Clark daughters passed along the babies in their

laps to the staff to be carried in. High time, too, to my mind.

“I see,” Zoe said, rubbing her arms and drawing a shawl around her shoulders from the back of her chair
“Yes, that’s clear.”
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Nathan Terfelix pulled at his beard—which I would have enjoyed pulling myself—and poured one
half-cup of coffee all around to finish off the pot.

“What do you think, Responsible of Brightwater?” he asked; and there was no banter in his voice. “I
take no insult on the part of my wife—the Parsons have never shown sign of love for the Confederation,
and your logic can’t be faulted. Nor is she responsible for her family’s doings on the other side of
Arkansaw, if doings there be. But what do you think of the chances for this Jubilee?”’

“Fair to middling,” I said. “Provided I do this right.”

“I don’t see it,” said Sharon of Clark. “The Jubilee is a celebration, a giant party. It’s a lot of trouble for
Castle Brightwater; but if they ’re willing, why should anybody else care?”

I'looked at Granny Golightly and waited for a remark about the girl’s stupidity, but apparently she didn’t
think twelve was old enough yet to demand the attentions of her tongue. She glared at me, but she held
her peace.

“The Travellers,” I told the child, “the Purdys, the Guthries, the Parsons ... all of them want the
Confederation set back to meeting one day a year like it once did, pure play-acting with no muscle to it.
And each Castle absolutely to its own self the rest of the time. Every meeting, Sharon of Clark, the
Travellers move to go back to that one day a year, the Parsons second that, it goes to a vote, and it goes
down seven to five or eight to four depending. Every meeting ... that’s the first thing happens after the
Opening Prayer. The Jubilee, now, may look like a giant party, but it means a kind of formalizing of the
Confederation that’s never been done yet. Those Families would like to see it fail, like to see the other
Families do as Castle Smith has done here—send letters around politely regretting that due to some
‘crisis’ they could not after all attend the Jubilee. You see that?”

Sharon of Clark drew her brows together and sighed. “Well, it makes no sense atall,” she said crossly.
“Don’t they know anything? Don’t they know that if it wasn’t for the Confederation we’d have
anarchism?”

“Anarchy, child,” said her father “The word’s anarchy .”
“Well, that , then! Don’t they even care?”

She was positively abristle with outrage, and I gave the Granny credit for that; Sharon of Clark had been
properly taught. I doubt she knew anarchy from a fishkettle, but she’d learned it for a word to shudder
at, and that was all that was likely to be required of her.

“Perhaps they don’t care, Sharon,” I said carefully. “And then perhaps they only don’t understand. If we
knew the truth of it, might could be we’d be able to change their minds on the subject.”

Amanda of Parson said nothing, there being little she could say, and I paid her the courtesy of not
questioning her on her own sympathies, while her child nodded solemnly. Amanda had been a Clark by
marriage now over forty years; it was not likely that she still held to her Family’s prejudices. Even if she
did, certainly she would not be involved in sabotage coming from that quarter. A woman actively
disloyal to her husband’s house would go back to her own, as a matter of honor; she would not live as
his wife and work against him.

“Speak openly, Responsible of Brightwater” said Granny Golightly then, “and look in my eyes when you
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speak. Do you suspect treason here?”

I looked her eye to beady eye, and I spoke flat out. “For sure and for certain, Granny Golightly, I do
not . Nor, till I had this scrap of paper from Castle Smith, did I suspect it on all of Oklahomah. It was my
idea that I’d stop quickly at each of the three Castles here, where I knew the loyalty to the Confederation
wasn’t in question, and so doing gain maybe a little extra time to spend in other places.”

“She speaks the truth,” said the Granny, showing an amount of overconfidence that didn’t specially
surprise me. “And / will speak the truth, returning her the favor and then we can all get inside out of this
blasted wind and get comfortable .”

She leaned forward and tapped her skinny fingers together as she steepled them, peering at me over the
steeple. “There’s no trouble at Castle Smith,” she said, “but not your treason, either. No one at Smith’s
doing magic as shouldn’t be doing it, or for evil ends.”

“I wonder,” I said.

“I’'m telling you,” she snapped, “and I know of what I speak. You can cease wondering. I am the
Granny of this Castle, and the senior Granny of the five that share the housekeeping of Oklahomah
among us, and I tell you, Uppity— fourteen, aren’t you! What an age for wisdom!—I tell you there’s
no need to set your stubborn foot in Castle Smith. It’s as Nathan Terfelix says; they’re stiff-necked and
you’ve insulted them, and they haven’t the sense to see what you’re doing, any more than Sharon there
did, or the babies.”

“Not going would save me time,” I hazarded.

“Don’t go, then,” she said, and stood up with more creakings and poppings than an old attic floor in cold
weather. “Who’s there to suspect? Granny Gableframe, her that was a Brightwater by birth, and a
McDaniels by marriage forty-seven years? Can you see her allowing such goings-on? And there’s
whatsisname ... Delldon Mallard Smith the 2nd, and twice is enough if you ask me, no more gumption to
him than a nursing baby for all he thinks himself a power in the land. And his three brothers, each of them
as much a bully as he is, but scared of him, more fools them ... and all their poor burdened wives, doing
their best to clean up after their worthless menfolk ...

“Granny Golightly,” I said quickly, “I think I follow you.”

“ Thatone,” she said, shaking her finger under my nose and not a bit slowed down, “that Delldon
Mallard, now, he is just stupid enough to set himself up proud and claim he should have been made an
exception of, though he knows very well you skip a station on a Quest and you risk the whole thing. He
was a stupid little boy, he was a stupid young man, and he’s growing stupider with every passing year. I
can just see him thinking himself fit to be an exception and sitting around his supper table bragging that
he’s shown Brightwater a thing or two! But he’s a pool; pitiful, pathetic, puny fool. He couldn’t sour milk
any way but spitting in it.”

Whew! She was outspoken. Too outspoken. There were still staff near us, and what their family
allegiance might be was unknown to me. And children, who are not always good at guarding their
tongues.

“Want me to hush,” she said, her mouth twitching, “you pass the Smiths by. Or I’ll say the rest, to
convince you—and I know a passel more, young woman.”
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I was sure she did, and it was clear that she was prepared to lay it all before us, and the devil take the
consequences.

“Granny Golightly,” I said, “T’ll make a bargain with you, if you’ll hush now.”
“State it!”

“You spread the word for me,” I said, “with a suitable story ... some good reason why I did not go to
Castle Smith. You know the conditions on a Quest—mere refusal of admittance to a location is no
excuse. | need a plague, or a dragon, or a bomb, or whatever you like, I leave it to you. But something
that will be sufficient to make by-passing that Castle not a spoiling of my Quest! Something clearly and
wholly beyond my control, you understand me?”

“I do,” she said. “And I’ll see to it.”
“Your word on it? And nobody else harmed, mind!”

“My word, given already,” she said impatiently, “and done as it should be. I’ll spread the story and it will
be ample, and no edges lopping over. My promise on it, Responsible of Brightwater!”

I stood up then, too, and it was like a congregation following the choir; they all followed the Granny and
me and stood along with us, and the servingmaids moved in to clear away the tablestuff.

“Then I’ll stay the night here, if you’ll have me for supper; too,” I said, “and then go on sometime
tomorrow to Castle Airy. The matter of Castle Smith I’ll leave to Granny Golightly, with my thanks.”

“Make it good, Granny,” said Una—the first time she’d spoken all that time except to chide or cosset a
child.

“Never you mind,” said the old woman. “I’ve been a Granny a very long time now, [ know my doings.”
Maybe.

Since she would cover my tracks for me, it made no difference if the guilty one was at Castle Smith; as
had been plainly stated, I had not even needed to leave home to find out who that was. But the Smiths
now ... I’d seen Delldon Mallard Smith at meetings, and for sure had always found him a pompous bore,
with an “uh ... uh ... uh ... ““ for every other word out of his mouth. But I didn’t know there was dry rot in
his brain, which was how the Granny made it sound, and it was of course a credit to the Smith women
that I didn’t. If the men at the Castle were as foolish as Granny Golightly had said them to be, plain out
and aloud in front of one and all, then there might be one or more of them fool enough to be mixed up in
this somewhere, or to prove a weak link at an inconvenient moment.

It didn’t matter; I decided. I felt quite confident about Granny Golightly’s powers of invention. By the
time I landed Sterling at Castle Airy some truly wondrous tale would have spread from one end of Ozark
to the other to explain why I had not favored Castle Smith with a visit, and that was all that was of any
present importance. The rest of it could wait rill a later time.

I followed them into the Castle, looking forward to my room and a rest and a proper bathroom, and as a
show of solidarity I scooped up a random baby from a low bench in the hall under a round window.

When in Clark ...
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CHAPTER 4

CASTLE CLARK DID very well by me; a small formal supper for twenty-four interesting couples, and
the young man provided for me able to discuss several other subjects besides Mules and the weather and
then a truly impressive breakfast on the Castle balcony with what appeared to be half the county invited,
and both a Taleteller and a Ballad Singer laid on. I left happy; dulcimerless, but mighty well fed, and my
traveling costume fresh from the attentions of Granny Golightly herself—who I’d wager had not bothered
to wash or press it but confined her “work” to a Housekeeping Spell—and I went over the next step in
my head as Sterling and I headed out.

Castle Airy sat at the southernmost tip of Oklahomah; like Castle Clark it overlooked the sea, but there
was a great difference between the tender hills of Kingdom Clark’s seacoast and the hulking sheer cliffs
that Castle Airy sat on. Their lands 4ad no beaches; you pulled a boat up into the sucking caves that
pitted the lower borders of the looming seacliffs at your own peril. Between the borders of dark and the
lands paced off by Daniel Cantrell Airy the 9thand his five sons in 2127 lay a broad expanse of
Wilderness. Technically speaking, it was at least a three-day flight from Castle to Castle, and considering
the time involved it was going to be a piece of luck for me that I could by-pass the visit to Castle Smith
after all.

I had no intention what soever of spending three full days—much less four—in the air. According to the
maps there was an isolated stretch of thick forest roughly mid-Wilderness; once I got beyond the area
where people were likely to be around, I intended to SNAP straight to that spot and spend two of my
days in a pleasant contemplation of the Wilderness, some long naps that [ was badly in need of, and
catching up an account book I had dutifully brought with me having to do with trade in supplies for magic
and a good two months out of date. I could then fly in on the third day and join the Airys for supper with
all as it ought to of been.

Nor need I stay at Castle Airy long; they were loyal there. They were as romantic ... quaint, to put it
frankly ... in their loyalty to the Confederation as the Travellers were in their resistance to it. Held a
Confederation Day every blessed year on December 12, with speeches and bands and bunting and
whatnot, the only one of the Kingdoms to have such an innovation. Stamped the Confederation Seal all
over everything, and flew its flag beside the flags of Airy and Ozark at the Castle gate. Any day now |
expected them to begin opening souvenir stands or publishing a Confederation Gazette .

Why they were like that, it was hard to say; if we knew why any Family developed as it did rather than
in some other fashion, that would be knowledge. I’d put that a sight higher than any of the scientific
discoveries that had earned their originators a Bestowing of land in the past ten years. Or past one
hundred, for that matter.

I jumped suddenly as a squawker flew by me, drawing a bray of disgust from Sterling and scaring the
squawker into a plunge that I thought for a minute might prove fatal to the ugly thing. It was a male, its
blue-and-white-speckled comb rigid with tenor and its raucous call twice the volume a female could
muster. And I supposed it had lost its eggs, along with its way, or forgotten the difference between up
and down, assuming it ever had known it. It surely had no business being two hundred feet up in the air
interfering with me and my Mule.

“Never mind the fool thing, Sterling,” I said, and soothed her with a sturdy smack to the shoulder “It’s
gone now, and if it doesn’t kill itself it’s headed back to the farm where it belongs.”

The Mule snorted, reminding me of Granny Golightly, who I was well pleased to have behind me this
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fine morning, and I smacked her once more for good measure. What makes a Mule think a whack on the
shoulder is a caress is a mystery, but it appears to be the way of it. Or perhaps they are sickened by
lovepats, and look on the thumping as some kind of comradely, Mle -worthy activity. Mules are the only
creatures on Ozark that are capable of telepathic communication with a Magician but refuse to have
anything to do with the process; their position appears to be that we should mind our own business and
leave them to mind theirs, and they maintain that most effectively. You try mindspeech on a Mule—say
to let it know there’s a storm ahead and you’d appreciate it taking cover in a hurry—you’ll get yourself a
headache that’ll last you three days. There are, among the Teaching Stories, two or three that have to do
with young Magicians looking on this situation as a challenge and trying to force a Mute to mindspeech;
they’re gory, as Teaching Stories go. Myself, I leave the mind of the Mule strictly alone.

I stopped thinking about Mules and thought about landing, which was going to be possible fairly soon. I
hadn’t seen any sign of habitation now for a considerable time, and on Oklahomah there was mighty little
to block your view once you got ten feet above the trees. I took one more look at the map to be sure I
had my coordinates straight, waited twenty more minutes for good measure, and SNAPPED, to
Sterling’s great relief. The less of this formal travel the better, so far as she was concerned, and she didn’t
need to use her psibilities to make that plain. Her braying didn’t become exactly musical — that would
be overstating the case a tad—but it took on a definite tone of musical intention .

The land below us as the air rippled and cleared was so tangled that I pulled back up to give it another
good look; I had no desire to land in a bramble thicket or some such. There was nothing down there but
forest, big old trees with their branches all twined and knotted in one among the other and their roots
humping out of the ground, and I was hard put to it to see a break where we could set down. It would be
dark down there, for sure, and not a likely place to run into anybody, give it that. Then I saw the glint of
water to my right, a middle-sized creek by the look of it from where 1 was, and I turned that way. We
could head down above the water and make a landing slow to the bank, unless it was thickets all the way
to the edge.

I had to try twice before we found a break in the undergrowth—no wonder nor Clarks, nor Smiths, nor
Airys had cared to claim any of this stretch. It’d have to have diamonds under it to make it worth fooling
with. I finally located a little bend in the creek where it eased back into a kind of tumble of boulders,
several of them big enough for a Mule to stand on with a foot or two of space to spare, and I brought
Sterling down. Seeing as how I didn’t want to slide into the water and ruin my clothes totally, I brought
her to a full stop in the air first and then we stepped sedately onto the nearest flat place. She was good,
but she couldn’t land naturally with #o room for a run-in.

And then I looked around me, and I was satisfied. There could of been forty people in those woods
within ten feet and not one of us would of known the others existed, it was that tangled. Dark! My, but it
was dark. We’d come down out of clear skies and a brisk wind and scudding little puffs of cloud, all
bright and sparkling; down here it was pure gloom. Very satisfactory.

I had a microviewer with me, and six trashy novels on fiche that I couldn’t of gotten away with taking
time to read at home. I could feel my resolve to work on the account book fading away at the very look
of this place; it was designed by its Creator for a good read if ever I saw a place that was, and the
serious stuff could wait. [ would settle in here in this back-of-nowhere and indulge myself while the
chance lay there begging to be taken.

I pulled the smaller saddlebag off the Mule’s back and set it down, careful it wouldn’t slide, and set
myself down beside it. The first step, even before I led Sterling down to drink (provided she waited for
me to do that, which was not anything to lay bets on), was to change my clothes. I was just pulling off
one of the last of my complicated garments when I got into trouble I hadn’t anticipated.
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Whatever it was that had slapped me into that cold water had been big, and because I’d had my head
covered up in swathes of lace and velvet | hadn’t seen or heard or smelled it coming. [ hoped I’d given
the dratted clothes a hard enough pitch to keep them dry, but not hard enough to throw them into a
bramble-bush ... or I’d be spending my planned period of self-indulgence manifesting a new set just like
them, out here in the middle of nowhere, by magic, with nothing but my emergency kit and whatever
happened to grow handy for makings.

On the rough principle that what had knocked me into the water was not a water creature itself, since it
had been on the bank at the time, I dove for the bottom of the creek. It was murk down there, naturally,
no nice clear ocean all pretty with water like a gemstone, but it seemed to be clean water, and flowing,
and there were no deepwater weeds in my way to get caught in. And about the time I was congratulating
myself on that, I discovered that I’d made a major mistake.

I’d never seen one before, but I recognized the shape of it well enough when I got my eyes open, even
through the dark of the water and the stuff I’d stirred up going in. Only one thing on this planet goes with
six legs and is the size of the shadow that twisted just ahead of me (I hope), and I was in sizable trouble.
The cavecat can climb anything, and it can swim, and it lives to kill; four of the legs are for running, and
the other two for slashing and clawing, and the clawing involves eight three-inch razors to every paw. Not
to mention its teeth , of which it has more than it needs by a goodly number:

There are not supposed to be giant cavecats on Oklahomah. Kintucky, maybe, just maybe, though I’d
never heard of one showing up there the past thirty years. But the way of things was supposed to be that
cavecats had been wiped out everywhere except in the Tinaseeh Wilderness—where I was convinced
the Travellers not only didn’t try to get rid of them but encouraged them, just to keep everybody off.
Nevertheless, this was not Tinaseeh, nor yet Kintucky, this was placid, long-settled Oklahomah, with its
Wilderness not much more than a pocket hanky as Wildernesses go, and that was a giant cavecat in the
water ahead of me. Right smack dab ahead of me. And I could see how, in this backwood tangle, the
Family hunts might of missed a specimen or two.

I didn’t know how well they swam, but I knew if it got to me it would drown me, even if it had to

surface and just hold me under with its middle legs while it had all the air it wanted or needed. And I
needed air badly, myself. The bottom was right there, and praise the Twelve Comers, it was rocky—I
gave myself a hard shove off the cobbly rocks and shot toward the light, with the cat right behind me, and
I scrambled out onto the bank and hollered for Sterling.

Mules. If she’d been there, where 1’d left her not two minutes before, I might have been able to SNAP
out of that particular hard place before the cat made it out of the water. She wasn’t there, though, nor
anywhere in sight. Gone looking for something edible, probably.

“Sterling, you damn Mule, you, damn your ears and your tail and your bony rump besides!” I shouted,
and then I made the very close acquaintance of hundreds of pounds of soaking wet cavecat.

It pulled me in with one front paw and held me to its chest, which stank the way you’d expect wet cat to
stink and then some, and started off across the rocks on the bank. Almost dainty, the way it picked its
footing, and in no hurry atall—like any cat, it intended to play with me awhile before it made its kill, and
no doubt I was an unusual play-pretty for the nasty thing. If there’d been any people around here in a
long, long time we would have known there were still cavecats on Oklahomah ... and I made a note, as it
carried me, that when I got back— ifl got back—word had to be sent to the three Castles to clear them
out.
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It’s amazing how much time a person has to think in a situation like that. Time stretches itself out in front
of you, and everything goes to the slowest of all motions, and we went positively stately over those
boulders and under arches of trees and through an assortment of bramble thickets. I was bleeding badly,
and I was pretty cross, but I didn’t intend to let either interfere with me staying alive. I relaxed, and let
just enough blood fall to keep the cavecat’s nostrils contented, and sort of cuddled back into its smelly
wet embrace. And waited.

The problem was the selection of a suitable countermeasure. Common Sense magic would only get me
killed—would of had me dead before this, considering the blood I ought to of been losing. The cavecat
obviously did not know how frail the hides of humans were, nor that they could die from the loss of their
body fluids before it had a chance to have its fun.

Common Sense magic was not enough, nor Granny Magic. The question was, would Hifalutin Magic do
it, or did I have to move clear on up to Formalisms & Transformations? ( Andmake up your mind quick.
Responsible, things may seem slow, but this animal is covering the ground at a smart pace and its cave
cannot be much farther away!) I needed to be ready the instant it set me down and stretched out to bat
me around between its front paws and watch my interesting attempts to get out of its reach—that instant

I decided I was not expendable, and whatever firepower [ had I’d best use it at its most potent. There
was nobody around to see and wonder at a woman using that level of magic, and if there had been I
would not have been in any mood to care. Formalisms & Transformations it would be, and all out—now
which one? I was a mite short on equipment.

The cave smelled worse than the cavecat, which I wouldn’t of thought possible in advance. Not that it
was fouled—no cat does that, whatever its size—but it had lived there a long time, and it was a tom, and
it had marked out all the limits of its territory with great care. It slouched in under a hole in the ground that
I doubted I would of spotted as the entrance to anything, and it was suddenly darker than the inside of
your head. Not a ray, not a mote , of light was there in that cave ... I had the feeling it was small; no
echoes, no water dripping. Just a hole in the ground, perhaps, and not a rea/ cave such as we had
flushed these creatures out of long ago on Marktwain. Real enough to die in, however had I intended to
die. Which I didn’t.

It stretched out, long and lazy and reeking, and laid me down between its paws. And it stretched them
out, hairy bladed bars on either side of me like a small cage of swords, and it gave me a gentle
preliminary swipe with the right one, and batted me back the other way with the left one, to see me roll
and hear me whimper

The Thirty-third Formalism was suitable, and I used it fast, doing it rather well if I do say so myself.
Lacking gailherb, I used a strip of flesh from the inside of my upper arm to guarantee Conference; lacking
any elixir; [ used my own blood to mark out the Structural Description and the desired Structural
Change. Make do, my Granny Hazelbide always said; and I made do. It smarted. On the other hand, I
would of been embarrassed, dying in a place like this at the whim of a creature with five hundred pounds
of brawn and maybe four; five ounces of brain. It would not have been fitting.

When the cavecat lay purring quietly, content with the fat white pig it now thought was what it had
caught originally (assuming it thought at all), and which I had Substituted for my own skinny white form, I
gathered my battered self together and crawled on my stomach back out into what passed in these parts
for daylight. I found myself regretting very much that there was no way to do a single Formalism—Iet
alone a Transformation—while being clutched to a cavecat’s bosom. Like a Mule landing, I had needed
a little space, and I’d gotten mighty beat up before it became available. I was going to have a good
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night’s work ahead of me cleaning up all this mess, and maybe longer. I looked like something blown
through a door with rusty nails in it, and most assuredly my appearance was not anything that would
impress the Airys if they could see me now. Or before tomorrow morning, I rather expected.

“Botheration,” I said, and hollered for Sterling one more time. She turned up at once, naturally, now that
I didn’t need her to save my life, and looked at me with the most Mulish distaste.

“Don’t like my smell, do you?” I muttered. I didn’t blame her; I didn’t like it either. “Let’s get back to
the water,” I said, “and I’ll do something about it.”

I didn’t know the coordinates, or even the general direction, and I was too tired and too weak to SNAP
even if I had known them. So I just followed her tail. I could count on her to take me back to where
we’d landed, since she wouldn’t be enjoying all these brambles and brush any more than [ was. [ wanted
water; and the medicines in my emergency kit, and the denims I’d been about to put on when this
adventure—

I stopped short, right there. I stopped, battered as I was, and the elaborateness with which I blistered
the air all around me impressed even Sterling; her ears went flat back against her head.

“And plenty of adventures as you go along. That’s required! ” she’d said, had dear old Granny
Golightly, and I’d ignored her and gone right on talking without so much as an acknowledgment that I’d
heard her mention the matter. Nor had I thought of it since. If I hadn’t been so young I’d of thought I was
getting old.

This changed things.
Sterling brayed at me, and I hushed her.

“Wait a minute now,” I said. “Let me think.”

There were but two possible readings. One, this had been an accident, no more, and my simplest course
was to heal my wounds and settle and furbish myself to appear at Castle Airy as if I’d had no hair
disturbed on my head since I flew out from Castle Clark. 7wo —this was Granny Golightly’s
doing—and she had an amazing confidence in my abilities if it was, or an outright dislike for me—and I
should somehow or other contrive to have myself rescued by somebody else ... or whatever. Clear things
up just enough to stand it, maybe, throw myself over the Mule’s back at the proper time, and straggle
into Castle Airy a victim just short of death.

Foof. I didn’t know what to do. From Granny Golightly’s perspective I’d been getting off easy; two
Castles stopped at already, and not one adventure to show for my trouble yet— hardly the way that
things were supposed to be laid out. Under the terms of the Constraints set on a Quest, its success was
directly proportional to the number and the severity of the adventures encountered along the way, and
Golightly might well have felt she had a duty to support me more than I might of cared to be supported.
And if Granny’s story explaining my by-passing Castle Smith was a cavecat mauling, and I showed up
unmarked and spoiled it—there’d be trouble. But how was I to know?

Until Sterling and I made it out onto the bank of the creek again, me fretting all the way and her
whuffling, and there, in the absolute middle of nowhere, naked and alone out on a bare gray boulder, sat
a pale blue squawker egg. No nest, no squawker, no coop. No farmer. Just the egg. Granny Golightly
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was mean, but she wasn’t careless; the question was neatly settled, and a few more points to her. I
wondered just how far that one’s range extended?

Well, it was dramatic, I’ll say that for it. There I was at the gates of Airy before the eyes of their greeting
party, clinging to Sterling’s mane with one poor little gloved hand, my gorgeous velvets sodden with
blood and my hair hanging loose below my waist in a tangle of brambles and weeds and dirt. I chose a
spot that looked reasonably soft, pulled up the Mule weakly, moaned about a twenty-two-caliber moan,
and slid off gracefully onto the ground at their feet in a bedraggled heap. If I'd been watching, I’'m sure
my heart would of ached for me.

They carried me into the Castle at full speed, shouting for the Grannys (the Twelve Corners help this
poor Family, they had three of the five Grannys of Oklahomah under their roof), and I allowed a faint “a
cavecat ... a huge one ... back there ... “to escape my lips before I surrendered consciousness
completely. (Under no circumstances did I intend to undergo the ministrations of three Grannys in any
other condition but unconsciousness.)

[ woke in a high bed in a high room, surrounded by burgundy curtains and hangings and draperies and
quilts. The Travellers were addicted to black; with the Airys it was burgundy. And crimson for relief of
the eye. There was a plaster on my chest, and another on my right thigh; a bowl of bitter herbs smoked
on the wooden chest at the foot of my bed, and the taste in my mouth told me I’d been potioned as well.

I ran my tongue around my teeth, and sighed. Bitter-root and wild adderweed and sawgrass. And wine,
of course. Dark red burgundy wine. And something I couldn’t identify and didn’t know that [ wanted to.
Either none of the Grannys here held with modem notions, or the dominant one didn’t. Phew.

“She’s awake, Mother,” a voice said softly, and I let my eyelids flutter wide and said the obligatory
opening lines.

“Where am [? What—what happened to me?”

“You’re in Castle Airy, child,” said a voice—not the same one—"and you’re lucky you’re alive. We
would of taken our oaths there were no cavecats left on this continent, but you managed to find one,
coming through the Wilderness. Whatever possessed you to /and in the Wilderness, Responsible of
Brightwater? Oklahomah’s got open land in every direction if you needed to stop for a while ... why the
Wilderness?”

I had expected that one, and I was ready for it. “My Mule got taken sick all of a sudden,” I said. “I
hadn’t any choice.”

Time then for some more obligatories.

I struggled to a sitting position, against the hands of the three Grannys who rushed forward in their
burgundy shawls to hold me back, and demanded news on the condition of my beloved steed.

“The creature is just fine, child,” said the strongest one, pushing me back into the pillows with no quarter
given. “Not a mark on her. The cat was only interested in you. And I’ll thank you not to flop around like
a fish on a hook and undo all the work we’ve done repairing the effects of its interest!”

I sighed, but I knew my manners. I said a lengthy piece about my gratitude and my appreciation, and

swallowed another potion which differed from the earlier one only in being even nastier; and at last
found myself alone with only the three Grannys and the lady of the Castle and my obligations settled for
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the time being,

The lady was a widow, her husband killed in a boating accident years ago, which was the only reason
the Castle had three Grannys. It was in fact a Castle almost entirely of women; every stray aunt or
girlcousin on Oklahomah with poor prospects and not enough gumption to go out as a servant came here
to shelter under the broad wings of Grannys Forthright, Flyswift, and Heatherknit. And over them all, the
beautiful woman who sat at my side now, smiling down at me, Charity of Guthrie. A three she was, and
she lived up to the number; in everything that Charity of Guthrie did, she succeeded, with a kind of
careless ease, as if there was nothing to it at all. Her hair fell in two dark brown braids, shot with white,
over her shoulders, and her sixty-odd years sat lightly on her as the braids. The Guthrie women wore
remarkably well.

“Sweet Responsible,” she said to me, “we are so happy you’re here ... and so sorry that your visit has to
be like this! We had a dance planned in your honor tonight, and a hunt breakfast tomorrow morning, and
a thing or two more besides; but obviously you must stay right here in this bed, and no commotions. I’ve

already sent the word out that you’ll be seeing nobody but us, and that only from where you lie. Poor
child!”

The poor child was all worn out, and could see that even with an excessive pride in the skill of her
Grannys this woman was not likely to believe her recovered from the attack of that cavecat overnight.
Loss of blood. Loss of skin. Shock. Blow on the head. Being dragged along. Whatnot.

Since there was no help for it, I gave up and closed my eyes.

I was going to see to it, one of these days, that Granny Golightly paid dearly for this delay, not to
mention all the arithmetic she’d put me through working this out so that all pairs of it came out right
aerodynamically . Aerodynamicadamnably. Not to mention in addition the potions, which were beyond
anything in my personal experience to date.

I slid down into sleep like a snake down a well, surrendering. Tomorrow would be soon enough to try to
convince them that someone as young and strong as I was could not be kept down by a cavecat, or even
by three Grannys ...

CHAPTER 5

THE WOMEN AT Castle Airy were anything but docile, and I was no match for them. Under ordinary
circumstances I might of had at least a fighting chance, but I was not operating under ordinary
circumstances; | was being the badly mauled victim of a cavecat attack, and I lost almost two precious
days to that role. I would dearly of loved to make up the lost time on the crossing from Oklahomah to
Arkansaw, but it would not do. The sea below me was not an open expanse with a rare bird and a rare
rocktip to break it; it was the narrow shipping channel between the two continents, and about as
deserted as your average small-town street. All up the Oklahomah coast and all the way across the
channel I flew, at the regulation sixty-mile-an-hour airspeed for a Mule of Sterling’s quality. It was
proper, it was sedate, and it was maddening; it was a number well chosen, being five times a multiple of
twelve, and the members of the Twelve Families found it reassuring and appropriate, but it was not
convenient.

Below me there were at all times not only the ponderous supply freighters, but a crowd of fishing boats,
tourboats, private recreation vehicles, and government vessels from a dozen different agencies. Near
Arkansaw’s southernmost coast I even saw a small golden ship with three sails of silver a craft permitted
only to a Magician of Rank.
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It didn’t surprise me. It warmed my heart, for all it made me have to dawdle through the air. We
Ozarkers, from the beginning of our history, even before we left Earth, had always had a kind of lust for
getting places by water. If an Ozark child could not afford a boat, that child would set anything afloat that
it was strong enough to launch—an old log was a particular favorite, and half a dozen planks nailed
together into an unreliable raft marked the traditional first step up from log- piloting.

What was in some way surprising was that we had bothered with the Mules; it hadn’t been a simple
process. When the Twelve Families landed they found the Mules living wild on Marktwain in abundance,
but much complicated breeding and fine-tuning had been required before they were brought to a size
where a grown man would be willing to straddle one on solid ground, much less fIy one. And the
twelve-passenger tinlizzies we built in the central factory on the edge of Marktwain’s desert were more
than adequate for getting people over land distances as needed, as well as solving the problem of what to
do with the most plentiful natural substance produced by our goats and pigs.

But the memories of Earth, Old Earth, were still strong, and we were a loyal, home-loving people. We
hadn’t been such fools as to take with us on The Ship the mules of Earth, seeing as how using that limited
space for a sterile animal would of been stupid; but every Ozarker had always fancied the elegance of a
team of well-trained mules ... and the Mules were a good deal like them. Especially in the ears, which
mattered, and in the brains, which mattered even more.

We had brought with us cattle and goats and pigs and chickens and a few high-class hounds, but of all
that carefully chosen lot only the pigs and goats had survived. Most of the other animals had died during
the trip, and the few that made it to landing or were born on Ozark soon sickened, for no reason that
anyone could understand, since we humans breathed the air of Ozark and ate its food and drank its
water with no ill effects. And then to find the Mules! For all that they stood only four feet tall and had tails
that dragged the ground, they looked like something of home, and we had set to breeding them for size,
and we braided and looped their tails. And “discovered” that they could fly sixty miles an hour. In the one
most essential way of all they differed from their Earth counterparts—they were not sterile.

The people on the boats below me waved, and I waved back, as | wound my way carefully above
them, doing my best not to fly directly over any vessel. Sterling was well trained, but there were limits to
her tolerance for the niceties, and I wanted no unsavory accidents to spoil the image [ was trying so hard
to establish.

It was well into afternoon when I began to head down toward the docks that crowded Arkansaw’s
southeastern coastline, and there was a chill in the air that made me appreciate my layers of clothing. The
docks were crowded, almost jammed with people, some carrying on their ordinary daily business, and
some no doubt there to gawk at me, and I decided that a landing would only mean another delay that I
could not afford. I chose the largest group of people I could see that appeared to have no obvious
reason for being on the docks, and dipped low over them, gripping Sterling hard to impress her with the
importance of good behavior: My intention was to fly low enough—but not too low—exchange cheerful
greetings in passing as I flew by, and then get on with it. It was a simple enough maneuver something that
could be brought off by a middling quality Rent-a-Mule with a seven- year-old child on its back. 1 didn’t
want the people down there to think me uppity and standoffish, nor did I want to waste time, so I chose
my moment and sailed gracefully down the air toward the waiting Arkansawyers—

And crashed.

Three Castles I’d visited now, without me slightest hint of that disturbance of flight that had made me
suspicious in the first place. And now—not over a Wilderness where nothing could suffer but my
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stomach, not over a stretch of open ocean with the occasional freighter, but twenty feet up from a
dockful of sight-seeing women and children—my Mule suddenly wobbled in the air like a squawker
chick and smashed into the side of a storage shed on the edge of the dock. The last thought I had as /
flew, quite independently, off her back, was that at least we hadn’t hurt anybody, though from the
screams you’d of thought them all seriously damaged. And then my head and a roof beam made sudden
contact, and I stopped thinking about anything atall.

When I woke up, I knew where I was. No mistake about it. The Guthrie crest was carved into the foot
of the bed I lay on, it hung on the wall of the room beyond the bed, little ones dangled from the curving
brackets that held the lamps, and it was set in every one of the tiles that bordered the three big windows.
Furthermore, the woman sitting bolt upright in a hard wooden chair at my right hand, where turning my
head to look at her would put me nose-to-shoulder with an embroidered Guthrie crest, not to mention
more clouds of Guthrie hair, was no Granny. It was my maternal grandmother, Myrrh of Guthrie, and [
was assuredly under her roof and in her Castle.

They had taken oft my boots and spurs, but my clothing showed no sign whatsoever of a trip through the
air into the side of a dock shed, nor did my body. I wasn’t likely to forget the thwack I’d hit that shed
with, but I hadn’t so much as a headache, nor a scratch on my lily white hand. Being as this was
somewhat unlikely, I looked around for the Magician of Rank that had to be at the bottom of it.

“Greetings, Responsible of Brightwater,” he said, and I was filled with a sudden new respect for those
who found my mother’s physical configurations distracting. He had chocolate curls, and the flawless
Guthrie skin and green eyes, and the curve of his lips made me think improper thoughts I hadn’t known
lurked in me. He was tall, and broad of shoulder, slim of waist and hips ... and then there was the usual
garb of his profession to be put in some kind of perspective. A Magician of Rank wears a pair of
tight-fitting trousers over bare feet and sandals, and a square-cut tunic with full sleeves caught tight at the
wrists, and a high-collared cape that flows in a sweep from his throat to one inch of the floor; thrown
back in elegant folds over one shoulder to leave an arm free for ritual gestures. There’d never been a man
that getup wasn’t becoming to, and the fact that it was all in the Guthrie tricolor—deep blue, gold, and
forest green—was certainly no disadvantage.

I shut my eyes hastily, as a measure of simple prudence; and he immediately checked my pulse,
combining this medicinal gesture with a thoroughly nonmedical tracking of one strong finger along the
most sensitive nerves of my wrist and inner arm. It was my intention not to shiver, but I lacked the
necessary experience; and I was glad I could not see the satisfied curl of those lips as he got precisely the
response that he was after.

“Responsible of Brightwater; open your eyes,” he said, in a voice all silk and deep water, “and swoon
me no fabricated swoons. You had a nasty knock on your head, you broke a collarbone and three ribs,
and you were bruised, scratched, abraded, and generally grubby from head to foot—but you, and 1
might add, your fancy Mule, are in certified perfect condition at this moment. Every smallest part of you, I
give you my word. That was the point of calling me, my girl, instead of a Granny.”

“Confident, aren’t you?” I said as coldly as possible, repossessing myself of my arm, and Myrrh of
Guthrie remarked as how I reminded her very much of my sister, Troublesome.

“Neither one of you ever had any manners what soever,” she said, “‘and my daughter deserves every bit
of trouble the two of you have given her ... bringing you up half wild and about one-third baked.”
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I took the bait, it being a good deal safer to look at her than at him, and I opened my eyes as ordered.
“Hello, Grandmother,” I said. “How nice to see you.”

“ On the contrary!” she said. “Nothing nice about it. It’s a disaster, and I’m pretty sure you know that.
The young man on your left, the one you’re avoiding because you can’t resist him—and don’t concern
yourself about it, nobody can, and very useful he is, too—is your own kin, Michael Stepforth Guthrie the
llth. You be decent enough to greet him, instead of wasting it on me, and I’ll guarantee you safe conduct
past his wicked eyes and sorrier ways.”

There was only one way to handle this kind of scene; some others might of been more enjoyable, but
they wouldn’t have been suitable. I sat up in the Guthrie bed, propped on my pillows, put a hand on each
of my hips right through the bedclothes, gritted my teeth against the inevitable effect, and I looked
Michael Stepforth Guthrie up and down ... slowly

... and then down and up, and then I looked him over once more in both directions.

“Twelve roses,” I said, “twelve sugarpies, and twelve turtles! You are for sure the comeliest man ever
my eyes have had the pleasure to behold, my Guthrie. Your buttocks, just for starters, are superb ... and
the line of your thigh! Law, cousin, you make my mouth water, on my word ... turn around once, would
you, and let me see the swing of your cape!”

Not a sound behind me from Myrrh of Guthrie; and I didn’t glance at her, though I would of loved to

see her face. Michael Stepforth’s eyes lost their mocking laughter and became the iced green 1 was more
accustomed to see in Guthrie eyes. I faced the ice, smiling, and there was a sudden soft snapping sound
in the nervous silence. One rib, low on my right side.

“Petty,” I said, and found the pain a useful distraction, since not breathing was out of the question.
“Cousin, that was petty .”

The next two ribs sounded just like an elderly uncle I’d once visited that had a habit of cracking his
knuckles, and breathing became even more unhandy.

“See where bad manners will get you?” observed Myrrh of Guthrie. “And as for buttocks —at fourteen
a woman does not mention them, though I must agree with your estimate of Michael’s. Who will now

leave us alone, thank you kindly.”

I didn’t watch him sweep out of the room. His mischief had immunized me temporarily against his charm;
you don’t feel the pangs of desire through the pangs of broken ribs.

“Uncomfortable, are you?” said my grandmother; but she had the decency to move to the end of the bed
where [ wouldn’t have to move around much to look at her while we talked.

“I wouldn’t have him on my staff,” I said crossly, hugging my ribs.

“He’s an excellent Magician of Rank,” she said. “Such quality doesn’t grow on every bush, and I've
need of him.”

“And if he takes to breaking your ribs, Grandmother?”

She chuckled. “The man has principles,” she said. “Infants and old ladies ... and anyone he considers
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genuinely stupid, I believe ... are safe from his tantrums. And do not ask me which of the three
categories I have my immunity under, or I’ll call him back.”

I sniffed, and gasped at the result; the breaks would be neat, and simple, but they were a three-pronged
fire in my side. And what can’t be cured for the moment must be endured for the moment.

“Grandmother;” I said, “while we’re on the subject of manners, would you care to explain why my visit
has to be called a ‘disaster’? That strikes me as mighty sorry hospitality. Castle Guthrie wealthy as sin
from the shipping revenues, and the peachapple orchards, and your share of the mines in the Wilderness.
You telling me you can’t afford to put up one girlchild for twenty-four hours?”

“It’s the twenty-four hours that we can’t afford,” she said, and she sounded like she meant it. “This is not
one of your la-di-da city Castles, we’re busy here. Right now we’re so busy— I want you gone within
the hour, young lady. With your ribs set right, of course.”

“Not possible,” I said firmly.
“Responsible,” she said, “‘you exasperate me!”
“Myrrh of Guthrie,” I said back, “you bewilder me . Here I lie, your own daughter’s daughter three ribs

broken by your own Magician of Rank, not to mention whoever or whatever was responsible for that
encounter my Mule and I had with the architecture that graces your docks—"

“That was not the work of Michael Stepforth Guthrie!”
“And how do you know that? >

Her lips narrowed, and she turned a single golden ring round and round on her left hand. Her wedding
ring, plain except for the ever-present crest.

“I am not entirely ignorant,” she said, which I knew to be true, “and though he’s skilled he’s like any
other young man, a regular pane of glass. I know what he was doing at the time of your undignified
arrival.”

“If he’s as skilled as you say, he’s equally skilled at pretending to a transparency that’s convenient for his
purposes. Who trained him?”

“His father. And a Magician whose name you’ll know ... Crimson of Airy.”

Crimson of Airy ... now there was a name. It was a concoction absolutely typical of Castle Airy, and in
dreadful taste, but she had lived up to it. She was a one , and she had everything that went with being a
one, and of the five women to become Magicians on Ozark in the thousand years since First Landing,
only Crimson of Airy had made any mark. If it hadn’t been forbidden, she’d have been a Magician of
Rank herself, no question; and I knew her reputation. That of the father of Michael Stepforth Guthrie I
didn’t know, but my never hearing of him—yplus the fact that he’d allowed a woman to meddle in his
son’s education for the profession—told me all I needed to know.

Myrrh of Guthrie leaned toward me and I burrowed into my pillows hastily, for it looked to me as if she
was going to grab my shoulders and shake me, broken ribs and all. But she caught herself.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You’re thinking that it’s our Michael Stepforth that’s been
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souring your milk and kidnapping babies and making your Mules giddy, purely because he’d be able. I’ll
grant you he’s that good, I won’t deny it—but he’s been far too busy here to be involved.”

“Too busy for such piddly stuff as souring milk? And sending some trash into a church after one little
baby, with the Spell already set?”” It’s not that easy to scoff with three broken ribs, but I scoffed. “Dear
Grandmother;” I said, “with every word you speak you undo three others. Either the man’s a humbler
and an egotistical fraud—which I’ll not accept, not if Crimson of Airy taught him his tricks, and very
lucky we are that she’s dead at last!—or he is more than clever enough to tend to whatever brews here
at Castle Guthrie and carry on all that other mischief with one of his long clever fingers, just on the side!
And the /atter , Myrrh of Guthrie, the latter is the truth of it!”

“You say that only because you don’t know what’s brewing here!” she hissed at me. “It’s been weeks,
if not months, since he’s had more than snatches of sleep ... the Farsons are at our backs and at our
throats, the Purdys are determined to ruin us all and have ignorance and black luck enough to do it, and
you come here, now , at a time like this!”

“Grandmother!” I lay back, easy, and realized that I was a rattled young woman and that the pain was
fast getting to me. “Grandmother; what are you talking about? I agree that the Purdys make bad
neighbors; very well. Granted. They seem forever determined to win whatever foolishness awards are
going round. But the only ruin the Purdys will bring is ruin to themselves, and the Farsons have their own
Kingdom to run-"

“You’re ignorant,” she said flatly. “Plain ignorant!”

It was possible, I was beginning to realize, that [ was. I had more than a strong suspicion that I had
been deliberately ignorant ... and I would of given a large sum for the intelligence reports that lay in my
desk back at Brightwater. I had read them, I would never have not read them, but had I perhaps been
reading them with a selecting eye for what I preferred to find there, and ignoring patterns that would have
required some efforts?

My grandmother stood up suddenly, hurting me as she jarred the bed and well aware that she hurt me.

“I want you up,” she said, “since you won’t leave. Up and able-bodied. If you insist on meddling in our
affairs because Brightwater can’t manage its own, then I intend you to hear just what it is you’re
meddling in/ You lie there, and I’ll send Michael Stepforth—oh, hush your mouth, he’ll do what needs
doing on orders from me, and no nonsense out of him!—and an Attendant will be here in one hour to
bring you down to the Hall. Where we’ll tell you what you’ve gone and blundered into!”

“I know my way, Grandmother,” [ reminded her mildly. “I’ve been here before.”

“An Attendant will come for you,” she said again. “I’ll hear no more of our lack of hospitality out of you,
or from anyone else. And a Reception and Dance in your honor this evening, missy, as befits a Castle
rolling in its wealth!”

My grandmother was furious, that was quite clear without her slamming the door behind her and making
all the crests hanging about rattle on their hooks. I hadn’t expected warmth here, but this exceeded my
expectations; [ was amazed. And where was her husband, her own sixth cousin with the utterly prosaic
name and the utterly prosaic manner? The most boring of all the Guthries? Ordinarily he would at least
have been mentioned, if not present for our little altercation ... where was James John Guthrie the 17thin
the midst of my welcome?
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“A man’s name is chosen for euphony,” I said aloud, “and James John Guthrie is not euphonious. It
sounds like three rocks landing on a pavement, and the third one bouncing.”

Whereupon something replied, after a fashion. Considering what I had said, “Shame, shame, shame, you

I topped it.

“Three times six is eighteen,” I told the thing, and then there were eighteen of them, and I was glad I
hadn’t decided to say nine times nine.

“Really!”

tall and a wingspread to match, standing round my bed flopping those wings and ordering me in perfect
harmony to be ashamed of my wickedness.

If they’d been real I’d have turned all eighteen into fleas and deposited them neatly in the high collar of
Michael Stepforth’s cape, perhaps, but [ was far too miserable to waste my time working
Transformations on fakes. I closed my eyes instead and let the pseudobirds do their chant while I tried
hard not to breathe, and after ten, eleven repetitions their creator finally appeared in my doorway—not
bothering to knock—and came striding in, walking through one of his birds to reach my side.

“Look up, please,” he said crisply.

“Why? To view your little flock? No, thank you. I don’t care for squawkers.”
“Seagulls.”

“They look like squawkers to me,” I said. “Might could be your Spells are faulty.”

(I wished! 1 tried to imagine a faulty Spell worked up by Crimson of Airy, and found the thought
ridiculous.)

“You look up here or I’ll put all the gulls in bed with you,” he said placidly. “And you wouldn’t like that;
they’re awfully dirty.”

It was a pain as bad as the pain in my ribs to have to put up with his sass; on the other hand, I wasn’t
about to give in to the temptation to do magic beyond my permitted level under this one’s nose. Much as
some old-fashioned staple along the lines of turning him into a reptile would have done me good, much as
I'longed for the tiny satisfaction of maybe just snapping one of his perfect fingerbones, I was not that
foolish. Even if I could have managed something like that with all my supplies packed away in a
wardrobe and three of my ribs broken, there was no sense to giving him any further smallest advantage. |
lay still, and I looked up.

Hmmmmm. Structural Description ... Structural Change ... Coreferential Indexes. All properly formal
and not a fingertip out of place. The double-barred arrow appeared in the air; glowing gold, quivering
slightly, and the pain faded away as the arrow did. Perhaps ninety seconds total time. I was impressed. It
always takes longer to undo things than to do them, and more formal operations are required. He was as
good as my grandmother said he was. I grinned at him.
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“Ask me no fool questions,” he said grimly, “and don’t offer me any more of your uncalled-for and
unappreciated assessments of my person. Just thank me, please, and show you have some breeding.”

“Thank you kindly. Magician of Rank Michael Stepforth Guthrie the 11th,” I said promptly. “You are
certainly handy at your work, and I intend to mention it everywhere I go.” And I batted my lashes at him,
and crossed my hands over my breasts.

“Your Attendant will be along soon,” he said, looking clear over my head and out the window, “and you
are now in perfect condition. And leave off your spurs, you’ll mark up the stairs. We’re waiting for
you—ypatiently—down in the small Hall.”

“And your bill? For services rendered, Michael Stepforth?”

“Courtesy of the house,” he said. “No charge.” He raised both his hands in the mock-magic gesture of
the stage magician, fanning his fingers open and shut and open again. And then he turned on his heel and
swept out of the room, the cape swirling about him. And the gulls made a soft little noise and
disappeared.

I thanked the Attendant and walked into the Hall, where I had spent a number of reasonably pleasant
Hallow Evens and Midsummer Days over the years. There had been children then, and costumes and
candy, and cakes and beer and an atmosphere of frolic. There was none of that today.

They sat in high-backed chairs about a table at the far end of the room, filling a windowed corner
through which I could see the sun going down. Myrrh of Guthrie. The previously absent James John,
looking rumpled. Michael Stepforth Guthrie. Two unmarried sons in their late teens, whose names I did
not remember. And one Granny, whose name I did know. Whatever else I might neglect, I did not
neglect the Grannys; I had a file on every one of them, and I knew it by heart, and they didn’t gather an
Ozark weed that I didn’t know it. This one was a harmless old soul, name of Granny Stillmeadow, that
specialized in liniments and party Charms, and I chose the chair next to hers and let her pat my knee.

Supper appeared the minute I took my place, and by the time I’d been introduced to the two boys it had
been served and we were well into it. And if Myrrh of Guthrie was serious about the Reception and
Dance scheduled for that same evening there was surely no time to fool about. I didn’t recognize the
beast that [ was eating, but I recognized it for a beast, and I knew both the vegetables. And I was sure
they wouldn’t poison me in front of the servants, so I fell to. And I listened.

Castle Parson, it appeared, had been sending bands of traders across the Wilderness to the Guthrie
docks, and offering higher bids for supplies than those authorized to the Guthrie personnel. The Guthries
were willing to allow that that might have been due to an unfortunate incident in which a charge set by a
Guthrie mining crew had caved in a gem mine on the very edge of Kingdom Parson. However it seemed
that although the mine was in Wilderness Lands and therefore technically common property, the Parsons
felt that the Guthries were demanding more than their share of the profits from the mine, which meant
their miners might just conceivably have been harassing the Guthrie miners who sef the charge. (What the
Purdys had been doing through all this, and whether they’d been getting any of their legitimate share of
the profits, was not mentioned.) But it did come up that a Purdy had managed to get himself
killed—according to both the Guthries and the Parsons, it was deliberate, which I found it hard to
believe, even for the Purdys—in a spectacularly disgusting way. (Granny Stillmeadow was of the opinion
that only a Magician of Rank could of arranged it, considering the curious shape the body had assumed
before it was found.) And this getting killed had happened in the Parson Castle Hall, while the Guthries
were there protesting the latest iniquity perpetrated by the Parsons, and a Parson Granny had cried
“Privilege!” and they’d had to call a three-Kingdom hearing, which by law had to be held on common
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ground in the Wilderness, and was still going on, and that was costing an arm and a leg and another arm.
And a Purdy spy had hacked her ridiculous way through the Wilderness to tell the Guthries that the
Parsons were stealing them all blind by working another gem mine on the Purdy’s southern border;
tunneling from its Wilderness entrance clear under the Guthrie lands—which was something the Guthries
already knew— but, since the poor thing had ruined herself for life scrabbling around on foot through the
underbrush and whatnot and getting lost over and over to bring information that she had thought would
prove the Purdy loyalty to the Guthries, and since she claimed to have been assaulted by a farmer in a
ditch along the way (which the farmer denied, but the Granny was of the opinion he was at least bending
the truth, if not breaking it), it made it a debt of honor for Castle Guthrie to avenge when the fool woman
fell into a well and drowned herself—

That did it. That did it! To think that these were three of the Kingdoms staunchly claiming that they
should be left to manage their own affairs! It beat all, and some left over!

“Wait!” I shouted. “Just stop!”

They all put down their silverware and stared at me, and the Granny clucked her tongue.
“You interrupted, child,” she said. “Ill-bred of you. ///- bred!”

I whistled long and low, and pushed my plate away from me.

“What was that?” I asked. “The roast, I mean.”

“Stibble,” said James John Guthrie, whose absence was now well explained. He would be very busy
indeed with all this going on.

“Stibble?”

“Something like a pig and something like an Old Earth rabbit.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Nevertheless. Granny there named it for us.”

“How big?”

He made a measure in the air. Two feet, roughly, and about so high.
“Did you like it?” he asked.

“Yes, I did,” I said. “I just wanted a name for it.”

“It’s new,” said James John. “Our Ecologist developed it ... oh, about a year and a half ago. A little bit
of this, a little bit of that.”

“And made no mention of it?”
He raised his eyebrows and speared another bite of stibble roast.

“You folks going hungry on Brightwater?”” he asked me innocently. “Famine on Marktwain, is there?
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Starving populations on Oklahomah?”’

He knew very well that the law said we all shared. If the Guthrie Geologist had found a reliable new
foodsource, the announcement—and all details—was supposed to go out to all the Twelve Castles,
share and share alike. But I let it pass.

“There is no way,” I said, “that I can remember all of this hoohah about you Outlines and Parsons and
Purdys.”

“Poor things,” said Granny Stillmeadow. ‘“The Purdys, [ mean.”

“And no reason why you should remember,” said Myrrh of Guthrie like a scythe falling. “I don’t recall
asking you for help. I don’t recall sending any dispatches demanding rescue, and we can handle it
ourselves, thank you very much. If you I/ just stay home.”

“The wickedness of those Parsons,” bellowed James John Guthrie, “and the ineptitude , I might say the
stupidity, of those Purdys, defies belief, and brings a decent man to—"

“Talk too much,” pronounced Granny Stillmeadow. “Shut your face, James John Guthrie, the young
woman’s been told it’s not her concern.”

Well! So she could granny when it was needful after all! I patted /er knee.

“Granny Stillmeadow,” he said doggedly, “you have not heard what those people did today. [ am here
to tell you—"

Granny Stillmeadow, and Myrrh of Guthrie, and I myself fixed him with chilly stares, and Michael
Stepforth cleared his throat ominously, and both the sons looked down at their plates, and the man gave
it up, his voice trailing off while the servingmaids came forward and took away all evidence of the stibble
roast, and the two vegetables, and the bread and butter and gravy and salt and coffee.

“No dessert,” said Myrrh of Guthrie, “because of the Reception and the Dance.”

One of the young women looked up at that and offered that there was a bread pudding ready in the
Castle kitchen if her lady wanted it, and no trouble atall, but Myrrh waved her away.

“You do see ,” she said to me, “why I told you we hadn’t time right now to play games with you?”

No, as a matter of actual fact, I did not see. I’d never heard such a tangle of nonsensical tales in all my
life, and I couldn’t imagine how any group of supposedly competent grown-up people had allowed things
to reach such a pass. However I now had a certain feeling of conviction about one thing— whatever was
going on here on Arkansaw, it was keeping the Guthries so busy they had little time to even think about
the Jubilee, much less plot against it. That didn’t mean I didn’t have my guard up, not with that canny
Magician of Rank sitting there to remind me. The Guthries could of put all this together as one gigantic
distraction, in the hope that I’d feel obliged to stay on and try to settle it, for instance; that would of been
perfectly plausible. I didn’t think so. It all had the ring of truth, however ridiculous; but I wasn’t putting it
entirely out of my mind. But I was reassured a good deal by the number of lies I’d been told in the space
of one brief hour ... well, call them distortions, lies may be too strong a word ... and the lack of craft
behind them. The Parsons were feuding with the Guthries; and the Guthries were feuding with the
Parsons; and the Purdys were caught in the middle trying to play both sides. That much was obvious. The
rest of it | wouldn’t give two cents for.
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It might be I’d have to do some serious digging before I left Arkansaw, and for sure I’d have to keep a
wary eye and ear from here on out on Michael Stepforth Guthrie, but I needn’t waste time at Castle
Guthrie. Reception. Dance. A little breakfast. And on to Parson.

It wasn’t going to be a pleasant night, of course; the Magician of Rank would see to that, hoping to
provoke me to some indiscretion he could use later on, and wanting his own back for my shaming him
before the Missus of the Castle that afternoon. I could count on lizards in my bed, and sheets that felt
like bread pudding, and bangs and thumps and clanks, and mysterious names dancing in the corners, and
probably—no, for sure —the whole room rocking and swaying all night like a small boat in a high wind. I
might sleep through some of it, and then I might not. Depending on how ingenious he was. And how
spiteful.

I looked at him, and he looked back at me slow and steady, that beautiful mouth curling and the lashes
half-lowered over the seagreen eyes. I felt my own traitor lips part, and I firmed them tight, and I saw the
devil dance behind those lashes.

I was learning; my sympathy for my mother’s victims increased.
CHAPTER 6

“RESPONSIBLE OF BRIGHTWATER,” said the Attendant, in that dead voice that seemed to have
been droning on for hours and hours. I gripped my glass, leaned on the table, and shook this latest hand;
it belonged, said the Attendant, to one Marycharlotte of Wommack, wife of Jordan Sanderleigh Farson
the 23rd. I didn’t even bother to add up the letters and see what number “marychariotte” came to, which
was some index of my exhaustion; she could be any number she chose, including the horrible four; she
could be a one like Crimson of Airy and a threat to my life and the Kingdom of Brightwater ... I no
longer cared.

I stood in the line with the Attendant at my side, and the people filed past and were introduced by
couples, or one at a time, and I had begun to suspect that they were recirculating that line; it trailed out
the Hall door and dissolved into a milling crowd of faces and names I’d long since lost all track of. If a
single face had come around twice, or three times for that matter; I doubt I’d have been able to spot
it—by now they all looked just alike to me.

I was very nearly out on my feet, and the wine the Castle staff kept pouring into my glass was no great
help. White wine I might have replaced with water and gotten away with, but not red; nothing else liquid
on Ozark is that color, except blood, and a glass of blood in my hand would of made a mighty poor
impression.

Michael Stepforth Guthrie had had some innovations to offer on magical harassment in the guestchamber
that had outdistanced even my broadest expectations, and before long I’d settled down to taking notes
on his effects, since it was clear [ wasn’t going to get any sleep. I’d been grateful for my virginity before it
was all over, since that had limited his legal span of effects some, but nonethe /ess—when I’d given up all
hope at dawn and staggered out of my bed I’d been in sorry shape. And then there’d been the requisite
eighteen hours of night to Castle Farson, which I’d had to do every one of its minutes in plainstyle—no
SNAPPING. So far as I’d been able to tell, the whole continent of Arkansaw was innocent of empty
areas, even in the Wilderness Lands; Sterling and I had looked down on a constant scurry of activity
beneath us the whole time, and had been promptly greeted by Arkansawyers of one kind or another each
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time we landed for a brief rest stop.

And the Parsons themselves were terrifyingly efficient. Met me at the door, fed me and wined me, saw
me to a room to change my bib and my tucker, saw me back down to the Hall for this party, which was
clearly intended to fill all the remainder of this evening, and no discussion. Not a word. “Welcome,
Responsible of Brightwater, pleasant to see you.”

“Beg your pardon, Responsible, but you’ve caught us at a right busy time, we’ll just have to make do.”
“Step this way, please, miss.”

“Notice the view from that window, child, it’s much admired.”

“Fine evening, isn’t it?”” And on and on.

I could tell from the clustered packs of guests around the Hall and the scraps of their talk that floated my
way that it was much the same stuff the Guthries had been talking. Perfidy, wickedness, and ineptitude;
the ghastly Guthries and the pitiful Purdys. But no one brought any of it to my ears—we remarked on my
costume, and how pretty it was; and on my Mule, and how handsome ske was; and on the weather, and
how fine it was; and the party, and how pleasant that was. No more.

I’d made a few early stabs at talking of the Jubilee, and had learned immediately that the Parsons were
either far more subtle than the Guthries, or else under some sort of orders regarding the topics of their
converse. “You’ll be at the Jubilee in May, no doubt?” (That was me, all charm.) “May is a fine month,
we always enjoy May!” (That was whoever, moving on down the line toward the punchbowl, smiling.) I
got flustered, and then I got mad, and then I got grim; and as the evening went on I reached a cold
plateau of determination that floated on my second wind and a very good head for wine. I stopped
asking, which got me no information, but at least deprived them of the satisfaction of ignoring my
questions.

More hands. Something something of Smith, wife of something something the 46th. Accompanied by
himself, the something somethingth. My teeth ached from smiling, my behind ached from riding, and my
spirit ached from boredom, and it went on and on.

“There,” said the Attendant. A variation.

“There?”

“That’s the last of them, Miss Responsible.”

“You’re sure?”

“I am,” he said. “That’s all, and I can’t say I’'m sorry.”

I looked, and it did appear that there were no more people lined up to my right with their hands all ready
to be shaken by the guest of honor, Responsible of Brightwater. And a good thing, too; the Farson
Ballroom was huge, but it was straining at the seams. I’d have said there were four hundred people there;

surely I had not shaken four hundred hands?

I set down my glass on the table, careful not to snap its stem for spite, and gathered up my elaborate
blue-and-silver skirts.
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“Give my compliments to your Missus and my host,” I told him, “and tell them I’ll be down to breakfast
in the morning. Early.”

He raised his eyebrows, but it was not his place to question my behavior, and I surely didn’t give a
thirteen what he thought of'it. If he thought I was going to fight my way through this roomful of sweating
phony smilers to find the Farsons. If he thought I was going to thank them for their bold as brass
campaign to wear me right down to a nub, he could think twice more. Manners be damned, I was going
to my bed.

I showed him my back and went out the closest door, into the corridor that led to the stairs toward my
room. But [ was being watched; another Attendant appeared at my side the instant I reached the door,
carrying a bowl of fruit, a tray of bread and butter, and a tall decanter of that accursed Parson wine.

“This way, miss,” he said, and he led on politely, looking back now and then as we wound up stairs and
down corridors, down stairs and through tunnels, round turrets with more stairs and across echoing
rooms lined with the family portraits of generations of Parsons, until we came at last to a door I had seen
before and knew full well could have been reached by a direct route taking maybe six minutes flat.

“Your room, miss,” he said, opening the door to let me pass.

“Thank you for the grand torn; Attendant,” I said through my teeth, and he bobbed his head a fraction.
“No trouble atall, miss. No trouble atall; I had to come this way anyhow.”

And then he set the food and drink down on a table and left me, blessedly, alone.

I was so angry that I was shaking, and so tired that I was long past being sleepy. The second was a
point in my favor, as [ had work to do, but the first wouldn’t serve. You can’t do magic, at whatever
level, when you’re in a state of blind rage. (Well, you can, but you risk some effects you aren’t counting
on and that may not exactly fit into your plans.)

I threw myself out flat on the narrow elegant guest bed, kicking oftf only my shoes, and whistled
twenty-four verses of “Again, Amazing Grace.” No way to tell which was which, since I was only
whistling; but I kept count by picking one berry from the fruit bowl for every verse I finished, and setting
them out on my lap in sixes till I had four sets. By that time I was a tad hyperventilated, but I was no
longer furious; I had in fact reached a stage of grudging admiration.

After all, the Parsons had given me nothing tangible to complain of. I’d been properly met, a full
complement of Attendants in red and gold and silver livery at my beck and call. I"d been dined and
wined to a fare-thee-well. I’d had a servant at my elbow every instant, and often half'a dozen. I’d been
guest of honor at the biggest party I ever remembered seeing, and formally introduced to who knew how
many scores of distinguished citizens of Kingdom Parson, and all their kith and kin. And now here I lay in
state in one of their best guestchambers, and it had been my choice that I’d not stayed below in the
Ballroom to receive whatever honor had been next on their list for me.

Thinking about it, staring up at the vaulted ceiling high above my head, I chuckled; it had been done slick
as satin, and I had not one piece of information to show for all those hours— nor one legitimate

complaint. Well done, well done for sure.

I got up then and went into the bathroom, where I was pleased to see that the facilities were not marred
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by any nostalgic antiquation, and made myself ready for the night.

Three baths, first. One with hot water; and one with cold, and one with the proper crushed herbs from
my pack. Then my fine white gown of softest lawn, sewn by my own hands; I pulled it nine times through
a golden finger ring, and examined it carefully—not a wrinkle, it was ready to put on. My feet bare, and a
black velvet ribbon round my neck; my hair in a single braid, and I thought that would do. I had nothing
really fancy planned for this night, just a kind of easy casting about for wickedness, if wickedness was to
be found here. I didn’t expect any; for all their sophistication in handling one lone inquisitive female, this
Family was just as taken up with the continental feud as the Guthries had been. I was just checking.

I set wards, Ozark garlic, and well-preserved Old Earth lilac, at every door and window, laying the
wreaths so anyone passing would be certain I slept no matter what went on. I didn’t bother warding
against Magicians, just ordinary folk and a possible inquisitive Granny; if the Parsons cared to send a
Magician, or better yet a Magician of Rank, to check on me, I wanted ¢hat person to come right on in.
I’d be saved hours of Spells and Charms that way, and I had nothing in mind for the night that was
forbidden to a woman.

I set two Spells, Granny Magic both of them, and the leaves in the bottom of my little teacup formed
unexciting figures both times. I didn’t need the bird to tell me there was travel in my future, not with all of
Kintucky and Tinaseeh still ahead of me; and I didn’t need the fine hat that formed high on the right side
near the rim to let me know diplomacy was indicated.

And then I moved up a tiny notch, with the idea of making assurance doubly sure, and ran a few
Syllables.

I said;

ALE.

BALSAM.
CHERRYSTONE.
DEVIL IN DUNG.
EMBLEM IN AN EGG.
FOGFALL IN THE FOREST.
EGGSHELL IN AN EEL.
DUNG ON DEWDROPS.
COBBLESTONE.
BOWER.

ALE.

Now that’s a simple bit, you’ll agree. Your average Granny might not be quite so free with dung, but I
saw no flaw in it all; and I cast my gold chain on the bed where I was kneeling at my work, fully
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expecting to see it fall in yet one more reassuring shape, after which I would call it a night and get some
well-deserved sleep.

Then I took a look at what I’d got, and backed off to give it room, and backed off some more, and
remembered Granny Golightly. What was that old woman’s range, anyway? Her and her plenty of
adventures required ...

It loved me, that was clear. It licked my face, and it licked the velvet ribbon round my neck, and it
slobbered down both the front and the back of my gown with pure affectionate delight, and rolled over
on the Parsons’ good counterpane to have its stomach scratched, and even flat on its back it kept on
licking every part of me it could reach.

Thisthe wards would never hold for, especially if it began to hum to me, which was likely if it got any
happier. I scrambled off the bed, with it after me anxiously, licking and snuffling and falling over things at
my heels, and [ doubled the garlic and hung a ring of it on the doorknob. For good measure I took my
shammybag of white sand and laid out a pentacle at the door, with the door itself serving as one of the
five sides. Only then did I pause, doing it in the middle of the pentacle just to be extra safe, whereupon it
knocked me over and devoted its tiny mind and heart and its enormous tongue to licking me absolutely
clean .

It was called a Yallerhound, though it was nearer brown than yellow, and only by the most strained,
courtesy a hound. Like the giant cavecats, it had six legs; tike the Mules, its tail dragged the ground;
unlike the Mules, so did its ears and its body hair. It was seven feet long, not counting the tail, and about
five feet high, and its aim in life was to love people and keep them clean . It had a purple tongue the size
of a hand towel, from the eager attentions of which I was already soaking wet from head to foot. And it
now had decided that my hair wasn’t clean enough, and would probably drown me before it was
satisfied about that .

I couldn’t help myself, this was too much, and made twice as awful because it would of won me no
sympathy from anybody—some part of me, somewhere inside, could still see that it was funny. But most
of me was at the end of all its ropes. I lay down in the middle of the pentacle, making sure no part of me
lopped over any borders, curled up in a ball to protect as much of me as possible from the damned
Yallerhound, and I bawled and cried and carried on till I was limp. The poor stupid creature cried with
me, keening high and thin.

When I woke up it was a quarter after two, and [ was ashamed of myself. Women, after all, are
expected to cope . There I lay, decked out all ladylike and delicate for magic, as was proper; and there
it lay, curled round me and humming a tune in that thin little voice that went so badly with its size and
made it obvious that the creature was mostly hair. And both of us soggy in a puddle of Yallerhound
lick—and the sticky tears of two species. It was enough to rouse the last word I remembered being
spanked for using—it was enough to make a person say “puke.” Ugh.

I felt better for the sleep, however and whatever I felt was all the Yallerhound cared about, especially if
what I felt was something positive. Now that I’d had my conniption fit, I had to think .

To begin with, there was the source of this animal. No Granny on Ozark (and so far as [ know we have
all the Grannys there are) could teleport anything as big as either a giant cavecat or a Yallerhound. I
knew Granny Golightly had had her signature on that cavecat back on Oklahomah, but it might of been
she’d only had to encourage one that was already there. But I’d bet my velvet neckband it was on this
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Yallerhound as well, and that was a different matter altogether. Yallerhounds don’t just happen to turn up
in bedrooms, popping out of empty air; and that had to mean she’d had some help. From a Magician of
Rank, who, other than me, would be the only individual with enough skill and strength to bring this off.
And I had a pretty good idea I knew which Magician of Rank.

Not Michael Stepforth Guthrie; I thought he’d had fun enough for a while. The one I had in mind was
called Lincoln Parradyne Smith the 39th, resident of that same Castle Smith that had so coolly disinvited
me to visit. Magician of Rank to the continent of Oklahomah, and surely handy to good Granny Golightly.

He’d have been delighted to help her; I rather expected that almost any one of the Magicians of Rank on
this planet would of been. I’d been twelve years old the first time a sign from the Out-Cabal had obliged
me to convene a Colloquium of the Magicians of Rank (and what a difference two years makes ... |
hadn’t even noticed the attractions of Michael Stepforth Guthrie). And I’d been warned to be prepared
for their hostility, but it hadn’t been warning enough. It was like sitting too close to a wall of fire to be shut
in a room with them. I flamed inside with the waves of hatred beating against me from that crew of arcane
males, and I’d been sick for days afterward.

A strange sickness. I lay in my bed, so weak I could not lift my head from my pillow even to drink, and
perpetually thirsty, and the skin of my body cold as mountain river water while I burned and burned
within. I had not known that so much pain could be.

“They consumed your energies, child,” our Granny Hazelbide had said, sitting beside me and holding my
icy hands in her warm ones, and every now and then letting a spoonful of water trickle one drop at a time
down my throat. “Sucked ‘em right up like a pack of babies at the teat; and they’ll do it every time.”

I’d asked her with my eyes, because I couldn’t talk—how long? And she’d shaken her head.

“This first time, sweet Responsible, sweet child? No way of telling, just no way atall. What you’re doing,
lying there on a cross of ice and fire mingled ... oh yes, child. I know! I’ve never been through what
you’re bearing, praise the Twelve Corners, but I do know ! ... what you’re doing there is renewing
yourself. It may take days and it may take weeks and there’s not a blessed thing anyone can do to help
you. But there’s one good thing—each time it will be shorter. As you get older, and stronger, and more
experienced at this yourself ... why, you’ll get to where you don’t mind them any more man a pack of
babes!”

A spasm had racked me, all my muscles nickering under my skin, and she’d sat there calm as a boulder;
it not being one of the times when she felt expected to cluck and fuss and dither. She’d sat there eleven
days, and when it was over she told me I’d done well.

“A short time, for your first time,” Granny had said, “That speaks well for the future, child.”

They hated me, one and all, did the Magicians of Rank— though they no more understood why than the
Yallerhound would have. Nor why they should have felt compelled to come at my call, me no more than
a little pigtailed girl; nor why they couldn’t get up and go home, but had to sit and listen to my
pronouncements, as if I had a rank and they had none; nor why their voices left them if they tried to
speak upon the subject, ever It was a mystery, and one that they weren’t privy to, and there weren’t
supposed to be any mysteries they weren’t privy to. They were, after all, the Magicians of Rank .

So, if one of them could do me a little hurt ... just a small hurt, you understand, just a plaster for their
aching egos ... | was in fact surprised that they’d chanced the cavecat, it might have really hurt me; and I
could be sure I’d been watched every minute in the crystal that Lincoln Panadyne Smith kept in his
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magic-chest. He must of been very confident he could reach me in time if I couldn’t manage by myself, or
he never would of risked it. The Yallerhound, on the other hand, was just funny. It couldn’t hurt me even
if it wanted to. Which it didn’t, short of falling on me by accident off a Castle roof, or something of the
kind.

“The Yallerhound,” I said aloud, which delighted it and set it humming up and down a nineteen-tone
scale that was awful beyond all imagining, “is a harmless creature. However, it weighs almost one
hundred pounds and a bit, and it eats more than a half-grown Mule, and it will never, never stop licking

2

you.

We would of made a pretty sight. Sterling and me and my saddlebags, and the Yallerhound riding behind
me licking my neck and my hair as we flew by. Not to mention the fact that, given the magic I was
supposed to be able to perform, we would of had to drop like a stone. A Mule couldn’t carry that much
weight, even if it was precious cargo instead of stupid beast. I had to make up my mind what to do with
the thing.

I could simply leave it here, a “gift” to the Castle, and claim I had no idea where it had come
from—which was, in a sense, true. They’d never forgive me, and they’d probably shut it up in the stables
to die of heartbreak and the conviction that it had done something wrong—but I could do that.

I could claim that their Magicians had sicced the silly thing on me, and gain a few points that way, since
they wouldn’t be able to prove that they hadn’t. But the results for the innocent Yallerhound would be the
same, 1f I left it behind.

I could buy another Mule to carry it and take it with me— thus guaranteeing that I’d took like a fool and
be greeted like one at every Castle left on my itinerary.

Or I could try to do something with more flair to it, and maybe some justice. Like send it back to its
Granny, O! True, I shouldn’t be able to do that. True, she’d know that I had. But she couldn’t tell on me
without telling what she 'd done, and what she’d done was a pure disgrace. Therefore !

“My pretty Yallerhound,’* I said, frantically ducking the purple tongue and encountering it all the same,
“do you know what I think? I think you should go right back to where you came from! Poor Granny
Golightly has got no Yallerhound to love her, and I’ll bet she’s dirty as seven little boys dividing up syrup
in August. She undoubtedly, indu bitably needs a Yallerhound to look after her, don’t you think?”

Its eyes got wide and its tongue paused long enough for me to wipe my face oft once. It had just enough
brain to know I was talking about it, as well as to it. I tapped it on its nose, gently, and I scratched it on
its hairy stomach, gently, and I set to work.

Crystals were not my style, but I didn’t need one. I had no trouble finding my lady Golightly in my
mirror; She slept curled like a scrawny baby in a high bed on the third floor of Castle dark, under a thick
red comforter stuffed with squawker feathers, and a smile of innocent bliss upon her face. I dumped the
Yallerhound right on top of the smile.

CHAPTER 7

I SAT IN THE LIBRARY at Castle Motley, drinking coffee so strong you could of stood a spoon up in
it easy, still weak-kneed from the recent shenanigans but pleased that I’d arrived here without any
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unbecoming incidents. Sterling had flown across the narrow channel to Mizzurah with nary a wobble, no
more creatures of any size or description had joined me as I flew, and if there was an adventure headed
at me for this station on the Quest it had yet to arrive. And I was willing to wait.

We were even having a pleasant conversation—something I’d been missing for quite a while now. Me
and my host, Halbreth Nicholas Smith the 12th, and the lady of his Castle, Diamond of Motley. Just the
three of us. There was a small informal supper planned for the evening, I’d been told, and a hunt
breakfast the next morning, but no great to-do’s. That suited me; I had another slice of fresh hot bread
with blazonberry jam, braced myself against the coffee, and relaxed.

Diamond of Motley was a placid woman, gone stout and not the least bothered by it, with her red hair
wound around her head in a coronet of thick braids that was about as becoming as measles but
otherwise perfectly suitable. She had eleven children and an unshakable serenity; just looking at her
rested me. Hearing her say that she and hers were looking forward to the Jubilee delighted me.

“Diamond of Motley,” I said, “that does me good! It’s a great occasion for Ozark, and it should be
looked forward to. I’ve not heard much talk along that line since I left Brightwater.”

“You’ve been where now, Responsible?”” her husband asked me.
“McDaniels, Clark, Airy, Guthrie, and Farson.”

“A shame you had to miss Castle Smith,” said Diamond. “Who’d of thought there was still a cavecat left
on Oklahomah?”

“ Iwouldn’t,” I told hec “But I learned.”

“Well, Smith’s gain is our loss,” said Halbreth Nicholas, gallant as you please, “you’re here the sooner.
Think you missed anything in particular there?”

I looked at him, not sure what he meant, and he was tamping down his pipe and staring into it like he
was looking for omens.

“According to a rumor as came this way,” he said carefully, still eyeing the tobacco, ‘“Smith wasn’t
expecting you anyhow ... it’s going round that there was a note sent asking you not to come.”

Ah, the close-mouthed Smiths; this would be their doing. Gabble, gabble, gabble, all the time.

“As 1t happened, that’s true,” I said. “They sent me a letter.”

“Signed by?”

“Dorothy of Smith—the oldest.”

Halbreth Nicholas lit his pipe and took a long draught. He was a Smith himself, and head of this Castle
only because there’d been no Motley sons in the last generation. If my memory served me right, he’d be
the second cousin of the blusterer that filled the same role at Castle Smith.

“She say why?”” he asked me.

“They claimed a family crisis.”
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“Hmmph.” He blew a fine smoke ring, and he watched it rise, and he said no more. Which was only to
be expected. I wanted to say something comforting about everybody having relatives they’d as soon they
didn’t have to own up to, but that sort of thing was the proper remark for a Granny, not a Castle
daughter and I held my peace.

Diamond of Motley was not so inhibited—after all, it wasn’t zer relatives. She asked me straight out,
leaning over to pour me more coffee and push the jam dish closer to my plate:

“Does it make you suspicious of them, child?”
“You know what’s been going on at Castle Brightwater,” I said.

“Been on all the comsets. Soured milk, smashed mirrors, kidnapped babies, and such truck.
Everybody’s heard all about it by now.”

“Well,” I said. “it’s one of those ‘which comes first: the squawker or the egg’ things, to my mind. If
Castle Smith 1s guilty of all this mischief, then telling me not to stop by their door makes them look guiltier.
On the other hand, if you’re guilty, doing something like that tips your hand so plain and easy that you
can’t imagine anyone with half a brain doing it; that makes them look as innocent as the babe kidnapped.
On the other hand, if you were guilty and wanted to look innocent, doing something so outrageous as
that would be a canny move. It goes round and round.”

“So it does,” she said, “and what’s your own opinion?”” The question put me in a very awkward
position. There sat her husband, him a Smith by birth and close kin to those at Castle Smith this minute,
and she asked me such a thing? She was a typical six, and properly named, and her husband stepped
into the breach and saved me neatly.

“Shame on you, darlin’,” he told her “putting the young woman on the spot like that. How can she say
right in front of me and under my own roof that she suspects my close kin of treason against the
Confederation? At least let her finish with her food before you throw her into a bog like that!”

“Oh,” she said, “you know, I didn’t think?”’

“I’m sure you didn’t,” he observed, and he touched her cheek gently. It was clear he doted on her; and
that was nice. “But you must try, now and again.” Then he surprised me.

“Would you like to know what 7 think?”” he asked abruptly.
“Indeed I would. If you’re willing to say.”

“I am,” he said. “Delldon Mallard the 2nd, for all he’s my cousin, and his three brothers with him, never
have had sense enough to pound sand in a rat hole. They’re ornery enough to do the kind of foolishness
that’s been coming down, that’s a point against them; and they’re silly enough not to see that they’re
surrounded on all sides by Families loyal to the Confederation, and would be well advised to run with the
pack at least until the Jubilee gives us all a chance to see how the land lies. Buf , and nevertheless. [ don’t
think they could of carried it off this long without making some fool mistake that would of given them
away—that’s a point for them. And furthermore, Granny Gableftame’s at Castle Smith, and I don’t
believe she’d put up with it for a minute, nor do I believe they could put it past her, Now that , my dear,
is what / think.”
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“And so thought the Clarks,” I said, nodding my head. * IncludingGranny Golightly.”
“Wicked old lady, that one!” put in Diamond of Motley. “Downright wicked!”

“Grannys aren’t wicked. Diamond,” said her husband firmly. “They’re just contrary, and it’s expected of
them. She’s a tad worse than some of the others, might could be ... but she has an image to live up to.”

“And,” I concluded, “so think I. I don’t believe Castle Smith is in this.”
“And the others?” They asked me together, right in chorus.

“The McDaniels and the Clarks, not a chance of it,” I said. “As for the Airys, you know how they are, I
don’t know where they get it from. The Guthries and the Parsons, from what I can tell and the tales
they’re spinning, are bent on carving up one another and the poor Purdys along with them. If they’ve
thought of the Confederation in the last two months, I’ll be surprised, and the Jubilee? If they don’t want
to go, they just won’t. And everything you said of the Smiths applies to the Purdys ... if they were playing
these tricks they’d of betrayed themselves early, early on.”

“And us, my dear?”

I smiled at him, and had some more coffee. “I just got here,” I said. “Suppose you tell me how you feel
about these things.”

“It won’t take long.”
“All the better.”

“Mizzurah is a mighty small continent, and it’s right off the port bow, if you’ll allow the figure, of
Arkansaw and all that feuding and carrying on. We’ve got the Wommacks and the Travellers on our
flanks, and a hell of a lot of ocean—beg your pardon, ladies—all around, and nobody but Castle Lewis
to rely on should all of the others decide to move in on us. Guthries, Parsons, Purdys, Wommacks, and
Travellers, that is. They have us cut off completely from Marktwain and Oklahomah.”

“Which means?”

“Which means we’re in an interesting position, if you like interesting, but a chancy one. You’ll find the
Lewises as strong for the Confederation as the Airys, though a mite less drivelly about it, and they’d
stand firm in any crisis; but they’re even smaller than we are, they couldn’t hold out a week. And we
couldn’t defend them. Therefore, I tell you quite frankly, Responsible of Brightwater, that Castle Motley
stands for the Confederation of Continents, and does so openly—but you can’t count on us for anything
dramatic.”

He was right, if unromantic. Mizzurah was the smallest of the six continents, and it sat all alone in the
middle of the oceans with its three great neighbors hemming it on all sides. Castle Motley was in no
position to make rash promises.

“But you’ll be at the Jubilee?” I asked him, hoping.
“We’ll be there,” he assured me. “You heard my wife; her and the children, they’re looking forward to

it, and a lot of our staff. It’s a rare chance when we can get away and see something besides our own
Castle yard. We plan to leave very shortly, as a matter of fact, because we’re going by water
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everywhere we can—no Mules for my household, thank you, except flat on the solid ground, and no
more of ‘em then man’s absolutely required. But we can’t offer you anything else but our presence, and
no daring political moves—you might as well know that.”

I wondered if he knew anything that I didn’t, and couldn’t see what I’d lose by asking.
“Halbreth Nicholas, do you expect some daring moves from somebody else?”’

He knocked out his pipe and set it down, and then he counted out his propositions with the side of one
palm on the flat of the other

“First,” he said, “there’s already those trying to scuttle the Jubilee outright. Correct?”’
“Correct.”

“I think you’ll be able to stop that ... this Quest of yours is an exaggeration, but it’s caught people’s
fancy, and I believe they’ll come to see what happens next, if for no other reason. Dragons and a tourney
in the courtyard at Castle Brightwater, maybe?”’

I grinned at him.

“Second,” he went on, “assuming, as I do think we can assume, that there will be a Jubilee, even if one
or two of the Families boycott it—and frankly, I doubt that strongly; like I said before, every one of them
is curious, and if anything’s going to happen they don’t want to miss it— ifthe Jubilee does come off as
scheduled, I look for a formal move to dissolve the Confederation.”

“Happens every time we meet,” I said. “That would be no surprise.”

“ Notexactly,” said Halbreth Nicholas, “not exactly. Nobody’s proposed that seriously within anybody’s
memory. No, what always happens is the move to cut it back to one day a year; and then that’s voted
down ... by how much depending on how the Wommacks are wobbling that month.”

“My dear,” said Diamond of Motley, “I’m aftraid I really don’t see much difference. In effect, that is.”

“Oh, there’s a difference,” he said, “yes, there is. True, that ritual meeting would make the
Confederation an empty pretense, a regular little bug of a planetary government and not worth spitting at.
But so long as it met even that long, they’d only have one meeting’s worth of satisfaction. Brightwater’d
move to return to meeting four times a year, Castle Lewis’d second, and the vote would go as
usual—seven to five or eight to four. Dissolving the thing, meaning no meetings atall , would be quite a
different thing altogether.”

I felt a chill between my shoulders ... not that I hadn’t had the same idea cross my mind, but if it came
this easy to him there might be many others sharing it.

“You think they could do it, Halbreth Nicholas?”
“I think they’ll for damned sure try.”

“But do you think they can bring it off? The vote has always gone against them, even on the meeting
cutback ...
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“But weak votes, young woman, weak votes,” he said solemnly. “You can’t count on the Wommacks,
them and their curse. It may well be you can’t count on the Smiths, considering this latest development. If
all our neighbors pulled out, I’'m not prepared to say you could count on the Motleys or the Lewises,
either.”

“Halbreth Nicholas Smith,” said Diamond of Motley, so shocked her spoon rattled in her cup.

“My dear,” he said, “we must face facts. Castle Motley is not self-sufficient, nor Castle Lewis either. If
Alkansaw, Kintucky, and Tinaseeh decided to blockade us so that no supplies could be shipped in from
Oklahomah or Maiktwain, just where do you think we’d be? We can grow vegetables and fruit here, and
raise a goat or two, but that’s about it. No sugar. no salt, no coftee, no tea, no metals, no supplies for the
Grannys or the Magicians, no manufactured goods to speak of. And where do you think our power
comes from, Diamond of Motley? It comes from the Parsons and the Guthries, who can equally well cut
it off. No law says they have to sell to us.”

“Our windmills,” she said. “Our solar collectors—and our tides .”

I tried to imagine the population of Mizzurah managing with its windmills and its solar technology and its
tides, with all the huge hulking bulk of three continents cutting off both wind and water on three sides, and
it raining or cloudy three quarters of the year or more, and I admired Halbreth Nicholas for not smiling.
She was a good woman, was Diamond, but she hadn’t much grasp of logistics.

“No,” he said, but he said it respectfully, “I’'m afraid they wouldn’t suffice, Diamond. The Lewises, now,
they are just pig-beaded enough that they might go the rest of us one better!”

“Withdraw from the withdrawal, you mean.”

“Exactly. And live on greens and goatmeat, and burn ... oh, candles, for all I know. They might. But not
us, Responsible, and I want that understood. I’ve many families here depending on me and they’re not
expecting to go back to Old Earth standards and the year 2000. And I don’t intend to ask it of them.”

“You’d vote for dissolving, then.”

“If it was clear that that was the way it was going—yes. Regardless of how the Lewises might decide.
It’s not my druthers, young woman, but it’s the facts of life. We are dependent on Arkansaw, Kintucky,
and Tinaseeh, and there’s no way to change that short of moving the continent of Mizzurah to a new
location just off your coast. Are your Magicians of Rank up to a project like that?”

Moving Mules was one thing; moving continents was quite another; I didn’t try to answer

“Law, but you’ve made a gloomy day of it, Mr. Motley!” said his wife. “I hope you’re proud of
yourself!”

[ was quite sure he wasn’t; in fact, I was quite sure he was ashamed. He would of liked to hear himself
saying that if the vote came to end the Confederation his delegates would be right there at the front telling
the rotters to do their damndest and to hell with them. Begging the pardon of any ladies present, of
course. That went with the image he’d of /iked to have of himself. But he was a practical man, and an
honest one, and he knew he’d do what went with that. Diamond of Motley was right; he’d made it a
gloomy day.
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I went off to my room to rest for a while before supper, and found a servingmaid waiting there,
pretending—not very skillfully—to still be unpacking my saddlebags and clearing up. She looked eleven,
but had the frail look of a Purdy to her, too, which meant she was probably my own age or a bit more,
and her hair was falling down from the twist she’d put it in and hanging down around her face. My fingers
itched to set it right—I can’t abide a sloppy woman—-but I didn’t know her and I couldn’t take liberties.

“Hello, young woman,” I said, friendly as I could manage in my dreary mood, “are you having a problem
with some of those things? What is it, a fastening you can’t get loose?”

“No, miss,” she said, “I’'m managing.” And dropped my hand mirror on the floor, smashing it to
smithereens. No magic, just plain fumblefingers.

“Oh, Miss Responsible, I'm sorry!” she said, and bit one finger. She’d be chewing on her hair next. “I’ll
get you another one, miss, there’s a hundred of ‘em down in the corner of the linen room! What do you
fancy, something plain? Or a special color? The Missus has a weakness for a nice pale blue, and flowers
on the back ... “

Her hands were trembling, and her voice was a squeak, and I stared at her long and hard while she
dithered about the variety of mirrors the Motleys had to offer for as long as I could stand it, and then I
told her to sit down.

“Miss?”

“ Dosit down,” I said, too cross to be gentle, “and tell me what is the matter with you. And your name.”

“My name? Is there something the matter with my name?”

She had to be a Purdy; her eyes were wild like a squawker got by the neck.

“I did not mean to imply that there was anything wrong with your name, young woman,” I said, I just
asked you what it might be .”

“Oh!” she said. “Well, I hoped ... I mean, only the Wommacks have women as aren’t properly named,
and—"

“That’s not true,” I interrupted, wondering if she’d had any education atall. “I daresay there’s no Family
on Ozark that hasn’t had a girl or two Improperly Named over the years; the Grannys aren’t infallible.
The Wommacks just did it more spectacularly than anybody else ever has and got famous for it, that’s
all.”

As they surely had. It hadn’t been a matter of naming a Caroline that should have been an Elizabeth;
they’d named a girlbaby Responsible of Wommack, and it had been a mistake. That’s a sure way to get

famous.

One more time, I thought, and asked her: “Will you tell me your name, then, and what the trouble is?”’
And if she wouldn’t I fully intended to put her over my knee for her sass.

“Yes, miss,” she said. “Ivy of Wommack’s my name.”

A two. She was properly named. And I was right glad I had not let it slip that I’d taken her for a Purdy.
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“And your problem?”

She stared down at the bed she was sitting on and gripped the counterpane with both hands, silly thing,
as if it wouldn’t of slid right off with her if she’d done any sliding herself.

“Oh, Miss Responsible,” she said in a tiny, tiny voice, “I have all the bad luck I ever need, I have more
than anybody 'd ever need, and I don’t need any more, and I’m afraid—oh, law, miss, they say there’s
been a Skerry appeared!”

Well. That did take me aback a bit, and I sat down myself.

“Who told you so, Ivy of Wommack?” I demanded.

“Everybody!”

“Nonsense. You haven’t talked to everybody.”

“Everybody I've talked to, then,” she said stubbornly. “They’re all talking about it, and theyre all
worried.”

“And what are they saying? Besides just, ‘There’s been a Skeny appeared.’”

“There’s an old well, down in the garden behind the Castle church, miss—the water’s no good any
more, but oh, it’s pretty, with vines growing all over it and the old bucket hanging there, so it’s been left.
And they say that last night— there were full moons last night, miss—they say there was a Skerry sitting
on the edge-rim of that old well. Just sitting there.”

“At midnight, I suppose.”

“Oh yes ... just at midnight, and under the full moons. Oh, Miss Responsible, I'm glad I didn’t see it!”

She hadn’t much gumption, or much taste. I would dearly have loved to see it, if it was true. A Skerry
stands eight feet tall on the average, sometimes even taller; and there’s never been one that wasn’t willow
slender: They have skin the color of well-cared-for copper, their hair is silver and falls without wave or
curl to below their waists, male or female. And their eyes are the color of the purest, deepest turquoise.
The idea of the full moons shining down on all that, not to mention an old well covered with wild ivy and
night-blooming vines ... ah, that would of been something to see and to marvel on.

Except there were a few things wrong with the whole picture.

“ Whotold you they saw the Skerry?” I insisted. “Who?”

And I added, “And don’t you tell me ‘everybody,’ either.”

“Everybody in the Castle is talking about it,” she said. Drat the girl!

“Not the Master nor the Missus,” I said. “I’ve been with them these past two hours, and I’ve heard not
one word about a Skerry.”

“Everybody on the staff, | meant, miss. It was one of the Senior Attendants ... he’ll go far. They say he
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knows more Spells and Charms than the Granny, and he’s a comely, comely man ... he was down there

by the well last night with a friend of mine”—she looked at me out of the comer of her eye to see if I was
going to make any moral pronouncements about that, but I ignored her; and she went on—"and they saw
it, sitting there in the full moonlight, all splendid with the light fair blinding on its long silver hair, they said.”
“And then they told everybody.”

“Well, wouldn’t you?” she asked me, and I had to admit that I might have. You didn’t see a Skerry
every night, much less under full moons at midnight in a Castle garden.

“But you notice they didn’t tell the Family,” I said. “That’s mighty odd, seems to me. Seems to me that
would of been the first thing to do.”

The girl rubbed her nose and stared down at the floor, scuffing one shoe back and forth. Not only
sloppy, but wasteful, too.

“The Housekeeper told us not to,” she said sullenly. “She carried on about it till we were all sick of
listening—what she’d do if we bothered the Master and the Missus with it ... bothered them, that’s how
she put it!”

“Well?” I asked her. “Do you have any inkling in your head why she might of taken it that way?”

She sniffled. “I don’t know,” she said. “I just know I'm scared. And it’s not fair —I already had my
share of bad luck.”

“Ivy of Wommack,” I said patiently, “have you given this tale any thought atall? Other than to fret
yourself about it, | mean?”

“What way should I be thinking about it?”
“Well, for starters, where do the Skerrys live?”
“In the desert on Marktwain,” she said promptly.

“Quite right. In the desert on Marktwain. The only patch of desert on this planet, girl, and /eft desert
only out of courtesy to the Skerrys. They were here first, you know, and it was desert then.”

“Yes, miss.”

“And since that’s true, and Skerrys can’t live outside the desert, why in the name of the Twelve Gates
and the Twelve Corners would one turn up on Mizzurah, many and many a long mile from its desert, and
of all unlikely places, sitting on a well brim? Skerrys hate water, can’t abide water, that’s why they live
in the desert!”

Her mouth took a pout, which was no surprise.

“Really,” she said, “I’m sure I’m no expert on Skerrys, and it wouldn’t be proper if I was, and as to
how it got here, my friend says it would have to be by magic, and she got that from the Senior Attendant,

and he’s on his way up in the world—he’s no fool!”

“Tell me again,” I said. “Exactly. What did they say?”
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“Kyle Fairweather McDaniels the 17th, that’s the Senior, and my friend—never mind her name, because
she wasn’t supposed to be out of her bed at midnight, much less with Kyle Fairweather—they say that
they were down by the well and they saw the Skerry as plain as I see you.”

“Walked right up and touched it, did they? Said howdeedo?”

“Miss!”

“Then how did they know it was a Skerry?”

“Well, miss, what else is eight feet tall and has copper skin, and silver hair as hangs down to its knees? I
ask you™”

“It was sitting on the well, Ivy of Wommack, not standing. You said so yourself. How could they see
that it was eight feet tall? And as for the copper skin, a bit of Hallow Even paint will do that—I’ve done it
myself, and I’ll wager you have, too— and a silver wig’s easily come by.”

“They were sure .”

“Were they?”

“They were .”

“They were out where they should not of been, doing what they should not of done—"

“I didn’t say that.”

“Well, I say it, missy,” I snapped at her, “and I say it plain, and between their guilty consciences and the
moonlight, it was easy for anybody atall to play a trick on them. And more shame to them for scaring the
rest of you with such nonsense ... what trashy doings!”

“You don’t believe it, then, miss?”

“Certainly not. Nor should you, nor anybody else.”

She sat there beside me, quieter now, though she’d switched from wrinkling up the counterpane to
wringing those skinny little hands that looked like you could snap them the way Michael Stepforth
Guthrie’d snapped my ribs. Only with no need for magic, nor much strength, either,

“Feel better now. Ivy of Wommack?” I asked her finally, and I hoped she did, because I wanted a rest
and a read before my supper. I was willing to finish unpacking for myself, if I could just get rid of this

skittish creature.

“You know what’s said, miss,” she hazarded. I wished she would stop wringing her hands before she
wore them out.

“What?” Though I knew quite well.

“That if a Skerry’s seen,” she breathed, and I could hear in her voice the echo of a Granny busy laying
out the fines, “that there has to be a whole day of celebration in its honor. A whole day of no work and
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all celebration ... or it’s bad luck for all the people that know of it. And I’ve worked this livelong day,
and so has all the staff!”

“That, I suppose, is why your ‘friends’ spread the news around,” I said. “Sharing out the bad luck.”
“Maybe,” she said. “Might could be that’s why.”

“Covering their bets,” I said tartly. “If they didn’t really see a Skerry, no harm done. If they did, the bad
luck that comes from not following the rules gets spread out thin over the whole staff, instead of just
falling on the two of them. You think that over, Ivy of Wommack.”

She sighed, and allowed as how I might be right, but she didn’t know, and I occupied myself with
sending her on her way. She’d forgotten all about finishing my unpacking, fortunately, and it took me
three minutes to do what she’d left and fix what she’d messed up, and then I stretched out on the bed
bone-naked under the covers and took up my most trashy novel.

There was a certain very small, you might say tiny, bit of risk here. For a Skerry to show up on
Mizzurah, at midnight, or at any other time, might fit right into some Magician of Rank’s idea of an
adventure for this particular stage of my Quest. And if so, I was asking for powerful trouble—maybe not
right now, maybe not for a long time, but someday it would come—if I didn’t speak up and demand the
day of festival to honor its appearance.

Furthermore, if a Magician of Rank /ad teleported a Skerry out of its desert and onto the edge of the
Motleys’ well, the Skerrys were not going to be pleased about that. Not at all pleased. They’d asked
precious little of us, when The Ship landed:; just to be let alone. And whizzing one around the planet in the
middle of the night was distinctly not leaving it alone as promised.

I tried to remember when a Skerry had last been seen, putting my microviewer down for a minute ... not
in my lifetime, I didn’t think. In my mother’s, perhaps; it was dim in my memory. But that Skerry had
come walking out of the desert on Marktwain of its own free will, and had walked right down the street
of a town on the desert’s edge in broad daylight. It had been an honor, and I believe Thorn of Gutnrie
said there’d been festival for two whole days ...

No. I made up my mind. It had to be a trick, played on the Senior Attendant and his foolish lady friend,
and no more. For my benefit, perhaps, meant to distract me and delay me if I believed it, but only a trick
all the same. No Skerry would cross all the water between Marktwain and Mizzurah and sit on a well in
the middle of the night for two young Castle staff to gawk at. And no Magician of Rank would dare
tamper with a real Skerry in that way.

I was not going to take any such obvious bait, and that was all there was to that.

I went back to my book.

CHAPTER 8

I LEFT FOR Castle Lewis after the hunt breakfast, not staying for the hunt itself on the grounds that I
had to hurry, and since that was obviously true no one made more than the objections politeness

demanded. Mizzurah was so small, and so heavily populated, that anything but ordinary Muleflight was
out of the question, and I flew through a blustery spring day, sedate and proper, and reached Castle
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Lewis only just before the sun began to go down behind the low hills. Sterling was bored, and so was I,
and we did nothing fancy; just came down slow and easy over the broad lawn that spread round the
Castle, and waited for developments. The wind was brisk enough that the Mule was shivering, and I got
down and took an extra blanket from my pack and began rubbing her down.

Castle Lewis was small against the darkening sky, small and tidy, with a central gate and two towers to
each side, and a tower at each of its corners. No frills, no fancy battlements and balconies, just a plain
small sturdy Castle, and I liked the look of it.

The front gates opened as the sun slipped out of sight completely, and three men came running out with
solar lanterns—economy here, I noted, and I approved. They’d been well exposed and threw a fine
bright light across the grass, as they should do. One of the men put a shawl around me, very respectfully;
one took over the task of rubbing Sterling down, making protesting sounds because 1’d started the
process myself; and the other stood stiff as a pole, waiting for something.

“Where is that woman?”” demanded one of them, and called over his shoulder: “Tambrey! Tambrey of
Motley! What’s keeping you, woman? Responsible of Brightwater at your gate half-frozen, and dropping
with hunger and entirely tuckered out, and what are you doing in there, counting your fingers to see if
you’ve lost one? Will you get out here? >

“I’m not that tired, Attendant,” I said sharply, “and not that cold, and not that hungry. I’ll last the night.”

“That doesn’t excuse her, miss,” he said firmly. “She knows her duty, and she’s expected to do it.” And
he turned his head again and shouted “Tambrey!” and then made a remarkably expressive noise of
disgust.

“It’s all right,” I said, “never mind the woman. One of you to take my Mule to the stables, and two to
see me to my host and hostess—I can surely make do with that?”

But they wouldn’t have it that way, and we stood there in the wind while a soft rain began to fall in the
deepening darkness, and I knew that I was up against it. The famous Lewis propriety, for which only the
Travellers’ could be said to be more extreme. I could stand there and drown, for all they cared, I’d not
enter their Castle attended by other than a female, and I envied my Mule. At least she was going to be
warm and fed and dry, any minute now.

When Tambrey did appear, which to give her credit was not many minutes later, she didn’t come from
the gates but out of the cedars that bordered the Castle lawn. She was a pretty thing, too, and I couldn’t
see her being a servingmaid long; her hair was hidden by the hood of her cloak, but her face was
perfection, and I was willing to place my bets on the rest of her

The men grumbled at her, but she paid them no mind at all, and from the way they dropped their
complaining I was reasonably certain they were used to that, too.

“Welcome to Castle Lewis, Responsible of Brightwater,” she said, “and let’s get you in out of this damp
this minute and a mug of hot cider in your hand!”

Oh yes. I had forgotten. I’d get nothing stronger than cider from the Lewises unless it came from a
Granny’s own hand and was vouched for as being the difference between my total collapse and my
blooming health. And not hard cider, either; it would be the pure juice of the Ozark peachapple, mulled
with spices, and hot as blazes, and innocent enough for the baby that still hung safe outside the
Brightwater church. The Lewises kept to the old ways with a vengeance.
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We went through the gates into a small square courtyard, planted with low flowers in neat square beds,
and raked paths between them, and on to where the Castle door shone wide and welcoming. In the door
stood two I’d heard a great deal of, but knew hardly at all: Salem Sheridan Lewis the 43rd, and his wife,
Rozasham of McDaniels.

“Here she 1s.” said Tambrey, handing me through the door like a package, so that the Lewises both had
to step back a pace to avoid me running them down, “Responsible of Brightwater; safe and sound! Miss,
Salem Sheridan Lewis the 43rd; and the Missus of this Castle, Rozasham of McDaniels.”

“Thank you kindly, Tambrey,” said the woman Rozasham, and the beauty of her voice caught my ear. I
hoped she would sing for us, later, if the quality of her speech was any sign of her ability.

Salem Sheridan was another matter: His wife gathered me into her arms as if we’d known each other all
our lives; but he snapped his fingers and ran everybody through their drill. Had my Mule been seen to
and stabled? Good. And had my bags been brought in and taken up to my room? Good. And was the
mulled cider ready in the east parlor? Good. And would Tambrey see to my unpacking? Good—and I
was to have extra blankets, mind, it was going to be cold. And would supper be on the table in precisely
one hour? Good! And it was all “Yes, sir!”” coming the other way. It said something for Tambrey of
Motley’s ingenuity that she’d been able to find her way past this one and into the cedars—there’d be no
sloppy staff here.

I had time only to wash a bit, tidy my hair, and change from my traveling costume into something less
elaborate, before suppertime, the cider still burning my throat. I was traveling light, as was necessary;
there was the splendid traveling outfit, the blue-and-silver party dress, the gown of lawn for magic, some
underclothes and a nightgown, a sturdy black shawl, and one plainer dress that I’d not yet had an
opportunity to wear. And that was all.

I held up the last dress and looked it over dubiously; it had alternating narrow stripes of the Brightwater
green and scarlet, with a neck cut low in front and rimmed in back by a high ruff of ivory lace that would
require me to put my hair up. It had long sleeves caught at the wrists with lace-trimmed wide cuffs as
well, and the stripes themselves were shot with silver-and-gold threads.

I’d seen nothing like it here; only modest high-necked round-collared gowns without ornament even to
their cut. The Lewis crest was a green cedar tree on an azure field, with a narrow border of cedar-trunks
russet round, and except for a button or two that bore that device I’d seen only the plain and the spare.
Even Rozasham, presumably dressed for company, had been wearing a dress of a heather blue with a
skirt scarcely full enough to swing with her hips as she walked, and plain little round white buttons down
its high front.

True, | was a guest. And true, the conditions on a Quest demanded a certain amount of spectacle, and I
had to abide by them. But I could see nothing in the garments that Tambrey had hung for me that would
not of looked foolish at the Lewis supper table.

Well, there was my nightgown ... it was moss green flannel and had the proper cut and simplicity, and [
couldn’t see that the Lewises would recognize it for what it was if I could keep my own face straight. I
belted it with a narrow braid of gold cord, since it had no proper waist, and added a single silver
pendant—a small flower meant, I believe, to represent a violet, but innocuous enough for any
occasion—on a narrow green velvet ribbon. Then I used a matching ribbon to tie my hair back simply at
the nape of my neck and looked at the effect in the long glass mirror in my guestchamber.
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My grandmother would of been scandalized, my mother would of fainted, but I was of the opinion that I
could get away with it. I only had to remember not to let a servingmaid see me in it tomorrow morning
when she brought up my pot of tea. That would have meant the word going out that I’d either been too
lazy to change into my nightgown and had slept in my dress, or that I’d been so addled I’d worn my
nightgown to supper, neither of which would do.

Kingdom Lewis had just one product for sale—cedar; cut from the progeny of the three seedlings the
family had somehow managed to nurse through the whole trip to this planet, and which now they alone
seemed to have the skill to grow. Under any other touch the trees turned brown and died, like grass not
watered, but the Lewises had the green thumb, one and all of them, and the rows of cedars grew stately
in every spare field of the small Kingdom and all along its narrow roads. Even in the great Hall inside
Castle Lewis, a giant cedar grew out of earth left open for its roots in the time of building, dropping its
needles everywhere for the staff to sweep up but smelling like heaven, and every windowsill had a small
seedling growing in a low bowl.

Nor had they stinted themselves in the use of the timber; The Castle gleamed with it, and the table at
which I sat down to supper was a single massive slab of russet cut from the heart of an ancient monster
of a tree and rubbed till it glowed like coals burned low in a hearth. They had had sense enough not to
cover it up with some frippery cloth, either, and had set chairs round it of the same glowing wood.

Me in my nightgown, I drew one up and sat down, spreading my napkin in my lap, and I said, “This
table is beautiful, Rozasharn of McDaniels. I’ve never seen anything to match it.” Nor had 1.

“My husband’s great-great-grandfather made it with his own hands,” she answered, “and I do its
polishing with mine.”

“It was a single plank?”’

“That it was; they waited a very long time for a cedar to grow the proper size for this, and while they
waited the Lewises ate off plain boards laid across trestles. Then the one bee made this table and all the
chairs ... and no polish or oil has ever been set to it except by a Missus of this Castle, all these years.”

“I’ve seen a few housethings made from cedar,” I said. “Chests, usually.” And I stroked the satiny
wood. “But nothing like this.”

“Magic-chests” breathed a child at my right hand, and aimed my head to see him better. He was young,
and his chair not tall enough to bring him much above the edge of the tabletop, but not young enough to
be willing to submit to the indignity of sitting on a stack of pillows; he made do by craning his neck.

“My son, Salem Sheridan Lewis the 44th, called Boy Salem,” said his father from the head of the table,
and he introduced the other five children that had joined us for the meal. And the Granny, the youngest
on Ozark and one of the sternest—fifty-nine-year-old Granny Twinsonel. I bid them all a good evening,
and helped myself to the soup.

Salem was a patient child; when the introductions had gone all the way around and the grownups were
eating, he said it again, but this time he was asking.

“Magic-chests?”” he asked me. “All of cedar?”

“Usually,” I told him. “Because it keeps everything so safe.”
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His dark blue eyes shone, and I found him a handsome child despite the lack of three front teeth and the
presence of a crazy-quilt assortment of scrapes and scabs and scratches. I expect he had fallen out of
one or more of the cedar trees recently.

“What’s in a magic-chest, Responsible of Brightwater?”” he asked me then, and he held very still, waiting
for me to answer. Which meant he’d asked it before, and it had done him no good. It would do him no
good this time, either.

“Herbs and simples and gewgaws,” I said casually. “And garlic.”
“In a cedar chest? > The child was shocked, and I chuckled.

As it happened, the Magicians did keep their garlic in their magic-chests, but they saw to it that the smell
of the stuff was on hold while it was in there.

“That’s right,” I said. “Garlic.”

“When I am a Magician of Rank,” said the boy with utter solemnity, like a Reverend pronouncing a
benediction, “I won’t do that. Or I’ll make a Spell to take the smell off so it doesn’t spoil the wood.”

Smart little dickens, that one. I could tell by the twitch at the comer of his stern father’s lips that this was
a favorite child— the name told me that in any case—and that his promise was noticed. But the Master
of the Castle spoke to him in no uncertain terms.

“When you are a Magician of Rank!” he said. “Many a long, long year of study lies between you and
that day. Boy Salem, if it ever comes— whichl doubt. And many a difficult examination. You had best
get your mind off garlic and concentrate on learning the Teaching Story you were set this week—you
didn’t have it right yet last night, as I recall.”

“Or,” added a sister who looked to be about thirteen, with the same pansy blue eyes but considerably
less scuffed up and battered as to the rest of her, “you’ll end up like your cousin Silverweb.”

“I’d not be such a ninny as that ,” scoffed the boy, “not ever! You know that, Charlotte.”

“Silverweb of McDaniels?” I set my soup spoon down and used my napkin hastily. “Has something
happened to her?”

“Nothing serious, Responsible,” said Rozasham of McDaniels, “and nothing that can’t be mended.
She’s been left too long unmarried, and this is where that sort of thing leads to.”

“I hadn’t heard,” I said. “What’s happened?”
“Well,” said Rozasham, ““as [ understand it Silverweb decided you needed somebody to be
guardmaid—or companion, who knows? to be company at any rate—on your Quest. And that young

one packed a pair of saddlebags, stole a Mule from the McDaniels stables, and started off after you.”

“She didn’t get far,” observed her husband, handing the meat platter down the table. “Her daddy caught
up with her before noon the following day and took her straight back to Castle McDaniels.”

“For a licking,” said the one they called Boy Salem.
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“Not for a licking,” corrected Granny Twinsorrel. “Boy Salem, you’ll never make a Magician if you
don’t learn to turn on your brain before you begin rattling off at the mouth. Young women of fifteen don’t
get lickings, it wouldn’t be proper.”

The boy snorted, and wrinkled up his nose.
“Not fair,” he said. “Not fair atall.”

“What did they do to her?” I asked reluctantly, not really sure I wanted to know. I had high hopes for
Silverweb, and I bore a certain guilt for having ranked her when I was at Castle McDaniels.

“Packed her off to Castle Airy in disgrace,” said Salem Sheridan. “And to the tender care of all three of
the Grannys there. Seven weeks and a day, she’s to be servingmaid to those grannys. I do expect that
will have some effect on her.”

Poor wretched Silverweb ... I knew what that would mean. She’d hem miles and miles of burgundy
draperies, and then be made to take the hems out and do them over till her fingers bled. She’d boil vats
of herbs half as tall as she was, stirring them for hours at a time with a wooden staff. And she’d pick
nutmeats—they’d have her doing that with bushels of nuts, staining her fingers black where they weren’t
bleeding. And scrubbing the Castle corridor floors with gritty sand. And worse.

“Oh, what ever made her take such a notion?” I asked, cross in spite of feeling sorry for her.

“Like I said,” said Rozasharn, “she’s been left too long unmarried. Silverweb’s going on sixteen, and
that’s far too old. It’s a wonder she’s not done worse.”

“And she may have,” put in one of the older children. “Our daddy says Silverweb of McDaniels could
very well of dressed like a man and kidnapped that baby out of your church, Responsible of Brightwater!
He says she’s plenty big enough and strong enough—and bold enough, too.”

“I was there,” | protested, “and I can’t believe that, not atall! I’'m sure it was a man ... and I’m sure it
wasn’t Silverweb of McDaniels. She’s a fine young woman. I give you my word on that; she’s just
maybe a bit strong-minded.”

“She ought to have a husband and two babies to occupy her energy by now,” said Salem Sheridan, “and
I fault her parents for that. Though I agree she’s got to be punished for running off, and for taking the
Mule without permission, and the rest of it. That’s fitting, and expected.”

“She’ll live through it,” said Granny Twinsorrel. “And maybe she’ll learn a thing or two about pride.”
“Now, Granny—" Rozasharn began, but the woman cut her off sharp.

“Pride is all that’s keeping that one spinster,” said Granny Twinsorrel, “simple pride. Her father’s offered
her three marriages, each one fully suitable, each of me men with land and a homeplace and a good future
ahead of him. And Miss Yellow-Haired High-and-Mighty wouldn’t accept any one of the three. Two fine
men from Kingdom Guthrie, and one of our own —and none of them good enough for her. Pride, that is,
and it’ll lead her to no good end.”

“They say,” said Rozasharn, “that she has ambitions. And if that’s true, she’ll make no marriage, Granny
Twinsorrel.”
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She has ambitions . In front of the children, that would mean that Silverweb intended to become a
Granny the hard way, and go virgin to her grave; and there was no reason for a woman to do that unless
she had her eyes out for a chance to become a Magician as well as a Granny. Which was “having
ambitions.”

I frowned into my soup, but went back to eating it. Silverweb was none of my business, and no reason
for her to come between me and my supper

The rock that whistled past my ear went into the bowl of mashed sweet potatoes, which weren’t enough
to slow it down any, and on beyond to hit the far wall with a resounding smack. Whoever had thrown it
had put considerable muscle behind it, and I couldn’t say it made my stomach calm. But not a one of me
Lewises moved, or paused in their eating, or turned a hair, so far as I could tell. An Attendant stepped
forward from the door and picked up the rock, and went off with it somewhere, while the Lewises went
right on with their meal.

“Rozasharn of McDaniels,” I said, my voice more a quiver than I’d intended it to be, “how many more
of those are we likely to be favored with this evening?”

“Half a dozen, maybe,” she said. “Maybe a few more, maybe a few less.”

“Well, don’t you mind having rocks thrown at you like that?”’

“Gracious, child,” said Granny Twinsorrel, “those rocks aren’t being thrown at us. It’s a bit of fuss in
your honor— started about the time you crossed the border of Kingdom Lewis, I calculate, which is
why we were a mite disorganized when you arrived, and will stop when you move on. We don’t plan to

pay the fool thing any attention, it will only make it worse.”

“Nobody’s been either hurt or bothered,” said Rozasharn soothingly. “You’ll notice there’s not even
dust in the potato dish.”

“We can put up with it,” said Boy Salem, backing her up. “Besides, I like to see what it does.”

What it did next may have amused Boy Salem, but it didn’t amuse me in the slightest. Nobody wants a
live lizard in her soup, and since Rozasharn of McDaniels was so calm about all this I strongly wished it
had been in her bowl instead of mine.

“Teh.” said Granny Twinsorrel. “Now that was rude.”

“Can I fish it out?” asked Boy Salem. “Is it real? Can I get it out for you?”” He was fairly hopping up and
down in his chair

It was real enough, about four inches long, and a bright poisonous green. It put back its narrow head
and hissed at me, and I fancied it was a little warmer there among the potatoes and the jebroots than it
cared to be.

“Never mind, Boy Salem,” I said disgustedly “I’d best do it myself, I believe.”

Granny Twinsorrel’s voice came sharp and sudden. “Don’t you put silver to it, young woman!” she told
me. “It’s not the creature’s fault. Use your fingers.”

I knew that much, but I didn’t sass the Granny; I reached into my soup with two careful fingertips,
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caught the little animal by the tip of its tail, and lifted it out into the air still spitting.

“Can I have it?”” demanded Boy Salem. The child was outrageous, and his brothers and sisters stared at
him in amazement. Eben Nathaniel Lewis the 17th, twelve years old and already with a rigid look to him
like his father, turned that look on Boy Salem in a way that would of frozen the child stiff if it’d had any
power behind it.

“A Spelled creature like that, Boy Salem?”” said Eben Nathaniel. “Your head’s addled!”
The Granny stepped over to my chair and took the lizard from me, which was a good deal more
appropriate than letting Boy Salem have it for a pet, and a servingmaid slipped the bowl of soup away

and replaced it with a fresh one, and handed me a new spoon.

Whereupon a small frog, same shade of green, croaked up at me from among the vegetables. And I set
the silverware down again.

If this was the beginning of an adventure, I didn’t fancy it; there were quite a few nasty and downright
dangerous things that would fit into a soup bowl.

“Keep changing the bowls,” ordered Granny Twinsorrel, without a tremble to her voice, and we sat
there while the process went on.

Bowl three, a much larger frog, darker green.

Bowl four, a skinny watersnake, banded in green and scarlet and gold, and about as long as my forearm.

Bowl five had a squawker in it, which was at least a change from the reptiles.
“Granny?”

“Hush, Rozasham,” said the woman; she was made of ice and steel, that one was, and she hadn’t yet
even bothered to behave like a Granny ... certainly she’d yet to speak like one.

“You, young woman,” she said, “just keep changing the bowls; and you, Responsible, you keep taking
the creatures out. We’ll see how this goes.”

She stood at my left hand and I passed her whatever I got with each bowl. I must say the children were
fascinated, especially when, after the tenth move, the bowl itself suddenly grew larger.

The Granny made a small soft noise—not alarm, but it showed she’d taken notice—and Salem Sheridan
Lewis set down his own spoon and spoke up.

“I don’t like that,” he said. “I don’t like that atall.”

I didn’t like it either and I didn’t know that I was going to like what came next in my alleged soup. There
were several possibilities ... it could go from harmless creatures to poisonous ones, and I moved back
from the table enough to dodge if a snake that killed was to appear coiled up before me next. It could go
to nasty creatures, along the line of the squawker but dirtier—say, a carrion bird. Or it could go to
things , and that left a wide latitude of choices.

“Responsible of Brightwater.” said Salem Sheridan, “put your spoon in that bowl—this has gone too
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far
But Granny Twinsorrel raised her hand, her index finger up like a needle, and shook her head firmly.
“No, Salem Sheridan,” she said, “we’ll see it out awhile yet.”

“Responsible of Brightwater is our guest! ” Rozasham of McDaniels protested.

“As were Halliday Joseph McDaniels the 14thand his wife and son, at Castle Brightwater not too many
days past,” said the Granny.

“I am sorry about that,” I said, keeping my eye on the soup bowl as I talked, “but I was truly not
expecting mischief right in the middle of a Solemn Service. And I am sorry that yourall’s supper is being
spoiled on my account, I assure you.”

“This is more fun than supper,” said Boy Salem.

“This is more fun than a picnic ,” said Charlotte, and there was general agreement among the young
ones. And I had to admit that from their point of view it was all very entertaining; no doubt they’d be
pleased to have me back any time, even if it meant they all went hungry while I was there.

The entity responsible for all this fooled us, next go-round. It was neither a coiled poison-snake, nor a
carrion bird, nor yet a loathsome mess of stuftf mixed and coiled—another possibility—that gazed up at
me. It made the children clap their hands, all but Eben Nathaniel, who was old enough to know better.
And I felt Granny Twinsorrel’s hand come down hard and grip my shoulder.

“Is it real, too ?” breathed one of the little girls, before Boy Salem could put in his two cents’ worth.
“Certainly not,” said their big brother Eben Nathaniel with contempt. “There’s no such thing.”

And the boy had it right. There was no such thing as a unicorn, not on Old Earth, not on Ozark, and
what sat before me was only an illusion. But it was beautifully formed. About eleven inches high, not
counting the gleaming single horn all fluted and spiraled, as pure white as new snow, with its flawless tiny
hoofs delicately poised in the soup broth and its beautiful eyes perfectly serene, soup or no soup. It even
had about its neck a tiny bridle of gold, with a rosette of silver.

“ Thatmow,” said Granny Twinsorrel, “you’ll not touch! That’s torn it. Just put your silver spoon in the
bowl, Responsible of Brightwater.”

The children were crying out that that would kill it, and Rozashara of McDaniels was reassuring them
that you can’t kill what doesn’t exist, and Salem Sheridan looked grimmer than a lot of large rocks I'd
seen in my time.

Like a soapbubble, the instant my silver spoon touched the soup, the creature disappeared with an
almost soundless pop. I sat there thinking, while Boy Salem—who had mightily wanted to keep the little
unicorn, and I didn’t blame him, I would of liked to have it my own self—was comforted. The Granny
picked up the offending bowl and handed it to the servingmaid, who looked scared to death but managed
to ask, “Shall I try again, then?”

“One minute,” said the Granny. “Just keep your places and hold on. I intend to have my supper this
night, and have it in peace .”
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She plunged her hand deep into her skirt pocket—which showed me she’d either been prepared for at
least some of this or always went prepared, just in case—and pulled out wards enough to seal off a
good-sized mansion. The noses of the children quivered some at the reek of the garlic, and I.didn’t blame
them. I was sorry I dared not take off the smell ... but we’d had scandal enough, I judged, for one
evening. Garlic that didn’t smell and worked nonetheless would have been an offense to decency, and
we’d just have to put up with the current odoriferous situation for the sake of the little ones.

When every door and window was properly warded the Granny went back to her chair and sat down.

“ Now,” she said, “let us begin again, before we all starve and none of the food left’s fit to eat. Let the
soup be served, and give Responsible of Brightwater a different bowl again, and put fresh hot broth in
everybody else’s.”

“The Granny’s put out,” said the servingmaid in my ear, as if [ couldn’t of seen that for myself, and she
set down a fresh bowl of soup at my place. Where it stayed soup, though I took my first bite gingerly, I
had no interest in something like a mouthful of live worms and straight pins.

“Responsible of Brightwater,” said Salem Sheridan Lewis then, all of us sedately eating our soup,
“because I approve of the Confederation of Continents, and because I despise mischief—not to mention
treason—I approve of this Quest of yours. Our Granny has explained clear enough the manner in which it
must be done and the reasoning behind it—and as I say, I approve. But I'll be right pleased when you
are safely home again and we Families can go back to a normal way of life. Unlike Boy Salem there, I
don’t care for this sort of thing ... it stinks of evil as well as the garlic.”

Another apology seemed in order, and [ made it, but he waved it aside.

“You’re doing what’s necessary,” he said, “and from what we’ve heard—and seen!—it hasn’t been
pleasant for you so far No need for you to be sorry for doing your plain duty.”

Rozasham of McDaniels paused between two bites and looked at Granny Twinsorrel.

“Granny,” she asked, “is Responsible in any danger? Any real danger I mean, not just folderols like this
exhibition at my table?”’

“Don’t ask, Rozasham,” said Granny, “you’ll only rattle cages. Just eat your supper.”

“There’s berry pie,” somebody said, and I was glad to hear it. It would take more than a few
creepy-crawlies in broth to spoil my pleasure in berry pie.

“What I won 't do,” Salem Sheridan Lewis went on, as if nothing had been said in between, “is have any
celebration of all this. It does not strike me as seemly in any way, and [ won’t have it.”

“But, my dear—" Rozasham began, or tried to begin; he went right on without so much as pausing.

“I know the conditions,” he said. “I know there must be some mark of your visit, and I’ll not interfere
with the course of things by denying you that. But it will not be a playparty, or a festivity, or a
hunt—nothing that implies I enjoy or condone such devilment as we’ve just watched. Tomorrow
morning, after an ordinary breakfast—properly warded, if you please, Granny Twinsorrel, and no frogs
in the gravy for my breakfast biscuits, thank you!—after a perfectly ordinary breakfast , we will have a
parade. A solemn ,1 might say, a dignified , parade. Three times round the Castle, three times round the
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town, with Responsible riding between me and Rozasham. That satisfactory, Responsible of
Brightwater?”

“Quite satisfactory,” I said. “But I'd like to put in a word.”
“Goright to it.”

“I understand your feeling about what happened just now, but I’'m not at all sure that it’s got anything to
do with wickedness.”

What I meant was that [ was a lot more convinced that I could lay all this to Granny Golightly and her
Magician of Rank hotting up my Quest for me than to the traitor behind the misuse of magic on
Brightwater. But Salem Sheridan Lewis was not interested in my opinions.

“Magic,” he said, looking at me like a bug on a pin beneath his gaze, “is for certain purposes. Crops.
Healing. Weather. Dire peril. Naming. It is not for the usage we saw it given at this table, and I’ll have in
the Reverend and the Granny both as soon as you’re gone to clean out the last trace of'it. I have no
trouble atall recognizing sin when I see it, young woman.”

I held my tongue.

“Now,” he went on, “this parade. We’ll begin at seven sharp, and anybody not there on the mark will be
left behind. Is that clear? Not to mention what will zappen to any such person when we get back—I
want our support set out unmistakable for all to see, and be done with it.”

“You stand for the Confederation, then?” I asked, while the berry pie was being handed round. It might
not of been necessary, but I liked my knots well tied, and this was a man of strong opinions.

“Responsible of Brightwater,” said the Master of Castle Lewis, in a voice like the thud of an iron
bell-clappel; “if every last turntail Kingdom on this planet votes against us, Castle Lewis stands for the
Confederation. We’ll be at the Jubilee, never you fear. And our votes where they belong.”

“Hurrah!” shouted Boy Salem. Unfortunately. An Attendant scooped him out of his chair like a sea
creature out of its shell, and off he went—reasonably quietly—under the young man’s sturdy arm. There
was apparently a standard procedure in these cases.

I rested easy that night at Castle Lewis. Granny Twinsorrel warded my room double, and my nose had
grown dulled to the garlic by the time I finally found myself in one of the high hard narrow beds the
Lewises considered regulation. Not even a dream to disturb me. But the sun that came flooding through
my windows in the morning woke me early enough; and when Tambrey of Motley knocked at my door
with my wake-up tea she found me already in my traveling dress, sitting sedately in a cedar rocker
waiting for her, and only my bare feet to show I’d not been up long.

I drank the tea slowly, enjoying the peacefulness of the morning, and the well-run propriety—a tad
constraining, but well-run—of this Castle, and gave over my thinking to how I’d doll Sterling up for this
parade. It had to be elegant, and it needed to be memorable, but I must not over do it or I’d offend my
host. It was a neat little problem, and the kind of thing I liked to ponder over, a good way to begin a
morning.
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I settled finally on something a bit beyond what Salem Sheridan Lewis would of liked, and a bit less than
what Sterling would have—she was vain, even for a Mule. Rosettes in her ears in the Brightwater
colors, and streamers braided in her tail—which I could triple-loop, for good measure—and me in my
splendiferous traveling garb.

We went three times round the Castle, and three times round the town, as specified, the people lining the
streets in Sundy best and cheering us on our way, holding up the babies to gawk at the glitter going by.
Salem Sheridan even unbent so far as to put a single Attendant at the head of the parade with a silver
horn, and allowed him to blow one long note at every third corner.

But I did not get to hear Rozasham of McDaniels sing even one ballad, not even one #ymn , though I
asked politely enough as we returned from our three times round. That would have been too much like
frivolity to suit either Rozasham’s husband, or Granny Twinsorrel, or for that matter; Eben Nathaniel
Lewis the 17th.

“She sings in church,” said Salem Sheridan, ““and does a very good job of it. And that’s sufficient.”
It was days like this that I could see the advantages of the single state most clearly.
CHAPTER 9

THE PARTY THE PURDYS gave for me went very well—I threw in a little something here and there,
of my own, to make sure it would. The pies that would of gotten salt in place of sugaring didn’t after
all—that got noticed in time. And the beer that had gone flat because somebody left it sitting out
overnight acquired some new bubbles in a way that wasn’t strictly natural. And when Donovan Hihu
Purdy the 40thgot his boot toe under a rough spot in the rug and was headed for a broken hip sure as an
egg’s got no right angles, he managed to land— without doing her any harm, and in fact she looked as if
she rather enjoyed it—in the lap of a woman of fine substantial size. Instead of flat out on the floor

What I was doing was known as meddling, and it was not looked on with any special favor One of the
first things a girl learned in Granny School, right there at the beginning with keeping your legs crossed and
how not to scorch milk, was “Mind your own business and leave other people be.” I hadn’t forgotten.

Howsomever; | was fed up to here by that time with listening to every clattering tongue on Ozark
meanmouthing the Purdys.

My tolerance had been first reached and then exceeded. I had even realized, a lot more belatedly than
did me any credit, that I was guilty of the same thing myself. Taking that silly Ivy of Wommack for a
Purdy, for instance, for no other reason than that she was silly and looked like she didn’t eat right. There
was a name for it all, and not a very nice name either— Prejudice , that was its ugly name.

And I’d had time to muse some on the essential meanness of human beings. Isolated as they were, the
Twelve Families had had no people of black skin among them, nor any of brown or yellow, either.
Probably there was a smidgen of Cherokee blood someplace, from the long-ago days, but it had
hundreds of years since disappeared in the inundation of Scotch, Welsh, and Irish genes that the
Ozarkers carried. Only the brown eyes here and there had survived our outrageous white ness. And so,
lacking anybody colored differently than ourselves to make our scapegoat, we’d picked the Purdys out
for the role.

And of course they filled it, once elected, which encouraged everybody to go on with it. Naturally they
did. Nothing is more sure to make you spill the tray you’re carrying than knowing for certain and certain
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that everybody’s just watching you and waiting for you to do that. Waiting so they can look at each
other; and all of them be thinking, even if they scruple to say it:

“Purdys! Really, they beat all!”

As I say, I’d gotten a bellyful of that, and it was on my list of things to be tackled when I got some
leisure again. High time we took some Purdy daughters in hand and taught them what a self-fulfilling
prophecy was, and how to go about canceling one.

We had a fine party, therefore. The food was good, including those pies, and the drink was good, and
the bouquet presented to me with a nice thyme on the Castle bandstand by three little girls of just the sort
I had in mind was fresh and beautiful. The one sprig of blisterweed I saw behind a red daisy I threw over
the bandstand railing without anybody seeing me, and I had my leather gloves on at the time. No harm
done, and an easy job later getting the poisonous oil off the glove.

The Purdys were plainly worried about how much the Parsons and the Guthries had seen fit to tell me of
then recent doings, and I saw no harm in that. I dropped hints; and one by one they took me aside to
confess some piece of foolishness and tell me how much they regretted it. Which is good for the soul, the
stomach, and the disposition.

By the time it was all over, and me tucked up in my bed—an ample bed, for a welcome change, that a
person could stretch out in it without falling off on the floor—the Purdys were fairly glowing. They’d done
themselves proud, and done me honor; and nothing had Gone Wrong. And you could see what a new
and delightsome feeling that was for them.

I lay there and reviewed it in my mind as [ fell asleep, and I was well satisfied. It was a start, and I’d
carry it further when I got home. As for treason ... not the Purdys. They were doing well to just get
through the ordinary day, without introducing any magical complications.

And then the Gentle came to me in the night, and woke me with full formality. I was not expecting that.

“Responsible of Brightwater,” it said at my bedside, “you who bear the keys and keystones, daughter of
all the Grannys and mother of all the Magicians and all the Magicians of Rank—awaken and speak with
me!”

I can’t say I was addressed like that often. It brought me bolt upright instantly, clutching the bedclothes.
There’d been a Responsible of Brightwater hundreds of years ago who’d perhaps been called all those
things, and may have deserved them, for all I knew, but it was a new experience for me, and my teeth
needed brushing, and I had not the first faintest notion what I was supposed to say. This constituted a
kind of diplomatic exchange between two humanoid races, and for sure required all the formality there
was going, but how exactly did you be formal in your nightgown and all mussed and grubby from sleep,
and taken wholly and entirely by surprise?

I’m ashamed to say that I settled for, “Dear goodness, just a minute, please!”” and added, “I shall return
at once,” for good measure, hoping that at least sounded hifalutin, and bolted for the dressingroom that
went with my guestchamber in Castle Purdy. There wasn’t time to change the nightdress, but I did add
my shawl and tend to my hair and teeth and face, and I was back in my bed propped up on the pillows
for audience before the Gentle could of counted to twenty-four. Nervous , but I was there.
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This was a real Gentle, no baby trick like the Skerry on the well curb; and it was waiting for me
patiently, standing there beside my bed in silence, till I should collect myself and respond in some sensible
fashion. I saw that it was a female— she , then, was waiting for me patiently. I searched my memory for
the old phrases, and prayed they’d be the right ones.

“I am happy to see you, dear friend of the Twelve Families,” I began, “more happy than I can say.” Was
that right? I hoped so. “And may I know how you are called?”

She told me, and I found I could say it competently enough. Her name was T’an K’ib; not too difficult
for an Ozarker tongue. It was for the sake of our rare speech with the Gentles that we had added the
glottal stop to our Naming alphabet all those many years ago; for all the sounds of their language except
that one the alphabet of Old Earth served well enough. (Not that the Gentles were interested in their
name-totals, despising all magic and anything to do with magic as they did. But it delighted First Granny
to put a twenty-seventh letter in the alphabet. Three nines, nine threes— muchimproved over the
twenty-six we’d always had to make do with previously.)

“Greetings, T’an K’ib,” I said slowly, “and I beg your pardon if my words don’t come easily ... your
people visit us rarely, and we have little chance for converse. You honor me; I thank you for coming and
welcome you in the name of Castle Brightwater.”

It was an honor, and no mistake. The Gentles were a people so ancient we could scarcely bring the
numbers to mind; their history was said to be a matter of formal record for more than thirty thousand
years. By their reckoning we Ozarkers had only just popped up on this planet like mushrooms in a badly
drained yard, and we merited about the same degree of attention. They considered us a backward and
primitive race—and were probably right, from their perspective—and they saw us only when absolute
necessity demanded. I had never seen a Gentle before, nor my mother either; I believe that Charity of
Guthrie’s mother claimed to have.

T’an K’ib wore only a hooded cloak, and wore that out of deference to Ozarker morals, I assumed. A
being that is covered head to foot with soft white fur has little need for clothing. She was not quite three
feet tall, if my guess was right (and I was good at judging such things), and I knew she was female
because she had no beard or neckruff. Her eyes, the pupils vertical like a cat’s, were thick-lashed and
the color of wood violets, the deepest purple I had ever seen in a living creature.

We understood the Gentles, after a fashion; they were physically quite reasonable for the planet. The
Skerrys, that were the only other intelligent species native to Ozark—unless you counted the Mules, and
perhaps you’d better—we didn’t understand at all. Not how their skeletons supported their height; not
how their metabolisms functioned; not anything about them. No one had ever found or seen or (praise the
Twelve Comers) stolen a Skerry bone, but whatever its substance was it had to be something different
from what held us Ozarkers upright in our skins. The Gentles, on the other hand, could be looked upon
as roughly equivalent to furred Little People without wings; and we’d been well acquainted with several
Little Peoples before we ever left Old Earth. The Gentles did not alarm us; we alarmed them .

“And I greet you in the name of all the Gentles,” she said to me. “We are troubled, Responsible of
Brightwater; sorely troubled. I come to you on behalf of all my people to ask that you put an end to that
trouble.”

I wondered what sort of power she thought I had, to word her request like that, and doubted she would
of known what to make of me peeling pans of potatoes at Brightwater because me Granny needed all me
servingmaids to gather herbs, and had set me to make certain of that day’s mashed potatoes. We had
myths aplenty of the Gentles, and tales among the Teaching Stories; it looked as though they might also
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have myths of us. The idea that I figured in those myths, and maybe prominently, made me uneasy.
“I will do whatever I can do,” I said.
“You can do whatever is necessary,” she said at once. “And whatever is dyst’al .”

Dyst’al.One of the few words of the Gentle speech that we understood, and fortunate for us that they
had not had the same trouble learning our Panglish. Dyst ‘al meant something like “unforbidden and
permitted and not beyond the bounds,” and something like “good for all the people,” and something like
“characteristic of the actions of a reasonable and wholesome person having power,” and something like
“well mannered.”

She was telling me, clear enough, what she expected. Whether I could fulfill those expectations remained
to be seen.

There was only a sliver of moonlight; she stood in the feeble ray that fell through the near window. I
would have liked some light myself, because it was hard enough to judge the voice of a non-Terran even
when you could see the features of the face clearly. | had learned that early, watching the threedy films
again and again. But the Gentle preferred the dark, would not care for the exposure, and would be
greatly offended if [ were to set a glow about her; I would have to strain my ears and hope for the best.

“Be comfortable, friend T’an K’ib,” I said, “and tell me what it is you want of me. Will you sit here near
me so that I may hear you more easily?”

She went to the foot of my bed and stepped handily up to sit on its turned rail, using the blanket chest
placed there as a kind of step to climb on. She settled her cloak around her and let the hood fall back,
and by the feeble moonlight I saw that her ears had been pierced five times—in each there hung five
separate tiny crystals. Five crystals; this was no mere messenger, and I bowed my head slightly to
acknowledge her rank.

“May I begin?” she asked.

“Please do.”

“We are the Gentles,” she said, “or so you call us; we are the Ltlancanithf’al. We have been on this
planet for fifty thousand years. In our caves the inscriptions name our anscestors for more than thirty
thousand of those years ... we go far, far back into time. My people, daughter of Brightwater; were here
long before yours.”

“That is certainly true,” I said carefully.

“Our claims are prior.”

“That, too,” I said. “Of course.”

“And when your people came here, and your vessel fell into the Outward Deeps, and only by the grace
of the Goddess did any one of you escape to set foot on our land, your people made treaties ,

Responsible of Brightwater. Solemn treaties. We ask that they be honored.”

Oh, dear. Never mind the slight conflict in the myths of the Landing, this was no time to compare tales
and quibble over the identity of rescuers. The question was, what did she mean—they asked that the
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treaties be honored? That any Ozarker would have violated the treaties was beyond conception, I would
have staked my life on that. We do not break our word.

“My friend T’an K’ib,” I asked, “do you come here to tell me that my people have violated their sworn
oaths? A Gentle does not lie—but I find that hard to believe.”

And if I was wrong, and they had? 1 thought of blustering Delldon Mallard Smith, the ugly man of the
ugly name ... and I thought of the easy malicious ways of Michael Stepforth Guthrie, and I cast around in
my mind for other possibilities. No Granny would of tampered, but the men were another matter. And if
they had—what was I to do? I felt four years old on the outside and four hundred years old on the inside,
and I hoped my brain was not as cold as the rest of me. I longed for a pentacle, and my own Granny
Hazelbide, and the safe walls of my own Castle around me. And here [ was, of all unhandy places, at
Castle Purdy .

“Responsible of Brightwater,” she said, “I would not tell you that we are certain; I would not go so far. It
may be that there has as yet been no violation. It is to forestall such a thing that I am come to you this

night.”

“Tell me, then,” I said. “T will listen until you have told me everything that disturbs you; and I will not
interrupt.”

And she began to talk, in the faintly foreign archaic Panglish the First Granny had taught her people, and
that I had learned from many boring hours listening to the microtapes while I begged to be let go out and
play instead. I blessed every one of those hours now, seeing as I understood her with ease, and |
supposed she’d spent fully as many hours herself listening to the Teachers of her people, who passed
down the knowledge of Panglish without benefit of tapes or any other thing but their wondrous memories
and their supple throats.

There was trouble, she told me. Much trouble on Arkansaw, where the Guthries and the Parsons were
even more openly feuding than had been admitted to me, by her account. Where me Purdys were frantic,
trying desperately to play both sides of me feud, but faced with an eventual choice made under great
pressure. There were, she told me, strange comings and goings in the nights.

“There was a meeting in what you choose to call the Wilderness Lands of Arkansaw,” she said, “not
three nights ago. The men there were not all of Arkansaw, some had come very far ... some wore the
crests of Kintucky and Tinaseeh, the Families known as Wommack and Traveller. It went on all the night
long—our children had no sleep—and then, as thieves comport themselves, all stole away at first light. A
Gentle does not spy, I remind you; thus, I cannot tell you what they spoke of. What we heard we heard
only because a loud voice in the night carries far in an ill-mannered throat ... but they were not telling each
other pleasant tales to while away the hours. That much was clear.”

She stopped for a moment, and I waited, and then she went on.

“It was sworn, Responsible of Brightwater; sworn and sealed—the Gentles were to be left alone. And
none of your magic was to touch our people, for all of time. Nor were we ever to be part of your ...
feuding. If you have forgotten, I am here to remind you—so read the treaties.”

I let my breath out, slowly, wondering where in me the knowledge was that I supposedly could put to
use in circumstances such as these. I felt no revelations bubbling within me, no sealed-off memories with
their locks dropping away.
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“Has a hand been raised against you?” I asked T’an K’ib. “Any hand? Any weapon?”
“Not as of this night.”

“Has any sharp word been spoken? Any threat made? Has any Ozarker actually breached the privacy
of your homes, T’an K’ib?”

“Not as of this night.”
“None?”

“You must understand,” she said, no edge to her voice, but firm, “that what you consider a hand raised,
or a sharp word, or privacy breached, may not be the same as what a Gentle would so judge. There are
many, many thousands of us in the caves of the Wilderness Lands of Ozark, daughter of Brightwater; and
we live in peace, and our lives are not tainted by sorcery. We have made adjustments unasked, when the
mines of your people cut well beyond the limits given them, and we have not begrudged those
adjustments, though no law held us to them.”

I could imagine, thinking of the Parsons and Guthries and Purdys, always wanting to cut just a little
deeper into a vein, probably shaking the Gentles in their sleep and filling their homes with gemdust, or
worse. And I was ashamed.

“When I return to Castle Brightwater,” I said, my voice harsh in my throat, “I will see that that is put
right. That I can do. There will be no more encroachments on your territory, and where such has taken
place, your ‘adjustments’ will be readjusted. My word on it, and my apologies.”

She made an easy gesture with her head, as if to show how little this mattered; I, the Ozarker, felt bigger
and greedier, as I was no doubt meant to feel.

“If it can be done, so be it,” she said, “if not—what is past is past. But if the three Families of the
continent of Arkansaw go to open war among themselves, and if the Families of Kintucky and Tinaseeh
join them, blood will flow in the Wildernesses and it may well be our blood. That we cannot allow,
daughter of Brightwater. 7/at would be in violation of a// treaties.”

“War, T’an K’ib? Your people fear war?
I suppose I sounded foolish; she sounded indulgent.

“It is not an exotic word,” she said. “Think of guns and lasers and bombs and gases and missiles. All
very small and simple Panglish words, and well known to you.”

“Dear friend, dear T’an K’ib,” I protested, “Ozarkers do not go to war—it was the violence of one
human hand raised against another much of it part of war and much of it without any explanation but
madness, that drove us here in The Ship one thousand years ago. As a Gentle does not lie, T’an K’ib—
an Ozarker does not war .”

“You yourself,” she pointed out, “have let pass the word ‘feud” without protest. Our Teachers are quite
clear on me meaning of that word, and it is violent.”

“Ah, T’an K’1b,” I said, almost weak with relief, “it is not what it appears to be atall. This is a
misunderstanding.”
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“Explain, please.”
“You know of the Confederation of Continents of Ozark?”
“Your government,” she said flatly.

“As much government as we have,” I said, “and hard won. We are at a tricky political crossroads, we
of the Confederation. And the Families you name, the ones that have so disgracefully disturbed the
harmony of your homes, they are not plotting violence. They are plotting against the Confederation ...
they are plotting the casting of votes , not the launching of missiles! Nothing more. T’an K’ib; nothing
less. There is not even a question of dominance among them.”

“That makes no sense,” she said. “I beg your pardon if I speak sharply, but it makes no sense.”

“If.” I said, “one thinks carefully of the Ozarkers—and no reason, the Twelve Corners granted, why
your people should ever do anything of the kind—it does make sense. And no offense taken. First, no
Ozarker lifts a hand against another, not since we left Earth; the only exception would be the occasional
child, that must be taught it can’t hit its playmate because there’s a toy they both want at the same time,
and the occasional drunken fool, that is promptly seen to and differs little from the child. I"d hazard that
even among your people the young and foolish must learn.”

“Granted,” she said.

“But what the dissenting Families want is not that one should be superior to the rest, but that all should
be equal, and no dominance. What they want, T"an K’ib, is isolation.”

“It is an absurdity.”

“No doubt,” I said reluctantly, my loyalty giving me a bit of trouble around the edges. “Nevertheless—it
1s 50.”

“There must be community,” she said, “and this is a small planet. What you describe is anarchy.”

I was reminded, a moment only, of Sharon of Clark ... but there was a difference. This was no child who
faced me, prattling memorized cant from Granny School. This was a diplomat, high in the ranks of a
people whose sophistication surpassed ours as Granny Gableframe’s surpassed a babe’s. She knew
quite well what anarchy was, and she knew what went with it. No doubt her people had seen its effects a
time or two in their long history. No doubt it meant, to her and to them, rape and pillage and murder,
barbarian hordes pouring through the cavehomes and tearing out the ancient tunnels as they went. She
had no reason to believe an Ozarker ungoverned would behave any differently.

“They want to go back to boones.” I said, wishing sadly that there was some way to make her
understand us—us aliens.

“It is not a concept that I know,” said T’ah K’ib, “The Teachers do not mention it.”
“Nor is it a concept that will burden you unduly,” I told her.

“A very long time ago—by Earth reckoning—on the planet from which my people came, there was a
man whose name was Daniel Boone. If he had a middle name, we have no record of it—I’m sorry. And
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it is written that whenever the time came that Daniel Boone could see the smoke of a neighbor’s chimney
from his own homeplace, those neighbors were too near, and he moved on.”

The Gentles lived in chambers carved beneath the earth, and it was said that they observed a stringent
privacy of manner. But they lived crowded close as twin babes in a womb, and their families were not
small. I doubted she would see much sense to the story of Daniel Boone.

She was silent and small, sitting there thinking over what I had said, and possessed of a kind of presence
that much larger creatures might have envied. I wished that we could have been friends. I wished that I
could have visited #er —but the Gentles saw to it that none but a very small Ozarker child could enter
the doors they set up. I would never know, unless I looked in a way that the treaties forbid me, what it
was like inside the caves of the Gentles. And, I reminded myself sternly, it was none of my business to
know.

“Responsible of Brightwater?”” she asked, finally.
“Yes, dear friend?”
“It may be that what you say is true, though it does not seem reasonable.”

“To the best of my knowledge, it is true, however it sounds. And I believe my knowledge on this matter
is reliable.”

“Isee ...l think 1 see.”

I thought she would leave me then, but she sat quietly, not even a shape any longer since the moonlight
had waned. Evidently whatever this was, it was not over.

“Friend T’an K’ib,” I hazarded, “do you want something else of me? You have only to ask.”
“Your guarantee.”

“Of no war? Consider it given. Of an end to mining beneath your bedchambers and your streets? Of
course, | guarantee it; that it ever happened was due only to carelessness, not to malice. When I speak to
the Families guilty of that, they will be deeply ashamed.”

“No,” she said. She shook her head, and I heard the crystals in her ears sound, softly. Little bells in the
darkness. “That is not all.”

“What, then?”

“ Whateverit is that your people are about,” she said, “however it may be, whether this desire to be a
boons that you describe to me, or a feud, or a greater evil ... Your guarantee, daughter of Brightwater,
that we Gentles will take no part in any of it! No part, however small! Not even by accident ... as you
say, by carelessness.”

Well, I never liked lying. I liked lying to a Gentle even less than I liked ordinary lying, since they did not
lie, they were as vulnerable to it as they would have been to the kick of a boot. More so; the kick they
could at least have seen coming. However, there are times when a person does what she must. I gave her
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her guarantee, all solemn and sealed and packaged in phrases that made me feel silly even to use them,
and she went away as unheralded as she had come, leaving me to toss fretfully through the rest of that
night. My conscience was raw in me.

What I hadn’t dared tell her was that there was only one way that I could make my guarantees real.
What her myths said I had in the way of power I did not know; her people had royalty, and perhaps the
ancient rights that went with that. I had none.

I could do what she asked of me, yes. But only in one way. Only by setting wards of the strongest (and
from her point of view, the foulest and most barbaric) magic known to me, around every cave and every
burrow and every smallest scrap of Wilderness her people inhabited. It was a flagrant violation of the
treaties she had mentioned with every other breath; it was also the only way that what had to be done
could be done. And at that it would have to wait till [ was back at Castle Brightwater and had all my
laboratories and my Magicians at my disposal—and I had not told her that, either I supposed she would
tell her people there was to be no delay.

I knew perfectly well that she would rather have died, and all her kin with her, than be protected by the
magic they so abhorred—by “sorceries.” For sure, it would not be judged dyst’al . And I did not intend
to be the person that shattered illusions that had lasted tens of thousands of years, or the person that
ended up with the lives of such a people and their Mood on her hands. It might be there was some other
way out something I should have thought of, but it did not come to my mind, and I was colder than I had
ever been in my life; and I gathered what little of my wits I had left about me. And I lied

CHAPTER 10

CASTLE WOMMACK sat high at the northwest comer of Kintucky, in a landscape of tangled trees
and thick ground cover; steep hills and ragged cliffs and crags; only Tinaseeh was wilder, and not by
much. The Castle was bigger than it needed to be, rambling along the edge of a bluff above a ravine at
the bottom of which there surely flowed a river; though I couldn’t see it from the air. I would of guessed it
to be at least twice the size of Castle Brightwater; and larger than any castle on Arkansaw, the Parsons’
included. And I could understand why, though I might privately question the use of so much time and
energy for a single structure. The natural stone it was built of was abundant—if they hadn’t used it to
build the Castle they’d of had to cart the stuff away and fill up ravines with it, after all. Every time I flew
low to get a look at the land I saw stretches where boulders big as squawker coops were strewn around
like so much carelessly flung salt, leaving the vegetation to grow over and around and in between the
jutting stones as best it could ... and I was not looking at the Wilderness Lands, mind you. This was the
“cleared” area of Kintucky.

Furthermore, even the size it was, Castle Wommack was dwarfed by the country round it, and looked
like a dolI’s castle more than a proper human dwelling. No doubt they drew some comfort from its size
through the long winters when the winds howled down those ravines and ripped up huge trees by the
roots, to pile them in heaps against the bald faces of the bluffs. I could see the point to it.

It was four days’ hard flying at regulation speed from Castle Purdy to Castle Wommack, and except for
a brief stretch over the Ocean of Storms between the two continents I had not done any distance by
SNAPPING. I was running out of anything to read, for one thing. And then this country was new to me,
the Twelve Comers only knew when I might get back this way again, and I felt it behooved me to see all
I could and note it well.

Once [ left the coast of Arkansaw and was beyond the shipping lanes, all the way over that vast country
up almost to the edge of the town built around Castle Wommack, [ saw nary a soul. There were
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farms—clearly very large farms, and why not?—spread out over the surface of the land. And every now
and again [ would see the telltale white line of a fence built of that same stone, running along the edge of a
cleared field, or catch sight maybe of light glancing off solar collectors on a roof. But not until I actually
neared Booneville, the capital (and only) city of Kintucky, not till I saw the Castle ahead of me, did I
begin to see people. Kintucky had only been settled in 2339, just ten years before Tinaseeh, and the
latest figures I had for the whole kingdom showed under seven thousand citizens living here. More than a
third of those lived in or near Booneville itself.

They met me properly at the Castle, and made me welcome; Jacob Donahue Wommack the 23rd, a
widower these past two years, and his five sons and seven daughters, and numerous wives and
husbands. There was a band playing as I brought Sterling down on the roadway winding up to the Castle
gates, and people lining both sides throwing flowers and waving bright banners. Seven Attendants in
green and silver Wommack livery followed me up the ramp and through the gates. And where I could
catch glimpses of the streets and buildings of the town I saw that they’d hung garlands everywhere there
was something to hang a garland on . Booneville was decked out for full festival in my honor; and I was
surprised; I supposed it must come of the loneliness out here, and so few occasions for any kind of
partying. Considering the hasty excuses for celebrations thrown together along my way so far, it made me
smile; I tried, without any success, to imagine my cousin Anne at Castle McDaniels going to all this
trouble for me, or the stern Lewises even countenancing such a fuss.

The inner court of Castle Wommack, inside the gates, was the size of a respectable playing field; you
could have raced Mules there without much inconvenience. And they had it set up for a fair; with long
tables of food and drink, and strolling singers and dancers, and a whole play being put on on a stage that
fit neatly into a far comer, and crowds of young people milling in their Sundy best. They led Sterling away
to their stables and then turned their energies to entertaining me, with a dogged determination that was at
first highly flattering. And then, after a while, it began to make me uneasy.

I was sitting on a low bench with Jacob Donahue and three of his daughters, watching twelve couples
move through an elaborate circle dance done to the tune of dulcimer; guitar, and fiddle, finishing my
fourth mug of excellent dark ale and much too full from the food they’d been plying me with, when I
finally realized that things were genuinely odd . True—they were celebrating my visit as no other Castle
had even considered celebrating it, so far as I could tell. True—the sounds in the inner court, and those
that floated in over the walls from the town, were all laughter and song and merry-making and pleasure.
But there was something strange ... and then, all at once, I knew what it was.

The broad front of Castle Wommack, five stories high of pearly white stone, forming a great muleshoe
shape around that court, had windows everywhere. I took time to count those on the first story alone,
and there were forty of them; multiply that by five and you got roughly two hundred windows facing on
this court, give or take a dozen for variations.

And every last blessed one of them was not only empty of the people I would of expected to see
looking down on the fair and taking part from above us; it was closed tight as a tick, and shuttered.

I clapped politely for me circle dance as it drew to its close, and clapped again for the musicians, and
took time to smile at a small boy that had decided he was a juggler and was doing three pieces of fruit
considerable harm right under my nose. And then I stood up, brushed off my skirts, and said: “T’ll be
going in now, ladies; Jacob Donahue Wommack.”

A daughter named Gilead, freckled and slender and twenty-odd, stood up with me. “It’s much
pleasanter out here,” she said, “and I can recommend the cake they’re setting out down beside the stage;
it’s extra good lightcake, and you haven’t had any of it yet, I don’t believe.”
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“The reason it’s pleasanter out here,” I said, measuring my words to make them fall with proper force,
“is because whoever is in there ”—I pointed to the front of the Castle proper—"is suffocating.”

“Daddy,” said Gilead of Wommack, “I believe she’s noticed.”
“That I have,” I snapped.
“My dear young woman,” Jacob Donahue began, but I cut him off short.

“I’ll be going in now,” I said. “If you care to come with me, you’re welcome; if you prefer to stay out
here while your faces crack, pretending to be having fun, that’s your privilege. Youall do just as you
like—but 7/ am going inside and see what’s back of your shutters.”

I looked at them again, row on row of heavy wooden eyes all shut tight and black against the stone, and
I shuddered. A good job they’d done of keeping me distracted, that I’d sat out here for near two hours
and not seen that!

“We’ll go with you, Responsible,” said Gilead, and the other two stood to join us. “But most of these
people are having fun, and I'm pleased that they are. It’s a hard life here, and not much in the way of
party times—don’t let’s spoil it for them.”

The false cheer dropped off Jacob Donahue like a scarf off a sloped shoulder as he stood up, slowly,
and I could see that he was in fact wholly miserable.

“Like Gilead says,” he told me, “we’ll come along ... but I’d be grateful if we do it without drawing any
attention. I’ve no more mind to spoil the others’ day than my daughters have. You, girls, you see to it that
Responsible is sort of tucked away among the rest of you, and don’t act as if we were in any hurry to get
anywhere.”

We strolled , therefore, over to the Castle and in through its front door. My feet were itching to run, as
much from annoyance at my own thick head as anything else, but I did as Jacob Donahue bid,
and—eventually—we were inside.

Inside, and the door closed behind us, and the silence of an empty church. Not one laugh, not one note
of music, came through those shutters, which was no doubt the intention. The fair might as well of been
back on Marktwain; it did not exist inside this Castle.

“Well, well, well,” I said, “this is a pretty pass! What’s happening here at Castle Wommack to account
for this?”’

From the top of a stairway ahead of me a woman’s voice called down, and I peered up in the dimness
to see if [ knew the face that went with it, but it was a stranger. She wore plain enough dress to suit even
the Lewises, her hair was pulled back and tucked into a kerchief, and she carried a basin of steaming
liquid in her hands.

“We’ve sickness here, young miss of Brightwater,,” she said in a bitter voice. “ That’swhat’s
‘happening’ here! Mr. Wommack, there’s another three taken with it just since you went out this
morning, and I’m truly scared at the way Granny Goodweather looks ... I don’t know what to do for her;
and the Magician says he doesn’t either—what next, I ask you, Mr. Wommack? I’'m at the end of my
wits!”
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“Your Granny is sick?”” I asked. I was astonished. A Granny was human, of course, but it was their job
to tend the sick, not lie among them. It was obligatory for a Granny to suffer from “rheumatism,” that
went with the territory, but I couldn’t remember any Granny ever being really sick for more than an hour
or two, or dying any other way than peacefully in her bed at an age well beyond one hundred years.

“Both of them, miss,” said the woman on the stairs. “Granny Goodweather was taken first two days ago;
and then yesterday Granny Copperdell as well ... and they’d both been poorly, I’d remarked on that.”

I turned on the Wommacks behind me to demand of them exactly what they’d been doing about
this—sick Grannys, indeed!—but one look was enough to close my mouth. They were Wommacks, that
was all that was wrong with them; they’d of done nothing, or as near to nothing as couldn’t be noticed.

The Purdys, now, were forever in some sort of mess, and usually by their own stupidity. But they did put
some effort into their actions. (They would in fact have been better off if they’d learned to put in less;
usually they got themselves so entangled and benastied that it took more effort to extricate them than it
would of just keeping them out of it all from the beginning.)

With the Wommacks, it was different. They were capable people, and intelligent, and sensible. About
most things, that is. So long as whatever obstacle faced the Wommacks couldn’t be laid at the door of
the famous Wommack bad luck , they just turned to and took care of things. Bad luck, though, the
Wommack curse, the long burden of paying and paying for the Granny that had laid out the Improper
Name ... anything that seemed due to that, they just gave up on, on the principle that it was no use trying

in such a situation. This, I gathered, was one of those situations.

I tucked up my skirts then and ran up the stairs toward the woman that still stood there, the water in her
basin getting colder by the passing minute, if it was water, and paid the family behind me no more mind.

“You’re Castle staft?”” I asked the laggard nurse, and she nodded.
“Your name, please.”
“Violet,” she said. “Violet of Smith.”

“Very well. Violet of Smith—take me this instant to the sickroom, and let me see how bad things are in
this place!”

“Which sickroom, miss?”’ she asked me. “We’ve nothing but sickrooms on this whole second floor,”
“How many are down?” I demanded, but she only shrugged.

“I’ve lost count, miss ... might could be thirty, might could be twice that.”

“And both your Grannys.”

“And both our Grannys.”

“Well, take me to Granny Copperdell, then,” I said, “and set down that basin—whatever it is, it’s no use
to anybody now.”

She turned without a word, but I had to take the useless basin from her hands myself, and I followed
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where she led me. I could smell the sickness now, and I wanted those windows open at the front of the
Castle, and fresh air in here as fast as it could decently be accomplished.

“Are many people sick in the town?”’ I asked her, wishing she’d hurry.

“Oh no, miss,” she said. “Not in the town. Only in the Castle.”

Hmmmph. That would be fuel for the dratted Wommack curse, of course.

She knocked twice at a doorway, and then opened it and stood aside to let me pass, saying, “That’s
Granny Copperdell there in the bed, miss, and I hope you can do something for her; for I surely can’t.
And I’m too busy to stay with you, so you’ll excuse me, please.” And she was gone.

“Well, Granny Copperdell!” I said, making it a cautious challenge. “So this is how you run things!”

Hers was the only bed in the room, and she was tiny in it; three featherbeds under her, I was willing to
wager, and half a dozen pillows propping her up in them.

“Land, who is it bothering me now? > came from the depths of the bedclothes, and I saw an
encouraging flurry. “Can’t leave an old woman to die in peace, can you? Come near me and torment me
again with one of your so-called Magicians and you’ll find out if I'm sick, I warn you, and me that’s sick
and tired of warning youall! Magicians! Phaugh—what’s a Magician know about healing? No more use
than— Well, who be you?”

It did my heart good. She might be sick, but she surely was not dying. She was behaving absolutely as a
Granny ought to behave, and that meant I’d get useful information here at least.

“It’s only me, Granny Copperdell, Responsible of Brightwater,” I said. “And sorry to see you so poorly.
May I come sit by you there?”

“Come ahead,” she ranted, “come right ahead! Why ask? If it’s not one sort of meanness, it’ll be
another ... why can’t you stay home where you belong, ‘stead of meddling in our affairs, and tormenting

an old woman as is about to draw her last breath?”

I tried the bed, but it was impossible; you sank into the featherbeds and disappeared from sight unless
you weighed no more than a Granny, and that did not apply to me.

“You get a chair and get yourself off my bed!” she ordered me, whacking at me with a handkerchief like
I ' was a gerdafly; and I did so gladly, pulling the chair up close beside her head.

“Now, Granny Copperdell,” I said firmly, “there’s no need for you to keep on with your carry-on. It
doesn’t impress me, and I’ll be no use here if I don’t hear some sense and hear it quick.”

“Likely,” she said. “Likely!”
“Granny, you know I’'m right,” I said, “you a Brightwater by birth; and every Castle on this planet knows
quite well why I’'m traveling round it. You’re in a wild place here for sure, but this high up the reception

on your comsets is certain to be perfect. You know why I'm here!”

“Took you long enough,” she muttered.
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“No comset on my Mule, Granny,” I said. “I’ve been four days, and all of them /ong days, flying here,
and I’ve landed only to make my camp and sleep; I’ve had no news. If I"d known there was trouble here
I’d not of stopped for anything.”

She sighed then, and settled back, and I plumped up her pillows for her,

“Speak up. Granny Copperdell,” I said. “For I’ve had not one sensible word out of anybody else in this
house—what am [ up against?”

“Three days ago, it began,” she said. “You’d already left Castle Purdy, I reckon.”
“Started sudden?”

“A child’s sitting on a windowsill, playing with a pretty and eating a biscuit, happy and fit as a bird,” she
told me. “And then in two breaths that child is burning alive with fever, and racked head to foot with
misery, and writhing like a birthing woman, fit to break your heart. I’ve never seen anything, not anything,
so quick.”

I touched her forehead, though she pulled away from my hand; it was blazing hot.
“What kind of sickness is it?”” I asked her

“Well. I wish I knew that!” she said, fretting, and turned her head side to side on the pillows. “Think I’d
be lying here like an old fool if T knew that? If I knew even the name, it might could be I’d know what to
tell the idiot females in this Castle to do ... what’s its name, that’s half the battle won any time.”

“And the Magician doesn’t know either”

I said that under my breath, thinking out loud, and regretted it immediately. A Magician could set bones,
and take out sick and useless organs such as an appendix, and deal with cancers. If it had been any of
those, the Magician would already have taken care of the matter. And there was no Magician of Rank on
Kintucky.

“I’m sorry, Granny Copperdell,” I said, before she could start on me, “I wasn’t thinking straight; just
forget I said it. But you help me ... tell me the symptoms of this stuff. Even the little things that you don’t
really think matter.”

“High fever,” she said, reciting it like a lesson. “Racking pain in every joint and bone and muscle. That’s
likely the worst of it, that pain. All the lymph glands swollen and tender, especially in the armpits. A
bloody flux, and pain high on the right of the belly. Rash around the ankles and the hands, and a flaming
red patch over both cheeks. Sores in the mouth, sores in the privates ... Hurts to breathe, hurts to
swallow, hurts to hear any noise much over a whisper—that’s why the windows are shuttered, child.”

“What have you tried for it?”’

“Everything a Granny knows, and some made up new,” she said. “And none of it any use.” She was in
no danger but she was exhausted, and [ was wearying her more. “I’m not a good patient for you to be
observing,” she said accurately, “I’m hardly touched with it yet, and tough as I am I doubt it’ll get much

worse. You go look at the others and you’ll see what it’s like.”

“Can I get you anything, Granny, before I do that?”
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“You can get on with it, and leave off pestering me!”

I plumped the pillows up again, and checked to see that the water was easy to her reach, and I went on
out and closed the door behind me. She’d keep a long while yet.

Ah, but the others; they were another matter altogether. I counted fifty-one, and they were truly sick.
Even Granny Goodweather. She didn’t so much as ask me my name when I leaned over her, and that
frightened me.

They lay in their beds and they twisted, slowly—I can think of no other way to describe it. As if they
hung from intolerable bonds. One arm would stretch, the fingers spread like claws, pushing, pushing till I
thought the fingerioints would crack, and then the other arm, pushing against some unseen wall. And then
the legs, one at a time, stretching till the soles of the bent feet lay flat against the mattress. And no more
would the foot reach its terrible extension than it began to move back upon itself ... and then the arms
would start. It was like a horrible, endless, solemn, tortured, dance of death; and it was very clear that it
hurt them like raw flames. There were women from the town trying to tend them, but I could see that they
weren’t accomplishing much. Changing the bedlinens and bathing flesh, bringing them water to drink and
soothing the little ones ... that seemed to be it.

As for treason, the thought was indecent. The Wommacks were so grimly convinced their whole
household was cursed that they considered the most absolute neutrality no more than their duty toward
their fellows. Even when they were without other troubles to distract them, no Wommack took sides, for
fear their bad luck would rub off on the side they’d chosen. With things as they were here right now, 1
could put all else out of my mind and consider only this sickness.

As it happened, I did know what it was. But I wasn’t that surprised the Grannys hadn’t recognized it,
especially since they’d come down with it almost immediately themselves. They’d not really had time to
think before their own fever set in, and it was not a common disease.

I went down the stairs and found the Wommacks still gathered there silently, waiting for me, and [ had a
strong suspicion looking at them that most—including the Master of this Castle—would be in their beds
themselves before the day was out. Considering the number sick upstairs, they’d made a brave showing,
and | credited them for that; but not a one that wasn’t white around the mouth, and the red tinge coming
up on their cheeks, hectic, and a line of beads of moisture at the edge of the coppery hair to betray them
further. All that time out in the sun with me had surely done them no good, and I’d of bet the party food
they’d put down lay heavy in their stomachs this minute like Kintucky stone.

“I know what it is,” I said to them, not bothering to dawdle and back and fill.

“But neither of the Grannys had any idea, nor the Magician either!” objected a thin boy by the name of
Thomas Lincoln Wommack the 9th.

“Well, I do ,” I said, “whoever does or doesn’t, and the Grannys would of known, too, if they hadn’t
been taken themselves before they could run it down. What you have upstairs, by my count, is fifty-one
cases of something called Andersen’s Disease. Or, if you prefer less formality, some call it deathdance
fever—which does describe it. And looking at youall, I see a few more cases to add to the count—you’d
better every one of you get to your beds.”

“And those upstairs?” asked Gilead.
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“You need capable people up there, taking care of your sick,” I said. “Not townswomen wandering
around wondering where to fling water next. It’s no trifle, this disease, people can die of it! Why haven’t
you sent for help?”’

They looked at me, and I looked back, and I said a broad word, not caring particularly if I did shock
their sensibilities. They hadn’t sent for help because, being the Wommacks, they figured it would be no
use anyway. Bad luck was bad luck, and those as were marked for death would die, and a lot of
similarly superstitious nonsense. And I was very grateful that none of them knew something [ wasn’t
going to take time to think about right now, which was that Andersen’s Disease was not contagious. If
they’d known that, and it running through their castle like wildfire, I daresay they’d of just given up and
died on me on the spot; I had no plans of telling them.

“Shame on you™ I said. It was uppity of me, and not kind, especially toward Jacob Donahue, who was
a good fifty years my senior; But I was thoroughly disgusted. The idea of half a hundred people stretched
on the rack for the last three days while helpless hands were wrung and mournful moans were made
about the Wommack curse ... it turned my stomach. Eventually I would have to face the problem of just
who among the Magicians of Rank was behind this monstrous cruelty, but not now. Now what mattered
was putting an end to that cruelty, and without delay.

“You need a Magician of Rank here,” I said, “and you need him at once. There’s two good ones on
Arkansaw—"

“We’ll have nobody from Arkansaw,” said Jacob Donahue Wommack.
“I beg your pardon?”
“I say, we’ll have nobody. Magician of Rank or anybody else, from Arkansaw. Not in this Castle.”

“In the name of the Twelve Gates and the Twelve Corners , Jacob Donahue Wommack, why ever
not? ” I shouted at him. “Have you seen those people upstairs?”’

“I’ve seen them- I live here.”
“Then—"

“They’re feuding on Arkansaw,” he said doggedly, “and have been these past six months. No talking
them out of it, either—we’ve had good men trying. And we want no part of it.”

“At a time like this , you—"
I was so furious it’s likely just as well that Gilead cut me off.

“Responsible of Brightwater,” she said, “since distance makes no difference to a Magician of Rank, then
it also makes no difference where he comes from. Do think of that.”

True enough. Since a Magician of Rank was not only allowed, but expected to take his Mule by
SNAPS instead of trundling along at sixty miles an hour, and since there was, strictly speaking, no time

taken up by that process except leaving and landing, she was quite right.

“What will you accept, then?”” I asked them, trying to sound a tad less arrogant.
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“Anywhere but Arkansaw,” said the Master of Wommack. “ Anywhere atall.”

“From Castle Motley, then.” I said. “I don’t know the man well, I’ve only seen him once or twice, but
they say he’s highly skilled. To go on with, he’s a Lewis by birth, and that means he cuts no
corners—everything done strictly by rule, and strictly by the book. And we’ll have Diamond of Motley
send a Granny along as well, to give him a hand.”

“You think it’s worth a try?” asked Gilead.

“I do.” Worth a try ... I had no stomach left for arguing with these people. If and when I ever got back
home, and the Jubilee over and done with, and could put my mind to something new in the way of
planning, I would tackle the problem of superstition gotten out of hand in far comers. We for sure wanted
the people accepting the system of magic by which this planet functioned; to lose that would be roughly
comparable to losing photosynthesis, or gravity, or two and two coming up five. But this was 3012, not
1400 of Old Earth, Some balancing needed doing, clearly, or this crew would be throwing entrails and
dunking for witches.

Somewhere in the back of my mind a kind of icy voice spoke up to point out that the list of things to be
seen to in some vaporous unspecified “later” was getting longer and longer; and I told it to shut up. Now
was not the moment for either accounting or reform.

“Jacob Donahue,” I said, “will you show me where your comset room is, so that I can send for help? Or
do you plan to stand there like that till everybody upstairs is dead in their beds?”

That brought him out of it, as I had expected it would. “I’'m not helpless, young woman,” he said, “nor
yet crippled. I’ll send the message myself.” And he spun on his heel—staggering only a little at the turn
with his fever—and left us, with his children staring at me accusingly. I’d made their daddy unhappy, and
they didn’t care for that.

There was a low bench against the wall beside the Castle door at the foot of the stairs; I went on down
and sat there, leaning my head gratefully back against the chilly stone. I was trembling all over And young
Thomas Lincoln came over to stand in front of me.

“Will the Magician of Rank be able to fix everybody?”” he wanted to know.

“Well,” I said wearily, “those as aren’t too far gone, yes— he’ll be able to fix them about as fast as you
can say ‘Magician of Rank.” He won’t be able to help anyone that’s really near to death—that’s
interfering with the laws of things, Thomas Lincoln. I'm sorry, but that’s the straight of it.”

“We should of sent for him sooner,” said me boy.

“That you should.”

“Wommacks don’t care to be beholden,” he told me stiffly.

“Then Wommacks must live with the consequences of their doings,” I said right back.

“Responsible of Brightwater, don’t be hard on the boy,” one of the daughters pleaded, but I wasn’t
interested. If they’d called for a Magician of Rank the instant their Grannys had said they didn’t know

what sickness they were dealing with, nobody would have been in any danger. Not one person. Now ...
a lot of time had passed, and a lot of suffering endured. Now, they’d be losing some of their own, to their
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own stupidity.
The time had come for another judicious lie, and I mustered up the strength to provide it.

“It will spread to the town unless it’s seen to,” I said, “and on beyond—it’s stuff that spreads like
wildfire. Only two things have kept that from happening before this, you hear me there? One is the size of
this place, with you able to keep everybody in a room of their own; that’s helped. But primarily, my good
Wommacks, what’s kept your illness inside this Castle is nothing but good /uck . Plain old miraculous
twelve-square common garden variety good /uck . Now you think on that.”

A drop in the bucket, but mine own drop. “And if your father should happen to forget, because he’s got
the stuff himself and I’d judge his fever’s headed for this roof, the name of it is Anderson’s Disease, and
the access code’ for the computers is somewhere in the 441°s. [f—"

And there sat a Magician of Rank, in full regalia, with Granny Scrabble of Castle Motley seated before
him on his Mule, right in the front hall on the clean-scrubbed flagstone floor.

“Mercy!” I said, and decided to stay where I was. They could get down off that animal’s back, and call
for an Attendant to take it away, all by themselves. I was duly impressed.

“Shawn Menyweather Lewis the 7th,” said the man, “and Granny Scrabble. Both of Castle Motley, at
your service.”

“It’s all upstairs,” I told him, “and there’s enough of it to last you. Fifty-odd sick of Anderson’s Disease.
And two of them Grannys—you might see to those two first, so they can help.”

I watched them up the stairs with a feeling of relief as wide as the Castle front; it was a pure pleasure to
put some of this in other hands and know they were capable. I could tell by the set of his shoulders, and
the way he wasted not one second—not to mention the fact that the Granny had not opened her mouth
either to fuss or to oppose him—that Shawn Merryweather Lewis the 7thcould handle all of this without
any further attention from me.

“Responsible of Brightwater;” Gilead’s voice came softly, then, “let me see you to your room. We’re not
completely without breeding here, though it may look some like it at this moment.”

“No,” I said, “you’ve shown breeding and to spare, Gilead of Wommack. I give you my word— no
where on Ozark, in no Kingdom of the Twelve Families, have I been treated with the ceremony I was
treated with here. And I can’t really say as I expect Castle Traveller to top you. It just wasn’t the best
way to handle things ... us down here celebrating while your people were in that pitiful state upstairs.”

“We weren’t thinking clearly ... or maybe we don’t know zow to think clearly,” she said in a voice both
dull and bitter.

“Gilead,” I said, “it’s not lack of breeding you’ve shown this day, but lack of proportion. Lack of
balance , Gilead. And I lay it to just one place—you are sick yourself; of course you can’t think clearly.
Now I'll take you up on the offer of the room, because I’'m worn out, and I intend to sleep the rest of the
day, unless I’'m needed. But you’ll take me nowhere—I want every one of you to your own beds, and
that right smartly—and I'll see to myself. Just give me instructions. So many flights of stairs, so many
halls, so many doors—I’ll find it, you just number them off.”

Gilead of Wommack stood there, rubbing the end of her nose with one finger and frowning, all of them
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looking like they’d drop around her, and me doing my best to be patient. And then she said, “I know!”
and put her arm around Thomas Lincoln. “Thomas Lincoln? You go holler at your uncle to see Miss
Responsible to her room! Move, now!”

His uncle. I thought a bit; who would that be? I kept good enough reckoning of the Families near
Marktwain, and could give you the names of all direct lines on Ozark, but I hadn’t every aunt, uncle, and
cousin at the tip of my tongue.

And I had forgotten this one. I had forgotten all about him, or I would have run like a baby that’s pulled
a Mule’s tail by mistake. I’d heard about him, more than enough to warn me off and make me careful,
especially since my experience with Michael Stepforth Guthrie’d provided me with some new data on my
current state of vulnerability to manly charms ... but I had purely forgotten all about him.

When he stood before me, 1 looked into his eyes, and him smiling, and knowing : and I saw that I could
fall forever into those eyes, and drown for all of time, and still not get to the bottom of what lay behind
them. I was not ready for that yet, not by any number of long shots.

CHAPTER 11

I HAD BEEN warned about him, most certainly—I’d been properly raised—but I had only been five
years and one month old. Me and fourteen other little girls, all at Granny School together All listening to
the Teaching Stories and getting them by heart, like any other little girls. And my own beloved Granny
Hazelbide, holding me tight between her bony knees, and pinching my chin between her first finger and
her thumb until it hurt, so I couldn’t look away.

“Pay heed, now,” she had said, scaring me as well as the others sitting in a circle on the floor of the
schoolroom watching. “This has come to Responsible of Brightwater; as it happens, but it might of been
any of you, any one of you! Might could be it still will ... you pay heed.”

He had been there in my five-year-old palm, which was already hard from climbing trees and weeding
with an Oldtime Hoe, and already quick with every kind of needle (some of them not very nice). And in
the leaves at the bottom of seven cups of tea, made seven times on seven consecutive days. And in the
swing of the golden ring on its long chain. They’d tried again and again to read a fartime that hadn’t him in
it, but all in vain; he was always there.

It was called a Timecorner.

“I can’t see round it,” said Granny Hazelbide. “Nor can any Magician, or even Magician of Rank. Can’t
anybody see round it, for it’s purely and wholly sealed off from this time.”

You see I had not exactly forgotten it. More accurately, I had just shut it away in that corner of my head
where things that didn’t bear thinking about were stored. But I couldn’t recall it coming to my mind the
past five years at least, which was doing a pretty good job of keeping it at the bottom of the heap. I had
no trouble getting to it, when the time came. It had these parts:

FIRST;

For a Destroyer shall come out of the West; and he will know you, and you will know him, and we
cannot see how that knowledge passes between you, but it is not of the body.

SECOND:
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And if you stand against him, there will be great Trouble. And if you cannot stand against him, there will
be great Trouble. But the two Troubles will be of different kinds. And we cannot see what either Trouble
is, nor which course you should or will take, but only that both will be terrible and perhaps more than you
can bear

THIRD:

And if you fail. Responsible of Brightwater; the penalty for your failure falls on the Twelve Families; and
if you stand, it is the Twelve Families that you spare.

FOURTH:
And no matter what happens, it will be a long, hard time.

Well, you talk of your curses. I recall suggesting to Granny Hazelbide that the whole thing would be
more suitable for my sister, Troublesome, and no doubt that was true. And I remember being told that
things were far more often un suitable, and for sure that was true. And then I had put it away, and I
believe I had expected it to be something I had to face along around the age of forty-nine or so. That
would of seemed like giving me at least a running start.

Since it was thirty years and more before I had planned for it, and since I was certainly not ready either
to stand or fall, and since I was in the middle of a Quest at the time, not to mention a Grand Jubilee
dangling just ahead of me, I chose the most prudent course I saw before me. This was no time for
theatrics. This was no time for flinging myself in the teeth of me winds to see what was at the very bottom
of that teacup. I was busy!

I knew him all right, and he knew me, and when I fled him like a squawker hen flees a carrion bird he
was laughing fit to kill. I did not spend the night at Castle Wommack, nor so much as go to the room
where they’d put my belongings. My weariness melted away like snow in the sun, a servingmaid brought
me my packed bags right there where I sat on that bench against the wall, tapping my foot, and a
stablemaid brought round my Mule; and I flung the saddlebags over Sterling’s back and took off from the
middle of the fair still going on in the Castle court, while /e stood on the steps with his hands on his hips,
laughing. What Gilead of Wommack or any of the others thought, I had no idea, and I didn’t wait to see.

It was ten days’ travel, regulation speed, from Castle Wommack to Castle Traveller, most of it over
Wilderness that had never even been walked through, from the far northwest tip of Kintucky to the far
southern coast of Tinaseeh. And if there was one person any ten flown miles I’d be mighty surprised,
which meant that I didn’t have to be careful. There’d be nobody around to appreciate it, and in my state
just then that was a blessing.

I SNAPPED straight from the edge of Kintucky’s farming country to the exact center of the Tinaseeh
Wilderness—a five-day journey in right on seven seconds—and headed Sterling down toward the
treetops I saw below me. I camped in a cave that would have satisfied a human-size Gentle, and rested
the full five days. I needed the rest. Then I waited two more days for good measure, putting them to
sensible use gathering herbs ‘growing all around my camp; and I SNAPPED to the coast of Tinaseeh’s
Midland Sea. I flew in to Castle Traveller in the ordinary way, right on time.

By then I’d acquired a certain new respect for the Family Traveller and a feeling that their name was a
fitting one and well earned. Tinaseeh made Kintucky look like a kitchen garden.
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“There it is, Sterling,” I said as we came in. “Castle Traveller, just as described.” First, an outer keep of
upright Tinaseeh ironwood logs, standing side by side with their wicked points an exact twelve feet
tall—not an inch deviation allowed anywhere. Then two inner keeps, made exactly the same way, one
within the other. At the heart of the third keep, the Castle itself, not much bigger than Castle Lewis. And
there was no town, though it had the name of one and one was planned—Roebuck. The buildings of
“Roebuck” hugged in orderly rows to the walls of the Castle keeps. There’d been no time yet on
Tinaseeh for such a thing as a separate town.

According to the computers, there were exactly eleven hundred and thirteen people on this continent,
and all but a half-dozen were Travellers, Farsons, Guthries, and a stray Wommack or two. And every
structure here was built of Tinaseeh ironwood, which would not bum, and could only be cut with a
lasersaw, and which could—with sufficient patience—be tooled by laser to an edge that a person could
shave with. I had seen friendlier-looking places.

I was met at the gates of the outer keep by an Attendant, who sent me under escort to the gate of the
next keep beyond, where they passed me on to a third to take me up to the Castle gates, and not a word
said the whole time beyond regulations.

“Greetings, Responsible of Brightwater; follow me.”
I followed.

I had not expected parties here, or parades, or fairs. I knew better. A formal dinner—for twelve—I had
expected. And I was prepared for one Solemn Service after another; that would strike the Travellers as
entertainment enough. Ordinary Solemn Service on Tinaseeh began on Sundy at 7:00 of the morning and
lasted past noon, to be followed by another session after a two-hour break for dinner. I had anticipated
that a company Solemn Service might well provide me with preaching enough to fortify me against all the
evil I’d have to contend with for the next year or two. I’d expected a substantial edification of my soul.

But I was not prepared for what actually did take place, which was that ten minutes after I’d freshened
up—with an Attendant standing in my door waiting with an eloquent back to me, seeing that I didn’t tarry
over it—I was taken without further ado to a formal Family Council. Hospitable, it wasn’t. And I felt a
sudden steadying in my stomach. This—which was glorified sass, by the look of it—was more in my line
of experience than what I’d just been through at Wommack. If it turned out sufficiently extravagant it
would even give me something I needed badly ... something to keep my unruly mind in order yet a while.

The Meetingroom had walls of varnished ironwood, and it held a group of people that appeared to be
put together of the same unappealing substance, seated in straight chairs around a long narrow table.
They reminded me of the side-by-side upright logs that fenced their keeps, and my traveling costume
stood out in the grim and the gloom like a carnival garb.

“Young woman,” said the man at the head of the table, “I am Jeremiah Thomas Traveller the 26th; be
seated.”

I sat, and he named them off. His wife, Suzannah of Parson. His three oldest sons: Jeremiah Thomas the
27th, Nahum Micah the 4th, and Stephen Phillip the 30th... why he wasn’t Obadiah Jonas I couldn’t
imagine; perhaps Suzannah had pleaded for some relief. His three oldest daughters still at
home—Rosemary, Chastity, and Miranda, every one of them a six. His brother, Valen Marion Traveller
the 9th. And his own mother, now a Granny in this Castle, Granny Leeward. Not another wife, not a
husband, not a child; just the in-Family.
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“And 1,” I said, “am Responsible of Brightwater As you are aware.”
“We are that,” said Suzannah of Farson. “It could hardly be missed.” Her reference was to my outfit,
which was in marked contrast to her own dress of dark gray belted with black. I smiled at her, sweet as

cinnamon sugar, and waited the move.

“We have called this Council in your honor,” she said, “and would like to begin. But you’ve had a long
journey—are you hungry? Or thirsty? We can have coffee brought, and some food, if you need it.”

“Thank you,” I said, “I had breakfast before I left.”

“Considerate of you,” said Suzannah. “We have little time to waste here on Tinaseeh. It’s a hard land,
and not meant for the shiftless.”

“Proceed, then,” I told her “You’ve no need to coddle me , I assure you; I’'m perfectly comfortable.
And I’ve been in Council a time or two before. I expect you’ll find me able to tolerate yours.”

“Are you trying to be insolent, missy?”” said the Granny, her mouth tight. “Or does it just come natural to
you?”

I considered the question, and I looked her up and down, and no looking away from her pale blue eyes,
either; and I decided that her question was serious, not just grannying, and deserved a serious answer

“It’s a cold welcome you’ve offered me, Granny Leeward,” I said, “and not the way an Ozarker’s
brought up to treat a guest. As it comes natural to youall to be unpleasant, it comes natural to me to be
unpleasant in return. I'm told I'm good at it.”

“Guests,” said Granny Leeward, “are invited . You were not.”

“True enough,” I said. “And you’re not the first to point it out to me.”

“There are those,” she said, “as would of taken instruction the first time they heard it—and not needed a
second statement of the obvious.”

“There are those,” I said, “as let every little thing put them off their duty. I am no¢ one of those.”

Silence. And then the Granny, who appeared to have been designated spokesperson for this collection
of alleged living beings, began in earnest.

“I call for Full Council,” she said.
“Seconded.” And the ayes went round.

“Explain your purpose here. Responsible of Brightwater,” she continued. “And speak up plain. It’s a
long table.”

“There’s been magic used for mischief on Marktwain,” I said easily. “You know all about that. And a
baby kidnapped from out of a Solemn Service, which is not decent. And in Full Council it was decided
that it might be a good idea to spell out the particulars to the Twelve Families, as well as find the maker
of the mischief. And it was agreed that I was best equipped to do that—and here, therefore, [ am.”
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“You’re a gitl of fourteen!” she declared.

“You’re a woman of eighty-six. Neither number is significant.”

“And what fits a girl of fourteen—it is of significance, missy, for it means you’ve neither wisdom nor
instruction nor experience—what fits a girl of fourteen to go gallivanting around the planet on a Mule,

dressed like a whore , pestering decent folk and creating trouble everywhere she goes?”

Well, she was a Granny of eighty-six, and I was a girl of fourteen, as had just been stated. I took the bait
she’d laid for me as easy as if I’d never heard the word before.

Granny Leeward had been holding a black cloth fan, using it to tap the table with to emphasize the ends
of her phrases. By the time she got to “everywhere she goes” she was holding as pretty a nosegay of

black mushrooms as you’d care to see anywhere. And they had me.

Her hand didn’t even quiver, though I knew the mushrooms stung her—I’d made sure of that, while I
was digging myself a hole to fall in—and she laid them out before her on the table and folded her arms.

“There’s your answer,” she said. “Just as I told you.”
Jeremiah Thomas Traveller the 26thlooked at his timepiece and nodded with satisfaction.
“Well done, Granny Leeward,” he said. “Three minutes flat.”

“Mighty sensitive to words, aren’t you, child,” said their dear old Granny, “for someone who sets
herself so high she presumes to teach the Twelve Families their manners?”

Law, how it galled! I’d of given years off my life to have back the last five minutes, and sense enough to
do them over right. But that’s not how the world works, as I could hear myself telling other people, and
there was nothing I could do but be silent and see where this would lead me.

The Master of the Castle told me.

“Personally,” he said, “I was inclined to think Granny Leeward was exaggerating some when she told us
her estimate of your abilities. I have daughters of my own, and they do sometimes play about with Spells
and the like, when they get to be your age—it’s a stage, and they grow out of it. But you seem to have

got somewhat beyond that, Responsible of Brightwater”

“I sincerely beg your pardon,” I said sadly “I’m afraid I lost my temper—and I’d ask you to lay that to
my age, too, if you would. It won’t happen again.”

“How could it happen at all?”
I didn’t answer but he wasn’t about to drop it.

“How does it happen at a/l ,” he insisted, “that a girl of fourteen, whatever special place she may have in
the frame of things, is able to set a Spell like that one you just set, and her against a skilled Granny?”’

I saw Granny Leeward’s lips twitch at that; she knew very well no Spell nor Charm would have turned
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her fan into those mushrooms. That had required a Substitution Transformation, and an illegal one, and it
had been incredibly stupid of me. A simple Spell would of been more than enough ... I could of just
heated up the fan a little bit, and had my temper fit that way. But the Granny wouldn’t betray me to a
male; she lowered her eyes, and she kept her silence.

“I’ve studied a good deal,” I said carefully, “and I’ve had good teachers. Nonetheless, it wasn’t nice of
me. As I said, I regret I did it, and I apologize, most respectfully.”

“Well, Granny Leeward told us you knew a few tricks,” said her son, “and that she figured it wouldn’t
take her five minutes to prove she was right—and it took her three. I don’t mind telling you, young
woman, | don’t approve of it atall. I’'m sorry my family had to see it happen.”

“And so is Responsible of Brightwater;” said the Granny, twisting the knife. “Pride,” she added, “goes
along before a fall.”

“I’m aftraid ‘sorry’ won’t cut it,” said Jeremiah Thomas. “No; I'm afraid it will take more than just sorry
to make me easy with something like you under my roof.”

Here it came again; I didn’t bother to ask.
“I’Il have your sworn word,” he said. “And I’ll have it now.”
“Sworn to what?”

“That you’ll use no magic—not any level, Responsible of Brightwater; not even Common Sense—so
long as you are, as you yourself point out, the guest of this Castle and this Family, and under my roof.
Since it’s clear you’ve no sense of what’s decent, you’ll make do on mother wit alone.”

“Are you that afraid of a few tricks?” I taunted him. “From a girl of fourteen?”

“Indeed I am,” he said, *“ indeedl am! This is a respectable household, and the people within it not
accustomed to scandal. We follow the old ways here, and we have a wholesome respect for the power
of such as you, no matter how you come packaged. If you came into my house with a loaded gun, you’d
have to give it up while you stayed here, as would you a flask of poison, or a laser; or any other such
truck. And I'm a lot more afraid of magic unbridled than I am of any of those.”

He turned away from me then and spoke to the son that bore his name.

“I hope you see,” he said gravely, “and I hope you will spread the word among our people, that this is
what can be expected when the old ways are not observed. I’ll count on you to go over it with
considerable care when you speak to our households next—might could be that will tame a few of those
not thinking in the proper way of the Jubilee this young woman’s been sent around to sponsor.”

“As a matter of fact, sir,” the answer came, “it seems to me it might be an excellent idea to discuss this
whole thing at the Jubilee. It would perhaps be instructive for the other Families to hear about.”

My gown was drenched with my own cold salt sweat, and my hair clung to my neck like wet weeds. I’d
found my guilty, no doubt about that; it could hardly have been clearer if they’d had it branded on their
foreheads. The venom from around that table, where almost no one had spoken one word, or more than
stared at me, was as real as my two hands before me, and it battered at me in waves. [ admired the cool
control of this Granny—most would have been setting wards.
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It was a tidy trap, grant them all that. If T accused them of using magic to wreck the Jubilee, or of turning
it against Castle Brightwater; as I surely could have, there were ten grown men and women in this room
prepared to swear that they’d seen me carry out an illegal act of magic right before their eyes, under their
own roof, and against one of their own. And they would be telling the truth. If I’d been against the
Confederation my own self, I could hardly have done it graver harm, and for sure I’d of been better off
listening to my uncles, staying home, and ignoring the whole thing,

And if T gave them the oath they asked for—as I would have to do, no question about it, and their
Granny there to see that I left no comers dangling—there’d be no passing this night in undoing by magic
the folly I’d wreaked. I’d lie in my bed and I’d pray, and I would maybe cry some; but I’d do no magic.
Not even to look ahead and see just how much chance there was of any solution to the problem.

“Well, let’s have your promise,” said Jeremiah Thomas. “Our Granny assures us that your wickedness
doesn’t extend to violating your own word, and she’s proved she knows your measure. No magic,
Responsible of Brightwater; for so long as you are within the continental borders of Tinaseeh. None .”

He was very sure of himself; we’d gone from “under my roof” to the whole-continent at remarkable
speed. But then, he was in a position where he could afford to be sure of himself.

“I promise,” I said. “Certainly.”
“Put your hands on the table so we can see—"

“Oh, Jeremiah Thomas,” said Granny Leeward pettishly, “that’s not needful! What do you think she’s
going to do, cross her fingers? This one does not play games.”

“That I do not,” I agreed.
“Nor do we,” said the Granny. “Bear that in mind.”

“It does not seem to me,” said Jeremiah Thomas slowly, “that just saying she promises is enough, in this
case. Have another look at those mushrooms there, making the table nasty with their rot, will you,
Granny Leeward? She might-"

“She gave her word,” said the Granny. “That’s all that’s required.”
“Let her give it in full, then,” said her stubborn offspring. “And I'll be satisfied.”
I knew the sort of thing that would appeal to him, and having no choice what soever, I gave it to him.

“For so long as I am within the continental borders of Tinaseeh,” I intoned, “I will do no magic, of any
sort or kind, at any level, for any reason whatever, no matter what may come to pass—not even to
safeguard this house or those within it, not even to safeguard myself. My word on it, given in full.” There.

I saw the Granny’s eyebrows go up at the phrase about safeguarding their house, but she didn’t say a
word. | knew then that there must be at least a couple of Magicians of Rank in this Castle at this
moment—I knew of three that very well could be—and if there were one or two I didn 't know about
besides, it wouldn’t be past believing. She was far too calm, knowing what she knew, not to have quite a
backup behind her own legal skills.

Page 99



“Well?” I asked him. “Will that do it?”

“If Granny Leeward approves.”

“Oh, it’s enough,” said that one, “and a bit more.”

“In that case,” he said, “we can get on with the business of this Council.”

I had thought tricking me into my present position of total helplessness was the business of his Council;
but it was apparently no more than item one on the agenda.

“My sons have a few questions to ask of you, young woman,” he said. “We’ll need a bit more of your
time.”

They wanted to know a lot of things. What arrangements I had made for seeing to it that the Families
would be safe at Brightwater during the Jubilee—from “‘malicious magic,” to use their term, and their
using it struck me as astonishing gall considering that they were its source. It amounted to saying, “If we
come in with fifty vials of deadly poison to spread around, what have you got on hand that will be able to
stop us?” They wanted to know details of the schedule for the Jubilee; if, presumably, I had ways to
keep it going, then how much time would have to be “wasted” on frivolity before we could get down to
the real purpose of the meeting? What the real purpose of the meeting was . Why I felt such an outlay of
time and trouble and money was justified, when there were Wildernesses to be cleared and roads to be
laid and wells to be dug and windmills and solar collectors to be built and crops to be planted and fish to
be caught, and game to be hunted, and other serious work that went understaffed and underfunded and
would grow more so while we fooled away time at Brightwater. What did I assume would be
accomplished by this “gaudy display” that couldn’t have been taken care of at an ordinary meeting of the
Confederation of Continents? How many were being invited from each Family, and how many had
accepted? Where would they be staying, and who’d see to their comfort? Did I give my guarantee that it
would be not only safe for children, but an edifying experience—and if not, how did I propose to justify
leaving them all behind? Would all the Magicians of Rank be present at the Jubilee, and all the Magicians,
and for that matter; all the Grannys? And if so, why—who needed them there and for what? And if not,
why not, and what would they be doing behind our backs instead?

It went on and on, and it was thorougher than could be excused by any motive except wearing me out
and humiliating me, and rubbing my nose some more in my sudden position of servility to their will. I had
no trouble with any of the questions; they set them in turn, each son asking three, and then politely
yielding to his brother Every word I said was information already available to them in the proceedings
and proclamations of the Confederation over at least the last three years, and there’d not been a single
Confederation meeting where one of those sons—and sometimes the father as well— had not sat as
delegate. My throat got raw, and my back got tired, and they went on and on, learning nothing they
didn’t already know.

“That’s enough,” said Suzannah of Parson at last, long after I"d decided they intended to keep it up all

night.
“Granny?” said Jeremiah Thomas.

“Been enough a long while,” said Granny Leeward, “and you’ve made your point. I’ve heard nothing
that made my ears stand up, and you’ll not wear that one out just prattling at her—your sons are
showing off, and they begin to irritate me some. You forget your own position on moderation, Jeremiah
Thomas?”
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He flushed, and the sons looked whiter and grimmer than ever; but he didn’t cross her. He just pointed
at the mushrooms, now, I’m happy to say, a really stinking mess of putrid black on their tabletop, and
said, “What about those?”

“I’ll see to them,” said me Granny. “Never you mind.”

“You wouldn’t dare touch them,” I said coldly.

“You think not, missy?”’

“I know not!” As I did, I’d have handled them with a great deal of care my own self.
“I’ll have them seen to, then,” she told her son. “Comes to me same thing.”

Jeremiah Thomas Traveller stood up, then, and adjourned the Council, took his lady on his arm and led
us all out of there, and sent me on to my room with another of his silent Attendants.

I was right about the Magicians of Rank. When I woke that night and felt the heat of my skin, I cursed
myself bitterly for not taking precautions sooner before I'd had my hands tied by my own oaths. I could
take the search for the source of the epidemic at Castle Wommack oft my long list of postponed
duties—I’d found it. And anybody that could bring themselves to lay innocent women and children low
with Anderson’s Disease, just for display, was unlikely to scruple at providing someone like me with the
same unpleasant experience. And knowing that, I’d surely ought to of taken some steps to prevent it; like
a lot of other things, it hadn’t entered my mind. I sent word to Granny Leeward by way of the guardmaid
outside my door, and the Granny sent back a full crew. Four of them, all in Traveller black, though two

of them had no right to wear it. They stood around my bed and smiled down on me, hands behind their
backs.

“Twenty-four hours from now, Responsible of Brightwater,” said one, “you’ll be fit as a fiddle.”

I felt the terrible need to twist and writhe, and my breath bumed in my chest as I drew it, but I’d
encountered pain before that matched this and surpassed it. And I’d had some practice in dealing with
the stuff. I"d not give them the satisfaction of seeing one of my smallest toes move while they watched;
and [ lay still as a pond while the spasms moved over my muscles like live snakes, and I smiled back.

“I didn’t know you were all still in training,” I said, forcing the words through a throat that threatened to
shut tight on me. “A competent Magician of Rank could stop this in twenty-four seconds.”

They went right on smiling, and allowed as how Granny Leeward had said that it would do my soul good
to have the deathdance fever for twenty-four hours.

“The Granny gives you orders, does she? You don’t mind that?”

I was looking for a weak spot, but they knew what I was up to, of course, and they ignored me. A
smugger quartet of elegant males I’d never laid eyes on, and they reminded me of my
mushrooms—before the rot set in, of course. There I lay, forbidden to so much as wish on a star till I left
Tinaseeh; and there they stood, able to add a notch or two to their accounts with Responsible of
Brightwater; in perfect safety. It would have been too much not to expect them to enjoy it.

CHAPTER 12
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NOW IT’S TRUE that when I proposed a Quest as the way to demonstrate Brightwater’s status,
symbol returned in kind for symbol given, I was completely serious about the idea. I don’t want that
misunderstood. No Ozarker takes any formal construct of magic—and a Quest is one of the most
rigorous of those—lightly. Like I said, you go tampering and tinkering with an equilibrium as delicate as
the system of magic, you’re going to cause radical distortions in places you never even considered would
be touched. I was absolutely serious in my choice. And the choice I made had had solid motivations
back ofit.

Those that wanted to undermine the Confederation could have gone about their task in the most
mundane way, you see. They could of simply boycotted meetings, straight out and without concern for
who joined them at it. They could of started banging heads in the straightforward physical sense, though
the public outrage at that would of backfired on them by the third blow landed—still, they could have.
More reasonably, they could of used economic strategies of one kind or another though for those on the
wilder continents where self-sufficiency was a long way off yet that might of earned heavy penalties for
their populations. But they had not chosen any of those measures, nor yet anything like them. They had
made their decision to go at it on the level of magic—and the principle of fighting fire with fire is
sufficiently venerable to make the idea of going back at them the same way look perfectly sound. Fighting
magic with science has never been handy.

But let’s grant it now and be done with it, the Quest was not all I had available to me , by a long shot.
True, they’d flung a gauntlet and made a planetary display of a very special kind; not so much what they
actually did—as had been made plain at that first Brightwater Council—but their clear notice as to what
they thought they could do if they took the notion. We couldn’t of just let that pass, not and kept our
place among the Families as the informal—but only actual—seat of central government for Ozark, It was
a dare they’d made, and a contemptuous dare at that, right up to the baby-snatching; and I’d figured that
last move was made not so much because they weren’t sure how far they should go, but because I kept
dawdling around and not responding, and time was a-wasting. They’d meant to shake me loose from my
dawdling, and hanging the baby up in the cedar tree did accomplish that.

But looking back ... looking back and feeling a lot more than the six, seven weeks older I actually was
when [ at last left Castle Traveller behind me, I could see that I had gone butting my head where it was
not necessarily called for. Now that it was all over but the dirty work I began with, and the dirty work I’d
piled up along the way, I could see all the other alternatives I had censored right out of my head at the
time.

I could have assembled the Magicians, from all three levels, by a full call-up at Brightwater, and made
some kind of spectacular display of my competence there; and then sent them all back home to think
about that awhile. I could of delegated the whole process to the Magicians of Rank from Marktwain,
Oklahomah, and Mizzurah, and let them demonstrate our magical strength to the others, with whatever
judicious behind-the-scenes string-pulling that might of required on my part. I could, for the Twelve
Corners’ sakes, just of used the comset for a display of our abilities, planet-wide. Or I could of seen to it
that one highborn baby in every Kingdom popped into a tree during a Solemn Service at the same
identical instant—my Magicians of Rank could have managed that easily, and it would of put the rest on
adequate notice that they’d best pull back.

I hadn’t considered, hadn’t even brought up, any of those things.
It was clear to me, as I headed away from Tinaseeh with my ego as bruised as my body, that what I had

really wanted had in far too many ways been just what the Grannys were claiming it was as [ made my
rounds. I had, I guess, wanted to show off, and to do it personally and get full credit; and I had been
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champing at the bit for an excuse to get away from Brightwater and all the dull routine of my duties there,
not to mention the preparations for the Jubilee that others had had to carry on with while I took my
vacation. The speed with which I’d gotten underway was the speed of guilt—I had just grabbed at the
Quest concept, all loaded with tradition and symbolic significance like it was, for an excuse.

If there’d been any of the Marktwain Grannys present at that meeting in February, they might well have
found a way to stop me; I wished mightily now that someone had. But neither my mother nor my
grandmother had had a chance against my willfulness, and it was not the way of Patience of Clark to step
in and take action unasked.

No, I’d had a dandy idea for getting away from it all for a while, and had gone about it pigheaded as you
please, and how it was all to be managed now or at the Jubilee. I surely did not know.

“Sterling,” I said, looking down on the Ocean of Remembrances just before we SNAPPED over all that
boring endless water, “I’ve been a blamed fool. And I only hope I've learned enough from it to pay me
back.”

She brayed at me twice, and slid sideways in a truly spectacular wobble that set me grabbing the straps
and fighting for control of my stomach. They were still at it ... and I smacked her hard on the shoulder,
and held fast, and swallowed bile, and got out of there.

I had a better understanding now of the lay of things, Castle to Castle, there was that. I had a picture of
sorts, thanks to the Gentle, of the trouble brewing on Arkansaw and where that might yet lead. I’d had a
first look at my own personal nemesis, foretold these nine years, and had gotten away from Aim intact
but for my pride, this time. And every one of the Families, excepting the Smiths, had had a chance to deal
with me directly on its own turf. I suppose that would do for a short list.

I was also tired, and ten pounds thinner; and had been mauled about pretty extensively, and had maybe
ignored a Skerry sighting because I hadn’t wanted to bother with it. I had allowed myself to be trapped
by a passel of Travellers, like a child, and had no way of knowing what action they might take against me
at the Jubilee with the new knowledge they had, and their determination to make good use of it. And my
original task, the Goal of my Quest—bringing home the exact name of the traitor or traitors—that still
had to be done.

I’ve mentioned pride before; I have it in abundance. It was one thing to admit to myself that Granny
Golightly had had the right of it and I’d just taken off because I wanted to gallivant. It was one thing to
admit that my fancy triumphant symbolic Quest had been more a series of accidents and misfires than
anything else, when it hadn’t been plain boring. Lying to your own self is a sure way to go to hell in a
handbasket, and the time had come to ‘fess up. But that was to my own self. I was not about to go back
to Castle Brightwater; march into me halls and say—to Jubal and Emmalyn’s great satisfaction, and my
mother’s—Well, youall were right. It was a silly thing to do in the first place, and I'm worse off than I
was before I left. Begging your pardon.” Oh no! Bruised ego, bruised spirit, bruised body, all the
blacks-and-blues of me notwithstanding, I would arrive home with an appearance of having won this one,

come what may. Come what may .

And that was why [ was now coming in over Castle Airy, instead of heading for home. Airy was a
Castle of women, used to cosseting women and always willing to cosset one more, and I intended to
take full advantage of that. I was going to let Charity of Guthrie and her daughters and nieces and
cousins, and her three resident Grannys, feed me up and make over me and listen to my troubles and
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spoil me generally until I had accomplished what I’d set out to accomplish and could go on home in a
state of sufficient dignity to at least fool Emmalyn of Clark and Thom of Guthrie.

It was possible, if you were traveling by Mule, to fly into Castle Airy through a great arch cut in its front
wall over the sea for that express purpose. I slowed Sterling and we moved in through the opening and
down onto the easy-arced ramp at its base, me with a wary hand on the Mule’s bridle against another of
those wobbles, and straight into the sidecourt of the Castle where the stables were.

A stableman came forward to see to the Mule and greet me, and I slid gratefully down from Sterling’s
back onto the flagstones of me court, and stood there a minute to brace myself.

. “You weren’t expected, Miss Responsible,” said the stableman. “and you arrived a bit sudden. I sent a
servingmaid as soon as I saw you coming in over the water; to tell the ladies; somebody should be here
directly to take you to the Missus.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate your courtesy.”
“You took tired, miss,” he said, and I admitted that I was tired—but not how tired.

“It’s been a long trip,” I told him. “A lot of flying and a lot of company behavior, which is worse. A day
or two’ll right me. You take my Mule on, if you will, and see to her; I’ll wait right here.”

He gave me a long considering look, and stood his ground.

“Believe I’ll wait until somebody comes for you,” he said. “I don’t care that much for the look of your
eyes, nor your peakedy face, and Charity of Guthrie’d put me back to peeling roots in the kitchen if 1
went on off and you fainted or some such trick. Your Mule’ll keep awhile.”

I didn’t argue with him—he meant well—and we stood there in silence, me not being up to polite
conversation and him not seeming to mind, until a young woman came hurrying toward us from a side
coridor with Charity of Guthrie herself right behind her.

Charity took one look at me, wrapped her arms round me, and rocked me like a baby.

“Poor child,” she said, “you’re worn clear out. You’re the color of spoiled goat-cheese and not much
more appealing- looking. What in the world have you been doing to yourself?”

“I should of sent you a message I was coming,” I said, all muffled against the burgundy front of her
dress. (And I would have, too, if I hadn’t known I could shave a bit off my traveling time by not letting
people know precisely when I was taking off and landing.)

“Never you mind that,” she said, “I’'m glad you came, and no warning needed. It’ll be a cold day in a
mighty hot place when this Castle can’t put up one scrawny girlchild on short notice. You’re welcome
here any time.” And she hugged me close again, bless her; and bless her some more. I can’t remember
when I’ve needed hugging worse.

She sent the man off with Sterling into the usual racket the Mules made greeting one another, told the
servingmaid that had come with her to take my things up to the guestchamber I’d had before, and led me
straight up to her own sitting room where she settled me in a rocker, with a quilt over my feet and a mug
of strong hot coffee in my hand.
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The Grannys came drifting in, then, one by one, and the daughters, and we soon had a roomful. And the
Grannys lost no time.

“Well, youngun, how’d it go?” said Granny Heatherknit; she was senior here, at one hundred and
eleven. “Your famous Quest, I mean ... did you do enough damage to satisfy your craving?”’

Charity of Guthrie’s lips tightened, but I looked at her hard over my coffee and she made no move to
call them off. We both knew this had to be gotten through sooner or laid; and it might as well be sooner

“Went well enough,” I said judiciously. “Well enough— considering.”
“Considering?”

“Considering that not a one of you helped me in any way what soever,” I said. Bedamned if I’d count
that squawker egg out in the Wilderness; Granny Golightly had owed me that one.

“Not a one of who?” said Forthright. “Not a one of what? >

“Not a one of you Grannys,” I retorted. “Near thirty of you there are here on this planet—"

“Twenty-nine, child, twenty-nine!” said Granny Heatherknit.

“Nearly thirty,” I insisted, “and you did not one thing to help me the whole time [ was gone.”

“ Forwhich,” said Granny Flyswift, jabbing the air in front of her with her knitting needles, “ forwhich
there are three good and sufficient reasons! One —this was your own tomfool idea, and none of ours,
and none of our advice asked before you set out on it, hot out of here like a Mule with a burr under its
tail! 7wo —you know the conditions on a Quest ... adventures aplenty required and supposed to be
unpleasant, or it doesn’t count—and Granny Golightly herself reminded you of that in case it’d slipped
your mind? And three —the best way for any child to learn that a flame’ll burn him is to let him stick his
finger in it; that makes for remembrance.”

“Yes, ma’am, Granny Flyswift,” I said. I had it all coming.

“Now what did you learn that’s useful to anybody but your stubborn self, missy?”” demanded Granny
Heatherknit again.

Charity’s daughter Caroline-Ann, sitting on a windowseat with her skirts drawn up and her legs tucked
under, asked if that couldn’t wait till I"d had some supper. She was twelve years old, and a lot like her

mother

“ No-sir,” said Granny Heatherknit. “She’s still able to sing for that supper, and I’m right interested in
her tune.”

“Well,” I said, “I learned that a girl of sixteen as can put her hair up in a figure-eight and knows all the
modem dances should not be called a child or treated like one.”

The Grannys peered at each other and snickered; and I wondered what foul task they had poor
Silverweb of McDaniels doing that very minute.

“And, I learned that a giant cavecat stinks, in more ways than one. I learned that broken ribs are as
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inconvenient the second time as the first, and that where everybody’s trying to keep the corks in their
homebrew nobody has much time for the export trade.”

“So far, so accurate,” said Granny Heatherknit. “Go on.”

“I learned that being licked to death is nasty.”

“No argument with that.”

“I learned that just about anything propped up in the moonlight and painted the right color is sufficient to
turn a guilty head. I learned that one continent can hold two very small birds, and only one of them have
gumption enough to fly. I learned that just because a Granny isn’t using the old formspeech doesn’t mean
her garlic won’t work.”

“She’s only fifty-nine,” snorted Granny Flyswift. “Give her time, she’ll outgrow her notions.”

“She did very well,” I told the old woman. “Very well indeed.”

And I went on. “I learned that a Family truly sef on a curse can bring one down on them. And, last of all,
I learned that a person can’t knit with both hands tied together.”

“Think not?” said Flyswift.
“Well, [ surely couldn’t.”

Granny Heatherknit scrunched up her eyebrows over her glasses—which she didn’t need and doubtful
she ever would— and I could see her counting.

“You left out Castle Purdy,” she said. “What happened there?”

“There’s what I will tell,” I answered, “and there’s what [ won’t.” (And about the Gentle coming to see
me—I wouldn’t).

“Hmmmph,” said Granny Heatherknit. “That might be the most important piece of all.”
“None of it,” said Caroline-Ann of Airy sadly, “meant anything to me . As usual.”

To my surprise, Granny Heatherknit turned to her and spoke almost gently; that girl must have a way
with her.

“Caroline-Ann.” said the Granny, “if you keep in mind that what Responsible of Brightwater’s doing is
trying to see how much she can not tell—despite being asked most politely— you’ll understand why you
found her remarks on the murky side. She’s riddling, can’t you hear that?”

“It didn’t thyme,” said Caroline-Ann. “I never recognize riddles when they don’t thyme.”

“Well, take the list she gave you and rhyme it, then,” said Granny Heatherknit. “Set it to a tune for us,
Caroline- Ann ... good exercise for you, and we’ll have something new for tale-telling makings.”

“Granny Heatherknit, that would be sard! ” objected Caroline-Ami, and that seemed to me accurate.
“You don’t mean I have to?”
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“Think you should,” said the Granny, and the other two nodded their agreement.

“Pheew!” said one of the huddle of girls on the floor below the sill where Caroline-Ann was. “Glad it’s
you and not me, Caroline-Ann!”

“Easy rthymes,” said Granny Flyswift calmly. “Cat. Rib. Bird. Knit. Suchlike. You can manage that,
Caroline-Ann; we give you three days, and then we’ll hear it.”

“Oh, blast!”

Caroline-Ann sat up straight and dropped her legs over the sill, careful not to kick anybody. “Naturally I
had to open my mouth with three Grannys in the room! Botheration!”

I felt sorry for her; but I needn’t have; it took her only half an hour to do the task set, and we had the
song from her right after supper that night. It went like this:

CAROLINE-ANN’S SONG

A girl of sixteen as can put up her hair

in a figure-eight knot, and can do it alone, and can dance through the figure-eights smartly as well— that
girl is no child, but a woman full grown!

That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater:

That’s what I learned.

The smell of a cavecat is ranker than bile, and a cavecat’s attentions are close to its chest, and a cavecat
that moves a mysterious mile

has a second rank odor that’s risky at best!
That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.

A rib as is broken will ravage your breath, and the second time round it will ravage your pride, and it’s
cold comfort knowing while choking to death that none of the damage shows on the outside!

That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater.

That’s what I learned.

Page 107



A cellar of homebrew with corks to be set and a hot spell ahead as makes setting them hard
keeps a family home from the market and road,

keeps a family corked to its Hall and its yard!

That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.

A Yallerhound’s neither a hound nor a dog,

it’s a bag full of water with a topcoat of hair;

it will drown you in slobber for the sake of pure love,
let the Yallerhound owner think well and beware!
That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.

A chair in the moonlight all painted with gold

is easily taken for royalty’s throne, and a conscience that’s guilty can easily see a scepter and crown in a
rock and a bone!

That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.

Two little pretty birds sharing one nest,

hidden away in the littlest tree;

one has a leash on and sorrows to know it, and envies the other that dares to fly free!
That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.
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A Granny should cackle and gabble and nag, and twist her tongue round to the formspeech and motions,
but garlic still wards if she knows her craft right, and as she adds years she’ll no doubt drop her notions!

That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.

A Family as goes through its days set on gloom, talking of curses and harping of fate, eyes to the past
and determined to suffer,

will get what it asks for served up on its plate!
That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater,

That’s what I learned.

A person whose hands are tied tight at her back, a person who’s bound like a goat to a spit, a person in
such a predicament can’t

neither gather nor sow, neither broider nor knit!
That’s what I learned, said the daughter of Brightwater;

That’s what I learned.

And there was a nice pre-verse to it, too, for times when there might be those singing back and forth:

What did you learn as you flew out so fine, splendid on Muleback, dressed like a queen?
What did you learn, daughter of Brightwater?

Tell us the wonderful things that you’ve seen!

I could see how, throwing that in every time a verse came round, you could use up a good part of an
evening with that song. And I was especially impressed with Caroline-Ann’s solution to the fact that
there’s no way anybody can sing my awkward name. It was a fine song, every syllable and note in its
proper place, and it added a certain respectability to my Quest, which was why the Grannys had
demanded it, of course. I expected to hear a good deal in future of this daughter of Airy.

I passed two blissful days being mothered by Charity, and teased by her Grannys, and generally catching
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my breath, and by the end of the third day I felt able to face my role in this world once again. I was
grateful to Castle Airy for that, because I had arrived in a sorry condition. And I kept humming
Caroline-Ann’s song.

And then on the third night, I set about catching myself a serpent. Or serpents, as the case might be.

I waited until all the Castle was sound asleep, and then I took my three baths: one hot, one cold, and
one of herbs. I pulled my lawn gown through the small gold ring and saw that it passed without wrinkle or
raveling to show for the trip, and I slipped it over my head. I put my black velvet ribbon around my neck,
and braided my hair. I set wards and double-wards, which took some time; the guestchamber [ was in
had three doors and eight windows, and there had to be a pentacle at every one of them, and a double
one at the corridor door where the Grannys might pass in their night-prowls.

It was past midnight before I was finally able to climb up into the center of my bed, set a pentacle round
me with white sand from my shammybag, and take what was needful out of my pouch.

A bowl of clearest crystal, exactly the size of my closed fist, crystal so clear you had to look twice to see
it was there. A vial of water from the desert spring on Marktwain that was holy to Skerrys, Gentles, and
Ozarkers, and exactly twelve drops of that water poured into the bottom of the tiny bowl- My
shammybags—one full of sand, one of fresh herbs, one of dried herbs, one of talismans. My gold chain,
and my gold ring. Everything else I needed was inside my head.

I laid them all out around me within easy reach, and I crossed my legs and sat up straight, and realized
that in no way was I tired any longer. Youth does have its compensations.

Now—we should see what we should see!

The needed Formalism was an Insertion Transformation; I wanted a name where I had a null term now,
and | wanted more than just “Traveller” to fill that null.

I set down the Structural Index in a double row of herbs, and the Structural Change I laid right
underneath it. I set the bowl of desert water in the space of the null term, and I made the double-barred
arrow with my hands above the water

“Let there be,” I said over the whole, “a name, sub-N; and let there be a filling of the null term, sub-T;
and let there be no alteration of the underlying structure, sub-S!”

The whole of it looked correct, but I checked it over one more time, for rigor— and then I closed it off
with the symbol #.

I watched the water closely while it dimmed and clouded and bubbled, and finally cleared again. And
then I jumped like a child stuck with a pin!

I’d expected a Traveller, naturally (and maybe half a dozen more of them, one for every time I repeated
the Transformation, since I could change only one term at a time); and I had for sure expected to see a
man! Despite the mention that Silverweb of McDaniels was husky enough, if properly clothed, to pass
for a man and fly a Rent-a-Mule through a church, I’d been convinced no female was behind any of this.

But the face that looked up at me from the water; no bigger than my thumbnail but clear in every smallest
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detail, and certainly clear in its utter terror; belonged to none of the Travellers and to no man ... It was
Una of Clark.

Una, the silent domestic daughter of Clark, the doting mother of five with the amazingly slim waist ...
whose husband was a Traveller. Whose husband wore the Traveller black despite all his years in his
father-in-law’s cheerful Castle.

I never, never would have suspected her. Never! She had seemed to me the dullest woman I’d come
across on this planet, up to and including the gawkiest and rawest servingmaid just decided to try her
luck in a Castle and still not sure where the doors were. And she had fooled me. Fooled me pure and
simple!

“Una of Clark!” I said over the water; a couple of times, “Una of Clark? > Had it been Sterling looking
out at me, I could not of been more astonished.

Then I tensed—fooling me that well, she might have other skills equally foolsome. If the water began to
boil in that crystal bowl again, or cloud over, I wanted to be ready to set a new Transformation on it
before she got away from me. But the minutes passed, with only the sound of my heart beating loud in the
room, and there was no change—only the tiny, so tiny, shivering figure in the water; and very gradually I
had all of her, not just her face.

You can’t speak, of course, when you’re trapped in blessed springwater by a Transformation, nor can
you move. | appeared to have her at my mercy, and I had the rest of the night to decide what to do
about that. Which was not so much time; the clock had just struck two.

I was not precisely free in this; I could go just so far and no farther. Murder’s murder; whether you do it
with a hatchet or a Transformation, and it’s not allowed. It would have tidied things up, and I will admit it
even crossed my mind, though that shocks me, because I was so put out; but it could not be done. A
Deletion Transformation to remove Una of Clark from the matrix of this universe was certainly possible ,
but it would violate the primary constraint on all magic: it is not allowed , ever , to change the Meaning of
things. To do that is the use of magic for evil, and the moral penalties for evil by hatchet are a good deal
less severe. They, at least, are administered by people. I’d come within a hair’s breadth of violating that
constraint when I tampered with Granny Leeward’s fan, and a very good thing I’d watched the shaping
of that nosegay when I lost the rest of my mind; if she’d cared to, she still could of fanned herself with the
mushrooms.

Since my choices were pretty rigorously constrained, it didn’t take me long to select among them. At
twenty minutes of three I had finished a bounded Movement Transformation, and I faced Una of Clark,
dry now in the night wind and back to her standard size, on a narrow rock ledge at the foot of the cliffs
where Castle Airy stood. The waves crashed over the rock where we were, and I motioned her to move
back into the small cave I’d noted as I flew in that day.

“Don’t you come near me!” she screamed at me, and threw up her hands before her face to shield it.
“Don’t you dare!”

“If you drown here, Una of Clark,” I shouted back at her; the wind taking my words and making
clattering skeletons out of them, “if you fall into that sea that boils not ten inches from the tip of your
dainty white foot, it will be your own fault. And I’ll not be mourning you, you’ll have saved me a great

deal of trouble! Get back away from the edge, as I tell you now, and into that cave—move! Get!”

“I’m afraid, I’'m aftraid,” she whimpered, hunkering down into the wind. “Oh, I don’t dare move ... ’'m
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so afraid!” Drat the woman; I did not really want her to drown, and it looked as though she might. The
stone under our feet was like glass, polished by the constant wind and water, and the wind gusting high,
and some of the waves were striking us to our knees and more.

“Well, you ought to be afraid,” I countered, “you surely ought! That ocean is as near bottomless as
makes no difference, woman, and you’re going into it sure if you don’t pull back!”

I saw her sway as the spray was flung against her ... and fool that she was, she did move—closer to the
rim of the ledge.

Law, I had no time for foolishness; I traced the double-barred arrow in the air and Moved her myself,
safe into the narrow shelter cut by the water, and I followed her in just inches ahead of a wave that would
have had us both sure, not a second to spare.

It was dark in there, and I set a glow around her and around me, so that we could see one another. The
roar of the waves was under us and all around us, too, it was everywhere, and with each one the whole
mountain seemed to shudder under our feet; but we were safe enough there until the tide rose.

“Witch ... ““ she hissed at me ... a serpent she was, right enough ... her teeth chattering, back pressed to
the cave wall and her bare feet curled to the curve of the hollowed rock. And she said it once again, a
good deal bolder. “Witch!”

“Nonsense,” [ said. “I’'m nothing of the kind.”

“Oh,” she said, “you’re not a witch? Reckon you didn’t snatch me out of my bed and trap me first in
some ... some noplace ... where | saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing, but your wicked face over me
as big as all the sky, and your eyes boring down on me, each of them big as a Castle gate ... and then
you brought me here, you SNAPPED me here! Think I don’t know that’s the only way you could drag a
decent woman halfway round a continent through the night from her husband’s side?”

“Oh, stop it,” I said, and sat down on the bare rock in pure disgust. I had been prepared to feel some
challenge here, maybe some respect for my opponent, but I was just p/ain disgusted. She was the one
responsible for what had been happening to the milk and the mirrors and the streetsigns, all right—the
spring water does not lie, nor do the Transformations fail. But the interference with the flight of the Mules
? Just as I’d been too slow to see that when I should of seen it right off, I’d misunderstood it completely
when I finally got to it, and gone to an awful lot of unnecessary trouble as a result of my blindness.

“Here I thought the reason that everything was just barely over the bounds of half-done was
cleverness,” I said crossly, wishing I dared smack her face and knowing the thought was shameful. “Here
I thought that just making the Mules wobble a tad instead of making them crash was a way of showing
your finesse , and a way of hinting at what dread things you might do if you chose to! You realize dial?
And all along, all this miserable long time, Una of Clark, it was just that you aren’t very good at what you
do! All along, with your piddling little tricks, you’ve been doing the very best you could , haven’t you?
Why, we had the whole damned thing clean backwards! Damn!”

“Well, it worked, didn’t it?” she spat at me, and she had me there.

And then she hid her face against her shoulder and screamed into the darkness, over and over that same
foolish word— “Witch! Witch! Witch!”—until I was nearly distracted. I suppose that was what Gabriel
Laddercane Traveller the 34thhad used against her; all through the nights of their marriage, lying beside
her in their bed, whispering while he stroked her thighs and that slim waist, convincing her to tackle magic
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far beyond what she was trained in or fit for or had any legal right to even think of. If he’d truly convinced
her that she was doing battle against witchcraft when she raised her weak hand against me ... it did not
excuse her; but I could see how he might have used that as a levee. Especially with her far gone in the
sickness of Romantic Love; it would of served his needs well, and paid him for his long exile from his
father’s house, and explained why he’d put up with it over these long years instead of taking her away.
The threads that ran to this night were sticky ones, and they clung.

“Well, now, what am I going to do with you?” I asked her; and myself, out loud. “What am I going to
do about you, Una of Clark?”

I’d lost all taste for harming her; she was only pathetic; but she couldn’t be allowed to go on with her
mischief, bungling as it was, all the same. Nor could she be allowed to go back and talk about any of this,
and I was by no means sure she had brains enough to see that.

“Una?” I said sharply. “Una of Clark? You look at me!”

“No! You’ll turn me into something horrible if T do!”

Turn her into something horrible? What did she think she’d done to herself?

“Look at me, you foolish, silly woman!”

She lifted her head then, and her eyes were like two huge flat fish in her white face. Most unappealing.

“Una, what did you think you were trying to do?” I asked her “Maybe if you tell me that I’ll be able to
see my way.”

To my astonishment, she raised her hands beside her face, spread her fingers wide as they would
stretch, and recited straight at me—

ASS.

BEDPOLE.

CHAMBERPOT.

DEAD OF THE NIGHT.
EGG-ROTTEN BIRD DUNG.
FISTFULS OF MEALY WORMS.
NIGHT OF THE DEAD.
POTCHAMBER.

POLEBED.

ASS.

I was flabbergasted. As nasty a Charm as I’d heard anywhere, and bold as brass about it, terrified as
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she was. But no elegance. No style! And put together all cockeyed to boot.

I’d seen six-year-old girls do a sight better than that, and without anything nasty in it to help them along,
either.

I said:

AlR.

BALSAM.

CINNAMON.

DENY ME NAUGHT.
EVERMORE WEEPING.
FOLLOW ME EVERYWHERE.
EVERMORE SLEEPING.
DOUBLE MY WORTH.
CINDERMAN.
BELLTONGUE.

AlR.

“And,” I added, “if you’d like to go on to twelve syllables and back, in twelve sets of thymed pairs, 'm
ready. But do hurry, Una of Clark, because I intend to be in my bed before breakfast.”

By that time, when she began to sob hopelessly, choking and sputtering, I wasn’t surprised. I wondered
what her life was going to be like, from this night on; she wasn’t built for a burden like this, and her
husband had chosen a poor instrument to break to his evil.

“See where foolish love will lead you?” I said to her sorrowfully. “See where it will lead you, woman?
Into folly , into shame , into disgrace ... Why didn’t you tell him to do his own dirt? What would your
father and mother say of you, Una of Clark, if they only knew what you have done?”

She only blubbered harder. And I was sick of watching her

“I’ll tell you what I’'m going to do,” I said, “and I suggest you listen to me more carefully than you’ve
been listening to your Reverend these last few years. For 'm not playing with you, and I warn you—I'm
no Granny, to just put toads in your bed and rashes under your armpits and keep your cakes from rising.
You do understand that?”

“What are you, really?” she hissed at me. “What are you?”

“Nor am I a witch,” [ went right on, ignoring that, “for if [ were, you would have been at the bottom of
that ocean long before this, and you know it very well. If I were a witch, Una of Clark, I’d set a
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Substitution Transformation. And another woman that looked just like you and talked just like you and
walked just like you and moaned in the loving arms of Gabriel Laddereane Traveller just like you would
go home from here—but she would not be you. You would be feeding the fishes and she would be only
a Substitute, and nobody would ever know.”

“Go ahead, then—you can do it, why don 't you, and leave off torturing me?”

“Because I'm not a witch, I’'m a law-abiding well-brought up woman, that you’ve caused a lot more
trouble than there’s any excusing you for, that’s why!”

“Then what are you going to do?”” she whispered. “Make me ugly? Make me crippled? Oh dear saints,
Responsible of Brightwater, what is it going to be?”’

“Your mind is a cesspool,” I said, staring at her “A cesspool. Make you ugly and cripple you indeed!”
“Tell me!”

“What I am going to do is set a Binding Spell on you,” I said. “That and nothing more. Seven years, Una
of Clark, you’ll say no word about this night or about what you know of me, or about what you’ve done.
And seven years, you’ll do no magic you haven’t earned the rank for. You not even a Granny or any
chance of ever being one ... I’ll bind you seven years; and then you’re free to do your worst.”

She went limp against the rock; I was glad mere wasn’t any place for her to fall to.

“The reason I’m stopping there,” I went on as I made my preparations, “is because I am not a witch!
And because I have no desire to go beyond what’s decent. You’re a woman—and you’re a Clark by
birth. I am willing to wager that in seven years you’ll achieve enough wisdom, that when the Spell is at its
end you’ll guard your own mouth out of shame and simple decency. I'm willing to take a chance on that.”

And if I was wrong, I could bind her then again, of course;
I’d be on the watch.

She just huddled there and bawled, every other word some stuff about what she was going to tell
Gabriel Laddercane, more shame to her, and I got on with my work.

It took me only a little while, and then I Moved her carefully back to Castle Clark, to the bed
where—might could be—her husband had not yet even missed her. If he had, that was her problem, and
it was up to her to figure out some way to get out of it. I’d done all I was willing to do, and more than she
deserved, out of regard for her Family, and pity for her folly, and out of the kind of distaste that comes
from dealing with an enemy that’s really no match for your skills. There’s a game called shooting ducks in
a barrel—I don’t play it. Never have.

And before the servingmaid tapped on my door with my pot of morning tea, everything was put away.
Every sign of the wards and the pentacles swept deal; not a speck of sand from my shammybags on the
Airy floor. And I lay there in my plain nightgown with the covers tucked up around my chin, and a smile
on my face that suited my pose, like I’d not lifted a finger all that weary night.

Now I could go home.
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CHAPTER 13

I DON’T MIND saying that it went well, though it’s bragging, for it’s no more than the plain truth. My
leavetaking may have had an unseemly abruptness due to my hightailing out of there before my common
sense (or somebody else’s) could stop me, but my homecoming went off as slick as I could possibly
have desired it. And the rough edges I well knew were there didn’t so much as show their shadows on
the surface that was available for examination to others.

I timed it so as to fly in to Castle Brightwater right at the end of breakfast on a sunny April morning. And
the last ten miles I rode Sterling along the winding roads of the Kingdom, between the hedges of
butter-yellow forsythia newly in bloom, and the fields of fruit trees covered with blossoms thick as
snowflakes. Every blade of grass and every new leaf and bud was that perfect green that comes only in
April, and that was what the Brightwater green was meant to stand for (and never quite matched). And
although the people didn’t cheer me—we didn’t hold with such display on Marktwain, and hadn’t for
hundreds of years—I knew they were glad to see me coming back. I knew by the smiles on their faces
and the fact that they were out in the fields working in their Sundy best, and this not Sundy. I kept my
own face straight and pretended not to notice ... in fact, I worked at really not noticing, seeing as how if
I arrived at Castle Brightwater puffed up with anything that a sharp eye could spot as pride the family
would be on me like carrion birds on a new-dead squawker; and I’d come out of it blistered.

Nobody came out to meet me, which was reasonable enough. I wasn’t company here, I /ived here, and
I'had to whistle for a stablemaid to come take Sterling off my hands. Then I stopped and indulged myself,
just for a minute, since nobody seemed to be looking. I never would of imagined I could be so glad just
to be home.

Ours was the first Castle built, and the Castle proper is not one of the shelters the Twelve Families set
up when The Ship landed and they were new to this planet. The one the Brightwaters built was made of
logs that can’t match Tinaseeh iroowood even halfway for durability, but have kept well enough under
cover, and it sits within the front courtyard of the Castle as a constant reminder—Ilest we should ever
forget—of our humble beginnings here. It had seven bedrooms round a common room; and forty-four
Brightwaters—men, women, and children, and one fine hound that had quickly died—slept and ate and
passed their very limited leisure time under that wooden roof.

When I was at home I hardly saw the loghouse, I was so accustomed to it, but it was new to my eyes
this morning, and I let them linger on it, glad it was still there for the children of all the Twelve Families to
visit and play at living in.

And then I turned my eyes to the Castle itself, and it pleasured me, too. It was perfectly square, and a
modest but satisfactory two stories high. It had twelve towers; one at each corner, one at the center of
each wall, one on either side of the front doors, and two extra in the front wall for fancy. The Brightwater
flag flew from every one of the tower roofs, and I noticed that someone had polished the brass
weathervane (an Old Earth rooster that was one of the few material things granted space in The Ship that
could only be called a luxury), and that it turned briskly in the wind at the top of the tower spire where it
had been fastened more than nine hundred years ago. I smiled; they’d claim that was done for spring
cleaning, but I knew better—we were a good week away from spring cleaning time. It was done to
welcome me home.

I knocked at the Castle doors, and they slid apart without a sound to let me in; someone had oiled them,

too, for there’d been a grating scrape to them when I rode out in February. The Castle Housekeeper
stood there casually watching three servingmaids polish the same banister over and over again, and she
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looked up as I stepped under the doorbeam and pretended to be surprised.
“Well, if it’s not Miss Responsible,” she said. “Good morning to you, miss.”

“Good morning to you. Sally of Lewis,” I said, and I greeted each of the servingmaids by name as well,
including the one whose apron had a grease spot, for which there was no excuse in my front Hall. “I’'m
home,” I said.

“We see you are,” said Sally of Lewis. “And we’re glad— it’s been a long time.”
It had been that; nearly eight weeks, and at that I’d made a bit better time than I’d deserved.

“The Family’s still having breakfast, miss,” said Sally of Lewis. “They’re just finishing the coffee and
there’s still hot cornbread on me table. The cooks happened to make extra this morning.”

It was amazing. I found that not only was I anxious for some Brightwater cornbread and butter, I was
even anxious to see my mother. I believed I was even anxious to see Emmalyn of Clark, and I couldn’t
remember that idea ever passing through my mind before. I had clearly been away too long and was
going weak in the head.

I went down the corridors to the room at the back of the Castle where we liked to have breakfast and
supper both. It looked out on a wide field mat was a riot of wildflowers in the spring and a riot of scarlet
and golden leaves in the fall, and through which there flowed a quite respectable creek that you could
catch glimpses of from the windows. That creek had been First Granny’s only condition for choice of the
Brightwater land. “I don’t care what else it has or hasn’t,” she’d declared. “Volcanoes, canyons, banana
trees, swamps, anything you fancy—but it has got to have a creek or [ won’t build even an outbuilding on
it. Keep that in mind!”

“Well, Responsible,” they all said as [ went in the door. And various other equally original greetings.
Gnumy Hazelbide settled for “Decided to come back, did you?” and a full-scale Granny glare.

“Sit down. Responsible,” said Patience of Clark, “and help yourself to the cornbread. Unless you want
to change first, of course,”

I looked down at myself, at the black velvet corselet and the silver-and-gold embroidery and the scariet
leather gloves, and all the rest of it. “No,” I said, “I’ll have my breakfast first. And then I plan to take all
this off, and burn it.”

*“ You’lldo no such thing!” said Granny Hazelbide, dropping her silverware with a clatter onto her plate.
“Waste not, want not, young woman—you think money grows on trees? You’ll take that truck off and
give it in to the staff for cleaning and storing away proper; and then next time you take a notion to play
the fool you’ll already have your fool outfit to hand. But spare us your spurs, please—they clank, and
furthermore, they’ll scratch the floorboards. And take oft your gloves; they’ll be all over Mule.”

Emmalyn of Clark told me what a pretty outfit it was, and how much she admired it, and how she had
thought of that as I left but hadn’t had a chance to express her admiration, and I thanked her politely.

“I think, personally,” said Thom of Guthrie, “that it is a tad Too Much.”

“A tad!” exclaimed Granny Hazelbide. “Why, she looks like a circus, or a—"
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I interrupted with considerable haste, remembering how I’d reacted the last time I’d heard the word 1
was reasonably sure she was just about to use.

“Dear Granny Hazelbide,” I said, sitting down and reaching for the hot cornbread and the butter; “you
weren’t here to advise me when I left, you see, you were ailing. I left in something of a hurry, and I did
the best I could.”

“Hmmmph,” said Granny, “your ‘best’ is pretty puny, Responsible. And I am scandalized that either
your mother or your grandmother let you leave this Castle looking like a—" Well, there was clearly no

hope for it.

“Granny Leeward of Castle Traveller said I looked like a whore,” I said blandly. If the word had to be
used I might as well do it myself and spare my sensibilities as best I could.

“Shows what she knows,” muttered Granny Hazelbide instantly, just as if she hadn’t had the exact same
word on the tip of her fibbing tongue. “Had her way, you’d have gone on Quest in a black nightgown
and a bonnet, I reckon.”

“I expect I would,” I said. “I expect.”

The same crew was there that had been at the meeting in February; except that Jonathan Cardwell
Brightwater the llth sat beside Ruth of Motley, and the Granny was present. My mother looked a vision,
as always, in a gown the exact color of the forsythia bushes; and she brought up the subject at hand
without preliminary, as always.

“Well,” she said, “did you find out who we owe for our sour milk? And all the rest of it? And did you
find out who put that baby up in the cedar tree? I am of the opinion, myself, that the McDaniels are
growing somewhat more than just tired of camping under that tree and watching their baby through a life-
support bubble, and I rather imagine that if you could see your way clear to do something about that
they’d be properly grateful. Not that I’d want to hurry your breakfast, of course.”

Prick, prick, prick ... that was Thom of Guthrie. Prick you here and when you jumped, stick you
somewhere else. © “Mother,” I said, “I learned everything I went to find out, and a good deal more I
never suspected, and we can take care of the baby matter in just a minute. I do intend to finish my
breakfast.”

“Well?” she demanded. “Who was it?”

“Can’t tell,” I said, shaking my head with what was intended to look like sincere regret. “I am sorry
about that.”

“You can’t tell?”” Jubal Brooks and Donald Patrick did that in chorus, both outraged, and my
grandparents looked at each other significantly and said nothing.

“Told you she wouldn’t,” said Granny Hazelbide smugly. ““She’s ornery; always was, always will be.
You’ll get nothing out of her.”

“Not true, Granny,” I answered, “you’ll get a good deal out of me. I will be calling Full Council later ...
after supper, Mother, you needn’t think about it now ... to tell you about a lot of things that need
discussing badly.”
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“Your ‘adventures,’ I suppose,” said my grandmother Ruth.

“They were not of my choosing, Grandmother,” I reminded her; “they went with the choice of measure
to be taken, all duly voted on by you and everybody there at the time. I’ll take my fair share of blame,
but I warn you I’ll not take what’s not coming to me ... and I learned a lot that will need tending to
before the Jubilee.”

Patience of Clark looked at me like I’d said a broad word. “Responsible,” she said. “do not say that to
me. Do not even suggest that. We’re going under for the third time already in ‘what has to be done
before the Jubilee’ ... don’t you make it worse.” And I knew then whose shoulders had taken on the load
for me in that part of the field while I’d been gone.

However, Patience meant food to prepare and rooms to clean and suchlike, and training new staff. I was
thinking of a promise made to a Gentle in a Purdy guestchamber; and settling the question of whether we
should—or could—try for a delayed celebration of the claimed appearance of a Skerry, just in case.
And there was the matter of the feuding on Arkansaw to be laid out for them, and just how the rest of the
Families might fit in to that, and how that would tend to complicate both the security arrangements and
the seating ones.

I would not be taking up with them the matter of what I’d done at Castle Traveller, nor what might be
done in advance of the Jubilee to forestall their putting my blunder to use; that I’d have to deal with
myself, in private, and I had a feeling in my heart that I knew the answer already. Nothing to be done but
wait, and deal with it when it came, I’d wager, though I’d search the timelines as far as my wit and skill
would take me, on the off chance. But that would not be on the Council agenda.

Nor would the name of Una of dark. Much good seven years of silence was going to do us if [ didn’t
observe it myself.

“I found out who was back of all the mischief,” I said calmly, “and that we had the thing hindside to, and
I put a stop to it. There’ll be no more wobbly Mules, I promise you. But for the sake of the Families
involved, there’ll be no passing on of names, either, from my lips or any others.”

“Families involved ... ¢ That was Jubal Brooks. ‘“Then there were more than one.”

“In a manner of speaking, Jubal Brooks,” I said. In a manner of speaking. The Travellers for sure—I’d
not been wrong in thinking them guilty; without the strokings and whisperings of Gabriel Laddercane
Traveller the 34ththere’d of been no shenanigans from Una of Clark. She’d of bounced her babies on her
knee, and doted on her husband, and died a good woman. And no way of knowing who’d put Gabriel
up to that, nor how many long years it might well have been planned. And the Clarks for sure, by reason
of Una’s direct hand. But only those two, I thought, only those two. I’d not repeated the Insertion
Transformation that night at Castle Airy, to see if any other faces would turn up in my bowl of
springwater. I’d been rushed, and I’d been disgusted, and there’d not been either the time or the proper
mood. And to make certain sure, I’d be doing that now I was home. I didn’t expect, however, to trap
anyone else. If there’d been any other name to babble, Una of Clark would of let it fall, in sheer tenor

“You’re mean not to tell, Responsible,” said Thorn of Guthrie. “But then you were always mean.”
I smiled at my plate, and listened to Granny Hazelbide put her in her place, which she did more than
adequately. My mother could not abide being left out of anything, even when it was for her own good

and clearly for the general welfare. Granny dressed her both up and down, and she subsided. And when
that was over; we all walked down to the churchyard.
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Vine of Motley and Halliday Joseph McDaniels the 14th didcheer as they saw us coming, and I could
see their point. Eight weeks camped under that tree must have been wearisome, even in the sort of luxury
accommodations they’d provided for themselves. And I could well believe that Vine of Motley’s arms
itched to hold her own baby, instead of the servingmaid’s she’d nursed these past two months. In her
place I’d of been impatient, too, and I was glad I hadn’t waited to change my clothes after all.

“Hurry up,” I told the Magician of Rank that had joined us in some haste at the Castle back doors. He
was called Veritas Truebreed Motley the 4th, a name some found overly fancy— which accounted for its
only coming round four times in all these years—but there was no quarrel with his skill. Once I’d assured
him that whatever held that baby couldn’t be anything much more complicated or dangerous than Granny
Magic, and clumsily done at that, he didn’t waste either time or energy. At fifty-three going on fifty-four
he was a sure and experienced man with his Formalisms & Transformations, and he made no fuss
whatever over bringing Terrence Merryweather McDaniels the 6thdown to his parents. He didn’t even
bother with herbs; he just scuffed a few cedar needles into suitable patterns, flicked his fingers with the
supple ease of long practice, and the baby floated right down to his daddy, gurgling and cooing and
obviously without so much as a heat rash to mar his perfection.

“Oh, Halliday Joseph McDaniels, do give him to me!” cried Vine of Motley. “Please let me have him!”
“Certainly, darlin’,” said Halliday Joseph, grinning so I feared he’d crack his face. And he passed the
child over to Vine of Motley and took the servingmaid’s baby in exchange.

Shepopped up instantly and relieved him of that burden, and I made a mental note that she was to be
rewarded handsomely for her part in all of this. Discreetly, but handsomely. Her name was Flag of Airy,
for the Ozarit iris that looked quite a lot like me pictures we had from Earth; and she was, as I recalled,
just on fifteen, and wife of an Attendant that was a Clark by birth. I thought that a small Bestowing of an
acre or two of farmland would not be out of place, and I’d have it seen to. Two months was a long time
to watch your own child suckled at another woman’s breasts, and to know that your first task when you
had it back— ifyou had it back, because she would not of been human if she hadn’t worried that
something might go wrong— would be weaning that babe to a cup. No, a couple of acres to put a small
house on would not strain Brightwater, though the land we still had to give away was almost gone—this
was a time that justified parting with it, even beyond the Family proper. And Flag of Airy would be
pleased to be the lady of a house instead of a servant in Castle Brightwater. It wouldn’t make it up to her
completely for what she’d sacrificed, I didn’t suppose; having no baby myself I was a poor judge. But it
seemed to me it ought to lessen the ache a little.

Happy! We were for sure happy that day. The McDaniels insisted on packing up and heading for home
at once (they didn’t say “before something else happens” but no doubt they were thinking it), and nobody
there that wouldn’t of done the same in their place, though we protested politely. But the rest of us were
in no mood for any kind of labor. The air was golden, the cedar sighed over us, and the churchyard was
a credit to its Maker with white and yellow and purple violets, sod young daisies, and all the spring
Sowers of Earth that had, praise be, taken to the soil of Ozaric without so much as a dapple to their
leaves to show strain. There’d be plenty of work to do later, after supper; it would be a long Council,
and we’d all come out of it sobered, even with me keeping back the worst of it.

For the moment, though, we weren’t worrying about that or anything else. I set aside my corselet and
cape, my boots and gloves— carefully, under the sharp eyes of Granny Hazelbide—and rolled up my
puffed and beomamented sleeves to feel the warm sun on my arms. We sent for a picnic from the Castle.
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And we lay all through that day under the cedars (I had to send the Lewises a note thanking them, I
thought, while I was tying up loose ends ... I had not known how much I loved those three cedars they’d
nurtured in our churchyard until I lay there lazy under them and saw them with fresh eyes); and we talked
of minor things. The children ran wild and wore themselves into stupors before it was time to head home
for supper, playing circle games and tag and hide-and-seek and Little Sally Waters all over the
churchyard, and wading in the creek while their mothers scolded haltheartedly and turned a blind eye and
deaf ear most of the time.

I managed to tie down tight again in that comer of my mind reserved for the awful my encounter with the
young uncle at Castle Wommack. That I would look at when the Jubilee was over; unless, the Skies help
us all, he came to the Jubilee. Stuff that away, Responsible, I told myself hastily; sufficient unto the day is
the evil thereof, and if it happened I’d have to deal with it then. I wasn’t going to let it spoil my
homecoming day, not that nor any of me rest of it. Not this one day.

“Glad to see you appreciate your homeplace, missy,” said my Granny, giving me a wicked dig in the ribs
to be sure I was paying attention. “Grass wasn’t quite as green as you thought it’d be elsewhere, eh?”

“Don’t torment me. Granny Hazelbide,” I pleaded with her “I’'m so comfortable ... and so glad to be
here! Leave me in peace.”

“Leave you in peace? ”
“Please, Granny Hazelbide. Pretty please.”
“Think you deserve peace, young lady?” she demanded.

“No. Granny, I doubt I deserve it atall,” I said frankly “I just asked for it—I didn’t say I had it coming to
me.”

She chuckled. And patted my knee.
“All right, then,” she said. “Long as you’re staying honest with your poor old Granny.”

She didn’t believe I was honest for a minute, nor did I, but it appeared she was willing to call temporary
truce. I closed my eyes. so full of my undeserved bliss that I couldn’t hold any more, and took a nap.
That at least, considering the way I’d been having to spend my nights, I had earned.

WHY WE ARE HERE

(A TEACHING STORY)

A very long time ago, and much farther away than you might think, there were Twelve Families, all living
on a world called Earth—and they were purely disgusted.

Earth, it’s said, had been green and gold and beautiful—a gardenplace and a homeplace. But the people
that lived there had neglected it and abused it, year after weary year, till it was entirely spoiled, till it was a
ruin and a wreck and a pitiful, pitiful sight.

The water was dirty and the air was foul; the creatures all were sorry and warped and twisted. They say
the fish that swam the creeks and rivers had become so strange that a person couldn’t even look at them,
let alone eat them.
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And then the people, they say, began to grow twisted, too. Not in their bodies—though living where
they did that was no doubt ahead of them—but in their minds and in their hearts. No person could be
trusted in those times. Hurting, they say, was done for the pleasure of hurting. And the things that were
done in those days, we are told, one human hand against another; do not bear repeating.

The Twelve Families, they were a patient people. They had lived a long time on Earth, keeping
themselves to themselves, cherishing their homes and their kind, and they waited as long as they could.
But the day came, the day came, when First Granny said, “Enough’s enough, and this is too much!” And
everyone looked around at the patheticness of it all, and they agreed with her

And so, in the year Two Thousand and Twelve—as was fitting—the Twelve Families took The Ship and
left Earth together, and went in search of a new homeworld. It had to be a place enough like Earth so
that they could fit there; and it had to be hidden away enough so that they could keep themselves to
themselves forever and ever more. And they took with them just as little as they possibly could from
Earth, with First Granny and the Captain standing right in the door of The Ship, they say, throwing things
out as fast as people carried them in.

“The less of that trash goes with us,” said First Granny, paying no mind to the complaints and the
caterwauling, “the less likely we are to have to do this every time we turn around.” (By which she meant

every two thousand years or so.)

And it would appear that she was right, because a thousand years have gone by, and here we are still,
and mightily satisfied with our lot.

And what may have become of Earth we do not know; and the less thought about that the better for us
all.

HOW WE CAME TO LOSE THE BIBLE

(A TEACHING STORY)

A very long time ago, and a good deal closer by than you might think, the Twelve Families and the
Captain and First Granny turned their attention to bringing The Ship down for landfall nice and easy. Just
nice and easy!

Made no nevermind that the fuel was almost all gone in The Ship’s engines. Made no nevermind that
through near nine years under solar sails spread round The Ship like petals of a great lily to gather the

solar winds, that fuel somehow had changed. They still had to get down.

“Fool stuff’s clabbered,” said First Granny with total contempt, tapping the toe of her high-topped
high-heeled pointy-toed black patent leather shoes.

“Fuel can’t clabber,” the Captain told her politely. “It’s not even liquid to start with, ma’am—begging
your pardon.”

“Same thing,” said First Granny, sticking out her chin. “Put it into any frame of circumstance that suits
you. Captain Aaron Dunn McDaniels, I don’t mind! It’s spoilt —as fuel—and that’s the same thing as
clabbered.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said the Captain, as was proper. But they still had to get down.
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They had never thought it would take them nine years to find a new homeworld enough like Earth to live
on, and lonely enough to make neighbors an unlikely occurrence, and having no other thinking creatures
unwilling and unable to let them share the land.

All the food was gone, and all the stuff for making more, and nothing was left but the food seeds packed
away dormant in their sterile tubes waiting for new dirt. All of the clothes they’d brought with them were
worn out and raggedy and getting too thin even for the needs of modesty.

And the animals, the live ones, they were getting what First Granny somberly referred to as That Look.
What might be happening to the stores of embryos sleeping in their tubes, no one could say till they were
decanted; but it was worrisome.

Going on was out of the question, and had been the last seven days. They had to get down.

First Granny took all the Magicians to the Ship’s Chapel, and they did what they could do. And Captain
Aaron Dunn McDaniels took all the crew to the bridge and the engine room, and they did what they
could do.

And nobody stinted.

But the fuel failed them just as they saw a green land rush up beneath them— justas they saw it!—and
The Ship went crippled into what we now call the Outward Deeps.

Well, what’s meant to be will be, they say, and that appears to be true. For even as the water closed
over the dying Ship and First Granny told the children to stop their caterwauling and prepare to meet
their Maker with their mouths shut and their eyes open, a wonderful thing happened. Just a wonderful
thing!

Forty of them there were, shaped like the great whales of Earth, but that their tails split three ways
instead of two. And their color was the royal purple, the purple of majestic sovereignty.

They met The Ship as it fell, rising up in a circle as it sank toward the bottom. And they bore it up on
their backs as easy as a man packs a baby, and laid it out in the shallows, where the Captain and the
crew could get The Ship’s door open, and everybody could wade right out of there to safety.

They were the Wise Ones, so named by First Granny; and it may be that they live there still in the
Outward Deeps. Nobody knows, and nobody needs to know.

And it was during that glad wading to shore just before First Granny set her foot on the land and cried,
“Well, the Kingdom’s come at last. praise be!” that the ancient holy book—its name was BIBLE—was
lost to the Twelve Families. First Granny, she thought the Captain had it, it seems. And the Captain, he
thought First Granny had it. Naturally. And there was a child of three that claimed he’d seen a Wise One
swallow it—waterproof, radiationproof, fireproof, crashproof box and all. And for all we know that may
be true. For sure it’s never washed up on any coast of Ozark, all these many hundred years.

“Botheration,” First Granny said when they realized it was gone. And the Captain allowed as how he
was deeply sorry.
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“Well,” said First Granny, “I suppose we’ll just have to Make Do.”
And so we have, ever since.
THE FLYING DULCIMER

(A TEACHING STORY)

A very long time ago, and much further away than you might think, when the Twelve Families were
preparing to leave Earth, there was a young woman named Rozasharn. Now Rozasham was a Purdy by
birth, and it happened that the Purdys had a fine and famous dulcimer. It was of the sweetest fruitwood,
and it was cut slim-waisted and curled, and it had inlays of mother-of-pearl in the shapes of hearts and
roses and twining vines and little mourning doves. It was purely beautiful, and when they told Rozasharm it
had to be left behind, she was outraged. Just out raged!

“Rozasharn,” said First Granny, ‘“we have on The Ship two guitars, two banjos, two dulcimers, two
autoharps, two fiddles—which is one too many, if you ask me—two mouth-harps, two mandolins, and a
dobro. Each was chosen because the man or woman that played it was the finest player we knew, and it
will serve to while away the time, and to be a model for building more such when we land. But that’s
enough .” And then she gave Rozasham a curled-lip look and said, “You can’t even carry a tune ,
Rozasham, let alone play that dulcimer!”

Rozasham yes-ma’amed, but she went away bitter and she wasn’t about to give in. The Purdy dulcimer
was the prettiest she’d ever seen, and she intended it to go on The Ship no matter what First Granny
said.

So Rozasharn began to plan her magic. There was a Spell of Invisibility, of course, but that took a lot of
work to get going and even more to maintain, and Rozasharn wasn’t sure she was up to it. A Spell of
Distraction, on the other hand, was a simpler matter; and she decided to set one of those on the dulcimer,
to make it appear it was only her shawl. Rozasham went through her motions and cast the Spell, and
found herself a bit embarrassed; she had in her hands a truly splendid shawl, covered with hearts and
roses and twining vines and little mourning doves, and that was never going to get past First Granny.
“Back up a bit, Rozasharn,” Rozasham told herself, “or you’ll come out of this blistered.”

What she settled on at last was three Spells. The first was to turn the dulcimer itself plain, and that one
worked all right. The second was to make the plain dulcimer appear to be a shawl, and that one seemed
to be in good shape to the eye, although it was uncomfortable to her shoulders, since she could still feel
the pegs and the strings and the edges of the wood; but she considered it her family duty to put up with it.
And the third was to take off the other two, and she tried that out, and it worked. Nothing was left but to
calculate the weight she had to leave behind so no one would suspect, and that meant leaving buried in
her back yard two pairs of shoes and a half-slip she’d never liked anyway, and she made it onto The
Ship right under First Granny’s nose, the dulcimer draped round her shoulders and looking for all the
world like a plain old shawl. Just like it!

Well, she would of been all right, would Rozasham—if she’d had a little self-control. But when landing
time came she just could not resist letting everyone know the trick she’d played, and as she stepped onto
the land of Ozark she cast the third Spell and stood there before everybody, holding the famous Purdy
dulcimer and looking like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

First Granny looked her up and she looked her down, and then she looked her up once more to be
certain her eyes didn’t deceive her; but she said nary a word. The Captain looked sorrowful, but he
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didn’t speak either And as the days passed, and the Purdy s settled in and built themselves a homeplace,
Rozasham began to feel comfortable.

And then came the morning when the last stick was in place, and the last curtain hung, and the last dish
on the shelf, and Rozasharn looked out her front door and there stood First Granny with Macon Desirard
Guthrie the 3rdat her right hand; and young Rozasham’s heart very nearly stopped. Macon Desirard
Guthrie was no common person, but a man skilled in Formalisms & Transformations. If there was a more
handy Magician on Ozark, Rozasham didn’t know who it might be.

“Stand aside, Rozasham,” said First Granny, “and let us come in.”

And Rozasham did that, most promptly, and there she stood while Macon Desirard Guthrie went
through his Structural Descriptions and his Structural Indexes and his Rigorous Specifications of
Coreference and his Global Constraints and a lot of other things of that kind and caliber; and when he got
through there were just three things that a person could do with the Purdys’ fancy dulcimer

You could hang it on a peg on the back wall of a dark closet. You could put it in the bottom of a tight
and heavy sack long enough to carry it to some similar peg, should you be required to move.

And you could dust if off, from time to time.

If you tried to do anything else with that dulcimer; such as showing it off to the neighbors, or playing a
tune, or even moving it off its peg to peek at it your own self; it came flying out at you like a hunting
hawk; and starting in the center of the room it would swoop in bigger and bigger circles, faster and faster
... Wheeeyeeew! Let me tell you, all you could do then was throw yourself on the floor, roll under

whatever you’d fit under; and pray it would miss you.

And nobody could put that thing back on its peg but another Magician trained in Formalisms &
Transformations.

And that is the tale of the Hying Dulcimer of Castle Purdy, and has something to tell us about being
proud of things .

The jump-rope rhyme goes like this:

The Purdys have a dulcimer;
it cannot make a sound; and if you take it off its peg,

it flies around and round!

It’1l hit you in the back of the neck, as it goes flying by,
It’11 hit you in the crook of the back,

it’ll poke you in the eye!
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It’ll chase you round the bedroom,
it’ll chase you down the stairs’

And all ‘cause of Rozasham of Purdy as tried to put on airs!

THE GRAND JUBILEE

Part 1
Chapter 1

“Oh, Great Gates,” said Jewel of Wommack. “I’ll never manage it.”
Her brother looked down at her and grinned.

“Afraid you’ll fall in the water, are you?” he teased. “Tell you what, dear heart, I'll carry you down the
landing ramp.”

“You touch me, Lewis Motley Wommack,” she said between her teeth, “and I’ll scream you a scream
they’ll hear all the way to Castle Brightwater.”

He leaned one elbow on the gunwale, set his chin in his hand, and looked at her sideways, considering.
She had a scream that was deservedly famous, did Jewel, and the potential scene had a certain appeal
for him. There they’d be, pulling up to the mooring, the great ship easy in the calm water of the harbor,
and all the passengers crowding politely onto the ramp three abreast. And there’d be all the elegant
citizens waiting on the landing in their Sundy best-Jubilee best!-standing under the ancient trees that
shaded them and watching the delegations and their households disembark. And there /e 'd be, carrying
his screaming squalling sister through all the decorous lines of pleasant people . .

“Don’t you think it,” she said firmly. “Don’t you even think it! You’ll rue it, I swear you will.”

“Will you set a Spell on me, little sister?”” he asked, mock- terrified before her prowess, and then he
gathered her against him and held her close to his side. It was a good deal like holding a sapling whipping
in the wind, if you’ll allow a sapling the skill to curse without ceasing; but she was no more trouble to him
than the buttons on his cloak. He could have held half a dozen more like her, all screaming and spitting,
and not begun to exert himself.

Jewel was fighting him only for the principle of the thing, havinglearned in the courseother twelve and a
half years that it was a useless activity for any other purpose. She had seen her brother lift a full-grown
man over his head and throw him into a tree, and he hadn’t even been angry at the time, just slightly
fussed. And then she had an idea.

The wicked point of the broochpin that she’d had at her throat took him right in the armpit, where there
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was little clothing and less muscle. The group behind them stepped back hastily at his roar of pain, and
Jewel braced herself to be flung over the side. It would spoil her gown and her cloak and her fine new
shoes, and she would lose her hat and her travelbag in the process. It would mean being hauled in
dripping wet before the grave watching eyes of Silverweb of McDaniels, that she could see standing
among those waiting on the Landing, and somebody near enough her age that she’d half hoped to have
her for a friend. But it would be worth it all. She’d happily have swum ten miles before all the Grannys of
Ozark assembled, in a full set of winter clothes and wrapped in a quilt to top it off, if it would of gained
her one point against Lewis Motley Wommack the 33rd. For all that she worshipped the ground he
walked on and the air he breathed.

“Well?”
“Well what, Jewel of Wommack?”

“Well, aren’t you going to pitch me overboard?”” She braced herself again, and then felt her cheeks flood
crimson as he patted her on the bottom like a Mule colt; right in front of all those people.

“No, Little Wickedness, 'm not going to do any such thing,” he said. “Smile pretty now, there comes
the land-and I expect you to walk that ramp like a highborn lady, which you are, and if you do fall in and
shame us all I’1l put you over my knee right there under those trees soon as you’re fished out. Provided I
don’t let you drown, that is.”

The men had tied the lines, and the First Officer secured the gleaming ironwood steps that would allow
the passengers to walk up to where the ramp met the gunwales instead of scrambling over on a rope
ladder like the crew was used to doing. There were a few cheers from the younger children, hastily
hushed by their elders, and Jewel heard the resounding smack of a sturdy hand against someone’s
backside. That, she thought, would be a Purdy female, and a Purdy child; neither Wommack nor
Traveller would of laid hand to one of their offspring in public-or needed to. “Why?” she demanded
softly, still clutched to her brother’s side -and then she realized that in the noise of the landing, everyone
talking quietly but everyone talking at once,shedidn’t have to be quiet, and she shouted it at him. “Why?”

“Why what?”

She wiggled violently, and he set her aside with a courtly smile, not scrupling to tickle her ribs as he did
SO.

“Why aren’t you going to throw me overboard?”

“One, it would give you far too much satisfaction,” he said promptly. “Two, I’ve already told you-a
dozen times, if I’ve told you once-I intend to be careful of the Wommack reputation at this Jubilee. I'm
tired to death of being only one cut above the Purdys-they’re stupid and we’re cursed, that’s a fine
bedamned arrangement! And I’ll not risk a scandal before ever we set foot to Brightwater land, Jewel of
Wommack. Not if you run a sword through my armpit instead of a pin.”

She would of liked to say she was sorry, but she didn’t dare. If there was one thing that made her
brother furiouser than some body doing something outrageous, it was that somebody saying they were
sorry, afterwards. She stood shaking in her finery and trying to get her breath back, and she held her
tongue.

“All right now,” he said, and gave her a gentle push toward the steps. “Here we are, and this is the
famous Brightwater Landing, and I’m right behind you. No simpering, no giggling, no lollygagging, sister
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mine. Move!”

She moved. The press of people behind her would have moved her in any case. Up the nine shining
steps; and then, with a hand from the First Mate to steady her against the gentle rocking of the ship,
across the narrow space and her foot on the landing ramp that stretched out into the harbor. And down
the ramp between the rows of flags brilliant in the May breeze, in front of all those staring people-not that
they stared openly, but she knew they watched her, all the same. She turned an ankle once, but no one
would of guessed; Lewis Motley was at her elbow and he steadied her instantly.

“It’s miles long, this ramp!” she fretted. “Suppose that’s to give the Brightwaters ample time to look
everybody over as they land!”

“No,” he told her, “it’s so the ramp will reach out into the harbor far enough to let people land from an
oceangoing ship with a deep draft. You have a mind, Jewel, and known to be spectacular; use it.
Nobody’s looking at you.”

“They are!” she insisted.

She knew they were, in her bones. She was not quite sure when it had begun; one day she was a child,
fresh out of Granny School and not caring if the whole world looked at her nor even thinking they might
care to. And the next she knew herself the center of everyone’s attention, at all times. For the women at
Castle Wommack to tell her that this carne of being twelve and would disappear with turning thirteen,
approximately, was no help to her. Thirteen might as well of been ten years away as four months, for
every day stretched out long and lanky before her full of ordeals. They had told her who knew how many
times. Her nose was not too pointed; her freckles were not ugly; the copper-colored hair that fought its
way instantly out of any attempt she made at bringing it to order was not untidy; her breasts and hips
were not too big; her legs were not too long. It didn’t help any. Her days were a misery and she endured
them, that being a woman’s place in this world; but she defied anyone to expect her to enjoy them,

“Jewel, sister Jewel,” he said as they stepped off the ramp onto the stones of the Landing-sure enough,
each one was a good four feet square, and blinding white, just as she’d been told!-"’I am counting on

2

you.

She would have clung to him in despair and hidden her face against his chest; but he knew that, of
course, and he was gone in an instant. He disappeared into the clusters of talking people like thread into
aneedle’s eye, and was out of her sight.

“Jewel.” The voice at her elbow was like a blessing pronounced twice; she turned joyfully to greet it.
There stood Gilead of Wommack, Jewel’s niece despite her seventeen years; and Jacob Donahue
Wommack the 23rd, Gilead’s father and the Master of Castle Wommack; and there stood Grannys
Copperdell and Goodweather, both bristling with impatience to get on with it, whatever it might he; and
all the rest of her homefolks.

“Oh, I am so glad to see you!” she declared, doing her best to disappear into the middle of the group,
and she meant it most fervently. Whatever it was that her beloved brother was ““counting on” her for, she
intended to postpone it as long as possible.

“Lewis Motley’s upset her,” said Gilead to the others. “I knew he would.”

“She’s no business letting him,” snapped Granny Copperdell.
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“Granny,” objected Jacob Donahue, “the child’s only twelve!”

“When I was twelve I had a babe at my breast,” said the old lady, “and it would of been a cold day in a
warm place before any nineteen-year-old lout such as that one would of upset me.”

Jewel had no doubt that was true. Indomitable twelve-year-olds such as that make good Grannys, and
Granny Copperdell was one of the finest,

“If I had a babe at my breast,” said Jewel staunchly, “I’d have it hind-end to, and youall know it.”

“Jewel of Wommack!” Gilead was shocked, and the Dozens only knew what the Attendant and the
servingmaid bringing up the rear with the smaller children thought. But both Grannys cackled with
appreciation, and Jewel saw that as a good sign and took up her position between. them. She could think
of few safer places to be than flanked an either side by a Granny in a good mood.

A Brightwater Attendant, splendid in his livery of emerald green piped with narrow silver braid, the crest
on his shoulder looking to be embroidered only yesterday, stepped forward then to greet them, making
his proper salutations with a flourish.

“If you’ll follow me,” he said pleasantly, “T’ll take you to your lodgings at the Castle and see you settled

b 2

m.

Lewis Motley, popping up as unexpectedly as he’d disappeared, spoke from the back of the cluster of
Wommacks.

“All of us?” he asked.

“Beg your pardon, sir?”

“I said, all of us? That is, is there room for all of us?”

“At Castle Brightwater?” The Attendant was clearly flabbergasted.

Lewis Motley Wommack shrugged politely, and made it obvious that he was being too well bred to
mention the four hundred some odd rooms at Castle Wommack, or its vast acres of land.

“Ignore him,” said Jacob Donahue immediately, “and accept my apologies. He has no manners
whatsoever and never did have. And keep an eye on him while he’s under your roof, because he can’t
be trusted. I’ve done my best with him, poor orphan that he is, but it’s been a hopeless and a thankless
task. He grows wickeder with every passing year.”

Lewis Motley chuckled, and Jewel wondered grimly how he’d of been behaving if he hadn 't been
concerned for the Wommack reputation; and the Attendant, confused but doggedly set on his duties,
explained that although Castle Brightwater was nothing like the size of Castle Wommack, it could surely
manage to put up the delegations of the other eleven Families of Ozark without strain. Gilead moved
forward smoothly to soothe the poor man with a steady flow of distracting questions, and Granny
Goodweather leaned back and pinched the unruly younger brother’s cheek-a Granny’s privilege,
however much it might hurt, and however much the red wheal it left might mar the effect of the young
man’s splendid beard.

They were handed into five of a long line of gleaming carriages, each with the Brightwater crest on its
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door and harnessed to a matched team of four Mules, and Jewel began to enjoy herself in spite of
everything. It was one thing to watch the doings at Castle Brightwater on the comset while she sat at
home at Castle Wommack, and it was quite another to actually be here. The carriages were a fine touch,
and she could tell she wasn’t the only one to think so. Lizzies would of taken them up to the Castle far
more quickly, twelve at a time, but a lizzy had none of the elegance of a four-Mule carriage. They were
speckledy Mules, a soft gray flecked all over with a darker shade of the same; their harness was gray
leather with silver fittings; and their tails had been done in an intricate five-strand braid, not just looped up
and fastened in the usual way. And their hoofs! Jewel had never seen Mules with their hoofs, that were
naturally a kind of nothing clayey color, stained a jetty black. It was purely splendid, and polite of the
Mules to allow it done.

And then there were the crests; a crest on the door of a lizzy would of been like a lace collar on a goat.
It was well carried out, and a few points for the Family Brightwater.

Somewhere down the line the remark came-"Waste, waste, and never an end to it!”-and nobody had to
look back to identify the source. That would be someone from the Traveller delegation, going through the
obligatory rituals in his thrifty suit of coarse black cloth and his plain black coat. The Travellers
considered anything either pleasant or attractive to be a “waste.”

“Theyare going to be a nuisance,” said Gilead, and her father nodded.

“Fiddle,”said Granny Copperdell, “they just make for balance. Everybody else says "how nice’ and the
Travellers come in all together with "what a waste’ and it evens it all out. Keeps us from getting carried
away with delight and debauchery. Right useful of them, if you want my opinion on the matter.”

“The eeeeequilibrium of the yuuuuuuuniverse is a fraaaaaail and-"

“Lewis Motley Wommack!” The Granny’s voice whipped through the air in the open carriage, and
Jewel tried not to wince. “You mock the Reverend, and on a Sundy at that, and I’ll see you pay dearly
for it!”

Jewel listened to the laughter in his voice, tucked under the charming apology that came properly and
without a second’s hold-back, and wished she could stick him with her broochpin again. There was
nothing in all the known universe that her brother feared, and nothing so far as she knew that had ever
bested him-excepting perhaps Responsible of Brightwater, who’d run away from him and left him
laughing till the tears poured down into his beard on the steps of Castle Wommack, and she hadn’t the
least idea what all #hat had been about . . . but his own brash fearnaught ways were no reason to risk
bringing down the wrath of the Powers That Be on the heads of all the rest of the household.

At her side, Granny Copperdell touched her wrist. “You’ll be having your hands full, child,” she said.
And Granny Goodweather on the other side, though she didn’t leave off looking round her at the fields
and farms of Brightwater, so much a park by comparison with the rough-hacked land at home on
Kintucky, nodded a sturdy agreement.

“ Myhands full? Why? Of what?” Jewel’s heart sank-here it came. Holiday or no holiday, Jubilee or no
Jubilee, there’d be something; there always was. Botheration!

“Keeping Lewis Motley Wommack the Thirty-third in order, child,” said the Granny solemnly. “Not a
job I'd fancy.”

Jewel was absolutely silent. Not a word entered her mind that she dared give voice to. But the Grannys
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went on, and spared her the trouble of trying to frame the questions without the broad words.

“You keep in mind, now,” said Granny Copperdell, “you are the only woman in your brother’s line.
Your parents both dead since you were only babies, no other sisters, and him not married -that makes
you responsible for his doings. You may well find out that you’d abeen better off with a half dozen
babies, time this is over.”

“It’ll grow you up some,” said Granny Goodweather calmly, and patted Jewel’s knee. “And high time.
You’re near on marrying age, we can’t have you shirking your duties and hiding in grannyskirts forever.”

“It’s not fair!” Jewel announced, her outrage sufficient at last to let her speak. “And I don’t fancy it
either!”

“Fair!” scoffed Granny Copperdell. “I ever tell you this world was fair, Jewel of Wommack?”
“No,” she said, speaking sullen into her own collar. “No, I can’t say as you ever did.”

“Well, then,” said both the Grannys together. And then the carriage pulled up at the gates of the Castle
and everyone was suddenly moving about, gathering up what they’d laid down for the ride, and there
was no more time for discussion.

Inside the Castle, Responsible of Brightwater sat at the desk in her bedroom, going over for the tenth
time the welcoming speech that she would be giving to open the meeting tomorrow morning, including the
elaborate agenda she was counting on to give her time to see how the wind blew. There must be no
smallest niche of time left over tomorrow in the scheduled activities to allow the anti-Confederationists to
begin their moves. She could count on their obsession with manners to keep them from tampering with
that agenda on Opening Day; and good use she’d best make of it, seeing as she could count on nothing
for the other four days. The only possibility she could safely exclude was murder-there hadn’t been a
murder on the continent of Marktwain in the entire one thousand years of its history-but that left a mighty
long list of other kinds of disorder and disarray.

“Keep ‘em busy!” she said out loud, and made herself jump.

She was nervous, that was for sure. Her mother had remarked on it. Her uncles and her uncles’ wives
and all the children, and even the Housekeeper, had remarked on it. Until Granny Hazelbide had told
them all to leave her be, in no uncertain terms.

“She has enough to think of now,” the Granny’d said, shaming them all-and they deserved it--"without
you forever tormenting her. The Confederation of Continents might go down for good and all this week,
after five hundred years of nursing it along, and she has that to think of. And if it doesn’t fall, the Twelve
Gates only knows what shape it’ll be in after the Travellers get through chopping away at it. If she wasn’t
nervous I’d be calling in the Magician of Rank to see to her 4ead, and I’ll thank youall to hush!”

Responsible grinned, remembering. It was rare that a Granny, or anybody else, came to her defense. It
had been a pleasant experience, and one she wouldn’t mind repeating a time or two.

“You really worried, Responsible?”” her grandfather had asked, sounding sorry for his teasing.

“Some,” she’d said.
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“They’re not such fools as to think that without the Confederation things’d be even half proper-they’ll
just make the usual noises, and then back down like they always do. No need for you to fret.”

She surely did hope he was right . . . And he ought to be. He ought to be!

On the wall before her hung a battered map of Ozark, the six continents set out in their oceans, and a pin
stuck firmly at the site of each Castle. Black pins for those Families she knew to be dead set against the
Confederation and ready to bring it down, come what may-Travellers, Guthries, and Farsons. And the
Purdys thrown in, seeing as they’d not have the courage to stand against the other three. Red pins for
those she knew to be loyal-Castle Airy, Castle Clark, Castle McDaniels, Castle Motley, Castle Lewis,
and her own Brightwater. Green pins for those as might move either way, depending on what happened
over the next few days-the Smiths, and the Wommacks. Six months ago the pin that marked Castle
Smith had been a red one, but no longer. Their behavior had grown more and more odd, and the
Attendant set to watch had told her half an hour ago that every one of the other Families was arrived and
safely settled in the Castle, but no sign of the Smiths and no word from them. That did nothing to reasure
her.

It looked, providing you were ignorant, as if things were fairly safe for the Confederation, Six for, only
four against, and two undecided: sway those two and it could be eight to four and an easy sweep; lose
them and it would be six to six, a standoff. But that would be your impression only if you were ignorant,
and Responsible of Brightwater was not. Castles Lewis and Motley could be as loyal as they liked, there
was little they could do to help. Two tiny kingdoms sharing one continent not much more than an
over sized island, the total not much bigger than Brightwater Kingdom alone. The great bulk of
Arkansaw loomed to their east, all of Kintucky to their west, and Tinaseeh-largest of the six continents
and held by the Travellers-to their south. If the Confederation did not stand, the Lewises and the Motleys
would be hard put to it to do more than make speeches. They could not survive without the help of their
neighbors.

And yet, she could not bring herself to believe that there was really any danger beyond that of the
anti-Confederationists wasting this precious week in stalling and wrangling so that none of the necessary
work could get done. They had a lot to say about independence, but she was inclined to agree with her
grandfather; they must have sense enough to know the terrible price of isolation.

Responsible sighed, and stamped her foot in frustration. She had cast Spells half the night, she’d done
Formalisms & Transformations till her hands ached, and she’d gotten only one answer. An answer she
could of gotten with Granny Magic alone, reading leaves in a teacup. Trouble ahead, she kept getting-as
if she didn’t know that! Something was wrong with her data, or something had been wrong with her
methods, she had no least idea which; and there was no one she could ask for their opinion, seeing as
how everything she was doing was illegal or worse. It fretted her, having no idea what kind of trouble.

There was a knock at her door, and she called “Come in!” expecting an Attendant telling her it was time
for the banquet in the Castle Great Hall, but it was her own Granny Hazelbide.

“Granny!” she said, laying the thick sheets of paper down on the desk and resigning herself to the fact
that there’d be no more reviewing of that speech. The Granny would of come to fuss at her about
something, or perhaps a dozen somethings, then there would be the Banquet and the Dance, and then she
must sleep or she’d not be fit to give the speech. She was so tired now that the words on the paper
blurred when she looked at them.

“Responsible,” said the Granny back at her.
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“What can I do for you?”

“Do for me, indeed!”

“Well, then, what can you do for me 7 asked Responsible patiently. “What is it, Granny Hazelbide?
Has the Housekeeper run oft? Is the food spoiled? Do we expect a hurricane off schedule?”“Mercy,

you’re the cheery one,” said Granny Hazelbide.

“If something weren’t fretting you, you wouldn’t be here, Granny, and we both know that. And if
something’s fretting you, then for me to be cheery would be foolishness. What’s gone wrong?”

The Granny sat herself down in a rocker where Responsible would have to turn her chair around to look
at her, and folded both arms across her narrow chest.

“For one thing,” she said, cross as a patch, “the Castle’s full of every kind of devilment ever invented.”
“Granted,” said Responsible. “And?”*For another, it’s so crowded you can’t find a place to sit nor a

place to stand, nor much air to breathe-and the Smiths aren’t even here yet. And if I know them,they’ll
bring every piddling relation they can scrape from under a rock, and three dozen Attendants, and a
servingmaid to every chick and child-a delegation of one hundred even, I’ll wager you my smallest
thimble and my oldest shammybag!”
“More nearly fifty, Granny,” said Responsible. “You exaggerate.”

“Still too many, / say!”‘Granted,” said Responsible. “But it’s their way, and none of our business to
object to it.”

“I-dislike-it-all,” said Granny Hazelbide, each word separate and alone as it left her mouth, like a solemn
pronouncement; and Responsible couldn’t help but laugh.

“Granny,” she chided, “you’ve known these last twelve months and more that this was coming. And
you’ve known how it would be. We’ve gone over it and over it, and my mother has not held back /er
comments at any time. [ don’t know how it is her voice hasn’t worn grooves in the floors by this time,
complaining. There’s been ample time to mope and moan and carry on over it, and we’d all come to an
agreement that it was worth the trouble. Why are you bothering me about it now?”

“I have a funny feeling,” muttered Granny Hazelbide, rocking slowly and staring at the floor.

“A funny feeling.”

“That’s what I said.”

“What does your funny feeling tell you?”

“That there’s trouble coming.”

Responsible shrugged.

“And what were you expecting?”’ she asked patiently. This conversation was wearisome, and a waste of
time as well, unless the Granny knew something that might be useful. If she did, she was going to make
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Responsible work for it.

“Know who’s in the room next to yours?” asked the Granny suddenly.

“For sure,” said Responsible, surprised at the question. “Anne of Brightwater, and her boring husband,
Stewart Crain McDaniels the Sixth. And if T know Anne, and I do, they’ll have the youngest tadling they
brought along sleeping in their bed with them for safekeeping.”

“Wrong,” said the Granny.

“I arranged it myself.”

“So you did, but it’s been changed, and your uncles both approved it and remarked as how nobody
should bother checking with you since you were so busy, bad cess to ‘em both.”

Responsible reached both arms above her head and stretched. Law, but she was tired! And asked the
Granny, as politely as her strained tolerance would allow, to tell her what she’d come to tell.

“Who’ve they given me for nearest neighbor, dear Granny Hazelbide?” she pleaded. “Leave off teasing,
now, and tell me.”

“Don’t sass me, missy!”

“Granny, tell me!” said Responsible. “Or I’ll go back to work on my speech. Notice that it’s on paper?
None of your pliofilm sheets for this ceremony-I"d put it on a set of stone tablets if I could carry them.”

“Granny Leeward,” said the old woman abruptly, and left it at that.

Responsible took a deep breath before she tried answering, and folded her hands in her lap where they
wouldn’t betray her. And then she said, casual as she could make it: “They’ve put Granny Leeward in the
room beside mine?”

“That they have. It seems she wasn’t comfortable where she was, and it seems the air is better on the
side of the Castle nearest you, and it seems she can’t abide the view where the rest of the Traveller
delegation has their rooms because it reminds her of a tragic experience she had as a child, and it seems
the beds in none of the other rooms will suit her back, which she declared to be frail, though the woman
has pure steel for a backbone. But she faced me down and butter wouldn’t of melted in her mouth-and
the upshot is that you’re one side of the wall and she’s on the other.”

Responsible thought about that for a while, and the Granny rocked.

And then she asked, “And what do you think it means?

““Trouble.” Granny Hazelbide’s mouth was a little puckered line.

Responsible’s mind, despite the control she tried for, took her back to the long table at Castle Traveller,
and the black fan in Granny Leeward’s hands, and then the jetty mushrooms, where the fan had been,

rotting on the table.

“Responsible of Brightwater,” demanded Granny Hazelbide sternly, ‘“why are you shivering?”
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“You said “trouble’ your own self, ma’am. And I respect your opinion.”
“There’s more to it than just mischief,” said the Granny. “Like I said, | have a funny feeling.”

“Think she’ll strangle me in my bed?”” ventured Responsible, her voice careful and light. It wouldn’t do to
have the Grannys feuding.

“I’ll wager she could, without leaving her own.”

“Ah, but she wouldn’t! She’s a Traveller born, Granny Hazelbide, and she’d be drawn and quartered
naked before she’d use illegal magic.”

“I’1l grant you that much, but you mark my words-"’

“Mark mine,” put in Responsible. It wasn’t polite to interrupt a Granny, but when Granny Hazelbide said
to mark her words you were in for a good hour’s worth to mark, and she just simply didn’t have the
strength.

“Mark mine,” she said, “the woman’s done it to torment me, purely because she delights in tormenting
me. Nothing more. And I don’t intend to let her have the satisfaction of thinking she’s achieved her
purpose.”

“It’s possible,” said the Granny. “I suppose it’s possible.”

“And you, I’ll thank you to help me rather than hinder me in this. All I need is that woman thinking she
has you upset; it won’t do, Granny! I need you serene, not all in a fidget.”

Get in a staring match with a Granny, you can wear your eyes out, and Responsible’s eyes already
burned from no sleep and the hours poring over papers. But she held firm, and it was the old lady who
gave way first.

Chapter 2

Every Ozark child was familiar with the building called Confederation Hall, whether they lived five miles
away or clear on the far side of the Ocean of Storms. Little girls in Granny School, and the boys under
the instruction of their Tutors, became familiar with it whether they would or no, and at a very early age.
They drew it on sheets of pliofilm and took the pictures home to be fastened up on the housewalls; they
made lopsided models of it from Oklahomah’s thick blue clay and gave them to their fathers for desk
ornaments. The girls embroidered it on heavy canvas, with name and date beneath; the boys built it of
scrap wood and carved their names with the points of their first good knives.

It was red brick, two stories high plus a tiny attic said to be haunted by a half dozen dead Grannys, with
tall narrow arched windows framed in stone, and stone steps leading up to a central door. And the whole
sitting square in the middle of a broad green lawn with a walk all around. A spanking-white bandstand
stood in the left front corner of the lawn as you faced the Hall door, and the other corner had a statuary
group lasered out of Tinaseeh ironwood. There on the pedestal block was First Granny, wading ashore
with her skirts pulled up just high enough to show her shoetops; and there was Captain Aaron Dunn
McDaniels, standing on the shore and reaching a hand to her; and there stood a miscellaneous child
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beside him looking very brave. The inscription across the base read: FIRST LANDING-MAY 8§, 2021.

Confederation Hall was authentic Old Earth Primitive, right down to the solar collectors on its roof. And
the children knew why. “Not every thing on Earth was bad,” the Grannys and the Tutors told them.
“When the Confederation of Continents was established in twenty-five twelve, meeting then just one
week in the entire year, Confederation Hall was built as it was to remindus ofthat. It represents some of
the good things.”

Ordinarily it was a building empty enough to have an echo in its corridors. Even during the one month in
four when the Confederation met, the delegations and their staffs weren’t large enough to dent its
emptiness, running as they did to two or three men and a single staff member. And the other eight months
there was nobody at all there but an Attendant to show visitors around, one official to keep up the
records and the archives, and a few servingmaids to see to the cleaning. The Travellers disapproved of
that; if they’d had their way it would of been closed up tight except during meeting months. But the
Traveller children were taught to make the embroidered pictures and the wooden models justlike
everybody else’s.

Today it was a long way from empty. Responsible of Brightwater, standing at the speaker’s podium in
the Independence Room, ran her eyes over the crowd of delegates with satisfaction. Not one Family had
boycotted the Jubilee, leaving the assembly without its full complement of votes; the message had come in
that morning before breakfast, the Smiths were delayed but they would be there. Not every seat was
filled-though every seat in the balcony was-and there were empty rows at the back. But it was a
satisfying turnout, and when the Smiths did arrive they’d take up a goodly number of those empty spaces.

Twenty-eight of Ozark’s twenty-nine Grannys, lacking only Granny Gableframe of Castle Smith, filled
the first row of the balcony, a sight Responsible had never seen before and wasn’t sure she could handle
with a straight face. They looked like twenty eight matched dolls up there, each with her hair knotted up
high on top of her head as required, each with the same thin sharp nose and tight-puckered mouth, every
last one of them in the same crackly gown and triangular shawl and high-topped shoes, and round
eyeglasses perched halfway down their noses whether they needed them or not. Not to mention the
twenty-eight sets of flying knitting needles. Responsible looked away from them hastily, feeling unseemly
laughter tugging at her mouthcorners, and concentrated on the Travellers instead. That was dampening
enough to end all hazard of either laughter or smile. And talk of waste! The Traveller delegation, by her
rapid count, numbered twenty-four ebony-coated men. Quite a contrast with the grudging tokens they
sent to regular meetings, and each and every one of them entitled to speak to any question raised, plus
offer a rebuttal. They had men enough there to tie up the floor for hours at a time.

At her side, in the big square-cut chair reserved for the leader of the meetings, sat her uncle Donald
Patrick Brightwater the 133rd, fidgeting. Since her father had been dead these seven years, it was
Donald Patrick that would take over on behalf of Brightwater once she finished the welcoming speech.
And he was itching to get at it, too, she could tell. It was made particularly clear when he grabbed her
elbow and hissed at her under his breath to get started.

Responsible didn’t intend to be hurried. There were still people moving into the balcony doors to stand
and try to get a glimpse of the proceedings below, and the delegates hadn’t yet left off rustling documents
and muttering to one another. She’d not begin to speak till she had silence in the room, and she was not
through looking her audience over. She’d had a bad moment when she saw who was included in the
Wommack delegation, though she ought to of known Lewis Motley Wommack wouldn’t let himself be
left behind. A Grand Jubilee would come along only once every five hundred years; you miss your
chance at one, you weren’t likely to get a second try. She would have to deal with the problem he
presented as it was presented.
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“Responsible!” said her uncle, too cross now to be discreet. ““ Willyou get on with it? At this rata it’ll be
noon and time for dinner before we get past your performance!”

He had been opposed to her making the speech at all.

“It’s not appropriate,” he’d complained, three Family meetings in a row, while his wife sat and lived up
to her name and waited for him to exhaust himself. Patience of Clark wasted no words on her husband
unless she was convinced he couldn’t be relied on to talk himself into silence unassisted.

Donald Patrick had had arguments he considered potent. In the first place, he’d pointed out, women
were not allowed in the business sessions of the regular Confederation meetings; therefore, a woman
ought not to be allowed in this one. In the second place, if the excuse for having a woman present on the
Hall floor was her social function as hostess of this to-do -whichhe could grudgingly see might be
reasonable-then that welcoming speech should not be made by Responsible, it should be made by her
mother, as Missus of this Castle. Thorn of Guthrie had raised her brows at that and allowed the ivory
perfection of her face to be marred by a frown that was as downright ugly as any expression Responsible
had ever seen her use, and had declared as how she’d have nothing to do with it; and no argument of
Donald Patrick’s would sway her.

“ Whywon’t you do it?”” he’d demanded, smacking his fist in the palm of his hand. “I will feel like a plain
fool sitting there listening to a fourteen-year-old girl-”

“Going on fifteen,” put in Granny Hazelbide.

“-a fourteen-year-old girl giving the welcoming speech on behalf of this Castle and this Kingdom. And
so will every member of the Brightwater delegation. And so would you , Thorn of Guthrie, and you,
Responsible, if you had any decency at all, or any respect for your father’s memory, rest his soul?”

Thorn of Guthrie had looked at him and sighed, and then she turned to Responsible and said, “Well,
Responsible, will you abide by my order and let your uncle do the honors?”

Responsible had said no, and Thorn of Guthrie had said “You see?” and Donald Patrick Brightwater
had stomped out of the room in a black mood that had lasted well past suppertirne.

Responsible had made an effort at calming him, in the few chinks of time available to her, promising that
as soon as the speech was over she’d move to the balcony and mind her manners for the rest of the
week. And Patience of Clark had put as much of her skill into soothing him as she’d considered
reasonable.

But he sat beside her as unresigned and as infuriated as he’d been from the beginning. When
Responsible began to speak, the silence having grown tangible enough to suit her, she felt almost obliged
to be ready to leap aside at any moment and prevent him from snatching the sheets of paper out of her
hands. He had his eyes fixed on the brilliant bunting that circled the room at the level of the balcony and
ran across its front rail, with the crests of the Twelve Families hung in strict alphabetical rotation at each
looped-up swath, and an expression of propriety slapped onto his face like a mask. But like all men,
when sitting rankled him his thigh muscles kept tensing, and he would inch forward in the chair, and then
recollect the situation and jerk suddenly bolt upright again. And then start it all over, tugging at his beard
and then crossing his arms over his chest and then tugging at the beard again. He put Responsible in mind
of a five-year-old too far from the bathroom, and she hoped his manners would last him till she finished.
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She knew the words of the speech by heart, every one of them the perfect word. All about the
solemnness of this occasion. Commemorating that great day five hundred years ago when after much
struggle the Twelve Families had set aside their fears of anything remotely resembling a central
government and allowed the Confederation of Continents to be formed. Commemorating the slow but
steady progress as they moved from meeting one week in the year, a token foot in the waters, toward the
present one month in four. A couple dozen sentences about the wickedness and corruption of Old Earth
that had driven them away and into space, and the mirroring sentences that congratulated the
Confederation for letting none of those varieties of wickedness arise here on Ozark. She rang the
changes and pushed the buttons, and she could of done it all in her sleep, so far as the words went.

But the manner of saying those words-the modulation of her voice and the phrasing, the set of her
features and the positions of her body-that was a very different matter. That demanded considerable
fine-tuning, a constant eye on the men she faced, an adjustment for a frown here, a careful pacing of a
phrase for a wandering expression there; it took her mind off both her uncle and Lewis Motley
Wommack the 33rd.

If it hadn’t been for that, she’d of been delighted to let Donald Patrick read the words; and if it hadn’t
been for that, and the fact that her mother knew full well she hadn’t the skill to control this roomful of
males, Thorn of Guthrie would of insisted on her right to read them and backed Donald Patrick in every
objection he raised. Thorn had no reluctance for the limelight.

A thousand years had gone by here on Ozark, and who knew how many billions before that on Earth;
and still men spoke solemnly of the power of logic, the force of facts and figures, and remained
convinced that you persuaded others and won their allegiance by the words you said. It would of been
funny if it hadn’t been such pathetic ignorance, and there were times when Responsible wondered
whether the males of other inhabited worlds suffered from the same ancient illusion.

It would for sure have been helpful if she could of known whether the members of the Out-Cabal shared
the same faith in the power of the surface structure of language. In fact, it would of helped to know
whether those three beings were males of their species, just for starters.

She put that thought out of her head instantly; it was distraction, and a sure certain way to lose her
audience and run into objections to her plans for this day.

In the balcony the Grannys noted appreciatively the skill with which Responsible wooed her unruly
crowd, and Granny Hazelbide felt she was justified in her pride at having brought the girl up. She stood
up there, bald as brass before the restless males, and she played them as easily as a person that lived by
fishing would play a little stippleperch in a creek. It looked easy when she did it, and Responsible looked
cool and easy herself in her elegant gown of dark green with a pale green piping round its hem and collar.
But Granny Hazelbide had held the girl’s head all the night before while she’d first vomited everything
she’d eaten and drunk at the Banquet and the Dance-which wasn’t much-and then retched miserably on
an empty stomach and cursed the weakness of her body. Not more than an hour’s sleep all told had she
had, Granny Hazelbide was certain of it, but none of that showed now. Not a tremble of her hands,
brown hands that showed the hard work they did, against the creamy paper. Not a slightest hesitation of
that voice, though her throat must of been raw. Smooth as satin, bold as brass, cool as springwater, that
was her girl.

It wasn’t working on the Brightwater men, naturally; they were used to Responsible and took her about
as seriously as they did the servingmaids. And the Travellers were fighting it, staring up at the ceiling to
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break the hold of it upon them. Granny Hazelbide sincerely hoped they’d hear from their women later
about their i1l bred behavior. But it was working on everybody else, they were just this side of trance,
and the final paragraph would finish them off. Not a one had protested as Responsible read off the list of
events that would fill Opening Day, and the comset screen on the front wall behind her spelled out the
lengthy agenda in small bright lights.

There was to be a Memorial Address by the Reverend Terrence Patrick Lewis the Sth, head of the
church of this Kingdom. There was a Commemoration Ceremony. There were three separate Awards
Ceremonies for service to the Confederation, and at each of those there’d be awards speeches and
acceptance speeches and folderols. There was a noon banquet, with two guest speakers. There was a
reading of the Articles of the Confederation, with a commentary to follow from the senior Magician of
Rank pointing out the satisfying parallels between the structure of the Articles and the notations of
Formalisms & Transformations. When Responsible got through, there were not five unscheduled minutes
available from the end of her welcoming speech to the Closing Prayer that would-so the lights
recorded-be pronounced at six o’clock precisely that afternoon, just in time for supper. And Granny
Hazelbide could tell by the backs of their necks and the set of their shoulders that the Traveller men were
silently lamenting the loss of time before they could get on with what they’d be seeing as the real business
of this Jubilee, and that the restraint was unsettling their stomachs. She wished she could of hoped they’d
empty those stomachs as Responsible had hers, but it wasn’t likely. No doubt the Travellers had to
answer some calls of nature, but the idea that one of them might be so human as to vomit went beyond
the bounds of imagination. That would, after all, be waste.

She felt the eyes of Granny Leeward on her then, her that was a Traveller born and bred, as
Responsible had reminded her, and she didn’t like it. The woman was uncanny, and she held some trump
card-that much had been clear from the way Responsible went white when her name was mentioned, as
well as from the arrogance of her behavior. She’d all but shoved the other Grannys aside taking the
central place in the balcony row this morning, and she hadn’t scrupled to do it without so much as a
beg-your-pardon, either. Some trump card. Something that Granny Hazelbide had no clue to, but that
came near unsettling zer stomach.

Wickedness in a Granny was unthinkable; they were human like any other human, and they could make
mistakes, but in everything moral they were above reproach. And it therefore made no sense that she
should suspect Leeward of evil intent . . . but something there nagged at her.

Responsible had matters well in hand and needed no attention. She had turned the meeting over to her
pettish uncle with casual ease and gone out into the hall to climb the stairs to the balcony. The men were
still half stupored from the word patterns flowing over and around them, a situation Donald Patrick would
no doubt put an end to in short order. He couldn’t talk for beans, never had been able to. But it was his
meeting now, and Granny Hazelbide could afford to give her mind over fully to the problem of Granny
Leeward, where logic did apply.

No Granny could do deliberate evil, that was a given. It would turn inward and destroy her if she tried.
She would sicken, and the evil would show plain in her eyes and in her flesh. Not Granny Leeward; the
woman was rail-thin and had a nose like a fishhook, but she had the radiant bloom of health. It followed
then, followed as the night the day (and praise be that had never failed yet), that Granny Leeward
planned no wicked act toward Responsible of Brightwater or anybody else. She could not.

And yet, wherever Granny Leeward moved, the other Grannys pulled away from her, drew back their
stiff skirts. The woman that sat at her right hand now, Granny Golightly of Castle Clark, was not
overfastidious. She was famous for her mischief, and for a certain cavalier disregard of the consequences
of that mischief. Still she was edged to the right in her seat in a way that crowded her next neighbor and
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could not be comfortable, but preserved her from any chance of touching Leeward-it kept a full two
inches of space between them. That provided the second given: it was not just herself, Granny Hazelbide
of Brightwater Castle, as looked at Leeward and saw darkness puddling round her skirt-hems; it was all
the Grannys.

And that provided the third. Twenty-seven Grannys could not be wrong. She might be overly suspicious
herself, because she had raised Responsible of Brightwater and knew the Travellers had set themselves
to bring down the Confederation the girl was sworn to maintain. One or two others might have a hidden
soft spot for Responsible, those as had known her well years ago, a child visiting the Castles of near kin.
But every oneof them, even those that scarcely knew the daughter of Brightwater, was pulling back from
Granny Leeward like she was a source of polluted water. That many Grannys, all turning against one of
their own-that had never happened before. Not ever. Generations ago, when the poor soul at Castle
Wommack had nearly brought the whole system crashing down around their heads by giving a
Wommack girlbaby an Improper Name, and the Twelve Gates knew there was cause and aplenty for
resentment, no Granny had turned on the foolish one. And Granny Leeward had done nothing yet this
day but sit there and watch the proceedings, knitting sedately on an unidentifiable strip of dark-gray
work-probably underwear for the young girls of Traveller, scratchy to subdue the natural passions the
Travellers feared inflamed them all-knitting and watching. And breathing. She’d done nothing more.

Granny Hazelbide saw Responsible come in at the side door and motioned to her to come take her seat;
she’d had enough and then some, and she meant to head for home. It was all very well leaving matters to
Responsible and mouthing platitudes about lying in beds once they were made, but she loved that child.
She had a few tea leaves to brew, and a few Charms and Spells to try, and furthermore she intended to
set strong wards in Responsible’s bedroom, where she slept not twenty feet away from Granny
Leeward’s bed. And might could be she’d take a nap; she wasn’t as young as she had been.

Responsible accepted the seat gratefully, however much it might annoy her uncle to look up and see her
there among the Grannys instead of in the back row as he would consider fitting for her age and station.
She was worn completely out; if there was a reserve of energy left in her someplace, she didn’t know its
location and hoped she wouldn’t find herself obliged to seek it.

Here she could keep an eye on her uncle, and an eye on the delegations, and her presence would make
it plain to Granny Leeward that she wasn’t afraid of her. She was afraid of Lewis Motley Wommack the
33rd, but she was safe from him up here, and she intended to surround herself with respectable females
of all ages and degrees until she was back in her room with her door barred against all untoward
possibilities that might involve him.

There’d been a good deal of sympathy for the sister, young Jewel of Wommack, when the Attendants
had brought the gossip back from the Landing. Two Grannys telling that child she had to keep her
brother in order, more shame to them, and if they thought it was good for Jewel’s character she hoped
they both came down with pimples on their nosepoints. It wasn’t fair to the girl, especially since she
would surely believe them, and torture herself through the whole Jubilee-instead of enjoying herself as she
ought to of been allowed to do-following that wicked young man around and worrying about how to see
that he did no harm.

Personally, Responsible had no intention whatsoever of turning her safety from Wommack over to his
sister. Jewel was beautiful, and it was said that she was astonishingly learned, and she had the awkward
elegance that meant the beauty would be the lasting kind. But Responsible had looked her full in the eyes
at last night’s Dance, going down a Reel, and what she’d seen had been the clear innocent eyes of a
child. A wise child, but a child all the same. Responsible of Brightwater was prepared to love the girl she
was irresistible-but she would take care of herself her self.
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And she’d speak to the two Grannys. They’d no right to spoil the girl’s entire holiday with their rearing
practices-the Gates only knew when she’d get another one, stuck there on Kintucky. Let them bring her
up properly when they had her home again at Castle Wommack; that struck Responsible as quite soon
enough.

Chapter 3

She could not move, not even to shake one skinny finger at him; she couldn’t talk except when it pleased
him to permit her that privilege, which was rarely. But short of actually putting her into pseudocoma, there
was no way that Lincoln Parradyne Smith the 39th could dull the red rage that glowed in the eyes of
Granny Gableframe, and he didn’t consider the coma justified by the situation. In fact, he found himself
admiring the amount of hate the old lady managed to express without word or motion. There was an
ancient saying-"If looks could kill . . .”-and it surely applied here. He’d seen some looks in his time, but
this one was spectacular, even for a Granny.

“You might just as well stop glaring at me like that, my dear Granny Gableframe,” he’d told her. From
the very beginning. “I’'m not impressed,” he’d said, “not in any way, not to any degree. You may glare at
me all day and all night-all you are going to get from it is a headache.” It hadn’t discouraged her any.

Lincoln Parradyne didn’t mind, though he didn’t look forward to the moment when he would have to
turn her loose and put up with her tongue-lashing.

“How long can you keep her like that?”

Lincoln Parradyne glanced at the man that stood beside him, wondering if he could be serious, and sure
enough he appeared to be, and so he shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows and said, “Till she
dies, if I like.”

“Well, I don’t want her dying,” objected Delldon Mallard Smith the 2nd, “whether you like or not!” And
all three of his brothers, standing round the Granny’s bed, indicated that they strongly agreed with that
sentiment.

The Magician of Rank asked himself, from time to time, which one of the four Smith brothers was the
stupidest. Delldon Mallardthe 2nd was the biggest; Whitney Crawford the 14th was the handsomest;
Leroy Fortnight the 23rd was the fattest; and it appeared that the most cowardly of the set was Hazeltine
Everett the 11th. But for stupidity, it was hard to choose among them, and the fact that they were his
blood kin was a heavy burden to him.

“You hear me, now?” demanded Delldon Mallard. “I want no misunderstanding. That’s our Granny and
we love her, and if it just happens that she can’t quite be brought to go along with what’s needful without
a certain amount of pressure being applied, all right; but she’s just an old lady and she’s frail, and I don’t
want-"

Lincoln Parradyne was completely out of patience. The man would ramble on for half an hour if he
wasn’t stopped, and all of it nonsense.

“I don’t want to hear what you don’t want,” he said tiredly. “I have no interestin what you don’t want!
Your requirements were quite clearly specified, Delldon Mallard-you wanted Granny Gableframe in a
state where she could not interfere with your plans, and I’ve provided you that. If she were one of the
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servingmaids, I could also have seen to it that her condition wasn’t marred by . . . irritation. But this is a
Granny,cousin, not a dithering girl child.”

Leroy Fortnight snorted from the foot of the bed, where he was alternately kicking the bedpost with his
boot and punching it with his fist.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, snickering. “Isn’t your magic good enough to keep her down? One little
old scrawny woman?”

“I don’t believe I’d talk to Lincoln Parradyne like that,” hazarded one of the others. “Not unless you
fancy him laying you out the same way as the Granny. You think you’d like that, Leroy Fortnight?”

Delldon Mallard cleared his throat. “That,” he said firmly, “would . . . uh. .. be illegal. // legal.”

“Do you suppose,” marveled the Magician of Rank, staring at the big man with true astonishment, “that
what I’ve done to Granny Gableframe isn’tillegal?”

“Well . ..”
“Well? Well?”

“I don’t really think so,” said Delldon Mallard. He was the oldest, and Master of this Castle; he felt a
sense of responsibility and wanted his position made unambiguous. “I don’t really think that legality enters
in here, you know. I ... uh. .. gave the matter a good deal of thought before I asked the Magician of
Rank to do this. And I’'m satisfied in my own mind that what this represents is a kind of . . . uh . ..
contest. That is, if the Magician of Rank was to perform a Transformation like this and paralyze just any
old lady, say, just any old lady at all, why, that would . . . uh . . . be a different kind of thing. Thatwould
be illegal, I’d be obliged to agree. But not with the Granny here . . . She, uh, has her own magic, and as |
said-"

“Sit down!” said the Magician of Rank. “Delldon Mallard Smith the Second-shut up and sit down.”
“Now I don’t see that there’s any call for you to speak to me like that,” began Delldon Mallard. And
then he saw Lincoln Parradyne set one hand on the bedstead and stretch out the other toward him, and
he sat down instantly and closed his mouth.

“I believe,” said Lincoln Parradyne through clenched teeth, “that I had better explain this to you
gentlemen just one more time before we leave for Castle Brightwater. You do not appear to me to have
it straight in your minds. Not at all.”

“Now, Linc-"

“Be still!” thundered the Magician of Rank. “You listen to what I say, you listen with both ears for once!
Do I have your at tention?”

The silence indicated that he did, and he went on.
“It is true that the Granny has magic of her own, surely; you’d be in sorry shape if she didn’t. Your girls
would be born and given names at hazard, the way it was done on Old Earth, if the Granny weren’t at

hand to choose a Proper Name. Your crops would fail and your goats would go dry. There would be rot
and mildew and dirt and vermin inside the Castle, and there’d be blight and ignorance and dirt and vermin
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outside it. There’d be nobody to heal your sick-I give you my word neither the Magicians nor the
Magicians of Rank have time these days to see to your sniffles and your bellyaches. But as for there
being a contest between us, between myself and Granny Gableframe . . . think of a contest between
twelve grown men and one four-year-old boy, and you’ll have something to compare! The odds are
about the same.”

“Well,” said Delldon Mallard, tugging at his bottom lip, “I think we’d need an interpretation on that. |
wouldn’t want anybody saying as how [ wasn’t fair. It might could be that you know a few tricks the
Grannys don’t, Lincoln, I’'m willing to grant you that. But I do believe your ego has a tendency to run
away with you.” He chuckled softly, all tolerance and indulgence, and his brothers echoed him; and the
Granny lying helpless under the counterpane closed her eyes as if she could bear no more.

Lincoln Parradyne stared at the man, oldest of the Smith boys, Master of Castle Smith, and wondered
whether he could control himself. I keep your Mules flying, he thought. Without my help a Mule could no
more fly than it could knit. I see to your weather, so that no rain falls except where it’s needed, and |
control the snow and the wind and all things that have to do with the heat and the cold, with wet and with
dry . .. Because of the Magicians of Rank you have never known a blizzard or a drought or an
earthquake. Or a disease that lasts more than a week, and even those we could shorten to minutes if we
didn’t feel that the week was good for your coddled little characters. We see to

He stopped, suddenly, in the middle of his silent recital, feeling foolish. There was some question as to
just who it was he was trying to convince, since nobody could hear him. And if anyone could have, he’d
of been guilty of spreading knowledge allowed only to the other Magicians of Rank and that accursed girl
at Brightwater.

“No point in arguing with him,” said the handsome brother. “No point atall. Delldon sets his mind to a
thing, there’s no changing it. And his mind is for sure set on this.”

“You’re quite right,” said Lincoln Parradyne grimly. “If Delldon Mallard has his mind set to do something
he knows is wrong, there’s no hope of swaying him from whatever excuse he comes up with to justify
that wrongdoing.”

“You think we’re doing something wrong?”” Leroy Fortnight turned on his oldest brother. “Think he’s
right? If he’s right, I’'m here to tell you, I’'m not going to go through with this, Delldon Mallard.”

Lincoln Parradyne walked out of the room and left them listening attentively to their brother’s endless
explanation of why what might be wrong at some other time, if somebody else were doing it, in some
other situation, was perfectlyjustified at this time, in this situation, with the brothers Smith doing it. He had
no doubt that Delldon Mallard would be able to convince them; their consciences were no more tender
than their manners, and they were accustomed to giving in to Delldon’s arguments. They had spent their
lives giving in to Delldon’s arguments. He himself had no stomach for listening to it again, however, and
he felt a certain twinge of his own conscience at the thought that the Granny had no choice but to endure
it in silence.

If she had known what a mire of ignorance and ineptitude she would spend her time dealing with, would
she have chosen this Castle as her residence, he wondered? Though someone had to, and Gableframe
was a good deal tougher and better fit to manage it than most. For himself, if it were not that to leave
would have meant abandoning his own kin . . .
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Outside the door, he nearly fell over a cluster of the Smith women, all hovering there wringing their
hands-always excepting Dorothy, who was convinced that her father’s plan was a brilliant stroke. She
smiled at Lincoln Parradyne, and then curtsied slowly, a deep court curtsy ending in a wobble that turned
her face a dusky red.

“Better practice that some more,” he said. As if he didn’t know how many hours she had spent
practicing it, standing in front of the tall mirror in her bedroom. The flush on her cheeks deepened, and he
thought for a moment that she would cry. She cried easily, fat tears always right at the surface and
trembling in her eyes. It was a curious characteristic in a female like Dorothy, who was just plain mean,
right down to the core; no doubt she’d outgrow it.

“How is Granny Gableframe?” asked one of the women, her voice tight as a banjo string in dry weather.
“How does she feel?”

“She feels thoroughly miserable right now,” said the Magician of Rank, “as would you, if you were in a
similar condition.”

“But she’s all right.”

Lincoln Parradyne sighed. They were so determined, these Smiths, to have all their cake, frosted and
frilled on the shelf, while they savored it to the last bite.

“She is not "all right,” he said crossly. “Of course not. There are perhaps a dozen different ways to
cause a person to sufferfrom motor paralysis, some of them more unpleasant than others, but none of
them could be said to be precisely desirable. However, she’s in no danger, if that’s what you mean.”

“It must be terrible-not being able to move anything but her eyes.”

“No,” he said, making his way through them and answering her over his shoulder as he headed down the
corridor. “On the con trary, it’s very restful. Good for the Granny to have a little holiday from tearing
round the Castle tongue-lashing and nagging and fretting, in my opinion. Her major problem is that she
refuses to relax and enjoy it.”

Her major problem, if he’d been able to explain it to them, was of course that she knew what he’d done
and why, and was in a flaming rage because her own magic skills weren’t adequate to reverse such a
simple process.

He could feel them staring after him, and he kept his back to them till he reached a corner he could turn.
The Smith women, all but Dorothy, disapproved of what was going on, which showed considerable good
sense on their part. Too bad they hadn’t exerted that good sense in marrying elsewhere, and left the four
brothers to bachelor splendor and an end of the marred line.

They would be easier to manage once the whole group had left the Castle and was headed for the
Jubilee-they’d take no chances of embarrassing their men in front of other people, whatever their
personal opinions might be. He’d even considered letting the Granny go along, and manipulating her
through the remaining days of the Jubilee; there were Formalisms & Transformations that would have
made it possible for him to do that, and her absence was sure to create suspicion. But although her
behavior would of passed well enough with the ordinary citizen, he was by no means sure that his control
would not have been spotted by the other Grannys-or by Responsible of Brightwater. He had decided,
finally, not to risk it, and to accept the consequences of the alternatives open to him.
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In the corridor a Senior Attendant stopped him, to report that everything was ready for the Smith
delegation’s journey to the Jubilee.

“You’re sure of that, now?” he asked the Attendant sharply. “If anything has been forgotten, it won’t be
amusing-for us or for you.

“Twenty-seven trunks they loaded on the ship,” said the Attendant, stolid as always. You didn’t get to
be a Senior Attendant in this Castle unless you learned to hide your emotions. “Checked the count myself
to make certain sure of it. And I was most par ticular that the one you marked with the x , it got put on
board early this morning, and well at the back. The lizzies are out front to take you all down to the dock,
and in perfect order-I had the airjets seen to not ten minutes ago, and the batteries as well, in case the
cloud cover doesn’t lift. Nary a thing on your list, sir, that / haven 't seen to.”

“Good man,” said Lincoln Parradyne. “I appreciate good service, and I remember it.”

“That’s known,” said the man. “And the drape of your cloak needs attention, if you don’t mind my
saying so.”

The Magician of Rank glanced at his shoulder and murmured agreement: what was supposed to be
seven neat folds in an orderly cascade was more like the casual pleating of a little girl’s skirt, and that
would tell him something about allowing himself to be provoked by his cousins into flailing his arms
around and shaking his fists at the ceiling. He adjusted the cape’s arrangement with swift fingers, and
refastened the silver bar that drew the falls together and held them back out of the way of his right arm.

“There,” he said, “will that do it?”
“That’s proper, sir,” said the Attendant.

“Then will you go along and pass the message to the rest of our group? Tell them to meet me by the
front gate and look sharp about it-it’ll be late in the Second Day before we reach the Jubilee, even if we
have fair winds all the way.” Which he’d see that they did; it was going to be crucial for them to arrive at
exactlythe right moment in the proceedings.

“I’1l do that,” said the man. “But I do think it’s a shame Granny Gableframe went on ahead of the rest of
you. It would of pleasured her a good deal to ride in the lizzy and give youall what for the whole way to
Brightwater on the ship. Granny Gable frame’s partial to water and to company, that’s also known.”

“The Granny would of been uncomfortable on this trip,” said Lincoln Parradyne casually. “At her age
and with her rheumatism?” He clucked his tongue. “It was much better for her to have me fly her in on
the Mule, and avoid all that commotion.”

The Attendant had known the Granny a long time. He gave him a look that couldn’t exactly be

described as disrespectful, but let Lincoln Parradyne know what the man’s opinion was of his estimate of
the old lady’s constitution; and the Magician of Rank snapped at him to get a move on, before things
could become more complicated than they were already. It was a fine kettle when the staff of a Castle
had more brains than the Family they were hired to serve, and he sincerely hoped the situation wasn’t
widespread. When he got back he’d review the whole bunch, and any that showed signs-like this man-of
being sharper than they needed to be to carry out their duties would have to be replaced.

And then he sighed, and went quickly to his rooms to fill in the final character of a Transformation he’d
had ready and waiting for completion these last three days. He wasn’t eager to do it, but it was
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necessary. The Granny was going to have his hide in small scraps for the work that had deprived her of
movement and of speech, that could be counted on already. What she would do about this last task of
his, the one that would provide the Castle temporarily with a new cat-of origin unknown, but much too
beautiful not to be spoiled and watched over-he didn’t even care to contemplate. If things went as he
hoped, she might forgive him; on her deathbed, maybe, she might forgive him. If the Smith brothers, or
one of their nervous women, made some mistake that put a kink in the plan-which was likely-she would
never forgive him.

And thenDelldon Mallard Smith the 2nd would have a chance to see his “contest™! Years of'it. Years of
the Granny doing her Charms and Spells, setting them against him with her little mouth puckered tight as
her heart must be in her chest; and years of him, Lincoln Parradyne Smith the 39th, canceling out each
and every one of them. The chance of the Granny getting one past him was too small to be worth
considering, but the amount of time he was going to have to spend in the feud would pile up into a
respectable amount of misery over the years. Grannys lived to a formidable old age, and he’d never
known one to mellow.

It would have made things so much simpler if they could of brought her around to see things their way
and cooperate with them-if not to help them, at least not to interfere. But she had told them flat out what
she thoughtofDelldon Maliard’s great plan.

“Flumdiddle!” she’d said. “Goatwallow! Cowflop!”” And a half hour string of more of the same with a
persistent refrain on how they’d all taken leave of what pitiful supply of sense they’d been born with, and
the litany of ancient oaths for coda and elaboration.

Lincoln Parradyne didn’t agree with the Granny. Every means of foreseeing he had at his disposal had
been clear: the road would be a tad bumpy for what they had in mind, and its duration would depend on
the skill of those carrying it out--but they would bring it off. That was enough for him; the potential once it
was done was everything he had ever wanted and had thought hopelessly out of his reach. Well worth
the risk, and the problems could be faced as they came along. He was only anxious to begin.

Chapter 4

Opening Day dragged on, and Responsible dragged on through it, up in the balcony. The breeze through
the windows of the Independence Room was heavy with the smell of early summer flowers, and the soft
hum of the red Ozark bees on whose ministrations those flowers depended, and the combination was an
effective sedative. Nothing that was going on inside did anything to lessen its effectiveness, either. She
supposed she must have heard worse speeches and more boring ones, somewhere, sometime, but she
could not during that interminable day think of an example. If the overdose of tedium didn’t take any of
the starch out of the Traveller delegation, it could only be due to their bizarre practice of spending all of
every Sundy listening to a single extended sermon, with elaborate developments and codas and
commentaries and extrapolations, and emendations on the extrapolations, and scattering slightly truncated
versions of the same throughout the rest of the week. They were calloused to this kind of thing, both ears
and rears, and could of endured a lot more of it, she supposed. Everyone else, however, including their
allies the Farsons and the Guthries, was exhausted long before the Closing Prayer. The way some of the
delegates had slumped down in their seats by midafternoon had all twenty-seven Grannys still

present and for sure still straight as spikes in their seats-clicking their tongues fit to drown out their
knitting needles.
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Responsible was satisfied with the effect. She much doubted that the population had stayed glued to the
comsets to watch the proceedings of this day, and she figured to of lost the majority of them well before
noon. She doubted even more that they’d tune in their sets to more of the same tomorrow, and that
suited her purposes. If there was going to be a battle on the floor of the Independence Room, the fewer
Ozarkers that knew about it and had time to get excited about it, the better. And she had seen to it that
there were plenty of other ways to spend your time than sit at the comsets, or even in the balcony, while
the days of the Grand Jubilee went passing by.

There were four different plays-one religious, one historical, one comedy, one adventure-going on in
Capital City at all times, and enough different ones in their repertoires to be sure there’d be no repetition.
Three dance troupes were on duty, two indoors and the other moving around the city, and ordered to
make themselves available anywhere they were asked. Four sports exhibitions, including one laid on
especially for the tadlings. Checkers tournaments everywhere she had a leftover corner. Two speech
competitions, tours through the caves for the romantic of mind and tours through the farms for the
practical. Mule races for the daring, and all-day nonstop sermons for the conservative. Down at the
Landing there was an inexhaustible picnic, where you could sit and eat in comfort, passing your time in
gossip and watching the ships come and go in the harbor. Outside the city borders the largest fair ever
put on anywhere would be going on all five days, with every kind of game and exhibit and performance,
every variety of food and drink, rides all the way from the sedatest of merry-go rounds to a thing called
Circle-Of-Screams that was guaranteed to make you get off and sit down for half an hour to review your
sins. She had something for everybody, something for every time, and comcrews everywhere to beam
out the doings to those that couldn’t come to Brightwater. The doldrums on the channel given over to the
Confederation Hall assembly were not going to be able to compete for attention.

There’d been plenty of opposition to the scope of the celebration, even from her grandfather, Jonathan
Cardwell Brightwater the 12th, who didn’t as a rule care what anybody spent, so long as they extended
him the same privilege.

“Are you sure all that’s needful, Responsible?”

She’d heard that till the time came when she suggested they get a sign made and save their throats. And
she’d ignored it. Yes, it was needful, and furthermore it was the one and the only Jubilee she expected
ever to be involved in; she’d not have it said that Brightwater stinted, or offered its guests anything less
than the very best there was to offer.

“Pride, missy!” the Granny had said, shaking her finger. “Just pure pride! And where do you reckon it’1l
lead you, one of these days?”’

She took a deep breath, remembering, and then, finally, the Reverend said “Amen!” and it was over,
and the delegations began to file out of the Hall. The band in the bandstand at the corner of the lawn
struck up a rousing march at the sight of the first man stiff and blinking at the light and the air, and that did
get them moving a bit more briskly. The Grannys and Responsible brought up the rear, everybody else
having left the balcony hours before, and she made certain that the Grannys surrounded her on all sides.
Invisibility was her goal, and she achieved it clear to the gates of Castle Brightwater and across the
courtyard to the open front doors, where the Grannys scattered and forced her to hurry for cover. A
narrow cramped corridor that ran the length of the Castle and was meant to give the staff a speedy way
in or out of any of the rooms had served both her and her sister Troublesome well when they were
children; it served her admirably now.

Nevertheless, when she finally reached her room on the third floor, she found that all her painstaking
precautions had been a waste. She could of come straight up the front way and saved herself fifteen

Page 147



minutes of walking time, and had a herald before her crying, “Make way for Responsible of
Brightwater!”-it wouldn’t of made any difference.

Lewis Motley Wommack the 33rd was waiting for her, sitting on the floor with his knees drawn up and
his arms clasped around them, leaning back comfortably with his head against the wall beside her
bedroom door.

“Oh, law,” she said, “wherever did you come from?”

“Afternoon, Responsible of Brightwater. Same place you did that repository of hot wind and tiny minds
we choose to call Confederation Hall.”

She ignored that, and said, “Good afternoon, Lewis Motley Wommack, and you’ll miss your supper if
you don’t hurry. The delegates are intended for the first serving in the Great Hall . . . you want to end up
eating with the children?”

He cocked his head and raised his eyebrows at her, and looked her up and down, and she took one
step backward before she caught herself.

“You ran away from me once,” he said solemnly.
“SoIdid.”

“You plan to repeat that?”

“If I do, you’ll no doubt notice,” she snapped.

He smiled and leaned his head back. again and closed his eyes; it was clear he’d no intention of moving
from her door. She could, of course, have. hadhim, removed-or removed him herself, if the commotion
either would cause had seemed justified. It would of been an interesting problem of manners if it had not
concerned her quite so personally.

It is called a Time Corner,Granny Hazelbide had said, holding her tight between knees so bony they hurt
her even then, in front of all the other five-year-olds, and we cannot see around it. Could she run away
from a Time Comer twice?

And then there was the question of what, precisely, #e knew. He had glanced at her when she sat
exhausted on a bench in his Castle hall, andfor sure, just as the Prophecy had said, he had known her
and she had known him, in same way that she could not account for. But had some Tutor told him, years
ago, that the day would come when there’d be hard times for the entire population of Ozark on account
of his behavior with Responsible of Brightwater, and hers with him? No matter what she did, said the
Prophecy, there’d be hard times-but nowhere did it say there was a way of escaping. It might could be
that he sat there now, insolent by her door as if he’d been near kin, because he too had been told that
what lay before them was not to be avoided, and he wanted to get it over with and put it behind him.
And it might could be he knew nothing at all, that no gossip from those little girls had found its way to
Castle Wommack over those eight years, and that he sat there for reasons he understood not at all.

“Lewis Motley Wommack,” she said, watching him closely, “why are you here on my doorsill?”
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“To see Responsible of Brightwater,” he answered, perfectly easy. “I’ve come for audience.”

“Audiences,” she said carefully, “are held with queens and kings. We’ve no such nonsense here, young
Wommack.”

He opened his eyes then and looked at her, and Responsible turned her own eyes swiftly away and
stared at the floorboards of the corridor, that were polished and gleaming for the Jubilee till she could see
a dim reflection of herself staring back at her. She was in no hurry to look at him directly; one look into
those eyes of his and the world had swung away from beneath her, once before. In the seconds it had
lasted she had fallen endlessly, before she had managed to break free and run.

“You are a kind of royalty,” he said, and she could feel his smile like sunlight on her flesh. “I don’t know
what kind, nor does anybody else-but I mean to find out.”

“You talk rubbish,” she said.

“And you tell lies-and we’re even. Look at me, Responsible of Brightwater, her that travels round the
Castles on Solemn Quest, with boots of scarlet leather and whip and spurs of silver . . . her that can
command a Magician of Rank as easily as | command an Attendant-oh, yes, my fine young lady, we do
hear these things, and the servingmaids willtalk, for all you caution them . . . Lookat me!”

Because she had the feeling that escape, if escape there might be, or perhaps the mercy of delay, lay
specifically in not looking, she shook her head like a stubborn child ordered to recite, and stared
unrelenting at the floor. And that was her undoing. You can’t keep a wary eye on a serpent unless you
watch him, and his hands were gripping her shoulders before she knew he’d moved.

“I tell you,” he said in a voice that held the promise of endless patience, “look at me! Am I so ugly as all
that? So terrible I’1l turn your face to stone?”’

She struggled in his hands and turned her head away, and with no trouble at all he used one of those
hands to hold her fast and the other to tilt her face up. She could feel the warmth radiating from him
where he stood, not half an inch between her body and his, and she put all her strength into pulling away
from him, with her eyes tight shut.

“Responsible of Brightvvater,” he scoffed, “I expect you were not Properly Named. Poor little girlbaby,
your Granny clabbered the thing. Timorous of Brightwater, that’s more like it. Cowardice of Brightwater,
might could be. My little sister has more courage than you.”

That bothered her not at all. She’d been hearing nonsense intended to provoke her to foolishness all her
life, and except for that single mistake with Granny Leeward, none of it had succeeded in a very long
time. What she’d heard from all around her lately made his taunting no more than prattle. But his physical
strength was a different matter. There was no legal way she could break loose from his grip, short of
screaming for help like a terrified child--and nothing would of brought her to such a shameful pass.

There was no help for it. And once her mind was settled to that, she wasted no more time. She opened
her eyes and looked at him.

No one would have called him handsome, but he was wondrously beautiful. His head was thick with
curls of coppery Wommack hair, copper with lights and fire in it, and she knew from the look of his
wrists and throat that naked he would gleam in the light with that copper everywhere. He had the beauty
gnarled trees and rough cliff faces have, with no elegance to him anywhere -except for his eyes. They
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were blue, like any Wommack eyes, but a blue so dark that it put her in mind of the violets that grew
deep in Brightwater’s forests in the last days of March and were so useful for simple Spells. The eyes
had great elegance, and an utter authority, and they were as dangerous as she had remembered; she
looked full into them, mustering her courage, and once again the floor dropped from beneath her feet and
she was helpless.

“Come into my room,” she said to him, in a voice she had no mastery of and hardly recognized,
suspended in endless blue. It was, she decided, like being trapped in glass-blue stained glass. She had a
sudden image of herself in a pointed church window, marked off all around with a leading of black, and
perhaps a Mule beside her and a squawker above her head, and cleared her throat quickly. Laughter
would not be appropriate, however much it might tempt her.

“You’re not afraid for your reputation?”

“I have no reputation,” she told him. And that was so. Everything had been said of her, and much of it
was true. “Are you aftraid for yours? Or have you forgotten how doors work?”

He rubbed at his nose with the hand that wasn’t occupied in holding her, but he made no move to touch
her door.

“It’s warded,” he said.

Responsible gathered together enough of her attention to sniff the air, and to set aside the smellof him
that flooded her senses, and was amazed that she’d not noticed the garlic sooner. Granny Hazelbide had
been by here, and would no doubt have hung garlic wreaths round Responsible’s neck if she’d dared.

“My doors,” she told him, “are always warded, one way or another, and always will be. Make up your
mind, Lewis Motley Wommack--you have waited all. this time here at my door, and played a foolish
child’s game of Look Into My Eyes with me, and now I am going through that door. Do you follow me
or not?” And she added, “Mind, I'm not running from you. You're free to keep me company.”

Once they were inside he sat in the rocker by her window that Granny Hazelbide had chosen the night
before, and she took another and pulled it over facing him.

“Well,” she asked, “you suffer any ill effects from the wards?”” He looked himself over, and he took his
time about it, and then he allowed that there seemed to be no change.

“I haven’t been turned into any kind of varmint, there’s that,” he said. “Nor struck dead, nor my wits
scrambled. There’s that.”

“Did you expect such stuff?”” she marveled. “Wards are to keep evil out, not create it! What kind of
Tutor did you have, there at Castle Wommack, that he didn’t teach you even that?”

“You are highly valued, daughter of Brightwater,” he answered, “though it’s not considered polite to

mention it. Very highly valued indeed. I've heard that song”-he sang the chorus in a pleasant enough
voice that would one day be deep --

“What did you learn as you flew out so fine,
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Splendid on Muleback, dressed like a queen?
What did you learn, daughter of Brightwater?

Tell us the wonderful things that you’ve seen!”

“All the way to Kintucky,” she said, wondering, “all that way, you’ve heard Caroline-Ann of Airy’s
song?”’

He ducked his head, mock-humble. “Even in the Kintucky outback,” he said, “we have comsets. I know
all the verses-shall I prove that?”

“Mercy, don’t! I’d feel a fool for sure, sitting in my own room and hearing you sing a song about me.”

“Well, then,” he said, “because you are so highly valued, I’d thought it might be harder to find myself
alone with you. I was prepared for . . . oh, at least a Granny in a fury, to bar my way.”

“And so she would, if she knew you were here,” said Responsible.

“And what will she do when she finds me here?”

Responsible shook her head in amazement. “Young Wommack,” she said, “you are downright ignorant,
not to mention insulting. Even here, “in the Brightwater outback,” we know to knock on doors. Even

Grannys don’t enter rooms without leave why should she find you here? I don’t intend to give her leave.”

He stood up at that, drew closed the curtains at all three of her windows, and went and stretched himself
full length on her bed. She liked the look of him against her white counterpane, and she told him so.

He didn’t pause to acknowledge the compliment.

“You learned many things, touring the Castles, having adventures,” he said. “Now come learn something
useful.”

She was still thinking she would do no such thing when she lay down beside him. Her counterpane was
turned down, and her clothes and his lay in a jumble on her rug, and the thought still lingered. Only when
she noted that she had been right, that the copper hair covered him in all but two or three specific places,
did she abandon that idea and concede that she was indeed about to learn something.

“I am notready for this,” she announced.

And there are times when the land is not ready for the rain, but it falls all the same.

He ran his fingertips over her thighs, and set his lips to her nip ples, and he was not overly careful how
much of his weight she had to bear.

“I dislike that,” she said clearly.

“This, too?”
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“I dislike that even more.”
“You lie,” he said.

She surely did. Everything his body had promised, shirted and trousered and cloaked, it delivered in
abundance. Her loins arched toward his touch and she knew most clearly the meaning of longing. She
was all out of patience, the aching of her body for him was unbearable, and if she had known any manner
of hurrying him she would not have scrupled to use it. Unfortunately, she was operating this time from a
position of total ignorance, and she could only grit her teeth till she shuddered, and wait.

“You’re an anxious creature,” he said finally, and he lifted her onto the gold of his belly and set her gently
where she might ease her own need. It was not what she had expected at all, and certainly not what her
experience in the stables and goatbarns had led her to expect, and she moaned in desperate frustration.

“It’s impossible,”’Shesaid. “It can’t be done this way!”

“Lady; lady,” he answered her, “I promised to teach you something useful, For sure it can be done this
way, if you will only there!”

Nothing she had heard or read or imagined had prepared her for what it was like to have the full thrust
of his maleness within her, and she forgot everything in her determination to draw from him every last
measure of the ecstasy offered.

“You see?” h¢ said roughly.
She did, most certainly she did, and when he would have held her away from him she, cried out fiercely
and slapped at him, frantic in her determination to achieve something-her body knew what it was, though

her mind did not-and he laughed and let her have her way for a while.

Until she hovered just on the edge of that achievement. And then, ignoring her teeth and her hands, he
held her still in torment against him.

“Oh, dear heaven, dear heaven,” she moaned, “let me loose! ”

“Shhhhh. . . hush. . .”

“No! I can’t bear it, I can’t bear it another second . . .”

She fell against him, broken in despair, sobbing and past all pride, and he made a soft noise of
satisfaction, gripped her in those sure hands, and held her while the shudders racked her, more and more
swift, and her breath tore at her throat, and then he said:

“Now, Responsible of Brightwater. Now I shall show you the most useful thing of all.”

And he grasped her hips and moved her, and suddenly she knew that she would die of joy, and he
muffled her screams against his shoulders and let her take of him everything that she wanted. It took a
very long time, and not once did he make a sound.

She had heard women speak, married women and women of experience, of what happened affer the
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act of love. Some men, it seemed, would talk to you. Others would fall asleep. Some would demand
food; among the Traveller males, she had heard it said, there were those that would drop to their knees
and give thanks for the blessings just received.

This man, however, was doing none of those things. He had raised himself on one elbow and was staring
at her as if he had never seen anything like her before anywhere. Responsible had no illusions about her
beauty, she had Thorn of Guthrie to compare herself with every day of her life; it could not be that which
put such an expression on his face. And she was reasonably sure that the look he bore was not the usual
afterlove expression.

“What,” he demanded harshly, “was that? What the Twelve Bleeding Gates happened? ”

Responsible reminded him that she had been the virgin here, not him, which made that a foolish question.
“There are a number of words to choose from,” she added, “always depending on your degree of
delicacy. Pick the one you like the best.”

“That’s not what I meant.” And then, “You didn’t notice anything unusual?”

Responsible made an exasperated noise and climbed over him abruptly, heading for her bath. The bed
was a sea-marsh, and she was not much better.

“Young man,” she said over her shoulder, “I have never lain with a man before you. If there was
something unusual, I wouldn’t know it. What do I have to compare with you?”

He followed her into the bathroom and joined her in the hot water, still frowning, and the frown lasted
until they both were clean and once again clothed, and sitting in the two rockers as sedately as if nothing
but conversation had ever passed between them.

“I must have imagined it,” he stated.

“No. I am convinced that it truly did happen. I was there, Lewis Motley.”

“Responsible of Brightwater, do you remember what you said to me, just at the last?”

It hardly seemed proper, but then nothing they’d done in the past hour had been proper. She thought for
a moment, and then answered him to the best of her recollection.

“I'said . .. "My lovely one, it is so wonderful to be inside you.’*

He cleared his throat, and directed her to think about that. “Doesn’t it seem to you,” he asked, “that the
anatomy is just a tad scrambled?”

She thought about it, and saw what he meant.

“Isn’t it always like that?”” she asked. “After all, it’s mighty close contact.”

“Not that close,” he said. “No. It is not always like that. In fact, it is not ever like that.”
She set her lips, and found that she was no longer afraid of his eyes.

“It was like that,” she declared. “I was there, and so were you, and for certain sure it was precisely like
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that. And if you didn’t want it to be like that, you should have provided a lecture as you went along.”

He was going to be a very stubborn man, she thought, immovable as a mountain; a natural force like a
tide or a storm, against which you could break into a thousand pieces, and he would never notice. And
she thought, somewhat more than a little belatedly, of the Time Corner Prophecy. There was a lot in
there about what would happen if she “stood before him.” She doubted that what she’d done could be
so described.

“Law,” she whispered, more to herself than to him, “I wonder what will happen now?”

He swore, and stood up to stand with his back to her, staring out of her window, holding back one
curtain with his hand.

In honest bewilderment she asked him, “Why are you angry?”’
“I’m not angry,” he said, but he didn’t turn around, and she knew that now /e lied.

“Lewis Motley Wommack,” she said, “go eat with the children. They’ll be serving them now.”

He left her without another word, and she sat there rocking until the last light was gone from her room
and she rocked in full darkness. She wasn’t sorry for what she had done; nothing that pleasant could be a
thing to regret. And her fear of him was gone for good and all. But the consequences of what she had
done, now there was something to ponder on. For one thing, she was vulnerable to a number of
unpleasant things that her virginity had protected her from until now. The Magicians of Rank would not
need to be half so constrained in their constant wearing away at her, now that she lacked her
maidenhead, and the first to take a look at her tomorrow would know that. As would the Grannys, one
and all. But the Prophecy had been most specific: whatever it was that she would loose upon this world,
she and Jewel of Wommack’s brother, the harm would not come from knowledge shared by their
bodies. That was laid out unmistakably.

She knew his body well now, and intended to know it a great deal better; and with his skill he no doubt
knew everything there was to know about hers. But if it was not that, not that knowledge that held the
danger, what was it then? They had not talked as much as you did over the ordinary cup of coffee.

“Botheration,” said Responsible, and decided she didn’t want any supper.

She would take off her sheets, for they reeked of salt, and sleep that night on her counterpane. Let
Granny Leeward lie on the other side of the wall and wonder why the daughter of this Castle had not
appeared for supper; the daughter of this Castle would be sound asleep and not caring.

Tomorrow would be burden enough, when she had to face them all and see in their eyes-even
Leeward’s-that they knew of the change in her. Tomorrow there’d be no eternal agenda of ceremonies
and prayers to hold back the plans of the delegations set to bring down the Confederation, the fools!
Tomorrow she would sit in the balcony and watch, alert for the slightest move, the least word, the
beginning of crisis, the turn that would mean it was time to call on the loyal delegations and find a way to
put the necessary words in their mouths.

Tonight, she would sleep.
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Chapter 5

Responsible was sitting over the last cup of the pot of tea the servingmaid had brought her when the
knack came at her door. She set the cup down, made sure her nightgown was decently arranged, and
called, “Who’s there?”

“Granny Leeward here, Responsible of Brightwater. Granny Leeward of Castle Traveller. May I come
in?”

“You sound nothing what soever like a Granny,” said Responsible deliberately. “I do believe you’re a
fraud and a sham, whoever you may be.”

There was a silence, time enough for her to have another sip of her tea. It was her favorite cup,
emerald-green china with a rim of silver, and sturdy enough to drink from half awake without worrying
that she’d crush it, the last unbroken one of a set used for company meals when she was still in Granny
School. She despised the cups her mother and grandmother chose to start their days with, delicate white
porcelain with the Brightwater Crest on the side, big enough to hold maybe three good swallows, and so
frail they felt like eggshells in your hand. She could face those later in the day if need be, but not before
breakfast, and at no time did she admire them.

“Responsible of Brightwater, you bar your door to me, you’ll rue it! A fine day it’ll be when a wench of
fourteen keeps me standing in a hall saying howdydo to the bare boards, and I’ll thank you to keep that
in mind, missy!”’

“Ah,” said Responsible, “now I hear you use formspeech, I recognize you for a Granny after all! Please
to come in, Granny Leeward.”

The old woman was dressed and ready for the day, all in her customary black, and her pale-blue eyes
so cold in her bony face that they put Responsible in mind of two small dead fishes, side by side.

“Have a rocker,” she told her, “and make yourself comfortable. Have you had your tea this morning or
shall I send for you some?”

“I’ve been through with my tea this past hour,” said Granny Leeward, chill and snappish, “and waiting till
I heard the sound of your cup on your saucer so I’d not wake you. You keep mighty highclass hours, to
my way of thinking,”

“Proceedings don’t begin at Confederation Hall till nine,” said Responsible, “and it’s a while yet till it
strikes seven. Ample time for what I have before me today.”

“You’ve mighty little before you, this day and some days to come.” The Granny sat down in a rocker,
carefully settling her heavy skirts around her, and folded her hands in her lap. “That’s what I’ve come to
tell you about-and mind, I’ll have no sass from you.”

Responsible had some more tea and waited the move, and after the silence had stretched a ways Granny
Leeward continued. “You’ll recall, I expect, that I was present-and quite a number of the other members
of our delegation with me-when you put on your disgraceful performance at Castle Traveller a while
back.”

“I do recollect that, yes.”
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And you do agree that it was-disgraceful.”

“I messed up your fan a tad,” said Responsible coldly, “but I did you no harm. And I believe Castle
Traveller’s budget will run to a fan or two.”

“Sin,” said Granny Leeward, like a stone falling. “It was sin, what you did.”
“No,” said Responsible. “it was illegal. The two things are not the same.”

“Only a Magician of Rank has the authority to do what you did that day,” said the Granny, chopping off
every word, “and that’s the illegal part. The sinful part is a woman even knowing what you obviously
know, and having no more decency than to use that knowledge, and in full daylight before a dozen
respectable people on top of that. And it was an ugly trick, missy, a purely ugly trick!”

“If there was sin-which I don’t admit to-it was in losing my temper and falling into the trap you and your
kin set for me. I’d say that was more stupidity than wickedness.”

Granny Leeward gave her a narrow look, and as Responsible had expected, there came a sudden look
of understanding in her eyes. She’d be seeing that look a lot oftener than she cared to today.

“I see you’ve added a new wickedness to your inventory,” said the old woman, “You’re a bold hussy,
I’ll grant you that.” Responsible sighed, and set her tray on the night table by her bed.

“Granny Leeward,” she said, “’you’ve come to chastise me for my foolishness at Castle Traveller-call it
sin if you please, I’ll not waste my breath arguing theology with you before breakfast. Well and good; I'm
not proud of it. There you sat, leading me on and fanning yourself with that black fan; and all I had to do
was heat up its handle a tad to advise you I intended to be treated with respect. There was no call for me
to turn that fan into a handful of mushrooms-”

“Black and rotting mushrooms, with the smell of death on ‘em!” interrupted L eeward and Responsible,
nodded.

“Quite right,” she said. “The black was appropriate, seeing as howy ou Travellers find it the only fit color
for human use, but there was no call to make them rot in your hand. You caught me with a child’s trick,
and I’m well and thoroughly ashamed that I took that bait. But it seems to me you made me pay for that
already, Granny Leeward. How greedy for revenge are you? ”

The old woman snorted, and her face was stiff with contempt. “I wouldn’t want any misunderstanding
between you and me,” she said, leaning back in the rocker and steepling her fingers. “Not any
misunderstanding whatsoever. Might could be I should clarify this for you.”

“I’d be grateful,” said Responsible,

Granny Leeward counted the points off one at a time. “What you did to me ,” she said, “practicing an
illegal act of magic, and a foul one, on my person-that goes unpunished still. You lay for a day with
deathdance fever, that the Magicians call Anderson’s Disease, as payment for carrying out your ugliness
before the Family-that’s paid. Your offense to me still stands, and I’1l call that in when I choose; I don’t

choose just yet, Responsible of Brightwater, not just yet. And that’s not why I'm here.”

“You’re not clarifying much, Granny Leeward, but your narrowness of spirit. Perhaps you could try a
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little harder?”

“There are six delegates from Castle Traveller as will sit in the Independence Room this day, and as saw
what you did,” hissed Granny Leeward, “and they’re ready and willing to denounce you before the entire
convention of delegates, the audience in the balcony, and those watching on their comsets. That make it
clearer?”

“Mighty gallant, your men,” said Responsible. “It must make you proud.”

“A female such as you, missy, ought not to have the gall to ask for gallantry. Well on the way to being a
witch, and clear the other side of being a fornicator, and you talk about gallantry? That’s for decent
women, not for your kind.”

“You’re plain-spoken,” said Responsible. ““That’s useful in a Granny.”
“Didn’t I say I’d take no sass from you? Y our memory gone with your maidenhead?”

“A compliment is not sass,” said Responsible, with as much sass as she was able to muster. “I judge
Grannys as I judge Mules, and you rank high. Now speak your piece.”

Those pale-blue eyes . . . she had not been surprised to see them like dead fish, but spitting blue fire was
surprising. It would have been pleasant to think that the old woman might be tricked in return, brought to
a sufficient pitch of fury to lead her into some indiscretion of her own, leaving the two of them in a more
balanced position; but it wouldn’t happen. To begin with, they were alone, and if the Granny was being
humiliated there was no one to see or know it but herself. And to go on with, Responsible was certain the
woman knew nothing beyond Granny Magic, all of which was legal for her to use.

Granny Leeward leaned forward, stabbing the air with her pointing finger, and she laid it out for
Responsible so there could be no confusion in any least particular.

“Either you stay clear away from Confederation Hall,” the Granny said, “where you cannot interfere in
what’s none of your business and never has been, or my son will stand before the entire assembly this
morning and denounce you-leaving out no details, keep that in mind’-and the rest of those as saw you
will back him up. Now I reckon that is clear as springwater, but if it’s not I’ll be glad to embroider it for
you same.”

Responsible sank back against her pillows and whistled long and low and silent. Now she’d heard it, it
was obvious, but she hadn’t expectedit. Which was an interesting measure of her strategic skills.

“Botheration,” she said aloud, and thought a word that she’d never heard spoken, though it was claimed
to exist.

“Keep your botherations to yourself,” said the Granny, “and the Travellers won’t add to them. We’ve
other doings to concern us, and telling that sorry tale about you would only use up another day on top of
the one you wasted for us yesterday. But if you insist on coming into the Hall, spite of what I’ve said to
you, we will waste that time, I promise you, and I’ll not scruple to stand in the balcony and add my voice
to the testimonies.”

“I believe you have me,” said Responsible, taking another drink of tea. “All things considered.”

“That we do,” said Granny Leeward. “That we surely do, and if ever a female deserved it, you qualify.”
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“Blackmail doesn’t burden your conscience, Granny?”” Responsible asked.

Granny Leeward sat straight and pale. “We walk a narrow line at Castle Traveller,” she said. “We keep
the old ways, and there’s none of the rest of you as does. We know, the Gates be praised, the difference
between a sin and its name. That’s a difference not to be despised, nor yet forgotten.”

“Explain me that, Granny Leeward-and its application in this matter of you and me. [ don’t see it.”

“I’1l explain you nothing! You need moral instruction, you’ve a Granny here, and a Reverend as well,
though he’s a poor thing. This universe has one primary law--as ye sow, so shall ye reap and we abide
by that. I come here as no instrument of blackmail, Responsible of Brightwater; I come as an instrument
of justice!”

“I wonder,” mused Responsible, and the Granny drew herself up in the rocker, bridling all over with
outrage. Responsible had heard about people bridling, and read the phrase, but this was the first time
she’d ever seen it.

“On Old Earth,” she said casually, “there were those so convinced of their purity, so sure they were
instruments of justice, that they put others to the rack and the fire out of concern for their immortal souls.
Now I suggest to you that you might want to keep that in mind your self, Granny Leeward. There’s ugly,
and then there’s ugly.”

Granny Leeward stood up like she’d sat on a straight pin, shaking all over with a rage she wouldn’t
stoop to express, and Responsible made a mental note-this was one who did not handle well any
criticism that struck at her morality. It might be useful to know that one day. And while she had it going,
she drove it home.

“And it doesn’t burden your conscience that you Grannys are charged to 4elp me, not hinder me?”” she
demanded. “I find that curious.”

The Granny’s face closed, shut, and if the rage was still there she mastered it. She gave no sign that
she’d heard Responsible’s last question.

“I’ll leave it to you to furnish your excuses for your absence,” she said, looking right through the girl.
“You lie easy enough, it should cause you no special trouble. Just you stay away from the Hall. And I’ll
have your word on it.”

“You have it,” said Responsible wearily. They were tiresome, these Travellers, with their never-ending
insistence on guarantees. “And now you do have it, I’ll thank you to leave. I have work to do, and I’d
best get at it.”

Granny Leeward headed for the door, but she stopped there long enough to shake her finger some more
and say a few sentences on the subject of pride going before a fall, and peace coming to them as
deserved it and misery to those as didn’t, and just deserts. Responsible rode this out in silence-she had
no intention of easing any wounds she might have inflicted on this one-and the time finally came when the
woman had either exhausted her supply of moral justifications or tired her own tongue, and she went out
the door, leaving a vast silence behind her.

Responsible lay there and whistled her way through three choruses of “Once Again, Amazing Grace,” as
a calming measure, and gave her situation some careful thought.
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Under her bottom pillow, for example, there was a cylinder no bigger than a needle, and in it a list
written on pliofilm and headed “Things To Do When I Get Home.” Weeks it had been there, shoved out
of sight till she could find time to tackle it, and there’d been nights when she’d had the feeling it burned
her head right through the feathers and heavy pillowslips. Might could be she’d make her way through
some of the items on that list after all, while she was staying away from the Hall.

And then, might could be she’d take advantage of the opportunity to just /ie here? She was that tired.

She reached under her pillow, knowing the foolishness of the lying-about idea, and took out the cylinder,
unscrewed the top, and pulled from it the sheet of pliofilm. It had been so long curled it wouldn’t lie flat,
of course, and she hadn’t any inclination to take it over to her desk where she could spread it on the
leather surface to cling properly; she made do with gripping its edges and ignoring the way it wound itself
round her fingers.

Eight items she had written there, she noted with disgust. Eight tasks. And when she’d set out on the
Quest in February there’d been only the first. Somehow, riding back into Brightwater in April, there’d
been the idea in her head that she could get them all out of the way before the Jubilee. Like many another
fool idea she’d had lately.

First of all, there was the task she’d set out with: to go over the Castle’s secret account books, those
that couldn’t be trusted to the Economist and required her personal attention.

Next came the matter of determining whether there really had been a Skerry seen at Castle Motley; and
if there had been-which she doubted even more strongly now than she had when the servingmaid had
blurted out the tale to her-declaring a day of celebration separate and special for the event as custom
demanded. It’d be a tad late, but better a tardy observance than none at all. Provided she found any
evidence that the servingmaid’s story had had a scrap of truth to it.

Third was the promise she had made in the night to the Gentle, highborn T’an K’ib. She had given her
word: the Gentles would be involved in none of the Ozarkers’ doings, as already specified by the treaties
signed centuries ago. Furthermore, Responsible intended to see that every inch of the Gentles’ territory
taken from them by the careless mining operations of the Arkansaw Families was restored, and restored
in either its original condition or with improvements to the ancient race’s own specifications. T’an K’ib
had not insisted on that, treating it as a minor matter, but Responsible saw it differently. The
Arkansawyers knew quite well where the boundaries of their lands joined those of the Gentles, and the
temptations of a few tons of ore or a vein of choice gemstones were no excuse for violating those
boundaries.

Fourth, she had to see to the matter of the growing prejudice against the Purdys. Prejudice was one of
the things that had driven the Twelve Families from Old Earth in the first place. They’d all been white,
sure enough, but they’d heard more than they cared to tolerate about “ignorant hillbillies” and “white
trash” and they’d seen the black and brown and yellow peoples of Earth suffer at the hands of ignorant
and vicious people their own color. And now, somehow without anybody’s remarking on it as it grew,
the Purdys had become the “‘white trash” of this planet. When anybody did a stupid thing, the first remark
you heard was “A body’d think you were a Purdy born and raised!” Nasty, that’s what it was, and she
would not have it; it shamed her that she had not noticed it sooner.

You didn’t put an end to prejudice by proclamations, though; it grew slow, and it died slower. What
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was required was for the next few groups of Purdy girlchildren to spend their Granny School time spread
all round this planet, clear away from the constant expectation of the grown-up Purdys that they would
always fail in whatever they did. A few dozen confident, self-assured Purdy females to go home and do
missionary duty-that’s what was called for.

And then, for number five on her list, she had written down “Wommack superstition clear out of hand.”
As it was, and no doubt about it. A Wommack cut his finger, it was because of the Wommack Curse. A
Wommack spoiled a roast because she had her mind elsewhere, the Curse again. Every mistake, every
natural mishap that the universe laid on a Wommack-be it ever so like the mishaps and mistakes that
were laid on every other soul on Ozark-lay it to the Wommack Curse. That had to be seen to, and
quickly; there had to be a sufficient run of good luck for the Wommacks to put some chinks in their curse
consciousness. And thinking of Lewis Motley Wommack, she smiled to herself; she might find it possible
to get in a few licks on that job with no strain to herself at all.

Sixth was the trivial task of making certain that nobody but pitiful Una of Clark, lost in her worship of her
husband beyond all limits of decency, had been back of the mischief that had plagued Brightwater early in
the year. Milk that came spoiled from the goats, mirrors that shattered, Mules that flew like squawkers
drunk on fallen fruit fermented in the sun-and the one kidnapped baby, with no harm done to him.
Responsible had no doubt this one was trivial, for Una of Clark had been too broken with terror the night
she’d confronted her with her crimes not to have cried out the names of anyone that’d helped her-always
excepting the husband. Una of Clark would have died unhesitatingly, plunged off the seacliff and into the
waters boiling below her, before she spoke any word that might mean the smallest peril for Gabriel
Laddercane Traveller the 34th.

Responsible tried, briefly, imagining herself obsessed in that way with Lewis Motley Wommack,
convinced the sun rose when he came in the door and set when he went back out it, trembling at his least
frown and melting away when he smiled on her. She ran it round her head for a minute or two, checking,
but it made no sense to her any way she viewed it. Praise be for small favors.

Next to last on the pliofilm was the Bestowing of two acres of land on Flag of Airy and her husband, in
recognition of their service to Castle Brightwater; and seeing that, the guilt did bite at her. Most of the
things on the list she could truly say there’d been no time for; they required careful planning and ample
time. But not this, this was an hour’s easy work. She had plain and simply forgotten about it.

And finally . . . “See to the feuds on Arkansaw,” she’d written with the stylus.
See to them!

Responsible rolled over onto her stomach and struck the pile of pillows with her fist. See to them,
indeed. How was she to ““see to” the incredible antics of three Families, bent on feuding, set on feuding,
bound and determined on feuding? Guthries, Farsons, and Purdys, bad cess to them all, and the poor
Gentles right in the middle of it! Just what she’d been thinking when she’d scribed there so casually “See
to the feuds” she could not imagine. Must have been after she crashed into the side of that dockshed and
addled her head.

It was a long list, and she figured that to carry it through she needed maybe a staft of fifty Magicians, and
fifty more miscel laneous, and far all she knew an army wouldn’t be a bad idea, whatever an army might
be like. She could begin with the Castle accounts, and throw in the Bestowing in a hurry, but the rest of
it?

She knew an assortment of words she was forbidden to use, and she ran through them as she’d run
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through the list, all the while she was rolling up the pliofiim and stuffing it back in its case to bury once
more underneath the pillows. And she’d only gotten to the tenth of her prohibited pronouncements when
there came the thundering at her door that she’d been expecting with half an ear for some time now.

“Come on in, Granny Hazelbide, before you destroy my door for good and all,” she hollered, resigned
to what could not be avoided and wouldn’t improve by being put off. “Come on in here and tell me all
about my sins!”

The Granny fairly flew through the door, and banged it to behind her. She had on a crackling crisp dress
of shiny dark blue, caught at the neck with a brooch handed down in her family all the way from First
Landing, if she was to be believed. Her feet were shod in high-heeled pointy-toed black pumps with a
shine that hurt your eyes, and so narrow Responsible knew they hurt zer. Granny Hazelbide prided
herself on the neatness of her foot. And on her head was a black straw hat to match the pumps, and a
black veil ready to be pulled down over her face in the latest style, with a cluster of dark-blue violets with
velvet petals and velvet leaves and velvet stems wound round wire to top off the headgear. She was a
regular fashion plate, was Granny Hazelbide, and she was in a fury.

“Whatever are you doing lying there in that bed like the Queen of the Shebas?” she demanded,
advancing on Responsible like a skinny tornado. “You make me late for the Opening Ceremonies, girl,
and I’ll take a switch to your bare tailbone, for all you’re near fifteen and fancy yourself full grown! I’ll
give you two minutes two minutes, do you hear?-to make yourself fit to be seen and go out this door
with me! Laws and Dozens, Responsible, we’re late this minute!”

“Granny, Granny,” soothed Responsible, “you’ll have a heart attack if you go on like that, and I’ll have
to call in a Magician to set you right, and for sure [ want no Magician hanging round my bed on a
beautiful moring like this! I suggest you cal/m yourself a tad.”

The old lady’s lips drew tight, and her brows met over her nose, and she leaned over Responsible’s bed
like she was ready to whack her with her pocketbook.

“Calm myself!” she said. “When you lie there and face me down, cool as you please, and it half past
eight in the morning? Have you taken sick, missy, or leave of your senses-which one?”

“Neither one, Granny Hazelbide,” said Responsible. “Neither one. I’ve just run into a sort of a snag.”

Granny Hazelbide leaned over farther, and tipped the girl’s chin up to look into her face, turning it this
way and that till it made her neck ache. And then she let her fall back, suddenly, and Responsible was
grateful it was pillows she’d had to fall on. Even so, the resulting thump shook her some.

“You call that a snag, do you,” said the old woman disgustedly. “A snag! What’d you go and catch
yourself on it for, if you saw,it as such a hindrance, eh, Responsible?”’

2 2

“Granny, darlin’--

“‘Granny, darlin’!” You mark my words, Responsible of Brightwater, there’ll be a few words from your
Granny darlin’ about this, once she’s leisure enough to speak them. But losing your maidenhead, though
it’s a disgrace to us all and a piece of foolishness the likes of which doesn’t come by often, it’s no excuse
for you to lie in bed and miss the Second Day at Confederation Hall. Now get yourself out of there and
into your clothes, and let’s us go , Responsible! Snag, huh! Who , pray tell, was it got past my wards on
this room?”
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“I’m not about to tell you. Granny,” said Responsible. “Not about to, so you needn’t push it. Nor, I'm
sorry to say, is that the snag I had in mind.”

',’

“What you have in mind doesn’t bear repeating before decent folk such as myself, I’ll wager

“How you do go on!” said Responsible admiringly. “You’ll outgranny all the other Grannys yet, and
think how proud I’ll be then! Seeing as how I had the raising of you.

“ However,” she added quickly, before the Granny could catch her breath and start on her again, “if you

plan to hear the Opening Prayer you’d best go on, and I’ll explain later. It’s not a short explanation.”

Granny Hazelbide stared at her, and set her arms akimbo. “Responsible,” she said, “is there really an
explanation? Worth my being late for?”

“You’d have to tell me that after you heard it,” said Respon sible. “Depends on how much you fancy the

Opening Ceremonies, I’d say.”

Granny Hazelbide pulled up a chair and sat down in it without a word, as Responsible had known she
would; and she listened her mouth puckering tighter and tighter with every passing minute -while she
heard a carefully edited version of the mistake made at Castle Traveller and this morning’s visit from
Granny Leeward. And then she spoke her mind, and Responsible was glad she’d only made it a tale of
giving all the staff at Castle Traveller toothaches. She’d been afraid that might be somewhat too mild to
convince, since many an Ozark woman not a Granny and with no hope of ever being one picked up a
scrap or two of Granny Magic, though few would dare use what they knew. Granny Hazelbide didn’t
find the transgression a light one; that became clear in a hurry.

“Stupid!” she said fiercely. “That’s the only word for you, missy. Just purely stupid! How could you let
yourself be wrenched round to such a state--and the Travellers, of all Families to find yourself beholden
to! So Granny Leeward called you a whore does calling make it so? Prior to this morning, that is! I
reckon she used the word again when she was in here, and this time with good reason!”

“No,” said Responsible, “as a matter of fact the word she used this time was ‘fornicator.”*

“And how’d you respond to that? You put warts on all the Mules in the stables? Rashes on all the
servingmaids and Attendants? Sink all the boats at the Landing? What kind of conniption fit did you

throw over “fornicator’?”

“Well,” said Responsible, “I don’t mind “fornicator’ especially. It lacks the little extra bit; it makes no
claim that [ sell my favors, you’ll note. I was able to restrain myself.”

“And now there you are, barred from the Hall.”

“Solam.”

“Shame on you, girl!”

“Want me to call her bluft and go, Granny?”

“Great Gates, no! There’s no bluff to that woman. If she said she’d make a scandal of you before the

whole world and its brother-in-law that’s exactly and precisely what she would do. You stay away, just
as she bid you, and be glad she’s not made it worse.”
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“Well, then, Granny, what I need from you is not more tongue lashing. What I need is for you to go on
along and be my eyes and my ears. I can watch on the comset, for sure, but it’ll give me only such scraps
of what’s going on as the comcrews find interesting. Whoever’s speaking, and a shot of the balcony now
and again, and no more. I won’t be seeing who passes notes to who else, or who walks out in a huff, or
who falls asleep that you might of expected to pay close attention, or who gets together in huddles in the
rows. I need you to watch for me, and listen close, and send word if you see anything that appears to
you to be out of line.”

“And what’ll you do if I do see mischief? I’ll see plenty afore this week’s over, you know. What do you
plan to do about any of it, missy?”’

“That depends on what it is,” said Responsible patiently. “Might could be there’ll be nothing I can do;
might could be I can be useful. But unless I have you to report to me, we’ll never know which.”

“And what will you be doing in between my reports, besides lolling in your bed and sniffing the posies?”

Responsible thought of her hateful list of “to do” tasks. “I’ll find a way to pass my time,” she said with
assurance.

“Rolling in his arms, no doubt!”
“Granny Hazelbide,” said Responsible, mock-serious, “you have an evil mind.”
The Granny clicked her tongue against her teeth till Respon sible wondered the tip didn’t bleed.

“Shiftless and shameless!” she ranted, shaking her finger at the girl smiling up from her pillows. “What
would your mother say?”

“That she couldn’t believe any man would of wanted me,” said Responsible promptly. “You know that.
Especially when there’s such competition as Silverweb of McDaniels around, all unspoken for and never
been kissed. Now do please go on to the Hall, dear heart? Please? It’1l be time soon for the Travellers to
begin their move, and I’d be pleasured to know how they open the game. You can come back tonight
and lecture me on my morals till you drop in your tracks if that appeals to you; so far as I know, nobody
ever talked a maidenhead back into its place, but I’ll listen respectfully if you fancy trying. But not now,
Granny Hazelbide, not now!”

The Granny went out of the door, proclaiming woe and thunderations all the way down the hall, and
Responsible locked her hands behind her head and stared up at the ceiling until she could hear her
nattering no longer. And then she stared a good half hour longer, thinking. She might have put her list
away, but she could still see it plain as plain in her mind’s eye.

“This very day,” she told the ceiling at last, “this very morning -what’s left of it-I’ll see to the Bestowing
of Flag of Airy’s two acres.

And then what? the ceiling gave her back.

“And then,” she said, carrying it on, “I believe I'm going to need some help. I do believe that I’d better
send for my sister.” That silenced the ceiling. What it would bring on in the way of response from other
sources, once it was known that Troublesome of Brightwater might be coming down from her
mountaintop and into the city, would not be silence. Responsible chuckled, thinking about it.
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And realized that, come to think of it, she missed her sister. Mean as she was, outrageous as she was,
impossible as she was sure to be, she missed her. And she’d had no idea.

Chapter 6

The Bestowing was drawn up in black ink on snow-white paper, marked with the Brightwater Crest and
sealed with the Brightwater Seal, before noon of that day. Responsible had looked over the Kingdom’s
maps, displayed for her on the comset screen, with great care; and she had chosen two acres plus a bit
of riverbank left over, a nice piece of land only eleven miles out from Capital City, tucked into an arm of
the river between two big farms and overlooked this long time because it was so small.

“Too small to be any use,” said her grandmother Ruth of Motley when Responsible carried it downstairs
to the small sittingroom.

“Too large , to my mind!”” her mother had objected. “We’ve almost no land left to give, Responsible; if
somebody actually did a deed worthy of gratitude, Castle Brightwater would be hard put to it to find any
acres to Bestow. I don’t approve, myself; I don’t approve at all.”

“Responsible didn’t expect you to,” said Ruth of Motley comfortably. “It’d spoil your image. / approve,
and I’ll speak for both my husband and my sons: none of them would grudge the young woman her two
piddling little acres.”

“I don’t see,” said Responsible’s mother stubbornly, “what Flag of Airy has done to merit a Bestowing.
The last one we gave-and it’s been eleven years ago, mind, before Responsible ever saw daylight!-was
twelve acres to the young man that tried to save the lives of Jewel of Wommack’s family. You remember
that, Ruth?”

“I’m not senile,” answered Ruth of Motley, giving Thorn of Guthrie a look as she bit through a strand of
embroidery floss that spoke of a preference for setting her teeth elsewhere.

“Grandmother, you’ll ruin your teeth,” said Responsible automatically. She’d been saying that ever since
she could remember, and she’d learned it from hearing everyone else say it. But Ruth of Motley never
paid it any mind, and her teeth gleamed bright as they ever had. Then she realized what Thorn of Guthrie
had said, and she looked at her mother and tried for a casual face.

“I didn’t know that happened here,” she said. “Thought it was on Kintucky.”

*“ No-sir,” said Thorn of Guthrie. “The Wommacks were here at Brightwater on a visit, the old man and
that young wife of his-she was no more than a child, and he had no business marrying her, if you ask me,
not that anybody ever has-and Jacob Donahue Wommack’s wife, and the two children. Praise the
Gates, they left the tadlings home . . . But the others went down in the river, there where that root tangle
is just past the bend, right out there beyond the Castle grounds. And they all died, trapped in the roots
and sunken logs, with the boat turned over on top of them. And,” she wound it up, “it was the young man
as near drowned him selftrying to save them that had the last Bestowing of land from this Kingdom. They
were perfect fools, you know-going out on the river, and it in flood, and not knowing what kind of mess
there was trapped in that tangle, but they wouldn’t hear no; nothing would do but they should have a day
on the river-and they paid in full.”

“That was a sorry day,” Ruth of Motley added. “Everybody carrying on about the Wommack Curse,
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like it wouldn’t of happened if anybody else had been in that fool boat. I remember it well.”

“And that young man did something worth notice, Responsible. He must of gone down a dozen times
trying to free the Wommacks, and at the last they had to hold him back to keep him from having another
go at it when he was so exhausted he’d never in the world have come up again himself:”

“Mother,” said Responsible reasonably, “do think. If, as you put it, somebody did something that really
called for a gift from Brightwater, those two little acres wouldn’t serve anyway. But they’ll please Flag of
Airy and her husband, both of them fine young people. There’s room enough for him to raise a house,
and her to put in a garden that’ll feed the two of them and a few tadlings as the years go by. Don’t be
selfish, Mother-it’s not becoming.”

“Wait till the men are home,” said Thorn of Guthrie, “and we’ll see what they say. Not to mention
Patience of Clark.”

“I’m not likely to make any Bestowing without the whole Family’s approving,” protested Responsible.
“What do you take me for?”

“Responsible,” said Ruth of Motley mildly, “don’t tempt your mother.”
“Yes, ma’am.”

“The document’s well drawn, and you were wise to do it and have it out of the way. Put it in the desk
over there, and then after supper tonight we’ll call a short Meeting and send the vote around. But there’ll
be no trouble.”

“I still say-" Thorn of Guthrie began, but her mother-in-law cut her off. Enough was enough.

“Thorn of Guthrie,” she said, “for two long months Flag of Airy saw her own babe suckled at the
breasts of Vine of Motley, so her milk would not dry up before we Brightwaters got Vine’s own child
back to her arms. And in that two months she bore a heavy load. Responsible is quite right.”

“Fiddle!” said Thorn of Guthrie. “T’ve suckled two daughters myself, one of them there before you, and
I’d have welcomed anyone that cared to take the task from me. [ don’t see it.”

Ruth of Motley rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, and then bent over her embroidery in silence. She was
doing a panel of ferns and flowers that required a good deal of attention, and she intended to waste no
more effort on her sharp-tongued companion.

There they sat, the two of them: Ruth of Motley with her needlework, one piece after another till the
Castle was smothered in the stuff, and Thorn of Guthrie with yet another of the endless series of diaries
she’d been scribbling away at for thirty years. They were almost alone in the Castle. It wasn’t large, as
Castles went; but today, with nearly everyone gone to the fair or the Hall or some one of the other
entertainments, it seemed a vast echoing cavern.

The question Responsible had been dreading came just as she thought she was going to make it out the
door without either of them thinking of it.

“Responsible!”

“Mother, I’'m just on my way to put this Bestowing document back in my desk for safekeeping.”
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“Your grandmother said to leave it here, and you heard her; and besides, I want to ask you something.”

Thorn of Guthrie sounded determined; Responsible turned back with a sigh, went to put the Bestowing
document in the sittingroom desk, and then stood waiting.

“How come you aren’t down at Confederation Hall yourself this morning, along with the Grannys?” her
mother asked her, and Ruth of Motley looked up from her work for the answer.

“Don’t plan on going,” said Responsible, short and sharp.
“You don’t plan on going?”
“Echo in here,” said Ruth of Motley, as was her habit.

“Whatever do you mean, you don’t plan on going? All the fuss you’ve made, all the dust you’ve raised
over this week of nonsense -and you stand there and tell me you don’t plan to go?”

Responsible stuck to her guns.
“That’s right, Thorn of Guthrie.”

“Well, that beats all!”

Her rescue came from an unexpected source. Ruth of Motley had turned back to her work, but she
spoke attentively enough.

“I think that’s wise of you, Responsible,” she said. “I think that’s very wise. Not a thing you can do to
change what’s going to happen in that Hall, and for you to sit there and watch it going on and torturing
yourself over it would be pure foolishness. You’re better off keeping busy here till it’s all over and we
know how far they’ve gone. Not to mention the fact that there’s plenty of neglected work right here for
you to turn your hand to while everybody else is off gawking at the delegations and going to carnivals.”

That satisfied her mother, and Responsible blessed Ruth of Motley for her solid common sense. Here
she’d been fully prepared to face them all down and just plain refuse to say why she was staying away
from the proceedings, same way she’d refused ever to say who she’d learned had kidnapped the
McDaniels baby, and to bear the fuss that went with the refusing. Just because no amount of thinking had
brought a plausible reason to her mind. And now Ruth of Motley had taken the load right off her back, all
unexpected and unasked. And while Thorn of Guthrie was still occupied in counting off all the things she
wanted Responsible to see to while she was staying home and not tormenting herself, she slipped away,
much relieved. It was time she turned on the comset in her room and had a look at what was happening;
by now they’d have finished with the Opening Prayer, and whatever leftover trivia there’d been from the
day before-and unless she was far wrong in her thinking, Jeremiah Thomas Traveller would of been
recognized by the Chair and would be holding forth.

She wasn’t wrong, either. She sat in her favorite rocker, the blue one with a back high enough to rest her
head against, and paid the figure on the wall the compliment of /er attention. Like many another thing in
Castle Brightwater, the comset could have done with some repair. That had been sacrificed to the budget
for the Jubilee, and every so often the projections ceased to be threedys and became flat as paper
cutouts. But the sound was reliable, and that was the main thing; she knew well enough what they looked
like.
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Jeremiah Thomas had just begun, and the speech promised to take some time, for he was not only
Master of his Castle, he was a Reverend, ordained before he passed his sixteenth birthday, and he knew
how to spin out the sentences.

She had tuned him in just as he was finishing off his thanks to the Brightwaters for the “splendid
program” of Opening Day-the hypocrite!-and allowing as how it had been a historic occasion fitly and
abundantly observed. But now it was time for them to turn from ritual observance to the serious business
of this meeting -and he proceeded to explain just what that meant to him.

“Mister Chairman”-he rolled it out “Senior and Junior Delegates and Aides, gentle ladies that honor us
by gracing the balcony of this grand and glorious Hall . . . and all the citizens of the six continents who
join us this day through the miracle of technology . . . I stand before you now with a heavy heart. A
heavy heart!”

Responsible hoped it was heavy. She hoped it was a stone of Tinaseeh marble in his sly vicious breast,
and well supplied with sharp little points.

“Why, you ask, is my heart heavy?”

I don’t ask any such thing.

“Because, my dear friends, my dear colleagues, I have no choice open to me today but to speak the
truth. Oh, not that I am not reluctant to be the first to do so-for many among you know what that truth is,
and did I wait long enough you might well speak it for me! Not that the truth does not stick in my throat .
.. no! I am reluctant! I do find it hard to force the words to come forth, as come forth they surely must!
But I tell you all, my conscience will not let me rest until I have said what must be said.” He let his voice
fall to a hush. “All night last night I knelt on the bare boards of my chamber floor-"

There wasn’t a guestchamber in Castle Brightwater with bare boards to its floor, nor a servant’s room
either, but Responsible could see that it wouldn’t of sounded nearly so dramatic for him to talk of

kneeling for hours on soft rugs.

“-and I wrestled with my conscience! Must 1,1 asked myself . . . must 1, I asked the Holy One
Almighty . . . must I, Jeremiah Thomas Traveller the Twenty-sixth, be the one to speak this truth?”

He paused to let that settle over the heads of his listeners, and then he answered his own question.
“And the answer came back to me-it came back YES! And it came back YES! again!”

Just like him, thought Responsible, pleased to see him go flat and black on her wall, barely a flicker, to
drag the Holy One into this and spread the blame.

“Oh, my friends,” he said, “oh, my colleagues-"

Careful! You’ll be saying dearly beloved next!

“-I shuddered then. I shuddered . . . for the truth I must pronounce, the truth my conscience compels me
to pronounce-that truth is not a joyous truth! That truth is not a merry truth! That truth is not a truth cast

in a spirit of gaiety . . . unless, unless . . . but let me come back to that! For now, let me only tell you that
the truth is sometimes a sad and solemn burden, and that this is such a time-but I will speak it,
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nonetheless; and I do not fear to do so.”

He went on then, to remind them one and all of the reasons that had brought the Twelve Families from
Old Earth to Ozark one thousand years ago. He talked of the air of Earth, that could not be breathed; of
the water of Earth, that no one dared drink till it had been made so foul by chemicals that it burned the
throat and offended the nose; of the soil of Earth, so poisoned that the food it grew was unfit for human
beings to eat, that had taken in pollution till it could give back nothing else. He talked of the pollution of
humankind as well, every hand set against every other; of the dank misery of the slums where the world’s
poor had scrabbled from dole to dole. He spoke of the shame of the so-called holy men who threw out
in their daily garbage the finest foodstuffs chemistry could produce, while billions lay swollen-bellied in the
dust, dying of starvation. He talked of the politicians, that lived like great ticks upon the bodies of the
citizens they had sworn to serve, bleeding them of their substance and fattening upon it till the
bureaucracies were swollen to monstrous size. He spent a number of superb sentences upon the doctors,
become so callous and so arrogant and so divorced from the people that they could heal nothing but their
bank balances; and a few more upon the lawyers, who had lusted after the suffering of others and
profited by it; and still more for those that had dared to call themselves teachers, while they spent their
useless lives spreading ignorance and demanding ever more money for the pitiful job they did . . .

Onandonandon...

Would he never stop? Responsible tried to imagine any gathering of women where such a monologue
would of been tolerated past the five minutes it took to see where it was heading, and failed. No female
would of sat still for the wasted time. Not a word that he said, looming there in his antiquated black suit,
flickering with the straining of the comset-which was certainly poorly-standing there with a tie round his
scrawny neck as a symbol of his bondage to the ancient nonsense he spoke against-not a word they
hadn’t all heard a hundred dozen times. Not a turn of phrase they didn’t hear every three Sundys or so at
Solemn Service . . . and he had no skill of control. He had the preacher’s skill. He could put one word
after another without ever a stumble or a pause; but they sat for his mellifluous bombast out of politeness,
not because they enjoyed it-and because they were men, and had no better sense.

Granny Hazelbide had said it as well as ever she’d heard anybody say it, long ago at Granny School.
“Men,” she’d said, “are of but two kinds. Splendid-and pitiful. The splendid ones are rare, and if you
chance on one, you’ll know it. What I tell you now has to do with the rest of ‘em-as my Granny told me,
and her Granny told her before that, and so back as far as time will take you.” They’d all leaned forward,
because her voice told them something important was coming, and she’d gone on. “If,” she said, “a man
does something properly, that’s an accident. That’s the first thing. As for the sorry messes they make in
the ordinary way of things, that’s to be expected, and not to be held against them-they can’t help it.
That’s the second thing. And the third thing-and this is to be well-remembered -is that no man must ever
know the first two things.”

Granny struck her cane on the floor, three times hard, to underline that. “When a man spills something,
it’s your place to catch it before it touches, snatch it before it falls, and be sure certain he thinks he caught
it himself. Men-all but those rare splendid ones -they’re frail creatures; they can’t bear much.”

“And a woman?” one of the little girls had asked timidly. “How about a woman?”

The Granny had gripped her cane till her knuckles gleamed like pearls. “There is nothing, > she said in a
terrible voice like ice grinding together, “more despicable than a woman who cannot Cope! ”
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Thump!
“You remember that now!” she told them. “You keep that firm/ly in mind!”

“It’s not fair!” It had run all around the circle, where they were sitting on the floor with their legs tucked
neatly under them. “It’s not fair atall!”” And she’d turned on them, brandishing the cane over their
heads-Responsible remembered how that cane had seemed ready to crash down upon her head, and
how she’d trembled-and she’d said, “ Fair!/This is the real world, and it is as it is. Let me never hear any
more from you about fair! ”

She jumped, then, no longer a five-year-old at Granny School, once again a woman near grown
watching a foolish man and listening to his useless words. The word that had made her jump, thundering
out of the wall, had been “Jubilee!”” She had missed, in her reverie, the part where he’d compared all
those tribulations of Old Earth with the tribulations he now claimed to see building on Ozark, and had laid
them at the feet of the Confederation of Continents.

It didn’t matter, she’d heard it from him before, along with the part about the money wasted by the
Confederation that should be staying in the treasuries of the individual Kingdoms where it belonged,
where it had been honestly earned and should be honestly disbursed. She knew where he was in the
speech-it was time now to make the motion to dissolve the Confederation-and what was he yelling
Jubilee about? She leaned toward the wall, not wanting to miss this.

“A Jubilee!” he was saying, voice like butter melting, voice like syrup on cakes, voice like rosy velvet
against the cheek, “A Jubilee is a time of rejoicing and coming together in celebration. And I wouldn’t
have you think I begrudge you your Jubilee-you have earned your Jubilee. I do not propose to take it
from you. What I propose . . . what I propose is that we make this a new Jubilee, a true Jubilee, a
Jubilee in honor of the celebration that will then go on for all the days that remain of this week! A
celebration not of serfdom, not of slavery, but of independence! A celebration of our decision to stand
upon our own feet at long, long last, sovereign states governing themselves as befits men . . . no more
cowering under the skirts of Brightwater! Let us, my dear friends, oh my dear friends, let us celebrate not
the Jubilee of the Confederation -but the Jubilee of Independence!”

The whooping and the cheering and the shouts of “T so move!” and “Second the motion!”” came through
loud and clear, and Responsible had to admit, much as she despised to do it, that that had been a clever
touch. Grim old Jeremiah Thomas, he’d managed to get rid of the role of ghost at the feast, managed to
paint himself benevolent and warm of heart and in favor of people enjoying themselves-and at the same
time, the motion to dissolve the Confederation permanently had been passed and set up for debate, just
as he’d wanted it to be.

She reached up and switched off the comset, no longer interested. It would be the standard procedure
now, and it would take all of the following day at least. Every Senior Delegate would be allowed to
speak to the question, first of all. Then every Junior Delegate, should any of them want to add
something-and most were sure to, they had so few opportunities to be heard. And after that, there’d be
the round of rebuttals, when anybody that wished to raise objections to the speeches could put that in.
And the final summing up by the Chair . . . all of that, before the motion could be put to a vote. It would
be tedious.

She could count on some of them. The McDaniels, the Clarks, and the Airys, for sure; she could count
on them to point out and underline what it was going to be like for the frontier continents with no comsets
and no supply freighters, hacking out their existences with a few thousand people that hadn’t been here to
vote for any such condition. She could count on the Travellers to scoff at that and allow as how people
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weren’t such puny creatures as some thought they were, and how a hard life here meant a fair life
Hereafter, and how misery was what built men -she could be sure of that. There’d be the Purdys, saying
nothing . . . and the Smiths helping them . . . but doing it at great length, trying to play both sides against
the middle they could only just barely glimpse. The Lewises and the Motleys, they’d help specify as far
as they dared what sovereign statehood was going to be like, once the rhetoric was done with and the
hardscrabble was before you . . . And the others? No way to know, and nothing much to do but wait. It
seemed to her the chances were good, in spife of the rhetoric, and she was sick to death of watching the
delegates caper about, and weary to death of hearing them talk, and she turned them off as she would
have pinched a bug between her fingers.

And because of that, she missed the entrance of the Smith Delegation, filing sixteen strong into the back
rows of the room, just in time to add their “Ayes!” to the vote for the Traveller motion. And she didn’t
hear, until after Granny Hazelbide came to her room just before supper, of the stir it had caused when
people had seen that Granny Gableframe wasn’t with them.

Chapter 7

Jewel of Wommack was out of her bed at the first sound from Lewis Motley’s guestchamber and into
her nightrobe; by the time he closed his door-so softly-behind him and turned around, she was standing
outside her own door with her arms folded over her chest and her foot tapping on the cool stone floor.

“Hush!” he said at the top of his lungs; and then he roared at her: “You mean to wake up the whole
Castle? Don’t you have any consideration at all for other people? You think you’re the only person in
this Castle that--"

Jewel backed hastily into her room, dragging her laughing brother after her by a death grip on his left
earlobe. Scandalized, she pushed the door to with her free hand, praying that nobody had heard his

carrying on.

“Lewis Motley Wommack!” she said, stamping her foot at him -a wasted effort on the thick rug with its
pattern of intertwined roses and ivy, but the only gesture short of biting him that she could think of in her
fury. “You are a worthless, wicked man, and a disgrace to our Family, and you will drive me clean to
distraction if you do not cease your dreadful ways! Haven’t you got any shame at all?”

“No,” he said, “I don’t suppose I have.”

She glared at him, back to the door and determined he’d not go through it without going through her as
well, determined she’d not cry no matter what he said or did, and silently cursing the mother who’d left
her with this burdensome animal to torment her all her life long. He’d never marry, not him, she knew it;
he could not bear the idea that there was anybody that had a claim on him, anybody he had to answer to
for any smallest thing. She’d be a creaking old woman of ninety-nine and she’d sti// be accountable for
his behavior.

“I wish I was dead,” she announced bitterly. And then she changed her mind. “No, I wish you were, and
then I’d have some peace!”

Lewis Motley Wommack the 33rd, all in black like a Traveller male, and a hood to cover the copper

hair that might catch the glint of a stray light and give him away, lifted his little sister into the air and shook
her gently at arm’s length, well beyond the reach of her nimble fingers.
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“Nasty, nasty child,” he said, “wishing your one and only brother laid out in his cold narrow grave, and
him only nineteen! Whatever would people say if they could hear you now?”

“That you’d driven me mad, that’s what they’d say! And they’d be right!”

“Whatdo you care about Responsible of Brightwater?”” asked Lewis Motley in his most reasonable
voice. “What has she ever done for you that you should have such tender scruples about her?”

“My scruples,” hissed Jewel of Wommack, “my scruples are for any living creature that strikes your
fancy! Any creature-always excepting your Mule, of course. You take right good care of your Mule.”

He swung her down into his arms, gave her a hug that took all her breath away, set her back on the bed
she’d come tearing out of, and allowed that he did see to the comfort of his Mule.

“A Mule,” he said, ““is worth a man’s respect. Won’t do fool things no matter who tries to make it;
keeps itself to itself and has no patience for human nonsense; works hard for its keep and asks no
quarter of anybody or any thing; and’d take your hand off as soon as look at you if you don’t play fair.
Mules, my dear, are entitled.”

“And women? They don’t do for you and make over you and plain lie down and beg for the privilege of
dying for you, Lewis Motley Wommack? They’re not worth the consideration you give a Mule, just
because they won’t bite your hand off?”

“The day I find a woman that’s as admirable as a Mule,” he declared, “I promise to treat her well. You,
for example; you show signs of developing into something as valuable as a Mule. Provided you get over
spying on every move [ make.”

“Lewis Motley,” she said, shivering all over with simple fury, “how many women now have you notched
off to your count? How many girls are there in Kintucky that get up from their beds in the morning crying
and go back to them at night with the tears not dry on their faces, because of you? How many now have
you taken on, molded to your liking-law, you turn every one of them into the same pitiful slavish creature,
over and over again-and then dropped the way you’d drop a playpretty? How many, dear brother?”

“You’ve been keeping my count for me,” he chuckled. “I don’t bother.”

And he added, “Responsible of Brightwater’s a different matter. I think you can leave her off your list.”

“I should think so! I should just purely and completely think so . . . And the idea that you are off to
bedevil her again . . . Lewis Motley, you break my heart, you truly do.”

“Think I can bedevil her, do you? I appreciate the compliment.”

The tears flooded Jewel’s eyes, in spite of her resolve, and she hated her voice for the way it betrayed
her, quavering and quaking like a little girl’s.

“Why do you spy on her?”” she managed to choke past the lump in her throat.
“Why do you spy on me? ” he countered. “The Grannys ordered you to, I suppose.”

Jewel bit her lip and glared at him, though he’d gone all blurry through her tears. As if she’d answer that!
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“Little sister,” he said then, “you might just as well resign yourself and sleep the sweet sleep that’s due
you, because there is no way in this world you can change a single thing that’s bothering you. Hear me,
Jewel? No way atall. No way you can change me into a staunch and upright stick of a Lewis-or another
version of my righteous brother Jacob. I have only four more days and nights in Brightwater, and if I'm to
discover Miss Responsible’s secrets I have no time to waste. The days are useless, since I have to spend
them in that Hall listening to the idiot pontification of the pack of fools we’ve chosen to call Continental
Delegates . . . And if you interfere with my use of the nights . . . Jewel, love, I can’t let you do that.”

“Whatever secrets Responsible of Brightwater has,” said the girl wearily, knowing it was no use and
never would be, “they’re none of your business.”

“I intend to make them my business,” he told her. T intend to find out why it is that a skimpy little
female, not yet fifteen and homely to boot, is bowed to and scraped to like she is. I intend to find out
what there is about her that is so special it sets her apart even for the Grannys-and I intend to find out
why the Magicians of Rank speak of her the way they do.”

“Which is what way?”

“Like a pestilence,” said her brother. “Like a plague. Like an evil that goes far and beyond all other evils.
That scrawny little piece! I intend to know why.”

“ Whymust you know that?” she shouted at him, no longer caring who heard; might could be if
somebody heard they’d come along and object and he’d be ashamed to go prowling the halls in the
middle of the night. “Even supposing it’s true-and I don’t see it, Lewis Motley, I don’t see it at all, I think
it’s all your imagination and Responsible has just had the sorry luck to be born to a do-nothing mother
and a scandalous sister and a pack of worthless men that leave everything to her to do, and have since
she was old enough to talk-and the only difference between her and a couple dozen other girls I know is
that the family as makes a slave of her happens to own the oldest Castle on Ozark instead of a
poor scratch farm! But just suppose you’re right-why must you find out about it? What business is it of
yours, that makes it your place to go prowling the Castle where we’re guests when decent people are in
their beds; poking and prying-what gives you the right, Lewis Motley?”

“Ah, Jewel,” he laughed, “you can’t expect me to let a mystery like this go by me! I may never get
another chance at it-1 may well never get off Kintucky again, and Kintucky’s got not a single mystery to
call its own. A secret, Jewel of Wommack, exists for but one reason-to be found out. And I’'m off now
to worry at this one.”

The heavy door closed behind him, but she wasn’t fooled; she knew him far too well. She let the minutes
pass, let him stick his head back in and bid her a mocking goodnight with his apologies for forgetting,
before she really let herself weep. He hadn’t caught her that way for over two years now, and she was
proud of the record.

She looked up at the ceiling and found no answers written there, and announced to the Holy One that
she had by the Twelve Gates and the Twelve Corners done her best, for all that she’d failed as usual, and
then she lay down and cried herself to an exhausted sleep.

Lewis Motley was grateful to his sister in the long run; though he wouldn’t ever have admitted it to her,
he found her a good deal superior to any Mule-or any female-he’d ever encountered, and he enjoyed her
company even when she was at her most frantic. Jewel of Wommack was never dull, and there was no
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putting her down by any fair means; give her another year or two and she’d be a match for anybody,
himself included. She had a way of finding the strands of an argument, laying out each one casual as if it
were nothing at all-with all its subpropositions attached-and then tying the whole thing off, while
everybody else was still muddling around in search of their opening remark. He admired that, if it did
sometimes cause him inconvenience; and this time, with her futile protest, she had saved him a half hour’s
boring wait at least. As it was, he’d no more than reached the narrow corridor running the length of the
Castle, the one Responsible thought she used so discreetly, and found himself a narrow niche to hide in,
when she came along. The timing couldn’t of been better.

She was wearing a long traveling cloak for which there could be no excuse in the warm May night if
she’d nothing to hide, and she fairly flew along the corridor and out the door at the back of the Castle,
with him right behind her. They crossed the Castle yard and took the path down to the stables, a parade
of two; and he saw in the last fading light of Ozark’s three moons that she had a gathering basket over
her arm. At one o’clock in the morning, whatever did she need with a gathering basket? He could feel
himself warming to his task.

Not a Mule brayed as they came up to the stables, and that wasn’t natural. The Mules should of been
raising the devil of a fuss. If not about her-he was willing to admit that it was just possible the Brightwater
Mules had seen to it that all the others stabled there these nights knew who she was and that she had
every right to be there, seeing as the fact they wouldn’t mindspeak a human didn’t mean they wouldn’t
mindspeak one another-then about him. Any Mule worth the price its tail would fetch for a loomwarp
would be braying to warn her he was behind her in the night, and the Mules in these stables were the very
finest of their breeds. Something was all wrong, delightfully and fascinatingly wrong, in the Kingdom of
Brightwater.

He waited by the stable corner, back pressed to the wall and only that smallest part of his face
absolutely necessary to see her come out not hidden; and in three minutes flat there she was, without the
awkward basket, mounted on a Mule with two sets of saddlebags over its back. He had barely time to
throw himself bareback on one of the Mules that Brightwater had made available for its guests before
hers had taken to the air and gone over the Castle wall into the darkness.

He followed her at a safe distance down a street where the flowering trees arched thick and met over
the roadway, making it a tunnel of heavy scent-how the citizens of Brightwater stood it he couldn’t
imagine, it was so sweet it turned his stomach. She was a tiny figure ahead of him, the street curving away
down a hill and out of his sight, but her Mule had a white blaze to each ear, and he marked her by that.
He’d have no trouble keeping up with her, and no chance of losing her, especially with the mysterious
silence that had somehow been imposed on every living thing that could ordinarily have been expected to
sound an alarm.

And then she was gone.

One moment she was there, the two little white spots in the darkness clear as two candles ahead of him,
and the next there was no sign of her anywhere. Only the darkness and the absolute silence and the
perfumed night air, and him alone like a fool and with no idea how to get back to the Castle. He’d been
far too interested in where she was going to pay any attention to the route they’d followed.

But he’d learned something that would be worth the wandering around hunting he’d have to do to
retrace his path. He went a bit farther, and he got down from the Mule and walked a few nooks and
crannies to make certain sure, but he hadn’t really had any doubts. A Mule, a highclass and expensive
and well-trained Mule, had a top speed of sixty miles an hour. But there was a way the Magicians of
Rank had, called SNAPPING, that took those Mules from point to point as near instantly as made no
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difference. Only the Magicians of Rank could do that. The Grannys couldn’t. The plain Magicians
couldn’t. Just the nine Magicians of Rank, and no other living creature.

Except Responsible of Brightwater. That she had SNAPPED somewhere, and would get herself back
the same way, he had not the least doubt. Lying in her bed, feeling not just their bodies mingling but
somehow their minds as well, so that he was her and felt her deep within him, and she was no longer a
maiden on her way to being a woman but was Aim, taking her own maidenhead, he had known there was
more to her than just the knot of political intrigue he’d suspected. And for the sake of knowing what it
was he’d fought back the gorge that rose in him at the sensation of being female, at having the privacy of
his body invaded-let alone the privacy of his mind! He felt cold sweat on his forehead, remembering; it
had been like having something you would never put your hand to, something you’d carry out of an old
barn wiggling at the end of a rake and at arm’s length, with your head turned aside, and having it moving
in your head, somewhere back of your eyes . . . Lewis Motley shuddered, for all the warmth of the night
air.

Oh, he was not surprised that she could SNAP a Mule. He would not of been that surprised if he’d seen
her SNAP without the Mule beneath her; and the word “witch” came to him all unbidden. It would be a
good question to ask the Grannys: what happens to a man that takes the virginity of a witch?

He turned his own Mule and took it back through Capital City, watching for the towers above the trees
till he found the Castle, flew over the high stone wall and down to the stable door, and put the Mule away
in its stall with a ration of grain for its trouble. Then he found himself a place to sit against the stable wall,
hidden behind a rack of hanging bridles and gear, and settled in to wait for Responsible’s return. And
still, not a Mule brayed.

It was almost three when she came back, and he had fallen asleep in spite of himself. Bad enough trying
to stay awake all day while the men in the Hall droned on and on with their everlasting nonsense; to make
a nightwatch of it as well, two nights in a row now, was beginning to tell on him. Jewel would of been
pleased to know that, no doubt. What woke him was the sound Responsible made transferring
something-a number of somethings, and it frustrated him mightily that he couldn’t see what they
were-from the Mule’s saddlebags into the gathering basket.

The Mule was lathered, and she set the basket aside, hung the saddlebags on a hook in a corner of the
stall, and began to rub it down . . . He could hear the rough hiss of the stable blanket against its hair. He
sat bolt upright against the wall, doing his best not to breathe, and was pondering what to do next when
she spoke up.

“Lewis Motley,” she said briskly, right along with the rubdown, “you’d be a good deal more
comfortable in your bed than you are against that wall. We pride ourselves here at Brightwater on making
our guests comfortable . . . but then we’ve never had to allow for them sneaking up and down the halls
and through the stableyards and roaming all around the town half the night. Might could be our
arrangements’ll need to be changed. Tea, maybe, served for the guest with a sudden urge to go riding
after midnight. And a sofa in the stable instead of that hard floor.”

The idea that she’d known he was here all along, let him follow her down the garden path, and expected
him to be waiting-the humiliation of it left him without a word to say.

“Well?” she said. “No answer, Lewis Motley? You Wommacks have curious manners, if I do say so
myself, and I surely do. Only person I’ve ever known with more gall than you is my sister Troublesome,
and she has her reasons. You have your reasons, young man?”
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He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and launched into an ordinarily reliable account of the manner
in which he ached for her fair white body and was willing to spend any number of waking nights on hard
floors for an opportunity to clasp it to him once again. It wasn’t his very best version, but it was the one
that came quickest to his otherwise vacant mind, and she listened to it all the way through politely enough.

“Do tell,” she said, at the end of it, and he wasn’t all that surprised. It had had its uses with any number
of young females, the ones Jewel expected him to worry about their crying and puling through their days
and their nights. But it was not all that likely to prove effective with the daughter of Brightwater-he’d
heard thewelcoming speech she gave the delegations, and noted the easy way she lulled them.

“Shall I try a different one?” he asked her. “I have an assortment.”

“Never mind,” she said. “Considering you spent most of last night sitting out in my hall and got nothing
for your trouble, and then most of this one in the company of our Mules, I’ll settle for the piece you just
recited. Now I suggest we go to bed, or you’ll be late back to your room and the whole Castle will be
scandalized.”

He followed her warily, feeling no more lust for her than he’d felt for the borrowed Mule. It had been far
too easy, and he’d gotten off much too lightly; he might have been led round the barn, but he wasn’t so
addled he didn’t realize that . Not to mention that she must know he’d seen her disappearing act, seeing
as how she knew everything else he’d done this past forty-eight hours or so. And he tread the halls softly,
knowing they had barely an hour before the Castle staff roused to start this day. To say nothing of the
Grannys, that felt anybody abed after five in the morning wasn’t worth spitting over, and tended to set
even that hour back once they passed the century mark. Might could be that with the press of time and
the number of curious circumstances he’d not be called upon to muster up even a pretense of that absent
lust; which would be just as well.

But he needn’t have worried. Responsible of Brightwater had him naked in her arms with a speed that
made him wonder if she was still using witchcraft, and in ten frantic minutes it was all over, tangle of
bodies, tangle of minds, and all. He lay there drenched with sweat beside her, trying to get his breath, and
complimented her on her efficiency.

“I’d of preferred a more leisurely course to things,” she said, “ ifI’d had my druthers, but there are times
when every second must be made to count. This was one of those times.”

“Well, I thank you for your hospitality,” he said lamely; he hoped he had strength enough to get back
down the corridors and up the stairs to his room. Maybe he could claim he’d broken a leg and buy
himself a few hours’ sleep-for a few hours’ sleep, at that moment, he would of been more than willing to
break a leg.

Tired, Lewis Motley Wommack?” she asked him.

“Oh, no,” he said. “I can hardly wait to get to the Independence Room and sit through today’s round of
speeches on the cursed Confed -er ation.”

“Law, how you lie!”

“Right enough. And I wish you’d tell me, before I rush off to my important affairs of the day, how you
do that.”

“Do what? Lie? It’s you as does the lying.”
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“Tell me how you run around inside my head like you do, Responsible of Brightwater . . . Tell me that,
and stop your throwing dust in my eyes.”

Responsible raised herself on one elbow and stared at him, and he thought what a shame it was she
wasn’t beautiful, plain witches not really fitting his concept of the thing, and she said with an absolute
seriousness that inclined him to believe she spoke the truth: “If I could keep from it I wouldn’t do it, since
I'm well aware you dislike it.”

“You can’t keep from it? That’s a dubious claim.”

“I don’t go where I’'m not wanted,” she declared. “Not deliberately. Might could be that as I get more
practice at this, I’ll learn to control my head somewhat better. I get . . . carried away, you see. It’s a
distracting sort of activity.”

She did indeed get carried away, and he prudently made no comment on that. She was a lusty woman,
and he pitied any man handed the task of keeping her satisfied for the next fifty years.

Just the thought of it and the sweat turned icy on his body, making her go “Tsk!” beside him.

“I’d warm you up, my friend,” she said gently, “but there’s not time. Nor time for you to shower, I’'m
sorry to say. Unless you want every Granny in this Castle to see you sashaying down the halls, you’d
best get yourself under way and save the tidyup for your own rooms:”

“Tell me one thing,” he said.
“If you don’t ask,” she cautioned, “I won’t be obliged to refuse you.

“Where did you go?” he continued, determined to gain as much as he could. “Near on three hours you
were gone, Responsible of Brightwater-where were you?”

She was silent, except for the laughing; and he sighed and dragged himself out of her bed before he
could fall asleep in it. He wasn’t going to find out by asking, she’d made that clear; and the idea of turning
her into the sort of maudlin mess he was accustomed to producing, where she’d do or say anything just
to keep him from leaving her side-that was ridiculous. He was young, but he wasn’t stupid.

“I intend to find out, you know,” he told her, pulling his clothes on any old how. “I do intend to find out.”
“Intend all you please,” she mocked him-mocked him, damn her! “I’ll not spoil your fun by telling you.”

“And how do you know I won’t get up today in front of the Grannys and the whole world assembled,
and tell them that you disappear in the night on a Mule, and have the power to lay silence on the
creatures, and make something indescribable of the act of love?”

She was calm as a pond. “I know that,” she answered, “because first of all that would put an end to
your fun, for sure and for cer tain-you’d never find anything out that way. And secondly, be cause for all
the wickedness you so pride yourself on, young Wommack, you have a code of honor of your own-and
it doesn’t include tattling. You’d never stoop to that.”

“Might could be I’d see it as my duty as a citizen to speak up,” he said, struggling with his hood. “If
there’s anything I can’t abide, you know, it’s failing in my duty as a citizen.”
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“Like Jeremiah Thomas Traveller?” she teased. “Burdened with the truth and heavy of heart, but oh,
law, you asked the Holy One Almighty if you should tattle and the answer came back YES! and it came
back again YES!”

He closed her door behind him as loudly as he dared, leaving her still chuckling on her drenched narrow
bed among the pillows, and limped desperately toward his rooms and a scalding shower. He was by no
means confident he’d live through this day, nor cer tain he cared to; and the Gates help anybody that
crossed him till he’d had a chance at some sleep.

When Jewel of Wommack stuck her head out her door at him as he passed it he said only, “Don’t
chance it!”” and she popped it right back in again without another word.

Chapter 8

Responsible sat at her desk, the private account books before her, and worked, doggedly. It was work
that had needed doing before she had left the Castle in February; it was work that needed doing now;
and it would make an excellent device for forcing the hours of this day to go by.

At nine o’clock sharp she’d tuned her comset for automatic printout, and she would not miss one word
spoken. The speeches and their rebuttals, the Chair’s summary and the results of the voting-assuming
they got to the voting today, which was not all that likely-would be transcribed silently onto pliofilm and
deposited in the comset slot where her copy of the day’s news still lay unread. She had waked up that
morning, an hour after Lewis Motley Wommack left her bed, to the sound of a late spring rain drumming
on the roof and against the north windows, and usually that would of been her idea. of an ideal setting to
curl up in her bed with the news-sheet and her pot of tea. But she’d had no stomach for the “news” this
morning. None of what had happened at Confederation Hall would be news to her-except the things that
mattered most but would not be printed on the pliofilm. And anything new that had happened beyond the
narrow focus of her present interest, anything that was of importance and might deserve her attention, she
did not want to know about right now. She had no attention left to give such things, and would do a
slapdash cattywampus job of tending to them-far better to have them wait till this meeting was over and
she knew where matters stood.

She was tired, from tension and from lack of sleep; the shower she’d had before her tea had not driven
away the gritty feeling under her eyelids nor the ache in her muscles. Nevertheless, she sat at her desk
and she studied the columns of figures, forcing them not to blur by squinting fiercely until she added a
headache toher other problems and was tempted-just slightlytempted-to squander a Spell or two on her
self.

“Pay attention, Responsible,” she told herself sternly, “and don’t be such a frail little flower.” A good
hard pinch would wake her up fairly effectively, and save the energy she might well need for real magic
before this week was over. She applied the pinch, swore softly, and looked again at the columns of
numbers.

There was, for example, the one hundred thirteen dollers entered under the ambiguous heading “Herbs
Needed.” Herbs needed by whom? For what? And how could anybody spend one hundred thirteen
dollers on herbs at one time? The Grannys gathered their own herbs, as did she and the Magicians; only
the Magicians of Rank were consideredsobusy that their herbs must be provided for them by others.
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She laid down her stylus, cross at the ambiguous entry, cross that she hadn’t demanded details when it
had come through on the private budget line in the first place, and went to the comset. She punched in the
computer locations for the budget category, seven numbers in sequence, and the infowindow lit up for
readout on such matters as the cost of goatfeed and Mule blankets in the month of April 3012, which
was not yet quite what she wanted. The restricted access code numbers switched the computer’s search
to the areas that interested her.

She typed in the date of the entry, the words, and then, AMPLIFY.
GAILHERB EIGHTY DOLLERS EVEN

BENISONWEED THIRTY-THREE DOLLERS EVEN
SOURCEMIARKTWAIN WILDERNESS,

NORTHEAST EDGE, 2119.4 BY 941.0 APPROX

GOAL CASTLE AIRY

BENEFICIARY CHARITY OF GUTHRIE

The readout winked off, Bashed once more as a concession to her human frailties, and winked off,
leaving the word WAITING behind.

Responsible thought about it.
IS REPEAT DESIRED? The computer was short on patience.

She ignored it, and thought some more. Then she typed in: DISPLAY ALL OTHER DETAILS RE
ENTRY.

ALL DETAILS DISPLAYED. WAITING.

“Wait, then,” said Responsible, and turned it off. She was satisfied. Charity of Guthrie, widowed
Mistress of Castle Airy, took in every damaged creature that Ozark produced. Any citizen involved in
some shabby Family altercation that would not bear the light of day or of the courts; any girl suffering the
nine-month effects of careless love; any young person unable to face the long haul up through the world
from servingmaid or apprentice or hired man to heading an independent household; any weak or shamed
or injured or frightened person, anyone simply in need of refuge, could be sure of a warm welcome at
Castle Airy. And three Grannys lived under that roof, to help Charity live up to her name. If she’d felt she
needed one hundred and thirteen dollers worth of gailherb and benisonweed, so be it.

Responsible checked the item off and went on to the next one. And then her stylus slowed as she
wondered . . . had any of the Twelve Kingdoms planned ahead, against the possibility that the
Confederation would fall and they would no longer be able to depend upon Brightwater for such things
as herbs? It was very simple for them now; whatever their Castles required, they punched in their order
on their comsets and it arrived by supply freighter. And in an emergency, there’d be Veritas Truebreed
Motley the 4th, Brightwater’s own Magician of Rank, SNAPPING in on his Mule with the supplies in his
saddlebags almost before the person asking had stopped entering the order. The Castles had been taking
that for granted for hundreds of years now, like the weather; might some of them have thought about
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preparing for a new kind of winter?

Sure enough. The computers told her, as they’d have told her sooner if she’d had sense enough to ask.
In the last six months there’d been a steady series of orders in from Castle Traveller. Herbs, they’d
ordered, both healing and magic. Magic supplies in abundance. Bags of the holy sands from Marktwain’s
desert, and flagons of the sacred water from its desert spring. Lengths of fine cloth needed for the
ceremonies of the Magicians and the Magicians of Rank. Gold cloth for the sails permitted only to the
small silver ships of the Magicians of Rank. Unguents and potions; musical instruments and bolts of
velvet; silver horseshoes and silver daggers. And coarse salt, in huge amounts.

The list was too long to represent genuine need, and she ought to of seen it; but they’d been clever about
it. A little here, a little there, and all of it scrambled to look like the ordinary orders of a busy Castle . . .
Only when the computers had it neatly sorted and totaled could you see what they were up to. They’d
been stockpiling, had the Travellers, hoarding all those items they might find themselves hard put to locate
for a while if they didn’t have Brightwater to call upon.

The hypocrisy of it made Responsible’s mouth twitch. Independence! Oh, yes. Stand on your own feet,
be boones, be true men;no more hiding behind the skirts of Brightwater. But first, be very sure you’ve
bled Brightwater of all the necessities for that independence.

Castles Guthrie and Farson, on the other hand, that ought to have been doing the same thing, had put in
nothing more than a few routine orders. They were so obsessed with the details of the fool wrangling
going on on Arkansaw that they’d had no time to spare for the obvious. Responsible had no illusions that
they would of refrained from hoarding on any kind of moral grounds.

She typed in rapid instructions; there would be no more deliveries of supplies to Tinaseeh, nothing else
to Castle Traveller, that did not have her personal approval. She’d not have a legitimate need neglected,
but neither would she allow Castle Traveller to strengthen their hands any further at Brightwater’s
expense.

Noon passed, and still she worked, and the soft hiss as each filled sheet of pliofilm landed in the OUT
slot on the comset never stopped; they were working right on through dinner, then, at the Hall. She kept
grimly to her figures and her bits of data, refusing the temptation to take a look now and then at the
words that might be on those sheets. There were only a few alternatives, and as her magic had truly told
her, every one of them carried trouble with it. Should the Confederation stand, there would be trouble:
the anti-Confederationists’ resentment would be greatly increased by their defeat, and by their public
humiliation at the Jubilee. The plotting, the niggling attempts to undermine the assembly, the con stant
dragging of feet when action was needed, would go right on as they had all these years, disrupting the
equilibrium of Ozark.

Should the Confederation fall, there would be trouble: twelve sovereign states to establish themselves, to
construct alliances and formal relationships one with another-a way of life entirely new and untried. And
then there was the possibility about which she could make no reliable prediction: the most militant of the
anti Confederationists-say, the Travellers, the Farsons, and the Guthries-they might simply secede.That
was also possible, if things did not go their way, and if the problem of saving face seemed to them heavier
than the consequences of secession.

At which point she realized that her method of concentrating on her work and refusing to think about
these things was to run them round and round her mind, thinking all the time, “I absolutely refuse to think
about what will happen if . . .”
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“Dozens!” she said out loud, and then, “Bloody oozing Dozens!” If there was a worse oath than that
one, she didn’t know it; if there was any justice, she’d be struck dead here where she sat, and then she
wouldn’t have to worry about any of it any longer. “As I sow, so shall I reap?”’she demanded of the
universe in general. “How about You doing a little reaping, now I’ve done so benastied much sowing?”’

The small message bell on her comset rang then, a poor substitute for the bolt of lightning she was lusting
after; there was a message for her. No doubt the Farsons wanted their rooms changed; they always did,
whenever they came to visit, as a matter of principle.

She laid down her work, doing it little harm, since she’d been paying no real attention to what she was
doing for the past half hour at least, and pushed the MESSAGE stud.

“Twelve Corners and Twelve Gates!” the thing squawked at her; she didn’t even recognize the voice.
But the voice was prepared for that, which meant it had to be somebody accustomed to the vagaries of
Brightwater’s low-budget communications equipment. “It’s Granny Hazelbide,” it went on. “You turn
your comset on, missy, this minute-the Smiths have just demanded to be heard out of turn because, by
their lights, they’ve already missed severalturns-as if that was anybody’s fault but their own, but your
uncle’s fallen for it-and from what I see before me, unless you look quick you’re going to miss something
like you never imagined in all your borned days! And so am I if I tarry here any longer!”

TERMINATE, said the computer.

Responsible frowned; she had no desire to miss out on anything that had brought the Granny to that
pitch of excitement, but the suggestion that anything the Smiths might say or do would be worth her time
was one of the more dubious ideas she’d heard lately. A Granny tumbled over the balcony edge from
leaning too close, a Junior Delegate gone berserk and racing up and down the center aisle-something like
that might be interesting, but the Smiths? The Smiths were dullness raised to its utmost potential.

Nevertheless, if Granny Hazelbide thought there was something happening, it was likely there was, and
Responsible hit the proper switches. And there stood Delldon Mallard Smith the 2nd, risen to give Ais
speech on the subject of the motion to permanently dissolve the Confederation of Continents. And his
brothers, all four of them, and all four eldest sons, standing in the row alongside him-to give him moral
support, no doubt.

She scowled at his image-the man’d never said a word worth hearing in all the years of his life, if what
people said of him was to be credited, and her own limited experience with him led her to believe that it
was-and listened for a clue to what had had the Granny all in an uproar.

“-thatI...uh...understand from the very depths of my man hood, the utmost recesses . .. uh ... of
my soul, the plea that my distinguished colleague from Tinaseeh has made to all of us andiits ... uh.. . . its
significance. It strikes a chord that resonates in this breast!” And he pounded on the breast in question to
demonstrate the awesome sincerity of his feelings; Responsible snickered. “But we Smiths,” he went on,
“we Smiths were not taken by surprise at Castle Traveller’s move, nor dowe ... uh. .. take it lightly . .
.uh ... lightly. Knowing, knowing I say, that it was sure to come at this Jubilee-my friends, it was long
over due!/-we turned our finest minds to what it must mean . . . for all of us. Not only for Castle Smith,
but for every Castle on this planet. And what came to us, likea ... uh...revelation!. .. was that since
First Landing our people have been ignoring something of great importance. Great importance!” He
paused dramatically, a great bulk in a swath of cloaks that must have been torment in the heat, and
clasped his hands before him, leaning toward his audience.

“Think!” he said. “What was it that First Granny herself said, as she waded out of the waters of the
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Outward Deeps and set foot on this gentle land, one . . . uh . . . one thousand years ago? Every
schoolchild knows the answer to that question! She said she said. Glory be! The Kingdom’s come at
last!” The Kingdom! I tell you, my friends, my colleagues, gentle ladies, citizens all over this beautiful and
bounteous . . . uh . . . planet-we have missed the significance of what First Granny said for one thousand
long years ! For that, that was a Naming!”

Responsible was glued to the set now, not because what he said was so fascinating but because for the
life of her she could not see where it was going to lead. What could he be trying to get at?

“Now,” he said, clearly warming to his subject, “what is a Kingdom? Is it a piece of land? Is it a
building? Isita set of . . . uh.. .. coordinates? That may well sound like a simpleminded question to . . .
uh . .. some of you-but I ask you, I ask you to give it some serious thought. When one of our Grannys
names a girlbaby Rose, we ask ourselves-what does that mean? We add up the values of those letters,
and we look carefully and with respect at their . . . uh . . . total, and we ask ourselves-what is their
significance? And we don’t call that simpleminded, for we know that Naming is serious . . . that the very
. .. uh, the fabric of our lives depends upon Proper Naming! And when First Granny called this a
Kingdom, what, we must ask ourselves-one thousand sorry years late!-what did she mean? >

As any fool knew, Responsible thought, tapping her fingernail impatiently against her front teeth, she
meant that we’d finally reached a homeplace and that she was fervently grateful to be off The Ship and
out of the water and once more have her feet on solid ground. So?

“I’m not going to fell you what she meant,” Delldon Mallard said, his voice heavy with layers and layers
of dramatic emphasis he must have practiced, thought Responsible-"I’'m going to show you!”

For a moment she lost sight of him, as the comcrews swung their cameras round the room and up
toward the balcony to give their viewers a glimpse of what was happening. On the floor of the Hall,
where Delldon Mallard stood with his four brothers in their places and the four eldest sons each at their
father’s elbow, an Attendant rose at every one of them’s right hand, and waited at rigid attention. And up
in the balcony, the Smith women were standing, each with a servingmaid at herright hand! Marygold of
Purdy, wife of Delldon Mallard and Missus of their Castle; the wives of each of the three brothers, lined
up beside Marygold in the back row; and Dorothy of Smith, eldest daughter of the Castle. All over the
Hall, the Smiths and their staff were standing-to do what?

The cameras swung dizzyingly back again-the comcrews must have been flustered by the turn of
events-and focused on the Master of Castle Smith. His face was the very picture of a man with grave
thoughts on his mind, though Responsible doubted he’d ever had a truly grave thought, and he jerked his
chin imperiously toward the Attendant that flanked him.

Responsible watched it; but she didn’t believe it. Even seeing it with her own eyes, she thought that last
night’s labors, last night’s revels, and this day’s tedium had driven the last of her senses to distraction. It
could not be that she was really seeing the Attendant lift away-with a flourish-the heavy cloak that
covered his Master, to reveal beneath it yet another cloak; this one of purple velvet, sweeping from the
high ruff at his throat all the way to the floor and trimmed all the way round its edges and its sleeves with
a foot-wide border of snowy fur. Nor could she really be seeing the magnificent velvet outfit, all tucks
and smocking and studding, beneath that purple cloak, or the-yes, dear heaven, it was a
scepter-suddenly in his hand!

“You are seeing it,” she told herself sternly. ““ Behold . . .”
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From a carven box the Attendant took something else, and he placed it with laborious pomp upon his
Master’s brow. A crown, beyond all question a crown. It shone under the lights the room required in the
gloom of the rainy day, a heavy golden crown with a puffed insert of velvet and fur to match the cloak . .

She began to believe it, and she sank right down on the floor to watch the spectacle as it was repeated
all over the room at the Hall, flickering there on the screen. His brothers weren’t quite so splendid as
Delldon Mallard, their heads were decked with coronets and they held no scepters; the sons, miniatures
of the brothers except for an extra gewgaw or two on the costume of Delldon’s boy, looked miserable
with both the heat and the attention. And up in the balcony, while every Granny clutched her knitting to
her breast in shock, the servingmaids removed the outer cloaks of the Smith women and completed the
final touches to their gaudy array.

“I give you,” bellowed Delldon Mallard Smith, “my brothers the Dukes of Smith!” He swung his arm
wide in a gesture of presentation, and the Attendant next to him ducked hastily, but not quite hastily
enough. “I give you my son, the Crown Prince Jedroth Langford Smith the Ninth! My nephews, who will
be Dukes one day, and now bear proudly the title of Baronet! I give you my wife and my consort, Queen
Marygold of Purdy, Queen of my Kingdom!”” And on and on down the list, ending with the Crown
Princess, Her Gentle Highness Dorothy of Smith.

Dorothy, that had always been a pincher. Marygold of Purdy, that had never sent in an order totaled
correctly in her life, even when it was for just one item. The Royal Family.

Delldon Mallard Smith wasn’t through, of course; that would of been too much to expect. “That,” he
went on, giving the back of the seat ahead of him three solid thumps with his scepter and making
everybody sitting there jump, “that is what a Kingdom is! It has a King! A Queen! All those things that
properly . .. uh. .. belong to a Kingdom, it has those things! And when every Family of Ozark has
fulfilled its responsibility to First Granny, when every Kingdom has its King and its Queen, then at long
last we shall see an end to the tribulations that we have suffered these last ten centuries . . . For it was not
the Confederation of Continents that brought our troubles upon us-begging your pardon, Delegate
Traveller, but that is . . . uh . . . a misinterpretation. It was the failure, the failure to establish twelve
proper Kingdoms as First Granny intended us to do!”

An Ozarker hesitated to shoot at a sitting duck; but there was one careful question, put by a delegate
with his eyes fixed on the ceiling above him and not on the man he addressed. He wondered, just
wondered, why First Granny had never seen fit to mention this dreadful mistake.

It didn’t bother the King of Castle Smith. The whole thing hav ing come to him in a dream, it all being a
revelation, as he reminded them he had already stated, he knew the answer to that. “Just plain
stubborn,” he said flatly. “She wouldn’t stoop, not First Granny! If we were such plain fools we couldn’t
see it, why, we could . . . uh . . . just suffer the consequences. And we have -and we’ve deserved them
every last one. It tears at the heart to think of it, First Granny sitting through all those long years waiting,
waiting for . . . uh . . . somebody to see the light, and going to her grave with her wishes still denied her . .

. It makes a man . . . it brings a man close to tears.” And he wiped ostentatiously at the corner of one eye
with a bit of his white fur cuff.

Responsible would have given half her repertoire of Formalisms & Transformations at that moment for a
chance to see the faces of the Grannys up in the balcony, listening to a pitiful fool make out the first of
their number to have had less sense than /e had.
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There was more, but she was past hearing it. She had thought, she truly had thought that she had
considered every possible alternative. But she had been sorely mistaken, for this had never crossed her
mind. Not only had it not come in a dream, like a revelation, it had not even drifted through a nightmare!
Why, even on Old Earth, even before the Twelve Families left it in disgust, there had been no more Kings
and Queens that she knew of. Maybe somewhere in the backwaters of that dying world there’d been a
relic monarchy or two, but for the true nations of Earth the days of royalty had been the days of fantasy
and fairy tale-and that was one thousand years ago.

What would they do now, she wondered, not sure she really cared anymore; she couldn’t decide which
word was more fitting “tragic” or “hilarious”-and her head felt entirely scrambled. This explained a
number of things, all in a swoop. Why Granny Gableframe wasn’t here; no Granny would have
countenanced such a charade. Why the Smiths had come late-to call even more attention to their foolish
selves and their ridiculous plan, and to avoid the consequences of coming so unhandily late in the
alphabet. Why the Smiths had so rudely shut their Castle doors to Responsible when it had been their
turn to show her hospitality on her Quest-they’d been afraid that she would see something that would
give their scheme away and lose them the advantage of surprise. Surprise they had, and no question
about it. The loudest silence Responsible had ever heard lay over the Independence Room; she fancied
she could hear that silence spreading out all the way to the Castle. And Delldon Mallard Smith, fool that
he was, was not such a fool as to lose that advantage. While he faced no more than a pack of stunned
and dumbfounded males, with the females above him helpless to interfere, he called out, “Mr. Chairman,
I move we put the motion to a vote now! With no further delay!”

“Second!” bellowed the Dukes of Smith in chorus. And the Chair, her own uncle, in his own state of
shock, quavered, “All in favor say aye,” and the ayes came out of mouths that no more knew what they
were saying than if they’d been babes in the cradle-and the act was done.

And in the Smith row, where she’d not seen him before, Responsible saw the beaming face of Lincoln
Parradyne Smith the 39th, Magician of Rank of Castle Smith. He was pleased, ah, he was delighted;
he’d be dancing in the aisle any minute now. What had he done to Granny Gableframe, she thought, to
keep her away, and keep her from warning Responsible that this monstrous thing was in the planning? If
he’d harmed the old woman, Responsible would see that he paid . . . but he no doubt knew that. If
there’d been any hazard he’d not of been grinning the way he was.

It was over. Over!

Not done properly, of course. Few of the delegates had had their opportunity to speak, and no rebuttals
had been offered. Any one of the neglected men could of cried “Point of order!” and demanded that the
procedures be observed, that had been their right; but they had not. The Travellers had no doubt been
holding their breaths for fear someone would come to his senses enough to halt what Delldon Mallard
had set in motion. And the Brightwaters, like everyone else, had been vacant-minded with amazement,
and miserable with embarrassment, and had let the opportunity pass by and the ayes fall from their
mouths as if they didn’t matter . . .

“Men!”’shouted Responsible then, outraged to the point of physical sickness, and she kicked the ailing
comset with all her strength. “Bad cess to every last one of them!”

She was not alone in her opinion.

Down the center aisle of the Independence Room strode a figure that ought to show Delldon Mallard
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Smith and his Dukes and Princes what majesty was. She stood almost six feet tall; she was slender as a
blade of grass, but there was no hint of frailty to her; a black braid was wound round her head in a
coronet that was natural in its magnificence and needed no gold to set it off. And her beauty! In the long
periods of time that passed between her rare opportunities to see her sister, Responsible tended to forget
the almost awesome beauty that Troublesome of Brightwater carried so casually. She wore a riding
costume of plain brown leather, faded and worn, and the heels of her riding boots rang against the
polished marble floor, and there was no ornament on her anywhere. She needed none, and Responsible
hoped the Smith women were aware of the contrast, them in their gleaming crowns, and their necks and
hands hung with baubles like something up for sale on the cheap!

Troublesome needed nothing to carry her voice, either. She gave the Chair-Donald Patrick Brightwater
the 133rd, him of the popular name--one glance of contempt that should have withered him into
fragments right then and there, and turned to face the remnants of Ozark’s government. And while she
shouted at them, her voice echoing back from the walls, Responsible wept and clapped and cheered, and
so did the Grannys, one and all.

“Now you’ve done it, you cursed fools!” shouted Troublesome of Brightwater. “Now you’ve gone and
done it! I’ve seen foolishness in my day, I thought I’d seen all the kinds of foolishness there were, but you
have topped it all! The year three thousand and twelve, this is; a time when we could if we so chose
travel from star to star across our skies; a time when the marvels of magic have taken from the backs of
our people the burdens that other ages thought the natural lot of humankind forevermore. A time of
wonder-if we chose that it should be . . . But you, you Smiths! You Smiths! Y ou choose to throw us
back into the darkest of Dark Ages; shall we have the pox, too, to make our Kingdoms more authentic?
Eh, Your Majesty?”

She waited, and when nobody challenged her, she went on.

“And I'm a fool, too,” she said, “to stand here wasting my voice on youall. My fellow fools, I should be
saying. My dear, fellow fools . . . You’ve done it, you’re a Confederation no longer; you’ve thrown away
five hundred years of striving toward a respectable system of government, thrown it away for a mass of
confusion and a pile of chaos, thrown it away for a cheap parlor trick that left you all gawking at the
funny man and his funny hat and his funny scepter . . . I speak for Brightwater-no, dear Uncle, you stood
and let this pass without a word, don’t you interfere with me now, and don’t you presume to speak for
us!-1, Troublesome of Brightwater, 1 speak for this Castle and this Kingdom, and I tell you to get out of
this room and out of this Hall and out of my sight! You sicken me, you disgrace this ancient building . . .
Goats have more sense than you, I’ll let them in here; Brightwater will stable its Mules in here, they have
an intelligence that merits it. But you! Fools! In the name of the Twelve Bleeding Suffering Gates, begone
from here before I take a whip to your pitiful backs . . . and don’t you think, don’t you think for one
breath, that I wouldn’t! You deserve whatever happens to you now . . . and Brightwater will weep no
tears for you!”

Her voice ran them from the room as surely as if it had been a whip, and in the magnificence of her rage
she was as sure a scourge as an earthquake or a flood would have been, and even the Magicians of
Rank went scurrying out of the Hall with allthe speed they could manage.

As for the Royal Family . . . they were a tad encumbered in their heavy velvets, and no doubt suffering
greatly from the heat in them. And Responsible cackled like a squawker in its coop to see two of the
Baronets-Baronets! they could at least have gotten the titles right!-chasing down the aisles after the little
golden circlets that had fallen from their unaccustomed heads.
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Chapter 9

Granny Hazelbide came straight to Responsible’s room to tell her about what she’d missed.

“Law, you’d of been proud of your sister!” she said, rocking fast. “You saw her order that pack of
cowards and ninnies out of the Hall; you should of seen ‘em scurry, like something was yapping at their
tailfeathers, and all the "royal” Smiths tripping over their purple trains!” The Granny smacked her knee
and chortled deep in her throat. “And then your sister went all around that Hall, child, and she locked
every window in every room, all three stories of them, and she locked the back door and the side doors,
and then she threw the bolts and slammed the front door as well. Left the place tight as a cast iron egg,
she did. And then she marched out to get her Mule-know where she’d hitched it?”

“To the statue on the lawn, I expect,” said Responsible.

“Quite right, quite right, and tied up to First Granny’s left ankle! She untied that Mule and rode it right
down the street and out of town with never so much as a look back at anybody, but there was no trouble
atall reading what she was thinking purely from the look of her back! Not to mention the Mule’s, but
we’ll leave that lie. I never thought to see such a sight as I saw today, never in all my life-and I’'m sorry
you weren’t there. Your delegates were damned fools, which comes as no surprise; but your feisty sister!
Law, Responsible, she was a privilege to behold and an honor to observe!”

“I didn’t even get to say hello to her,” said Responsible slowly. “And I wanted to, Granny-I realized, the
other day, I’ve been missing her.”

Granny Hazelbide stretched out her hand and tucked in a strand of the girl’s hair that had come loose
from the ribbon binding it back. “She came when you sent for her, child,” she said gently. “There’s
nobody else alive she’d do that for.”

“I suppose I’ll have to make do with that.”

“I reckon you will-and appreciate it.”

“Granny?”

“Yes, child?”

“Tell me how that happened.”

“Tell you where one end of a wedding ring starts and the other ends, you mean? It’s that kind of
question.”

Responsible ignored her, and kept worrying at it.

“ How,” she demanded, “after all the planning, and all the discussing, and all the saying what we’d do if
this happened and how we’d do if that happened, and all the rest of it . . . how could such a fool thing
happen?”

“You’ve put your finger on it,” said Granny Hazelbide. “We had all our preparations made, like you
said, for many a different comealong; but we never thought to prepare against a fool thing! And that is
how they got us. You can use all the logic you like, seeing what this cause will do for this consequence . .
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. but nobody’s so wise they can plan for fools. There’s no logic to a fool, Responsible, just no logic
atall-remember that.”

Responsible swallowed hard, and nodded, not that it would do her much good to remember it.
“What’s happening now, Granny Hazelbide?” she asked. “I don’t have the heart to go see for myself.”

“Just about what you’d expect to be happening,” said the Granny. “As fast as they can pack up, the
Families are riding out of here, flying out of here, sailing out of here. They can’t look each other in the
eye, and for sure they can’t look at the Brightwaters! They’re stuffing their faces in the diningrooms,
making their hastiest excuses to your mother, and then heading for their homes like the sorry shamed
creatures they rightly ought to consider theirselves.”

She fanned herself briskly; she’d come as close to a run on her way here as a woman of ninety could
get, and she was feeling the warmth.

“It’d of been a mighty different thing if it’d been done right, ” she went on. “Say the Confederation had
fallen, in spite of the speeches and the rebuttals, there’d still have been the other three days of the Jubilee.
Jeremiah Thomas Traveller would of organized it all so each of the Twelve Kingdoms could of met in
smaller rooms of the Hail, and he’d of had trade treaties going, and plans drawn up for Parliaments or
some such all around, and brand-new Ambassadors flying back and forth from room to room, feeling
important . . . It wouldn’t of been what we wanted-but it would still of been a Jubilee, and done with
dignity! This was a Mule of a different breed, Responsible. None of ‘em quite realizes yet what’s been
done, none of ‘em wants to admit they behaved like tadlings deciding who’s to be It-they just want to be
gone, with their tails between their legs. Purple velvet tails, in the case of the Smiths.”

“Well,” said Responsible bitterly, “the Economist should be happy. This will save Castle Brightwater
three days’ rations for near on two hundred people, and a respectable number of Mules.”

“It’s a sorry mess, child, and a scandalous waste.”

“Not just for us, Granny-think of the Lewises. They’ve got no money to spend on frills like trips to
Brightwater, but they sent twenty-four, and every last one of them in Sundy best . . . | know how long
they had to save to do that.”

“There was no way we could of known,” Granny Hazelbide insisted.

“There should of been!”

“And there should be only bliss and glory, but there isn’t. How many nights did you spend casting Spells,
trying to see your way through this, Responsible’? Not even the Magicians of Rank could say how it

would come out. All any of you got for your efforts was "There’ll be trouble’! / remember.”

She stood up then, and brushed her skirts down, looking grim. “And I’'m sorry to have to tell you that
there’s a piece of trouble left over,” she muttered.

“Ah, Granny! A piece of trouble-we haven’t even seen the beginning of the troubles yet!”
“This is something . . . more ordinary.”

“What? What’s happened?”
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“Well, now, it seems as there’s a Bridgewraith.”

“Oh, Granny Hazelbide!” Responsible knew she must look despair doubled and pleated, but it was too
much. “Not now!”

“Now,” sighed the Granny. “‘You recollect that little bit of a bridge on Pewter Street, the one they call
Humpback, though it has about as much of a hump as I do-that’s where she is.”

“You know who it is?”

“For sure I do. It’s Mynna of McDaniels. But there being strangers in town, and young people as
weren’t here when Mynna died-she’s been taken home twice already. They say her mother’s in a sorry
state, Responsible; Mynna’s been dead it must be twenty years this October. Two of the Airy Grannys
are down in the diningroom this minute telling those as are left eating not to pay Mynna any mind no
matter how she cries and begs; but it won’t be easy. Mynna was a pretty little thing, and she’s standing
on the bridge crying fit to kill, wearing the blue dress she had on the day she tripped and fell off that
bridge into the water. Hit her head on a rock, Mynna did, and drowned in water not even six foot deep,
and her a good strong swimmer for a girl of ten. I remember it like it was yesterday.”

“I"d better-

Granny Hazelbide stopped her, pushing her back into her chair with one firm hand.

“You’d “better’ nothing-you stay right here,” she said. “I’ll be going along to Humpback Bridge myself,
soon as it’s dark, and I’ll take Mynna of McDaniels’ hand and lead her back to the graveyard where she
belongs. That’s Granny business, and not suitable for you to concern yourself with it.”

“She won’t stayin the graveyard, Granny-they never do.”

“Then I’ll go down and lead her back every night for so long as it takes to convince her, and two or
three times a night if it’s needful. And some of the other Grannys’ll spell me. A month or two, she’ll settle

back down.”

Responsible rubbed at her eyes with both hands; the sandy feeling was a torment, and tonight,
somehow, she’d have to get some sleep. But she said, “I don’t mind going down there, Granny.”

“Nor do L,” said the old woman, “nor do I. And I’'m not worn out with all this the way you are. At ninety
a body doesn’t need much sleep.”

“I thank you-and I do mean it.”

“I know you do, child. And I’ll have a little something sent up to you to see that you sleep this night.
Mind you drink it all down, you’re falling over in your tracks.”

Responsible nodded, and leaned her head back in the chair, weary to her bones and beyond.
At the door, the Granny stopped suddenly and stood with one hand on the knob.

“One more thing, Responsible,” she said, “and I reckon you’d best hear it from me. I’d be averse to
your hearing it from Granny Leeward, for example, and if | know that one she’ll be at you with it before
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supper-or your mother will, one. It’ll be no surprise to you.”

“What is it, Granny?”” Responsible wondered if there ever would be an end to this day.
“They’re saying that the Bridgewraith’s come out because Troublesome was here in the town.”
Responsible closed her eyes and smiled.

“They would say that,” she said. “What else have they got to blame things on? Couldn’t be their own
fault, after all.”

“Like I said,” the Granny answered. “I didn’t think you’d be surprised. And now I’ll be going.”

The door closed behind Granny Hazelbide, and Responsible sat and rocked and thought and rocked
and thought some more. She sent a tentative thought out, feeling for Lewis Motley Wommack, and found
him already on board a ship pulling away from the Brightwater Landing, and skittish under her mindtouch
as a wild Mule colt. Taking note of that, she let it drop; he had a right to his privacy.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t made it amply clear to her how he felt about mindspeech and mindtouch-exactly
the same way the Mules felt about it, so far as she could tell, though he’d not done to her yet what the
Mules did when a Magician was fool enough to try to take advantage of their telepathic abilities. The
headache she had was from having the world fall in on her; she couldn’t lay it on the shoulders of Lewis
Motley.

Part 2
Chapter 10

At Castle Smith, Lincoln Parradyne Smith the 39th was not at all surprised to find something sitting on
the Castle’s front steps waiting for him. It was a beautiful cat, grant him that, but he didn’t care much for
the look of it at that moment. Its back was arched like a snare, the claws on all six paws were out and at
the ready, its long silver hair stood out all over it like the quills of the fabled Porkypine; and it hissed and
spat at him in a remarkably eloquent manner.

The Magician of Rank had been expecting his reception; in the trunk marked with an x there’d been
packed not only the thirteen crowns, the king’s scepter, and the rest of the royal paraphernalia, but also a
sack of heavy leather with a drawstring round the top. He whipped that out of a deep pocket inside his
cloak, dropped it over the cat-that had been too occupied cussing him out in her limited vocabulary to be
wary-and pulled the string tight. Then he tucked the bag under his arm, much like carrying a bag full of
snakes but perfectly safe, and headed up to his rooms at the fastest pace consistent with the dignity of his
position.

Inside his rooms he lost no time; he went straight to the heavy magic-chest, hewn of the precious cedar
that only the Lewises could coax to grow, and pulled out what was needful, laying the squalling sack
inside it where he could slam down the lid if the animal thought of anything he hadn’t anticipated. He
drew a pentacle of adequate size on his floor, pouring out the coarse salt that made its borders well over
an inch wide for safety; and at each of its five corners he laid two silver daggers set down in a cross. He
stepped back and looked at it, and decided that though it wasn’t elegant it would serve, and then in one
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swift motion he loosed the puckerstring to the sack, threw the thing into the middle of the pentacle and
leaped back well out of harm’s way.

“You are angry, you dear old thing,” he murmured at the cat, that’s fur had now taken to giving off
sparks all on itsown, “and I can’t say I blame you. Hold on a minute, and I’1l give you a chance to tell me
what a vast number of unspeakable things [ am. ”

He had a sudden temptation, almost overpowering, to run the Granny through a set of changes on the
way to her proper shape say a mourning dove, first; and then maybe a ponderous turtle; and then maybe
a nanny goat; and so on. But he fought it off. She was going to be trouble enough as it was.

He set up his Structural Index and his Structural Change with great care-it wouldn’t do to alter so much
as the sprigged flowers she’d had in the pattern of her dress goods-and he raised his hands to trace the
double-barred arrow in the air. It was a simple Substitution Transformation, and it didn’t take long; one
quiet crackle from the golden arrow, and there stood Granny Gableframe good as new and twice as
fractious.

The pentacle had been more than sufficient to hold the cat, furious as it had been; the Granny was
something else. She hitched up her skirts to avoid the salt, kicked aside a set of the crossed silver
daggers with one pointy-toed shoe, stepped contemptuously right out of the magic shape and right up to
him , and jabbed her finger into his chest. He felt the blood come, even through his tunic, and sighed; it
was one of his favorite tunics.

“Now, Granny-"he began, but she cut him off in midsyllable.

“ You,” she said, “are so far beneath contempt that you’re not worth wasting spit on. If you were sitting
on the edge of a piece of paper, you’d be able to swing your legs, you’re that small! You are a
worthless, sorry, vile excuse for a Magician of Rank, and if I'd the power I’d strip you of that rank, for
you don’t deserve it any more than your bed does. Oh, I can’t do it, I know that well, but I can wish,
and /’'m a powerful wisher, Lincoln Parradyne, just a powerful wisher! And it might could be the just
One as runs this universe’ll see fit to do what I can’t-I can pray for that, with out ceasing! And when
you’ve laid me in my grave at last and think you’re shut of me, Lincoln Parradyne Smith the Traitor, you
watch, you watch close-you’ll see my face in every mirror and it’ll be telling you what filth, what slime,
what blasphemy you are . . . You’ll see my face in every cup you lift to your lips, you’ll hear my voice at
your ear all the day long and all the night long and it’ll be cursing your immortal soul, with out ceasing!
Vile serpent, vermin out from under a swamplog, you and your false lying tongue, you’ll find me in your
pocket when you reach in for a shammybag, you’ll find me in your shoe when you stick your stinking foot
into it, you’ll find me in your buttonholes when you . . .”

It went on and on, earning his considerable admiration before it was over, and he didn’t doubt a single
word of'it; and all the time that fingernail in his chest, poke, poke, poke, and he took it in silence. He had
every bit of it coming to him.

“Never before,” she said finally, her voice gone to a gravelly rasp but not one bit weary, “never before in
the one thousand years we’ve watched this world turn under the three moons, never has a Magician of
Rank raised a hand-by magic or in ordinary human mischief-against a Granny! You are the very first to
have that sorry distinction, Lincoln Parradyne Smith, and whatsoever it may have gained you now it will
bring you more evil in payment than you ever knew existed! The universe, false Magician, is not
mocked!”

“Granny Gableframe,” he hazarded then, since she appeared to have at least paused for a breath, “do
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please notice that I’ve done you no harm-none. I know the staff of this Castle, they’ll have fed you on
breast of fowl and thick cream all the time we’ve been gone, and the servingmaids’ll waste days hunting
for their lost pretty pet. You have my word you missed nothing at the Jubilee, if that is worrying you; it
was a boring mess from beginning to end. Look at yourself, Granny Gableframe, you’re just as you
were-not a hair on your head is out of place.”

She raised her index finger straight as a spike beside her temple, and she fixed him with a furious eye.

“You have tampered with my person!”” she hissed. “You have tampered with my freedom! You have
made a lower animal of a woman that was doing magic, and doing it with skill, before ever you were
born! Don’t you tell me you’ve done me no harm, you sorry piece of work-and you’d of done more if
you dared. A Magician of Rank, using his Formalisms & Transformations against an old woman-phaugh,
it’d make a worm puke for shame. Now stand aside!”

And she marched out of the room, with him following her at a discreet distance and feeling that it wasn’t
going well, and down to the parlor where the Family had gathered for coffee and ginger cake. They sat
up nervously when she sailed into the room, he noticed, and Dorothy-now Princess Dorothy-began to
bawl.

Delldon Mallard spoke up first, his voice warm and sticky with his confidence in his own righteousness,
and bid the Granny good afternoon.

“Sit down and have some coffee and some of this good cake with us, Granny Gableframe,” he said.
“We have a lot to tell you, now we’re home.”

“I'wouldn’t sit with you,” said the Granny, “if both my legs’d been removed. Which you might very well
direct your toy Magician of Rank over there to do next, I reckon!”

“Now, Granny,” said Delldon Mallard, “when you hear what we have to tell you, you’ll forget all about
your mad. You’ll be sorry you didn’t go along to be part of it all, and you’ll be proud of this Family. Sit
down, Granny, and let us tell you about it.”

“Don’t you put yourself out to tell me anything,” she spat at him. “I know all about what happened-and
you know who told me? A Mule told me, in your own stables, that’s who! A Mule won’t stoop to
mindspeech with a human being, but it’s perfectly willing, I discovered, to share minds with a cat-and I
know all about it. Ever hear a Mule laugh, Delldon Mallard? They haven’t left off laughing since you
made your speech!”

“Granny Gable-”

“You hush!” she declared. “Don’t you talk to me, you pitiful excuse for I declare I do not know what!
And as for you females, you’d best really settle in to your weeping and your wailing, for you’ve got a lot
of it to do down the road, and a long and lonesome road it is, mark my words. I’ll not stay under this
roof another night, just for starters; not one night. I’'m a decent woman, raised decent, lived decent, and
plan to go on the same way; I’ll not cast my lot with such trash as you-cover your worthlessness with
royal velvet, will you? Might as well go crown the goats! You pitiful females, you hear me now-there’s no
velvet heavy enough to cover you, ever again!”

“Granny,” Lincoln Parradyne objected, “‘you’re frightening the women.”
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“Am I? Am I? I should surely ope 1 am! They know their duties in this world, and well they know what
they’ve done-oh, Dorothy of Smith, don’t you shake your head at me, your crown’ll fall off; and I raised
you my own self, don’t you dare tell me you don’t know what you’ve done. Shame on you!”

“Granny, please listen for-"

“Silence!” she thundered, and struck the floor with her cane so hard she dented the planking; and they
made not another sound. “You think you’re a sovereign Kingdom now, do you, with a royal court, and a
King and a Queen, and a Crown Prince and a Royal Princess and a passel of Royal Whatnots and
Flumdiddles, ., and all of it blamed on First Granny, bless her soul as is whirling somewhere, I can tell
you! And here you sit, on the southwest corner of Oklahomah, sharing this continent with Castle Clark
and Castle Airy, neither one of which’d give you a cross clover leaf to play at casting Spells with. It’s
many a long and weary mile to Kintucky and Tinaseeh, clear across the Ocean of Storms-and there’ll be
no help for you from either Traveller or Wommack, they’ll have their hands full and running over with
their own troubles.”

“Granny Gableframe,” put in Marygold of Purdy-and then waited a minute, till she was sure the Granny
planned on letting her speak-"that makes no special difference. It’s no more than a step over to
Arkansaw, no more than half a day’s flight by Mule from here to Castle Guthrie. We’ve near neighbors,
and near friends.”

Granny Gableframe sniffed. “Marygold, you pay as much attention to what goes on in this world as the
squawkers do, you know that? You needn’t expect help from Castle Guthrie, nor yet the Farsons . . .
Might could be the Purdys would be willing to help, seeing as you’re their close kin, but they won’t dare.
Guthrie and Farson are feuding, and Purdy’s caught in the middle playing looby-loo and trying to keep
their skirts out of both puddles. They’ll have nothing to spare for you for a very long time. I think you’re
about to find yourselves mighty lonely, you Smiths-thank the Gates, Lincoln Parradyne, I am a
Brightwater by birth and not one of this line. Envy me that, don’t you?”’

“Granny Gableframe,” said Delldon Mallard, brushing ginger crumbs off his smocked velvet trousers, “I
know you feel obligated to granny at us, and I ... uh ... must admit you’re doing a right fine job of it. But
there are things you don’t know-things we men know. There’s nothing that the other Kingdoms ever did
for us we can’t do for ourselves, and I’'m not all that willing to humor you any longer in your tirade at
these innocent women. It’snot . . . uh . . . called for.”

His brothers the Dukes allowed as how they agreed, and the women looked at the floor, and the Granny
just looked amazed. “Part of that, the part about humoring me, I’ll ignore,” she said disgustedly. “It’s not
worth my time. But I suggest you think again about your claims to being so sufficient. 7rue -you’d be
hard put to it to remember calling on most of the other Families for anything. You’ve never had to. Never
been any need, so long as youall had Castle Brightwater for a sugartit to do everything for every last soul
on Ozark-all the rest of you, you’ve just hung there, hundreds of years now. You’ve forgotten all about
what Brightwater’s been doing for you, same way you don’t think on what the sun does for you, nor the
air . . . Well, Brightwater’ll do for you no more, pretty ladies, fine gentlemen. No more!”

Lincoln Parradyne could see by their faces that not a one of them knew what the old woman was talking
about. Possibly Dorothy might of had a glimmer, since as eldest daughter she had more to do with the
Castle accounts than any of the others, but she was so wrapped up in her own hysterics he doubted
she’d even heard the Granny’s words, much less understood them.

“Granny Gableframe,” he said at last, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms, “‘you’re wasting

Page 191



your breath on this group. They don’t follow you, my dear lady.”

“I am not your dear lady, nor never was, nor never will be,” she informed him, and he begged her
pardon.

“Nevertheless,” he said calmly, ““ Jam here. And what this Castle can’t obtain by trade agreements from
the other Kingdoms, I can produce for them myself.”

The Granny stared at him, flabbergasted, and shook her head slowly from side to side.

“The depths of your ignorance!” she breathed. “It’s a bottomless well, a pit with no end to it! You see
yourself, do you, using Insertion Transformations to feed and clothe and heal and otherwise provide for
the needs of every man jack of this Kingdom? Is that what you mean, Lincoln Parradyne Smith? You that
it takes half an hour’s preparation and an hour’s restup to come up with one little old peachapple for a
demonstration, when the Tutors call you in to show the little boys what a Magician of Rank can do? You
see yourself materializing tons of grain, and bales of herbs, and . . .”

Her voice trailed off into silence, and then what was clearly a snicker, and Lincoln Parradyne felt a small
twinge of uneasiness. It was true, he’d be busy, but he’d had no doubts of his ability to handle whatever
the ordinary economic processes wouldn’t be adequate for, no doubts of his ability to bring the Kingdom
through this brief period of adjustment. And he had no doubts now, really. It was just the way the Granny
was looking at him, as if she knew something he didn’t and had no mind to tell him what it was. He
turned his back on her and stared at a painting of some ancient Smith, hanging on the wall; he’d had all he
chose to take from the old crone. Let her rail and rant at the rest of them; he was through listening.

She had one question left for him, however, and she didn’t mind directing it to his backside.

“Think on this, Lincoln Parradyne!” she said. “You plan on taking a great deal out; what do you plan on
putting back in ?”

Dorothy stopped her blubbering for a moment, and spoke to her father.

“Daddy,” she started out, and then when he cleared his throat and frowned at her, she began again with,
“Sire, I mean to say-"

The Granny clapped her hands. “Sire, is it?” she cackled. “Sire? Such as the goats have, and the Mules?
And you plan on addressing your mother as "Dam,’ do you?”

Dorothy could be stubborn, too; she ignored Granny Gableframe and put her question. “Sire,” she said
doggedly, “you heard what Granny Gableframe just said to Lincoln Parradyne. I would like to know
what it meant.”

The Granny snorted.

“While he tells you, Your. . .uh. .. Highness,” she said, “while he tells you all the marvelous things the
men know that are going to be such a comfort to you, I’ll be getting my Mule saddled and bridled-I’ve
earned that much for my services here-and I’ll be on my way. I don’t want ary thing else from this
Family, thank you very much-give it away, or burn it, or better still, keep it. When you run out of
everything you can divide it up among you.”

Marygold’s voice was not much more than a whisper, but it was honest. “Granny,” she said, “please
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don’t you leave us. If I"d of known it would end this way, you leaving us, I never would of gone along
with it all.”

“And if you’d suspected the sun came up in the morning, no doubt you’d of pulled your windowblinds,
Marygold of Purdy,” answered the Granny. “What precisely did you expect I would do after this
shameful carryon?”’

“Well, the men were sure you’d see it their way after it was all over; even Lincoln Parradyne there, with
his back to us all like he’d had nothing to do with it, he was positive you’d be pleased when you saw us
be a true Kingdom, the way First Granny wanted it done. . .”

And Delldon Mallard ran it past her one more time, all about what First Granny had said, and how it had
been a Proper Naming, and how now that the Kingdom was taking that road it couldn’t help but

prosper. “And so you see, dear Granny Gableframe,” he wound it up finally, “there’s no call for you to
be going anywhere, and no call for you to be breaking Marygold’s heart the cruel way you’re doing.
Your place is here, with your Liege Lord.”

Lincoln Parradyne turned around at that; if the Granny burst, which seemed to him likely, he didn’t want
to miss it. And he bit his lip to keep his face straight; it wouldn’t do to undermine the Liege Lord’s
confidence by laughing at it. It was going to be useful, having a King with no more sense than Delldon
Mallard, but it was going to have its embarrassing moments.

“My place,” said the Granny in a voice of silver needles and icicles, “is at Brightwater. And that’s where
I’'m going, this minute.”

The King leaped to his feet and struck the table with his scepter, making all the dishes rattle and dance
and splattering coffee far and wide.

“You’ll do no such thing!” he roared. “It’s treason! I forbid it!” The Granny looked him up and she
looked him down, as if she couldn’t believe her eyes or her ears, and Lincoln Parradyne rather expected
she couldn’t, when it came right down to it. He wondered when anybody had last forbidden Granny
Gableframe, that was Bethany of Brightwater by birth, and a McDaniels by marriage, any least thing she
chose to do. Eighty years or more, he supposed; he much doubted her husband had dared cross her,
even before she was a Granny.

She didn’t bother replying to the King’s forbidding; she turned her back and walked right out the door
into the hall, down the corridor and out the side doors that led to the stables, and they all heard the
braying of the Mules not five minutes later. It seemed to Lincoln Parradyne that it would not be far off to
say that the Mules were laughing.

After she was gone, he found himself facing a solid wall of glares; and a man that had been only one of
the Smith brothers yesterday morning but was a Duke Hazeltine Everett of Castle Smith this afternoon
stated it for all of them.

“You told us,” said the Duke, “that the Granny would get over it. You allowed as how she’d be mad
-and that’s reasonable-but you never told us she’d leave.”

The Magician of Rank bowed elegantly. “My apologies, Your Grace. The Granny has proved me
mistaken-and given her temper, I’d say we’re well rid of her.”
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“Would you, now?” The Duke did not seem soothed. He nodded toward his wife’s swollen stomach,
and asked: “What do you propose for us to do, Lincoln Parradyne, if my Duchess has a girl baby?
Who’s to name her, now the Granny’s gone? I never heard that anybody but the Grannys knew the ways
of safe and Proper Naming, and Granny Gableframe was the one and the only Granny in this Kingdom!”

“I can’t see either Castle Airy or Castle Clark,” said his wife, her hands folded protectively over the
shape of the possible girl baby, “seeing fit to loan us a Granny when my time comes.”

“Well, I can,” said Lincoln Parradyne. “Charity of Airy would send aid to the Devil himself if she thought
he needed it. Put it out of your mind, and should it prove necessary we’ll send to her for help.”

“I don’t much like being beholden to Airy,” said the King. “They’re Confederationists to the last . . . uh .
.. servingmaid, over there.”

“You like the idea of an Improper Naming any better?”” demanded his brother Hazeltine. “You like the
idea of a curse such as hangs over Castle Wommack, and I don’t know how many generations since the
babe there was Improperly Named?”

“Allow me to point out,” said the Magician of Rank, “now that you’ve brought it up, that that particular
error was made by a Granny. Are you quite sure, all of you, that the rule which says only Grannys can
name female children is anything more than a superstition?”’

Too far, too fast. Their shocked gasps and the thud of his Liege Lord’s scepter falling right out of his
hand onto the floor told him that.

“That Granny,” said Dorothy of Smith, “#hat Granny, she was at her very first Naming, and it’s known
she was poorly at the time besides, with a woman in the Castle using illegal Spells against her and not
caught until nearly two weeks after it all happened! Everybody knows that!”

“All the same,” he shot back at her, “the Wommack Curse has lasted over four hundred years. The
Granny’s circumstances at the time do not seem to have been taken into consideration by the
Powers-which makes very little sense. If even you can see that the Granny ought to have had allowances
made for her, it does seem that the Holy One could have mustered up the same amount of wisdom!”

“Oh, Lincoln Parradyne,” said the Duchess Linden of Lewis, wife of Duke Whitney Crawford Smith and
undoubtedly the most capable of the women there-which was saying very little-"you walk a narrow and
perilous line!”

Which he most assuredly did. He was aware of that, and the beads of sweat stood clammy on his
forehead. But he’d risked far too much to see it all go sour now for lack of courage to stay on that same
dangerous line she referred to; it was the path he’d chosen, and the point of no return had gone by some
time ago-he had no intentions of looking back. The biggest problem in this Castle for the next few
months, he was willing to wager, would be morale; as the Granny had said, the Smiths were going to be
mighty lonely in their pomp. And it was by no means certain that the people of this Kingdom, that for
quite a while would find their new rulers as ridiculous as Granny Gableframe had, could be easily
controlled. It would not take many crowds of laughing townspeople and farmers to drive the Royal
Family to a shaky condition.

He wanted that, of course; it was his intention that e should rule this Kingdom, and that required a
shaky King and a vaporish Queen, and all the rest to match, and the Gates knew he had promising raw
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material to work with. But they had to be able to at least put up some kind of front.

“I suggest,” he said quickly, “that we put this out of our minds for now. We’re all tired, and we’ve all
been under a strain-and we’ve been cheated of three days’ holiday by the dainty sentiments of the other
eleven Families, with, I’'m sure, a judicious amount of pressure from Brightwater and the rest of the
Confederationists. This is no time to be debating policy, or philosophy, or any other subject. It’s a time
for changing our clothes and spending the rest of the day quietly relaxing. Tomorrow we’ll have a great
deal of work to do, and we’ll be in no shape for it if we go on squabbling like this among ourselves.”

“I’m not sure,” said the King, pulling at his beard, “that I feel . . . uh. .. safe without a Granny in the
Castle. There’s always been a Granny here . . . I’ve never heard of a Castle that has no Granny, and I
don’t believe I like it. It’s not . . . seemly.”

“Maybe Granny Gableframe’ll get over her conniption fit and come back,” suggested one of the
Duchesses.

“No she won’t,” snapped Dorothy. “No-she’s made her mind up for good and all.”
Firmness was necessary here, and confidence; Lincoln Parradyne provided both.

“I don’t know that I can go along with your concern,” he said casually, “or that I think being without a
Granny is necessarily any problem. But I do see that it matters deeply to you, and I think I can set it right.
[ know of a Granny that has no Castle she calls home.”

“There’s no such Granny!”

“There is. Granny Graylady, her name is, and I know where she is to be found. Give me a few hours to
rest, and I’ll saddle a Mule and head out to where she’s camped and ask her to join us. No doubt she’d
be glad to be settled at last, like all the other Grannys, instead of living all alone. You leave it in my hands;
I'll seetoit.”

They believed it. He could see their faces relaxing. And though he knew perfectly well that no
inducement on this planet could have brought Granny Graylady into Castle Smith or any other Castle-she
preferred the cabin she lived in in the Wilderness Lands, and the role she filled there-he was equally
certain he could find an old lady somewhere in one of the towns who’d be willing to play at grannying for
a while if he offered her a large enough sum. All he needed was a female sufficiently old, sufficiently
scrawny, and sufficiently venial; anybody could use the formspeech proper to a Granny, seeing as how
everybody spent much of their lives listening to it.

As for himself, he had no reason to believe that a Granny was necessary to the safety of any Castle, or

anything else. But he knew the power of superstition. It was power that worked in his favor, day in and
day out, and he intended to accord it the proper respect.

Chapter 11

“Frankly, Granny Hazelbide, I’'m surprised at you,” said Thorn of Guthrie. “A body’d think there was
nothing to get done around here that required any attention from that girl . . . you realize what time it is?”

“I’m not yet addled,” said Granny Hazelbide. “It’s near on one- thirty, by my reckoning.”
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“Andmine,” said Ruth of Motley. “Who ever heard of anybody not on their deathbed sleeping till
one-thirty in the afternoon?”

“If you’d happened to drink the brew I sent up to Responsible last night, and had the servingmaid stand
over you to be sure you drank it every drop down, you’d still be asleep, too, I guarantee you that.”

“Oh, you potioned her, did you, Granny?”

“If I hadn’t of done, she’d of worked all night long last night the way she has the past three. Since when
do either of you, or anybody else around here, have to worry about Responsible pulling her weight? The
problem’s always been keeping her from working, not getting her to keep at it, as / recall.”

“Nevertheless,” said Thorn of Guthrie, “it’s a purely disgraceful hour for her to be still in that bed! If you
say she’s over worked, I’ll take your word for it, but she could at least get up and sit in a chair. She’s
fourteen, Granny, not fifty; she’d make it through the day.”

“Fifteen,” said the Granny, staring hard at Responsible’s mother. “Fifteen years old on the eleventh of
May-which it happens to be, this very day.”

Ruth of Motley frowned at her daughter-in-law, and exchanged looks with Granny Hazelbide, and then
she asked: “Thorn of Guthrie, did you forget that child’s birthday again?”

“Third year in a row,” observed the Granny.

“May have done,” snapped Thorn, with a high flush on her cheeks that only rnade her more beautiful.

“I notice she always remembers yours. ”

“It makes no smallest nevermind to Responsible, and you know it,” Thorn told them both. “Why you nag
me about it when she’s got no natural affections whatsoever, I cannot imagine, and I don’t choose to
listen to any such trivial clatter on a day like this, thank you very much all the same.”

“Well,” mused Granny Hazelbide, pursing her lips, “I suppose as a woman reaches your age her
memory does begin to suffer a tad, Thorn. No doubt Responsible knows that-and as you say, it won’t

worry her a mite. Not a mite!”

The Missus of Castle Brightwater drew an exasperated breath, and the high flush flared higher still, but
she was not about to take bait that obvious.

“ Ithink,” she declared, “that she should get up. And that’s my last word on the subject.”

“I’m pleased to hear you say so,” answered the Granny, “seeing as how you’ve already said too many
and some left over. You leave the gitl alone; the staff’s seeing to clearing up after that mob we had in
here, and that’s what we pay ‘em for. No reason Responsible should be doing any thing. For sure she’s
not missing anything in the way of inspiring conversation.”

“Since it’s her birthday,” said Ruth of Motley pleasantly, “I’ll side with you, Granny.”
“You might just as well-because I’'m letting nobody near her till she’s slept out, and that’s all there is to

it. The load on that child’s back is going to be mighty heavy from here on out, and I’'m glad she’s not
having to think about it for a little while.”
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Thorn of Guthrie tightened her lips, but she held her peace, and only the speed with which her stylus
scribbled at the diary page betrayed her.

As it happened, Responsible was not asleep. She was awake, and had been since a little past one; but
she was not brimming with energy. She felt like she’d been drowned in honey and then had it harden
round her-that would be the ebonygrass Granny’d put in the potion. It was rare stuff, and saved in the
ordinary run of things for people that’d been through some hellish kind of experience. The little
Bridgewraith’s mother and daddy, for example-it would of been appropriate to potion them with
ebonygrass, and Responsible hoped somebody had thought to do it.

She lay there, determined to move, thinking every minute she would move, and only sinking deeper into
the languor that held her fast. Her conscience would never have brought her out of it alone; what finally
did it, right around four in the afternoon, was the hunger gnawing at her stomach and the leftover taste of
the potion. Her mouth put her in mind of the cavecat’s den she’d spent some unanticipated and
unpleasant time in back a few months, and that did at last drive her in search of her toothbrush.

When she’d first waked up, just for a second, she’d thought “Fourth Day of the Jubilee!” . . . Just for a
moment she’d forgotten the shambles things were in. It would have been wonderful; just imagine, if things
had gone the other way, if the delegates had told the Travellers and the Smiths to take their “free men
and sovereign states” hogwash and throw it into the Ocean of Storms. There’d of been a party at
Brightwater this night to end all parties; she’d set aside a quantity of strawberry wine, that’s price would
of fixed every comset in the Castle, against just such an outcome. Now they’d be able to put it down in
the cellars as an investment; not likely it would get any less expensive. Perhaps King Delldon Mallard of
Castle Smith would buy it off of Brightwater for his state dinners.

She spat into her basin, getting rid of the taste of the ebonygrass but not the taste that the thought of the
Smiths brought to her mouth. Bitter, it was. And bitterest of all was the thought that nagged at her, that if
she’d stayed home till the Jubilee and passed her time at her magic-instead of taking oft on that fool
Quest all around the Kingdoms-she might well have discovered what the Smiths were intending. She
was supposed to find out such things, and make provisions to deal with them, she bore the label for that.
But she’d had no slightest inkling.

Which she rather expected could mean only one thing. The Smiths had been truly, genuinely,
wholeheartedly convinced that what they were up to was not wrong. How they’d managed that was a
marvel to her, but given the awesome depths of their stupidity, might could be any kind of nonsense was
possible for them.

They surely had not been backward about turning up in their gaudy array before all the Kingdoms
assembled, not any one of them, so far as she could tell. Ignorance, like innocence, was a powerful
talisman.

And then there was the memory, rankling at her day and night, of how she’d sat still for it without a
murmur when she’d gotten the letter from Dorothy of Smith saying it wouldn’t be convenient for
Responsible to visit Castle Smith on her Quest. It was just that she’d counted on Granny Gableframe to
keep things in at least rough order, and the idea of a Magician of Rank actually turning magic against a
Granny had never entered her head. It was an unnatural idea, like a Mule playing a fiddle; if it ~ad
entered her head no doubt she’d of thrown it right back out again.
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“Things,” she said to her own face in the bathroom mirror, “things are entirely out of hand on this
planet!”

And what was she to do about it? She doubted sleeping all day was a productive way of tackling the
problem.

There were times when she wondered if it wouldn’t have been an easier row to hoe if it’d been runaway
technology she had to deal with instead of runaway magic. They’d been so careful about the technology.
No robots, not even in the fields and the mines where robots could do the work far more efficiently than
human beings ever could hope to. No nuclear any thing; she doubted there were more than a score of
human beings besides herself who even knew the word. No chemicals in the food or on the soil, no
synthetics . . . Without Housekeeping Spells to smooth the heavy wools and linens they wore, the women
of Ozark would of spent many hours with their irons. And they’d thought long and hard before they
allowed electricity, according to the Teaching Stories, deciding finally that it was a natural thing with its
roots in the lightning-and even so, the Travellers wouldn’t use it. Not in their Castle, not in their Kingdom.
They’d had to move clear to Tinaseeh to escape its taint, and they’d done it with a grim enthusiasm -and
believed that it was magic that powered their comsets.

She smiled, remembering the way the Traveller delegation had behaved about the switches that turned
things on in Castle Brightwater; she’d seen a mother smack her tadling’s fingers for touching one, like
he’d put his hand into goat droppings.

No, they were pure as pure, using the power of sun and wind and water and plain old-fashioned
muscle-and magic. Which was where the trouble lay. Magic. Common Sense Level, available to
everybody unless they just plain weren’t interested, same as the times tables and the alphabet were.
Middle Level, for the ambitious, or those as didn’t care to be overdependent on the Grannys. Granny
Magic, for the Grannys only; Hifalutin Magic, for the Magicians. And for the Magicians of Rank, the
highest level-the Formalisms & Transformations. Power there and to spare-at least you could turn a
robot off!

She decided she hadn’t the courage to send down for tea at this hour of the day; it was twenty minutes
till time for supper. She pulled on a plain blue dress, left her feet bare to irritate her mother, and padded
on down the halls and stairways to the kitchen. She could ask for coffee, anyway.

“Evening, Miss Responsible,” said the women when they saw her, and a servingmaid smiled and said she
was pleased to see her looking rested.

“Thank you, Shandra of Clark--ladies. Do you suppose I could have a cup of your coffee?”

They settled her at the big kitchen table with a mug of coffee strong enough to make the spoon stand up
straight in it, and she began to feel that she might be able to face the Family for supper after all. She’d
rather far have stayed in the kitchen, or eaten in the staff’s own diningroom-but that was for tadlings. And
she was going on fifteen.

At which point in her musings, the Senior Servingmaid set down a long narrow basket in front of her and
said, “For you, Miss Responsible, from all of us, and many happy returns,” and she realized that she’d
stopped going on fifteen and gotten there.

“Youall spoil me,” she said, and it was true. They did. For all they had to take from her in the way of

scolding about the dust on the furniture and the polish not being high enough on the floors and too much
salt in the cornbread-they spoiled her all the same.
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“Open it, miss,” said the Castle Housekeeper, that somebody’d just brought in to see the event. “Go on,

2

now.

The basket was new woven, with a handsome R worked right into the lid, and two strong handles, and
she’d of been satisfied just to have that for her birthday gift; she looked up at them, surprised.

“Open it!”

She lifted off the lid and looked inside, and saw why the basket had had to be such a big one and
needed a braced bottom. Inside was a little dulcimer, like the one she’d lost on her Quest, dropping it
right off the Mule’s back into the ocean-only much prettier. It had inlays of shell all along the sounding
boards, three hearts and a rose with two leaves to it. Her old one had been just plain wood.

“The basket won’t do to keep it in, Miss Responsible,” said the Housekeeper apologetically. “We had
to tip it to get it in there just for the giving. But I expect you’ll find a use for a big basket like that all the
same, and we wanted you to have both.”

Responsible smiled at them, and turned red, and wished she could think of something to say. People
being nice to her was too rare for her to have developed any skills in dealing with it; it always took her
aback and left her foolish.

And even more, she wished that she could sing decently, but there was no use wishing that. Might as
well wish for wings. She settled for taking the instrument out of the basket, laying it across her lap, and
playing them three verses of the easiest song she knew.

“Ah, it has a sweet tone!” she said, then, while they clapped spoiling her some more-and laid it to her
cheek. “I thank you . . . so much.”

“It pleasured us to do it,” they said, and then the Housekeeper spoke up on the subject of what Thorn of
Guthrie would do to them if supper was late to the table, and they scurried around the kitchen while
Responsible sat and glowed at them.

“Sally of Lewis,” she asked the Housekeeper, “just how did youall know I wanted another dulcimer?”

“The way you’d treasured that one the Granny had made for you when you were a little bit of a thing?
And then losing it like you did? Why, miss, it didn’t take all that much brains to puzzle it out that you’d be
yearning after another one. It’s small, but then so was your lost one. We did wonder about that. Might
could be you’d rather of had a proper one, instead of a child’s. But you were so fond of the other one. .

2

“You did just right,” Responsible assured her. “I couldn’t man age a bigger one. It’s beautiful, and I love
you one and all for thinking of me. It must have taken a precious long time to make it -and the basket,
t00.”

“We all worked at it, miss,” said Sally of Lewis. “It went fast that way.”

“Bless your hearts,” said Responsible.

“We’ll need more than our hearts blessed,” the Housekeeper told her, “if you don’t get yourself on in to
supper. They’ll be waiting on you.”
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“Law! I’d forgotten all about it!”” Responsible touched all the hands she could reach, tucked her dulcimer
under one arm and the basket under the other, changed her mind and hid the dulcimer away in the basket
again while Sally of Lewis fretted, and hightailed it for the diningroom.

And then as she went out the door the woman called after her suddenly, “Oh, miss!”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t want to forget . . . one of the stablemen was up here not thirty minutes ago, saying as how that
Mule of yours is acting up.”

“Acting up, Sally of Lewis?” Responsible turned back and leaned against the doorframe. “He have any
idea what was wrong with the creature?”

“No, miss-he’d had the Granny down to look at it; and he told me the Granny said you were to go see
to the Mule yourself, after supper. I expect you’d best ask herwhat the trouble is.”

Responsible nodded slowly, thinking, and stared at the floor.
“Is something wrong, miss? You look right peaked to me-and you’re about to crush that basket.”

“It’s the potion Granny gave me last night,” said Responsible quickly. “That and lying in bed this whole
day long.”

“I know what you mean-nothing makes a person feel more like leftovers than lying all day abed doing
nothing. You go on in and get a good meal under your ribs, you’ll feel better.”

“And then she’ll be turned around entirely,” commented one of the servingmaids. “Sleep all day, you
can’t sleep that night . . . it goes on and on.”

“Half a potion this night,” agreed another one. “To straighten things out. You speak to the Granny, miss;
and we’ll see to it your tea’s brought up as soon as it’s light tomorrow morning.”

Responsible thanked them, and they wished her a happy birthday one more time, and she thanked them
for that, and then she headed with a pounding heart for the diningroom.

Granny Hazelbide, seated at Thorn of Guthrie’s left hand, looked a little peaked herself, Responsible
thought, as she slipped into her own place at the corner of the table where her left elbow wouldn’t always
be poking people as she ate.

“Nice of you to honor us with your presence,” said her mother, tart as bad vinegar, and Ruth of Motley
moved right in over that with “Happy Birthday, Responsible!”” and the salutations ran round the table.

“Thank you kindly,” she said.

“How does it feel to be fifteen?” asked her uncle Donald Pat rick. “You find gray hairs on your head this
morning?”’
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She was of the opinion that her hair would be snow-white by the following morning, if the message
about her Mule was what she thought it had to be, but she didn’t intend to tell him that.

“Just one,” she said. “And I pulled it out.”

Emmalyn of Clark, Jubal Brooks’s wife, set down the forkful of fried squawker she’d had halfway to her
mouth and shook a warning finger.

“I hope to goodness you burned that hair, Responsible of Brightwater!” Emmalyn declared. “No telling
who might find it, you know.”

The other women at the table avoided one another’s eyes, and Responsible waited, wondering if her
mother would be able to resist the chance to make a remark about how Responsible hadn’t even been
out of bed the whole day and couldn’t therefore have found any gray hairs among the black ones. When
her mother said nothing, she was pleased; perhaps, as time went by, she’d mellow.

“I took care of it, Emmalyn,” she said courteously. “But I thank you for the reminder.”

“You’re welcome, I’'m sure,” said Emmalyn. “You can’t be too careful these days. Such goings-on 'm
sure I never heard of before as we’ve had since this year began. It makes me nervous.”

“Emmalyn of Clark,” said Granny Hazelbide, ‘“‘you wouldn’t be nervous if you didn’t dwell on
everything. It’s not healthy, the way you do, and it’s time you gave it up and had babies instead.”

It wasn’t especially nice of the Granny, saying that, seeing as how it was due to her judicious alterations
here and there in Emmalyn’s diet that she and Jubal Brooks were still without a single babe and them
married almost six years now. But Granny Hazelbide was out of sorts, and Emmalyn irritated her rather
more than somewhat.

“Now, Granny Hazelbide,” put in Ruth of Motley, “I’m sure Emmalyn does the best she can.”

“Emmalyn has always been delicate, haven’t you, Emmalyn?” said her sister Patience of Clark demurely.

Emmalyn gloried in being called delicate, and while she was glowing with pleasure and Jubal Brooks was
patting her hand to show he too appreciated her frailties, she forgot all about Responsible’s one gray hair
and the hazards thereof.

“Responsible,” said Thorn of Guthrie, “you going to tell us what you’ve got there in that basket by your
feet, or not? It’s big enough to hold a morning’s firewood, or a couple of babies set head to toe, if they

scrunched up a tad. You can’t expect us not to be curious.”

Responsible hadn’t realized she’d been so obvious with the basket; that showed how distracted she
was, and Granny Hazelbide clucked her tongue.

“A birthday present from the staff,” she said, and showed them all the lid with her initial worked in, and
the dulcimer tucked inside.

“Law,” said Thorn of Guthrie, “here I was so grateful when you lost the old one, and now you’re all
equipped again. They must be out of their minds.”

The uncles chuckled, and Emmalyn fell in behind them, and Responsible gave the basket a shove with
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her toe to get it out of sight under the table. “I had no plans of singing to you, Mother,” she told Thorn of
Guthrie. “I believe you can stop worrying about it.”

“Won’t be caterwauling under my window in the middle of the night, ¢h?”

There went Thorn-prick and poke, poke and prick. Responsible had been six years old, and the
dulcimer Granny’d given her brand-new, the year she’d decided it would be appropriate to celebrate
Thorn’s birthday by serenading her from under her bedroom window. It had not been a great success.

“No, ma’am,” said Responsible. “Set your mind at rest.” Jonathan Cardwell Brightwater the 12th put his
oar in then. “Thorn,” he said, “you are downright mean. I don’t know what keeps you from pickling in
your own juices, I e/l you I don’t. Pass your girl some food here before she faints away-that’s the least
you can do, I happen to know you forgot her birthday again-and stop your jabbing at her. Listening to
you, I understand why Troublesome stays on top her mountain and won’t come down; shows good
sense on her part, if you ask me. You trying to drive Responsible oft the same way?”

Ah, thought Responsible; the bosom of her family. However, at one hundred and nine a man had certain
privileges, and Thorn of Guthrie apologized charmingly to her father-in-law, who responded that he
should think she would be sorry.

“You get my message, young lady?”” Granny Hazelbide asked, as if it had been maybe something about
piece goods.

“I did,” said Responsible. “And I’ll see to it.”

“You do that,” said the Granny. “Pass the gravy, Emmalyn!” Jubal Brooks was a swift eater; he pushed
his plate away and concentrated on his coffee, and Responsible felt him looking at her from under his
thick black brows.

“Something on your mind, Jubal Brooks?” she asked him. Might as well be helpful.

“Yes, as it happens,” he said. “I’'m wondering. You’ve had a day off now-don’t remember you having
one since that time you were taken so sick three years ago. And the Jubilee’s over-for five hundred years
or forever, whichever comes first. Now I’m wondering what you plan to do starting tomorrow morning.”

“Well,” said Responsible, “I plan to be busy.”

“So Granny Hazelbide told us,” said Ruth of Motley, “and she was right sharp about it, too.”

“Details!” said Jubal Brooks. “That’s what /want to hear.”

Emmalyn smiled proudly. She fancied her husband something of a power in the Castle, especially when
he was being forceful like he was now. And Responsible gave up pretending to eat.

“First thing that happens tomorrow,” she told them, “is we cut back the comset power till it transmits
only to the borders of this Kingdom. For example.”

Both of the uncles whistled long and low, and Jonathan Cardwell swore a round oath, women or no
women. “You don’t plan on the grass growing under your feet, do you, missy?”” he demanded. “You
really think it has to be done that fast? Law, and I was calling your mother mean!”
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“Has to be done,” said Responsible, “and it won’t be a whit easier next week than tomorrow. Whatever
awhitis.”

“But what will people do?”” quavered Emmalyn. “How’ll they get messages around and how’ll they get
the news? And what’s going to happen to the lessons for the older kids, and-"

“Emmalyn,” answered Responsible, “I don’t have any idea what soever what “people’ will do. That’s
‘people’s’ own problem.”

“Responsible,” said Donald Patrick slowly, “this isn’t going to be much help to business, you know. Are
you sure we oughtn’t to have a kind of transition period here, while some other arrangements are worked
out?”

Responsible stared at him.

“As I recall,” she said coldly, “when the delegations of the Twelve Kingdoms began whooping and
hollering their votes to dissolve the Confederation of Continents, you made no least move to stop
them-though you were chairing at the time and the whole procedure was out of order. I don’t recall you
even saying ‘point of order,” Donald Patrick.”

“The sense of the meeting was clear!”

“It was that. And a part of the sense of the meeting was that there was to be no more central
government, am I not right? And that we were, as of the moment that fool vote went round, twelve
separate and sovereign nations, each to its own self. You correct me, Donald Patrick, if I’'m wrong.”

When he didn’t answer her, she went on.

“I can’t quite see how, without taxes from the other eleven Kingdoms, we could manage here at
Brightwater to continue a planetwide communications system. You ask the Economist what it costs to run
the comsets if you think it can be done for the price of eggs, dear Uncle. Furthermore, it appears to me
that sending out comset broadcasts from this separate and sovereign nation into the other separate and
sovereign nations would constitute interference in their national affairs. I surely wouldn’t want to be guilty
of that, would you? Downright unboonely. Sticking our noses in where they’re not wanted.”

“Responsible,” said Donald Patrick, “when those comsets go dead, all over this world, there’s going to
be an uproar like . . . like . ..”

“They’ll have to send their uproar by ship, Mule, or lizzy,” said Responsible grimly. “They’ll not be
sending anything else by comset.”

“Oh, now,” said Jubal Brooks, still staring at her, and his coffee going stone-cold in his cup, “I object!
There’s no need to go off into ex tremeslike that, and you never said a word of warning before the vote.”

Granny Hazelbide saved her the trouble of answering.

“You mean to tell me,” she demanded, beating her fork on the edge of her plate to point out her
opinions, “‘you mean to sit there and tell me that a whole roomful of grown men, and those men trusted
these past I don’t know how many years with the governing of this entireplanet, they needed to be told
such baby stuff as that?”
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“Well, Granny Hazelbide, I don’t know that I care for your tone!” he protested. “We were fully
cognizant of the political facts. Fully cognizant!”

The Granny snorted and went back to her eating, talking through the mouthfuls.

“Would of done you a sight more good to be just a tad cognizant-cognizant!-of the practical
common-sense facts,” she said. “I’m with Responsible; it never would of entered my head that you men
all assumed the Kingdoms could pull out of the Confederation and put crowns on all their pointy little
heads and still count on all the services to go on just like they always had. And no reason it should of
entered Responsible’s head, either-it was obvious to a plain fool. You men made your decision; now you
can live with it.”

“You can be certain,” put in Responsible, “that Castle Traveller had thought of every one of the practical
consequences. And were mighty careful not to point them out to any of the rest of the baa-goats in the
room, who -I might add-it is not my place to lead by the hand and pick up after. Why didn’t you think?”

“Responsible, you can’t talk to Jubal like that,” said Emmalyn, and then jumped as Patience pinched her
under the table.

“I beg your pardon, Emmalyn,” said Responsible, “but I suggest you consider carefully what your Jubal,
and the rest of the Brightwater men present at the Hall-not to mention our so-called friends and
allies-allowed to happen. Then, you care to speak sharp to me on their behalf, I’ll listen to you.”

“Responsible-"

“If,” she went on, ““ ifprocedure’d been held to, as Donald Patrick had full authority to insist that it
should be-he was Chair, remember?-if there’d been the rest of the speeches for and against, and the
rebuttals, as the law calls for, then there’d of been time for these matters to be raised. One of the Lewis
delegates, someone from Castle McDaniels or Castle Motley, some one among you distinguished
gentlemen, would no doubt have asked the necessary questions. Such as: how did the others plan to get
along without the comset system, that’s been broadcast from Brightwater these many hundred years?
Such as: what happens to supply deliveries, that have been worked out and run by the computers at
Castle Brightwater since the day they were hooked up and the only Kingdoms with ships large enough to
serve as supply transport are Brightwater and Guthrie?”

“I do believe this is going to be interesting,” said Thorn of Guthrie crisply. “And Responsible is quite
right, Donald Patrick. If you’d not just stood there like a gawk-pardon me, sat there like a gawk!-and let
that vote go by you, those questions would have been raised.”

“And we would, I expect, have a Confederation this minute,” added Ruth of Motley. “Not a happy
Confederation, I daresay but a Confederation. Jacob Jeremiah Traveller would of found it a good deal
harder to get his point across if there’d been ample time to talk about just what it might meanto be
boones.”

“Castle Traveller,” said Granny Hazelbide, “doesn’t especially care about the comsets. Anything they
want to tell, they just walk round the one town they’ve got and tell it. Not to mention that from their point
of view the end of the broadcasts just means one less source of corruption for their tadlings. And I
reckon they’ve been laying in supplies now for a good long time. Right, amn’t I, Responsible? Yes, I
thought I was!”

And she threw in something extra about lying in beds after people made them.
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“The Smithsare to blame,” Donald Patrick sputtered. “Youall make it seem to have been me-"

“Nope,” said Responsible. “Not you by your own self, you can spread that blame around for a
considerable distance. But you wereChair, mind-and you could have ordered the Smiths to sit down and
shut up, as was proper, and gone on to conduct that meeting as it should of been conducted.”

Donald Patrick Brightwater’s face was a ghastly white, and sweat stood out on his forehead.

“I was taken completely by surprise,” he said, almost whispering. “I was expecting everything to go in
order, and then all of a sudden there stood Delldon Mallard in his purple velvet and his crown, and all
those Attendants kneeling all around the room, and his wife up in the balcony being crowned a Queen . .
. I swear I didn’t know what was happening till it was over, and too late!”

It had gone far enough, and Ruth of Motley slid smoothly into the breach.

“Son,” she said, “anybody would of done the same in your place. I recall you weren’t feeling yourself
that day anyway, and you shouldn’t of triedto force yourself to go on with the chairing of that meeting.”

“You know how Donald Patrick is, Ruth,” added Patience of Clark. “There’s no way a person can get
him to think of himself, not if he’s convinced there’s a duty to be done and his name on it.

“Responsible had no intention to criticize you, Donald Patrick.” That was Thorn of Guthrie, adding her
careful bit to the orchestration. “She’s just upset that things went like they did.”

They went on, soothing the men as automatically as they braided their hair in the mornings; and
Responsible let them handle it. For one thing, she had no intention of pointing out to them that her
purpose in cutting off the comsets so quickly was not revenge-it was just the most effective leverage she
had for forcing the other eleven Kingdoms to fall to at once and get their affairs in order. They had to be
weaned, and she knew no swifter means of doing it. If this pack of her relatives couldn’t see that on their
own, so be it; she had other things on her mind.

For example, she had a trip to make down to the stables-to see a Mule.

Chapter 12

Responsible began by making it very clear to the Mule what she was prepared to tolerate.

“Sterling,” she said, leaning over the front gate of the stall, “you give me one of those headaches you’re
so good at passing around, I’ll give you one with a two-by-four. I hope that’s clear?”

The Mule rolled her eyes and flattened her ears, but it was no more than a ritual response, the same way
the two-by-four was a ritual challenge. Sterling was breathing as easy as stirring thin soup-an angry Mule

huffed and went on till you could hear it a hundred feet off.

“I won 't have it,” Responsible warned. “I mean that. I’ll potion your oats and do an Insertion
Transformation that’ll mean things you never dreamed of in your tail; you hear me?”

The ears came up, and Sterling made a gentle whuffing noise
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“All right, then,” said Responsible, and unlatched the stall. She went inside and went over to the Mule,
and laid her face for a second-all any Mule would tolerate of such stuff-against its neck. And then she
leaned back against the stable wall, noting it needed a new coat of whitewash, and waited.

THE OUT-CABAL CALLS YOU.

“ Dratyou, Sterling!” Responsible clapped her hands to her head. “What did I tell you? Gently, you
ornery creature, gentlyl Human minds are not suited for that blasting away you do -- mindspeech,we
use! Not mindbraying!”

The Mule whuffled again, and thrashed its tail.
MY APOLOGIES, DAUGHTER OF BRIGHTWATER.

That was better, though not yet exactly pleasant. Responsible nodded her approval, and dropped her
hands.

“Go on, then,” she said. “And mind you don’t forget.”

THE OUT-CABAL HAS ASKED ME TO PASS ALONG A MESSAGE TO YOU, AND WHILE I
DON’T LIKE THEM, NEVER HAVE AND NEVER WILL, | HAVE A CERTAIN REGARD FOR
YOU, DAUGHTER OF BRIGHTWATER. THEREFORE I WILL TELL YOU WHAT THEY SAY.

“And tell them what I say in return,” Responsible reminded her.
IT WOULD BE A WASTE OF MY TIME, OTHERWISE.
“All right, then . . . What do they want this time?”

The first time, she had been only ten years old, and she’d been scared half out of her wits. Like the
Grannys and the Magicians, she had known the Mules were telepathic, but along with that knowledge
went a stomach-twisting familiarity with the stories of what had happened to various foolish humans that
had tried to take advantage of that fact. The Mules out-Ozarked the Ozarkers; they kept themselves to
themselves, and they intended that everybody else should do likewise. When Sterling first mindspoke her,
Responsible had waited, holding her breath, for her brain to be battered at and bounced around her bead
like a child’s play ball. It hadn’t been that bad, but it hadn’t been any fun, either; the only good thing
about that first time had been that it hadn’t taken very long.

They were the Out-Cabal, they wanted her to know; they represented a group of planets called the
Garnet Ring; their resources of magic were sufficient to simply remove Ozark from the sky like blowing
out a candle, if they so chose-under certain conditions established by their laws, which it happened had
not yet been met, lucky Ozark-and they were merely setting up relations.

The second time, three years ago, they’d directed her to call all the Magicians of Rank together at the
Castle and put them through their paces. They’d wanted an idea of what, precisely, the abilities of “the
current crop” were. And Responsible had gone outraged to Granny Hazelbide, and been told in no
uncertain terms how to proceed. “You get those men here,” the Granny’d said, “and you lose no time.
No time!” She’d done it; and she’d lain near dying for eleven days afterward from the effects of their
hatred. The Magicians of Rank didn’t take kindly to a twelve year-old girl in pigtails being able to call
them in and set them to doing Formalisms & Transformations like you’d show off a fancy Mule team at a
fair-and they took even less kindly to not knowing why they were unable to refuse her, or why they were
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unable to speak of it afterward. Nine Magicians of Rank, all concen trating their hatred on her over the
course of the long day the Out Cabal had requested . . . Remembering, Responsible shivered. She
wanted no repetition of that pain, beside which the pain of deathdance fever was no more than a
needleprick to a careless finger.

THEY PUT YOU ON NOTICE, said Sterling, THAT THIS PLANET IS NOW UNDER THEIR
FULL SURVEILLANCE.

“It has always been under their surveillance, so far as [ know.”

FROM TIME TO TIME, SINCE YOUR PEOPLE CAME TO THIS LAND, THEY HAVE
CHOSEN TO WATCH YOUR BE HAVIOR AND YOUR DEVELOPMENT. NOW, IT WILL
NOT BE FROMTIME TOTIME. ITWILL BE AT ALLTIMES.

“Why? What makes us so much more interesting all of a sudden?”

YOU ARE A PLANET RULED BY THE LAWS OF MAGIC, NOT THE LAWS OF SCIENCE;
THUS, YOU FALL WITHIN THEIR INFLUENCE.

“That has always been so,” said Responsible stubbornly.

BUT OTHER THINGS HAVE CHANGED. UNDER ONLY TWO CONDITIONS DO THE
LAWS OF THE GARNET RING ALLOW THE OUT-CABAL TO INTERFERE IN THE AFFAIRS
OF A MAGIC-BOUND PLANET: WHEN THERE IS A PLANETARY CATASTROPHE, SUCH
AS FAMINE OR PLAGUE OR WAR, THAT THREATENS TO DESTROY ALL THE
POPULATION

“I know the laws!”
DO NOT INTERRUPT ME, DAUGHTER OF BRIGHTWATER!

Stars danced before her eyes, but she knew she deserved it. “Sorry,” she said. “Beg your pardon,
Sterling.”

AND THE OTHER IS: WHEN THE PLANET IS IN A STATE OF ANARCHY. THAT IS TO
SAY, WHEN HUMANS HAVE THE GOOD SENSE TO RUN THEIR AFFAIRS AS MULES DO.
I FIND THIS SECOND CONDITION FOOLISH. Responsible didn’t doubt that for a moment.

“There are differences between humans and Mules,” she said.

Sterling’s silence was both eloquent and insolent, and Responsible longed to pull her braided tail.
PLEASE TELL THEM, she said instead, switching to mindspeech herself for discretion’s sake, though
she’d set wards before she came in, PLEASE TELL THEM THAT WE FACE NO PLANETARY
CATASTROPHE. WE ARE WELL FED, WE ARE IN FULL HEALTH, AND WE ARE NOT AT
WAR NOR HAVE WE EVER BEEN.

There was a moment’s silence; then, | HAVE TOLD THEM, said Sterling.

AND TELL THEM, STERLING, ESTIMABLE MULE, THAT WE ARE NOT IN A STATE OF
ANARCHY.

Page 207



After the pause, the Mule stamped a front foot for emphasis.

THEY SAY THAT DOES NOT APPEAR TO THEM TO BE FULLY ACCURATE.

IT IS, said Responsible, A MATTER OF DEFINITION.

THEY DEFINE ANARCHY, the Mule responded, AS AN ABSENCE OF GOVERNMENT.
YOUR GOVERNMENT WAS THE CONFEDERATION OF CONTINENTS, WHICH HAS
NOW FALLEN. THEREFORE, THEY SAY, YOU ARE WITHOUT A GOVERNMENT.

THEY ARE IN ERROR, said Responsible. WE ARE NOT WITHOUT GOVERNMENT ...
UNFORTUNATELY, WE HAVE AN EXCESS OF GOVERNMENT.

The pause was longer than usual.

THEY WOULD LIKE AN EXPLANATION, said the Mule finally.

PLEASE TELL THEM: WE HAD ONE GOVERNMENT, THE CONFEDERATION OF
CONTINENTS. THAT HAS BEEN DISSOLVED, LEGALLY AND BY DUE PROCESS. AND
NOW THAT IT NO LONGER EXISTS, WE HAVE TWELVE GOVERNMENTS, EACH
SEPARATE AND SOVEREIGN. WE ARE TWELVE TIMES AS GOVERNED A5 WE WERE
BEFORE THE CONFEDERATION FELL. PLEASE TELL THEM THAT, STERLING, EXACTLY
ASTHAVE STATED IT.

She waited, then. A Mule in the next stall brayed in what she would have taken for sympathy in any
creature except a Mule. Mules did not sympathize.

THE OUT-CABAL SAYS THAT THAT IS ONE POSSIBLE INTERPRETATION OF THE
PRESENT SITUATION.

IT IS THE ONLY POSSIBLE INTERPRETATION!

THEY DISAGREE, DAUGHTER OF BRIGHTWATER. I TOLD YOU ...I WILL TELL YOU
AGAIN: THEY SAY IT IS ONE POSSIBLE WAY OF LOOKING AT THE MATTER.

AND?

AND WHAT?

AND WHAT ELSE? WHAT ELSE DO THEY SAY, STERLING? ARE THEY MOVING
AGAINST US IN THE MORNING, DO WE HAVE THREE DAYS TO PREPARE, ARE WE
ABOUT TO BE TURNED INTO A SMALL DENSE CUBE? WHAT WILL THEY DO
NOW-WHAT IS GOING TO HAPPEN?

PLEASE BE STILL. I AM LISTENING.

BEG YOUR PARDON, said Responsible again.

DAUGHTER OF BRIGHTWATER, THEY SAY THAT YOU ARE NOW UNDER THEIR
CONSTANT OBSERVATION. THAT IS HOW THIS BEGAN; I AM NOT IMPRESSED.
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN? WILL THEY TELL YOU?

IT MEANS THAT THEY ARE WILLING TO CONSIDER THE POSSIBILITY YOU SUGGEST,
BUT THAT ONLY BY WATCHING ALL DAY AND ALL NIGHT, EVERY DAY AND EVERY
NIGHT, CAN THEY DETERMINE WHETHER YOU ARE RIGHT OR WRONG. THEY HAVE
NO RESPECT FOR PRIVACY, THAT IS OBVIOUS.

THEY WILL SEE TWELVE ORDERLY GOVERNMENTS, GOING ABOUT THEIR AFFAIRS.
TELL THEM THAT. TELL THEM THEY CAN WATCH TILL THEY FALL OUT OF THE SKY,
BUT THEY WILL SEE NO FAMINE, NO PLAGUE, NO WAR, AND NO ANARCHY. TELL
THEM THEY HAVE MY WORD ON THAT.

DAUGHTER OR BRIGHTWATER, I APOLOGIZE ... THEY ONLY REPEAT THEMSELVES.
THEY SAY THEY WILL BE WATCHING. AND THAT IS ALL THEY SAY. THEY HAVE
NOTHING TO ADD.

Responsible braced herself; the Out-Cabal liked to end their conversations with a little exhibition of the
potency of their arcane skills, and there was no predicting what form it might take.

ALTHOUGH THEY HAVE SAID THEY HAVE NOTHING TO ADD, Sterling said disgustedly,
THEY HAVE ADDED SOMETHING.

YES?

THEY SAY NOT TO WAIT-NOTHING IS GOING TO HAPPEN. THEY SAY THAT THEY ARE
NEITHER CRUEL NOR UNREASONABLE AND THAT YOU ALREADY HAVE TROUBLE
ENOUGH ON YOUR HANDS. THEY SAY THEY FEEL NO NEED TO ADD TO THAT.

She refused to thank them; she closed her mind firmly so to indicate. But she was nevertheless grateful.
Once it had been a whirling column of lightning that had chased her all around the stable; the second time
it had been towers of flame ringing her in, burning up just to the distance where the heat began to be
torture, burning just long enough to cause her genuine fear, and then flickering out and leaving no mark
behind. Not a charred spot, not a singed stalk of grain. Only the stinging of her skin and the heat of her
clothing. If they felt obliged to be more spectacular each time, she couldn’t bring herself to look forward
to it. Not that either of their displays so far had been anything she couldn’t of done herself. It was the
things she’d heard they could do, and not knowing what to expect, nor how far they’d go, that made it
uncomfortable.

She marched back to the Castle, getting angrier with every step she took-she was halfway there before
she remembered the wards, and had to go back and take them off-and went to find Granny Hazelbide.

Who had, she discovered, acquired a partner.

“Hello there, Granny Gableframe!” she said, almost surprised out of her mad. It wasn’t like Grannys to
go visiting; they didn’t have time.

“Evening, Responsible,” said the Granny.

“Granny Gableframe,” explained Granny Hazelbide, “is asking for our hospitality.”
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“Only for a little while, mind,” put in the other. “I’ve been Granny-in-Residence at Castle Smith now
over thirty-law! over forty-years, and it’s been nothing but outlandish misery the wholetime. What I fancy
now is a little house in a near village, if you can spare one, where I can granny for decent folk for a
change, instead of that pack of . . . unspeakables . . . at Castle Smith. Seems to me Granny Hazelbide
needs no help here.”

“You’re welcome ten times over, Granny Gableframe,” said Responsible. “And as for your settling,
that’ll be no problem. There’s no such thing as too many Grannys in a Kingdom. I’ll send the word
around, and we’ll have the Magician take you to see the towns that apply for your services, and let you
choose at your leisure.

“In the meantime,” said Granny Hazelbide, “I’ve told her we can use her here-if she can abide our plain
ways, that is. We’re a tad short on scepters and crowns and suchlike.”

“You’ve a wicked tongue and a cold heart, Hazelbide,” said Granny Gableframe, “and you’ll live to
regret it.”

Granny Hazelbide chuckled, and patted her friend’s knee, and then turned serious.

“They’ll quiz you to a nub, come breakfast time,” she warned. “Thorn of Guthrie will want every last
smidgen, every last detail, and those two boys of Ruth’s are more curious than’s healthy . . . and
Jonathan Cardwell Brightwater is worse for gossip than seven old ladies not fit to granny. You want to
keep to your room and put all that oft awhile?”

Granny Gableframe hummphed; and then did it louder.

*“ No-sir,” she said, tart enough to pucker metal. “I have no intentions whatsoever, just no intentions, of
furnishing that lot with the tale they’re after. Here I am, and that’s the end of it, and if they won’t have me
on that basis they can throw me a pallet in the stables with my Mule. I’ll not discuss it, I put you on notice
here and now. And you needn’t go to any effort to prepare them for it, ladies, for 'm fully capable of
telling them where to take their nosy questions when the time comes. Just leave it to this old Granny,
thank you kindly.”

“You sure?”

“Sure as sure, Responsible,” declared the old lady. “It’ll be a day to remember when I can’t manage a
few Brightwaters with their mouths flapping.”

“Fair enough,” said Responsible, “and I'll enjoy the spectacle. Now has anybody seen to your rooms?”
“Sent a servingmaid to do that, it’ll be half an hour ago now,” said Granny Hazelbide. “There’s an empty
room two doors down from me, looking out over the meadow and the creek, and has its own bath and a
nice little old fireplace in a corner. Just the thing. It’ll be ready whenever Gableframe cares to go up
there.”

“All taken care of, are you?”

“That I am,” said the Granny, “or do seem to be. Depends of course on how clear Hazelbide’s
instructions were, and whether she fancied a mudtoad or two under my pillow as a welcoming gesture.”

Responsible smiled; they were going to enjoy themselves, those two, and perhaps with a little time to
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recover from whatever outrage Lincoln Parradyne Smith had perpetrated on her, Granny Gableframe
could be cozened into staying at the Castle permanently. She’d be company for Granny Hazelbide, and
the idea of two Grannys on call at all times appealed to Responsible in the strongest terms just now.

“Want to give me a bit of advice, you two?” she asked suddenly.

Granny Hazelbide jerked her chin toward the other Granny. “Already told her about it,” she said.
“We’ve just been waiting on you to ask.”

“What do they want, blast and blister them?”” asked Granny Gableframe. “I do believe they are the most
... Hmmmph. I wish they’d mind their own business.”

“Almost said a broad word, did you, Granny?”
“Never you mind. What’d they want?”

“Well,” said Responsible, “we had a little talk, by way of my Mule. It does rankle, you know-having to
use a Mule for interpreter. Lacks a certain dignity.”

“You be glad the Mule is willing,” cautioned Granny Gableframe. “You thank your lucky stars and
comets for that small favor in a cold world! Cause there is no way that the human being could pass
mindspeech directly with the members of the Out Cabal and stay sane! It’s been tried, and what was left
over afterwards was not pretty to look upon.”

“Died in a locked room, she did,” said Granny Hazelbide, nodding her support, ““and nothing any level of
magic could do for her. Crawled around in her own filth and howled, day and night, and just plain luck
that the next Responsible was already nine years old at the time and able to get through the muck that
was left of her mind when it was needful. You appreciate the Mule filtering that down for you, hear?
You want your brains burned right out of your head?”

“The point, ” said Responsible, “is that it makes it look as if the Mules are more stable of mind than we
are. [ don’t fancy that.”

“Faugh!” said Hazelbide. “It’s not that atall. The Mule’s just closer in its perceptions to the Out-Cabal
than humans are, and the sharing seems to be no strain for the creature. Might could be they’re Mules
themselves, in which case we’ve no call to be embarrassed. Now what did they want, or you plan to sit
there going on about your dignity all this night?”

Responsible told them, and they put in the necessary Granny noises at all the proper places, and
approved of the stand she’d taken.

“Handled it right well, I’d say,” said one; and the other allowed as how that was accurate.

“Got ‘em on a neat point, didn’t you, missy? I’'m proud of you.”

Responsible thanked Granny Hazelbide for the compliment, pulled up a rocker, and began to rock. She
was still mad, and the distraction provided by Granny Gableframe’s sudden arrival was beginning to wear
off. The chair started to creak in protest at her speed, but she didn’t care; if it fell to pieces, it might

relieve her feelings some.

“Responsible,” observed Granny Hazelbide, “why don’t you just take an ax to that rocker? It’d be
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quieter and quicker.”

“Why’ve you got your dander up, anyway?”” asked Gableframe. “Seems to me you bested them; aren’t
you satisfied?”

“No, [ am not!”
She rocked harder, which wasn’t easy.

“Law, she’ll take off any minute and fly chair and all out through that window!” said Granny Gableframe.
“Girl, what is your complaint? The Mule give you a headache?”

Responsible stopped rocking so suddenly that she nearly fell out of the chair. “I just don’t understand it,”
she announced. “And what I don’t understand, I purely despise!”

“Well, you’re not the first,” said Gableframe. “Nor will you be the last. The time comes the Out-Cabal
lets four five years go by and no message sent, then Il begin to fret-we’ll know then they’re up to some
devilment.”

“We don’t know, and we wouldn’t know,” Responsible said, flat out, and struck the rocker arm with
her fist. “We just assume!”

Granny Hazelbide sighed, and shook her head.

“There she goes again, Gableframe,” she said. “Been through this with her I don’t know how many times
now, and her only ten years old the first time, and her pigtails pulled back so tight they made her ears
stick out-and she’s not changed since. My, but she’s stubborn!”

“I say,” said Responsible, “and there’s nobody to say me nay, either, that we have no proof the
Out-Cabal can do anything they claim. No proof there’s any such group of planets as the Garnet Ring.
No proof that there is any such thing as the Out -Cabal, far as / can see, and I’'m not exactly
shortsighted!”

“Now, Responsible-"

“Never mind your ‘now-Responsibles’! You give me one bit of evidence, one solid piece of anything to
show me I should believe in all this stuff; I’ll back down. So far, you’ve had nothing to say that sounded
any more sensible than Emmalyn of Clark prattling about umbrellas inside the house and spitting when
you see three white Mules, and I’'m purely sick of it.”

“You recall that other young woman, Responsible, if you want proof-she had the same problem you
have, and bad cess to the Grannys advising her that they couldn’t keep her from pushing it to where she
did! Her mind didn’t leave her on account of fairy tales, Responsible of Brightwater, and she did no more
than insist that they speak directly to her and not through the Mules. She didn’t defy them, nor question
their existence!”

“And what about that lightning they chased you with, and the fire all round your pretty little feet last
time? Not to mention they know everything as happens here on this planet, when and as it happens!

You forget that?”’

Responsible drew a deep breath, and began to rock again, careful to keep it slow and sensible.
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“Look here,” she said to them. “Let’s just look at what you say, and no more of this carryon, fair
enough? I don’t know about that other Responsible, though I’m for sure sorry about her; that’s been two
hundred years ago or more, and the circumstances that went with it wrapped up in more mysteries than
an onion has layers-I don’t consider that evidence. Being that nobody but the Grannys and one lone
woman in every generation knows about the Out-Cabal, it’s understandable that we don’t have much in
the way of details on the subject . . . but for all we really know she just had too hard a row to hoe and
wasn’t strong enough to bear it. As for their fancy effects-I’ve got Magicians as could do everything I’ve
seen them do, and Magicians of Rank that make their magic look like baby fooling. Knowing what goes
on on Ozark’d be cursed easy if you just happened to be on Ozark, let me point that out! And if they’re
so all-fired omnipotent and powerful, if their magic’s as far superior to ours as a spaceship’s superior to a
river raft, like they claim, then why haven’t they shown us some of it? Why haven’t they rattled things
around a bit? Moved some mountains? Canceled some of our weather? Ruined some of our magic, at
least? Shoot!”

The two Grannys traded glances and allowed as how that was quite a speech, fit to try the patience
somewhat more than somewhat, and added a half dozen more platitudes to the broth, until Responsible
got disgusted with them, too.

“I made you a speech,” she said wearily, “you could at least make me an answer. Two of you-you ought
to be able to work up something.”

Granny I-lazelbide rocked and knitted, and rocked and knitted some more, and they all waited, and
then she said: “Let me ask you a question, Responsible of Brightwater.”

“At your service.”

“Say there’s no Out-Cabal. Say there’s no Garnet Ring, no group of planets all bound by a single
system of magic and out to add to their numbers. Say that long-ago Responsible did scare her own self
insane. Say all the things you propose are true. But then answer me this: if it’s not them, if it’s no
Out-Cabal, then who or what is 1t?”

“Someone on this planet,” Responsible muttered. “Somebody right here on Ozark.”
“For hundreds of years? Child!”

“For just as many hundreds of years,” insisted Responsible, ““ we’ve managed to keep all this secret not
just from the people of Ozark but even from the Magicians and the Magicians of Rank. That’s every bit
as hard to believe, but we’ve done it.”

“Well, who do you suspect, then?” Granny Hazelbide demanded. “Speak right up, there’s nobody here
but us!”

Responsible said nothing. She’d run it through the computers on run-and-destroys till she was blue, and
it kept coming out with a whole passel of choices. Might could be it was a Magician of Rank-or two or
three of them-passing it along to new ones carefully chosen as they grew old, and enjoying themselves
tremendously at what they put the women through. Might could be it was the Skerrys-nobody knew
anything about the Skerrys, what they could or would do, hidden away in Marktwain’s small desert and
not seen once in a hundred years-could certainly be the Skerrys. Could be the Mules themselves, and
wouldn’t that be a fine how dydo! She’d had some experience with what a Mule could do if it took a
fancy to, and might could be they were not all that happy having their tails braided and their backs
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saddled and bridled and behaving in general like the Mules of Earth; might could be they’d been getting
their own back, in their own way. It wasn’t unreasonable; it was so far from unreasonable that she
shivered.

“Look at the child! She’s all aquiver!”
“I’m all right, Granny Hazelbide.”

“All right, are you? Take a closer look at yourself, missy-you that has no trouble whatsoever facing
down the whole crew of Magicians of Rank assembled, and knows more than all nine of them put
together. You that knows more than all twenty-nine of us Grannys and sees the web of the universe laid
out clear and clean before you like a tadling does a fishing net- you, Responsible of Brightwater! And
you’ve done no more this night than send six seven sentences back and forth between you and the
Out Cabal, filtered through the mind of a Mule to keep it easy for you, and I do believe you’ll have to be
carried up to your bed! What’s that, Responsible, if not proof the Out-Cabal’s real?”

“You speak mighty plain,” said Responsible. “Guard your tongue!”’

“There are times,” answered the old woman, “only plain speaking will do the job. Think I want to see
you with your mind destroyed? Just because I failed to speak up plain when my turn came? I’'m not such
a shirkall as that, nor yet such a fool. You can 't walk, can you? Now can you? ”

Many things were not clear to Responsible at that moment. It seemed to her, for example, that even the
Grannys should realize that all that power and wondrous knowledge they claimed she had was being
carried around in a head that had seen only fifteen summers go by, and half the time didn’t know what to
do with what it knew. It seemed to her they’d realize that her loneliness was a torment, an awful and
awesome burden like the whole sky down upon her two shoulders, with no living soul to ask any
question of. It seemed to her they’d know so many things; and it seemed to them-that at least was
clear-that she knew so much more than she did.

And she could not afford to have them think any differently. Not the Grannys. Not and keep this planet
stable, and all the Magicians of Rank in order, while she waited for what she knew to come to mean
more to her. She had to make a show of strength for these two.

“If there’s anything wrong with me,” she said to them crisply, drawing on a source of energy she’d have
to pay back in a painful coin later, “it’s the potion I was given twenty-four hours ago. Wonder you didn’t
kill me with it, Granny Hazelbide!”

And she stood up and walked straight out of the room, steady as the stones of the Castle walls, and left
them looking after her in comfortable silence.

Chapter 13

All the way back on the ship, Gilead worried about her father. Jacob Donahue Wommack sat through
the days, staring out over the water; at the ship’s table he made little pretense of eating, picking absently
at his food. And in the night she often heard him in the next cabin, pacing, hour after hour; when he slept,
which was not often nor for long, he moaned like a creature wounded to the heart. Gilead herself grew
thin from the nights she spent listening to him, catching only a few minutes of exhausted sleep toward
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morning, and the Grannys fussed at her incessantly. Did she think, they wanted to know, that she could
help her father by wasting away to a stick and wandering around with two eyes like burnt holes in her
face?

“I can’t sleep, while he’s like that,” she told them.

“You do him no service, listening to him and brooding over “

“I cannot Aelp it,” she insisted.

“Then shame on you,” Granny Copperdell rebuked her, “for if there’s something serious wrong with
your daddy he’ll need your strength later, and precious little you’ll have to offer him! You’ll have young
Jewel with that on her back as well as the minding of her brother-and that’s unfair, Gilead of Wommack.

Just un fair!”

Gilead turned her head away, and the tears burned in her eyes. “It’s just that I love him,” she said,
almost choking on the words. “Aren’t I supposed to love him?”

“Fine kind of love that is,” the Granny went on, grimly. “You do your duty, we’d have a sight more
respect for your ‘love.”

“It’s my duty to sleep, while my daddy suffers?”
Granny Copperdell turned her back on Gilead, a gesture as eloquent in its contempt as a slap would
have been, and harder to bear; when the young woman pulled at her elbow she would not even look at

her.

“What is it you’re after me for now?” she said, rigid as a rail. “Granny, I don’t blame you for what
you’re thinking, I know I’m not much of a woman.”

“That you’re not. I’'m ashamed to have had the raising of you.”

“Say whatever you care to-but can’t you potion Daddy?”

“He won’t have it.”

“You’ve tried, then-you’ve already tried?”

“I have tried, for sure,” said Granny Copperdell. “Granny Goodweather has tried. We know our
business, Gilead, we’ve been at it more years than you’ve been on this world. And your daddy has sent
us both packing, as is his privilege. He’s neither a tadling to have his nose held and the potion poured
down him, nor yet an addled old one gone child again. He is a strong man in the flower of his manhood,
and if he doesn’t choose to be potioned he doesn’t have to be.”

“I can’t bear it,” lamented Gilead of Wommack, “I can’t! Daddy like he is, and both of you Grannys ice
and steel to me, and Lewis Motley behaving like a lunatic and driving Jewel distracted, and all the
children upset-"’

The Granny gave her a look, shook off her hand, and walked off and left her standing there, muttering

about worthless females, and for the rest of the trip both Grannys made a point of avoiding her. When
they reached Castle Wommack, they shunned her still.
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“Don’t pay them any mind,” Lewis Motley told her once, seeing them pass her as if she’d gone invisible
in the night. “What do you care for the opinions of a pair of creaking old women like that?”

“They’re Gran nys,” said Gilead. “You don’t understand.”

“No, I don’t. Jewel has told me a mess of nonsense that’s supposed to explain it, but I don’t understand
that either. You have a right to be worried about Jacob Donahue-I"m worried about him myself. I see no
reason why you should be treated like they’re doing you, just for that.”

There is no harsher judgment in all this world, thought Gilead, than that of an Ozark woman for a female
that can’t cope. But she didn’t say it aloud, it wasn’t the kind of thing you said to a man; and Lewis
Motley went off shrugging his shoulders.

On the morning of the second day of their return, Jacob Donahue was dead. The Attendant who took
his coffee up came back swiftly, looking white and stunned, and had the Grannys go back up with him to
be sure. He was down again, fast as he’d gone up, and off to the stables like he was in a hurry to get to
them. The Grannys were upstairs a considerable time, doing what was necessary, and would let nobody
in until they were through. Even then, it was only for long enough to see the dead man laid neatly on a
fresh counterpane with his eyes closed and his hands folded and a single candle lit beside his bed, and
they shooed all the others away, scolding. “Leave him in peace now, get on with you!”

The staff were satisfied, saying, “All’s been done proper; trust the Grannys,” and they went back to their
work, taking just time to tie a band of black cloth on their sleeves from a supply the Grannys kept handy.
And then the Family went to the meetingroom and took their places round the table, leaving the Master’s
chair empty.

“He left a letter,” said Granny Copperdell, without preamble. She reached into the pocket of her apron
and pulled out a sheet of heavy paper folded in thirds, and slapped it down before Gilead. “With Gilead’s
name on its outside.”

“Oh, no, Granny,” breathed Gilead, “I can’t-"

“Say you can’t bear it one more time,” Granny Copperdell cut in, “just one more time, and I’ll send you
from this meeting like you weren’t yet weaned, you hear me? Now that’s your father’s letter, the last
words he wrote, and they are addressed to you. I’ll thank you-we’ll a// thank you-to read them in a

dignified manner, as is suitable to his memory.”

Gilead picked up the sheet and unfolded it, staring at the Grannys, and she asked, in a voice that nobody
recognized: “Does this mean that Daddy killed himself? Does it?”

“You know anything else it could mean?”” snapped Granny Goodweather. “Now will you leave off, and
read what’s written?”

My dearest family and my beloved friends,

I write these last few words to you, not because I mean to excuse what I am about to do, but because I
would like to try to explain. Perhaps then you will find you can forgive me.
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My life has never been a hard one; excepting the loss of my dear wife, everything has been made easy
and smooth for me, now that I look back on it. My memories are good ones, and for all that you have
done to make that true, I leave you my thanks.

But I’ve come now to a place where I find myself too much a coward to go on-and that surprises me; I
never knew I was a coward. I always thought [ was a brave man-but I can’t face what life will be like
now, nor bear the shame of my part in making it so. Of all the delegates to that doomed Jubilee, only one
was of my generation in both years and mind. Only that fanatic, Jeremiah Thomas Traveller, who so well
lives up to his name. We are told, you know, that Jeremiah was a prophet of doom, and that Thomas
was a doubter that’s Jeremiah, and I have known him many a long year. For the younger men and for the
foolish ones there is maybe some excuse; there is none for either Jeremiah or for me. I leave it to the
Holy One to punish him for the wickedness that rots his soul; no doubt I will be punished, too, for dying a
coward’s death, and a death of shame. It is a bitter legacy I leave you-never think I didn’t know that.

One question will come up now, and perhaps be a source of discord. I can do at least this much for you;
I can settle that question. My sons will be fine men, but they are very young; my daughter Gilead is dear
to me, but she is not a strong woman. I therefore direct that the title of Master of Castle Wommack be
passed on not to any one of my children, but to my brother Lewis Motley Wommack the 33rd. I make
this choice without any hesitation; I know my brother. He is called a wild young man-I leave the conduct
of this Kingdom and its people in his hands, knowing he will lay aside that wildness as easily as he would
lay aside a cloak. Let there be no dispute on this matter, as you respect my memory. Help him, as you
have helped me; support him, as you have supported me; honor him, as you have honored me.

As I'look back over what I have written, I see that I have failed in this as well-I have not explained. And
I cannot, I have no more strength than I have courage. Forgive me then, my dear ones, for love of me
alone.

I bid you farewell.

Jacob Donahue Wommack the 23rd

“There! I read the awful thing!” Gilead threw the sheet of paper from her, white-lipped and shuddering.

“Thank you, Gilead of Wommack,” said Granny Goodweather. She reached out and set the letter in
order again, and laid it down in the center of the table. And she looked round at all the children with a
pitying eye. Gilead, the eldest. The two young boys, Thomas Lincoln the 9th, and the father’s namesake,
Jacob Donahue the 24th. Gilead’s sisters, and their husbands, and the grandchildren with their eyes like
saucers. Jewel of Wommack, crying openly but without a sound, the tears pouring in rivers down her
face. All these people, and the 14,000 souls-give or take a dozen -who were the people, all in the hands
of Lewis Motley Wommack the 33rd.

One of the sons-in-law opened his mouth, and the Granny knew what he was about to say. At
twenty-four, it wouldn’t be easy for him to accept the younger man as Master of this Castle.

“There will be no dispute!” she said. “He lies dead, sudden, taken in the prime of his life and by his own
despairing hand; you’ll not dishonor him more by moving against him now, when he cannot compel you
to obedience. You put any such ideas right out of your mind, for I won’t countenance them, nor will
Granny Copperdell, nor will the Magicians of this Kingdom.”
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“That’s well put,” added Granny Copperdell. “Anybody as cares to question it, they’ll rue it. Mark my
words.”

The son-in-law closed his mouth and settled back with a look of resignation, if not acceptance, and the
silence went on and on.

“Why?” Gilead ventured finally. “I don’t understand why.”

“He told you,” snapped Granny Copperdell.

“No! It was riddles!”

Her sister Sophia agreed, and the concord ran round the table along with the questions.
“What’s any of this got to do with the Travellers?”

“What’d he mean, he was ashamed?”

“What’d he mean, he couldn’t face what life’s going to be now? What’s going to happen?”’

In the middle of the questions and the complaints, Lewis Motley Wommack silenced them all. He got up
from his chair, far to the foot of the table beside Jewel’s, and he walked right to the head and took the
Master’s chair.

“Law!” breathed Gilead in the sudden hush. “Law, that does look strange!”

“Makes no nevermind how it looks,” said Granny Goodweather. “It’s as your daddy ordered it, and no
doubt he had his reasons. You got a few words to say to us, Lewis Motley, before we leave this room
and turn properly to mourning your brother?”

“First,” said Lewis Motley, “I’ll settle the riddles for you-those as seem fit for settling, in my own
judgment.”

“You’d do that, would you?”

“Yes, Granny, [ would and I will. Jacob Donahue Wommack saw that the end of the Confederation
meant the beginning of chaos, and he couldn’t face that. He’s had order all his life-and there’ll be no
more order. That’s one riddle answered. As for the shame, he knew it was his place to stand against that
foolish ending set in motion by the Travellers and carried to its fruit and harvest by the Smiths. He was no
young man to be carried away with the excitement of the moment, nor any fool like the Brightwater that
was Chair and let the meeting be run away with and said not one word to stop it-he was a man in the
wisdom of years, and a man that saw clear. He knew what it would be like, and he knew he should
speak, and he said nary a word, just for fear of the fuss it would make. That’s the shame he writes of,
and a shame I share.”

“You tried to speak up!” Jewel protested. “I saw you, from the balcony. You were hollering for them to
let you speak.”

“So I was,” said Lewis Motley bitterly. “I stood there, and I hollered. The proper thing to do, once I
saw nobody else was going to, would of been to snatch the crown off Delldon Mallard’s fool head, take
away his scepter, and use it to beat some sense into as many idiots as I could get to-starting with the
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Chair. I did not do that, you notice; as my sister tells you, I stood there hollering for somebody to listen
to me, like a nanny goat. The only person at that meeting as did anything honorable-the one and only
person-was Troublesome of Brightwater. A woman! We deserved every word she said, we deserved to
be driven from Confederation Hall and have it locked against us, and we deserved the look of her back
as she rode out of town.”

“Accurate,” said the Grannys together.

And Granny Goodweather checked her pocket. She’d taken the tall glass that sat on the table by Jacob
Donahue’s bed, rinsed it carefully to be sure certain every last dreg of the poison he’d used was gone,
and smashed it to bits at the back of his fireplace. But she’d kept one shard for herself, a good-sized one
with a trace of a berry vine etched on it, and given another like it to Granny Copperdell. It wouldn’t do to
lose that shard. Such things were very useful, and not often come by; and she had a feeling they might be
needed more often in the days to come than they’d been in the past. The sharp bit was still where she’d
put it, lying between a shammybag of herbs and her long scissors.

“Well? Is there more?”

That was the son-in-law again, and Lewis Motley gave him a long considering look, what was called a
“withering glance” in that Castle, and much feared. Sophia caught her lower lip between her teeth, and
moved closer to her husband, that’d made so bold as to challenge the heir.

“I’m still on the riddles,” he said coldly. “When I’ve finished, I’llsay so. That suit you?”
“It suits me.”

“Consider our situation, then: say you don’t worry, as my brother did, about lack of political order. I'm
willing to grant that’s not an issue likely to grip everybody’s mind as it did his, and does mine. But we are
the Wommacks, 1 remind you. We are alone, fourteen thousand-odd of us, in the middle of a wilderness
barely cut back from its original state, surrounded by a great ocean known for its storms. And to comfort
us? We have the Wommack Curse.”

“Lewis Motley--"

“No more comsets to provide us easy company, tie us tight to the other eleven Families at a push of a
button. No more fieighters pulling in to our dock with the latest gewgaws from the cities. Not likely we’ll
have visitors flying in my Mule, anxious to see the beauties of our wilderness and our inhospitable coasts.
We are going to be alone now, in a way that no Ozarker has ever been alone before. That, now, I
reckon you can understand, whether you’re interested in politics or not. And it’s that that’s got to be
dealt with.”

He looked at them all, long and hard, and rubbed at his beard with both hands, fiercely, like it tormented
him.

“As for me being Master of this Castle,” he went on, “that’s a piece of foolishness, and brings me to the
end of the riddles and the beginning of business. I told you I’d let you know-what I am about to say is the
urgent business of this day.”

“Now, Lewis Motley?”” demanded Granny Goodweather. “You think that’s fitting?”

“Now,” said the young man. “Right now.”
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“Then I’ll have the tadlings sent out of here, and the staft told to feed them and cosset them and put them
to bed. This is no place for children.”

“Fair enough, Granny Goodweather,” he told her, “fair enough. I’ve no special desire to bore them, and
nothing to say that would interest them. But anybody that’s reached the age of twelve stays-that’s no
child. Not any longer, if ever they were. Jewel of Wommack, you’ll stay. And you, Thomas Lincoln. And
while you’re sending the rest out, Granny, I’ll say my say.

“I understand,” he said, “all the fire and brimstone you Grannys are putting out about not crossing Jacob
Donahue, and it strikes me very odd, seeing as how you never scrupled to cross him ten times a day and
twice that on Sundys while he lived. But ’'m not afraid of either one of you-let us have that straight and
no question in your minds about it-and I’ll not be Master of Castle Wommack. Master! The very thought
turns me sick.” He saw the Grannys’ mouths open and he shouted at them, “Hear me out!”

“Very well,” said Granny Copperdell, and Granny Goodweather nodded. “But what you say had best
be carefully thought out aforehand, young man. Custom is, the Master of the Castle names the heir; you
plan to go against that, you lay your reasons out mighty plain.”

“This is no time,” said Lewis Motley grimly, “for the people of Kintucky to be asked to accept me as
Castle Master. Nineteenyears old, known-as my brother pointed out-to be wild; and far less willing than
he thinks to be any less so. That may be romantic, but it’s not good sense. I’ll have no part of it. But I’1l
compromise, for the sake of your sacred damned customs, and not to scandalize the countryside further,
and because I care for the Wommack name. I’ll not be Master; but I’ll be Guardian.”

“Explain yourself!”
“Granny, if you’d leave oft interrupting me, I might be able to do that.”
“Get on with it, then.”

“The proper heir, and proper Master, sits there beside you Thomas Lincoln Wommack the Ninth, my
brother’s elder son. He’s his daddy all over again, and he’ll make a fine Master; he just needs a little
time. | propose to give him that time. I’ll be Guard 1ian for this Castle, and him at my side to learn what
there is to do -precious little that is, by the way, in case you females think I haven’t noticed. I’ll do the
tasks left to the Master, and do them with my whole heart and my whole strength-until the day Thomas
Lincoln reaches an age and skill suitable to let him take it on, and that day, ah, that day, I shall be free of
this particular set of fetters my dear brother saw fit to leave me.”

“Shame on you,” said Gilead. “Him not cold yet, and you speaking of him that way! You’re a
hardhearted man, Lewis Mot ley Wommack, and not a natural one. He was your brother, and he stood
as father to you, as best as ever he could!”

“That does not oblige me to be grateful, Gilead, when he hands on to me a task he tells us he couldn’t
face his own self, and not only am I not grateful, I resent it. You hear me? I resent being used, and I
resent years of my life being taken from me, and nothing but my loyalty to this Family keeps me from
handing this over to Chandler over there, that’s just chafing at the bit to have the job! Or Jareth Andrew
Lewis, hiding behind Sophia, that’s already challenged me twice!”

Granny Goodweather raised her finger beside her temple for silence, and waited till she had it, and then
she spoke straight to Thomas Lincoln.
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“You understand, boy, what your uncle is saying?” she asked him. “You agree to it? It’s your right to
object, and your right to insist on Lewis Motley following your daddy’s wishes right to the smallest letter.
And though he claims he’s not afraid of a Granny or two, I give you my word on it we have ways of
making him take that back in a hurry! What’s your feeling on this, Thomas Lincoln?”

The boy threw his head up and gave her a casual look that was so like Jacob Donahue it made Gilead
catch her breath.

“I think it shows good sense,” said Thomas Lincoln, “and I stand behind it. And if it’ll make Lewis
Motley feel any better, there won’t be many years taken from him, as he puts it-the sooner the better, to
my mind.”

The Granny sighed, satisfied. “That’s settled, then” And she pushed her chair back, and smoothed her
skirts, ready to leave the room and be about her business.

“Please sit yourself down, Granny Goodweather,” said Lewis Motley, “I’m not through yet. There’s just
one more thing. We have ahead of us a long time of hardship and lack and terrible loneliness. And
through that time, our people will need something to rally round, something to look to as a stable center.
The Travellers have their faith to carry them, we have nothing but our Curse, and it makes a poor
companion. Delldon Mallard Smith’s an idiot, and the day will come he’ll wish he’d never heard the
word "King,” but he has one thing worth copying. What we need, all alone out here, is magnificence.
Pomp and circumstance. Ritual and pageantry. And lots of it. And as it happens, we have a perfect
excuse for it.”

“Whatever in the world?”” demanded Granny Copperdell. “Whatever in this wide world?”’

“We have the problem, now there’s no comset, of educating the children on this continent. No more
sitting them down every morning to learn what the computers served up from Brightwater; and the
Grannys and the Tutors can’t be expected to take them on more than a year or two past the seven years
old they are when they finish with them now. They don’t have the time, nor the training. And we have
Jewel of Wommack.”

He rubbed his hands together, and nodded politely at his sister, who was staring at him, feeling a chill in
her bones. Whatever it was he had in mind, she could be sure certain it meant another burden for her.

“We’ll have a Teaching Order,” said Lewis Motley with satisfaction. “And Jewel will head it-whether
she fancies it or not! She knows chemistry, she knows physics, she knows biology, she knows music
theory, she knows painting, she knows history, she knows linguistics-what don’t you know, my
much-indulged little sister? Always at the comsets, and Jacob Donahue so proud of your learning, saying
you were to be let alone and somebody else could peel the vegetables . . . The day’s come to redeem
that favor, Jewel! We’ll need a suitable /abit for you, something splendid and yet dignified, something
that will draw attention and inspire respect; and we’ll send you with two Senior Attendants and a
servingmaid for escort, all round the towns, to find and bring back here other young females with
qualifications like yours. We’ll house all of you in the north wing of this Castle-not a room of it’s in use,
except for one library, and that fits neatly-and you will be Senior Teacher. Teacher Jewel, we’ll call you,
and we’ll send the other Teachers you train out over this scratched patch of living for people to be in awe
of. One in every town, to be their own bit of pomp and majesty. Gilead, you’re clever with the
needle-you’ll help me gown her properly.”

“Not today!” Gilead cried. “Not today, nor tomorrow!”
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“No-but the day after. And you, Jewel, close your mouth. You have the skill, you have the knowledge,
you have the beauty, you’ll have the elegance once we’ve garbed you; and most important of all, you
have the will. You can command, and you’re not afraid to. You’ll do it beautifully, sister mine! You hear
me?”

Jewel of Wommack had planned on a husband and half a dozen babes for herself, to add to the ones
already making the halls noisy at the Castle. She’d planned on a suite of rooms nobody else had seemed
to care for, a corner suite with a window looking out into a tangle of huge old trees, where a tadling could
step right from the windowseat onto a treelimb and back again. Three girls and three boys, she’d planned
on, all raised loyal to the Confederation, fallen or not.

She set that aside, now. As she’d set aside the idea of being a child, when her parents had drowned,
and taken up her post as the woman that’d have to do for her brother.

“I hear you, Lewis Motley,” she said.

She had some idea what a habit would be like. There’d been little room on The Ship for pictures of such
stuff, but there were a few in the library her brother had mentioned, and she felt the weight of the wimple
on her forehead already. And that brought a thought.

“I’ll not cut my hair,” she announced to nobody in particular. “You put that out of your mind.”

“Is that where your learning is?” asked Lewis Motley. “In your hair?”

The Grannys clucked their tongues, and Goodweather spoke up.

“Too much has happened for one day,” she said, “and all of us are in a sorry state. You there, making
jokes at a time like this; and Gilead, about to faint on us. I believe you have the right of it, young
Wommack, with your Teaching Order, I do believe that is exactly what we need, and I can see it down
the way-it’ll be a thing that comes to matter. But for now, enough. Enough and a right smart piece left
over. This meeting’s closed.”

And then she thought of one more thing. “Lewis Motley?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I’ll be expecting you in my room shortly, about that earache.”

“Granny,” said Jewel, “that’s a waste of your time. I’ve been trying to send him to you about that for
days now, and he takes my head off every time I mention it. He’s got no earache, you care to listen to
him, nor no headache either. You can tell him all you like how many times you’ve seen him, wincing like
somebody stuck him with a pin again, rubbing at his head and scowling-it won’t do you a scrap of good.”
“Lewis Motley!” objected the Granny. “You’ve got your work cut out for you for a good time to come,
and no quarter anywhere. This is no time to be distracted with a misery, you need to be the very best you
can be! You come and see me and let me-"

He cut her off with a sudden chop of both hands in the air.

“Like you said, Granny,” he told them, looking right through them all and biting the words off one by
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one, “this meeting’s closed.”

Chapter 14

At Castle Smith the sovereign was fretful, despite the fact that that very morning the new Granny’d flown
in behind his Magician of Rank on his Mule and taken up residence in the Castle. She looked mean
enough, and she talked the formspeech in a way that was a consolation to ears long used to hearing it,
and having her there filled a hole that’d been gnawing at him. But he was not happy. He sat on the throne
set up for him in the Castle Ballroom, now known as the Throne Room, and fidgeted, while his Queen
watched him distractedly.

“She can’t do it,” said King Delldon Mallard Smith the 2nd. “I don’t be /ieveshe can do it!”
“She’s done it,” answered Lincoln Parradyne.
“She’s got no right!”

“On the contrary, Your Majesty-she has every right. Or, to be more accurate, Brightwater Kingdom has
every right.”

“There has always been the comset network on Ozark, Lincoln Parradyne. From the very ... uh. ..
first. The comsets supply our news. They carry our messages. They provide our education and our
entertainment. They are everything that on Old Earth had to be done by a mail service, and a telephone
service, and a television service, and a radio service, and a-”

“Your Majesty,” interrupted the Magician of Rank, “I am familiar with the history of Earth. And I assure
you that the comsets have done far more than all the services and media of that misbegotten planet
combined. We will be greatly inconvenienced without them.”

“Th en—77

“But,Your Highness, Responsible of Brightwater is as much within her rights to restrict the range of the
comsets to the Kingdom of Brightwater as she would be to keep its buildings there, or its Mule herds
there, or anything else that belongs to it. Brightwater provided the comset service to the Confederation,

not to the Kingdoms-and the Confederation is no more.”

The King pulled at his lower lip, and blew out a long breath. “You didn’t mention this point to me before
the Jubilee,” he said accusingly.

“On the contrary again, Your Majesty. I did.”

“I remember no such thing.”

“He did,” put in the Queen. “I was there at the time, and for sure he did. You laughed at him. You said
he was talking nonsense. You told him not to bother you with stories meant to scare tadlings, when you

had important business to discuss. I remember most distinctly.”

“Well, whatever happened-not that I’'m admitting it, you . . . uh . . . understand, I tell you nobody
mentioned it to me!-but isn’t there a law? Can’t she be stopped?”
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Lincoln Parradyne raised his eyebrows.

“Your Majesty,” he protested, “the comset stations, and the equipment, and all the transmitters and
relays, all those things, are the property of Castle Brightwater. The reply that was given to me yesterday
by Jonathan Cardwell Brightwater-saying that to continue comset transmission would be an act of
interference in the internal affairs of the sovereign Kingdoms-was absolutely right. Not to mention the
expense, of course.”

“Even if the sovereign Kingdoms desire to be interfered with?”” demanded Delldon Mallard, ignoring the
part about expense. “In that one way only, of course.”

“Really, Your Majesty!” said Lincoln Parradyne. “Think what you are saying. Either we are
independent, or we are not. ”

“Perhaps,” ventured the King, “Responsible of Brightwater has a price.”
“I doubt that,” said Marygold flatly.

“Even if she did-where would you get that price? You have not yet established a Royal Treasury, and
it’s not because I haven’t reminded you.”

The point was a sore one with the King, who’d been putting off by every means possible the inevitable
moment when he would have to inform his subjects of the new realities of taxation, and explain to them
just what services they would be receiving from him in return for their funds. He did not have that worked
out to his satisfaction as yet, and he was not so thick-headed that he did not realize it might take some
fancy talking to bring it off. Taxes in the past had gone to Brightwater, and the services provided had
been both obvious and welcome; things would be different now.

“Lincoln Parradyne?”
“Yes, Your Majesty?”
“How about our building . . . uh . . . our own comset rig? It’s not secret how it’s done, is it?”

“No, it’s not secret. It was part of the information brought along when we landed here; it’s available to
anybody.”

“Then let’s do it!” It seemed very obvious to the King.

“All of the Kingdoms,” said the Magician of Rank, “now that the Confederation has finally been
dissolved, will have to consider that option. They might each build their own networks . . . they might go
back to sending information by riders on Muleback . . . they might take up some of the devices of Earth.
But it will take some time, Your Majesty. The decision must be made in each case, separately. The funds
must be found. The necessary technicians must be found, or hired from elsewhere. A communication
network requires experts, and money, and time.”

“Do we have the people we need, here in this Kingdom?”” asked Queen Marygold practically. “Seems
to me that’s the first question.

“No, Your Majesty.”
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“Then where do you reckon-"

“Marygold of Purdy!” said the King. “I have asked you, now that you are a Queen, to be more careful
of your speech. If the Magicians of Rank can manage to talk without sounding like Grannys, surely you
can do the same!”

Lincoln Parradyne forbore to mention the pitiful weakness of that argument, and answered his Queen
directly.

“Madam,” he said respectfully, “so far as [ know they are all to be found on Marktwain-in Brightwater.”

“Cursethat female!” shouted the King of Smith. “Curse her!”

“Delldon, you have no way of knowing that Responsible of Brightwater is the one that ordered the
comsets cut back,” said his Queen. “It was Jonathan Cardwell Brightwater that spoke to Lincoln
Parradyne when you sent him inquiring, not that girl.”

The King sputtered helplessly about the ignorance of women, and his Magician of Rank moved to
smooth the waters.

“I am much afraid, my dear Queen,” he said, “that the King