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PART ONE The Hermitage

When it was over, the living back where they bel onged—er sonepl ace el se—and

t he

dead buried, | thought again of the day it all began. | wanted to keep Yurt

t he

charm ng, bucolic, little out-of-the-way kingdomit was, but | had al so

wi shed

for alittle excitenent.

A wi zard shoul d know better than to wi sh for sonething. Sonetines w shes cone
true.

As Royal Wzard, arrayed in mdnight-blue velvet, | was supposed to give an
air

of deep wisdomto the court proceedings. But | no | onger nad the slightest

i dea

what that days case was about.

My ki ng, however, seened to have an excellent grasp of the details. | |eaned
agai nst the wall and watched him King Haineric bent forward on the throne,
pulling his ermne-trimred cloak tighter around his thin shoul ders as the
late

aft ernoon breeze cane in the open doors and wi ndows of the great hall

He settled his spectacles nore firmy on his nose
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and | ooked at the people before himw th shrewd eyes. "So even though he
struck

you, he didn't try to deny that you had a right to bring your cows into the
field? '

"OfF course he didn't deny it!"™ "I only struck himwhen he started beating ne
with his stick!" "Don't listen to him You can't believe soneone who'd dig up
a

grave!" "Listen to his lies!" "Look at ny leg; the bruises are there yet!"
"Hi s

wi fe was the worst, and she knew she could thunp nme all she wanted because
woul dn't hit a woman!" "Anyone can tell you | cleared every stunp out of that
field with my own hands!"

Two dozen men and wonen, all froma village located five mles away, stood in
front of the throne. | still hadn't sorted out which were the clai mants,

whi ch

menbers of their famlies, and which the character w tnesses they had brought
al ong. A young woman with straight flaxen hair was crying openly. Over to one
side, apart fromthe rest, a man with very broad shoul ders was noodily
exam ni ng

the tiles of the fireplace as though trying to dissociate hinself fromthe
whol e

quarrel

The knights of Yurt, ranged along the wall to help give authority to the
proceedi ngs, | ooked both bored and tired, with an air of having | ong ago

st opped

heari ng what anyone said. Even the kings burly nephew Dom nic, who used to
pay

very close attention to | egal cases, had wandered off, but then he had been
acting somewhat distracted | ately anyway.

During pauses in the argunents, | could hear faint clangings fromthe

ki t chen.



The snells of supper gradually became nore pronounced. Several tines already
a

servant had peeked around the door to see if we were done yet.

Abruptly, King Hainmeric pushed aside his | ap robe and stood up. "I ve heard
enough! " he excl ai mred. The excited arguing of the group before him stopped
short.

"You brought this to me as a property dispute,’
your

docunents of property
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rights and your witnesses are highly suspect and highly contradictory."

"W already told you, Your Highness, that they stole our deed and substituted
a

lying fake!" one wonman put in bravely.

"And it's beconme clear," the king continued, not even pausing for the
interruption, ' that nuch nore than property is involved. This field has
becone

t he excuse for verbal abuse and for physical violence, which you know

consi der

i ntol erable. Sonme of you have even clainmed that others have dug up sonebody's
rel ati ve and hi dden the body—don't interrupt ne! And now you' ve told ne that
t he

quarrel over this field has even been the cause of a serious breach of

prom se."

| had nmissed this final detail am d everything el se, but it explained the
weepi ng young woman.

"I'f those of you who were in the wong originally,
"hoped

that by utter confusion you would avoid a ruling against you, you are

m st aken. "

Al'l of the principal disputants |ooked jubilant, as though secure in the
know edge that not they but the others had originally been in the wong.

But the king's next words took the smles fromtheir faces. "All of you are
in

the wong. This case cannot be settled by a sinple determnation of right."

| certainly agreed with himthere. | even had to abandon what woul d have been
ny

own solution, to divide the field down the middl e between the two

cl ai mant s—f

i ndeed there were only two.

The king crossed his arnms and glared. "I have only one option left to me. |
am

going to swear you to peace H

The knights all straightened to attention and sl apped their sword hilts

he said sternly. "But both

the ki ng conti nued,

ritually.

"But in that case—~ someone began

Again the king paid no attention. "You will have to work out for yourselves
who

has the right to plow and gather, who to pasture cows on the stubble, where
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your cousin is buried now, and who will nmany whom but you will have to do it

wi t hout vi ol ence!™”
He turned and notioned toward Joachim the Royal Chaplain, who had been

st andi ng
on the other side of the throne fromme. A dissatisfied murnuring and
shuffling

began with the king's words but stopped i medi ately as the chaplain cane
forward, carrying a heavy Bible in both hands.

He was as young as | and didn't even have ny wi zardly white beard to give an
aura of mysterious wi sdom But the absolute seriousness of his gaunt face and



hi s enornmous and conpel ling bl ack eyes al ways gave himan air of dignity and
authority that | knew | would never be able to equal. This was nade even

wor se

by the know edge that in his case the effect was entirely unintentional

The chaplain set the Bible on a table beside the king. "Come forward!" the

ki ng

conmmanded. "Each of you, put your right hand on the Bible. Swear before God
and

the saints that you will practice violence no nore, but that you will seek
peace

wi th these your neighbors.™

Wth covert glances at the tall and silent chaplain, all the disputants and
al |

their wi tnesses came forward, abashed, and swore individually. The

br oad- shoul dered young man cane over fromthe fireplace to swear |ast of all
"Now t ake each other by the hands in fellowship,"” the king continued. "All of
you. Take each one's hand to synbolize the peace that now exists between you.'
The fl axen-haired woman, her cheeks still wet but no | onger weeping, went at
once to the young man. She stopped as though abruptly shy two feet short of
hi m

but he reached for her hands and said sonething to her. She slowy started to
smle. Wile the rest went back and forth, shaking each other's hands,

soneti mes

wi th what | thought unnecessary firmess, the two stood silently, |ooking at
each other's faces.
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When the whole group left a nonent later, they were still hol di ng hands.
The king, the chaplain, and I went out into the courtyard with them and

t hr ough

the gates, to watch themwal k down the hill fromthe royal castle of Yurt.
The

sun was low and red in the west. The king continued to stare sternly after
t hem
until they were out of sight.

"Well," said King Hainmeric in satisfaction, his usual good humor reappearing
as

soon as they were gone, | don't think well hear fromthem again. And that's
t he

last of this nonth's cases. | don't know about you two, but | find giving

justice hungry work. It's hard for an old man to have to wait for supper!™
W went back into the great hall where, just in the few noments we had been
gone, the servants had illum nated the nagic | anps that dated back to ny
predecessor's tinme and brought out the trestle tables for supper. Now they
wer e

spreading the tablecloths and lighting the fire in the fireplace. In the
little

bal cony high on the wall, the castle's brass choir tuned their instrunents.
"In fact," said the king, "there shouldn't be any nore urgent cases this
sumrer .

I think | deserve a vacation, say for a nonth or six weeks. How would you two
like to try running the kingdonf"

The chaplain and | exchanged surprised glances. In the two years | had been

wi zard of Yurt, | had never known the king to | eave his castle for nore than
a

few days at a tine.

"You mean," | said, "exercising royal authority— | had only recently managed
to

make nyself into a passably competent w zard, and it would certainly be a
chal | enge to beconme a conpetent substitute for a king.
The king smiled. "No, | wouldn't really make you two act as regents. But | am



serious about taking a vacation."

The knights and | adies of the royal court were
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assenbling in the hall. The queen cane in, carrying the baby boy all of us
consi dered the nost inportant person in the castle. H's nurse hurried behind,
frustrated as usual because the queen kept stepping in to do things the nurse
felt were her proper duties.

"So you finished up the |ast case?" said the queen, snmiling at the king
affectionately. She was |less than half his age and the nost beautiful woman |
had ever met in ny life. "I'msure you handled themall with justice and

wi sdom "

She set the little prince down on the flagstone floor. He craw ed

determ nedl y

to the table, took hold of a table leg, and started cautiously pulling

hi nmsel f

to a standing position. His face carried an expression of intense
concentration.

The queen caught himjust before he reached the tablecloth. Holding onto one
of

her hands with both of his, the prince swayed a little but renained standing
and

gave a wide smle of triunmph. He already had four teeth. "Dmg," he said.
"Did you hear that?" asked the queen in delight. "He called you 'Daddy.' "
The king seened happy to believe it. | decided not to nmention that just the
day

before the little prince had | ooked directly at ne and indubitably said,

"G zward. "

Above us, the brass choir began to play and we went to our seats, the king at
the head of the main table and the queen, with the prince in her lap, at the
f oot .

The king had said nothing to the queen in ny hearing about a vacation.

gl anced

again toward the chapl ain, whose place was directly across the table from

m ne

He gave a slight shrug, with no better idea than |I. Could the king really be
pl anning to | eave Yurt?

Servants brought steamng trays fromthe kitchen and we all began to eat, too
hungry for nmore than mnimal conversation. It was early sumer when the days
are

| ongest, and yet the sun was setting outside.
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But as we reached dessert, people settled back nore confortably to talk. |
sat

at the table, as | always did, with the queen's aunt on my right side and the
ki ng's nephew on ny left.

Dom ni c, royal nephew and presunptive heir until the birth of the baby
prince,

was built along the lines of a bear, large and solid. The layer of fat that
had

begun to replace his nuscles did not conceal the fact that plenty of nuscle

still remai ned. Like a bear, too, he noved sl ow y—these |ast few nonths
especi al | y—but there was al ways the suggestion that he could nove very
rapidly

if he wanted to.

The Lady Maria, on the other hand, gave an inpression of constant notion even
when quite still. Although, in the two years since | had cone to Yurt, her
golden curls had turned a rather attractive ash gray and she had given up

| acy

gowns for dark colors and severe styles, her manner still verged on the
girlish.



"I"m always so inpressed with King Hai meric when he gives judgnment," she told
me. "He cuts right through to the truth!"

"He certainly had a conplicated case this afternoon,” | agreed.

"I"'msure it's a great help to himto have the assistance of a Royal W zard

at

his side!" she added with a smle. "Qur old wizard hardly ever assisted in

| egal

affairs.”

The inplied insult to ny predecessor, | realized, was actually supposed to be
a

conpliment to me. "I can claimno credit, ny lady; the settlenent today was
al |

the king's idea." It was interesting to hear that my predecessor had not

st ood,

as | had, through Iong afternoons of conplicated quarrels. | could appreciate

his point of view Listening to dull court cases was not the challenge to ny
magi cal powers | had antici pated when becom ng a royal w zard.
The old wi zard, who had been Royal W=zard of Yurt for a hundred and eighty

years
bef ore me, through
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five generations of kings, was still alive. He lived by hinmself with his
magi ca

roots and herbs in a little green house down in the woods. Although when |
first

cane to Yurt | had negotiated a truce with him which is about the best one
can

hope for between young and ol d wi zards, and he had taught ne some of his

her ba

magi c, there were still a |large nunber of things about himl did not know.

But the Lady Maria noved on to other topics. As dinner ended, people rose and
stood tal king around the fireplace. The evening air, conming through the hal
doors laden with the scent of roses, was just cool enough to make the fire's
war nt h wel cone.

The king said to ne, "How about some of your illusions to round out the

eveni ng,

Wzard? | may not get a chance to see many nore of themfor a while."

So he really did nean to go. As | put together the words of the Hi dden
Language

to shape ny spells and produced a few sinple but effective illusions—a gol den
egg that pulsated with fire and hatched into a phoenix and then a twenty-f oot
gi ant who strode the Iength of the hall while waving its club and roaring
silentl y—+ wondered how he could bear to |l eave. | couldn't inagine wanting to
go

anywher e el se.

n

And yet | also surprised nmyself by envying him Wherever the king was going,
he

woul d see new people, new sights. Yurt was a wonderful place, but sonetinmes |
had to admit, very quietly to myself, that it could be a little dull.

| went to talk to himthe next nmorning. Every norning that the weather was
fair

Ki ng Haineric spent a few hours in his rose garden outside the castle walls,
weedi ng, pruning, trimrng off faded bl ossons, exam ning the bushes for slugs
and insects, and planning which varieties to plant or breed next. It was hard
to
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i magi ne the castle without the king init. As | cane across the drawbridge, |
saw t hat the barred garden gate was swung open and coul d hear his and the



gueen's voices at the far end of the garden. | proceeded slowy along the
grassy

paths, taking tine to admire the roses.

Sone bushes were tall and robust, others propped against tiny trellises. Sone
bl ossoms had scores of petals and were as big as saucers, while other bushes
were covered with tiny bl oons no bigger than ny thunbnail. Every shade of
whi t e,

pi nk and red was represented. At the far end, where the voices came from was
a

section of yellow roses. The king had begun his rose garden when a young
prince,

but he had only started on the yellows within the | ast eight or ten years.
The

m ngl ed scents fromthe different blossons were al nost overwhel mi ng

| spotted the king and queen sitting together on a bench. He | ooked happy and
not at all regal, with a broad-brimed straw hat on his white head and grass
stains on his knees. A bowl of cut roses and his garden shears were beside
hi m

The queen had put the baby prince down on a blanket, but he kept crawing off
it. As | watched, he reached for her skirts to try to pull hinself upright.
She

reached down and lifted himinto her lap with a smle of affection and
mat er nal

solicitude that made nmy heart turn over

| had been in love with the queen since the first noment | saw her. As a

not her,

she seenmed even nore beautiful to me than ever. However, this was certainly
something | had never felt appropriate to tell the king. For that matter, ny
feelings had al so never been sonething to tell a woman so obviously in | ove
with

her husband as the queen—even if he was nore than twi ce her age.

"I thought | saw you cone in, Wzard," said King Haineric. "Come join us. W
were just talking about our trip. And | ook at ny new bush; the buds started
openi ng today."
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It was one of his yellows, with pale bloons al nbst the col or of parchnent but
tinged very delicately with red on the edges. | bent down to get a faint
whi f f

of scent. "So where are you goi ng?"

"To visit nmy parents,"” the queen answered. "I think Baby Buttons here is old
enough to travel safely.”

The castle without the queen in it would be even worse. "Wy can't your

parents

conme visit us?" | asked.

The queen | aughed. "They visited here | ast year when their grandson was born
And you know they hate traveling. | think they got their fill six or seven
years

ago, going around the western kingdons trying to find sonmeone appropriate to
marry me to—dntil | found someone nyself r with a snmle for the king.
"I"'mstill alittle concerned about ny garden," said the king. "You know,
I've

never been away fromthe roses in June. Some of the bushes haven t bl ooned
yet,

and |'mstarting to worry about them"

The little prince | ooked up at me fromhis nmother's lap. He had startlingly
bright enerald eyes, the same shade as hers. He gave an unexpected chortle.
"G z-ward," he said

"Did you hear that?" asked the queen, so quickly that | al nbst wondered if he
m ght not have said what had seened so clear. "He just said 'Wzard'!"



In spite of the king's concerns about |eaving his rose bushes in June, the
trip

al nost i medi ately becane sonething for which the whol e castle was preparing.
The king and queen would travel with a relatively small party: the baby's
nur se,

the queen's Aunt Maria, a few |l adies, and a half dozen knights. The king was
| eaving his chaplain and nme behind, although we had often accomnpani ed hi mon
short trips.

"You'd be bored silly in tw days,' he told nme with a conspiratorial snmile
"The

gueen's parents are very dear people, but ... besides, | trust you to keep an
eye on Domnic."
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Since they planned to be gone over a nmonth, the king took the precaution of
appoi nting his burly nephew as regent. Prince Donminic listened to the
announcement w t hout any apparent enotion. He nmerely nodded and slowy

tw sted

the ruby ring he always wore on his second finger. The ring's setting was a
gol den snake, with the jewel resting on its coils, and | had always felt it
woul d be a nuch better ring for a wizard than for a prince. This regency, |

t hought, m ght be the cl osest Dominic would ever come to being king of Yurt,
and

| woul d have expected nore reaction fromhim

| had sonetimes wondered at Dominic's cal macceptance of the birth of his

young

cousin. After all, the royal nephew had probably spent nost of his life,
unti |

t he baby was born, assum ng he woul d soneday be king. | wondered if he
pl anned

to revolutionize the running of the castle while the king was away and rat her
hoped he didn't, for, if so, | might be the first to go.

Less than two weeks after the king and queen first announced they were going,
they were gone, riding off in the cool of the early norning acconpanied by a
fanfare of trunpets. Tne whole party rode white horses with bells on their
har nesses.

Everyone had cone out to say good-bye and, for several mnutes as the riders
mount ed, there was a great deal of |aughing and calling final nessages and

i nstructions. The baby prince, riding in a pack on his nurse's back, frowned
at

us all. Dom nic alone stood stolid and dignified, as though already feeling

t he

wei ght of his responsibilities and wanting to be sure we all knew it.

The king reined in his horse just as they all started down the hill. "Be sure
to

cut the roses every day," he told the constable. "As | already told you, it's
better to cut themin the bud than to have the bl ossons all fade on the
bushes. "
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"Yes, you already told ne, sire," said the constable respectfully, but with a
hi nt of an indul gent snile.

"Al'l right, all right," said the king, who did smle before hurrying to catch
up

to the rest.

They reached the edge of the woods bel ow the castle's hill and di sappeared
from

sight with a final ringing of harness bells. The norning suddenly seened
extremely quiet and extrenely enpty.

"Well, it looks like you're in charge of the castle now, Prince Domnic," |
sai d



to break the silence. "At least until the royal famly cones back."

The regent was juggling something heavy in his hand which | recognized as the
royal seal of Yurt. "But it's not ny castle, and they're not ny wife and
child,"

he grow ed, turned on his heel, and stonped across the drawbridge into the
castle.

The staff and the Knights and | adi es who were stayi ng behind drifted back
inside, but | didn't feel like going in yet. The day had gone flat, and it
woul d

be at |east three nore days before we could expect a tel ephone call, telling
us

that the royal party had arrived safely at the castle of the queen's parents.
My bi ggest wi zardry acconplishnent since coming to Yurt had been the
installation of magic tel ephones. They were not |ike the magic tel ephones
commmon

down in the great City, but then, very little of nmy magic seened to be |ike
anyone else's. This was largely due to the fact that | often had to inprovise
to

conpensate for all the courses at the w zards' school where | had not paid
proper attention—n this case | had managed to avoid courses in the technica
di vision conpletely—but | preferred to think it denonstrated ny unique flair
and

creativity.

In the nmeantinme, | didn't want to nope for three days, waiting for the

t el ephone

to ring, imagining the royal fanmly attacked by bandits or dragons w t hout
their

wi zard there to protect them

"Joachim" | said to the chaplain, who was also stil
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| ooki ng off across the green fields of Yurt, "let's go sit in the king's
gar den

for a noment."

He gave a start, as though he had forgotten my presence, but answered calnly.
"Al'l right, Dainbert."

W were the only people in the castle who used each other's nanes, being

Fat her

and Wzard to everyone else. We didn't always understand each other and | had
| ong since despaired of giving hima proper sense of hunor, but we had
managed

to become friends, at |east nost of the time, though traditionally priests
and

wi zards do not get along at all. For that matter, w zards don't usually get
along with other w zards.

W sat on the bench by the king's yellow roses. The king had been up at dawn,
pruni ng everything one last time before he left, so the only bloons on the
bushes were the buds that were just opening.

"Do you know what's bothering Dom nic?" | asked. "I'd expected he'd be
del i ght ed

to have a chance to act as king of Yurt."

"I think that's his problemprecisely," said the chaplain. "He | oves the
little

pri nce—everyone nust | ove hi mbut Dom nic had been heir apparent to the

ki ngdom

his entire life, and now he isn t. Being naned tenmporary regent nust
enphasi ze

for himthat the future he'd al ways thought he was preparing for will never
comne

to pass."

I f Dom nic was undergoi ng some sort of enotional crisis, | just hoped he



didn't

bother me with it. "Well, at least it's not us," | said cheerfully. "Wat
shal |

we do first while the king is gone? How about if | try to discover a spell to
rai se up arned nmen from dragons' teeth?"

Joachim stretched his long legs out in front of himand glanced at nme from

deep-set eyes. "lI'mafraid we have no dragons' teeth," he said, perfectly
serious. "But | have a task of my own. | received a nessage fromthe bishop
yesterday, asking me to investigate
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the situation at a hermtage at the far eastern end of the kingdom"

Thi s sounded deadly dull to ne. One advantage of being a wi zard rather than a
priest was that the w zards' school wasn't always giving us the
responsibility

of carrying out uninteresting tasks.

But sonet hi ng about this nmessage had bothered Joachim There was a faint note
of

concern in his voice that no one who did not know himas well as |I did would
have noticed. "What's the probl enP"

"I don't understand why the bishop asked ne,’

he said, turning his huge dark

eyes fully on me. Even after two years, the effect was still intimdating.
n W]y

didn't he just send one of the priests fromthe cathedral ?"

"Maybe because the hermitage is here in the kingdomof Yurt," | suggested,

puzzl ed why this was inmportant. "You' re Royal Chaplain, but the cathedral is
| ocated in the next kingdom ™"

Joachi m shook his head. "That shoul dn't make any difference. Both ki ngdons
are

in the bishop's diocese.’

"Maybe the bishop thinks you'd do the best job."

He frowned at this. "The bishop should realize | have no special nerits."

| expected the bishop thought the exact opposite but didn't say so. | was
still

wonderi ng why being asked to do sonet hing whi ch sounded sinple and dul
shoul d

bot her Joachi m so nuch, when the constabl e appeared, wal ki ng briskly down the
grassy path between the roses.

"I thought 1'd find you here, Wzard," he said. "A nmessage just cane in on

t he

pi geons for you. It's fromthe count."

| took the tiny cylinder fromhim all that carrier pigeons could handle.

Si nce

the royal castle still had the only tel ephone in Yurt, the rest of the
ki ngdom
had to comunicate with us via pigeons. | unrolled the little piece of paper

Yurt had two counts and a
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duchess; this message was fromthe ol der of the two counts. The message was,
by

necessity, brief.

"Have strange magi cal creature here. Don't think it represents imedi ate
danger,

but wi sh you would I ook at it, soon as possible."

| read it again. It made no nore sense the second tine.

"Look at this," | said, handing Joachi mthe piece of paper. "Wat do you
t hi nk

he means? If they 'have' a mmgical creature, does that mean that theyve
captured

it? O does he nmean that sone nixie is flitting around the castle at night?



Any
magi cal creature poses potential danger, yet he clains this one doesn't—er at
| east not imrediately. But if it's not dangerous, why was he concerned enough
to

wite me?"
Joachi m shook his head, with no better idea than I.
"The count's castle is over at the eastern end of the kingdom" | said, "so

it

must be quite near your hermitage. If we go together, we can investigate both
at

the sane tinme. Al right then
Joachi m

a chance to object. "Send the count a nessage to expect us. W'Ill |eave for
hi s

castle as soon as | tell the regent we're going."

If nothing else, this certainly solved the problemof what to do while

wai ting

to hear fromthe king and queen

in

W sat under a beech tree, eating bread and cheese. Qur horses, their saddl es
of f, grazed before us. If | had been going alone, it would have been faster
to

turning to the constable w thout giving

fly, but flying is hard nmental and physical work, and I still wasn't as good
at

it as a qualified wi zard really ought to be. Besides, | was glad of Joachims
conpany.

"You had been starting to tell ne about this hermtage," | said, brushing
crunbs

fromnmny lap and | eani ng
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back against the tree trunk, which rose smoboth and white above us.

"Yes, but |I'mbeginning to wonder if | amwong to bring a wizard into the
affairs of the church w thout consulting the bishop,” Joachimsaid slowy.

| was glad | wasn't a priest. There seenmed to be all sorts of things over

whi ch

one could have noral dilemrmas, none of which would have bothered ne in the
slightest.

"But perhaps it's best that |I have," he continued after a noment, "for the
herm tage has a magical creature of its own. The hermitage is built in a
grove

at the source of a little river. There has al ways been a wood nynph |iving
there."”

| sat up straight. "How very exciting! | had no idea we had a wood nynph in
Yurt. |'ve never seen one before—+'Il definitely have to visit this grove. So
how do she and the hernmit get along? Is that what you' re going to investigate?
I

wonder if it's the nynph who is annoying the count?"

He | ooked at ne and | ooked away, seeming to find the idea of a wood nynph
nmuch

| ess exciting than | did.

"The ol d wi zard, ny predecessor, must know about the nynph," | continued.
"1

ask hi mwhen we get honme again. There's a lot of the old magic of wood and
earth

that he knows but which they don't teach at the school."

"My investigations have nothing to do with the nynph directly," said Joachim
"But with you along, it may be easier to deal with her if she appears—'ve
never

seen a nynph nyself. The bishop nas sent ne to the hermtage on a matter



concerning the saint's relics kept there." This sounded dull again. But
apparently it was not dull to the chaplain. "Wy would the bishop send ne on
such an inportant conm ssion?" he burst out.

| lay back again with ny | egs crossed, |ooking into the | eaves above us. Very
hi gh up, hidden from view,
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a bird was singing gloriously. "You ve been Royal Chaplain of Yurt," | said,
"what is it, five years now? And | know you were at the cathedral for a year
or

two after |eaving the sem nary before becom ng chapl ain. The bi shop has had
plenty of time to see your abilities. Maybe he trusts your judgment nore than
that of the priests in his cathedral chapter.™

"If he's giving me this kind of responsibility," said Joachimgloonily, "I'm
afraid he may even be thinking of making me a nenber of the cathedra
chapter.”

| sat up abruptly. This gloom | could understand. "But if he did, you'd have
to

| eave Yurt! How could you bear to | eave the king and queen and the little

pri nce?"

H s huge dark eyes were turned toward ne, but did not seemto see nme. "That's
not the real issue. The issue is that | know | am not worthy of such an
honor . "

"Wait a minute," | said. "I don't understand. Wiy would it be such an honor
to

be a cathedral priest? | thought you had been one already."

Joachi m | ooked at me soberly. "You really don't know how the church works, do
you?"

"Not me! We wi zards prefer to have as little to do as possible with the
details

of organized religion." If | had been the chaplain, | would have rolled ny
eyes

at me. So far, | had never managed to make Joachimroll his eyes, but | stil
had hopes.

"I"ll explain it to you again,' he said patiently. "I went fromthe sem nary

where | was trained, two kingdonms away fromhere, to the cathedral of
Cael r hon,

the cathedral that also serves Yurt. The bi shop who headed ny seminary knew
t he

bi shop here and recommended nme to him Young priests are always sent away
from

t he di oceses where they are trained."

"I already knew that," | said pronptly.

"But | was never a nenber of the cathedral chapter, just one of the many
young

priests attached to the
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church. Only the nost senior and spiritual priests of the diocese are chosen
to

join the chapter.”

"But the bishop of Caelrhon appointed you Royal Chaplain," | objected. "lsn't
that nore of an honor than being a priest in his cathedral chapter?"

H s eyes becane intense and di stant again, no chance now of getting himto
roll

them "To serve the cathedral is a nmuch greater honor and a nuch greater
responsibility. As chaplain, I amonly responsible for the souls of the royal
court, but the bishop and his cathedral chapter nust mnedi ate between God and
al |

t he people of the twin kingdons of Yurt and Caelrhon. |I fear | do not have a
heart and m nd pure enough to take on such a burden."



| wanted to ask who did, in that case, but he went on wi thout giving ne a
chance.

"And at the sanme tine as | think this, | amfilled with doubt, whether it is
only my pride that even makes me inagi ne the bishop has such a plan. If |
wer e

truly humble, |I would take the duties God sends nme without worrying either
about

a possible pronotion or my ability to carry out those duties.”

"So | eaving Yurt wouldn't bother you," |I said, highly irritated. To ne,
havi ng

Joachi m | eave the ki ngdom permanently woul d be al nbst as bad as having the
royal

famly | eave. Apparently he saw it differently. "All that bothers you is sone
noral dil enma."

Now his eyes did focus on me again. "I shouldn't have tried to explain it to
you," he said stiffly. "I should have realized a wizard wouldn't appreciate
noral concerns.”

The bird had stopped singing. W resaddl ed our horses and rode on toward the
count's castle.

"It runs like a rabbit,
t hought ,

this did not sound like a particularly frightening magical creature. The
count

was a little younger than the king, but not by rmuch. He had the sanme wi spy
white

hair, but otherw se was
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built very differently, being round and jolly-1ooking. "But it's rmuch bigger
than a rabbit—loser to the size of a fox, or even a small hound."

"So you've seen it?" | asked, setting down my fork

"I saw it yesterday, just once," the count said, "but my nmen have seen it
several times in the last two days. It has, how can | describe this, an
unfi ni shed appearance. It noves awkwardly, alnobst as though it was about to
fall

apart. But the strangest thing about it," he paused and | felt a cold finger
touch the back of my neck, "is that instead of rabbits' ears, it has horns."
" Hor ns?"

"That's right. Long, straight horns. Alnobst |ike a young sheep.”

| caught Joachim s eye across the table. He frowned as though wondering if
this

coul d be sonet hing di aboli cal

"And don't forget to tell himabout the strange sound it makes," said the
count ess.

"What kind of sound?"

The count hesitated. "A strange sound. Not |ike you' d expect a rabbit to
nmake,

even a horned rabbit. It sounded al nost nore Iike an owW." He turned slightly
pi nk, then smled half-apologetically. "I'll nake the sound for you." He

rai sed

nis hands to his nouth and gave a |long, |ow hoot. An awkward cross between a
rabbit, a sheep, and an ow should have seenmed funny, but sonmehow it didn't.
"What has it done so far?' | asked.

"Well," said the count slowy, "it hasn't actually done anything. Alittle
girl

said she saw it late yesterday afternoon, heading east, up toward the high
pl ateau. If she was right, we may not see it again. But | don't like it. It's
not right for strange unnatural creatures to roam around the |and of nen."
"Don't call it unnatural," | said absently. "Magic is a perfectly natura
force.

But | do agree with you on the key point," | continued nore forcibly. "I

the count told us as we ate dinner. So far, |



don't

li ke
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it either. Geat horned rabbits don't belong here. 1've never heard of one
before, and if | had, | would have expected it to be thousands of mles north

of

here, up in the land of dragons and wild magic. Mddern w zardry usually tries
to

keep such creatures there."

"I hope you don't mind," said the count, again apologetic, 'but since

wasn' t

sure if you'd be able to conme right away—

"Yes? | pronpted when he hesitated.

"At the sane tine as | sent you a nessage, | also sent one to the duchess. |

t hought perhaps she could help us hunt the homed rabbit. The duchess, whose
castl e was about five miles fromthe old count's, was a noted huntress. "She
sent a message back that she would be here tonorrow. |'d hoped she and her
huntsnen could find its trail and track it up onto the plateau, or wherever
it's

gone. "

Joachi m had said nothing so far, but he suddenly put in, with a |ook toward
nel

"I"'mgoing to the high plateau tonorrow nyself."

"Good," | said. "We'll go together. Wiile you talk to the hermt, 1'll search
for this nmagical horned rabbit there. A wood nynph's grove m ght even attract
it. At the sane tine, the duchess ana her hunters can be |l ooking for its
trail

down here. Between all of us, we should catch it.”

Y

In the early norning, the high plateau was hal f hidden by mst, but the sun
rising behind it gave the rows of trees against the sky a halo of light. Wen
the count's stable boy | ed our horses into the courtyard, | saw at once that
he

had swi tched the harnesses. The bay Joachi m had been riding had the correct
ran

saddl e, but its bridle had bells, whereas nmy old white mare had no bells.
Joachimdid not actually become angry; he never
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did. "I"'ma priest and a representative of the cathedral,
go

visit a hermit while riding a horse with bells,"” and he proceeded to | engthen
the stirrups on nmy mare.

he said. "I can't

"Wait a minute, Father, | can change the bridles,"” said the nortified stable
boy.

"I't's not your fault,"” the chaplain said quietly. "I have no tine to wait,
but

think no nore of it." His long | egs reaching well below the nare's belly, he
rode out through the gates while | scranbled up on the bay, hastily tugged up
the stirrups, and hurried to

catch him

W rode in silence, through a woods where dark pines stood tall on either
hand,

then slowy up and out of the pines as the road ascended toward the pl ateau
Qur

horses were breat hing hard when we enmerged at the top

Joachimpulled the mare over to the side to rest and sat stroking her mane.
Here

the wi nd bl ew across pastures thick with wild flowers. A nmle away, | could
see



a group of brown and white cows and a stone bam but otherwi se we seened to
have
the plateau to ourselves. In the bright sun and air, it did not seemthe

pl ace

for a great horned rabbit.

It also did not seema place to be quarreling with the chaplain. "W'Ill want
to

rest the horses for a few m nutes anyway," | said. "Wy don't we change the

har nesses now?"

He turned his dark eyes on ne, then unexpectedly smiled, a genuine snile that
worked its way up fromhis nouth to his cheekbones and eyebrows. You're
right,"

he sai d. m being both silly and stubborn.”™ He swung down off the mare. "I
wanted to arrive early at the hermtage, but fifteen minutes isn't going to
make

any difference. Let's give the horses a rest, and | can tell you what we're

likely to find."

Whet her the chaplain felt he needed a wi zard's protection agai nst the horned
rabbit or he was worried about the wood nynph, | was pl eased he night stil
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want the conpany of soneone who didn't appreciate noral issues.

But he hesitated for a nonment before beginning. "As you may know, " he said at
last, "there is a deep linmestone valley cut into this plateau. The hernitage
is

| ocated in a grove at the upper end, where the valley's river is born.
visited

it once when | first came to Yurt, before you becane Royal Wzard. The
hernmi t age

is also a shrine, sacred to the nenory of Saint Eusebi us.
| ong

ook at ne. "Did you ever hear of Saint Eusebius of Yurt?"

| shook ny head. Wzards don't learn very nmuch about saints.

"I know you," he said slowy, "so | feel | should warn you. There's a speci al
relic of the saint at the shrine, and the hernit will not appreciate it if
you

[ augh at the relic."

' But why should |I laugh at a relic?" | protested.

"Because," he answered, alnost reluctantly, "because it's the saint's big
toe."

He had turned away, but for a nonent, | half inagined he nmight find this
funny

hi nmsel f.

"The saint's big toe? But what happened to the rest of the saint?"

"Eusebi us was eaten by a dragon,"” said Joachim | ooking at me as soberly as

i f

it had never occurred to himthat a saint's toe could be anusing.

"When was this?" | was amazed that | had never heard the story.

"I't nust be," he hesitated as though cal culating, "a good fifteen hundred
years

ago, |long before the kingdomof Yurt or the rest of the western ki ngdons even
exi sted, back in the latter days of the Enpire." That explained why | had
never

heard of Saint Eusebius; | had never been strong on history, especially

anci ent

hi story.

The norni ng sun shone on our heads, and what | ooked |ike a hawk soared high
above. It was hard to believe in either saints or dragons—er, for that
matter,

in great horned rabbits—en a |lovely June day like this.

He paused for a
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"Sai nt Eusebius hinself was living in the grove, then," Joachi m conti nued.
"He

lived al one, spending his days in devotion and contenpl ati on. But when a

dr agon

appeared up on the plateau and started eating the people's flocks, he felt he
had to do sonething."'

"He should have called on a wi zard," | provided. "I know there were w zards,
even back then."

O her than giving nme a quick | ook, he paid no attention to my interruption
"Sai nt Eusebius took his crucifix and went to face the dragon, to command it
in

the nane of Christ to | eave the area.”

"But, Joachim you know that wouldn't work. It mght work with a denon, but

dragons aren't inherently evil, just nmagic."
It was harder this time for himto ignore ny interruption, but he managed.
"Inspired by the devil, the dragon began to eat the holy man. But a desperate

group of peasants had banded together, arnmed with spears and meat hooks. When
the dragon tried to swallow the saint, it mracul ously began to gag and choke
on

him Wile the dragon was thus occupi ed, the peasants burst out of hiding and
attacked it. One of themgot in a lucky stroke with a meat hook and pierced

t he

dragon's throat at the one spot where it was vul nerable.’

He paused as though the horror of it were alnmost too rmuch. "But they were too
|ate to save Saint Eusebius. Al that remained of himwas his left big toe."

| felt rather proud that | did not even smle. "And so they preserved the
relic

at the hernmitage where he had lived," | said, "and subsequent generations of
herm ts have succeeded Eusebius there ever since. Is that it? But what do you
have to investigate now?"

"Sai nt Eusebius was always a rather, well, difficult—if holy—an, even while
he

was alive. Now, fifteen hundred years after his death, some say he's a
difficult

saint."

"What do you nean, difficult?"
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"WeD, " said Joachimafter an al nbst inperceptible pause, "here's an exanpl e.
A

| ady, a very lovely and vain one, went to his shrine to pray for help in
overcom ng her faults. The saint began with her vanity, by putting a giant
war t

on her nose."

| could see the problem Wat was the church supposed to do when the forces
of

good turned out to be a real pain?

Joachim hurried on without waiting for a response. "H's, uh, difficult nature
is

why the bishop sent nme here. Certain priests, in a church two hundred mles
from

here, have witten to the bishop. They say that Eusebius appeared to themin
a

vi sion, saying that he was 'fed up with having his relics at this shrine, and
that he wanted his toe to be preserved at their church.”

Al t hough a saint who induced giant warts had seened to have prom sing
possibilities, the situation now sounded |ike the confusing and dangerous
churchly concerns they used to warn us against at the w zards' school. "If
he' s



been dead so | ong, why does it matter where his toe is?" | asked irritably.
Joachi m answered with infuriating patience. "The saints are still here with
us

on earth at the sanme tine as they are in heaven. Even you nust know that."
"But why would priests in a distant city want an old dead saint's toe anyway?"
Joachi m si ghed. "This may be hard for you to understand. Their church, the
church where Eusebius originally made his profession, has wanted his relics
for

fifteen hundred years. He was a priest in their city, the son | believe of a
provi nci al adm nistrator under the enpire, before he came to this valley to
becone a hermt."

A city boy like ne, | thought, or at least like | used to be.

"After the saint was martyred," Joachi mcontinued, "the priests there

rededi cated their church in his

nane.
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"But that was all so |ong ago!"

Joachi m shook his head with the air of soneone who had known all along that I
woul dn't understand. "Individuals forget and individuals die. But churches
are

undying institutions and they never forget." He took a deep breath. "But you
don't need to worry about either the saint or the hernit who lives there now
That's my responsibility. I want you to worry about the wood nynph."

He stood up and took the offending bridle with bells off his horse. In a few
nmonents, with our harnesses where they should be and the stirrups readjusted,
we

continued on across the plateau

In another mile, the road turned abruptly to the left. Ahead of us was a | ow
stone wall. Rather than turning, Joachimrode his bay up to the wall. "Look
at

this."

Al t hough one could not see it until alnost on top of it, before us was a
narr ow

and very deep valley. | pulled ny mare's head up nore sharply than necessary
when | realized we were standing at the very edge of a cliff, with only the

| ow

wal | between us and an abrupt drop. The norning mists still lingered belowin
t he shadow of the valley walls. Beneath the vertical white cliffs, an
i ntensely

green valley curved away, a narrow river rushing down its center

i‘D rectly below us," said Joachim pointing downward, "hidden by those trees,
1Ee herm tage, built at the source of the river. There is a direct path down
?réhould rather say, steps cut into the cliff just alittle farther along,
?EL road itself takes two nmore nmiles to get down to the valley floor." Of to

our left, at a spot where the cliffs were not quite so steep, | could see the
white line of the road winding its way sharply down into the valley,
appeari ng

and di sappearing anong the beeches.

Joachi m shook his horse's reins and started along the road. | followed after
one

nore | ook down. | could
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have fl own down nyself easily enough, but I would not want to tiy it carrying
the mare.

W had gone |l ess than a hundred yards when Joachi m st opped again, pulling up
t he



reins so hard that his nornmally gentle bay half reared and gave a protesting
whi nney. Wondering if it mght be the nysterious horned rabbit, | hurried ny
Horse to join him then stared with equal surprise.

Before us was a little wooden booth. No one was inside, but a large brightly
colored sign proclained, "See the Holy Toe! Five pennies on foot, fifteen
penni es in the basket."

| was trying to work out what this could nmean, if perhaps whoever had painted
the sign was offering us a chance to see the holy toe on soneone else's root,
and why a toe in a basket should be nore val uable, when there was novenent
under

a nearby tree. A young nman in a feathered cap stood up and came out fromthe
shadows.

"Greetings, ny fine gentlenen!" he said in the hearty tones of someone nanning
a

booth at a fair. "Are you here to see the Holy Toe of Saint Eusebius the
Cranky?

I"'mafraid we don't have the basket ready quite yet, but if you want to go
down

on foot, it's not a bad clinb—and cheaper, too!"

Joachi m di snounted and | ooked sternly at him "So you're chargi ng peopl e just
for the privilege of clinmbing dowmn the cliff to the Holy G ove?"

The man gave a start, as though feeling the inpact of the chaplain's eyes,
but

he recovered al nost inmediately. "Excuse nme, Father, | didn't notice your
vestments at first. If you' re worried that we're restricting access to the
relics, you needn't be; people can still go around by the road for free.
W're

just providing an extra service."

"Charging themto clinb down the steps is an extra service?

"Ah, but we've inproved the path!" said the man proudly. "And our real
service

is going to be the
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basket. As | said, we don't have it ready quite yet, but we should in a few
weeks. "

"What is this basket?" | asked.

The man | ooked at me properly for the first tine. "Excuse me," he said with a
delighted smile, "but are you a wi zard? You are? This is wonderful! You have
no

i dea how much we'd been hoping to be able to attract a w zard.

"You see,"” he went on, "the basket is all very well, but it would be so nmuch
better if we could have a wi zard working with us. Wuldn't it be nore
exciting

and appealing to have people carried up and down the cliff by magic than

| ower ed

in a big basket at the end of a pulleyr I'msure we could charge nore, too.
ve' d

give you a fair cut of the profits; you needn't worry about that. You

woul dn' t

even need to be here! Just set up the spell and teach us how to keep it
wor Ki ng

and well do the rest."

There were so many things wong with his assunptions | scarcely knew where to
begin. "I'"'mafraid a spell to | ower people down the cliff couldn't just be

' set

up' and then kept working with no wi zard here," | said at |ast.

He | ooked thoughtful. "That m ght be a problem But maybe you'd prefer to be
here yourself at |east during the sumer nonths when business will be best!
['m

sure this will be enornously profitable once word gets out. Do you have a



post
at the nonment ?"

"I'"'m Royal Wzard of the kingdomof Yurt," | said gravely, "and this is the

Royal Chaplain. I don't need any extra incone."

The man was taken aback for a noment, but he seenmed to have qui ck powers of

recovery. "Well, then, maybe you know sone ot her w zard who mi ght be

i nterested.

O maybe you'd even like to lend a hand yourself when the king doesn't need

you!

| should put the proposition up to himnyself, explain that this will really

make Yurt a well-known place, not just a novelty as one of the smallest of

t he

west ern ki ngdomns. "
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"We'| | take the road down to the Holy Grove," said Joachim abruptly sw nging
back up into the saddle.

"But | haven't even had a chance yet to tell you about all our souvenirs,
Father!" the man said eagerly. "As you can see, we're not quite ready for
busi ness yet, out in the next week or two we hope to have reproductions of

t he

Holy Toe itself, figurines of a dragon—hildren always |ike things |ike

t hat —and

bookl ets telling of the Iife and mracles of the Cranky Saint."

Joachim s shoul ders stiffened into rigidity, but he nade no answer. Instead
he

ki cked his horse sharply into a trot. | was right behind him The man in the
feathered cap waved cheerfully after us.

After three-quarters of a mle, as the road left the |level plateau and began
its

steep descent toward the valley floor, | had suppressed silent |augher enough
that | dared ask a question. Even for me, originally the son of a city

nmer chant,

this seemed to have gone nuch too far. Had you known about all this?"

"The bishop nade a brief reference to 'sone inappropriate activities' at the
site," said Joachim | ooking straight ahead. "But | hadn't realized it was
this

bad. No wonder Saint Eusebius wants to |eave.
For the next twenty minutes, we had to give all our attention to our horses,
keeping themat a slow walk as the steep road wound and tw sted its way down
t he

side of the valley. The road |leveled out at |ast and we rode back toward the
grove at the head of the valley, parallel to the road we had foll owed at the
top

of the cliffs. There were sone stone huts near the road, but we saw no people.
A

few goats, feeding in the meadows along the nerrily running stream |ifted
their

heads to |l ook at us in surprise—apparently travelers to the Holy G ove were
not

all that frequent. The air
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was fresh and cool, the valley and the trees intensely |ovely.

"Can't you, as the bishop's representative, just make them stop?" | ventured
at

| ast.

Joachi m shook his head. "As long as they do not inpede the free access of the
faithful to the Holy Grove and the saint's relics, they're not actually doing
anything sinful. It's shameful, of course, to be trying to make noney from
Sai nt



Eusebi us as though he were a two-headed calf at a fair, but it isn't evil or
even agai nst church law. But if the saint was 'fed up' to begin with, this
nmust

make him furious."

He shot ne a quick, worried glance. "I'd assunmed that we, the bishop and |
would try to persuade those priests two hundred mles away that they had no
right to the saint's holy relics. Now |l'mnot so sure. And it may be
difficult

to break that news to the hermt."

As we rode, the sound of rushing water becane |ouder and |ouder in front of
us.

W canme around a corner to see a waterfall, white water splashing in the
sunlight. Long grass and dark green ferns festooned the edges of the falls.
At the top of the falls I could see a snmall |evel area, dense with trees.
Beyond

the trees, the white cliff face rose abruptly. My eyes traveled to the top
That
was where we had stood | ooking down; the cliff appeared even hi gher and

st eeper

frombelow than it had from above.

Looking to the right, | was able to spot the steps that had been cut into the
cliff for a quicker descent than we and the horses had taken. They were stil
little nore than toeholds in spite of the entrepreneurs' "inprovenments."

Here,

presunmably, was where they were planning to set up a pulley and a basket to
| ower the pious, if less agile, pilgrimand the adventurous tourist.

"I'f you don't mind," said Joachim "I'd like to introduce you to the hermt.
He

and | will have a lot to
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di scuss after that, but you m ght be interested in trying to find the wood
nynph. "

W tied our horses' reins to a branch and scranbled up a steep track at the
si de

of the waterfall. At the top, the stream energed fromthe dark shadow of a
grove

of trees. W continued along its edge, ducking our heads where the branches
swung | ow. Here, the water course widened into a swirling pool. In a few nore
yards, | saw what seened to be a stone hut, |ike those we had seen further
down

the vall ey.

But | was nore interested in the river. \Wen Joachi m had spoken of its source,
I

had visualized a spring where water gurgled up fromthe earth, and | was
wondering how the river could carry so much water and so rapidly. I went a
little further, with Joachimfollow ng, and then spotted the real source.

The river did not gurgle up fromthe earth but rather poured out of the face
of

the cliff. A cave nouth, only a few feet high but at |east twenty feet broad,
opened in the limestone, and the water boiled fromit. A faint but steady

wi nd

acconpani ed the rushing river. After emerging and naki ng a quick eddy under

t he

branches of the grove, the water rushed over the edge of the falls and

di sappeared down the valley.

"Has anyone ever gone into the cave to follow the river back further?"

asked.

There seened to be a | ow, danp | edge al ong one side of the river, along which
it



m ght De possible to walk or craw.

"I don't think so. The cave's too small and there's too nuch water,"” said
Joachi m absently. We wal ked back to the stone hut and he went down on one
knee

before it, dropping his head reverently.

| saw then that it was not nerely a nut, but that the side toward us contai ned
a

stone altar, only partially protected fromthe el enments by protrudi ng stone
wal I's. Next to the rough wooden crucifix on the altar was a reliquary, a
shi ni ng

box where the saint's relics would be kept. Fromwhere | stood, it |ooked as
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though it was nade of pure gold. It was indubitably nmade in the shape of a

gi ant

t oe.

| hung back, having no intention of going down on ny knees before the
preserved

toe of a |long-dead saint who had not even had the sense to ask a wi zard for
hel p

agai nst a dragon.

Joachimrose again after a mnute. At the sane tine, | caught a flicker of
nmotion in the shadows beyond the hut. | turned toward it quickly, hoping it
was

the great horned rabbit—er, even better, the wood nynph.

Instead, it was an old man in a coarse brown robe that reached to his ankles.
Bel ow t he robe, his feet were bare; | noticed that he hinself had very |arge
and

horny toes.

This, then, was the hermt. My eyes had becone adjusted to the dimlight in

t he

grove and | could see that the hut, beyond the altar, would nake an adequate
shelter for soneone who had deliberately given up confort. The old hermt had
a

ropy beard that reached nearly to his knees and a beatific smile that he

t ur ned

on both of us.
"Greetings, ny son,’'
knel t

before him
Joachi m bl essed himin evident enmbarrassment and hel ped himback to his feet.
"l

shoul d rather kneel to you, Father," he said. "Priests who are busy with the
sins and affairs of the world have much to learn fromhermts whose days are
spent in contenplation and prayer."

The hermt | ooked at himnore closely. "You' re the Royal Chaplain, aren't you?
I

t hought | recogni zed you."

Joachi m beckoned to ne. "Let me present Dai mbert, Royal Wzard of Yurt and

he said to nme, and "Bless ne, Father," to Joachi m and

ny
close friend."
Mol lified at being called the chaplain's close friend, | nmade the hermt the

full formal bow, first the dipping of the head, then the w despread arns,
finishing by dropping to both knees. | reassured nyself that to
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kneel in this way to a living holy hermt, as a wizard mght to a superior
wi zard or to his king, would not be a discredit to the position of
institutionalized magi c. Besides, Joachi m| ooked pl eased.

"Have you cone to see the wood nynph?" the hermit asked me. | rose and net
hi s



eyes. | had sonmehow expected themto be distant and dreany, but they were
surprisingly sharp under |ong, shaggy eyebrows.

"That's right,' | said, deciding not to worry himw th the horned rabbit.
"It's those poor souls up on the top of the cliff who are worrying you?" the
hermit asked Joachimwi th another snile

"That and a letter the bishop has received." | could hear the unease in the
chaplain's voice and realized that the hernmit must not yet know that certain
priests were insisting the Holy Toe be taken two hundred nmiles fromhis
grove.

Since | didn't particularly want to be there when he received the news, |
excused mysel f as they sat down on nossy stones beside the pool

The area around the pool itself, next to the shrine, seemed an unlikely place
to

find a nynph, but the grove stretched further along the bottomof the cliff.
I

wal ked slowy on spongy soil, following slightly drier paths marked with rows
of

tiny white stones. Here, there did seemto be several springs of the sort |
had

originally expected, sending smaller trickles of water to join the |arger
stream

| picked my way across an especially rmuddy patch of ground and | ooked up. A
young wonman stood directly before me, carefulfy trimmng dead twigs froma
smal |

tree.

It took only the briefest glance to realize that this was not sone |oca

vi | | age

girl.

She turned toward nme. Her face was perfectly still, with the intense beauty of
a

pastoral |andscape. She | eaned back agai nst the pale trunk of a beech, one
arm

stretched above her head, and watched nme with
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no apparent expression. Her only clothes were a few strategically placed

| eaves.

Her skin and her hair were dusky, the color of shadows deep w thin the woods,

and her eyes a brilliant violet. Her unbound hair, which hung to her waist,

| ooked incredibly soft.

"Excuse me," | faltered. "I didn't mean to disturb you. I'mthe Royal Wzard
of

Yurt. Are you the wood nynph of this grove?"
She noved ner head slighdy, neither nodding in affirmation nor denying it.

"I"d been hoping to neet you," | pushed on. My heart began beating rapidly and
I

felt nmuch nore flustered than I should nave. Still she did not answer.

"Have you lived here Iong?" | asked inanely.

This time, she did nore than not answer. She di sappeared. One second she was
standi ng before me, and the next she was gone. It seened as though she m ght

have slipped quickly around the tree, out when | |ooked, there was no one
behi nd
it. I glanced up. Far above me, | saw for one second a notion that night have

been the | eaves on the tree or mght have been a swift form anong die
branches.

| spent the next fifteen m nutes wal ki ng through the grove, seeing all the
little upwellings of water and all the snooth-trunked trees, but no nore sign
of

t he nynph.

| returned to where Joachimand the hermit were sitting. "But the saint often
appears to nme," the hermit was saying to the chaplain with a pleasant smle



"l

know sone peopl e have nicknamed him'the Cranky Saint,' but | have al ways
been

bl essed by seeing bis gentle side. He cane to this grove originally, as a
young

hermt, because he wanted to put trie city behind him And he's never told ne
he

wanted to | eave."

| continued past them follow ng the path back down along the waterfall to
wher e

we had left the horses. They were grazing industriously, unbothered by
entrepreneurs, saints or nynphs.
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| reached into ny saddl ebag and pull ed out the packet of l[unch the count's
cook

had prepared for us, not so rmuch because | was hungry, as because eating
woul d

give me tine to consider

There was nore happening here, | could sense, than | had yet been told.
Negotiating with a holy old hermt who, fromhis deneanor, m ght be decl ared
a

saint himself one day, and finding a way to deal with souvenir sellers who

m ght

not be doing anything illegal but who still seenea scandal ous, even to ne,
coul d

turn out to be nore serious responsibilities than | had originally thought.
Joachim m ght well be right that the bishop was testing himto see if he was
t he

sort of priest they wanted in the cathedral chapter.

| didn't like this any nore than the chaplain did, although for different
reasons, but right now | had responsibilities of my own which I'd been

negl ecting. To maintain the good name of w zardry, | should set about finding
and coping with the strange magical creature the count and his nen had seen
As | strapped up ny saddl ebag, | caught a glinpse of nmotion fromthe comer of
ny

eye and turned slowy.

And there were two of the creatures, the size of small dogs but shaped |ike

rabbits. My first hope was that they were sone bizarre illusion, but they
wer e

very real. They came hoppi ng awkwardly al ong the edge of the stream ignoring
ny

presence. Rather than ears, they had | ong, pointed horns.

| stepped back involuntarily. Instead of broad rabbits' teeth, they had
protrudi ng fangs, and instead of w de, placid rabbit eyes, they had snall,
red

nasty eyes. And those horns | ooked sharp

One flicked its red eyes toward me and gave a rmuch hi gher hop. At the sane
tine,

it emtted a cry—a low, hooting sound, alnost |like an ow. The other creature
responded with the sane cry. Both redoubled their speed, made a sharp turn
and

di sappeared rapidly across the neadow toward the base of the cliff.

The Wod Nynmph & the Cranky Saint 35

| stood idiotically, just watching themgo. The count had only spoken of one
great horned rabbit, not of two. They | ooked so ridiculous that | felt |
ought

to laugh. But that hooting, haunting call had stifled any | augh wthin ne.

| shook ny head hard. | should be trying to catch them not staring after

t hem



| hurried across the nmeadow, putting together a probing spell to help ne find
t hem

As soon as | opened nyself to it, | found that the valley was thick with
magi c,

making it virtually inpossible to probe for anything. Mdst of the magic
seened

unf ocused, which neant that it was wild, unchanneled by w zardry. And yet—
Sonmewhere behind ne, in the grove, | thought | could sense the presence of a
power ful spell.

I clenched ny jaw. This was even worse than | had thought. If the rabbits
wer e

t he product of that spell, then they were not magical creatures fromthe |and
of

dragons, whi ch woul d have been bad enough, but rather the creations of a
renegade w zard. Since neither of the counts nor the duchess kept a w zard
and

nmy predecessor was retired, | was, | had thought, the only active w zard in
Yurt.

As | started back toward the grove, | hesitated again. This was not where
had

seen the rabbits di sappear. How many of them mi ght there be?

When | cane back into the grove, the denseness of mmgi cal forces nmade ne | ose
track of the spell that had seenmed so strong a nonent ago. | wal ked swiftly
along the little paths between the springs, w thout seeing anything but
trees.

But then sonething caught my eye in the nuddy earth.

It was a footprint, about the size of a man's foot, even roughly the right
shape, but sonmehow wong. | knelt down for a closer |ook, but | already knew.
That print had been nade by not hi ng human.

PART TWD The Young W zard

Back at the shrine, Joachimand the hernmit were still talking. | hesitated,
not

liking to nention the wood nynph before the hermt, and certainly not wanting
to

terrify himwth the horned rabbits or that inhuman footprint.

But the hermit beckoned ne to join them "Your chaplain's been trying to tel
ne

t hat Sai nt Eusebius has appeared to sone priests in a vision, asking to |eave
the grove, but |I'msure they're m staken. Perhaps they are not aware of the
mracle that occurred only a year after the saint's death."

| sat down at the hermt's feet, willing to listen while waiting for my mnd
to

cone up with better ideas than | had now.

"You' ve doubtl ess heard that a reliquary was nmade i medi ately after the
saint's

death," continued the hermt, "to contain all of his nortal remains that had
not

been eaten by the dragon. You do know about the dragon?"

"Yes, | know that story."
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He smiled approvingly. "One sonetimes hears that w zards are too di sm ssive
toward concerns ot the church, or even laugh at them but |'ve never felt

t hat

nmysel f."

| tried not to neet either his eyes or Joachinis.

"And so for a year," the hermt continued, "the holy toe was peacefully kept
here, at a shrine built onto the side of the little hermtage where the saint
had spent his days—n fact, this very hernmtage where I now |live. One of



Eusebius s pupils lived there as a hernit in obedience to his naster's
precepts.

"But one day three priests arrived in the grove. They said they had cone from
t he church where Eusebius had originally been nade a priest and that they

i ntended to take his holy relics back with them The young hermt, as you can
i magi ne, alnmost went nad with despair. He fell on his face in the nud before
t he

shrine and begged Sai nt Eusebius, his old master, not to | eave him

"And the saint heard his prayer. For when the three priests tried to lift the
reliquary, they found it so heavy they could not budge it. They went for a

bl ock

and tackle and tried again, but they thenselves were hurled into the poo
from

the strain. And yet when the young hermt lifted the reliquary, it was as

['i ght

as a feather in his hand. And thus the saint showed that he wanted to stay
her e,

rat her than going back to the city he had purposely left behind him And
after

all these centuries, after generations of hermts of which | amthe |ast and
t he

| east worthy, he has not changed his mnd."

| nodded, inpressed in spite of nyself.

"As | already told you," Joachimsaid quietly, "he seens to have changed his
m nd now. The letter the bishop received said that the saint was 'fed up'
with

having his relics here.™

The hermt turned his smle on the chaplain. "Excuse nme, Father, if |I tend to
di scount the testinony of priests who spend their days on secul ar concerns.
I'm
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sure they mstook his neaning. | realize the saint expresses hinself forcibly
at

ti ms—and error nust al ways be rebuked firmy, as our Lord showed when He
drove

t he noney-changers fromthe Tenpl e—but when he has appeared to ne, it has

al ways

been with a gentle face and a willingness to be ny guide."

"Then I'11 tell this to the bishop," said Joachim rising to his feet. | was
gl ad of the excuse to stand up as well; the danmp noss on which | was sitting
had

started soaking through my trousers.

After the chaplain and the hernit exchanged final expressions of esteem and
reverence, we picked our way back down the steep path by the waterfall to
wher e

we had left the horses. | surreptitiously |ooked for footprints in the nud
and

saw none but our own.

"WIl this settle it?" | asked. "WIIl the priests who wanted the saint's
relics

take the hernmit's word that the saint doesn't want to | eave?"

"I't depends on whet her the bishop takes the hermit's word for it,
Joachi m

di stractedly. He pulled the lunch out of his saddl ebag and started eating,

but

not as though he tasted it. ' Did you find the wood nynph, then?"

"I found her and even tried to speak to her, but she woul dn't answer."

"That's sonething el se the bishop was worried about. He feels that it has been
a

nm st ake having both a saint's shrine and a nynph share the sanme grove al

said



t hese

centuries. The nodern church needs to eradicate all remants of superstition
and the uneducated may find it a stunbling block to their faith if they cone
to

worship God and H s saints and find thenselves in the real mof a wood nynph.™"
"Especially one as lovely as she is," | provided.

Joachi m gave me a quick look. "I thinx the bishop knows better than that, he
said, answering a question | had not directly asked. "There has never been

t he

| east doubt about the moral purity of this hernmit—or any of his

pr edecessors.

But wood nynphs, as |
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understand it, are imortal and, thus, they are outside of the human drana of
sin and sal vation."

And so, | thought, was whatever had nmade that footprint.

Joachim hesitated for a nonment before continuing. "lve nentioned before," he
said at last, "that the bishop is very uneasy about ny friendship with a

wi zard.

But | wote himthat, in this case, it could be advantageous to have access
to

someone who night be able to influence a nynph. Therefore,” with a sideways
gl ance from his enornous eyes, "I do hope you can do sonething."

| said nothing for a monment but thought about this. The bishop seened to have
i ssued the chaplain a veiled threat: Either | proved ny ability and

wi | i ngness

to help the church or else the bishop would pressure Joachimto end our
friendship. | thought of suggesting that if the bishop becane angry with him
then he could stop worrying about being asked to join the cathedral chapter
but

deci ded this would push himtoo far

Instead | said, "I'll try my best, but it may be hard if the nynmph won't even
talk to me. 1'll want to consult ny books back at the royal castle, perhaps
tal k

to ny predecessor about her, and naybe even tel ephone the w zards' school
They

don't want young wi zards calling themup with every little problem but if ny
books don't give me rmuch help, | may have no choice.™

Joacnim had started to nmount his horse, but he seenmed to hear something in ny
voice | had not neant himto hear. He swung back down and | ooked at nme. "I'm
sorry. | was thinking of the need to get back to the count's castle, to send
t he

bi shop a nmessage by the pigeons imediately. But he can wait a little while
longer. What's really bothering you about the wood nynph?"

"It's not the nynmph,” | said. "It's sonmething else | saw." And | tola him
about

the horned rabbits, the footprint that was al nost, but not quite, a man's, and
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the strange sense of renegade spells lurking amid the magi c of the valley.

' So | know now the horned rabbits aren't creatures fromthe land of wild
magic," | finished. "It |ooks as though soneone took dead rabbits, attached
sheeps' horns, and then, | don't know how, brought them back to life. Somne
wi zard rmust have made them But ny predecessor and | are the only w zards in
t he

ki ngdom

"Do you think the old wizard's practicing black magi c?" asked Joachim quietly.
' 1 don't know what to think," | said in despair. "I'Il have to go talk to
hi m

at once. He woul d have been al nost the | ast person |I'd suspect of dealing



with

the powers of darkness, but if he's able to create life, he's gotten
supernatural help from somewhere."

Joachi m nodded t houghtfully. "That's the shortcom ng of w zardry, isn't it.
Because it's a natural power, you can't use unaided magic to alter the
earth's

natural cycle of birth and death.

"But why would he do it?" | burst out. "He's retired, he doesn't have to
prove

anyt hing to anyone

1

any nore.

"When he decided to retire, back before you cane to Yurt, he told all of us

t hat

he wanted to spend nore tine on his research. Maybe this is what he's been
researching. "

"I still can't understand it," | said gloonily, catching Joachim s intense
gaze

for a second and | ooki ng away again. "He knows as well as anyone the perils
of

dealing with the forces of evil."

'"Do you want ne to talk to hinP"

| actually considered this for a nmonent. It was certainly appealing to
contenpl ate sonmeone el se going down to the little green house at the edge of
t he

woods to confront my cantankerous predecessor. But he had never |iked
Joachi m

"young whi ppersnapper" was about his nost flattering termfor the chaplain.
"I"'mafraid he wouldn't say anything to you,' | said. "It will have to be ne."
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"But isn't it my duty, as Royal Chaplain, to talk to soneone who m ght be

i mperiling his soul ?"

This was the difficulty of having a conversation with Joachim Sooner or |ater
I

al ways ran up against the fact that he was a priest. | shook ny head. 'This is
a

magi cal problem"

"Then let's get under way."

W had ridden only a short distance down the valley when a young man suddenly
ran out from behind the trees toward us. Between the nynph and the great
homed

rabbits, nmy ability to see sudden notion w thout jerking convul sively was
[imted.

Joachim however, reined in and turned calmy toward the young man. "Wat is
it,

my son?"

He was very young, not much nore than a boy. Hi s head was shaved and he wore
scraps of rough, dark cloth held together by safety pins. He dropped on his
knees before the chaplain, holding up clasped hands. "Oh, Father, please

forgive

me, and please tell me. Are you going to take our holy master from us?"
"The hermit?" said Joachimin surprise. "I have no intention of taking him
from

you. Wy did you think I mght?"

The young man flushed but pushed on determ nedly. | noticed, back under the

trees near the stone huts, several others with shaved heads watching warily
from

a distance. "Ever since those people built their booth at the top of the
cliff,



we' ve feared that sonmeone fromthe cathedral would be here sooner or later,"”
he

sai d breathl essly.

"At least for now," said the chaplain gently, "I see no reason why the hernit
shoul d | eave Saint Eusebi-us's shrine, at |least until God sunmons hi m hone."
The boy's face was transformed by a sudden snile. "Thank you, thank you!" He
junped up and ran like a deer back into the trees. As we turned back down the
valley, | could see himand the other ragged young nen tal king excitedly.
Apprentice hernmits, | thought. Wzards, too, used
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to be trained as apprentices. It would have been hard enough being trained
under

nmy predecessor; these young men's apprenticeship nmust be made even nore
difficult by the fact that a hermt rarely speaks to anyone, including his
apprentices.

Joachi m suddenly seened to renmenber he was in a hurry to send the bishop a
nmessage. He sl apped his | egs against his horse's flanks and, in a nonment, the
apprentices were far behind. We rode at a trot until the road started the

st eep

clinmb out of the valley.

"What do you think?" | asked as our horses slowed to a walk. "Is it just

coi nci dence that the entrepreneurs decided to set up their booth at precisely
the sane tinme as sonebody wote the bishop to ask for Eusebius's toe? And why
do

you think they don't have their basket or their souvenirs ready yet?
Joachi m | ooked at nme sharply, but the ghost of a smile was on his lips. "You

have a suspicious mnd," he said. "I thought of it, too. Since Eusebius is
wi dely considered to be a, well, troubl esone saint, one could suspect that
t hose

priests in the distant city thought the easiest way to get his relics was to
be

sure ne becane irritated with life in Yurt."

"Do you suspect it?"

"I don't know." His dark eyes grew troubled. "According to the bishop, the
priests were very positive that the saint wanted to nmove his relics to their
city, yet the hermt here is equally positive that the saint wants to remain.
The difficulty is that | don't know which cane first. Did Eusebius appear in
a

vision to the priests after these entrepreneurs decided to nake nmoney off him
and that's why the priests have witten the bishop now? O did the priests
first

deci de they wanted himand then tried to ensure by devious nmeans that he'd be
happy to go?"

"We'd better speak again to the man at the booth,” | said. "W'll find out
how

recently they set up and if they really plan to put in this el aborate

basket -on-a-puliey contraption—+t sounds horribly dangerous to
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me, | must say. If the talk of baskets and souvenirs is no nore than talk,
t hen

we'll knowit's only a fagade, designed to nake the saint angry."

But when we reached the top and rode back along the rimof the valley, we did
not see the man in the feathered cap. The sign on the enpty booth stil
invited

us to see the Holy Toe.

"I hope | can get ny whol e nessage to the bishop on a small enougn piece of
paper," said Joachim

n

We cane over a rise and saw the count's castle before us, its shadow
stretching



| ong over the grassy neadows around it. As soon as we were inside the walls,
t he

chaplain hurried up to the pigeon loft in the tower to send his nessage.

The count's constabl e took our horses and the count canme out to neet nme with
hi s

jolly smle. "Did you even get up onto the plateau, or did you spend all your
time tracking the horned rabbit?"

"I saw the horned rabbit, or rather two of them in the valley cut into the
pl ateau," | said, puzzled.

Hs smle dropped away. "That neans there are at |east three of them 1'd
hoped

there was only the one. Alnost imediately after you left, one 01 nmy nen
reported seeing a great honed rabbit just west of here and we spent severa
hours, without success, trying to pick up its trail. W were actually rather
surprised not to see you there, too, because we'd assuned you woul d have
spotted

it."

The expression, "nultiplying like rabbits,’
seenmed best not to say it.
Joachimreturned fromthe tower. "It took three pigeons for ny whol e nmessage
to

t he bishop,' he said. He |ooked relieved. He did have one advantage over ne
in

not being a wi zard, though |I wasn't going to tell himthis. Once he had told
t he

bi shop about his
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visit to the Holy Grove, it was, at |least for the nmoment, out of his hands.
But

there was no one to whom | could pass the responsibility for the wood nynph,
t he

great horned rabbits, and whatever had made that footprint.

As we cane into the great hall for dinner, |I saw a slimwoman's figure

sil houetted against the fire. She cane toward ne, hol ding out her hands to

t ake

mne. It was the Duchess Diana.

I had always l|iked the duchess. She had ruled in solitary splendor for over
twenty-five years, ever since the old duke, her father, died when she was
still

a girl. Wien not treating ny wizardly abilities with respect—sonething that
didn't happen very often—she enjoyed teasing ne as if | had been a friend's
favorite younger brother

Duchess Di ana prided herself on the know edge that a number of people
consi der ed

her outrageous. She was wearing a |long dress the color of marigolds, which
even

| could recognize as hopel essly out ofiash-ion. She and the queen were

di st ant

cousi ns and had the same m dni ght black hair, but D ana was sonme ten years
older. Gther than their hair, the two wonmen were very dissinlar

flitted through nmy mind, but it

"I"'mdelighted to see you," she said with a wide snile. "I've got a surprise
for

you!"

"A surprise?"

"Well, you know you' ve been telling nme for over a year that | ought to hire
ny

own ducal wizard. | finally decided to do so!"

"About time, ny lady! Howwill you find one?"

"I found himby witing to your wi zards' school, of course. After all, I'd

nmet



the Master of the school the other Christnas. | said that | wanted soneone as
much |i ke you as possible.™

"You don't really want someone |like nme, nmy lady," | began, but she wasn't
[ i stening.

"My father always kept a w zard, back when | was
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little, so | decided it was high time the duchy had one again." She snmiled up

at

me, her gray eyes dancing.

"This is very good news," | said, wondering if the school would send her one
of

the young wi zards | knew. They woul d not send a wi zard who had been first in
hi s
class to a post in a small ducal court, but then I had been far fromfirst in

ny
class nyself. "What made you decide at |ast?"

She stopped smiling for a nonent. "I think it was the baby prince. If ny
young

cousin the queen can have a baby who'll be wal ki ng soon, | shoula certainly
be

able to set up a proper establishment nyself, and the first thing | needed
was

my own w zard."

| was oddly renminded of Dominic. But | didn't want to worry about why the
baby

prince shoul d make apparently sensi bl e people feel discontented.

Abruptly, | found nyself |ooking forward enornously to the arrival of the
duchess' wi zard. Even though Joachimand | managed to be friends nuch of the
time, the differences between us kept coming up and al ways woul d. Anot her

wi zard

woul d not continually be disturbed by deadly serious noral dilemmas that

woul dn't bother me for a noment. And he shoul d have nore recent menories than
m ne of sone of the lectures in the advanced courses and m ght have all sorts
of

i deas on what spells would work in the problem of the great horned rabbits.
Si nce Di ana had asked the school for someone |ike nme, her w zard should even
have a sense of hunor.

"When will he be comng to Yurt?"

"That's the real surprise—here he is!"

She turned and beckoned, and soneone broke away fromthe snmall group by the
fire. I had assumed, w thout | ooking, they were all nenbers of the count's
court. This one was no young lord—this was a w zard.

| was struck first by his hair. It was so thoroughly auburn that it gl owed
nearly carrot-colored in the firelight. H s cheeks were spattered with
freckl es

bel ow wi de-set and very light blue eyes. At first | thought
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he was cl ean-shaven, as were nobst w zardry students, but then | spotted a few
rather half-hearted red wi sps on his chin. He wore a bl ack vel vet jacket,
enbroi dered all over with noons and stars.

"Evrard," said the duchess, "lI'd like to introduce you to Dai nbert, Royal

W zard

of Yurt."

He turned to ne with an amazed grin and wung ny hand. "You' re Dainbert? O
course you are! Wiat an honor! W |earned all about how you invented the
far-seeing tel ephone—and within just a few nonths of taking your first post.
Let

me tell you, it's a real inspiration to the rest of us!"

| smled nodestly.



"Especially you're an inspiration to all of us who've never worked very hard,
because we know that you spent as nuch time in the city taverns as with your
books. And of course, in transformations class, old Zahl fast always uses your
experiences that time with the frogs as a warning!"

My smil e faded.

He | ooked at ne with his head cocked for a mnute. "I knew who you were—er

t hought | di d—hen you were still at school, even though I'mnot sure | ever
talked to you. But | don't know if | would have recogni zed you now. You | ook
a

| ot older than the person | thought | renenbered."

"I remenber sonetines seeing you in the halls,"” | said, "but I'mafraid
that's

it. You probably don't recognize me because of the white beard."

He tugged in disgust at one of the wi sps on his own chin. "Your beard | ooks

very
Wi zardry. Mne is coming in red, sol'mafraid |'mgoing to | ook nore like a
bandit than a wizard. If it ever grows in, maybe I'Il try bleaching mne
too."

My hair and beard were, in fact, not bleached; they had turned white
over ni ght,

six months after | first came to Yurt, but | didn't want to go into that

rat her

harrow ng epi sode now. "How is Zahl fast?" | asked instead.
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"Doing fine. He and the rest of the teachers always seemto be above the
problems and the worries of all the students. He warned ne, which I'd

expect ed,

that I was on ny own now, that | couldn't expect the school to cone help ne
with

"every little problem' He did ask to be remenbered to you and said you'd
probably see himlater this sunmer.”

Every year or so, one of the teachers would visit the young wi zards at their
posts throughout the western kingdonms. Wth luck, | would be able to present
Zahl -fast, when he arrived, with a tidy solution to the problem of the great
horned rabbits.

"You know," Evrard continued, "I've always rather |iked old Zahl fast, but
:L;?rhappened to ne in the transformations practical, | didnt dare neet his
fz? the rest of the semester."” In spite of being highly curious about what
Eggpened to him | didn't dare ask for fear he'd allude to the frogs again
?:dnnre detail. "Therefore, | was shocked when he called ne in to tell me he
had

a post for me—+'d been afraid he was going to tell nme the school had deci ded
to

take ny di pl oma back!"

W both |l aughed. "But | did pay nore attention in my classes this |ast year,'
continued Evrard. "Did you know, Elerius canme back to teach a course?"

"El erius? You nmean they've put himon the faculty already?" Elerius, three
years

ahead of ne, was generally runmpbred to have been the best student the schoo
had

ever had.
"No, no, he's still Royal Wzard in that big kingdomway off at the base of
t he

eastern mountains. He just taught the one course. It was very interesting,
some



of the ol d-fashioned magi c of earth and stone the school doesn't teach any
nor e.

He said he'd learned it froman old magi c-worker who lived high up in the
nmount ai ns and who taught it to Elerius just before he died."

| was jealous at once. | had thought | was rather unusual in |earning herba
magi ¢ frommy predecessor at Yurt, and here Elerius had not only | earned sone
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of the old magic, but was actually being invited to teach it.

But | couldn't say that to Evrard. "So have you just arrived here in Yurt?"
asked.

"No, |'ve been here for two weeks."

| turned to the duchess, who was foll owing our conversation with her hands on
her hips and a pl eased expression on her face. "Wy didn't you tell me, ny
| ady?"

"I scarcely needed perm ssion fromthe Royal Wzard to hire my own w zard,
did

| ?" she saiu with a laugh. "Besides, | wanted to wait until after King

Hai meric

had gotten safely off on his trip before | distracted the royal court wth
anyt hing el se. So, how do you like ny wi zard? As sonmeone who's been in Yurt
| onger, do you have any recommendati ons? Are there certain books | should

buy?

Should | get in sone crucibles and pestles and special herbs?"

"Ask Evrard hinsel f what he needs," | said, but the snile froze on ny |ips.
Thi s

i keabl e young wi zard had been in the kingdomfor two weeks. Could he be
responsi ble for the great horned rabbits?

| did alittle, very rapid, magic probing, which | hoped he woul dn't notice,
and

felt my shoulders relax. If he had made the rabbits, it was certainly not
with

supernatural aid. | could understand a school -trained wi zard, even one | had
barely net, better than anyone el se, and there was nothi ng about Evrard which
suggested a plunge into black magic.

At this point, dinner was announced. As we noved toward the table, | noticed
t he

chapl ain standing by hinself. | had al nost forgotten him

"Joachim" | said, "let me introduce you to Evrard, the duchess' new w zard."

H s dark eyes had been distant, but at once they cane back into focus.
"Evrard

this is nmy very good friend, the Royal Chap-lain of Yurt."

"I amglad to nmeet you," said Joachimgravely, shaking Evrard's hand.
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The young wi zard wi nced; Joachims grip was strong. "I'm happy to neet you,
too," he said.

Joachi m smil ed then, which he had not done when he first met me. "I think
Dai nbert will be pleased to have another young w zard in the kingdom

At dinner, the count asked us about our trip to the high plateau. | mnerely
mentioned the Holy G ove, because | wasn't sure now rmuch of the situation
Joachi m want ed generally known, talked a little nore about the horned
rabbits,

and did not nention at all the strange footprint or the spell | had sensed.
| woul d have expected that the duchess would be nost interested in the horned
rabbits, especially since she had come here at the count's request to hunt
t hem

but instead she started tal king about the shrine. "That's where the toe of
Sai nt

Eusebi us, the Cranky Saint, is kept, isn't it?" she said. "He's not a saint
to



trifle with! Who was that man,
gr eat - gr andf at her ?"

"G eat - great - grandf at her, '
"Anyway, " continued Di ana,
rapscal lion
and sinner.'
as

a rapscallion. "But when he was dying, he started worrying about his soul at

| ast, and he asked to be buried in the Holy Grove, near the shrine. But the
Cranky Saint didn't want someone with so many sins on his soul buried that
close. So he rerouted the river so it flowed between the grave and his
shrine!”

Everyone but Joachi m| aughed. The count nodded sheepishly. "That's right.

That

count's son, my own great-grandfather, was so enbarrassed he had hi mdug up
and

reburied in our castle cenetery. The next day, the river was back in its

nor ma

bed."'

| wondered briefly if the Cranky Saint hinmself m ght have made the horned
rabbits, but realized that soneone with that sort of supernatural power woul d
need no spells. If Evrard hadn't nmade the rabbits, there
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m ght be still another wi zard wandering around Yurt. | wasn't going to |let

t hat

go on in ny kingdom O, as | had thought earlier, the retired Royal W zard
had

lost all his good sense and summoned the powers of evil.

| was awakened from an uneasy sleep by a voice in the roomwi th nme. "Dear
God. "

turning to the count, "your

' he said as though enbarrassed.
"our present count's ancestor was a noted

It was hard to inagine anyone related to the white-haired count

Abruptly awake, | lay still for a nmoment in the darkness, trying to renenber
where | was. There was rapid, shallow breathing fromthe far side of the room
Then | renmenbered that we were still in the Gount's castle, not home in the
royal castle, which was why ny bed felt so unfamliar. | sat up and lit a

candl e. "Joachin? Are you all right?"

He pushed hinmself up on one el bow and | ooked toward ne. The flickering Iight
and

shadow fromthe candle flame made his eye sockets black and enpty. But then
he

turned his head slightly and his eyes came back. "I had a dream"

"I was dreanming, too," |I said. "A nightmare about the great horned rabbits.
But

you' re awake now and it's not real."

He fl opped back down without speaking. | reached for the candl e to extinguish
it, but ny hand froze as he spoke. "It was real

He was silent so long that |I thought he would say nothing nore, but | wasn't
at

all sure | wanted to hear it anyway. | felt suddenly that there were not
enough

bl ankets on the narrow beds in the count's second-best guest chanber.

"It wasn't a dream"” he said at last. "It was a vision. Saint Eusebius
appear ed

to ne."

My i mmedi ate reaction was highly interested curiosity. | had never had a

vi sion

inm life. | wondered how Joachi m had known it was the saint and if he had
had

the sense to ask what the saint knew about the entrepreneurs on the top of
t he
cliff. 1 thought of asking if the entire saint nad appeared to himor just
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the toe, but decided against it. Fromthe strain in Joachims voice, seeing a
sai nt had been a deeply disturbing experience. "Wat did he say?" | contented
nysel f w th asking.

There was anot her | ong pause. "He doesn't want to stay at the hermtage,’
sai d

Joachim at |ast. He sounded distant, alnpost as if he were no longer in the
room

with ne, although | could see his back in the candlelight. "He was very clear
on

that point. But he wouldn't tell ne where he wanted to go instead."

He rolled abruptly around to face me. "It was horrible, Dainbert! |ve never
been

addressed like that. His face was like a living flame. Yet there is nothing
evi |

in him only the overwhel mi ng power of good. The sin is in nme, not to be able
to

| >ear it."

He put his hands over his face. | blew out the candle and slowy stretched
back

out in ny bed. He said nothing nore. After a while | fell asleep again,

al t hough

nmy dreanms were nore troubled than ever

ni

Di ana was surprisingly unwilling to have nme hel p her search for the great
homed

rabbits. Even though it was the count, not the duchess herself, who had
sunmoned

me fromthe royal castle, | would have expected her to wel come any magi ca
assi st ance.
"My owmn wi zard and ny huntsmen will be plenty," she told me firmy the next

nmorni ng. She wore a man's | eather tunic now and a disreputable old stained

cl oak, her only ornanents the w de gold bracel ets she al ways wore. She
realized

she usually did not ook |ike a woman of the high aristocracy and enjoyed
people's reactions to her refusal to be conventional. "You can go home and
keep

an eye on Dominic."

| was about to protest, to tell her that if there was soneone casting a
power f ul

spell in this end of the kingdom then Evrard m ght need another wi zard's
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assi stance, but | stopped nyself in time. He should have a chance to show his
new enpl oyer his abilities uninpeded. Besides, although |I would have liked to
put it off, | needed to talk to ny predecessor as soon as possible.

The count and countess thanked us for com ng and waved fromtheir gate as we
al |

left their little castle. W had gone only a half mle, and Di ana had j ust
sai d

she and Evrard would turn off the road in search of tracks, when she abruptly
reined in. She started to speak, stopped, and merely pointed.

A man was coming toward us on foot, walking easily with long strides. He wore
a

green cloak ana had a heavy bow slung on his back. He woul d have | ooked
entirely

normal except for his height: He nust have been over seven feet tall.

| probed quickly with words of the H dden Language, suspecting another magic
creature. But there was nothing about himthat suggested he was other than
fully



human.

He continued toward us, his |long blond hair blow ng out behind him Though
hi s

hai r was unkenpt, his beard was neatly trimmed. Ten feet short of the
duchess’

horse, he stopped and went gracefully down on one knee.

"Greetings, ny lady. | hear you need a huntsman." Hi s voice was surprisingly
cultured and very deep

The duchess | ooked flustered, which was surprising in her. "Were did you
hear

t hat ?"

He | ooked up and smiled. He had a slow snmile that lit up his face like the
sun.

"Its scarcely a secret that you're trying to track sone magi c creatures.

Hor ned

rabbits, aren't they?"

"And you think you could hel p?" She al nost sounded nervous, but not as though
she felt any fear of this huntsman—+ather, if it had been anyone but the
duchess, | would have called it girlish shyness.

He stood up and cane over to her horse, where he faced her nearly at eye

| evel .

"lI've never failed as a
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hunter and tracker," he said, still smling. "Call me Ninrod."

"And Ninrod was a mighty hunter before the Lord," quoted Joachimin a | ow
Voi ce

next to me.

Di ana studied himin silence for thirty seconds. "All right, Ninrod," she
sai d

abruptly, alnost triunmphantly. "1'Il give you a chance to prove your ability.
W' ve spotted the great horned rabbits several tines. But we've never been
abl e

to catch one.™

"Then let's begin. Ill |eave you to place your huntsnen and your hounds." He
strode off purposefully toward the woods.

"Al'l right," said the duchess. "Wll, good-bye, and thanks again for your

of fer

of help!" she added to ne, then kicked her horse into notion. Evrard waved at
us

and gal | oped after her

Joachimand | | ooked at each other a nmonent in silence, then started up again
for the long ride back to the royal castle. W had ridden a nile when Joachi m
asked, "Do you think he mght have made the great horned rabbits hinsel f?"

"I don't think so," | said. "It would take a w zard, and one w zard shoul d

al ways be able to recogni ze another. But he certainly seemed fully inforned
about them Do you think the duchess already knew hi nP"

"I't seens unlikely," said the chaplain. "After all, he had to tell her his
name. "

"I must say," | answered slowy, "there seenms to be a whole lot going on in
this

end of the kingdomthat | don't yet understand."

W had gotten a late start fromthe count's castle. The sun was setting by

t he

time we came up the hill to the royal castle. In the courtyard, the staff was
just finishing a volleyball gane.

"I think you should probably wait until morning to go see the old w zard,"
sai d

Joachi m

"OfF course," | said, startled at the inplication that I mght not. | had no



intention of going into a bl ack
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forest, full of creatures conposed of dead bones and magic life, to face a

wi zard who mi ght be growi ng senile or night have sold his soul to the devil,
or

bot h.

But the next norning saw nme flying down the hill fromthe castle and into the
woods below. In daylight, what | mght find at the wi zard's cottage seened at
| east slightly less terrifying than it had the night before.

For a relatively brief distance, I was always happy to fly. The rush of air
past

nmy face was exhilarating now that | had become good enough that | no | onger
had

to give constant attention to ny spells, and | liked the chance to show the
old

wi zard that, even though | had been trained in the school he scorned, | was
still perfectly conpetent. Not that he ever seened fully convinced. . . .

| followed the brick road a few mles through the trees, gliding along five

f eet

above it, turned off at a track marked by a little pile of white chal k, part
of

a giant protective pentagramthe wi zard had nade for hinself when he retired,
and proceeded down his narrow green valley. As usual, an illusory |ady and
unicorn waited by a little bridge. The lady raised her sky-blue eyes to ne as
I

passed over. Beyond, the w zard had a volley of nagic arrows ready to repe

t he

unwary, but the spell was tripped by sonmeone wal ki ng down the valley floor
and

no arrows bothered ne today.

Usual ly when | canme to visit ny predecessor, | found himsitting on a chair
in

front of his little green house, built under the spreadi ng branches of an
enornous oak. But today | saw no one and the door was closed. | dropped to
t he

ground, renenbering guiltily that it had been several nonths since | had | ast
conme to visit.

I thought again how strange it would be if someone who prided hinmself on being
a

wi zard of light and air, who had even nocked me for the nobon and stars on ny
belt buckle the first tine | had met him had descended into black nagic.
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The wi zard's calico cat energed fromthe | ong grass and pounced at ny socks,
maki ng me junp. | squared ny shoul ders and raised ny fist to knock at the
door,

expecting the old wizard to call for me to come in even before | had a chance
to

rap. Little happened in his valley of which he was unaware. But no voice
cal | ed.

| did knock then and had to wait several nonents for an answer, even though |
i medi ately heard a | oud crash inside. But then the door opened and the old
wi zard gl ared out at ne.

"It's you,' he said, as though highly disappointed. \Were | had been steeling
nmyseli to face sonmeone deeply sunk in evil, | found only an irritable old man.
"Excuse me, Master," | said. "I don't want to interrupt your experinments, but
I

need your wi sdom and advice." He was not in fact my master, but | had al ways
called himthat, feeling it was appropriate for his superior age and

experi ence.



"No wonder, being trained at that school,"” the old w zard snapped. He seened
unusual |y brusque, even for him | wondered briefly how the Cranky Saint
woul d

hold up against himin a contest of irritable natures.

"I won't keep you very long." | glanced around surreptitiously, wondering how
I

could bring up the topic of the great horned rabbits. "But with your

know edge

of tne nmagic of earth and growi ng things, | thought you m ght be able to
counsel

me what do about the wood nynph."

To ny surprise, his expression imediately softened. "The wood nynph, he said
with a hint of a smle. "I haven't seen her in years."

Enbol dened by his nood change, | asked, "May | cone in?"

He scowl ed agai n at once, but then he nodded grudgingly. "You might as well."
| probed, very quickly, for supernatural influences and did not find them
There

was not hi ng about him
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any nore than there had been about Evrard, that indicated the use of black
magi c. He turned and |I followed himinside, enornously relieved but stil
wary.

| was shocked when | cane through the green door into the cottage's single
room

Even though it had al ways been full of herbs, books, nmortars and pestles, and
pil es of dishes, he had nmanaged to preserve some senbl ance of order, and the
floor had al ways been swept clean. Now, nounds of decayed plant material were
heaped on the floor and the furniture, am dst dirty crockery. There was an
acrid

snell to the place I could not identify. Shards of broken glass lay in front
of

the fireplace, the result, | guessed, of the crash | had heard. The calico
cat

sensibly refused to conme in with ne.

"Find a chair," said the old wizard with a vague wave of his hand. The word
"find" seenmed well chosen; it took a nonent for nme to identify which of the
shapel ess masses around me mght be a chair at base. "I'mafraid the place
has

gotten a little nessy."

I let this understatenent pass and shifted a pile of dead | eaves and a plate
with the remains of what mght once have been a fried egg. Having thus
uncovered

a chair, | pulled it up next to his rocking chair, the only piece of
furniture

not covered with debris.

He sat down and arranged his long white beard over his lap. It seenmed full of
twigs and bits of food, at which he picked as he rocked. Even his ring,
shaped

like an eagle in flight, was dirty and tarni shed. But nothing here suggested
he

had been using diabolical power to bring dead rabbits back to life.

The old wizard had al ready been well past two hundred years ol d when he had
abruptly decided to resign as Royal Wzard of Yurt. He was starting to fee

hi nsel f old and even incapable two years ago, when he nmoved down here from

t he

castle. | wondered uneasily if his decline mght have been accel erated by
l'iving

alone, with no one to talk to besides his cat.

He ki cked half-heartedly at the broken glass and
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continued to rock in front of his cold hearth. He seened willing to let the
silence stretch out until | finally decided to break it. "I need your advice,"
Legan, "on how | night be able to shift the wood nynph out of her grove." If
Ltarted with her, | might be able to work around to the rabbits—and what ever
2§3e that inhuman footprint. "I gather she's been there for generations. Is

it

even possible to shift a nynph?"

The old wizard smiled, quite pleasantly for him "Are you sure you want to
nove

her? Leave her where she is, treat her gently and with dignity, and she may
agree to come down out of her trees so you can see her."

"I did see her," | said. "She was down fromthe trees at |east for a nonent,
but

when | tried to speak to her she di sappeared at once, w thout saying
anyt hi ng. "

"A nymph's conversation takes time," he answered, again with a rem ni scent
smle. "But it's worth it in the end." He |eaned forward abruptly. "Wy do

you
want to nove her out of the grove?"

"Well," | said uneasily, "the bishop had asked the Royal Chaplain to ask ne
what

I could do. The church considers that grove a holy grove, and they don't I|ike
having a nynph in it."

The ol d wi zard stopped smiling and snorted as though thoroughly disgusted. "I
t hought |'d warned you about becom ng too good friends with that chapl ain.
Wy

shoul d you do errands for the Church anyway? They've al ways done their best
to

di scredit wi zardry, so we certainly don't owe themany favors. Wy should a
wood

nynph have to | eave the grove where she's always been happy, just because
some

bi shop becomes fastidious about her proximity to an old hernit? Afraid she's
going to corrupt him is that it?"

| did not try to deny it. Clearly | would get no help fromthe old w zard

her e.

| almost agreed with him
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anyway and woul d have agreed conpletely if Joachi mhad not seemed so troubl ed.
"I"'msure you're right, Master," | said hastily, trying to recover sonething
fromthis conversation before he threw me out. "But | have anot her question
for

you. Some strange magi c creatures have started appearing in the kingdom and
it

| ooks as if they were made with w zardry.

"Strange magic creatures,” he interrupted with another snort, "and you, a
supposedl y conpetent w zard, can't even deal with them yoursel f?"

| pushed ahead. "I had nerely hoped, since you'd been in Yurt so long, you

m ght

nave seen somnething simlar before and woul d have some suggestions. They | ook
like rabbits, but big rabbits, and they have horns.'

"Horned rabbits,"” he said, |ooking at me thoughtfully. "So there are horned
rabbits in the kingdomand you don't know what to do about them | hope you
weren't going to accuse ne of making sonmething so silly. Unless you created

t hem

yoursel f, eh? | suggest you talk to your fancy school. An apprentice w zard



in

the old days wouldn't have had t hese probl ens!"

| expected in fact that an apprentice wi zard of a century or two earlier
woul d

have had just as nmuch trouble, but | didn't say so. Rather, | decided | ought
to

| eave before | did any nore damage to our dubious relationship.

"And how many horned rabbits have you seen?" he asked as | stood up to go.

"There are at least three of them" | wondered if there had been great horned
rabbits in Yurt before or if the old wizard was just pleased to see ne

faci ng—

certainly not for the first time!—a problem| didn't know how to handl e.

The old wizard smiled grimy. "If you' ve got a renegade w zard here in the

ki ngdom maki ng horned rabbits—abbits!—there may be a | ot nore before you're
t hr ough. "

| left with this discouraging comment. As | flew
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back hone, | thought that at |east the old wizard hinmself didn't seemto be

creating great horned rabbits, or anything el se at the nonent, and certainly
not

wi th diabolical assistance. But that |left nme back at the begi nning. Were had
they come from and why had they now appeared in Yurt?

IV

That evening, as |'d hoped, the tel ephone call cane fromthe castle, halfway
to

the great City, where the queen's parents lived, telling us that the royal
party

had arrived safely. Domi nic spoke to the king, but standing at his side,
coul d

see the king with the queen and the baby prince behind him tiny figures in
t he

base of the glass tel ephone.

"Yes, we're all well,"” said the king. "Any problenms yet you can't handl e,
Doni ni c?"

Tne royal nephew and regent took this comment entirely seriously. "Nothing
can't handle, sire.”

| thought that, on the contrary, there was a great deal happening in Yurt
over

whi ch Dom nic had no control. | wondered if it could be pure coincidence that
Ni mrod and the great honed rabbits had both appeared in the kingdom at the
very

time the king left. | even wondered for a nmonent if Domi nic himself m ght be

responsi ble, if he had arranged for the ki ngdomto be invaded by magic
creatures

in the king's absence to denpnstrate his ability to deal with them

But this seemed a little far-fetched. There was no question, however, that
Domi nic was throwing hinself into the role of royal regent. Wen we had
reached

hone the day before, we nad found himsitting on the throne in the great
hal I,

gripping the arns and staring grimy at nothing in particul ar

Hearing fromthe king nade everyone nore cheerful, except for Joachim who
was

still waiting to hear
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fromthe bishop. He had hoped that an answer to his nessage of the preceding
day

woul d be here when we reached the royal castle yesterday, but no pigeons had
arrived. The cathedral had never put in a tel ephone, probably afraid that to



do

so woul d be a concession to the forces of institutionalized wizardry, and
Joachi m coul d do nothing but rmutter about pigeons being |ost or caught by
hawks—al I of which was quite possible—before going up to bed early.

Per haps the nost cheerful person in the castle was Gmen, the assistant cook
She

and | had been friends since | first arrived in Yurt, when she was still a
kitchen maid. Not only was she glad the royal famly was safe, she was
pl eased

that they were at |east tenmporarily out of the way. She ana her husband, who
played in the castle's brass choir, were the only people in Yurt who did not
consi der the baby prince the npost inportant person in the kingdom That honor
they gave to their own baby daughter.

"I think she's going to start crawling soon," Gaen said to me. Her daughter
was

lying on a rug on the flagstone floor of the great hall. "Look at her
ki cki ng!"

The little girl, four nonths younger than the royal prince, was indeed
ki cki ng

wi th great enthusiasm and pride of acconplishment.

| sat down on the floor next to her and patted her on her diapered bottom
She

gave me a wide, toothless smile. "I nke baby girls,” | said to Gsen. "She's
so

full of energy; are you sure she isn't going to get into trouble once she
starts

novi ng ar ound?"

Littl e Gaenni e grabbed the hemof ny trouser leg and tried to pull it toward
her

nmout h. Gaen di sengaged her. "There is a lot she could cram into in the

ki tchens—they' re nmuch nore dangerous than anything the little prince is

likely

to get into," she added pointedly.

W were interrupted at this point by Donminic conming toward us. | frequently
had

the unconfortable feeling that, despite bis silence and apparent sl owness,
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he saw and recogni zed every one of ny inadequaci es—and probably a | ot of

i nadequacies | didn't even have. But he was al so capable of surprising me by
speaking to nme on occasion as though he had no doubts of ny conpetence.

"It sounds as if the count and the duchess are having a great deal of trouble
in

t hei r nei ghbor hood t hese days,

he said as | scranbled to ny feet, "what with

treat horned rabbits and a troubl esone nynph." | ad, of course, given hima
sketch of our trip as soon as we returned. Fromthe stony | ook | had received
then, | was rather surprised now nuch of it he'd understood, even though he

didn't now nmention the people trying to restrict access to the holy relics.
"Do

you think it would help if | rode over to that side of the ki ngdom tonorrow
with

a few kni ghts?"

"Not for several days, anyway," | said. "Brute force won't be any good
agai nst
the nynph. If any of our knights are good trackers, however, | msure the

duchess woul d appreciate their help tracking the horned rabbits."

Dom ni ¢ consi dered, as though wondering again why his uncle the king had even
taken ne on in the first place. "And are you doi ng anythi ng about these
strange

event s?"



"I'" m checki ng what ny books of nmagic have to say about such things," | said
with

dignity. Since | had been neaning to get to ny books very soon, | didn't fee
this was too great a prevarication
Unexpectedly, Donminic's frown turned into a snle. "It was good to hear the

royal family is well," he said, "especially the little prince."

| agreed whol eheartedly, although somewhat surprised, since Joachimhad felt
Dom ni ¢ m ght be jeal ous.

"His hair is so light blond it's alnmost white," continued Dominic with a
sentimental smile. "They tell ne mne was just the same color when | was his
age. Tell
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me, Wzard," with a sudden sharp | ook, "have you ever thought of getting
married?"

"Me? O course not,' | said, startled by this sudden change of subject.

"W zar ds

never marry."

"That's right," said Dom nic and turned abruptly away, |eaving ne wondering
what

was really bothering the regent.

The next norning, | dug out the massive old books of spells that had once
bel onged to the w zard enpl oyed by the duchess' father. | had had them sone
tine

wi t hout ever | ooking at them and had al nost forgotten about them but neeting
Evrard rem nded ne.

If there was no denon-assisted wizard in Yurt bringing dead bones back to
life

wi th supernatural power, then maybe it was possible, with unaided w zardry,
to

create new animals and give themthe senblance of life if not Me itself. |
knew

t hey had taught us nothing of the sort in school. But the night before, in
readi ng t hrough the books |I had brought with ne to Yurt, | found a brief
nmention

in the first volunme of Ancient and Modern Necromancy whi ch hinted
tantalizingly

t hat such things m ght be possible.

The ol d ducal wi zard, one of the last to be trained by the apprentice system
had retired thirty years earlier, even Defore D ana inherited the duchy, and

when he went, he left a lot of his books behind. | had found these books and
unabashedly stolen themon a visit to the duchess' castle a year and a half
ago.

Now | turned to themin the hope of finding sonething that the clean, printed
pages of mny books of nodern magic did not cover

The ink had faded and the spells were witten down in no particul ar order
sometines interspersed with what appeared to be chess puzzles or |aundry
lists.

But the magic was fascinating. For two days | did little besides eat and work
ny

way, page by page, through the vol unes.
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Much of it was herbal nmagic and rather ineffective herbal magic at that.

had

| earned enough of the magic of growi ng things frommy predecessor during the
last two years, during the interludes in which we were fairly friendly, at

| east

to recogni ze spells that were unlikely to work. The spell to sunmon a swarm
of

honeybees | ooked as though it had prom se, as did the spell to help heal a



cow

with a sore udder, but | did not have nuch faith in the spells which

pur port ed

to be able to turn the nmoon black or put a burning cross on the forehead of a
previously unsuspected rmurderer

In the third volume | found a nention of the wood nynph. Wat started as a
rather dry, scientific description of her attributes quickly disintegrated
into

a personal account. | smled as | deciphered the cranped and faded
handwri ti ng.

It seened the old ducal w zard had thoroughly enjoyed hinself. | renenbered
ny

predecessors softening at the mention of the wood nynph and thought that she
had
certainly cut a romantic swath through the w zards of the ki ngdom of Yurt a

generation ago. | wondered if the | ook she had given me when we met presaged
a
simlar set of plans for ne ... an intriguing possibility. . . .

My thoughts were interrupted at this point by a knock at ny door, and Joachi m
cane in. He threw hinmself into a chair and came as close as he ever did to
scow i ng. "Look at this."

"This" was a tiny square of paper. A quick glance showed that it was finally
a

nmessage fromthe bi shop—if you could call it a nessage. "Continue

i nvestigations. Gain nore information. Pray for guidance."

| scowl ed, too. "So what does the bishop expect you to do?"

"I wish | knew " Joachi m stopped, as though renmenbering that he probably
ought

not to be grunbling about the bishop to a wi zard, and passed a hand over his

eyes. "I'msorry to bother you with this," he
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said and stood up to go. "I don't want to interrupt your research."”
"Sit back down," | said. "I'mglad to take a break fromreading."

| watched him nmake a deliberate effort to stop worrying about the bishop

" So,

have you found anything useful so far?" he asked.

"Some of these books that used to belong to the old ducal w zard shoul d hel p.
I

think I've figured out at |last howto talk to a wood nynph. But | d like to
wai t

until it's clear whether the saint's relics and the old hermt will stay or
go

before | try to nove her."

Joachi m nodded sl ow y without answering.

"I already told you there's no indication that ny predecessor is practicing
bl ack magic. | think, however, it mght be possible with the old magic to make
a

horned rabbit that woul d nove as though it were alive, even though it wasn't.
I

didn't see any i medi ate sign of the old wi zard maki ng anyt hing, but he could
have hidden all sorts of bones under the rubbish. It would nmean he had [ ost
hi s

m nd, rather than his soul 4+ guess that could be an inprovenent."

"OfF course it would," said Joachim surprised there could be any question
"I"'ma little worried about him The condition of his house is appalling. But
he

may j ust have been concentrating so hard on the spells to create great horned
rabbits—+f he made them after all—+that he had | ost track of everything else."
"Are you sure you don't want me to go talk to hinP" Joachimasked with a |ong
| ook from his deep-set eyes.



"No, no," | said hastily. "I should have the spells worked out soon and then
"Il visit himagain. By the way," | went on, "has the saint appeared to you
again with any clearer indication of what he wants?"

"No, he hasn't," he said, |ooking somewhere beyond ny head.

"And | presune you can't summon a vision?"
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"The bishop's right,"” said Joachi mbl eakly, standing up and openi ng ny door
"I'"d better pray for guidance.

| shook ny head as the door closed, glad again | was not a priest. My own

i nclination would have been to | eave the hernit and the toe in the Holy G ove
with the apprentices, perhaps finding sone way to get the entrepreneurs off
t he

cliff top, but as nearly as |I could tell Saint Eusebius had told three

di fferent

sets of people three different things: He had told the hermt he wanted to
st ay

where he was, the distant priests that he wanted to nmove to their church, and
Joachimthat he wanted to | eave but not necessarily go there.

| shrugged and returned to the old ducal w zard' s rather racy persona
account

of how one might deal with a wood nynph, but it had no nore practica

information than | had al ready been able to glean. | |eaned back, stretching
stiff shoul der muscles. So far, | had found nothing that m ght in any way
appl y

to great horned rabbits, nmuch |l ess creatures with sem -human footprints, and
I

had only one volune to go.

I f Joachi m had been waiting with eagerness and trepidation for his nessage
from

t he bishop, | had been waiting to hear fromthe duchess. Soneone as good at
hunti ng as she had al ways been ought to have been able to capture one of the
horned rabbits by now-especially if they were starting to multiply. And
woul d

like a chance to talk nore to Evrara, to find out if he knew any spells that

m ght be useful. | wondered again, nore uneasily, about N nrod.

If | didn't hear fromthem soon, |1'd create a nagi cal excuse and go back to
t hat

end of the kingdom Perhaps | could make it rain noles.

It was late in the afternoon. D nner would be served shortly. | closed ny
books

and went into the courtyard and out across the drawbridge to get some fresh
air.
If the old ducal wi zard s |last volune was not informative on strange magic

creatures, | mght have to swallow ny pride and tel ephone the w zards' school
A light breeze blew around ny ears. The sky above was scal ed with high, faint
clouds. | thought sonewhat wyly that, for sonmeone who had spent all his life
in

the great City before becom ng Royal Wzard of Yurt, | had certainly |earned
qui ckly now to find reassurance and repose in nature.

As | | ooked down toward the woods at the bottom of the castle's hill, a
little

group of horses and riders energed. For two seconds | thought it m ght be the
ki ng and queen, back already, but then |I realized it was the duchess.

She was acconpani ed by half a dozen nounted nmen, one of whom had bright red
hair. Striding by her stirrup was a tall blond man in a green cloak. N nrod
appeared to have no trouble keeping up with the horses.

Evrard spotted nme and waved. The riders kicked their horses for the | ast
clinb



up the hill. "Well, here we are!" Diana said cheerfully, including both ne
and

Ninrod in her smle.

| wasn't sure what evil | expected fromthe tall huntsman, but so far he and
t he

duchess seened to be getting on very well. She no | onger appeared fl ustered
as

sne had when she first net him but her usual confident self.

"Did you catch one?" | asked. "One of the great horned rabbits?"

"I finally shot one this nmorning," said Nintod with a grin for the duchess.
"lI've never before had to hunt

68
C. Dale Brittain
somet hing for three days before | caught it! Now we'll find out what it is,

something fromthe land of wild magic or sonething supernatural. My |ady
Di ana

said that her wi zard could analyze it, but | told her I wanted the best.
Not hi ng

woul d do but bringing it straight to the Royal Wzard of Yurt."

Diana interrupted before | could respond to this inplied slur on Evrard's
abilities. "I"'msorry you didn't get ny message on the pigeon that we were
com ng," she said loudly. "A hawk nust have gotten it!"

But she pulled ne aside as the rest of her party, including Ninrod and
Evrard,

passed over the drawbridge and into the castle. "Actually, | didn't send you
a

nmessage, " she said with a wink. "I didn't want to give Dom nic a chance to
tell

me to stay hone. | don't trust himto do a good job as regent w thout soneone

like ne to keep an eye on him

The constable, with Dom nic behind him came out to greet the duchess with
reasonably wel |l -conceal ed surprise. She introduced Evrard and Ninrod and
apol ogi zed for the |l oss or delay of the nonexistent carrier pigeon

"l had been about to ride over to visit you and the count," said Dom nic
"Have

you made any progress?"”

"Well, Ninrod's got a magic rabbit for your Royal Wzard to |look at," she
sai d.

For a second | wondered if she was irritated he had brought it here. "I
woul dn' t

have wanted you to bother yourself comng to ny castle—+ know you have so
many

responsibilities.”

Dom ni ¢ frowned as though suspecting flippancy and not quite seeing it.
"Let me see that horned rabbit,"” | said. N nrod handed ne his ganebag.

As | took the leather bag, | thought that it felt very strange, not at al
t he

way a ganebag should feel. A chill touched ne that was not caused by the late
aft ernoon breeze. By feel alone, | would have guessed the bag held not a
homed

rabbit but sticks and bones.

what's wong?" asked Ni nrod, catching ny concern
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| had been about to take the bag into ny chambers, but | now decided to open
it

here, in the niddle of the courtyard. My apprehensi on becane stronger as
slowy unbuckled it. "Wen did you put the rabbit in here?"

"Late this norning."

| had the bag open now, a powerful smell emerged in a wave, the snell of
decay.



W thout reaching inside, | held the bag upside down and shook it. Scraps of
fur,

bones with bits of rotten flesh still clinging to them and two | ong,

strai ght

horns fell out and clattered on the cobbl estones.

Ni mrod reached down and picked up a horn and a piece of bone. "These | ook
like

the bits and scraps soneone night use if naking some sort of artificial

hor ned

rabbit."

"That's my thought exactly," | said grimy.

D nner was lively that evening with the addition of the duchess' party. Even
Dom ni c, who kept |ooking thoughtfully at Diana, seened to be naking an

at t enpt

to be witty and charming. | renenbered vaguely that there had been a story

t hat

Domi ni ¢ had once intended to marry the duchess, back before the king and
queen

even met, but nothing had ever come of it. The nere thought of the stolid
royal

nephew trying to woo the lively duchess nade this outcome easy to understand.
Nimod, with his neatly trinmed beard and cul tured speech, appeared to make
t he

transition easily froma rough outdoor life to a royal court. | would have
expected himto sit at the servants' table with the rest of the duchess

hunt snen, but she took his arm [|aughed, and put himnext to her at the main
tabl e.

"Have you heard the story about the peacock?" Evrard asked the youth next to
whom he was seat ed.

Hugo was a young cousin of the queen's who was
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doi ng some of his knighthood training at the royal castle. "No," he said,
puzzl ed.

"You should have," replied Evrard with a grin. "lIt's a beautiful tale!"

"Al'l right," replied Hugo with a grin of his own. Qther conversation at the
tabl e had stopped. "Wat did the ocean say to the ship?"

"Nothing. It only waved! Wy are flowers considered |azy?

"Because they spend all their time in beds! At which of his battles did King
Chal cior say, 'l die contented ?"

Evrard frowned. "King Chalcior? | remenber himfromhistory, but—Is this
still

a j oke?"

"His |last one!" cried Hugo, and the whol e table, even Dom nic, was convul sed.
| was the only one who did not feel lively. After spending two days

per suadi ng

nmysel f that | would, very soon, find a spell in the old ducal w zard' s books

that woul d give the senblance of |ife wi thout supernatural aid, seeing the
rotting rabbit's bones had nmade ne again fear that soneone in the kingdom was
practicing black magic.

"Wzard!" called the duchess to Evrard over dessert. "How about entertaining
us

with a fewillusions?"

Evrard gave a start and shot me a second's | ook of panic, then seened to
recover. He began nuttering and noving his hands in the air, with far nore
flourishes than illusions actually required. In a monent, a fairly credible
baby

dragon appeared, about six inches |long and colored bright blue. "There!" he
sai d

triunphantly.



He held it up for everyone to see and got a polite round of applause. It was
not

nearly as inpressive an illusion as the last ones | had done to entertain the
court, shortly before the king left, but no one was so ill-bred as to nmention
this. |I hoped the duchess wasn't going to demand too rmuch of Evrard too fast;
I

had been at Yurt three nonths before doing illusions
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bef ore an audi ence. The baby dragon perched on Evrard's shoulder until it

di ssolved into air.

After dinner, he cane back to ny chanmbers with nme. | had a couch in my outer
chanmber that folded into a bed; Evrard had happily agreed to sleep there.

It had started to rain gently and the evening air was cool. | kindled a fire,
it the magic |anps, and we drew our chairs up by the hearth. 1'm delighted
to

have another wi zard here in Yurt," | said, "because we've got a serious

magi ca

probl em"

Evrard | ooked at nme attentively, then spoiled it by stifling a yawn.

"You and the duchess have been tracking the great horned rabbits for three
days

now," | said. "Do you have any idea what they are or how they coul d have been
made? | haven't been able to find any indication of the supernatural about

t hem

but those bones this afternoon didn't have any magic left clinging to them at
all.”

Evrard shook his head and smiled-he really did have a charming smle. "Not
now,

Dai nbert! It s the end of a long day and | don't need this on top of

everyt hing!"

| apol ogi zed at once. "O course. |'ve been | ooking forward so much to having
you as a colleague that I'"'mafraid |I've gotten over-eager." | rem ndea nysel f
that a newy graduated w zard, especially one who had not been anywhere near
first in his class, should not be pushed too rmuch. | nyself had not even
bought

all the books for ny own second-year classes and still had gaps both in ny
l[ibrary and in ny knowl edge as a result. If | didn't watch out, | would turn
into a strict crank like my predecessor—though a much younger one.

In the norning, a steady rain was still falling—good for the crops, | firny

rem nded the city boy | used to be. Evrard went off somewhere, but | settled
down to finish the last of the old ducal w zard' s books.
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At first, it contained only the same m shmash of odd spells and herbal magic
I

had seen all along, but after several hours | found something else. | pulled
t he

magi ¢ | anp closer and squinted at the handwiting. Wth growi ng excitement, |
realized that the old ducal w zard had known—er thought he knew-a way to give
dead flesh and bones notion and the senblance of life. It required no pacts
with

the devil, only a detail ed know edge of herbal magic and nmastery of what

| ooked

like incredibly conplicated spells.

O course, spells which dated frombefore the advent of mnodern school magic
wer e

often nmore quirky and conplicated than they needed to be—sonet hi ng t hat
coul d

al so be said of sone of ny own spells.

| didn't have any herbs or bones in my chanbers, but | decided to inprovise.



I
pushed the chairs back to | eave a clear place on the flagstone floor and
assenbled a pillow, the poker fromthe fireplace, and several pencils

t oget her

in a vaguely reptilian shape. Standing well back, | read out the heavy
syl | abl es

01 the Hi dden Language whi ch should give ny creature the senbl ance of life.
Not all the words in the book nade any sense, sone were illegible, and | had
to

add new sections to the spell to conpensate for the |ack of herbs, but in ten
mnutes | thought |I had it. | said the final words, slamed the book shut,
and

| ooked hopefully toward ny creature.
The pill ow heaved itself up, tottered, and coll apsed again. The poker
clattered

to the flagstones and rolled away. | wal ked over slowy to see what | had
made.

At first | thought there had been no change at all. The poker certainly

| ooked

no different. But then |I realized that all my pencils had turned pink and,
when

| picked up the pillow, | discovered it had grown what seemed to be three
prinmordial feet at one end. |

The Wod Nynmph & the Cranky Saint 73

tickled them experinmentally but got no response, not even a twtch.

Ch, well. | hadn't really expected it to work. | said the words that should
have
returned the pillowto itself, but the feet obstinately remained. | put it on

Evrard's bed and sat down again.

Even if | couldn't work the spell—and | wasn't at all sure the old duca

wi zard

had been able to, either—+this was what | had hoped to find. But though |I knew
now that a wi zard could have nade the great homed rabbits with natural magic,
I

still didn't know which w zard m ght have done so.

But | was going to find out. No other w zard could practice magi c under ny
nose

like this with inmpunity.

| caught glinpses through nmy rain-streaked wi ndows of figures hurrying across
the courtyard and realized it nust be noon. But | was not hungry. | opened

t he

book again but was interrupted al nost i mmediately by a knock

The door swung open before I had a chance to speak and Dominic's nassive form
stood bl ocki ng the doorway, dripping water on ny floor. He closed his

streani ng

unbrella. "I would like a word with you."

"OfF course," | said in surprise and pulled up a strai ght wooden chair for

hi m

not sure it would support nis weight, but not wanting hi msoaking through the
cushions on ny bigger chairs. "lIs it about the great honed rabbits?"

He gl owered at nme, pulled off his jacket, and sat down. The chair creaked but
held. "It's about that huntsman with the duchess."

"N nrod?"

"Clearly a fal se nanme," said Dom nic w thout hesitation.

"What about hi n®"

Domi ni c | ooked out the wi ndow at the indistinct courtyard, then turned to
glare

at me again. If he had any confidence in ny abilities, you couldn't have told
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it fromthat |ook. "Before the king left, he told ne to consult with you or

t he

chaplain on all inportant matters. |I'mnot sure why he wanted nme as regent if
he

didn't trust my judgnent, but | shall obey his commands, of course."

What a di sappointnent. And | had i magi ned the other day that he actually

want ed

ny advi ce.

"And what inportant matter has come up now?"

"Isn't it obvious, even to you?" said Dominic with a scom. It crossed ny
m nd

that far too many peopl e had been scowming in ny chanbers lately, including
ne.

"Duchess Diana acts toward that | owborn giant like a flirtatious girl, and
he's

eating it up."

It had not been obvious to ne, but then I had been too preoccupied with the
guesti on of how soneone was maki ng great horned rabbits to pay nuch
attention.

"Don t you think the duchess is old enough to take care of herself?" | asked.
Dom ni ¢ nmade a sound that was half a snort and half a grow. "All | knowis
t hat

she nmet sone hunter out of the woods, took him home to her castle with her
and

now has brought himhere. If she wants to play fast and | oose with ner
dignity

at home that's one thing but, as regent of Yurt, | can't have her doing it
here

in the royal castle. That's why | want you to have a quiet conversation wth
her, tell her that her behavi or has gone beyond respectabl e bounds." Me?

"OfF course you. Wiy do you think | canme to talk to you? She's al ways seened
to

like you, for some odd reason, whereas | mafraid she mght deliberately do

t he

opposi te of whatever | suggested, just to irritate ne."

He had a point. "I'll try to find a chance sonmetine today," | said
reluctantly.

"What's wong with right now?" demanded Doninic. Being regent certainly
seened

to have put steel resolve into his usually lethargic personality. "lIt's lunch
ti me. You can observe her behavior at the
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table for yourself and talk to her inmediately afterwards.

There seened to be no way out of it. My wish for new chall enges was certainly
being granted. | closed the battered volunme and got nmy unbrella off its hook
PART THREE The O d W zard

The chaplain and a few of the | adies had chanbers from which they could reach
the great hall without going into the courtyard; everyone else arrived for
mmcn

dodgi ng through the rain, and a line of wet unbrellas stood against the wall.

| still wasn't hungry and took only a little soup and none of the neat pie.
Gnen

gave me a concerned | ook fromthe servants' table, but | had no attention to
spare for her. | was trying, as | had prom sed Dom nic, to pay attention to
t he

duchess and N nrod.

| had to admit that Dominic was right. Ninrod and Diana sat with their heads
bent together, talking about topics unrelated to whatever the rest of the
tabl e

was di scussing. During pauses in their conversation when the duchess was



addressing a remark to soneone el se or busy eating, | saw the giant

hunt sman' s

bl ue eyes fixed on her al nost caressingly.

The duchess had flirted with me as well when we first net, and ny first

t hought

was that this was just nore of her teasing. But if so, it didn't seemfair to
Ni mrod, who was taking it quite seriously. She had
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never married because, as far as | could tell, she had never net a man who
coul d

keep up with her. | had sonetimes wondered if Diana realized that her

t endency

to keep those around her off balance, to do or say things just to see the
reaction she got, was in its own way highly predictable.

But now ner behavi or seened oddly out of character, even for someone as
determ ned to be outrageous as Diana. There had al ways before been linits.
She

enj oyed being a menber of the aristocracy as nuch as she enjoyed behavi ng
like

no ot her duchess in the western kingdoms; she would no nore have given up her
castle and her authority than | would have given up magic. Doninic was right
that N nrod could not possibly aspire to be her social equal, despite his
surprisingly cultivated speech and good manners. For that reason, | tried to
reassure nysel f, whatever the regent m ght think, her obvious affection for a
hunter without status or fam |y would never lead to any permanent |iaison or
anyt hing seriously harnful to her reputation

As everyone stood up fromlunch, I went over to her chair. It was one thing
dealing with magi cal challenges in the king' s absence, but it really would
become conplicated if | had to deal with everyone's personal problens as
wel | .

"Could | have a private word with you, ny |ady?"

Di ana agreed at once. Ninrod sniled at her and wal ked away—+ assuned t hi ngs
hadn't proceeded so far that they shared their chanbers. Dom nic caught ny

eye
and nodded, an abrupt nmotion with his chin. For once, he approved.

The rain haa |l et up enough that the duchess and |, our unbrellas spread over
us,

were able to walk, rather than run, to the door of her chanber and arrive

relatively dry. "Have a seat," Diana said, taking off her cloak. "It's chilly
enough that I'mgoing to start a fire."

She knelt at the hearth, put sone tw gs and wood shavi ngs toget her agai nst

t he

front of a large |log, and
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soon had a small bl aze goi ng—+he duchess woul d never bother calling a servant
for sonething like this. She added some slightly thicker twigs and, in a
nonent ,

the log was glowing red. Sitting down next to ne, she said, "There. That
shoul d

take the chill off the afternoon.”

The fire had provided only a monentary distraction. | pushed aside ny

rel uctance

to speak. "I d like to ask you sonething, my |lady, and hope | don't offend
you. "

"You haven't managed to offend ne yet," she said cheerfully.

"You seemto have becone very friendly with Ninrod, considering that he just
appeared out of the woods a few days ago. \Wat have you | earned about hin®"

Her gray eyes narrowed slightly, but she was determined not to be of fended.



I

haven't been qui zzing hi mabout his ancestry and famly wealth, if that's
what

you mean," she saia, snling to keep the conment mild. Something about the

way

she phrased it made ne wonder if she might already have a good idea of his
ancestry and famly. "I know he's very intelligent as well as very handsone
and

he's a far better hunter than anyone |'ve ever seen. You probably haven't had
a

chance yet to see himuse that enornmous bow of his, but he's an absol ute dead
shot . "

I had heard too little of Ninrod' s conversation to be able to tell if he
coul d

keep up with her hunmor and often biting wit, but as a hunter | was sure she
had

met an equal

"In fact, | even— She stopped wi thout finishing what m ght have been a very
i nteresting sentence. Instead, she | ooked at ne with a frown. Your question
doesn't really sound like you. Did Donminic tell you to talk to ne?"

| nodded ruefully, rather glad in fact that she'd guessed the truth.
Fortunately, she seenmed to find this highly anusing. "So he's worried that a
menber of the high aristocracy,
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the queen of Yurt's own third cousin, is flirting with a nobody? |I ought to
becorme really outrageous about it, just to teach Donminic a lesson.'
"I"'msorry, ny lady, | wouldn't have said anything if he hadn't insisted. In
fact, well, Dom nic has been acting a little strangely lately."

"I'n what way?"

"After the royal famly called the other night, he was tal ki ng about the baby
prince and asked nme if |I'd ever thought of getting nmarried!"

She unexpectedly became serious. "So it's bothering Domnic, too," she said,
whi ch made no sense. But then her eyes twi nkled. "I presume you told himthat
even an adorable little blond prince wasn't going to nake you forget that

Wi zards never marry?"

| took a deep breath. "The regent's going to ask nme what you said.

She | ooked down her aristocratic nose. "Tell him" she said with a smle
twitching the corner of her nouth, "tell himthat | was deeply offended at
your

insult to ny honor, that | told you | would al ways behave in the nopst

honor abl e

way possible and that, since | was sure of that point, | would always do
exactly

what | wanted."

Back in ny own chanmbers, | found Evrard wearing ny best dressing gown and

sitting in ny favorite chair with his feet up, leafing through the first
vol urme
of my copy of Ancient ana Mbdern Necromancy.

| sat down across fromhim "I need to talk to you."
"Fine," he said brightly. "I was just reading again about the Black Wars.'
Waen

| cocked an eyebrow at him he continued, "Surely you renmenber the end of the
Bl ack Wars." He waved the book in his hand. The first vol ume of Ancient and
Modern Necromancy, which |1'd never read very closely, was alnpst entirely
devoted to history.

"I"'mafraid |I've never given very nmuch attention to the history of w zardry,"
I

answered. | was trying to
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renmenber if the Black Wars had come before or after the period in which Saint
Eusebi us was eaten by the dragon—after, | decided.

"You haven't? But | love history! Didn't you want to study all about how the
wi zards ended the fighting in the western kingdons? Isn't that what made you
decide to study wi zardry in the first place?"

"No," | said sheepishly, thinking that maybe | could skimthe book this
eveni ng

after he was asleep. But | didn't want to be distracted by history. "You've
taken courses at the school nore recently than I, and some of them were
different. I want to show you a spell | found this norning and ask if you've
ever seen anything simlar." | pulled the heavy volune onto ny |ap and found
t he

place. "I don't think it is witten down entirely correctly, but this gives
t he

general outline."

"What is this book?" asked Evrard, sneezing from

the dust.

"It used to belong to your predecessor, the old ducal w zard, thirty years
ago, "

| said with a sideways gl ance. "There are four volunes. If you want them you
can have them once we're done.'

"I guess so." He winkled his forehead at the handwiting. "I'd rather have a
nicely printed book, but— He stopped, and his forehead cleared. "But this is
t he sanme spell "

"Yes?" | pronpted.

"Not hi ng,' he said quickly. "Nothing. | thought | recognized it, but of course
I

don't."

He sat back with a cheerful smile. |I looked at himin silence, putting
severa

things together. "In fact," | said at last, "I think you do."

At that noment we were interrupted by a hard knock on the door. Dominic, |

t hought resignedly, rising to ny feet. "Yes, | talked to her," | started to
say

even before I had the door fully open

But it was not Domnic. It was the chaplain, standing under an unbrella. In
hi s

hand was a small white square. He nust have heard again fromthe bishop
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He turned to ne without seenming to notice Evrard. "The priests are coming to

Yurt." "Wich priests?"
"Priests fromthe church of Saint Eusebius, the church that asked for his
relics,” These were the ones, | recalled, whom Joachi m al nost suspected of

trying to make the Cranky Saint cranky enough that he would | eave the
hermt's

grove. "They want to examine the situation at first hand, according to the
bi shop." He gl anced at the paper in his hand. "They're already on their way.
The

bi shop has still given nme no

Secific instructions, but the priests will be here in ree days."

"It really does sound as though the bishop is giving you a free hand in al
this," | said, just managing to neet the intense |ook on his face. "Cearly,
he

trusts you."

Evrard, behind me, cleared his throat.

"Let me know if | can help, but | don't knowif | can," | said to Joachim

"Of course. Sorry to interrupt you."

"So the chaplain's your very good friend?" asked Evrard as | cl osed the door
again. 'It sounds as though he's got plenty of problenms of his own, what with



bi shops and priests and who knows what else. | guess it nust be hard out here
for you to find sonmeone intelligent and interesting to talK to."

Al though | had nore than once thought the same thing, | didn't like the

i mplications of what he had said and deci ded not to answer.

"He | ooks very dour," Evrard continued. "Somehow it's hard to imgine wld
old

Dai nbert making friends with a priest!"”

He woul d realize Joachim s nerits when he got to know himbetter, | reassured
nmysel f. "Right now," | said, "I want to ask you why you nade the great horned
rabbits."”

I
| had anticipated several reactions, fromdenial to angry pride. Instead,
Evrard

| aughed. "I should have known | couldn't hide it fromyou indefinitely," he
sai d

with a broad snile. "Wen did you figure it out?"

"So you did nmake the horned rabbits?" | said, wanting to be sure of this
poi nt .

"OfF course | did. Pretty good, weren't they?"

"It was sonething you learned in that class you took with Elerius,"” | said

casually, not mentioning that it had taken nme the better part of a week to
wor k

it out. "That class on the old magic. Did all the students nmake horned
rabbi ts?

| don't like to think of the western kingdons overrun with those things."

"No, we all nade sonething different. | thought of the rabbits nyself," he
added
proudly. "It's hard magic, too! Elerius had to work with us individually to
make

sure we got the spells right and, as it is, the horns kept falling off nine
So

when the duchess said she wanted ne to make her magi cal creatures, | thought
of

the rabbits at once."

"Wait," | said sharply. "The duchess asked you to nake then? You nmean she's
been

chasing them across the ki ngdomthese |ast few days, but they re sonething
she

want ed specifically?" | knew Di ana | oved hunting, but naking sonethi ng

magi ca

just for the purpose of hunting it seemed excessive, even for her

"And she and | had to chase themearlier, too," Evrard said with a ruefu
expression. "lI'd made three and gotten the horns to stay on fairly well. |
wanted to test themto see if they' d nove and hoot properly out in the wld.
This was several days before | met you. W went up to a plateau a few niles
from

her castle and they noved so well, they escaped!"

"Escaped? And what did you dor" If strange mmgi cal creatures had been | oose
in

t he ki ngdom even
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| onger than | thought, then | had clearly been derelict in ny
responsibilities

as Royal Wzard

"The duchess was terribly upset,"” said Evrard. "She said she didn't dare |et
anyone see themfor a few nore days—+ don't know why. We managed to catch two
of

the three horned rabbits, though it took all afternoon. They'd gotten down
into



that deep valley that's cut into the plateau."

The valley of the Holy Gove. This nmust be what had nade Saint Eusebi us
cranky

enough to want to | eave. The king had gone on vacation, the duchess had asked
Evrard for horned rabbits, N nrod had cone out of the forest offering to hunt
them and the Cranky Saint had decided to |leave Yurt, all within a very short
period of time. At |east sone of these events had to be rel ated.

But the nore | thought about it, the |less sense this made. The saint, with
hi s

relics in a grove shared with a wood nynph, nust certainly have seen stranger
magi cal creatures than Evrard's rabbits during the last fifteen hundred
years.

And | didn't think there had been enough tine, between when the rabbits
escaped

and when Joachimfirst heard fromthe bishop, for the priests in the distant
city to have had a vision of the saint, wite to our bishop, and for himto
wite the chaplain.

Anot her thought struck me. "You didn't nmake any ot her nmagical creatures

besi des

t he great horned rabbits?"

"OfF course not," said Evrard, his blue eyes round in innocence.

"But what did the duchess want the rabbits for?" | denmanded.

"I wish | knew " said Evrard. For a noment, he actually | ooked troubl ed. "She
never told me. Since they were ny first assignment fromny first enployer,
didn't want to ask a |l ot of questions. Then, the afternoon before | net you
at

the count's castle, she said | should set free the ones we'd caught."”
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The day the king and queen left Yurt, | thought, the day before | had seen

t hem

hoppi ng t hrough the nynph's valley. The duchess had already told nme she had
wanted to wait until after King Haineric had gone on his trip before letting
t he

royal court know she had a wi zard of her own. | hoped her only notive was not
wanting to distract the king fromhis vacation

"The count had sent us a message the sane day, saying he'd seen one—the one
we

couldn't catch. So | guess she decided we night as well have all of them

| oose. "

Evrard smled again. "Wien |I first net you and we were tal ki ng about Elerius,
I

could barely resist telling you about ny rabbits! But the duchess had said it
was supposed to be a secret.”

"A secret which | ve now guessed. Don't worry. |I'mnot about to tel

ever ybody

el se. But why," having a sudden thought, "if you were able to catch two
hor ned

rabbits in one day the first time, has it taken you three days to catch just
one? "

"Well, / certainly could have caught it much faster than that," said Evrard
sel f-righteously. "But the duchess told nme this tinme that she didn't want

t hem

caught with magic. She wanted to use themas a test for her new huntsnman."
No wonder she had refused ny assistance back at the count's castle. Between
havi ng her wi zard nake homed rabbits and her huntsman hunt them D ana was
very

busy lately testing the people around her. The queen had conmented once that
t he

duchess al ways did exactly what she |iked.

"So you think she asked you for rabbits specifically as a test for hin®"



"I doubt it," said Evrard with a shrug. Proud as he was of his rabbits, he
was

starting to find ny questions about the duchess a little dull. "You saw how
surprised she was when he first appeared, and | had started naking the horned
rabbits over a week earlier.”

"Did you break the spell when Ninrod finally shot it?" | asked.
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"I didn't have to. The spell only keeps all the different parts together as
| ong

as not hing happens to any of the parts. Even with Elerius's help, | couldn't
make a rabbit that would hold together once it was trapped or shot."

"Who is N nrod, anyway? Do you know?"

Evrard shrugged again. "Just some hunter. | guess she wanted to see how good
he

was before enmploying him" This didn't seemright, but Evrard didn't give ne
a

chance to respond. He stretched his arnms and snmiled. "But that's enough about
t he duchess! You and | hardly had a chance to talk properly |ast week, and
I've

been eager to catch you up on all the news fromthe school .’

| suddenly felt |I had let this whole ridiculous matter of saints and horned
rabbits become nuch too serious. | forced ny hands and shoul ders to rel ax.
"Fine—but first, let me have my dressing gown back. If you don't have one of
your own, tell the duchess you need nmoney for 'personal purchases.' "

For the rest of the afternoon, Evrard and | swapped stories: exploits in the
wi zards' school, exams for which we had never studi ed, near escapes fromthe
Guardians in the Gty down bel ow the school, jokes played on other students
and,

in Evrard's case, even once on Zahlfast. After dinner, we decided to share a
| ast gl ass of w ne, which somehow became a whole bottle. | had not |aughed so
much or so long for two years. It was well past midnight by the time we

t ur ned

out the magic lights.

But as | fell asleep—en the pillowwith feet, which Evrard had switched back
at

some poi nt—+ remenbered again the footprint, manlike yet inhuman, that | had
seen in the Holy G ove.

Early the next day, Evrard and | rode out of the castle on old white mares.
I'd

assuned a fellow city boy would want a placid mount. We rode down the hill
past

the cenetery, into the woods. Qur saddl es
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and harnesses creaked and the horses' hooves rang hollowy on the bricks of
t he

road, but otherw se the sumer norning was nearly silent.

"He's a fairly irritable old wizard,” | told Evrard, "so try not to say
anyt hi ng
that will upset him For exanple, he doesn't like the wi zards' school —-he was

trai ned under the old apprentice system |ong before the school first opened.'
Evrard stifled a yawn and grinned at me. "Now |'m going to be afraid to say
anyt hi ng. "

"And call him Master. He likes that."

"But the Master of the school = He stopped, |aughed, and shook his head.

| gave Evrard an encouraging snmle and wondered why | felt it so necessary to
explain everything to him | had come down al one to neet ny predecessor two
years ago, without the slightest idea what | would find, and managed
fine—well,

no, actually |I hadn't managed very well at all.



"He's getting old," |I said. "And he's started to | ose control of his persona
life. He no longer keeps his house tidy and he was even nore offensive to ne
| ast week than usual, though it's hard to tell. If he's lost control in one
area, he may al so have had his magic get away fromhim"

Evrard gl anced toward ne, worried this time. "Then why are we going to see
hi nP"

"Because | think sonething has gotten away fromhim At the same tinme you
wer e

using sone of the old magic to make horned rabbits, he may have been using
simlar spells to make sonething al nost human."

He did not answer. W continued along the road in silence.

A half hour's ride through the fresh green of the forest brought us to the
track, marked by the little pile of white stones, which led off fromthe main
road and into the old wizard's valley. The trees hung | ow enough here that we
wal ked our horses. After a few
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turns of the track, we could see the branches thinning ahead, and then we
cane

out by the bridge.

"Did we really have to get up this early?" asked Evrard, yawning again. He
had

not yet seen what waited by the bridge. | sniled to nyself and waited.

Then he turned nis head and saw the illusory lady sitting on the bank, her
gol den hair spread across the grass and the unicorn resting its head in her
I ap.

He was off his horse in a second and down on one knee before her. "Lady, |et
ne

put nyself in your service. | am Evrard, the ducal w zard of Yurt."

As she al ways did when soneone tried to talk to her, the illusory lady lifted
her sky-blue eyes to himw thout answering, then rose and started down the
val l ey, an armaround the unicorn's neck and her hair floating in a cloud
behi nd

her .

"Wait, Lady, | didn't mean to offend you!" Evrard called, still on his knee.

| laughed. "She's an illusion, young w zard." | paused, wondering why | had
called him"young w zard," which is what the teachers tended to call us. "She
fooled me the first tine, too. Don't waste your time with soneone that

i nsubstantial."

He scranbl ed back up into the saddle, laughing. "If that's a sanple of your

crazy ol d predecessor s magic, |I'minpressed! No one |'ve ever Known could
create a woman who | ooked that real, even the perfectly sane nenbers of the
illusions faculty. | w sh she was real. She's the npbst beautiful woman |'ve
ever

seen. "

"Wait until you neet the queen," | said confidently. The |lady and the unicorn
had di sappeared; | started on down the valley.

But Evrard had stopped and his brow was winkled. "Dainbert, | think | ought
to

tell you sonething before we get to the old wi zard's house."

| pulled up my horse, wondering what could be the problemnow "Yes?"

"You know you asked ne if |1'd made anything el se besides the horned rabbits?
Vell, | did."
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| took a deep breath, trying not to be angry. Having another young w zard in
t he

ki ngdom was not turning out to be quite the help I'd hoped it would be. "You
made a creature that has al nost human footprints.™”

"Well, yes," said Evrard, not nearly as enbarrassed as | thought he ought to
be



for having lied to ne. "But it wasn't a very realistic creature. So, if your
predecessor's magic is this good, | thought |1'd better nmention it to you
before

you accuse himof creating it."

"Wuld you like to tell me why you made it?" | asked very quietly.

Evrard gave his broad smle. "I was hoping to inpress the duchess, of course.
She | aughed at ny horned rabbits, even when | got the horns to stay on, and

t hen

she was angry with nme for letting themescape, and then for only catching two
of

them again. | decided I had to do sonething or I would be out of ny first job
al nost before it had started!"

| had to smile back, caught between irritation and synpathy. | recalled
severa

of my own desperate nmgical inprovisations two years ago, when ny new royal
enpl oyers had assuned | woul d know how to produce certain effects, where
actually | had no idea. The duchess seened to be expecting nore of Evrard in
hi s

first two weeks in Yurt than had been expected of me in nmy first two nonths.
"So | decided to nmake something totally different to surprise her," he
continued, his good hunor restored, "sonething that m ght even be
frightening

The duchess had gotten ne rabbits' bones and sheep's horns, but | didn't have
any human bones, of course. So | used some sticks and tried to extrapol ate
from

the spell 1'd learned in school."
"And what happened?" | asked, envious in spite of nyself. It had taken ne a
| ong

time to discover that such a spell was even possible, much less to nmake it
wor k.

He shook his head ruefully. "lI'mafraid it didn't
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work very well. My creature wouldn't stand up straight and bits kept falling

off. The legs and feet weren't bad, but the rest only | ooked human if you
squinted right. And then when I'd given up, | couldn't get the spell to
di ssol ve

agai n!"

"You didn't try shooting it? That seened to work with the rabbits.' But as
spoke, | renmenbered the pillow that still had feet.

"Well, no. After all, it did |ook sort of human. And besides, 1'd tried to
make

the spells a little stronger this tine. But | certainly couldn't showit to
t he

duchess! | decided |I'd better just get it out of the way, and it would soon
fall

apart on its own."

"So you took it up on the plateau and set it |oose,"” | provided when he
seened

unwilling to continue, "where it went down into the valley and rmanaged to
terrify me thoroughly."

Evrard laughed! ' It did? That's even better than | expected."

| forced myself to laugh as well. "I even thought soneone in the ki ngdom was
practicing black magic." Evrard, | thought, seemed nuch nore than two years

younger than |I. But then, | rem nded nyself, he had not gone through the
experiences of ny first six nonths in Yurt, which I felt had aged ne

consi derabl y.

"Come on," | said. "Since we've cone this far, | mght as well introduce you
to

the old wizard. He's the nbst senior wizard in the region and you really



shoul d

call on him And then | guess we'd better go over to the duchess* end of the
ki ngdom and catch your creature before it terrifies anyone else."

m

W scrambl ed down a steep incline, |eading our horses, and | paused at the
bottom | ooki ng ahead down the valley. Usually at this point, a shower of
arrows

began to fly across the path, but today there
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were no arrows, and sone quick magi c probing found no sign that they had ever
been nere. This made things easier because it nmeant we neither had to craw
under the arrows' flight nor fly over them but | felt suddenly uneasy. If

t he

old wi zard was no | onger doing the spells to maintain his defenses—especially
since the arrows were also one of his best magic tricks—+to what was he giving
his attention?

But then | rem nded nyself that the strange mmgi cal creatures in the kingdom
had

been Evrard's all along. | relaxed and decided this was just one nore

i nstance

of the old wizard letting everything go.

Evrard, who did not realize there ever had been arrows here, strolled
casual l'y

in front of me, leading his mare. The grassy track led us around a few nore
turns and then into the clearing where stood the enornmous oak whi ch sheltered
the old wizard' s house. W dropped our horses' reins and wal ked sl owy
forward.

| tried to decide if the om nous appearance the rather innocuous little green
house seened to have acquired in the |ast few days was only my inagination

| junped as the door swung open with a crash. The old w zard came out as

t hough

catapulted and slammed it behind him Even at a distance of twenty yards, |
could see he was breathing hard.

But he tried to appear casual. He | ooked shortly toward Evrard, then gave ne
hi s

customary scow . "So, | see young w zards are multiplying as fast as the
gr eat

horned rabbits,” he said. "And they're still as happily convinced, |I'd say
from

this one's fancy jacket, that they can control the powers of darkness.'
Evrard stepped forward and went into the full formal bow. "G eetings, Master
I

am t he duchess' new wi zard.

The old wizard lifted shaggy eyebrows at ne over Evrard's head. "What does
t he

duchess want a wizard for? |'d have thought your exanple woul d have taught
her

that young wi zards these days don't know any magic. But then the old duke's
wi zard, back over thirty

years ago, was so inconpetent that nmaybe she's thinking nothing could be
wor se. "

Normal Iy I would have been interested in his tacit adm ssion that even a

wi zard

trai ned under the old apprenticeship systemcould be inconpetent. But | was
di stracted by wondering if the wi zard had sinply rushed out of his house to
keep

us from seei ng whatever he m ght have inside, or whether something in there
had

physically thrown himout.

Evrard was still in the full bow, his arns outstretched. "Well, greetings,



Wzard," the old wizard said to himgrudgingly. "I doubt you'll like Yurt."
"But | think 111 like Yurt very much," said Evrard with a cheerful smle
standing up again. "It's a charnmng little kingdom"

The old wi zard snorted. "Sonebody used to the vain pleasures of the City
won' t

be satisfied with country charm Tell the duchess |I warned her she won't have
her fancy young wi zard for very long."

"Ch, no," said Evrard seriously. T'"mplanning to stay with the duchess for
years

and years.

' Maybe she'll learn a |lesson at last, then."

Evrard was either working hard to maintain the old w zard's good tenper or

el se

he was too good-natured to take offense easily.

"But as for you, young whi ppersnapper,"” said the old wizard with a glare for
nel
" 1'd like to know what you think you' re playing at! First you canme around
here

casting spells to reveal the supernatural, as though after all this tinme you
t hought | might be practicing black magic, and then | find out you're doing
somet hing simlar yourself!"

| took a deep breath. "Wat are you tal ki ng about ?"

"That creature nade of sticks," he said brusquely. "Thought | wouldn't find
out,

did you? What happened, sonebody made the horned rabbits under your nose and
you

got so jealous of your position as Royal Wzard of Yurt that you decided you
d

try sonething of your own, eh?"

Evrard, | noticed, was wandering off in the direction of the old w zard's
cottage with an air of not hearing our conversation

"At least you made it with plain magic," continued my predecessor, al nost
grudgi ngly. "Not hi ng denonic about it, which may be why it was a pretty

pat heti c

excuse for a nmagic creature.”

"No, | didn't make it," | said loftily, stopping nyself just in tine from
sayi ng

that Evrard had. 1 know all about it, of course. But how did you find out?"
The old wizard glanced in Evrards direction and snorted. But he didn't say
what

he seemed to have guessed. "I found it, of course. Wen you told nme there
wer e

magi cal creatures roani ng through the ki ngdom and that you didn't know what
to

do about them | figured there ought to be at |least one wizard in Yurt acting
responsi bly. | spotted the duchess and that giant chasing the horned
rabbi t s—where did she find him by the way?—so | decided to |let them have
their

fun. | did inprove the spells a little, though, to give themnore of a
chal l enge." He gave a malicious chuckl e.

"But you brought the manlike creature back here with you," | said. Could
Evrard's stick-creature have been what threw himout the door?

"What was left of it," said the old wizard. "It had dropped nost of its
sticks

by the time it got here."

Then it was not Evrard's creature inside the house. That neant—

"So you decided to make a few inprovenents,” | said with a glare to match his
own. | pulled ny eyebrows down into a frown that | knew woul d have been nore
i npressive if they had been as shaggy as his. "When | cane here today,"
continued sternly, not giving hima chance to deny it, "I had not expected to



find a wizard fromwhom age and isol ation had taken his reason. But now
| earn

you' ve been giving old bones the formof life! You know only renegade
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W zards try to create life. As Royal Wzard, | demand that you dismantle the
t hi ng you' re maki ng!"
The old wi zard was, for a few seconds, too taken aback to answer. | had never

talked to himlike this before—er, for that nmatter, to any ol der wi zard. Then
he

bent over sharply, making creaking sounds. For a second | was afraid | had
sent

himinto a fit. But then | realized he was | aughi ng.

"It isn't funny," | said, trying to preserve at |east some of ny dignity.
The old wi zard straightened up, wiping spit fromhis mouth and stil
chuckl i ng.

"You re certainly amusing, young w zard, trying to act as wi se as though you
were four times your age and actually knew some magic, and trying to face ne
down in my own valley."

"You have to tell ne what you're doing,' | said, refusing to be distracted.
“1'm

responsi ble for the oversight of any wi zardry practiced in this kingdom It's
horribly complex magic. | would think a wi zard of light and air had better

things to do with his time than mutter |ong spells over dead bones."

The old wizard had started to turn away. Now he shot me a sharp, sideways
gl ance

fromunder his eyebrows. "And what do you know of conplex spells and dead
bones?" he asked.

"Look," | said, speaking to the old wizard directly, nmnd to nmind, which I
had
never dared do before. | probed for magic, as | had down in die valley by the

Holy Grove. And here, as there, were magic forces channel ed by a powerful
spel | .

"Don't deny it now"

| felt rather than heard reluctant assent. But then the w zard turned his own
mnd toward me and | staggered back, ny own spell disintegrating.

Anyone el se's nind is always profoundly strange when nmet directly, even the
m nd

of a friend. The old wizard's mnd reveal ed both powers beyond what | had
expected, as much as | had al ways respected his abilities, and a strange tw st
I

could not identify but which terrified ne.
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Back in ny own body, | stared at him Wat had | felt there? Was it
depravity,

i nsanity, or just the strangeness of the old magicr H s eyes held mine for
five

seconds, then he started to | augh again.

| tried to slow ny heartbeat with cal mbreaths. "So you can't deny it," |
sai d,

speaki ng al oud. "You still haven't told me why."

Before the old wizard could answer, | heard a thin, sharp squeak. It sounded
al nost i nhurman, but as | spun around | realized it was Evrard.

He had opened the green door of the w zard's house a crack and was staring

wi thin. A second squeak was forced fromhimas he took a backward step, and

t he

door slowy began to sw ng open

The old wi zard | eaped forward with a cry. He threw his body agai nst the door
and

threw a powerful binding spell around the entire house. The door slanmed shut



agai n.

But not before | had had a glinpse of the creature inside. It was a creature
out

of nightmare. It was six feet tall and had arns and | egs, but other than
bur ni ng

eyes it had no face. The eyes stared at me as though in conprehension. This
was

no botched student project. It |ooked as though it night once have been human.
Evrard clung to ne, his head twisted to stare at the house. H s face had gone
dead white under the freckles. The old wi zard, nis dirty beard whi ppi ng
around

him glared at us with eyes of fire. Awhirlwind swirled around himand his
whol e house.

"Cet out," said the old wizard, his voice nagically anplified to carry over

t he

roar of the wind. "Get out if you value your lives."

Evrard tugged at ny shirt in evident agreemnent.

"But we can't!" | shouted. "Mster, we have to help you!"

"Wth your weak school spells? Go, and go now "

| took a step back. The whirlw nd seermed to be

96
C. Dale Brittain
di m ni shing in power. The binding spell, | could tell, held firm

It might have been ny terrified imgination, but the old wizard seened to be
growing, as tall as his house, taller, until his head di sappeared anong the
branches of the oak that |eaned over the roof. Staring fascinated, | |et
Evrard

pull ne slowy away. \Watever mght be beyond the door, the w zard clearly
had

the powers to deal with it.

Evrard turned and bolted, and | was right behind him Qur normally placid
nmar es

had retreated back up the valley, tangling their reins until forced to stop
They rolled their eyes and bared their teeth as we approached. Evrard, who
had

not expected to know nuch about horses, spoke to themsoftly and
reassuringly,

gi ving them confident shoves on their sweating flanks as he freed the reins.
Behi nd us, the sound of the whirlw nd stopped. | |ooked back to see a bent,
white-haired figure, restored to his normal size, calmy open his green door
and

di sappear within.

| hesitated with one foot in the stirrup. "W have to go back and help him"
" Didn't you hear hinP He doesn't want our hel p!" Exasperation mxed with
fear

in Evrard's voice. "Don't try to show off again."

| had not been showi ng off, but otherw se he was right. He kicked his horse
into

arapidtrot. | swng into the saddle and hurried to catch him "How did you
know how to cal mthe horses?" | asked. "Is it sone new spell?"

"My father ran a livery stable in the Cty—didn't you know?"

After we crossed the bridge—no sign of the |lady and her unicorn this tinme—we
had

to disnount to | ead our horses under the | ow branches beyond. Evrard's I|ight
bl ue eyes were still nearly round. ' What was that in the cottage?"

| shook ny head. You saw it better than | did." |
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did not say that to ne it |ooked |like a dead hunman body, resurrected by a
renegade wi zard who had lost control of his own nagic, then given living eyes.
"It | ooked al nost human to ne," said Evrard. "You should have warned ne the



old
wi zard knew such powerful magic."

| doubted I would ever know that much magic, even if | lived as long as the
old
wi zard had. "I'd no idea anyone could work spells like that without the aid

of

t he supernatural ."

Unexpectedly, Evrard smiled. "After you' d warned nme so carefully not to
ant agoni ze him you certainly seemed to be trying to do so yoursel f!"

| decided |I should feel relieved he could still snile after what he had just
seen, but my imredi ate thought was that he was taking all this far too
casual ly.

"Evrard, | hope you realize you started this. He only decided to try to make
that creature after he'd found yours."

"Come on, Dainbert, don't start talking Iike a schoolteacher! |I'm sure you

wanted to inpress your king two years ago, just as I'mtrying to inpress the
duchess. "

He was right; | was starting to sound |ike a schoolteacher. | tried to make
ny

next coment sound |ike one student giving a friendly warning to another
"Sorry

about that. But | should tell you sonething. The duchess' father, the old
duke,

once kept a wi zard. Nearly everyone, as far as | can tell, considered him
fairly

i nconmpetent. Yet it was in this fairly inconpetent wi zard's books that |
first

di scovered the spell | think the old wi zard is using."

Evrard shrugged and smiled. "Well, | can use it, too, even if | can't nake
anything that inpressive. | bet your predecessor's never had problens |ike
hons

falling off!"

Not fifteen m nutes ago he had been clinging to ne in terror. | was irritated
enough with his good hunor that | let ny mare fall behind, so conversation
woul d
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be i mpossible. Wzardry students al ways played tricks on each other and
wi zar ds

out side the school normally did not get along at all, but |I had been hoping
for

better relations with the duchess' w zard.

As we cane out of the woods half an hour later and started up the hill toward
the castle, | glanced surreptitiously over the wall into the little cenmetery

where kings of Yurt and servants—and chapl ai ns and w zards—ef Yurt had been
buried for generations. But | saw no sign that anyone had been diggi ng anong
t he

qui et graves.

IV

W had left the castle early and it was not yet noon. The old wi zard and his
creature would need to be watched, but they were not the only strange events
going on in Yurt these days. If | could first determ ne what the duchess was
doing, | told nyself, and why her tall huntsman had appeared now, then I'd be
able to focus on ny predecessor. Left alone for a few days, he m ght even
becone

less furious with ne. At lunch, | nade a point of talking to N nrod.

Sitting next to himwas not the difficulty I had thought it mght be for, as
we

all assenmbled in the great hall, Domi nic announced that he had deci ded that
our



pl aces ought to be moved around and he seated hinself next to the duchess.

Ni mrod hesitated, then cane over when | notioned to him He wal ked very
gracefully in spite of his height, as if he were holding great strength in
check. Sitting down, he no |longer towered above me. H s long hair was neatly
pul l ed back and tied with a | eather thong, and he had excellent table manners
for soneone who had energed fromthe woods | ooking like a wild nan.

The clattering of dishes and spoons nade a good screen for private

conver sati on.

But Ni nrod spoke
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before I could. "I'mglad I'mhaving a chance to talk to you properly at

| ast,

W zard. What are those horned rabbits, anyway? | know every natural thing of
woods and field, and there are none |ike these."

He spoke in a low voice. | glanced around the table and deci ded no one was
listening to us. Donminic attentively served the duchess before hinself and
sai d

somet hing which, fromhis rather forced smle, was probably neant to be a

j oke.

Knowi ng Dominic, | doubted it was very funny, but D ana |aughed

appreci atively.

' They were rmade by w zardry, but not mne," |I said. | looked at Ninrod from

under my eyebrows, w shing again they were shaggy. "You seened to know about
their existence already when you first appeared in Yurt and I'd like to hear
how

you knew. "

Ni mrod gave me a sharp | ook; then, unexpectedly, he grinned. The suntanned
skin

made little winkles at the comers of his eyes. "Did you suspect nme of

conmi ssioning a wizard to create magic rabbits, just so |I'd have an excuse to
cone into the kingdonf?

"No," | said although, in fact, at one point | had. | considered giving him
an
even sterner | ook and sniled instead. "You still haven't said how you first

heard about them"
He hesitated, then said at last, "News of strange creatures travels fast

anong
huntsnen, and | like to go where there's a challenge."
This rather cryptic statenent raised nore questions than it answered. | was

about to ask himnmore when Dominic's voice, |ouder than normal, caught both
our
attentions.

"Perhaps we shoul d have a ball in your honor, gracious |ady," he was saying
to

t he duchess. "I'msure the king and queen woul a have wanted to take advant age
of

your extended stay in the royal castle to show you some sort of distinction."
For a second | thought this was neant to be a hint, rather subtle for
Doni ni c,

t hat she had al ready
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out st ayed her wel conme, but when he smiled again and rested his hand on hers
it

occurred to ne that the royal nephew, in his owmn way, was trying to flirt
with

Di ana.

| glanced quickly at Nintrod to see how he was taking it. He too was | ooki ng
at

t he duchess and seened thoroughly amused.



For a brief monent, Diana stiffened, but she did not pull her hand away.
" That

woul d be delightful,"” she said, with what | ooked |ike a genuine snile, warmy
enough to nmake up for her hesitation

"You know, " said Dominic, |eaning back as though confortably relaxed, "I fee
as

t hough 1've been blind all these years, not to realize before how | ovely you
are.

Al'l other conversation at both tables had stopped. In both the chanbers of
knights and ladies and in the kitchens, | knew, there would |ater be extended
specul ation and di scussi on of what Dominic could be doing. But now everyone
was

too interested to see what he m ght say next—-and how she woul d respond.

She gave a quick glance down the table, though I could not tell u she were

| ooking toward Ninrod or ne. "That's very dear of you to say, Donminic," she
said, "but at our age, we scarcely need detain ourselves with these

adol escent

cooi ngs, do we?"

Dom ni ¢ took his hand back and frowned. The duchess, her head cocked, sniled
sweetly at him | knew she was teasing him as apparently aid N nrod, but
Dominic was stmworking it out. Gven a choice between interpreting her words
as

a rejection or as a suggestion that he should speed up his courtship of

her —whi ch was i ndeed proceedi ng nuch too slowy for a couple past their first
yout h—he fell into silence. Hi s silence becane enbarrassi ng when no one el se
at

t he tabl e spoke, either.

"Did Dainmbert tell you we visited the old w zard of Yurt today?" asked Evrard
abruptly.

He was too far down the table for ne to |ack.
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tried speaking to himdirectly, mnd to mnd, but he had his thoughts well
shi el ded.

It took the rest of the table a second to renenber that | was named Dai nbert,
but then several seized on the conversational topic because, fascinating as

t he

i nt erchange between Doninic and D ana had been, it had al so Becone very
awkwar d.

"We haven't seen the old w zard since Christnas, | think," said one of the
knights. "Is he still well?" The servants' table had given up any pretense of
not listening to the head table.

| tried glaring at Evrard, but he was not looking in nmy direction. Turning
hi m

into a frog would certainly divert the conversation, but that seemed a little
too drastic.

| did not, | told Evrards unresponsive mind, want the royal court to hear how
the old wizard was |osing control at |east of his housekeepi ng, probably of
hi s

magi ¢, and perhaps of his mnd. | certainly did not want to cast theminto
pani c

at the thought of an undead creature stalking the night. I'd cal mred down
enough

to decide | should be able to handle the thing if, by chance, it did get
| oose,

but a terrorized popul ation could be very hard to deal wth.

But Evrard, who perhaps could hear ny silent shouts after all, initially
fixed

on a different aspect of our visit. "He's got some spectacul ar nagic
effects,”

he said. "Did you know that he has the nost beautiful lady in the world



sitting

by the bridge into his valley?"

Most of the court had seen the illusory |ady and her unicorn at some point.
"Better than what they have at your school, Wzard?" the same kni ght askea.
"Alot better,' said Evrard. Zahlfast would not have been pleased to hear a
recent graduate running down the school so casually. "And He's working on
somet hing new, too." No, stop, you idiot! "He wouldn't | et us have a rea

| ook

at it because he's still hammering out the details, but this one's as
frightening as his Lady is beautiful."
"He never used to create frightening illusions," one of the |adies said

t houghtfully. "Sonetinmes they'd be anusing and sonetinmes dramatic, but nostly
they' d be beautiful and even noving."

"I't's our present Royal Wzard who creates frightening illusions!" said
sonmeone

el se and they all |aughed, renenbering how everyone—except of course

t hensel ves—had been thrown into a blind panic the first time | had made an
enornous illusory dragon in the hall. Dom nic gl owered down the table wthout
joining in the laughter; it was not one of his own better nenories.

| relaxed a little, though still keeping my eyes on Evrard's face. He knew as
well as | that whatever the old wizard had in his cottage was no illusion

but

he seened content to let the others think it was.

"Wefl, if old Dainbert's frightened you in the past," said Evrard, "he
certainly

| earned his | esson today. You should have seen himrun!"

"You ran first," | said, coldly and levelly, then realized fromthe |ooks I
was

getting that Evrard had succeeded even better than he m ght have intended in
covering up an awkward sil ence. Specul ati on about why Dom ni ¢ shoul d suddenly
start courting the duchess was one thing, but an open quarrel between two

W zards was an even nore titillating lunchtime entertainnent for the court.
But Evrard answered good-naturedly. "OfF course | did," he agreed with a

| augh.

"And I'mafraid | gave a very undignified shriek, too."

I would have called it a squeak rather than a shriek, but | let this pass.
snmled for the onlookers. Cone to think of it, we had left in a very
undi gni fied

hurry for two supposedly qualified w zards.

"That's the problemw th being a new graduate,"” said Evrard, giving his
char m ng

snmle. "When they hand you the diplom, you feel you know everything but, in
just a few days, you're off at a new post and

realize you don't know anything at all, conpared to nore experienced w zards.'
The duchess, now giving Dominic no attention at all, |eaned her el bows on the
tabl e and | ooked at her w zard in approval

Ceneral conversation started again as the servants started gathering up the
enpty platters and bringing out the clean plates for dessert. 'So the old

wi zard

is starting work on a new and terrifying project,” said Nintrod in a | ow voi ce
next to ny ear.

| jumped, having al nost forgotten him

"My guess is that two young wi zards with the [atest training wouldn't have
been

so frightened of sonething tnat was only an illusion,” N nrod added. He waited
a

monent for an answer but, when | said nothing, he took ny silence for
confirmation and continued. "Horned rabbits are bad enough, but | gather he's
made sonmething else. How big is it? Does it move |ike a man?"

| stared at him "Have you seen anything like this before?"



He did not answer for a noment, as dessert was now being served. It was fresh

raspberry puddi ng. | caught a pleased | ook from Gven at the servants'

t abl e—she

knew it was ny favorite and had doubtless nade it hersel f—and deci ded | had
better not push it away untasted, ny initial reaction. | plunged in nmy spoon
determ nedly and | ooked at Ni nrod.

"Sone years ago,’
el se

could hear, but not so |ow that we mi ght be thought to be whispering secrets,
"in the nmountains over toward the eastern kingdons, a renegade w zard nade a
whol e horde of soldiers out of hair and bones."

"And what happened?" | breat hed.

he said, still in that voice just |ow enough that no one

"Some ot her wi zards stopped hi menes from your school, as | recall." He ate
hal f

hi s pudding with apparent enjoyment. "I hel ped track down the horde,"” he
added

as though there had been no pause.
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| considered his use of the term"renegade," which | was afraid mght well be
applicable to nmy predecessor at this point. Ninmrod could have chosen the word
even if he nad never hel ped the school, but it was a termw th a specific
meani ng anong w zards. It neant soneone whose magi ¢ had gone dangerously out
of

control because he had deliberately rejected the ethical principles of

wi zardry.

There was clearly nmore to this huntsman than 1'd first thought and that could
be

useful .

"Don't |eave the kingdom" | said. "I may need you." | attacked my own
puddi ng,

relieved to think that wi zards fromthe school mght have dealt wth
sonet hi ng

like this before, even though those creatures of hair and bone had doubtl ess
been nade by sonething closer to the spell with which Evrard had nmade his
rabbits than whatever "inproved" spell ny predecessor had used. | felt much
nor e

cheerful, especially since the pudding really was delicious.

As the nmeal finished and everyone rose fromthe table, the chaplain touched
ne

on the el bow. "Could you come to nmy roomfor a few m nutes?"

As | followed himupstairs, | thought that during the last two years | had
nostly discussed issues both weighty and trivial with Joachim But only a few
days of Evrard's conpany haa rem nded nme that a priest and a wi zard will
never

have nuch in comon. Wzards nay argue violently, but at |east they agree on
t he

fundanment al issues. The chaplain, | fearedT would have no interest in what |
had

gl i nmpsed through the cottage door once he was reassured that the old w zard's
spel Il s had not put his soul in peril.

\Y

Joachi m sat down on a hard chair across fromme and | ooked at ne

t hought ful | y.

H s eyes were so dark and deep-set that they merged with the shadows of the
room
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"I gather fromwhat your friend said that the old w zara has progressed
beyond

horned rabbits and i s now nmaki ng sonething far nore serious," he said. He



paused
briefly, but when I did not reply, he continued as though in answer to ny

unspoken question, "I doubt two wi zards woul d have been frightened by nere
illusion.”

| shook ny head ruefully. "Ninmrod said al nost exactly the same thing. 1'd
hoped

it wasn't that obvious."

"I think the rest of the court renmenbers your predecessor primarily for his
illusions, and they're nappy to believe that whatever frightening thing he's
working on nowis no nore real than liis winged horses at Christmas dinner."
"But if you and Ninrod saw through Evrard's dissenbling at once, it may not
t ake

some of the others nuch longer. Even Donminic's not nearly as thick as he
sometines seens. By the way, the duchess seens to want to keep this secret,
but

it turns out she had asked Evrard to nake her the horned rabbits."

"You still haven't told me what frightened you," the chaplain replied,
uninterested in the duchess and in rabbits.

"Two things," | said slowmy. "First was the creature that both Evrard and
glinmpsed through the old wizard' s cottage door. It was six feet tall and had
human eyes. It noved, but it wasn't alive. It nmoved by magic," | added
hastily

as Joachimstarted to speak. "There was not hi ng supernatural about it. The
old

wi zard may be acting very strangely, but he's not becone evil."

"Surely you know," said Joachimquietly, "that fallen man is always capabl e
of

doing evil on his own, w thout invoking the supernatural powers of darkness.
Tell me what el se frightened you

"This is something Evrard doesn't know about." | paused. The castle seened
nearly silent. Elsewhere, people were doubtless | aughing and tal king, but
their
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voices did not cany to us. "l touched the old w zard's mnd, very briefly.
It's

got a bend or a twist or, at any rate, sonething |I've never seen. | hadn't
tried

bef ore today communicating with himmnd to mnd, so | don't know whet her
he' s

al ways been like this, or if this is related to whatever nental breakdown he
nmay

be experiencing."

"Could it be a nmanifestation of an evil will?" asked the chaplain, his dark
eyes

bur ni ng.

"I just don't know," | said, thinking irritably that priests always seened to
want to turn magical problens into part of the struggle between good and evil.
Joachim said nothing nore for a nmoment. "Something six feet tall wi th human

eyes," he repeated at last. "If it's not alive or was never alive, it won't
have

a soul." That m ght reassure himsomewhat, but | didn't find it nmuch hel p.
"The ol d wi zard does seemto have it very well locked up,” | said. "Certainly
there's a danger that it could turn on himbut, at the nmonent, |'m hesitant
to

do anything that mght distract himfromwhat appears to be an excell ent

bi ndi ng

spel | ."

W were both silent for a monent. "But | still don't understand why he woul d

do



it, Joachim" | said then. "He's retired, highly respected. He has nothing
nor e

to prove. | know he's been acting rather peculiarly, but why should he want
to

make a nonster?"

"Pride," said Joachimas though it explained it all. "Jeal ousy."

"Jeal ousy? O whon? He's never had anything but scorn for ny abilities and he
t hinks even | ess of Evrard."

"Isn't that a little strong?" asked Joachimwith a slow smile. "I thought
he' d

been happy to teach you herbal magic."

"He's al ways been quick to point out my failings. | think he was only willing
to

teach ne a little because he felt my school training had been so i nadequate."
"I still think he is jeal ous of you," said Joachim not
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smling any longer. "At first he was jeal ous of your youth, your ability to
learn rapidly, the fact that you were Royal W=zard, a position in which he no
| onger felt competent. And then the one problemhe couldn't solve, the one

t hat

made hi m decide to resign so abruptly, you cane in with your own courage and
wi zardry and solved it."

| shivered. "Wth your help," | said. That experience was sonething el se
didn't |like to think about.

"And now there are not just one, but two, young w zards here in Yurt. He
needs

to do something to denonstrate, both to you and to hinmself, the superiority
of

his magic. Ana that's where he has been captured by the sin of pride."
Joachim | thought, could bring any conversation back to sin.

"I know wi zards have spells to give themlong life," he said with a quick

| ook

inm direction. "But even a long life may not give a man the opportunity he
needs to cone to terms with his own nortality.”

"But what does this have to do with pride?" |I asked when Joachi m paused.
"Since you're a wizard, too," he said after a nonment, '|I don't want to say
anyt hi ng that would sound |ike an accusation against you. But | think it rust
be

even harder when one is used to w elding enornous power all one's life to
realize that, at the end, one has no nore power over one's life than does a
newbor n baby. "

| was probably supposed to be gratified to hear that w zards could wield
€nor Nnobus power .

"Al t hough one cannot live forever," Joachi mwent on, "someone may try to
create

something that will Iive on beyond one's short span. In one form this desire
for creation is God's power reflected in His creatures, the inpetus to
pr oduce

and cherish children, the basis for philosophy and art—even w zardry. But
carried too far it becones pride, the desire to
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become God's equal. In trying to duplicate God's act of creation, your

predecessor endangered his soul

"When facing his own death, when facing a young wi zard wi th surprisingly good
abilities, he needed to denpbnstrate that his powers of creation had not
faltered. And he went beyond the limts ordained for nortal nen because he
tried

to make a new living creature, to imtate God Hinself."

"You've got all the answers,” | said grunpily.



"You asked for ny opinion," said Joachi mreasonably.

W both fell silent again. | forced nyself to consider what the chapl ain had
sai d.

It nade sense. Stripped of the comrents about sin, his explanation accorded
fairly closely with what the school had taught us, one of the few |l essons, in
fact, that | had learned so well that | could no | onger consciously renmenber
first hearing it. Those who try the mightiest spells, delving deeply into the

forces of magic, always do so at peril: theirs and others. And when such a
spel |
is worked from base notives, frompride and envy, the peril is far greater

Maybe | should try to explain to the old wizard that he had no reason to be
jeal ous of Evrard and me—but | could think of no way to phrase it that

woul dn' t

sound patronizing and, besides, he seened to be in the process of
denonstrating

beyond any question that his nagic was i ndeed much stronger than ours.
realized that everything Joachimhad said could also apply to Evrard and the
horned rabbits, but | dismissed this. My own attenpts to inpress ny new
enpl oyers were too recent for me to be able to think of another young wi zard
as

driven by pride

"WIl you call your school ?" Joachi masked. "Could you disnmantle the
creature?

Is it likely to escape?"

"I don't know at the nonent how to dismantle it, certainly not if ny

pr edecessor

wanted to stop nme. And |I'mvery reluctant to call the school. | don't get

al ong

very well with the old wizard as it is; if |I brought in representatives of
t he

school he despises to take
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away his magical creation, he'd never speak to ne again. And it wouldn't do
nmuch

good, anyway. The spell was out of the old magic of earth and herbs, unlike
anything in nodern scientific magic.

"At the nmonent, the creature doesnt seemat all likely to escape. In the next
few days, I'mgoing to talk to the wood nynph now that | know how, |'Il try
to

find out nore about Ninrod; and | should probably catch the rest of Evrard's
idiotic rabbits. Once |I've gotten aH the other distractions out of the way,
111

try to work out how to break the spell that holds my predecessor's creature

t oget her. What do you thi nk?

"You've already told me twice that this is a problemfor a wizard, not for a
priest.” There was a hint of a snmle in the angle of Joachims cheekbones. "I
t hi nk you' re enjoyi ng having anot her young w zard here." In spite of
ever yt hi ng,
he was right.
handl e. "
"What do you think are Dominic's intentions with the duchess? | asked
abruptly,

wanting to change the subject. Since half the castle was probably discussing
t he

pair, | thought we might as well, too.

"I must adnmit to being surprised,” said the chaplain. "To every indication
he

has begun to court her in earnest, but one nmust wonder why his affections
have

becorme suddenly engaged after so many years of aquaintance. | woul d nave

This seens |ike something the two of you should be able to



hoped

ei ther one or both would have come to talk to nme about their weddi ng pl ans,
bef ore these pl ans becane so open."

For an intelligent and highly educated priest, Joachimcould sonetines be
startling obtuse. "I don't think Dom nic has any weddi ng plans," | said, "and
I'"msure Diana doesnt either. My own guess is that his courting just started
today, and it has no nore serious goal than keeping N nrod and the duchess
from

carrying out what Dom nic considers inappropriate flirtation.'

"That could be," said Joachim as though he found it highly unlikely. "But
sone

of his gestures and
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comments were too explicit for himnot to have had previ ous encouragenent."”
| laughed, glad to find something worth |aughing at. "That's just Dom nic
He's

never had nuch finesse in his dealings—he has even less tact than you do."
Joachimfrowned at this. "I won't keep you longer," | said, standing up
"Have

you heard anything nore fromthose priests about the Holy Toe?"

"I won't hear anything nore until they arrive," he said gravely.

Evrard was already back in ny study, once again settled in ny best chair. At
| east he wasn't wearing ny dressing gown. "Wy did you bring up the old

wi zard

over lunch?" | asked himshortly.

"You didn't want ne to?" he asked, so nmuch renorse in his w de blue eyes it
was

al nost comi cal

"Certainly not," | said, sitting dowm in nmy second-best chair and refusing to
be

mol lified. "Several people have already realized that if sonething was bad
enough to make you squeak with terror, it was nore than illusion. As soon as

Dominic realizes it—er has one of the knights point it out to hi mhe's going
to

organize a mlitary expedition to roust the creature out of the old w zard's
cottage."

"But he couldn't do that," said Evrard, concerned. "The old w zard' s nagic
woul d

stop him™"

"OfF course. The nost Dominic could acconplish with his knights would be to
di stract the old wi zard enough that ne would [ et down the binding spells
containing his creature and it woul d escape.'

| hadn't thought of this possibility until | said it, but it imrediately
seened

disturbingly likely.

Evrard smled at me. "You're even nore frightened of that creature than | an
But you don't need to worry about the old wi zard. He has a powerful binding
spell to hold it down."

"And what do you know about binding spells?"

"I can do many spells,"” he replied in a perfectly
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sober voice, in spite of the twitching corners of his nouth. "Watch this."

| junped up and interrupted the binding spell he started to put on ny foot.
"

don't think I need a denobnstration. Besides, you have a word wong in the

Hi dden

Language—i ght there."

"Ch," he said in chagrin. "You're right. You would have gotten your foot free
in



no tine." He smled up at ne and I sat down again. "At |least now | know ny

m st ake. You see, | al nost never nake the sanme mistake tw ce."

"That's good," | said, sounding surly even in nmy own ears. Since | was
irritated

witn Joachimfor being a priest and with Evrard for being a young w zard,
maybe

| should be irritated with nyself for being ne.

' BEven aside fromhis binding spells,” Evrard continued, "lI'"mcertain the old

wi zard could stop Dominic. 'A conpetent w zard shoul d al ways be victorious
agai nst an armed knight.' They taught us that in thau-maturgy class."

"Ana woul d you al ways be victorious?"

Evrard | eaned forward and dropped his voice, though there was no one to

over hear

us. "Don't tell the duchess, but | was never very good at those spells. But
['m

wor ki ng on them "

| tried to decide if | was good at the spells to stop arned knights. | had
never

nad occasion to try. But Evrard was certainly right in one respect: a w zard
who

could growthirty feet tall in the nmddle of a whirlw nd would not find
Domi ni ¢

a probl em

PART FOUR The Wod Nynph

Since | had told Evrard | really would turn himinto a frog i f he brought up
t he

old wi zard and his nonster again, | expected dinner to be nore quiet than

[ unch.

Once again, Dominic seated Diana next to himand | ended up next to N nrod.
The nore | thought about it, the nore | was sure that she nmust have Known the
hunt sman earlier. For that matter, from his polished | anguage and behavi or
he

must be other than what he at first seened. It might explain a |lot, even her
surprising |lack of ease when they first nmet, if she had last met him say, in
a

very different context. | tried again to question himwhen di nner was al nost
over.
"So | understand the duchess is enjoying catching horned rabbits,” | said

casually. "Tell me, have you tried to track them down in the valley of Saint
Euseb-ius? The valley seens to have strong powers of attraction for creatures
of

magic. |'mplanning to go there tonorrow, to explore its magi cal properties
nor e

t horoughly, and | was wondering . .

But | never got a chance to say nore. At that point,
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Dominic rose to his feet. He | ooked pal e, unusual in someone ruddy, and

hi ghl y

determ ned. He started to speak, got as far as "My lords and | adies— and his
voi ce cracked. Evrard smiled, but no one el se dared.

Dominic tried again. "My lords and | adies of Yurt! |I would |ike your
attention.

| have a special announcenent to make. As you know, | have served King
Hai meric

of Yurt, ny uncle, for nost of ny life, at present as his regent. But recently
I

have been thinking of doing sonmething rather different.'

There was a nmurmur of surprise. Dominic was as nuch a fixture of the castle



as

the king's rose garden.

"I'n fact, once the king and queen return and rel ease ne fromny regency, |

t hi nk

| shall leave Yurt. | have not yet decided where | shall go."

My first startled thought—+he thought of a city nerchant's son—was to wonder
what he would live on. He had all a prince could want as |long as he was in
Yurt,

but his wealth was based on the revenues fromthe castle's own | ands—eally
nothing nore than a glorified allowance fromthe king.

The silence was broken by Hugo, the youth who had been training in kni ghthood
under Donminic's direction. "You can come back to the City with me at the end
of

the sumrer if you like," he said. "Mther and Father won't mnd."

Dominic smled, alnost affectionately. "I'Il consider it," he said, then
becane

determ ned again. "Before | go, there is sonmething very inportant | want to
settle.”

He turned toward the duchess, on whoma horrible realization seenmed to be
dawni ng, and went down on one knee before her on the flagstones.

If | had deternmined to propose marriage to a woman | had al ready deci ded six
years ago | didn't want to marry, then | would have done it in private. But
t hat

apparently wouldn't do for the royal regent.

He took a ring out of his pocket. Fromwhere | was sitting, | could see the
firelight glint on the dianond. It was an enornous stone. We had in the castle
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treasury the jewelry that had once bel onged to Donminic's nother and this nust
be

fromthe coll ection.

Di ana | ooked, for once in her life, conpletely nonplussed. | had the

si ckeni ng

feeling one sonetimes has when seeing a bad accident about to happen, that
everything is taking place very slowy but one is too paralyzed to do
anyt hi ng

about it.

"My lady, | offer you this ring as a token," said the regent gravely. "A

t oken

of my love for you, which | dare to hope you may return. A token of nmy wi sh
t hat

you and | shoul d becone man and w fe."

Thi s had gone far beyond paying court to a worman to keep her from making a
spectacl e of herself with sonebody else. Dominic, | thought, had sinply | ost
hi s

m nd.

Di ana took a deep breath. "Prince Dom nic," she said in a high, clear voice,
"you have set ny maidenly heart aflutter.” She did not take the ring held out
to

her .

I glanced toward Ninrod beside me and found his face stiff with tension

"While | fully appreciate your sentinents,"” the duchess conti nued, your
proposal is so sudden that | will need at |east a week to give you ny
answer . "

She gave a sudden, saucy snile. After all, 1've been single nearly as long as

you have—that is, all ny life—and it's hard to contenplate such a conplete
change so suddenly."

"OfF course," said Dom nic, watching her face as though searching for a hidden
nmeani ng.

| caught the chaplain's eye across the table. If he said, "I told you so,"
woul d deserve it



Diana rose to her feet with a swirl of the skirt she had put on for dinner
"Right now, |I still need to concentrate on catching the | ast of those great
honed rabbits. If you don't mind, Prince, | shall go to ny roomand pl an
tomorrow s hunt." Dom nic nodded shortly.

As the duchess noved toward the door, she stopped
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as though she had just thought of sonething and turned back. "Since |I'm

pl anni ng

a hunt, | need ny chief huntsman. Nimrod, could you join nme?"

Nimod smled Iike the sun coming up and junped to his feet so suddenly that
hi s

chair crashed over. He strode across the hall and he and the duchess |eft
together. The rest of us retreated rapidly, alnost in panic, not daring to
| ook

at the regent.

"We'd better stay out of Dominic s way for a while," | told Evrard that

eveni ng.

"And it sounds as though the duchess won't want your hel p hunting the horned
rabbits. Tomorrow I'Il take you to the Holy Grove of Saint Eusebius so you
can

nmeet the wood nynph."

The next norning, | sent Evrard to the stables to supervise the saddling of
our

mares while | went to find the regent. If | could sort out the magica

pr obl ens

associated with the Holy Grove in the next day or two and if the duchess
woul d

just start behaving herself, then I could turn ny full attention to the old
wi zard and his creature. Maybe by then |I'd even have sone i deas.

I would have liked to | eave the casde without telling Dom nic we were going,
but

he was, after all, regent. | squared ny shoul ders and hoped that by now he
woul d

be cal menough that | could talk to himcoherently.

| expected to find the royal nephew in his chanbers havi ng breakfast, or

al r eady

seated on the throne in the great hall. But |I could not find him When
returned to the stables, wondering uneasily where he could be, | noticed a
nunber of horses were m ssing.

"That's right," said the stable boy | asked. "It seens |ike everyone has
al r eady

gone sonewhere this norning. The chaplain, Prince Domnic, a lot of die
kni ght s,

t he duchess and her new huntsman, they've all left."

"So what do you think?" asked Evrard, who seened
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to find the situation hilarious. "Have the duchess and Ni nrod el oped and
Domi ni ¢

gone after thenk"

As we rode out across the drawbridge, the clear sky prom sed anot her day of
perfect weather. | asked nyself how normally rational adults could act |ike
this. And where coul d Joachi m have possibly gone? | had enough to do sol ving
magi cal problenms in the kingdom wi thout being responsible for everyone's
enotional crises. For Dominic abruptly to decide to get married after al

t hese

years, for Diana to hire a w zard, conmi ssion honed rabbits, and flirt
outrageously with a huntsman .

"Do you think Dominic will still want to marry her if she's run off widi

Ni mrod?" asked Evrard. "I must say | was surprised he proposed. | woul dn't



have

t hought their tenperaments would be simlar enough."

"If Dominic has decided it's finally tine to get married, he may not have a
| ot

of women to choose from The only alternative | can think of is the queen's
aunt

Maria, and they would be even | ess conpatible.”

"But if Dominic and the duchess do get narried, and he wants to | eave Yurt,
do

you think she'll go with hin? WII she still want a ducal w zard?"

| didn't answer. More relevant was the question of whether Dominic would
nmur der

Ni mrod—and naybe Diana as well. She would have a ot to answer for if King
Hai neric cane hone to find that his kingdom as he knewit, no |onger
exi st ed.

For that matter, so would |

Evrard broke into nmy thoughts again. "Are you going to try to nake the wood
nynph | eave the hermt's grove?"

"I want to see if the old spell to talk to her really works," | said, "and
you
and | should catch the rest of your rabbits if they're still at that end of
t he

ki ngdom—+thi s busi ness of creating magical aninmals just to hunt them has gone
far

enough. And while we're at it, I'"'mafraid we probably ought to find the
duchess

and Ninrod. As for the nynph, | told the chaplain
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would talk to her and | really should do so before the priests of Saint
Eusebi us

arrive."

| had been going to add that | also wanted to see if the entrepreneurs were
still on the cliff above the Holy Grove, but Evrard interrupted nme. "It seens
to

me, Dainbert,"” he said in exasperation, "that you let that priest boss you
around nuch too nmuch. Didn't they warn you at school about staying out of the
Church's affairs?"

"I"mnot being bossed around," | said, determ ned not to be angry. If Evrard
and

| didn't present a united front, the situation would becone even worse. "As
wi zards, we need to exam ne all magical phenonena. |'ve never talked to a
wood

nynph before."

Evrard nodded, somewhat nollified, but he did not speak again. After a short
di stance, we passed the village fromwhich the different clainmants had cone
whose case the king had judged. The place was full of activity and the big
wheel

on the mll was turning. | thought of pointing it out to Evrard but decided
to

say not hi ng.

Fromtwo years of associating with Joachim who had never been good at |ight

chatter, | was accustoned to long silences. But it occurred to nme that it
woul d
be a real effort of will for sonmeone |like Evrard not to say something. As we

rode through the hills of Yurt, past high fields where hay was being raked
and

| ow meadows where cows raised their heads to | ook at us, past streans and
sudden

val l eys and distant hilltops where a church spire rose froma cluster of



houses,

| considered the irony of the situation. The last tinme | had ridden this way,
Joachimhad felt constrained in talking to me because | had no interest in
religious issues. This time, Evrard was behaving exactly the same way, but
because | had too much interest in such issues.

But when we stopped to rest our horses, Evrard turned to ne as though there
had

been no tension

The Wod Nymph & the Cranky Saint 119

"Tell me nore about the wood nynph. Is she as beautiful as that unicorn |ady?"
"She is lovely," | said, "but she doesn't |ook anything like that |ady. The
nynph has viol et eyes and dusky skin, the color of shadows in the deep
forest.

She' s not human, even though she | ooks human—-she may even be i mort al
Apparently she's lived in the grove for centuries. Let me run through the
spel |

to call a nymph."

He paid close attention and mastered the key elenents far faster than | had

al t hough, | rem nded nyself, | had not had his advantage of naving soneone

el se

organi ze and explain it all clearly.

As we remounted our mares, | was startled to feel a sudden constriction
around

my body. | could not nove ny arms or even keep ny balance. My mare gave a
little

junp as she felt me starting to shift. | toppled slowy and majestically from

the saddl e. There was barely enough novenent left in my lower legs to get ny
feet free of the stirrups in tinme and | was just able to snatch at a few

wor ds

of the H dden Language to break ny fall.

Then | heard Evrard | aughing. He reined up a few yards ahead and turned back.
'"So you don't think I can do a good binding spell? | told you | don't make

t he

sane mistake tw ce

It was a good binding spell. But | didn't give himthe satisfaction of saying
so, instead turning ny attention to unravelling it. Soneone else's spel

al ways

takes |l onger to break than one's own and, since he showed no signs of

hel pi ng,

it took ne several minutes to get free.
Then | allowed nmyself to smile as | rubbed a brui sed el bow and went to
retrieve

nmy mare, who had started once again to graze. "Not bad," | said with a
gui |l el ess

grin, swinging up into the saddle. "You really did surprise ne. It mght not
equal die old w zards spell, but you certainly had me tied tight."
"I"'msorry, Dainbert," said Evrard, still |aughing
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and sounding not at all penitent, "but you've been acting so serious about
everything that | thought | shoul d—=

He did not finish the sentence. He rose straight up fromthe saddle to a

di stance of about ten feet, shot sideways, and dropped. | nmanaged to set him
down quite lightly.

Now it was ny turn to laugh, so hard that ny mare turned her head around to
| ook

at me. After dusting hinself off and giving ne one trucul ent ook, Evrard

j oi ned

in.

Dom ni ¢ and the duchess, | told nyself, could take care of thenselves. | was



t he
wi zard of this kingdom and ny concerns were magical, not soci al

"Let's call a truce,” | said to Evrard. This was as good as being back in
school. "If we keep binding and lifting each other, well never get to the
wood

nynph's grove."

"Truce it is," he said cheerfully. Just |like back in school, | inmediately
and

surreptitiously started preparing a new lifting spell, just in case. He
approached his startled mare, making reassuring sounds, and remounted. "Di d
you

ever hear the joke about the nun, the nixie, and the wood nynph?

n

In md-afternoon, we reached a fork in the trail. Turning one way woul d take
us

to the duchess' castle and the other way up onto the high plateau, toward the
valley of the Holy Grove. The day had turned hot and the road dusty. |
hesitated, taking a pull from ny waterskin.

Evrard interrupted ny thoughts. "Wich road gets us to the wood nynph's grove
the fastest?"

"This way," | said with sudden decision. It would be shadowy and refreshing
down

in the |inestone
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val l ey where the hernmit and the wood nynph |ived. The duchess could wait.

The wind blew on top of the plateau, drying the sweat on our foreheads, as we
approached the | ow wall where one could | ook down into the valley. Evrard

| ooked

thoughtfully at the view "I didn't get a chance to ask the duchess when we
wer e

up here," he said. "Were there once castles in this valley?" pointing toward
t he

rock formations. The white |inestone, enmerging in tall, tunbled shapes from

t he

trees that clung to the valley walls, did indeed | ook |ike ruins.

"I think those are all natural. The stone weathers |ike that over the
mllennia." It was such a responsibility being burdened with Evrard's
conti nui ng

educati on.

As we continued along the valley rim | was surprised to see some raw wooden
scaffolding, partially erected. It |ooked as though the entrepreneurs were

goi ng

ahead with their plan to build a giant windlass to lower pilgrins to the Holy
Grove. | had al nost persuaded nyself that it was all a facade, designed only
to

irritate Eusebius, the Cranky Saint, enough to make himleave. But it | ooked
as

t hough both Joachimand | were wong on this point.

The young man in the feathered cap came out as we approached his booth. The
sign

was still there proclaimng, "See the Holy Toe! Five pennies on root, fifteen
pennies in the basket." But there was sonething different about the booth. On
the little shelf in front, small shapes were clustered. As we cane cl oser,
could see that they were ceranic figurines.

"Greetings, Wzard!" said the young man cheerfully, recognizing nme at once.
"Have you changed your m nd? Do you want to join us? As you can see, we've
got

our figurines and brochures, including the story of how soneone prayed to the
saint to be healed of the pox after years of nocking him and the saint only
heal ed him al ong one side to teach hima lesson. W're going to add vials of



water fromthe holy spring
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this week. And we're al nost ready for the basket, though we still think it
woul d

be better if people could be raised and | owered by magi c—<ertainly it would
be

nore i npressive!"

"And it mght even be safer,
scaf f ol di ng.

"Are you another w zard?" the young man cried in delight, noticing the noons
and

stars enbroi dered on the jacket slung over Evrard's saddl ebag. "I knew it!
The

Royal W zard has brought you here, hasn't he, to join in our enterprise. It's
a

wonder ful opportunity, | assure you! Once the hordes of tourists and pilgrins
start to arrive, the silver pennies will just pour in."

I had di smounted for a closer ook at the figurines, but | froze when Evrard
did

said Evrard, |ooking dubiously at the

not answer. | swiveled around toward him Could he possibly be taking such a
proposal seriously?
Still mounted, he turned his blue eyes ingenuously toward the young man.

"1

have to take it under advisement,' he said gravely. "You realize, of course,
that unl ess you were able to pay ne at |l east five hundred silver pennies a
week,

it wouldn't be worth ny while. That s what the duchess is paying ne. And of
course 1'd need a nonth's advance before | could even consi der beginning."

| turned my back to hide a sudden grin and picked up a figurine of a toe.
The young man gasped behind ne. "But five hundred silver pennies— He paused

briefly. "Well," he continued then in a calculating tone, "if we charged them
twenty-five pennies each for a magic ride and were able to get at | east
twenty

pilgrim a week, we would gross that nuch. And although we'd been thinking of
twenty-five pennies for the round trip, we mght be able to charge them
fifteen

penni es to descend and twenty nmore for the ascent. But by the tine we divided
it

"How many ways were you planning to divide the noney made by nmy magi c?" asked
Evrard.
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I held nmy breath, |istening.

"Well, five, counting you, although we need half the receipts for 'overhead,’
and we'd al so prom sed . " There was a long pause. "And we'll have to
negotiate on the nonth's advance. Look, why don't you give ne a chance to
tal k

to the others and we'll be in touch. You say you're working with the duchess
now?"

"Who are the others?" | denmanded, turning sharply around. Joachi mhad said
three

priests were comng and | suddenly wondered if they mi ght be this young nman's
still unseen associ at es.

H s answer did nothing to dissuade ne on this point. "Just some friends of

m ne," he said vaguely. 'Keep in touch, Wzards!"

He stepped back under the shade of the big tree across from his boot h,

wi t hout

even trying to persuade me to buy the ugly figurine of the Holy Toe |I was
still



holding. | put it down next to a rather m sshapen dragon andf renounted.

When we had ridden a hundred yards fromthe booth, | turned to Evrard and
sai d,

"Try telling the duchess she's paying you five hundred silver pennies a week.
You may be surprised at her answer.'

The walls of the narrow valley stretched their shadows over us as we foll owed
the river upstreamtoward the Holy Grove. The cooler air and the nurnur of

t he

flowi ng water took away the incipient headache whi ch had been grow ng during
our

dusty ride, but | also realized howlate in the day it had becone.

"First we should set traps for the horned rabbits in case there are still any
in

the valley," | said. "How did you catch them before?"

"The first time," said Evrard with a frown, "I used a calling spell, flew up
to

t hem once they cane near, and grabbed them | had to get themby the rear end
or

they'd bite—and even so they kicked. | didn't try a trap for fear they would
di sintegrate. But these past few days, they were nmoving much faster and seened
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much nore cunning, so |I'mnot sure grabbing themw Il work anynore.'

The results of the old wizard' s inprovenents, | thought. "Well, let's try a
trap

now," | said. | found sone string in ny saddl ebag fromwhich I tried to weave
a

net.

"That doesn't |ook very effective," comrented Evrard.

He was right; city boys never |earn much about nets. But | wasn't going to
say

so. "It will be fine," | said loftily, "once | attach a paralysis spell."

| had actually nmade nyself fairly good at attaching spells to objects. In a
few

nmore mnutes, | had ny net arranged under a bush, where | hoped a rabbit

m ght

hop. Anything that entered the net should i nmedi ately becone paral yzed. |
doubted the spell would |l ast nore than a short time, so any other creature
t hat

bl undered in woul d soon be able to escape again, but with any |uck the spel
woul d cause a horned rabbit to disintegrate. "W can check later," | said,
"and

see how many we've caught."

Evrard gathered what he told me were especially tenpting herbs for rabbits
and

dropped theminto the net, froma height of several feet so as not to

i mprison

hi s own hand.

"But since they're not alive, they don't eat," | objected.

1 think they still have the habit of eating," he said gravely, "laid down in
t he

bones. | saw them ni bbling on plants like this before.™

As we started up the path toward the waterfall and the grove, | said,

" Renenber

what | warned you. Even if we don't actually see the hermt, we shoul dn't
make

any remark about the Holy Toe that he m ght overhear—we don't want to insult
him" To sound less like a schoolteacher, | added, "It may be hard. It is
awfully silly."

"From what you say," said Evrard, nuch nore seriously than | expected, "the



sai nt, the wood nynmph, and a succession of hermits have all been living here
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toget her for generations. The hermts—and for that matter the saint

hi msel f —Aust

have gotten used to the nynph. She can't always have nade respectfully pious
remarks yet, by now, they nmust be able to get along."

| glanced back toward the rough stone huts anpbng the trees. Today | saw no
sign

of the hernmit's apprentices. "But maybe sonme of ner remarks have hel ped keep
t he

saint cranky. And that still doesn't mean they are used to the coments of
young

wi zards. "

| paused, struck by a new idea. "But maybe it does! After all, both ny
predecessor and the old ducal w zard seemto have known the wood nynph quite
well, along time ago. If the hermits, the saint, and the nynph have nade a
t hreesome for generations, then maybe the w zards of Yurt have been a
consi st ent

fourth.”

"Well, who el se would keep a nynph entertai ned?" asked Evrard with a

m schi evous

si deways gl ance fromhis wi de blue eyes. "A hernit's not going to provide her
with nuch action—and even | ess so a disenbodi ed saint, when all that's [eft
of

himis his toe!"

But when we reached the grove, he seenmed suitably respectful. "So—there it
is,

he said in a colorless voice, |ooking at the shrine of Saint Eusebius. If the
detailing on the golden reliquary matched the saint's toe accurately, he had
had

an ingrown toenail. Perhaps that was one of the reasons he was cranky. "I
don't

see the hernmit. Should we call hinP"

"He's probably praying," | said. "W shouldn't disturb him Last time | saw
t he

nynph beyond those trees. Let's start over there.”

W picked our way across the damp ground, following the faintly marked trails
between the little springs. There was nothing in or behind the first dozen
trees

we | ooked at. In a short distance, the thick foliage and the snooth, silent
trunks had managed to confuse ne, so that | was no |onger sure where | had
cone

when | was here before. | was, however, fairly sure the
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nynph was teasing us deliberately. Several tines we nearly | ost our footing
in

t he nud.

I had al nost deci ded we should start for the duchess' castle before it becane
any |later when | heard Evrard catch his breath. | turned ny head very slowy.
She | eaned agai nst the pale trunk of a beech, as | had seen her before, her
enornous violet eyes fixed on us but no expression on her face.

"Good day," said Evrard tentatively, which drew no response.

But | began at once with the words of the Hi dden Language. Wen | finished

t he

spell | paused, watching her. Her expression altered |like ice breaking up in
t he

spring. She began to snmile, a snile both delighted and deli ghtful

"The spell worked!" | thought and just nanaged not to say it out |oud.

"Greetings, Wzards!" she said. "It's been a lone tine since a wi zard has



been

here, much less two! Her eyes twinkled. "If |I'mnot m staken, one of you is

t he

new Royal Wzard of Yurt and the other, the new Ducal Wzard."

"Greetings, Lady," said Evrard, apparently perfectly at ease. "Dainbert has
been

Royal Wzard for two years, but he hasn't had a chance to neet you before.
['m

Evrard, the duchess' wizard. |'ve just recently arrived in the kingdom™

She turned swiftly, smling at us over her shoul der, and stepped behind a

t runk.

When we foll owed her a second |ater, we saw no one. But al nmbst i mediately a
voi ce called fromthe branches above. "Cone up!'

| put together the flying spell and rose slowy upwards. Evrard bit his lip,
frowned, and then followed, w thout enough hesitation to make it worth
conment i ng.

Forty feet up, a nunber of branches grow ng cl ose together fornmed a hidden

pl atform on whi ch were spread rugs and cushions. Rustling green | eaves forned
a

partial roof but fromthe platformone could al so
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| ook out and up, toward the magnificent crown of the tree, the white

i mestone

cliffs of the valley, and the deep blue of the sky beyond.

The wood nynph was al ready seated in the green shadows. As we arrived, she
hel d

out a wooden bowl toward us. "Have some raspberries.
us,

offering the bowl, her hair fell over her shoul der and brushed ny hand. It
was

As she | eaned toward

just as soft as it | ooked. | alnost expected the berries to vani sh, but they
stayed real and delicious all the way down ny throat.

Evrard | ooked around thoughtfully. "Is this all there is to your house?"

She smled. "lIt's all | need. It's humans, not wood nynphs, who try to build
and

Create.”

"What do you do when it rains?"

The nynph | aughed, a charnming sound like wind through the | eaves. "I thought
t he

necessary magi ¢ woul d be obvious to a w zard."

Evrard shook his head, al nbost blushing. "You live and breathe nagic, Lady. W
wi zards have to learn it and I'"'mafraid | mstill |earning. Have you lived
here

| ong?"

"Tve lived here all ny life," she said with another snile. Even Evrard knew
better than to ask her how | ong that had been

m

W sat on her cushions, eating raspberries and drinking spring water, while
t he

blue slowy faded fromthe sky far above us. Tiny breaths of wind fluttered
t he

| eaves and touched our faces as gently as a caress. The water—er maybe the
wood

nynph's conversati on—aent to ny head like fine wine. Sheltered as we were by
branches above us and on either side, the broader world soon seened very

i nconsequenti al

The worrisome affairs of the duchess, N nrod, and
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Dom ni ¢ shrank in inportance, becomng sonmething trivial they'd work out for



t hensel ves. It was clear that Saint Eusebius would never really want to | eave
such a lovely place—+ could have stayed here forever myself.

Trie nynmph asked us questions about the royal castle of Yurt, listened to our
answers with her full attention, |aughed approvingly at our jokes, and kept
our

wat er glasses full. Her own wit kept us teasingly at bay and invited further
confidences. Every novenent was graceful, every | ook and word from her as
sensuous as a sunwar med breeze.

If | had not already been in love with the queen, | would have been in |ove
at

once. | tore nmy eyes away fromthe nynph | ong enough to | ook toward Evrard.
He

had never even nmet the queen and he didn't have a chance.

Wth a start, | realized it was evening. | glanced upward to find that al

t he

branches above us had | ost their detail in darkness, and the sky beyond was
only

a sonewhat |ighter shade of gray. Wen | | ooked again toward Evrard and the
wood

nynph, they were invisible, hidden in shadows. | had been able to see
perfectly

until a glance upward, to the world outside of the nynph's cozy nest, showed
ne

that it was so dark | shouldn't have been able to see for the |ast hour

The nynph, too, knew it was late. | could hear her standing up. "Cone see ne
again tomorrow," she said, the snile clear in her voice

W floated slowy down toward the ground. Evrard was silent as we groped our
way

t hrough the grove and then, once free of the trees, lifted to fly over the
waterfall towards our mares, slightly paler gray shapes in the darkness. As
we

nmount ed, he gave a long, contented sigh. "She wants us to see her again
tomorrow. 1'd like to see her every day of ny life."

"You can't bind yourself to a wood nynph," | said reprovingly. "She'll live
forever or at |least for many nore centuries, whereas a wizard isn't good for
nor e
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than two or three hundred years. And you know wi zards don't nmarry, anyway."
Evrard's | augh came out of the darkness. "You're being a schoolteacher again,
Dai mbert . "

He was right but, at the monent, | was nore concerned about our horses

footi ng.

My mare stopped, unwilling to go further on the uneven trail. | was not even
sure we were still on the trail. | |ooked toward the sky, a slice of stars
bet ween the darkness of the cliffs.

"W need a light," | said. Wiat we really needed was a nagic lantern. | tried

lighting up my mare's bit and bridle, which worked quite nicely to light up

t he

path, but nade her jerk her head so violently tnat | ended the spell at once.
"How far is it to the duchess' castle?" Evrard asked. "Do you think we'll be
able to nake it?"

| had been wondering the sane thing. "Her castle nust be nearly ten niles
from

here and the old count's isn't nmuch closer. | think we'd better stay here.”
"How about goi ng back to the nynph's tree?"

I'd known he'd suggest that. "We can't very well inmpose on her. Besides, |
don't

want to grope around the grove, trying to find her. It was confusing enough
in
daylight."



Evrard gave another happy sigh. | realized with a shock that | had no clear

i dea

what we and the nynph had di scussed for the hours we had been in her tree,
only

the warmfeeling that it had been a delightful conversation. If my purpose in
comng to the valley was to persuade her to | eave the Holy Grove, | was no
closer to doing so than | had been before—n fact further, because | had as
little wish as Evrard did to see her |eave Yurt.

Fromthe corner of ny eye, | suddenly thought | saw a flash of light. There
was

a faint whispering sound that was not the whispering of the | eaves. | probed
qui ckly with magi c and found several people
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nmovi ng toward us. After a startled second |I remenbered: the old hermt's
apprentices.

The young men approached us, carrying a torch. One stepped out of the shadows
next to ny mare, nmeking her jerk hard against the bit. The torchlight gave
hi s

badly shaved head the unreal quality of sonething out of a bad dream But his
voi ce was both polite and frightened.

"Excuse me, Father, but we heard your voices. Has somet hing happened to the
herm t ?"

| realized he nust think I was Joachim "I'mnot the Royal Chaplain," | said,
"but the wizard who was with hi mwhen we saw you before. |'ve cone to the
val | ey

with another wizard on a different mssion entirely. As far as | know, no one
is

pl anning to take your master away from here."

There was a pause and one of the other apprentices whi spered sonething. "It's
the wood nynph, isn't it?" said the apprentice who had al ready spoken

"What do you know about the wood nynph?" | asked quickly. But he shook his
head

wi t hout answeri ng.

"I's there sonewhere near we could stay tonightr Evrard put in suddenly.

This seermed to delight the apprentices. Al of themstared at us for a second
and then began to grin. "Hospitality," said the one who appeared to be their

| eader. "We've had very little opportunity to practice hospitality and, yet,
that is a duty of the solitary hermit. You can stay in our huts with us!"

The stone huts had never | ooked very appealing, but they had to be better

t han

sl eeping in the open. The apprentices lit our way with their torches.

| thought of saying, "Well done, young w zard," to Evrard but decided | had
al ready sounded |i ke a school teacher enough for one day. "Good work," | said
instead. "But don't let them see any satisfied smrks if we talk to them
about

t he nynph. We shoul dn't shock their chaste sensibilities.”
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Fromthe single blanket roll in the corner of the one-rooned hut, | assuned

t hat

only one of the apprentices lived here, probably the one who served as

| eader.

Each of them nust have his own hut in which to practice living in isolation.
I't

didn't | ook as though being an apprentice hernit was anywhere near as
entertaining as being a student w zard.

Al five of the apprentices crowmded in with us. "W need food for our
guests, "

said our host and two di sappeared into the night. In a mnute they returned
with



some | ettuces, an earthenware jug of goat's mlk, and rather stale pieces of
br ead.

The wood nynph's raspberries, highly satisfying while we were eating them
now

seened to have made no inpact, and we ate hungrily. The dense bread wasn't
bad

if eaten with enough lettuce and the goat's mlk was better than | had feared.
The apprentice hermits made a small fire in the mddle of the roomand sat
against the far wall fromus, tugging their scraps of clothing around them as
the evening air com ng through the open doorway becane cool er. | wondered
wher e

they had cone fromoriginally and, if one of themeventually replaced the
her m t

at the spring, what would happen to the rest.

"Have you ever seen the wood nynph?" Evrard asked conversationally, brushing
crunbs fromhis |ap.

The apprentices gl anced at and nudged each other for a nonent, then one spoke

who | thought had not spoken before—although they all |ooked very simlar
with
their rags and shaved heads. "W've seen her," he said slowy. "Up in the

grove.

| tried to talk to her once, but it was as though she didn't even hear ne.
Evrard and | gave each ot her quick, conplacent gl ances.

"But our master, the hermit, often talks to her," the apprentice continued.
Evrard's eyes becane round with surprise and mine may have done the sane. "He
told us that only wi zards can attract the wood nynph's attention, unless she
deci des she wants to speak with
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someone anyway. She likes to talk to him | think—+ think our master and the
nynph tal k about the saint."

"Sai nt Eusebius?" | asked, managing not to refer to himas the Cranky Saint.

"The nynph knew the saint, you see," the apprentice continued in a burst of
confidence. "Wen Eusebius came to this valley fifteen hundred years ago— You
did know that the saint was the first hermt at the Holy Grove, didn't you?"
"Yes, yes," | said. "Go on." Maybe rel ations between the hermts of the Holy
Grove and the wood nynph had been better all these years than | thought.
"When Saint Eusebius first canme to this valley, the wood nynmph was al ready
her e.

I think her presence may at first have—bothered him but our master has told
us

that she and the saint becane friends and had many | ong conversations on
spiritual issues. She had been a pagan, of course, but he was finally able to
convert her to Christianity."

Evrard frowned at nme. My first thought was to find this highly unlikely, but
then it occurred to nme that, since | had no clear recollection nyself of what
Evrard and | had di scussed with the nynph a very short tine ago, soneone else
m ght decide after an afternoon with her that they had conversed on spiritua
i ssues.

"Why does the hermit want to talk to her about the saint?" | asked. | was
quite

sure he had said nothing of this to Joachim

The apprentices gave each other troubled frowns. "Maybe we shouldn t have
sai d

anyt hi ng. "

"No, no," | said reassuringly.
br ought

it up. My friend, the Royal Chaplain, specifically asked me to try to find
out

nore about the wood nynph. Wy does your master talk to her about the saint?

msure it's all for the best that you



"He told me— started one of the other apprentices uneasily. "He told nme he

needs her hel p! Saint Eusebius sonetines, well, acts troubl esome, and since
she
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knew hi m when he was still alive, our master has hoped ..."

He trailed off without finishing. If the old hermt felt this was an
unsui t abl e

topic to nention to the bishop's representative, then his apprentices mnust
have

begun worrying that it could be a further reason to take their master away
from

them It was rather ironic that these young nen, dedicated to austere
Christianity, thought it safe to express their fears to a couple of w zards,
just because they knew we had no primand fixed ideas about what was or
wasn' t

sui tabl e behavi or.

But in ny attenpt to assure themthat | was Joachims friend, | may have
started

t hem wondering again if they should nave spoken at all. "Let's be clear and
open

with each other," | said. "Neither | nor the Royal Chaplain thinks the old

hermt should | eave the grove, unless for sonme reason he decides to | eave
hinsel f. But the chaplain is very concerned that the old hernmit not be

di stracted fromhis prayer and contenpl ation.”

"No! No! Not at all! He's not distracted at all! He's a very holy hernmt!"
cried

all the apprentice hermits together. ' The wood nynph only comes to speak to
hi m

when he wants her to,' added the one |I assuned was the |eader

Joachim | thought, night have trouble explaining this to the bishop but, if
true, it certainly freed ne fromany responsibility of moving the nynph out
of

t he grove.

"What have the hernit and the nynmph deci ded about the Cranky Saint?" put in
Evrard.

If they heard his flippant tone, they didn't respond to it. Instead they al
shook their heads. "He doesn't tell us about their conversations. | think he
beli eves we are not spiritually ready." Evrard shot me what | was afraid was
a

smrk, but I was able to ignore him

"Have your master and the wood nynph di scussed those entrepreneurs at the top
of

the cliff?" | asked.
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To ny surprise, this question made themfall silent as our other questions
had

not. "We don't really know, " said an apprentice at |ast.

They rmust be afraid, | decided, that if a chaplain had cone to accuse their
mast er of consorting with a nynmph, then two wi zards nmust be here to accuse
hi m

of trying to make a quick profit. Before | could try to reassure them again,
they all stood up hastily and their |eader snatched up his bl ankets fromthe
corner.

"Well let you have this hut to yourselves," he said. "Thank you again for
accepting our hospitality and God bl ess you. Good night!" Al five rushed
out,

| eaving Evrard and ne | ooki ng at each ot her

Let's get the horse blankets," he said. "At first, when they started talking
about their master having | ong discussions with the nynph, | was able to



i magi ne

all sorts of intriguing scenes, but I'mafraid it nust in fact have been very
dull and pure—f one could inagine the nynph being dull! I mglad / never had
any foolish ideas about studying to be a hermt. Can you imagi ne what ny hair
woul d | ook |ike as shaved red stubbl e?"

"Peach fuzz," | said. "On a particularly unappetizing peach."

There was no door to the hut, but we settled down close to the opposite wall.
The small fire in the mddle of the roomhad burned down to darkly gl ow ng
coal s.

"I't sounds as though maki ng noney off pilgrins as you | ower them down the
cliff," Evrard said thoughtfully, "may be shocking to religious sensibilities
as

wel | as, of course, extrenely dangerous."

He fell silent for several mnutes and | had thought he had fallen asleep
when

he suddenly rolled over with a great rustling of his blanket. "Dainmbert, how
did

you manage to get involved in all this in the first place? Wat does a w zard
have to do with chapl ains and bi shops and hermts?"

"I'n the school,” | said lightly, "they teach us about the supernatural power
of

denons and warn us agai nst
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using bl ack magic. Doesn't it make sense for a wizard to try the other side,
to

learn how to trick the supernatural power of good into hel ping us?"

But Evrard, for once, was not willing to be dismssed with a joke. "But how
about you?" he demanded. "How did you becone involved in the affairs of a

Cr anky

Sai nt ?"

"I sometinmes wonder the sane thing," | said slowly. Al though he was only a

f oot

or so away, | could sense himnmore than see him "Yurt is inportant to ne. If
there are problens in the ki ngdom no matter what kind of problens, | want to
see what | can do about them You' ve only been here a couple of weeks, but
you'll see.™

"So you' ve dedi cated yourself, heart and soul, to this little kingdonP" H's
voi ce wasn't exactly scornful, but it was cl ose.

| hesitated a | ong noment before answering. The royal court, | was sure,
woul d
find this a riveting conversation. "No," | said at last. "Not heart and soul

The only thing | belong to heart and soul is magic itself—-and maybe not even
that because, if |I did, 1'd probably be better at w zardry than | am But
freedomis useless unless it gives you the opportunity to choose, and |'ve
chosen to try to help nmy friends in Yurt."

"But why these peopl e?"

"Because | |ove them"
Evrard did not respond at once and after a noment's silence, | rather hoped
he

woul d not. But then a coal settled with a hiss, sending up a brief shower of
gol den sparks, and with the silence between us broken, Evrard, irrepressible,
spoke again. "But how did you, a w zard, ever become such good friends with a
chapl ai n?"

"Joachimsaved ny life."

"He di d? Wen was this?"

"The first year | cane to Yurt. | had an encounter with the other
super nat ura

powers. "

"Ch, Dainbert, I"'msorry!" said Evrard, at once
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highly contrite. "I didn't know. But you hadn't said anything about it and
never heard anybody nmention it at the school ."

"They woul dn't have."

When the resulting pause seened highly strained, | added, "I do hope you
realize

| have not becone a

Eawn of organized religion. Wien | heard the duchess ad hired you, | was

delighted at the thought of having a wizard to talk to, soneone whom | thought
I

woul d be able to understand better than I could any priest, and who m ght

even

understand ne."

Silence fell again. Evrard did settle down at |ast and began to breathe

deepl y—doubt | ess dream ng of the wood nynmph. | shifted, trying to find a | ess
hard and bumpy patch of dirt on the nut floor, and pulled the scratchy

bl anket

up around ny ears.

| was drifting on to sleep at last when, abruptly, | was brought back to ful
consci ousness by a distant, repeated call. It could have been an oW, a real
ow, it could have been the horned rabbits, or it could have been sonething
far

worse. | lay perfectly still, but heard only Evrara's peaceful breathing and
t he

strangely om nous rustle of |eaves. Talking to the wood nynph had renoved the
terrors of ny predecessor's cottage to a confortable distance, but now they
wer e

back again in this dark hut, nade worse by the wi nds of night and the

slightly

lighter rectangle that marked the open doorway. | listened for a long tine,
but

the call did not come again.

IV

W did not wake until well into the norning. | sat up and | ooked across the
hut

to see Evrard just opening his eyes. He junped up at once when he saw the
sunlight outside. "It's late. The wood nynph is going to wonder where we are."
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"And the apprentice hermits nust be wondering when they'l|l be able to have
their

hut back."

"Do you think their hospitality extends to breakfast?"

But we didn't see the apprentices when we cane out. We checked nmy net for

hor ned

rabbits, but it had caught nothing yet. |I renewed the paralysis spell and
Evrard

dropped in sone fresher herbs.

"Maybe the nynmph will have sonething today besides berries,” he said as we
scranbl ed up beside the little waterfall toward the grove. "A doughnut and a
cup

of tea would be even nicer."

"I doubt the nynph does her own baking," | said. "For that matter, | wonder
where the apprentices get their food."

"Fromthe store," said the city-bred Evrard.

"Not out here," | said with a laugh. "They nmust grow their own | ettuce and we
saw their goats, but | didn't see a bake-oven."

Evrard suddenly pointed upward. "Wo are they?"

| craned my neck to |l ook. Tiny figures were descending the cliff, a short

di stance to our right. They seened to be making their way down by handhol ds
and



toeholds. It made me dizzy just to | ook

"Maybe," | said, "the entrepreneurs have their first five pennies at |ast—er
I'd

guess even nore, if they're charging five apiece."

"It's going to take thema while to save enough to hire nme if they can only
manage pilgrins at this rate," said Evrard.

| didn't like to watch, but | couldn't |ook away. There were three figures on
the rock face, all robed in Iight gray. They descended slowy but steadily. In
a

few nonents, the first, then the second and third, reached the ground.

"Maybe they didn't want to go around by the road on foot because it's so nmuch

further," said Evrard
"Well, they'd certainly reach the valley floor the fastest way possible if
t hey

fell off the cliff."

They wal ked toward us and | was able now to see
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that the three men all had deep cow s pulled over their heads and crosses
enbr oi dered on the shoul ders of their robes. Pilgrims, | decided.

They saw us and stopped, apparently surprised to see two wi zards in a holy
hermt s grove.

"Bl ess you, ny children," said the pilgrimwho appeared to be the ol dest.
Then

all three seemed to forget us completely. "Do you have the bread and the
little

bottles?" the old pilgrimasked the others.

"Right here," said another. He pulled fromhis pocket a large |loaf |like the
one

we had eaten | ast night.

'"Then let us proceed." They wal ked purposefully toward the shrine at the
center

of the grove.

"If the apprentices have to rely on occasional pilgrins for their bread,"
Evrard

commented, "maybe it's just as well we didn't eat any nore."

A gust of wind caught the pilgrins' robes, lifting themand w appi ng them
around

their ankles. One had to stop and untangle his legs, shod in tall riding
boot s,

bef ore proceeding. But | was |ooking forward to seeing the nynph again and
was

nearly as uninterested in the pilgrins as they were in us. | glanced up to
see

pale tiny clouds coming in a thin tm steady flock across the slice of blue
sky

above us.

Even though we had just been there yesterday, the wood nynph s tree seened
very

difficult to find. | had begun again to wonder if she was deliberately hiding
fromus, when at last Evrard pointed to a deep footprint in the soft earth.
"That's mine. | cane down | ast night faster than | nmeant to."

| said again the spell to call the nynph and a tinkling | augh cane fromthe
tree

above us. W caught a glinpse of violet eyes and a beckoni ng hand.

But when we started flying up toward her, the nynph darted away, | eaping
lightly

t hrough the air, catching branches just in time to break her fall, sw nging
t hrough the canopy of the grove. Evrard and | flew after Tier, alnost

cat chi ng



her a dozen times. But
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every time, laughing and with her hair swirling around her, she dodged or
spun

away at the | ast second. Miuch |l ess agile anong the branches than she was, we
kept getting | eaves in the face just when we thought we had cornered her at
last. But finally she returned to her platform and all of us dropped to the
cushi ons, panting and | aughi ng.

Thi s nmorning she had strawberries and the sane icy, invigorating water she
had

of fered us the day before. Evrard did not nention that he would have
preferred

tea and doughtnuts. "Were you two sl eepyheads this norning?" she asked, which
made ne | ook suspiciously at ny cup, wondering if she had put sonething in it.
But | did not ask, deciding instead to find out at once what she knew about

t he

Cranky Saint. She might have sone idea why Eusebius wanted to | eave. Although
I

renenbered scarcely any of our conversation ofyesterday, | did renmenber the
begi nni ng. The sensation was that nost of the rest had taken place years ago
and

had confortably faded.

"Lady, | want to ask you sonething," | said, putting down ny cup al nost full
though I was thirsty. She bent gracefully to offer me nore berries. "Do you
speak to the hermit of this grove and to Saint Eusebius?"

She | ooked away, out across the tops of the trees, and an expression passed
across her face that mght have been a frown. Evrard lifted his eyebrows at
nme

questioningly, but | shook nmy head at nim

The wood nynph | ooked back at us again, not quite smling. "The hermt and
speak of nortality and of God."

| opened my mouth to speak and changed my mind. But she took ny silence
itself

as a response.

"Yes, | have wondered sonetines,
be

nortal. You humans are born and live for a period, trying to create sonething
in

this world to match your dreans, seeking to achieve
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somet hi ng you never quite reach. And when you becone old and weary, you die.
But

then, the hernit has told me, you cone face to face with God."

Joachim | thought, ought to hear this.

"You live for such a short period of tine," she added, "that your goals and
dreans can never all be fulfilled. Does facing God make up for this?"

| didn't know what answer to give but, fortunately, she didn't seemto expect
one.

"I don't think | was ever born," she went on, so softly that | had to bend
toward her to hear. "The world has changed and | have changed, but | do know
I

was here | ong before any humans first cane to the valley." Her head drooped
forward and her long hair alnbst hid her features. "I have lived in the grove
forever, or at least as long as | can renenber. The trees are mne to tend,
but

even they grow old and die eventually, in spite of my care. They take the
only

way that | eads out of the ever-repeating cycle of life here on earth, but

t hat

she said slowy, "what it would be like to



way out is closed to ne."

Her voice dropped even lower. "I know | don't think of time the way you
humans

do, although the hermt has tried to explain it to me. You go froma world of
time to a world of tinelessness when your souls are set free by death. But |
am

not sure | even have a soul. The hernmit has told ne that | will not neet Cod
face to face, if | ever nmeet HHmat all, until the end of infinite time, when
the world itself shall end.”

She lifted her head al nost sharply and tossed her hair back over her

shoul der,

frowning at me in earnest. "I amimortal, but not with the imortality that
t he

hermit tells me is reserved for nortal humans. Wiile the world lives, | live,
and | revere the God whom Eusebi us taught nme created it. But according to the
hermt, | shall not pass on to spiritual immrtality, nor even becone weary
of

living and find rest in death. The saints, including ny old friend Eusebi us,
nmay

appear over the seasons to the hermts here, and
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even sonetinmes to other men, but they do not speak to ne."

This took care of my hope that she m ght know what the Cranky Saint actually
i ntended. "But—

"But | have not become weary of the world," she

(said in her normal cheerful tone without giving me a chance to speak. There
was

now not even a trace of a shadow in her expression. For soneone who never had
to

contenmpl ate her own death, it rmust be hard to be serious for very |ong.
"There

are always surprises here in the world, such as young w zards.'

"What was that all about?" Evrard asked me in an undertone, but | shook ny
head.

| was even nore convinced than | had been that there was no reason, whatever
t he

bi shop might think, to try to nmove the wood nynph out of the Holy G ove.

"Let me offer you sone honey in which to dip the strawberries,"” said the
nynph.

| took a sip fromthe cup in nmy hand and wondered if the nynpxi herself
deliberately set out to forget sonme of the experiences of the uncounted
mllennia she had |lived, either because they were unpl easant or just because
there were too many of them But if so, she managed to be selective in what
she

forgot, with an understandi ng of the magic involved that was certainly beyond
ne.

The conversation shifted at once to other topics and, nearly as quickly, |
began

to lose track of what we were discussing. The nynph's conversation was as
unexpected, yet as internally consistent—and as difficult to remenber—as the
dreans one has when first drifting into sleep. The m nutes could have been

t he

seasons within a forest, each with its own events, but in retrospect al

ti nel ess and the sane.

| 1 ooked down at the cup in my hand and realized | nust have drunk a nunber
of

gl asses of the nynph's icy water. In spite of the disconcerting effect of
wat chi ng mysel f forget, talking to her was so pleasant that | would have been
willing to continue indefinitely.
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As each new topic arose, it was crystal clear; | thought with adm ration that
t he nynph was not only charm ng, but witty and highly informed about the
practice of magic. Wth each topic, as we |aughed and traded quips, | thought

I

could not possibly forget this conversation. But as we turned to a new

subj ect,

even while that subject becane brilliantly clear, | realized that the fornmer
was

fading fromny m nd.

The only part of the day's conversation | was able to reconstruct afterwards
was

her attenpt to explain the lives of birds to us. She whistled until finches
and

thrush flew fromall over the grove to I and on the branches nearby. They

chi r ped

to her and she to themin apparent perfect understandi ng. Although they al
seened to have not hing magi cal about them their colors were nmore brilliant,
their eyes brighter, their songs sweeter, than any birds | had ever seen
"We'd better | eave soon if we're going to the duchess' castle,” | managed to
say

at last. | had only intended to stay in the nynph's tree for an hour or two
and

we nust have been here far |onger. Even suggesting we |eave required a mgjor
effort of will.

| glanced upward to try to guess the time fromthe sky and was startled to
see

it was already dark. And then | realized it was raining, a light steady rain
that tapped on the | eaves around us but touched us not at all. | had the
vague

recollection that it had been raining for some tine.

"You may |l eave if you wish," cane the wood nynph's warm voice fromthe
shadows,

"or, if you like, you can spend the night here with ne." | knew, even w thout
seei ng her, that she was not addressing herself to ne, or even to both of us.
She was speaking to Evrard.

He knewit, too. "I would very rmuch like to stay, Lady. Dainbert, what wll
you

do?" "Evrard, |I-—=

"I amfree," he said neaningfully, "and that neans | amfree to choose."
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| knew better than to stay where I was not wanted. "Il|l go back to the
apprentice hermts,' | said. "They can practice their hospitality sone nore."
W apping a protective spell against rain around ne, | floated down fromthe
tree, landing lightly next to Evrard's heavy footprint. Long ago, | had put a
spell of light on nmy belt buckle. Because the buckle was nade in the shape of
the moon and stars, | had thought it appropriate to do so, but | had al ways
been

di sappointed that it had never glowed very brightly. It would not have

suf ficed

the night before to light the path for two nounted nmen but, when | turned it
on

now, it glowed softly, giving just enough light that | was able to grope

t hr ough

the grove amidst little swirls of mst, fly over the waterfall, and continue
down the valley toward the stone huts.

Qur mares were where we had |left them standing contentedly head to tail in
t he

warmrain. | continued past themto the hut where Evrard and | had passed

t hepr evi ous ni ght.



The light frommy buckle showed a bl anketed lunp in the corner. It thrashed
suddenly as | canme in and the | eader of the apprentices sat up, |ooking at ne
with startled eyes.

"I"'mvery sorry to disturb you," | said contritely, "but would it be possible
to

ask you for hospitality again tonight?"

Wt hout answering, he junped up, seized his blankets, and ran out into the

night. I went to the doorway and was fairly sure | saw himenter another one
of
the huts. | would not have wanted himsleeping in the rain on ny account.

| unfol ded the saddl e bl ankets we had left in the corner with our saddl es.
Toni ght | had both mne and Evrard's, and the danp air nade ne glad | did. My
stomach growl ed, but | did nmy best to ignore it. |I felt surprisingly weary,
as

though I had run a great distance today, instead of sleeping |late and then
spendi ng many delightful hours talking with the nynph. The

144

C. Dale Brittain

steady drum of rain on the slate roof over nmy head lulled me quickly to sleep
| awoke near dawn, unsure what had wakened ne, but suddenly and abruptly
fully

consci ous. The sound of rain had ceased. | breathed very quietly through ny
nmout h, not daring to open ny eyes or even nove, but convinced that soneone—er
somet hi ng—was in the hut with ne.

VWhatever it was, it seenmed to be trying to be as silent as |I. Very slowy, I
opened ny eyes, just far enough so that | could see through the | ashes. The
predawn light was still dim Next to ny face were two hony bare feet. The

t oes

appeared unusual Iy | arge.

Against ny will, my heart pounded violently and ny eyes flew open. Saint
Eusebi us, | thought, had appeared

to ne.

My eyes noved upward, to a long ropy beard and then to a face where sharp
eyes

| ooked back at nme from beneath heavy white eyebrows. | realized after one
dreadful second that this was not a vision of the saint. He snmiled kindly. It
was the old hermt.

He sat down conpani onably next to me. "I amsorry if | wakened you, my son,"
he

said. "But | wanted, if possible, to speak with you before ny apprentices
arose."

| sat up slowy, pushing back the blankets. "What do you want to di scuss?"

"I wanted to provide reassurance, to you and to your friend, the Royal
Chapl ai n.

That young man takes his spiritual responsibilities so seriously that | fear
he

may forget the words of Christ, 'My yoke is easy and ny burden light.'
| let this assessnment of Joachi m pass w thout comrent. "Well, |I'mhoping to
reassure himnyself," | said. "He and the bishop were worried that the wood
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nynph m ght be an inappropriate influence here at tne Holy G ove but, when |
tal ked to her yesterday, it was clear that she herself takes spiritual issues
seriously.”

As | spoke | realized, alnmost guiltily, that it was much easier talking to

t he

hermit alone than it would have been with Evrard there.

The hermt sniled gently. "My daughter, the wood nynph, certainly does not
distract me fromny devotions, if that is what the chaplain has feared.

wi sh

he had nentioned his concerns and then | could have eased his nmind."



"I don't think I need any spiritual reassurance nyself,"” | said, "but | did
want

to ask you sonething. What has the Cranky, | mean, what has Saint Eusebi us
sai d

to you? He appeared to the chaplain in a vision and told himhe wanted to

| eave

this grove. Apparently he was fairly firmon that point."

"As | told you before," said the hermt, looking at ne with bright eyes, "he
will not want to | eave the shrine where he worshi pped when in the flesh, and
where his relics have al ways been."

| hated to doubt the word of such an obviously holy hermt, but |I knew he was
prevaricating—either that or | would have to doubt the veracity of Joachims
vi si on.

"You mean," | said, lowering my eyebrows at himand trying to give an air of
wi zardly wi sdom "that your conversations with the wood nynph have persuaded
you

that the saint's cranky tenper cones and goes. You are personally confident
he

will no longer be irritated with life in the valley if the entrepreneurs are
renoved fromthe top of the cliff."

"Those poor souls do seem sonewhat confused," said the hermt, which | took as
a

confirmation of my guess. "Do you know," he added, cocking his head to one
si de,

"they came to visit nme yesterday?"

"They did?" This was a surprise.

"They came in disguise, of course, because they
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were enbarrassed at the spiritual inappropriateness of what they are doing.
They

hoped to find out, w thout actually asking, what was ny opinion of their

busi ness and, even nore inportantly, if Saint Eusebius m ght be thinking of

| eaving the grove. Fromthe point of view of their enterprise, | realize, the
departure of the saint's relics would be disastrous."

"I'n disguise? But ... of course. | saw them too." | should have realized

t hat

the three men in gray robes were not really weary, footsore pilgrinms. | had
even

seen their riding boots. "Wat did they say?"

"Very little. They offered nme | oaves of bread, as true pilgrinms normally do,
and

they knelt in prayer at the shrine, although they seemed unconfortabl e doi ng
Sso.

They took sonme water fromthe river in little bottles. But | know that Saint
Eusebius will judge the spiritual inpulse of their inner hearts, which nmade

t hem

ashaned of maki ng noney fromthe things of God."

"And what did you tell them about Saint Eusebius?"

"I merely told themthat it is easier for a canel to go through the eye of a
needl e than for a rich man to enter the ki ngdom of heaven."

The hermt was fairly astute, but | had a different explanation for why three
di sgui sed entrepreneurs should have conme to the shrine. If they had been

hi red

to upset the Cranky Saint by the priests of the distant church who wanted the
saint's relics, then they wanted to find out how well their plan was worKking.
But | recalled that, when Evrard and | had seen the hal f-constructed
scaffolding, | had concluded they really nust hope to make noney from
pilgrins

comng to see the Holy Toe. This was rapidly becom ng too confusing for ne



this

early in the norning.

"You say that you do not need spiritual confort yourself, ny son," continued
t he

hermt, his eyes resting on ny face. "But | think that you do. Cone back to
t he

grove with me now. | was going to break ny
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fast with some of the bread those poor souls left with me and | woul d be
happy

to share it with you."

| hesitated for a second, know ng that Joachi mwould be surprised if | did
not

go, knowi ng that Evrard would roll his eyes at ne if | did, and wondering
uneasily what my teachers at the school night say. But then | stood up.
coul d

certainly have breakfast with an old hermt. Besides, | was hungry.

Early norning was just reaching the valley. W picked our way up the path
besi de

the waterfall and went into the center of the grove, where the hernmit's hut
backed up to the shrine of the Holy Toe. The inside of the nut had the sane
dirt

floor and rough walls as the huts of the apprentice hermts; if anything, it
was

alittle smaller.

He gave ne a slice of black bread and took a crust for hinsel f. Having had
nothing to eat the day before but the nynph's berries, | devoured it
ravenously,

washing it down with spring water that tasted exactly the same as the nynph s
wat er .

"You seem hungry, ny son,' said the hernmit with a small smile, and | realized
wi th enbarrassnent that he had only taken a few small bites of his bread while
I

was polishing off nine.

"I thank you, Father," | said nmeekly. He wasn't my father any nore than
Joachi m

was, but | felt | had to show respect.

He put down the rest of his crust uneaten. "If you have finished satisfying
your

physi cal needs then, perhaps, | can help your spiritual needs."

| was still hungry, but it would have been rude to ask for nore, especially

since | doubted he al ways had enough hinsel f.

He took ne by the shoulders and turned me gently toward him H s touch was
cool

and very light. H's bright eyes renmi nded me oddly of the deep pool in the
center

of the grove. "You are very confused, my son."

| started to deny it, then changed ny m nd

148

C. Dale Brittain

"Surely your friend, the chaplain, has told you that God is the answer to
confusion. "

Actual Iy, Joachimhad never said this to me. Ch, well, | thought. Since |I had
eaten the hermt's bread, | would now have to listen to him

But his next remark surprised ne. "Have you ever thought of the origin of
your

magi c?"

"Magic's a natural power, part of the same forces that shaped the earth," |
sai d
promptly. That every wi zard knew



The hermt sniled as though at a clever pupil. "And you know that the earth
was

formed by God. In performng magic, w zards touch the hemof H's garnent and
take part, even if only in a very small way, in H s power of creation."

This they had not taught us at the school. "You have an awesone
responsibility,

my son. It would indeed be too heavy a burden for nortal man to bear, were it
not for God's nercy."

| started to deny | had any awesone responsibility, then stopped. As | had
told

the old wizard, with an audacity that amazed ne as | recalled it, | was Royal
W zard and responsible for any magi cal events in the ki ngdom

' But God does not forget the sons and daughters of His creation, even when

t hey

forget Hm"

| looked into the old hermt's bottom ess eyes until | felt | was sinking
into

them | felt alnmobst as if in a trance, ny breathing deep and regul ar and ny
heart beat slow, though ny mind felt unnaturally clear. | could | eave

conf usi on

behi nd, | thought, if | gave up ny own self-will and dedicated nyself to
power s
far nore inmportant than nyself, the kingdom or even w zardry. For a nonment |

wondered if the hermit would be willing to accept me as an apprenti ce.

But then | renenbered | had sonething inportant to tell him | fought back to
nmysel f |i ke someone swimring up fromdeep under water. | broke eye contact
with

nimand nentally shook nmy head. Being
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trained in wi zardry had al ways nmade ne susceptible to powerful outside

i nfluences.

I was a wi zard and the world needed wi zardry as nuch as it needed priests and

hermts. Here, | thought, the old hermit would agree with ne.
"Did you know that three priests are on their way here," | asked, "to see if
Sai nt Eusebius would be willing to have his relics |leave with then? They cone

fromsome distant city—+ forget its nane—but it's where the saint was
originally
made a priest.”

"On their way? Wien will they arrive?"

"The pigeon nessage fromthe bishop said they would reach the royal castle of
Yurt— | paused to calculate and was surprised at the answer | reached. "They
shoul d have reached there yesterday."

"Then | may see themtoday or tomorrow,” said the hernit peacefully. "I am
sorry

they will have had such a long trip without result. But | nust not say that.
They will certainly find it spiritually refreshing to worship at the shrine
No

priest fromthe church where the saint received his youthful training has
been

to the grove since | have been hernmit."

I was not nearly as sangui ne about the priests' arrival. But if Joachi mwas
with

them | would at |east have the opportunity to reassure hi mabout the nynph.
Both of us stood up and | gave the hernit the formal bow as | thanked himfor
breakfast. But | wal ked quickly away fromthe hermitage w thout the slightest
i ntention 01 going around to the other side and bendi ng ny knee before the
Hol y

Toe.

The sun was still hidden behind the eastern valley wall, but the sky was

bri ght



overhead and birds were singing as though |ast evening's rain was only a

di st ant

menory. This was a lovely place and the past day had been extrenely enjoyabl e
but, if ny predecessor s magic had gone renegade, then | had negl ected for
far

too long ny responsibility as a wizard to do sonethi ng about it.

| wondered if it was too early to disturb Evrard.
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turned back toward the part of the grove where the wood nynph had her tree.
Thi s

time | found the tree imedi ately. "Evrard!" | called softly.

A tousel ed red head energed fromthe | eaves far above ne. "Good norning!" he
cal l ed, as cheerful as | had ever seen him

"I think we've done everything here we cane to do."

"I certainly have!" said Evrard, with a grin | was glad the hernit had not
seen.

"W need to get back to the royal castle of Yurt. First we should stop by the
duchess' castle, even though | doubt they'd be there after two days, so—

"Who's that?" called Evrard, interrupting nme. "Is it nmore pilgrinms?" Hgh in
t he
tree, he could see nore clearly than I, but in a noment |, too, picked up the

flicker of rapid novenent anong di stant beeches. Someone was coni ng down the
steep road into the valley.

I quickly began to put together a far-seeing spell, wondering if it were the
priests cone for the relics of the Cranky Saint. Then | stunbled on the words
of

the spell as | felt an icy and conpletely irrational conviction that | would
see

a manli ke creature, not alive and not dead.

At last | had the spell functioning passably and was able to see that it was
a

single rider. By now the horse had reached the valley floor and was headi ng
toward us. Wth a start, | recognized the duchess.

PART FI VE The Duchess

A duchess should not be riding unacconpani ed through the countryside. "Cone
on

down. Hurry," | called sharply to Evrard. He floated down fromthe tree, and
we
flew over the waterfall and along the trail to nmeet her, while | inmagined al

sorts of alarming possibilities. Neither Ninrod nor Dom nic was witn her
"There you are," said Diana with satisfaction. She reined in her horse and

di smounted. "1 thought | might find you here. You | ook as though you've been
sleeping in the wods for days." | glanced down at nyself and realized that |
had been wearing the same clothes for three days now.

Evrard hurriedly tried to conb his hair with his fingers; he | ooked even

wor se

than | did. | wanted to ask Di ana what had happened, if she had really el oped
with Ninmrod, but | could not make nyself do it. 'The grove has powers of
attraction | don't fully understand, ny |ady. W' ve been nmeaning to go to

your
castle for tw days and, somehow, we've never gotten there."
"Well, we weren't there, anyway," she said absently.
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In her stained riding cloak, she appeared nearly as little like an
appropriate

nmenber of an aristocratic court as we did.

"But where were you? Is everyone all right?" "Of course everyone's al



right,"

she said, surprised. "But you' re correct about the grove," she continued.
"It's

al ways had the power to draw people toward it. And not just the pilgrinms who
cone to worship at the shrine 01 Saint Eusebius or to seek the hermt's

wi sdom

The story is that a wood nynph |ives here. Thousands of years ago, back when
everyone was still pagan, people came to worship her."

She still lives here, ny lady," said Evrard, speaking for the first tinme.
"I's that so?" said Diana slowy, as though understanding nore than he had
neant

to tell her. He reddened under her steady gaze.

She turned back to nme. "My father, the old duke, wanted to cut the grove down
when | was a little girl. He even started making arrangenments for the hernit
to

nove sonmewhere else. My father said having a nynph's grove just encouraged
worren

to practice secret rituals—fertility and the nice, | presume. | think it was
hi s

chaplain's idea."

"But what happened?" If Donminic had nurdered N nrod, she seened to be taking
it

remarkably calmy. "King Hainmerie wouldn't let himcut down the trees. | was
just as pleased nyself, though of course | couldn't say that to ny father
The

ki ng adj udged that the grove was in royal territory, not ducal territory. |
don't think he cared one way or the other about the wood nynmph—er even the
hermit. But he hated to see the beeches cut."

"You still haven't said why you' re here alone, this early in the norning."
"Saddl e your horses," said the duchess. "N nrod should be down at the | ower
end

of the valley by now. W were follow ng what he thought was a trail left by a
great horned rabbit up on the plateau. It just |ooked
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like an ordinary rabbit track to me, but he's even better at hunting than I
am

The trail went straight down the slope into the valley and so did he, but |
preferred to cone around by the road. We caught one horned rabbit yesterday,
so

this one is the last.' So my paralysis trap would never be tested—probably

j ust

as well.

Evrard and | retrieved our saddl es and packs fromthe stone hut. There was no
sign of the apprentices, but | scribbled a note thanking nemfor their
hospitality. Qur mares, content and well-fed after two days of eating the
rich

val l ey grass, |ooked at us grunpily as we approached but allowed Evrard to
catch

t hem

"And where is Dominic?" | asked Diana as we rode down the valley.

"Last | knew," she said with a shrug, "he'd gone off to see the old retired
Royal W zard.'

"I don't understand, ny lady. |I'd have thought Domi nic would be nore

i nterested

in where you and Ninrod had gone than in the old w zard."

The duchess burst into | aughter. She seened in an excellent nood this
nor ni ng.

"W hadn't left yet when he did. He was going to try to force the old wi zard
to

di smantl e his nonster."”



My heart gave a hard thunmp. "Wat?"
"A message | slipped under his door may have hel ped hi m deci de he ought to

go, "

sai d the duchess. She chuckl ed as she spoke, then turned to | ook at us
gravel y.

"I'f you two plan to deceive either Nntrod or ne, |'mafraid you' re going to
have

to do nuch better. It was clear fromwhat you said at dinner the other night
that the fornmer Royal Wzard of Yurt had created a new and terrifying
creature.”

My stomach knotted. | put a hand over ny eyes, realized this probably wasn't
safe when riding a narrow road i medi ately next to a river and, instead,
gl ared

at Diana. "So you sent himoff to the old wizard' s cottage to do goodness
knows

what, maybe even set the nmonster |oose through his bunbling, just to make
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sure he didn't realize that you and Ninrod were | eaving together?"

"It worked," she said mldly. "Besides, 1'd already told himwe were goi ng
hunti ng again."

Diana didn't care whomshe irritated, but if she continued to flirt with

Ni nr od

even after Dom nic had proposed, Joachimand | would have to deal with a
furious

and humiliated regent for the rest of the king's absence—assuning he |ived

t hrough his encounter with the nmonster. If | |oved the people of Yurt as I
had

said to Evrard, then | could not pick and choose between them To |ove Yurt
meant not just the king and queen and baby prince, the chaplain and the
constable and Gaen and little Gaennie, the queen's Aunt Maria and all the

kni ghts and | adi es, but even—sonmehow*—Pri nce Domi nic.

But then | shook nmy head and tried to restore a little rationality to ny

t houghts. Consi dering how easily ny predecessor had dealt with Evrard and ne,
two theoretically conpetent wi zards, the regent would never be able to get
past

hi m and set the nonster |oose.

W rode several miles down the valley, farther than | had ever gone, to where
it

opened out into flowering pasturelana "By the way, Wzard," said the duchess
to

Evrard, "there's sone sort of booth on the plateau at the head of the valley,
and the man there said something very odd about how you mi ght be working for
them . "

Evrard interrupted her. "Excuse ne, my |lady, but night you have any food wth
you?" He had not, | realized, had anything to eat for nearly two days but the
wood nynphs berries and, even then, it had only been stale bread and |ettuce.
In

spite of ny breakast with the hermt, | was not rmuch better off.

"I"ve got sone hardboil ed eggs you can have if you're hungry," she said, not
quite grudgingly, and reined in to reach into her saddl ebag. Neither Evrard,
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who ate three, nor I, who ate two, took tinme to worry about her tone.

Here, where the valley w dened, a wind blew steadily and the fl owers and
shrubs

swayed beneath a bright sky. Beyond, the valley walls closed in again,

| eavi ng

only a very narrow gap just broad enough for the river to rush through and

di sappear with a faint roar. Through the gap, the hills were distant and

bl ue;



the plateau itself nust drop off steeply here. It would have been nice to go
on
| ooking at the scenery, but | had responsibilities.

"Listen, ny lady," | said. "The king asked nme to keep an eye on the ki ngdom
for

him | cannot have you upsetting the whole court while he is away."

Di ana' s expression softened. "Yes, you're certainly right. Nothing should
happen

that will distress Haimeric when he comes back. He's an excell ent king, but
he

is an old man and he doesn't need shocks. Ninrod should be near here," she
went

on cheerfully. "I wonder if he's had any success yet."

A bush only a few feet fromus suddenly stirred and the tall huntsman
unf ol ded

hinself frombehind it. "Didn't think I could hide behind such i nadequate
cover,

nmy | ady?" he asked with a grin.

D ana, who had jerked with surprise, burst into |aughter. "No, | didn't. Wat
| uck have you had?"

"Cothing yet, but the track's still very fresh. | wouldn't be surprised to
see

that magic rabbit in my nets within the naif hour."

' Take my wizard with you," said the duchess, "and go back to your nets. The
Royal Wzard and | will stay here in case the rabbit gets by you."

The duchess and | sat our horses, watching Evrard and Ninmrod in the distance.
Now was ny chance. If | was going to deal with the old wizard' s nonster

whet her

| oose or locked up, | had to try to clear away everything el se that kept

di stracting ne: the Cranky Saint, the entrepreneurs, Dom nic's strange
behavi or
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and, especially, what the duchess was doing in asking her w zard for horned
rabbits and then carrying on with a hunter who appeared out of the woods to
hunt

t hem

But she spoke before I could. "Tell me, Wzard," she said with a flash of
gray

eyes, "why this sudden prudish interest in ny affairs?"

"You don't need to assure ne of your honor, ny lady. | just want you to
realize

what you're doing. Even though you put Dominic off w th vaporings about
mai denl y

uncertainty, the entire court, including the regent, knows you've never been
uncertain in your

life."

She did have the grace to | ook enmbarrassed then, but she let nme keep on

t al ki ng.

"And for you to refuse one man, and then inmediately [ eave on a hunt with
another ... And you canped out with him | presume, if you weren't at your
castl e? You distracted Domi nic by sending himdown to the old wi zard's
cott age,

but that doesn't mean you can forget him™

"You speak as though you thought | had beconme scandal ous in ny old age," the
duchess said, coldly

and evenly.

| had certainly never spoken to her like this before, but | did seemto have
gai ned and kept her attention. "You know the royal court rmust be rife with
specul ation and runmor. It's well known that Dominic felt he would have to



marry
you, to continue the royal |ine, back before the king net the queen, and that
he

dropped the plan with relief when the king's marriage made it unnecessary.
For

himto propose to you now, without the slightest bit of encouragenent in the
years between, shows that he's willing to let hinself be insulted and
hum | i at ed

if he thinks it's necessary to stop the runors."

So that's your explanation?' she said icily. "That Donminic doesn't really
want

to marry ne, he only wants to preserve the kingdom s reputation?"
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"What's your expl anation?"

She | ooked at me thoughtfully, her anger draining away. "Dominic's been
l'iving

in the royal castle, as royal heir, since he was four years old and his

f at her

died. I'"'mnot at all sure he really wanted to be king, but it was all he'd
ever

known. "

For two years | had thought of Yurt as nmy kingdom Yet at times like this, |
was

rem nded that bom the kingdomitself and the people in it had lived and had
pl ans and agreenents and quarrels long, |long before | arrived.

"Dominic is alittle slow sonetimes,” Diana continued, "but this |last year
it's

finally sunk in that he's actually free, for the first tine in his nmenory.
But

being Donminic, his first thought is to tie hinself down again. He says he
want s

to |l eave Yurt, but he can't imagine doing so by hinmself." She |aughed. "I
guess

even | |l ook better to himthan some girl fromdown in the village."

"But how could he support hinself and his new w fe?"

"I don't imagine he's thought that far," she said with a shrug.

This m ght answer sone of my questions about the regent, but it still left

t he

duchess' oehavior inexplicable. She outranked nme far too thoroughly for ne to
force her to tell me anything; all | could do was make her angry enough t hat
she'd keep tal king. "But how about N nrod? You' ve been encouraging him ny

| ady,

encouraging himas blatantly as any village flirt. Wen he finds out that you
had no real interest in him that you were only using himto provoke the
regent,

isnt his reaction going to be highly scandal ous itsel f?"

The duchess' frown cleared unexpectedly at what | had thought was ny wor st
accusation. But before I could react, | caught a sudden hint of sonething
novi ng.

"The great horned rabbit!" Evrard shouted to us.

W rode quickly to where a net, alnost invisible under sone bushes, thrashed
wildly. N nrod, wearing enormus gl oves, reached into the brush and pulled

t he

net out.

Struggling agai nst the cords was a real rabbit.

Ni mrod | aughed and freed it carefully. But as it flashed away, the duchess
turned to Evrard with a look of irritation. "So your magic couldn't tell you
t he

di fference between a magi cal creature and an ordinary one? I'll tell you
what .



W're in a hurry so why dont you try a wizardly calling spell to bring the
great horned rabbit into our nets?

Evrard flushed deeply but started at once on a spell. It wasn't one
recogni zed; | wondered if it m ght be sonething el se he had learned in
Elerius's

cour se.

The chirping of birds, which had been a constant background sound, was
suddenl y

intensified. A flock of sparrows congregated fromall over the valley and
settled, with nadly flapping wi ngs and i ncessant chirps, on Evrard's head and
arms. ' Been taking some tips fromthe wood nynph?" | said sarcastically. Even
/

had never attracted sparrows by nistake. Evrard di sappeared under a wave of
brown feathers.

Laughi ng over the birds' voices, he said the words to end his spell. No

| onger

drawn by magic, the sparrows hesitated, then shot off. Evrard reenerged into
view and tried to brush off his sleeves. "But it should have worked— he
began,

t hen stopped short.

Sonet hing was thrashing in the nets a little further down, sonething highly
charged with magic, yet not alive

A cry cane, a cry that could have been an owl and coul d have been a soul in
tornment. It was no | ess bone-chilling because | knew what it was. My normally
calmmare reared, setting all the bridle bells ringing and even D ana was, for
a

nmonent, hard-pressed to stay on her gelding. | kicked nmy feet out of the
stirrups, dropped the reins and flew forward.

Ni ntod was there before nme. The netted creature's

tiny red eyes stared frombeneath its sharp horns in what | ooked like |iving

hate and | ong fangs snapped at him | dropped to the ground and threw a

bi ndi ng

spell onto the horned rabbit. | scarcely dared hope it woul d work, but the
creature fell heavily to its side

Ni mrod | eaped onto the still format once, adding a cord to the binding
properties of my spell. "CGood work, Wzard," he said over his shoul der
"We've

got it now "

But even as he spoke it began to disintegrate. The eyes went lifeless, and
first

one and then the second horn dropped fromits head. The spell that had given
t he

rabbit the appearance of life was breaking up. My binding spell was too nuch
for

somet hing that was only held together precariously in the first place. In a
nmonent there was not hing but horns and skin and the snell of decay.

D ana cane up, leading ny mare. "So you caught the |ast great horned rabbitr"
she said to Ninrod. "Pretty good work, Hunter!" She seened assiduously to be
i gnoring Evrard.

Nimmod smled at her mschieviously. "If you do decide to marry Dominic, the
t wo

of you will have a household even the royal court will envy. Not only will
you

have your own castle and your own w zard, but you'll have your own gi ant

hunt sman, sonet hing even the king doesn't haver'

I

Ni mmod and Diana started winding up their nets. There were nmany nore of them
than | had at first realized, all carefully knotted fromthin cords, al nost

i nvisible once in place although the spaces between the cords were so small

t hat



only a very powerful creature would have been able to escape. They were
certainly nmuch better constructed than nmy own attenpt.

Ni mrod noved off, getting the nets he had laid

&#9632;
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down further away. Evrard went with him carefully not |ooking at the
duchess.

They were soon well out of earshot.

The day had beconme hot and the sun made nme squint. | eased nets free of
shrubs

and tw gs, |eaving the wi nding and packing to Di ana and wat chi ng her out of
t he

corner of ny eye as we worked.

"My lady," | said suddenly and she gave a start as though her thoughts had
been

far away, "I know sonething you don't realize | know. The great horned
rabbits

were made by your ducal wi zard, at your request."

'"He told you?" she said, stopping and putting her fists on her hips. | didn't
know i f her steely glare was for ne or Evrard.

"I"d worked it out for nyself. But he doesn't know why you'd wanted them

Ni nr od

clearly thinks he knows. You heard himjust now He's treating the rabbits as
a

test—a test which he's now passed—w th you as the prize at the end."

D ana had gi ven up any pretense of wi nding the

nets.

"And you don't know this either, but Evrard's horned rabbits—and sonethi ng

el se

he tried to make—were what decided the old wizard to shake off his |ethargy
and

create a manli ke creature. You' ve got to tell me: why did you want horned
rabbits? | would even have thought you had known N nrod before and were goi ng
to

use the rabbits as an excuse to call on himfor help, except that you were so
surprised when he first appeared.’

Her fury dissolved in one breath. Hands still on her hips, she slowy began
to

smle. "You know, Wzard, you're smarter than you |like to appear.”

| would try to appreciate |later what was probably a conpliment. | kept
staring

at her, trying to | ook severe and conpel | i ng.

She still did not answer ny question, but began
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again wi nding up the net she had dropped a m nute before.

| tried another approach. "How about the old count? He was terrified by your
horned rabbits."

"W stopped by his castle yesterday," she said with an amused | ook. She could
be

as stubborn as |I. "We'd already caught the second rabbit and told himwe'd
soon

have the third. He seened relieved."”

W were interrupted at this point as Evrard and N nrod cane back with the
rest

of the nets. The huntsman noved easily through the brush, |like a giant cat.

| made a sudden decision. | had no nore tine to waste on the duchess and her
ganes. "Evrard, you and | have to get back to the royal castle at once, to
see

what Dominic's been doing and find a way to make the old w zard disnantle his



creature. Ninrod, 1'd like you to come with us. If by any chance it gets

| oose,

111 need your help in tracking it."

"OfF course," he said, with a smle for the duchess. "My | ady enjoys watchi ng
ne

track things. But | should tell you, Wzard, that if the creature gets away
from

your predecessor, it may head this way. Wien | tracked those soldiers of hair
and bone | told you about, up in the eastern nountains, we caught nany of

t hem

on a peak that was locally reputed to be magical ."

He paused and when he spoke again there was a hint of tension in what seened
an

of f hand request. "But before we go, as long as we're here, 1'd like to see

t he

Holy G ove."

"The grove?" | wanted to act now, not be a tour guide.

He gestured up the valley. "The ducal wizard was telling ne about it while we
rolled up the nets. | gather there's a hermtage, and a wood nynph, and a
river

that shoots directly out of the hillside.

| sensed sonething behind Ninrod's casual words—or thought | did. | w shed |
knew him better. H s
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words did not, at any rate, seemto have any hidden nmeaning to the duchess.
She

smled. "It's certainly worth seeing and we won't be cl oser anytine soon

Just

wait until | get this last net wound up."

"I must get back to the royal castle,” | said.

"We'|l have to go within a quarter nmile of the Holy G ove anyway to get out
of

the valley,' said the duchess. "I at any rate have no intention of scranbling
up

these valley walls! It shouldn't take long to show the grove to Ninrod. He is
ny

hunt sman, Wzard. If you want his services, you'll have to wait until 1'm
done

with him"

W rode back up toward the head of the valley, Ninrod striding at the
duchess's

stirrup. The sun had noved past noon and we seened to be progressing very
slowy. When we reached the open area below the waterfall, Diana pointed out
t he

toehol ds carved in the cliff face.

"It wouldn't be as dangerous as it |ooks," said N nrod, |ooking upward with
an

interested from. "The cliff is not perfectly vertical but angled, and the

t oehol ds are well placed.'

"As | know well," said the duchess. "Wen | was about fifteen, | clinbed down
here nyself, just to see if | could do it. Be flattered," she said to all of
us.

"I'"ve never told anyone about it before.”

"You told nme," said NNmod with a smle. "That's part of the reason I'd been
eager to see the valley."

"I told you?" Diana turned toward himwi th clear surprise. But— She
recol | ected

and | aughed. "Of course | did. I'd just forgotten. Al right, then, you

al r eady



know t hat the young heiress to the duchy wanted to see the valley, but not to
see it the way any ordinary girl would!'"

Evrard appeared to have thought of a new way to inpress his enployer. "Wit
until you neet the wood nynph!" he said to the duchess and N nrod.

"I ve only seen her once before," said the duchess. "That is, lve always
hoped

it was the wood nynph,
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al t hough I could never be certain. It was the tinme | just nentioned, when |
clinmbed down. There was a girl in the grove, who seened both to be ny age and
to

be a thousand years old. She had remarkabl e violet eyes. She | ooked at ne a
nmonent without speaking, then di sappeared.”

"You have to be a wizard to be able to call a nynmph," said Evrard
confidently.

"Or," he added after a second, "be soneone to whomthe nynph wants to talk,
anyway. "

We | eft our horses and wal ked up to the pool and the shrine of the Holy Toe.
Di ana and Ninrod went first, she sw nging her riding crop and whistling, and
he

wal king with very stiff shoulders and silent footfalls. Mich as | wanted to
be

on our way, his behavior intrigued me. |I glanced toward Evrard as we cane

al ong

behi nd, but he did not seeminterested in the pair before us. The hermt cane
out and bl essed them as Evrard and | waited a few yards away. NNmrod' s face
was very still and | could read no expression in it.

"You know," said Evrard, |ow enough |I hoped that the hermt would not

over hear,

"I"'mnot very inpressed with this Cranky Saint. Wuldn't a really powerful

sai nt

make it clear to everybody exactly what he wanted and then bl ast those
entrepreneurs with |ightning?"

This seemed nore |ike a question for Joachimthan for nme, but | was spared
from

having to answer by the hernmit. "I trust your day is going well, my sons,
with

God's help,"” he called to us with a snile.

In spite of the smle and friendly tone, | imediately felt guilty. | took
hi s

conment as a gentle rem nder of the responsibilities with which he had
earlier

charged me. But at least he did not sumon us to join Ninrod and Di ana before
the shrine.

They still knelt at the hermt's feet, his hands resting lightly on their
hair.

Wiile the hermt |ooked toward ne, | saw the duchess turn toward N nrod.
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Their eyes net and slowy he began to smle. In return she gave a sudden
secret

grin.

I would have liked to conclude she was only nocking the old hermt and his
piety. It was better than the alternative, which cane with i mediate if
irrational conviction: that she had decided to treat this blessing as sone
sort

of renegade marriage cerenony.

| shook ny head. This was ridiculous. On top of everything else, | seened to
be

| osing ny good sense. Diana and Ninrod thanked the hermt for his blessing,



rose
and canme to join us.

At last, | thought, we could start for the castle. But now N nrod appeared
very

interested in the spring, where the river shot out of the side of the cliff.
He

folded up his tall frane to crawl along the narrow, danp shelf at the edge of
the river, back into the cliff. The rest of us watched and waited as his feet
di sappeared fromview into the bl ackness.

In a noment we heard his voice, echoing hollowy. "I think it opens up a
little
back here. It's too dark to see well, but—= A splash cut off whatever else he

m ght have intended to say. In a noment he reenerged, |aughing and wet al ong
one

side. "Whew, that water's cold," he said as he stood up and wung out his
hai r.

"You'd need a torch to explore the cave properly. Even in the dimlight from
t he

entrance, the first big roomlooked as though it was festooned with col ored
icicles."”

"There can't be anything in there very interesting besides rocks," said
Evrard

i npatiently. "Cone on, and you can neet the nynph."

Ni mrod's short visit to the Holy G ove seened to be grow ng | onger and

| onger,

but | felt powerless to do anything about it. For two days, the valley had
beguiled me; now | only wanted to get out of it. | tried to persuade nyself
t hat

Dom ni ¢ had paid a short, friendly visit to the old wizard and was now safely
back at the castle.

Evrard led the way, along the little pebbl e- marked
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pat hs through the grove, to the tree that | thought was the nynph's tree. But
here he hesitated. "1 don't see ny footprint."

"The ground's danp anyway and it's rained recently,” | said. ' A footprint
won' t

[ ast |ong."

"Or maybe it's the wong tree.

Now he had ne confused. "You should know better than I," | said pointedly. W
nmoved back, |ooking at all the adjacent trees, then at other beeches further
away. | caught the duchess giving Nintrod an anused smile

"No, | think it nmust have been the first tree after all,"” said Evrard after

ten

m nutes. But, sonehow, none of the trees now seened |li ke the tree we had
st ood

beneath only a short time before.

"Try using the spell to call her,”" | said in a | ow voice. The duchess woul d
not

find this amusing nuch | onger

Evrard frowned, bit his lip, frowned again and started on the spell. He
fini shed

with a flourish and | ooked up expectantly. There was a |ong silence, broken
only

by the soft murmur of the | eaves and the rushing of the river.

"I thought you were going to introduce us to the wood nynph, Wzard," said

Di ana

testily.

"Maybe she doesn't want to talk to so many people at the sane time," | said,
then realized that by speaking for Evrard | was giving the inpression that he
needed mny protection.



"Dai nbert," said Evrard, who seemed to realize this, too, "how about if you
and

Ni mrod go back to the horses, and I'll see if the nynmph will come out for the
duchess and ne alone." He noved to another tree and, with a good show of
confidence, started on the spell again as Nintrod and | |eft the grove.

"The horned rabbits nust have been frustrating prey," | conmented as we
scranbl ed down the path beside the waterfall, "since they disintegrate as
soon

as you catch them" | was no longer interested in the
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horned rabbits but, if he talked, | hoped to be able to see nore of the edge
of

tension | thought | could feel running under the huntsman's apparent good
hunor .

He smiled unexpectedly. "For me, they' ve provided highly satisfactory

hunti ng, "

he said. "But | nust say, it's been nore confortable since | worked out they
were neither nonsters fromthe | and of dragons, nor creatures nade with bl ack
magi ¢, but only sonething ny |ady, the duchess, requested from her duca

wi zar d.

| turned to stare at him "Did she tell you that?"

"No, but I'm good at guessing," he answered easily.

W sat down on the grass near our horses. | glanced toward the grove,
wonderi ng

if Evrard had had any luck. It was rapidly growing late, yet | hated to cal
hi m

away from an opportunity to show off his magical abilities to his enployer.

| turned back toward Ninrod's well-chiseled profile. He seened deep in

t hought .

"You still haven't told me why you cane to Yurt,' | said.

He took a sudden, sharp breath and then his eyes twinkled at me as his

shoul ders

rel axed again. "Maybe | have private reasons for being interested. And, as
told you before, hunters keep track of what needs hunting."

"But you seened to know about the great horned rabbits al nost before we did."
He only sniled and shook his head.

If he wanted to be nysterious, | could do some guessing of ny owm. If he had
known the duchess Before, perhaps sonme years earlier when she had spent
severa

seasons in the Cty, he might have wanted to enter the kingdomto reestablish
t hei r acquai ntance, and have preferred for reasons of his own to cone

i ncognito

The appearance of the great horned rabbits woul d have provi ded a useful
excuse

for an excellent hunter. But | was still not sure what, if any, connection
there

m ght be between N nrod, the Cranky
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Sai nt, and the noney-making enterprise at the top of the cliff.

"Had you | earned about Saint Eusebius of Yurt before you canme here? | asked
cautiously.

"The duchess told ne a little about him" he replied, equally cautiously.
"\Why 2"

H s answer seened deliberately to | eave in doubt whether he knew anyt hi ng
beyond

what she had said. Before | could formulate a response, | was distracted by
noverrent on the road down into the valley.

My first wild thought, in spite of all my attenpts at calmrationality, was
t hat



it was the old wizard' s nonster, but then | saw it was a group of horsenen.
Ni mrod had seen them too, and stood up. Wth the aid of a far-seeing spell,
I

could tell that there were four mounted nmen, all dressed as priests and
fol | oned

by a pack horse. The man riding at the head was Joachi m

[1

| junped at once to nmy feet, vastly relieved. Wth Joachimhere, | could turn
over the hermt, the Holy Toe, and the entrepreneurs to him | realized that,
somewhere in the back of ny mnd, | also hoped he would be able to help dea
with the old wizard s nonster, even though, as | had often told himnmyself,
magi ¢ was nuch nore efficient than religion ii one had to face magica
creatures. | only restrained nyself fromflying to meet himby the

recol | ection

that the priests fromthe church that wanted the Cranky Saint's relics m ght
not

| ook kindly on magi c being practiced only a short distance fromthe Holy

G ove.

"Who' s com ng?" asked the duchess behind me. | had not heard her approach
"It's the Royal Chaplain and the priests he was expecting." | turned to see
Evrard flash me a grin of triunph.

None of the others seened interested in the arrival
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of some priests in the valley. Diana started telling N nrod about the nynph,
who

had apparently spoken briefly with them Leaving thembehind, | started down
t he

road to neet the riders

| prepared nyself for a formal, even distant greeting. Joachi mm ght not want
to

advertise his friendship with a w zard.

But then he lifted his head, gave a highly unexpected but quite genuine
smil e,

and swng down off his horse. "I mdelighted to see you, Dainbert," he said,
wringing my hand. "I'd assuned you were off chasing horned rabbits across the
fields of Yurt. | didn't dare hope you night be here.™

He turned to introduce nme to the other priests who, as | expected, had cone
from

t he di stant church where Saint Eusebius had originally nmade his vocation.

| ooked quickly at their faces, wondering if they m ght be the purported
pilgrins

who had clinbed down the cliff to the grove. But they were conpletely

unfam liar. They did, however, all give ne highly suspicious |ooks.
Joachi m | ooped his horse's reins over his arns and wal ked beside ne while the
priests, still nounted, rode behind. He appeared much nore at peace than when
I

had | ast seen him

"I decided two nornings ago to neet these priests at the cathedral city," he
said, "in order to nave a chance to talk to the bishop. I'mafraid | slipped
away very early and rather secretly. | wanted a fast horse, to be sure of
reaching the cathedral city before the priests left there for Yurt."

H s bl ack eyes flashed at me with what in sonmeone el se woul d have been

m schi evous enjoynment. "The fastest horse in the stables, of course, used to
be

the queen's stallion until she sold it when the little prince was born. So
took Prince Domnic's new one. Naturally, | didn't tell himwhat | was doing.
The stable boy was still too sleepy to give ne an argunent. \Wen
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we all got back to the castle late |ast night, Donminic wasn't there."



This made it conmplete. The regent woul d now be furious with all of us. There
were few horses in the royal stables that could carry himeasily, now that he
had gotten so heavy, and he had been inordinately proud of the enornous but
light-footed chestnut he had bought that spring. And for the chaplain, of al
people, to take it!

But this thought was driven out by another. Wiy had Dom nic not been back at
t he

castle? It was only a short distance to the old wizard' s cottage in the
woods.

But if the royal regent and Yurt's best knights had cone hanmering on the
green

door, anything m ght have happened.

| didn't dare say anything to the chaplain about this with the priests so

cl ose

behind. "That's not Dominic's stallion,” | said instead, |ooking back at the
mount Joachi m was | eadi ng.

"OfF course not. His is a wonderful stallion, very fast and nearly tireless,
but

it deserved a rest once the need for speed was over.
this

rate he woul d soon break his previous record for nost smles in an hour. "It
was

good to see the bishop. | should have gone there before, rather than relying
on

messages. "

By now we had reached the others. Joachimperformed the introductions

qui ckl y.

Ni nmrod appeared highly startled to see the priests. He stepped quickly back
into

t he shadow of the trees, turning his face away, while they too stared at him
in

He smiled again. At

surprise
"And | have a nmessage you'll all be interested in," Joachimsaid. "Since
al nost

everyone else in the castle was gone, the constable had me cone to the

t el ephone

when the king and queen called last night. The baby prince has taken his
first

steps.”

Evrard smled politely and D ana said, "How sweet." | alone was as delighted
to

hear this news as Joachim | was also intensely relieved the royal famly
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was not here in Yurt but rather somewhere safe, where a baby's first steps
coul d

be the nost exciting

event.

The priests of Saint Eusebius |left us and headed toward the shrine. The
duchess

gl anced upward. The sun had | ong since passed fromthe narrow valley and the
afternoon sky far above was a pale blue. "It's late," she said. "W'd better
get

started if we're heading back to the royal castle. W won't get there

toni ght ,

but I've got a tent big enough for at |east four."

Before | could answer, Evrard said, "I don't know about Dainbert, but I'm
staying here. Just leave ne a little nore to eat, ny |ady—the wood nynph's
berries aren't very filling!'

I imagined five or six things that D ana nmight say in the short pause before



she

answered, but then she only said, very quietly, "I'd sonehow i magi ned that ny
ducal wi zard would be able to help me with magi cal problens and magi ca
creatures.”

Evrard refused to take the hint. "I thought 1'd already hel ped you with
magi ca
creatures,” he said with a w nk.

D ana took a short breath through her nose, not

quite a snort.

"I nyself—= | started.

But Joachimdidn't give ne a chance to finish. "WIIl you stay with us this
eveni ng, Dainbert?" he asked, turning his enornous dark eyes on nme. "The
priests

and | will pass the night near the hermitage and |'d very nuch |ike your
counsel . "

This was beconming like a frustrating dreamin which one runs and runs but
never

reaches the goal. | had been trying to |l eave the valley since early this
nmorni ng, but now | was trapped for another night. Joachi mhad never before,
t hat

I could recall, asked specifically for ny counsel
"OfF course," | said. There was nothing else | could
have sai d.

In a few minutes, Evrard had di sappeared back
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toward the nynph's end of the grove, carrying bread and cheese fromthe
duchess’

supplies; she and Nmrod had started al ong the road that would | ead them out
of

the vall ey; and Joachimand | went up to the shrine of the Holy Toe.

The priests were kneeling at the altar and showed no i mredi ate sign of

sei zi ng

the golden reliquary of the toe and nmaking a dash for it. Two of themwere

m ddl e-aged and the third, who kept giving the others nervous gl ances, was
younger, probably about the sane age as Joachimand |I. Once they and the old
hermt had fini shed exchangi ng bl essings, we all started back down the valley.
"We knew, of course," said one of the older priests, "that Saint Eusebius had
retreated to a grove far fromthe bustle of the City when he decided to becone
a

hermt." The priest was as round as an apple and he breathed hara after the
scranbl e down the track by the falls, but his eyes did not have any of the
good

hunor | had al ways associated with apples. 'But somehow I had not expected

t hat

now, a full fifteen hundred years later, the site of his hermitage would

still

be | ocated in such a God-forsaken wi | derness.
"God never forsakes any land of H s creation,

said the other ol der priest,

who

was as thin as the other was round. He spoke intensely and his eyes seened to
gl eam

"we'll have to sleep rough tonight," continued the round priest, paying no

attention to this coment. Then he held up a hand, as though to forestall a
remark no one in fact had made. "But we nust not grunble. God denands far
har der

of those dedicated to Hs service."

"And we rmust followto the death,"” agreed the thin priest. He whirled on
their

younger col |l eague. "I hope you understand fully!"

"Fully!" the young priest cried in panic.



| didn't dare neet Joachim s eye. But he seenmed cal m and peaceful. | was

quite

sure | would not have
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been as calmafter nore than two days in these priests' conpany. | reflected
how

fortunate | was to have conme to a royal court where Joachi mwas the chaplain,
rather than someone like either of the older priests. Watever he wanted of
e,

I fervently hoped we could finish our discussion tonight.

"Tormorrow, " said the thin priest, "we shall pray that the saint make his will
unequi vocally clear to us—that is, his will that we take his relics back with
us."

"l have no doubt Eusebius will be clear at the last,"” said Joachim "This is,
after all, the saint who responded, when a man i nportuned himincessantly to
straighten his crooked arm by resetting the bone so violently that bone
fragnents flew out through the skin."

Al three priests stared at himand so did I, but none of them answered.

"I saw sone stone huts further down the valley," said the round priest

i nst ead.

"I"'msure they are provided for the crude confort of pilgrinms to the shrine."
"In fact," | put in, "they're the huts of the old hermt's apprentices." Al
three priests turned to |l ook at me as though surprised | would dare address
them and the thin priest started to speak, but | went on deterninedly. 'The
apprentices like to practice hospitality. They nmay be willing to |l et us have
one

of their huts for tonight."

"Ordai ned priests of the Church have precedence over nere apprentice
hermts,"

said the round priest. "W shall take those huts that seem nost appropriate
for

our use."

"I"ll ask the apprentices," said Joachim Although he spoke quietly, tne

ot hers

turnea toward himsharply. ' Conme with nme, Dainbert," he added and we wal ked

t oget her down the valley, |eaving the other priests |ooking thoughtfully
after

us.

I wondered hopefully if they were planning to report Joachimto the bishop as
someone who had becone dangerously friendly with a wi zard, in which case

need

not worry about him being asked to go
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join the cathedral chapter. | had several things | would nave liked to ask,
but

the only one | ventured was, "What did the bishop say when you tal ked to hin®"
"He rem nded me that God does not give us responsibilities too heavy for us
to

bear, and that He is always there if we will only turn to Hm"

This was al nost exactly what the old hermt had said to me, although I found
that it had eased nmy worries rmuch less than it seemed to have eased Joachimn s
"Al'l priests are called Father," he continued, "because we act as nediators
bet ween humanity and the One Father. But the bishop really is the father of
al |

the Christian souls in two kingdons. Even with his manifold duties and
responsibilities, he still took tine for a fatherly discussion with ne."
"What did he suggest you do about the Cranky—about Saint Eusebius s relics?"
It was growi ng di munder the trees, but Joachinmis eyes were even darker. "He
told me that | had his full authority to act, that he was sure the saint



woul d

reveal his true purpose to ne."

"And he told you this while these priests were there?"

"OfF course," said Joachimin surprise

This explained the three priests deference to the Royal Chaplain. It also
still

sounded as though the bishop was testing him to discover his true abilities
bef ore taking himaway from Yurt.

The apprentices apparently expected us. Al five stood together at the edge
of

the road, jostling and whispering as we approached. And all five dropped to
their knees before Joachim He blessed themcalnmy, resting his hand in turn
on

each of their shaved heads.

"Fat her, have they, have those priests, have they cone to take away the
her m t

this time?" the apprentices' |eader asked in a strained voice. My attenpts to
reassure them two nights ago, had apparently not hel ped.
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"They' ve not cone for your master,'
relics

of Saint Eusebius. | know, " he continued, when all the apprentices gasped in
di smay, "that he and you are dedicated to the saint's service. But it is not
yet

clear whether they will ultimtely take the saint's relics away with them or

| eave those relics here. And, even if they do take them you can followthe
relics and the saint to their new hone.'

| tried, unsuccessfully, to imagine the old hermt and his ragged apprentices
living in the confortable urban environnment fromwhich | was sure the three

said Joachim "They've cone for the

priests had come. "For now," | put in, "we would very much appreciate it if
you
could let us have one of your huts for the night. | hate to keep turning you

out. Don't you have an extra one you use for storage or sonething? One hut
will

do for all of us."

But as it turned out, we ended up turning two of the apprentices out of their
huts. They did not sit with us around the fire, but pressed bread, lettuce and
a

jug of goat's milk into our hands and fled. After a supper made up both of

t he

apprentices' food and some the priests had brought w th themJoachi m drank

t he

goat's mlk but the others wouldn't—the priests of Saint Eusebius went off to
the hut they were sharing, rem nding each other that one nust not grunble
about

t he experiences God sends.

Joachimand | sat on our horse blankets, spread on the hut's dirt floor

bef ore

the fire. | felt that sleeping in a bed and sitting on furniture were a dim
menory, sonething | mght once have done in mny youth.

IV

It was going to be a dark night; there was no noon and clouds hid the stars.
Yet, alnpst ashamedly, | felt safer, less as though trapped in a nightmare,
with

the chaplain there, even though | knew that the Church's
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normal reaction to magi cal problems was to | eave themto the w zardry they
clainmed not even to respect. Joachimsat staring silently at our small fire.
The



air fromthe open doorway nmade the flames flicker and cast tall, oddly

tw sted

shadows on the wall behind us. | was suddenly convinced that he was going to
ask

me if he should accept the bishop's invitation to |l eave Yurt and join the
cat hedral chapter. Because | didn't want to have to answer that question, |
tried to forestall himwith a conpletely different coment.

"Here's sonething you'll be interested in. I know you and the bishop were
worried that it mght not be suitable to have a wood nynph in a Holy G ove
I't

turns out that she was a good friend of Saint Eusebius, all those years ago,
and

that the saint converted her to Christianity."

Joachim gave nme a long | ook as | pushed on. "It's actually rather poignant.
She's worried that she nay not have a soul. She seenms to want to becone
human,

with an imortal soul, even though being human nmeans having to die. I'm
afraid

she really may not have a soul because she says her friend the saint has
never

appeared to her since his death.”

"You know, " said Joachim "after two years of know ng you, | still don't
under st and your sense of hunor."

At this | laughed. It was refreshing to be able to | augh. "Of course you

don't

understand why | woul d make a joke about something like this. Its because I'm
not j oking!"

Joachimlifted one eyebrow at nmy new found seriousness.

"Even though she will not grow old or die as long as the world remains," |

continued, "she seens to find something curiously appealing about breaking
out

of the earth s endl ess cycle through death."

"Of course," said Joachim who did not find this attitude curious at all. He
seened suddenly absorbed by the issue of the wood nynph, although |I was sure
that was not what was really on his mnd. "The world
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is God' s creation and has enormous good and potential for good within it, but
it

is still a fallen world. Al of us must find it wearying in the end and | ong
for

rel ease into the real mof spirit.’

| decided it was safest not to comrent on this. | was very far from|l ongi ng
for

rel ease and wi zards have a nmuch longer life span than ordi nary peopl e—even
t hough, fromthe wood nynph's point of view, there probably wasn't a | ot of

di fference between any of us. "At any rate," | said, "if the saint's relics
st ay

in Yurt, I'msure the bishop will understand why it won't be necessary to
make

her leave. But tell me. You said the saint would reveal his will clearly. Do
you

know what he really wants to do?"

Joachi m hesitated. "Maybe | nade a mi stake discussing this with a wizard in

t he

first place."

"Too late now," | said. "And you did say you wanted ny counsel."

The firelight glinted in the chaplain's eye and he shifted his long frane in
search of a nore confortable position. He was silent for a nmonment, | ooking at
the fire rather than at me, and his face slowy went fromalnost smling to



conpl etely sober.

"The saint's intention," he said at last, "will, | amcertain, eventually
becone

clear, but it is not clear yet." He paused for a moment. "He told ne he
want ed

to |l eave Yurt, but he wouldn't say why, or where he wanted to go. The priests
of
the church of Saint Eusebius |led ny bishop to believe that he had al so

appear ed
in avisionto them asking for his relics to be transferred to their church.”
"But when you questioned the priests closely,” | provided when Joachi m agai n

seened to hesitate, 'they adnmitted that the Cranky Saint had said he wanted
to

| eave the grove, but hadn't specifically said that he wanted to go with them"
"But if he didn't want to go to their church, why

shoul d he have appeared to thenP" denmanded Joachi m

| decided that the old hermt was right in one thing,
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that the Royal Chaplain did indeed seemto take his spiritua

responsibilities

much too seriously. "Because he was cranky," | suggested. "Because he knew
he' d

get a response out orthem Because he was angry at the hernmit for not having
done sonet hing about the entrepreneurs. That reminds ne. | talked to the
her m t

this nmorning and he seens convinced that Saint Eusebius would want to stay if
the entrepreneurs were gone."

"I didn't see anyone at the booth when we canme by," said Joachim 'Yet it

| ooks

as though they're actually starring to build a wi ndlass contraption to | ower
pilgrim down the cliff."

Yesterday norning three men dressed as pilgrinm—part of the entrepreneuri al
group in disgui se—clinmbed down by way of the toeholds and came to visit the
hermt.'

"Maybe they' ve realized their error in trying to make nmoney fromthe
spiritual

t hi ngs of God," suggested Joachim

I found this highly unlikely. "But are the priests planning to take the Holy
Toe

back with them now?" "That s certainly how they' ve interpreted the will of
t he

saint."

"By the way," | said, "Nimrod seemed surprised to see the three priests. He
still won't say why ne came to Yurt."

"I thought they were, instead, surprised to see him" said Joachim "The

si ght

of a seven-foot-tall hunstnman would startle anyone.

"I"'mfairly certain now that N nrod and D ana had known each ot her

previ ously.

O herwise, | don't think that even she would have left w th himwhen Doninic
had

j ust proposed. "

Qutside the hut, the night nmade | ow rustling sounds that | told nmyself would
not

have sounded nearly as oni nous by daylight. W had suddenly reached the topic
of

the old w zard

"Joachim |1'mworried about the regent. He took a
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group of knights down to the old wi zard's house two days ago and he certainly
shoul d have been back to the castle by last night. Yet you say he wasn't."
"What

do you think has happened to hin?" "Maybe the old wi zard put a spell on him
O

maybe the wi zard's nonster escaped, and Dominic set off after it and hasn't
been

able to catch it."

"I told you I wanted your counsel," said Joachimquietly. "lve been trying to
find a tactful way to say this because | don't want to seemto accuse you of
negl ecti ng your responsibilities." Maybe associating with the priests, who
had

even |l ess tact than he did, was teaching himsone at last. "But your
predecessor's creature has gotten | oose."

"It has?" | forced nyself to say, in a voice that sounded | oud and squeaky in
ny

own ears. It was one thing to fear such a possibility, another to know it had
actual Iy happened.

"We heard of it today as we were riding toward this valley. The first word we
had was in the village just a fewmles fromthe castle.” This would have
been

the sane village fromwhich the disputants had cone, not |ong before the king
left Yurt. It seenmed years ago.

"The | ocal priest cane out to neet us, terrified. Something had cone to the
village yesterday. It was seen runmmagi ng t hrough a chi cken house. They

t hought ,

of course, it was a thief and set the dogs on

it."

Sonehow, hearing this in Joachim s quiet voice

made it worse

"But the dogs wouldn't attack it and fled with their tails between their

| egs.

By now they'd realized it wasn't just a comon thief. Soneone shot at it,

t hough

the priest told us that he, of course, tried to stop him But it didn't make
any

difference. The creature wal ked off with three arrows stuck in its back."
Then even Ninrod m ght not be able to stop it.

"It killed five chickens."'
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"Five chickens," | repeated, thinking | should be grateful it was not five
chil dren.

"They bel onged to a young couple who, | gather, had just set up housekeepi ng.
I

think I recognized them The young woman was very blond, quite

di stinctive-looking. | believe they were anong the disputants the king swore
to

peace. "

King Haineric's judgnment, | thought bl eakly, had brought them back together

after what had probably been a nmajor rift, but no sooner were they married
t han

a nonster had killed their chickens. A nonster |oose, | rem nded nyself,
whil e

the Royal Wzard of Yurt was engrossed in dreany forgetful ness with the wood
nynph.

"I guessed inmrediately it was the creature that you and the ducal w zard had
seen," said Joachim "But the village priest thought it m ght have been a
denon." He gave nme a sideways | ook. "You would have been proud of ne. | told
hi m

that magic is not a supernatural force and that our best defense against a



magi cal creature was to find a reliable w zard.'

There were three wi zards in the kingdomof Yurt, at the nonment, and none of
t hem

reliable. Just a few days ago, the old wi zard had appeared to have his
creature

very thoroughly inprisoned.

"There didn't seemto be anything we priests could do,’
"so

we went on. As you can inmmgine, | was even nore eager than before to find
you.'

And where, all this tinme, was Dom nic? "Did the villagers have any indication
whi ch direction it was headi ng?"

"The third village in which it was seen is |located at the base of the

pl at eau, "

Joachi m conti nued,

sai d Joachi msoberly. "It seenms to be heading this way."

| was furious with nyself. |I had seen it in the wizard s cottage, seen it and
been terrified of it, but |I had persuaded nyself and Joachimthat it was
safely

constrained by the old wi zard's magic. But | had not
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t hought through what | already had good reason to know. The old w zard had

| ost

control: of his mind, his soul, his good sense, or his magic.

It would be ironic if now, when |I had at |ast persuaded Joachimthat w zardry
was not just an inferior and m sapprehended version of religion, and when he
and

the old hermt both turned to ne for aid, my magic turned out to be
conpletely

usel ess.

Evrard, in spite of taking Elerius's course, was not going to be any help. If
the old wizard' s nonster was as good at hiding as Evrard' s stick-creature,

t hen

| would need N nrod, but he was canped sonewhere between here and the royal
castle and 1'd never find himin the dark. I was nore than ready to swal |l ow
ny

pride and ask for the school's assistance in spite of how ny predecessor
woul d

react, but | was thirty niles fromthe nearest tel ephone and over five mniles
fromthe nearest pigeon loft.

| raised nmy eyes and found Joachi mwatching nme soberly. "You could try
prayi ng

for guidance, he suggested.

| restrained nyself fromsaying that no saint would listen to a wi zard. But
hi s

comment did give ne an idea and, very briefly, hope. "Saint Eusebius," |

sai d.

"The Cranky Saint won't want a nagical undead nonster in his valley. The

sai nt

nmust |ike you or he wouldn't have appeared to you in the first place. Maybe
he'll listen if you ask for his help."

" | constantly ask the saints for their help,"” said Joachim

| considered asking Evrard' s question, why the saint hadn't just blasted the
ent repreneurs—and, by extension, the wizard' s nonster—with lightning if he
didn't like them but it seemed pointless.

Besides, it was only a guess that the entrepreneurs even bothered the saint.
Hs

cryptic demand to have his relics noved el sewhere coul d be based on al nost
anyt hi ng—even a personal aninosity toward the apprentice hermts. | wondered
for



a nonment that if
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the saint didn't want to go with the three priests, he mght show it by

al | owi ng

the nonster to eat them but even | had to dismss this thought as irreverent.
Maybe Joachim s prayers would keep the nonster at bay until first light, when
Evrard or | could fly back to the tel ephone at the royal castle without
becom ng

hopel essly lost. "You told ne the old wizard m ght have nade his creature out
of

jealous pride," | said. "Having nmade it, do you think he set it |oose
intentionally? Is he trying to catch it hinself or, intrying to catch it,
will

| have to fight himas well?" "That | cannot tell you," said Joachim One

t hi ng

| could not do tonight was sleep. | leaned ny chin on ny fist and tried to
pl an

for tonorrow. If the nonster did not appear in the valley tonight, then |
woul d

have to go looking for it. The fire had burned low, but the coals stil

gl owed

deep red.

Very early, | decided! | would fly out of the valley and find N nrod, and

t hen

he and | would track the creature fromwhere it had | ast been seen. First,

t hough, | would roust Evrard out of the wood nynph's tree, whether he |iked
it

or not, and send himback to the royal castle as fast as he could fly to

t el ephone the school. Then he could start the search for Dominic fromthe old
wi zard' s house and, for that matter, search for the old wizard, too. This
implied, of course, that they weren't all lying dead there already.

| paused at this point in nmy deliberations, wondering if Evrard could fly

t hat

far. I knew | couldn't have when | first cane to Yurt.

Joachim who had been silent for several mnutes, abruptly stirred, then
rolled

up in his blanket. "Let's get sone sleep.”

"I can't. Not with a nonster |oose. | nust not have made this conpletely

cl ear,

Joachim but the nonster's escape—and, from what you said about the old

wi zard's

jealousy, its very existence—are ny fault. | have to find a way to stop it."
"You still need your sleep.”

182

C. Dale Brittain

"No," | said obstinately. "You and | have often sat up nost of the night

t al ki ng

and I'm always fine the

next day."

"That is, you can still function," said Joachimmildly, |eaning on an el bow
and

| ooking at me, "thanks to a spell that you' ve told ne gives you a bad
headache. "

The problemwas that the chaplain knew ne too

wel I .

"lie down and cl ose your eyes," said Joachim as though he were ny

gr andnot her

twenty years ago, tucking me into bed when | didn't want to go. ' I'll sing
you

a hym to nake you sleepy."



I lay down obediently, knowing this wouldn't work. But | tried concentrating
on

the sound of his voice as he sang softly. Joachimhad a very pl easant
bari t one.

After a few minutes, | couldn't hear himany nmore. | opened my eyes to find

t hat

it was al ready norning.

Joachimhad rebuilt the fire and was brewing tea. | could barely renmenber the

last tinme | had had a cup. Al ny concerns of the night before abruptly took
their proper place in the greater schene of life: breakfast first, nonsters
second. | waited quietly until the tea

was ready.

W di pped the remains of a |oaf Joachi mhad brought with himfromthe royal
castle into the scalding liquid. Even stale and tasting sonewhat of a

saddl ebag,

it was indubitably the product of Gaen's

baki ng.

"Il'i have to get Evrard away fromthe nynph first,"

| said.

Joachi m | ooked at nme over the rimof his cup but did not answer. He had
sonehow

managed to appear clean, well-shaved and well-brushed, and even his vestnents
were nmuch crisper than clothes m ght be expected to be after being slept in.
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"You probably don't want to know what that young wi zard's Deen doing."

"Probably not," ne agreed. "H s soul will be the responsibility of the
ducness’

chapl ain. "

"It would be best, |I think, if you stay here in the valley," | went on, "and

continue follow ng your original plan, to deternine what shoul d happen to the
saints relics. Meanwhile—=

| stopped abruptly. Faint sounds of shouting and barking, then the nigh

wi ndi ng

of a horn, drifted down the valley.

| gulped the last of ny tea and scranmbled out of the hut. The sounds were
clearer, and now | could tell that they were coning fromabove the rimof the
valley. Up on top of the plateau, someone—er sonethi ng—was being hotly

pur sued.

I ran out fromthe trees a short distance toward the head of the valley, to a
position fromwhich | hoped to see. At the top of the cliff, near the
entrepreneurs' booth, was a brightly col ored and highly noi sy confusion of
what

I took to be hounds and nen on horseback. A dark shape broke away and began
rapi dly descending the cliff face.

| could hear the priests' voices a short distance away, saying their norning
prayers loudly, either not hearing the noise or not concerned. But Joachimns
voi ce was quiet at ny shoulder. "Is it the nonster?"

My heart was pounding so hard it took ne nearly a mnute to put the
far-seeing

spell together. But then | could see that the figure com ng quickly and

snoot hly

down the cliff was blond and wore a dark green cloak. My attention was jerked
back up to the top of the cliff where, to ny enornous relief, | saw Dom nic
very

much alive and, fromhis gestures, furious. The duchess, just as furious, was
besi de him

"It's not the nonster," | said in bewildernment. "It's Ninrod."

184

C. Dale Brittain

We hurried up the valley to be there when he reached the bottom Although the



people at the top of the cliff were quickly cut off fromview, fromthe
sounds

of shouting and barking | guessed that they were riding around by the road
and,

i ndeed, in a nonent | saw themas they started down the steep incline.
Domi ni ¢

was in the lead, riding at a pace | was certain was not safe, and the duchess
not far behind.

Joachimand | net Ninrod at the base of the cliff. But he rushed past without
speaking or giving us a chance to speak and headed straight for the Holy

G ove

He was breathing hard; his hands and his boots were heavily scratched as

t hough,

even before reaching the cliff, he had had to force his way through thorn
bushes

or fight off a pack of dogs.

The three priests enmerged fromthe trees, down toward the apprentices' huts,
and

started sedately up the road. Evrard suddenly energed fromthe grove and cane
over to join us. The young w zard | ooked nore tousled than ever. Hi s chin was
covered in reddish fuzz; his beard had finally started to grow in.

The first of the riders reached the bottomof the steep road into the valley
and

gal |l oped toward us. The priests, forgetting their dignity, dove for the edge
of

the road just in tine.

Dominic was riding not his stallion but a | ong-boned gel ding, the second

bi ggest

horse in the castle stables. It was heavily latherea and its eyes rolled w de
and white. Neither rider nor mount |ooked as though they had enjoyed the | ast
few days toget her.

The regent pulled up the horse, with a hard jerk on the reins that lifted its
front feet fromthe ground, and | eaped off. "Were is he?" he roared. He
pounded

up the track by the waterfall, slipped in the nud, |anded on his face, and
junped up again w thout even seenming to notice. "Were is that coward hidi ng?"
I

st epped back ninmbly or the regent might have run ne over.

Ni mrod stood just inside the grove, waiting inpassively,
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even though his shoul ders rose and fell rapidly from heavy breathing. He had
hi s

bow and qui ver in his hands.

"You're trapped now" Dominic cried. The nud on his face and all down his
front

made hi m an i nhuman nonster hinmself. He wenched his sword fromits sheath as
he

advanced.

Ni nrod spoke then for the first time. "Sanctuary!" he shouted, his voice
ringi ng

t hrough the head of the valley. His face was set in grimlines. "I demand the
right of sanctuary!"™ He threw his bow and arrows to the ground and stepped
back

under the trees.

Domi ni ¢ stopped abruptly. "Coward!" he shouted. "You're nothing but a coward!

You know I won't kill you if you're unarnmed. Don't hide behind a saint's
skirts!

Cone out and get what you deserve!"

I had not always taken Dominic seriously which, | nowrealized, was a

m st ake.



Nimod did not reply. He watched the regent froma few yards back in the
grove.

Dom ni ¢ unbuckled a long knife fromhis belt and threw it, scabbard and all,
toward Ninrod. It clattered on the ground nearly at his feet, but he made no
motion to pick it up. "What's the matter?" Dom nic sneered. "My knife isn't
good

enough for you? Do you want a shield, too? Shallyou wait while | go get you
one?"

"I"ve thrown down ny weapons," said N nrod evenly, "not because |I'mafraid of
you, but because | have respect for Saint Eusebius. | do not wish to bring
instruments of violence into his grove. | have asked for sanctuary, Princel"
Domi nic hesitated for a long mnute, during which the rest of us barely
breat hedT Then, with a massive snort, he advanced toward the huntsman. |ight
glinted on the sword he held before him But the old hermt emerged suddenly
fromthe grove and stepped directly into the regent's path.

"You cannot bring a naked sword into the Holy
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Grove," said the hermit with a gentle snmle. "It is a place sanctified to God
and H s saints.”

"But that man . . . he's a despoiler, a polluter, a piece of |ow born scum
He

bribed the retired Royal Wzard of Yurt into naking a monster and attacking
ne

withit!"™ | was riveted at this, but Dominic gave me no chance to consi der
t he

inplications. "He's ... he's a sinner!" His voice rose triunphantly, as

t hough

he had found the answer. "You can t give sanctuary to a sinner!"

The duchess' horse had not been able to keep up with Dominic's. She and a
group

of the royal knights of Yurt now rode up with a great clattering of hooves,
t he

dogs swirling around themin a fit of frenzied barking. D ana was off her
nount ,

up the track, and tugging at Dominic's sword arm al nost before the horse had
st opped.

"You can't . .. this is my duchy ... don't you dare touch him" she panted.
Her

hai r had come unpi nned and she was nearly as red as the regent.

The knights fromYurt did not imrediately rush after her, but nost of them
wer e

shouting. The peace-ful ness of the steep-walled valley was shattered!

"Put your sword down, ny son," said the hermt gently, and do not fight, ny

daughter." The duchess was not, at any rate, having nmuch | uck agai nst
Domi ni ¢

"Sinners nost especially have the right to seek sanctuary, where they may
r epent

and seek CGod's forgiveness."

Dom ni ¢ shook the duchess off his armbut then
hesitated. Ninrod still stood silently anbng the trees.
D ana stopped kicking the regent, |ooked at the

knife and the dow | ying on the ground, and turned to
Nimod in angry surprise. "You ve sought sanctuary?"
"It was |l ong ago adjudicated that this valley is under
royal control, not ducal authority,” Dominic said to
her, but al nost conversationally, no |onger in a bellow
The deep red of his face lightened a little toward its
ordi nary nue.

r
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Joachi m st epped up besi de Doninic and began talking quietly in his ear. He
was

as tall as the regent, even if only about half his mass. In a nmoment, Dominic
turned grudgingly toward the track by the falls. The chaplain then put a hand
on

t he duchess' shoul der and said a few calmng words to her as well.

| shook off my amazement and hurried after Dominic. This was definitely not
t he

best time for rational conversation with him but |I had no choice.

He swung around sharply when | touched himon the el bow Now that the red of
fury had faded fromhis face, he seened oddly pale. "So you call yourself
Roya

W zard, when—=

| interrupted w thout giving hima chance to make an accusati on with which
in

fact, | agreed. "I need your help. I'msure you realize that Ninrod didn't
conmi ssion any nonster. But if there's a horrible creature | oose in Yurt,
need

to know what it is and what it's doing. Tell nme everything that happened at
t he

old wizara s cottage."

Dom ni ¢ hesitated, anger and his normal sulky nature fighting with what

| ooked

i ke extreme exhaustion. He didn t even bother to scow at ne. "l decided
had

to |l ook at what that young wi zard of the duchess' had tried to suggest was
only

an illusion. We got an even better 'look than | expected."
"Yes?" | said inpatiently when he paused. It would be entirely appropriate
for

himto decide, as regent, to fire ne for gross neglect of w zardly duties.
"When | knocked at the old w zard's door," he continued slowy, "I saw him
for

just a second, then he stepped aside and this—this thing rushed out at us.
It's

al nrost human, but it didn't nove |like a human. And it has no face, only eyes."
Just two years ago, ny predecessor had faithfully served the royal famly of
Yurt. The strange twist | had felt in his nmind—er his soul -had gone even
deeper

than | thought. It didn't sound as though his

188

C. Dale Brittain

nonst er had broken | oose. It sounded as though he had set it on Dom nic

del i berately.

The regent gave nme a long | ook. "I honestly don't know why anyone woul d want
to

study and train to deal with magical creatures. W got away, though it
crippled

one horse so badly we had to put it down. We ve spent the last three days
chasing it or else running fromit. None of us have gotten much sleep. W
nust

have lost it half a dozen times but, until now, it's always reappeared. W
haven't seen it since yesterday afternoon

He glared toward Nintrod. "Are you sure that huntsman didn't ask your

pr edecessor

for a nonster? He was canping out unafraid, yet it showed no signs of
attacki ng

him"

"Quite sure," | said



The three priests fromthe church of Saint Eusebius had begun an anxi ous
conference while all this was happening. | glanced toward the hermt, who

st ood

before his grove as though his thin body and snile of benediction could

pr ot ect

it fromall physical violence. In a mnute, | thought, the priests would
announce loudly that a grove with such activities in it was no place for a
saint's relics, snatch the golden reliquary and bolt for their horses

| excused nyself from Dom nic, who now | ooked only weary, and hurried toward
t he

shrine on a collision course with the priests. The presence of a w zard m ght
sl ow them down, | hoped, even if they seened to have little respect for
hermts.

Nimrod cal My watched the priests' approach, then flicked his eyes toward ne.
"l

hope you don't think ne a coward, Wzard," he said in a voice designed to
carry.

"But if | hadn't fled fromPrince Domnic, | would have had to kill him and
I

do not want to kill the royal regent of Yurt.'
shel ter

of the trees to nmeet the priests and the sun shone with golden light on his
hai r.

Dom nic turned around with a scow . The duchess,
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who had started down the track by the falls, froze for a second, then kept on
wal ki ng. But Ninrod's words and appearance had their greatest inmpact on the
three priests. They shook their heads and stared at himas though not
bel i evi ng

what they saw.

"When we saw you last night, | didn't think it could be true," said the round
priest, then paused as though feeling his words were inadequate.

"The Lord noves in nysterious ways," supplied the thin priest.

"Do you know Ni nr od?" asked Joachimpolitely.

"N nrod?" denmanded the round priest. "lIs that what he calls hinsel f? W
certainly do know this 'nighty hunter.""

we had thought himan obedient son of the Church, but his appearance here, an
accused sinner under a fal se nanme, shows himto have been but a whited

sepul cher," said the thin priest.

"Then who is he?" asked Joachim when N nrod said nothing.

"He is—er was— said the thin priest witheringly, "the prince of our city."
PART SI X Prince Ascelin

Sonehow, Joachi m managed to get rid of the priests. They retreated a little
way

He stepped out fromthe

down the valley highly indignant, but still unwilling to say anything openly
agai nst the chaplain and still not in possession of the Holy Toe. The
shout i ng

and barking had di ed down and it again seened possible that, at sone point,
t he
val l ey's dreany quiet m ght be restored.

Dominic, with the knights and the still excited dogs, settled down near the
base

of the waterfall, built a fire, and started naking a | ate breakfast. D ana
sat

twenty yards away, conbing her hair and pinning it up again, her back turned
carefully to them

This must be, | thought, very difficult for her. NNmrod, the nan she m ght

have

| oved in her owmn way, now appeared a coward and she had been thoroughly and
publicly shamed before the knights of Yurt. Even for the duchess, this had



gone
beyond out rageous.
Joachim Evrard, and | went into the grove with Ninrod. The old hermt had

retreated to his hermitage. | should be, right now, trying to find the old
wi zard's nmonster. But even with nmy best magic, |
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feared | would not be able to track it unless | had the tall huntsnman with
me—

hadn't even been able to find Evrard's stick-man when | saw its

f oot pri nt—and,

for the nmoment, he couldn't |eave the grove s sanctuary.

In the nmeantinme, magical or not, | had a problemhere that would thoroughly
di srupt the kingdomif something wasn't done, and soon
"So are you indeed a prince?" | asked N nrod.

"I't won't be much of a surprise to hear that | am" he said with a sl ow
smile.

"My true name is Ascelin. | know you realized all along that I was not sinmply
a

hunt sman. "

"And t he duchess knew who you were?"

"OfF course she did," he said, seem ng much nore anused than anyone shoul d be

when his life was in peril. "I won't try to pretend that part of ny reason
for
comng into Yurt wasn't to see her again." He glanced in her direction. Al

t hat

was visible was her nair and firmy set shoulders. "Although |I'mafraid
that's

turned out very badly."

H s next words showed how very precarious was his apparent calm "Wuld she

rather have me kill the regent and half the knights of Yurt than to run?" he
demanded. It was quite clear he was not addressing any of us. "I could
certainly

outwestle Domnic and |'ve got stag-arrows in ny quiver. | could have picked

off all of them one by one. Whuld her honor have been satisfied then?"
"I don't understand," said Evrard abruptly into the ensuing silence. "Wy
does

Dominic want to kill you?"
"I thought that was fairly clear," said Ninrod or, rather, Prince Ascelin.
"We'd

canped on the plateau |l ast night and were finishing breakfast outside our
tent

this norning, when Dominic and the knights canme into view Apparently, the
regent didn't think nmy behavior toward ny |ady, the Duchess Diana, was the
sort

of behavi or appropriate toward sonmeone he'd planned to nmarry." He smiled
briefly

and bitterly. "If
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| didn't intend to kill a lot of men, running seened ny best option."

| could see Joachi m make a consci ous decision not to |lecture the prince on
sin

and virtue. "Wat do you know about Saint Eusebius?" he asked instead. "You
sai d

t hat seeing the duchess was only part of your reason for coming here."

At this question, Nintrod—as | couldn't help but think of hinmbecane oddly
flustered. | couldnt tell at first if it was just the change of subject or
if

the nmention of the saint was disturbing. He woul d not neet Joachim s eyes but



| ooked of £ instead, toward the shrine and reliquary there. "The major church
of

my city is dedicated to Saint Eusebius," he answered slowy after a mnute.
"I'"ve been devoted to the saint since boyhood."

Several things suddenly becane clear to nme. "Saint Eusebius appeared to you in
a

vision," | said. Joachimand Evrard stared at ne, but | knew | was right. "He
knew you for a remarkabl e huntsman and he wanted to get the great horned
rabbits

out of Yurt."

Ni mrod | ooked at nme alnost with relief. "Yes, he did." He paused, then went
on

in a nuch | ower voice. "But he'd never appeared to nme before. It was ... it
was

not what |'d expected." Hi s face becane distant and al nbost expressionless. A
very short tinme ago, | had thought the forces of good were always gentle and

pl easant, Dut it appeared | was wong. Since seeing a saint seemed to be such
a

soul -searing experience, | was rather glad that saints did not appear to

wi zar ds.

"Eusebi us has appeared to several people," said Joachimquietly.

"The Cranky Saint has said something different to every single person he's
appeared to," | said. "Wen is he going to make his will clear?" But Joachim
did

not answer.

| tried to cal cul ate when the saint mght have appeared in a vision to

Ni nTod,

counting from when
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Evrard's horned rabbits had escaped. "But how did you get here so fast?"

"I set out, |I think," said Nnrod, "within twenty-four hours of when the
first

horned rabbit reached this valley. | was here four days later." He nanaged a
smle. "Fifty mles a day on foot was a push, even for ne. | must say," he
added

after a brief pause, "that when | was asked to come defend the Holy G ove
from

magi cal creatures, | had expected something a little nore, well, intimdating
t han great horned rabbits.”

Whet her the saint had told himor not, there was indeed sonething nore
intimdating in the ki ngdom

NOW.

"What," put in Evrard, "do you have to do, Prince, with the entrepreneurs up
on

top of the cliff?"

"I don't know anything about them' said N nrod.

| sat thinking rapidly. If the huntsman had cone to Yurt in direct response
to

the horned rabbits, then nmany of the series of strange and coi nci dental
events

t hat had begun i medi ately upon the king's departure were |inkealL And

Di ana—even

if in part unintentionally—aas behind them all

But | still didn't know what any of this had to do with lowering pilgrinms in
a

basket to see the Holy Toe and | recalled |I had already worked out that the
honed rabbits had appeared too late to be behind the priests' vision, even if
t hey had brought about Nimrod's. | wondered briefly if the "pilgrinms" | had
seen before had been the real priests of the church of Saint Eusebius and if



these three were some ot her people in disguise.

| dismssed this thought as too el aborate. Besides, | doubted false priests
could fool Joachim But Evrard' s horned rabbits;—and the inhuman stick-man
with

whi ch he had next tried to inpress Diana-had also led to the nonster. And
didn't have the slightest idea how !l was going to catch it.

Too many other people, fromthe duchess to the
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hermt to the priests to Dominic to Evrard, had had too nmany conflicting

pl ans.

And now everyone mnust be formulating new plans to get Prince Ascelin out of

t he

grove. For all | knew, | mght even be caught in some conplicated schene put
toget her by the Cranky Saint. If | wanted to leave this perfectly charm ng
valley within ny lifetime, it was time to stop being a playing piece in other
peopl e's ganes and to have a plan of my own.

And the first priority was to end this deadly standoff, before either Domnic
or

Nimrod killed each other, so that | could marshal my forces to go after the
old

Wi zard's creature. "Evrard," | said, rising resolutely to ny feet, "we're
goi ng
to find the nonster as soon as | settle this inpasse. | want you to start

wor ki ng on spells with which to bind it.'
To ny surprise, his face went white, making his freckles stancf out sharply.
"It's all nmy fault," he said as though he had just nmade a desperate decision
"What do you nean?" | denanded.

"I made the stick-creature at the heart of the nonster!”

| shook ny head. "Whatever creature you nmade is long gone. It's all the old
wi zard's now. You're not a conpetent enough wizard to create a nonster |ike

t hat

si ngl e- handed. "

H s face went, if possible, even whiter. "The duchess doesn't think I'm
conpetent ?" He turned desperately fromne to Ninrod. 'She doesn't think 1"l
make a good wi zard?"

"I"mafraid she hasn't been very inpressed so far,'

said Ninrod reluctantly.

"Then I'1l have to catch the nobnster," said Evrard in tragic tones, "or die
in

the attenpt."

"I think," | said witheringly, "the duchess has other things to worry about
now

t han whet her her ducal w zard neets her expectations." | certainly did.
"Joachim" | continued, 1'll leave the Cranky Saint to you with pleasure, but
first I need you to back nme up."
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"OfF course," he said. The chaplain clearly trusted me to know what | was
doi ng.

| wondered if | actually did.

"We've got to make it safe for you to | eave the sanctuary of the grove,"
sai d

to Ninrod. "1'll need your help to catch the nonster. Joachim cone with ne."
W wal ked to the top of the waterfall. The track had becone churned and nuddy
fromthe nmany feet that had hurried up and down, but the water stiu gurgled
icy

and cl ear.

There was a spell | had learned in school, to nake one's voice carry. After a
nmonent's concentration, | thought | remenbered it. "Listen to me," | said

loudly, too worried to be as pleased as | nornmally woul d have been that the
spel |l had i ndeed worked. "The Royal Chaplain and | speak to you as King



Haineric's representatives."

| certainly had everyone's attention. Even the duchess turned around. The
dogs

sat up expectantly, their tongues lolling.

Dom ni ¢ heaved hinself to his feet. The nud on his face and tunic had dried
and

he had made some ineffectual attenpts to scrape it off, but the effect was
still

quite horrifying. "You can't act as the king's representative, Wzard,' he
sai d,

frowning and crossing his massive arns. "I amthe regent."

"But the king said he wanted us to help you while he was gone. And since this
is

a case that involves you personally, you cannot possibly act as judge.

"It is clear to everyone here," | continued, turning fromDomnic to the

kni ght s

and priests, "that a serious quarrel has taken place, disturbing the king's
peace, a quarrel that requires a judicial decision." If |I was not a
particularly

conpetent substitute for a king, | would be an even | ess competent justice
giver, but I had no choice. "In the name of King Haineric of Yurt, | declare

this court in session!"”
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Joachi m | ooked at nme sideways and lifted his eyebrows fractionally. | hoped

t hat

meant he approved.

My audi ence stirred and whi spered and the priests noved closer. Behind ne, |
al nrost thought | heard a soft laugh that could have come fromthe wood nynph.
But no one el se was | aughi ng.

Under a sun far higher in the sky than | had hoped it would be by the tine |
finally got out of the valley, the knights of Yurt rose to their feet. They
arranged thensel ves al nost automatically into the rel axed but watchful stance
t hey took when the king was di spensing justice. The regent gave nme a bl ack
scowl

but sai d not hi ng.

"Prince Donminic," | said formally, "step forward and state your case as
conpl ai nant . "

I

To ny relief, the regent seened willing to accept my highly irregular calling
of

a royal judicial court. This mght even work. Dominic clinmbed up to stand

bef ore

Joachimand ne, then turned around to speak. Wthout a nmagic spell, his voice
did not carry as well as mine, but no one had any trouble hearing him

"I accuse Prince Ascelin, the man who has gone by the fal se name of N nrod,

of

gross insult to the royal court of Yurt. He canme to the court under false
pretenses, disguised as a huntsman but secretly intending to woo ny |ady, the
duchess. For an aristocrat to hide his real identity, to take advantage of a
court's hospitality while Iying at every turn, is to show hinmself no worthy
prince!

"Then, even though | had asked the Duchess Diana to be ny wife, and he knew

t hat

she woul d nost |ikely agree, he lured her out of the castle. Here his
behavi or

proved to be all that his earlier duplicity suggested, for last night he
passed

the entire night with ner, in defiance of all |aws of decency."
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Di ana becane bright red, but | credited it nore to fury than to maidenly
nodesty.

When confronted with his shaneful deeds, he fled to this grove like a coward
I

demand that this court sentence himto death!”

"You can't 'demand' any particul ar sentence froma court," put in Joachim
quietly. "You know that. And we have not yet heard evidence of any capita

of fense that would require the death penalty.

This stopped Dom nic for a few seconds and, in the pause, the duchess marched

determ nedly up to stand beside him She was still bright red.
But her voice was firm "May | address the court?"
"Pl ease do."

"Prince Doninic has nmade some accusations agai nst ne which | nust deny at
once, "

she said clearly. Those watching were conpletely silent, listening. "Prince
Ascelin and | did indeed pass last night in the same tent together."

At this there was a faint murmur fromthe knights, which she ignored. "But
our

conduct was conpletely chaste! | ama duchess and the queen's own cousin; ny
standards of conduct are exactly the same whether canped rough during a hunt
or

entertaining elegantly in ny own castle. For Prince Domnic to accuse nme of
acting in another way, in any way that would inmpugn nmy honor, is for ne the
grossest insult. Let me reassure himand all the court mat, if he had spent
t he

ni ght |ying between us, our relationship could not have been any purer."

Dominic winced at this. "He still came into Yurt in disguise," he said to
her,

"hoping to overcone your virtue, even if he hasn't yet succeeded."
Diana's eyes were alnost wild in spite of the formality of her denial. It
nmust

be difficult being caught between fury toward Donminic and fury toward

Ni mrod.

But her forthright nature did not fail her. "Concealing his true identity may
have been a slight prevarication, but he did not cone under conpletely
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fal se pretenses. | always knew perfectly well who he

was.

This caused a sudden stir, silenced at once when she continued. "He canme as a
hunt er because he wanted to help nme as a hunter. If he'd come as hinself, he

woul d have had to come as a recogni zed suitor for my hand."

This certainly got everyone's attention

"And what's wong with that?" cried Dominic. "Do you discredit the

possibility

t hat anyone honorabl e could ask for your hand?"

"Not at all!' she replied haughtily. "But it was not a role he could play
wel | .

After all, | had rejected himfive years ago."

This actually silenced Donminic. It took me a few seconds to recover ny own
voice. "I would like to sumon the accused to testify for hinmself," | said.
Ni mrod had been follow ng nmy inprovised | egal hearings fromjust inside the
Hol y

G ove. He | ooked toward Dominic, then back at nme, but he nade no nove to
ener ge.

"Come, Prince Ascelin," | said, still in my magically anplified voice. "The
royal court is its own sanctuary.' | tried to renenber the exact words | had
once heard the king use. "I guarantee your safe conduct. The knights of Yurt
are

under orders to kill on the spot anyone who tries to harmyou while under the

court's sunmons. "



The knights all slapped their sword hilts ritually. Dom nic had about five
seconds in which to overrule ny offer of safe conduct. The kni ghts woul d
never

have killed him but once he let ny statenment stand, he would be bound by it.
He et the five seconds stand and the following thirty. N nrod canme out of

t he

grove.

He wal ked forward slowy, as though consciously controlling his strength, his
head held high. "Let ne confirm" he said when standi ng before Joachi m and
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me, "the purity of ny relations with ny |ady, the duchess."

| was delighted to see with how much dignity the contestants stated their
cases.

Dom ni c, the duchess, and Prince Ascelin were well used to court hearings. If
I

had had a group before ne like the villagers King Haineric had heard before
hi s

trip, there was no way | could have persuaded themthat this muddy patch of
ground under a sunny sky was a place for formality.

| came to Yurt to try to catch the horned rabbits,” N nrod continued. "I did
i ndeed conme under a fal se name, but only because | did not want to put the
Duchess Di ana under any sense of obligation to nme." He paused as though
braci ng

hi nsel f but, when he went on, his voice was clear. "She had, as she has

al r eady

told this court, rejected my proposals when | net her and spent a season
courting her in the great City. It was an unexpected advantage of hunting the
horned rabbits that | was able to renew our acquai ntance on a friendly
basis. "

He shot her a quick glance as he finished speaki ng, but she was studiously
not

| ooking at him

"But she'll never have you now" cried Dom nic triunphantly. "She won't |ove
a

coward!"

" You call me a coward for choosing not to kill you?"

"When the duchess' honor was in question, your only interest was your own
skin!™"

Ni nrod tossed back his hair. The change in himwas quite startling. He was
furious and his strength no | onger seened controlled. "No one inpugns a
prince's

courage like that and lives!™"

"I don't give much credit to your courage. You slipped out of the royal
castle

and carried out your attacks on my lady's virtue where you thought | woul dn't
see you!"

"And | don't give nmuch credit to anything said by soneone as hopel essly

j eal ous

as you are!"

"Come on!" the regent bellowed. "Come on, you overgrown sprat! Do you want to
try your luck with
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your bare hands?" Ninrod dropped into a defensive pose as Dominic, his fists
ready, Began to advance.

Good. This was what | had been waiting for: a formal statenent before
everyone

of what they were fighting over, followed by a new out break of unrestrained
conflict. | hoped that the duchess would start beating Dom nic agai n—er even
Ni nr od—but she stood to one side, frowning.



| didn't have tine to wait for her. "Stop!" | shouted in a bellow of my own.
I't

echoed up and down the valley, until a series of |ouder and fainter voices
al |

seened to be crying stop. "Stop your fighting before | must ask the knights
to

restore the order of this court!”

They both stopped and | ooked at ne.

"This quarrel is now alnbpst inextricably confused,” | said with the best

wi zardly glare | could manage wi t hout shaggy eyebrows. "This quarrel has
becone

an excuse for verbal abuse and for physical violence which the king—and we as
the king's representati ves—onsider intolerable. If either one of you hoped
t hat

by utter confusion you would avoid a ruling against you, you are m staken!"
| paused to give enphasis. "All of you are in the wong. And that includes
you,

nmy |ady. This case cannot be settled by a sinple determ nation of right. |
have

only one option left to me. | amgoing to swear you to peace!"

For one second | caught Joachim s eye. He was smling.

"You will have to work out for yourselves," |I went on, "who has been accepted
as

a suitor and who rejected, who has inpugned whose honor and who is a coward,
but

you will have to do it w thout violence!"

For alnmbst a minute | didn't think it would work. The valley itself seened to
be

wat chi ng and waiting for their response. But both Donminic and N nrod had
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dropped their fists and, at last, Dom nic said, "So what do you want us to
do?"

I sent Joachimto get his Bible fromhis saddl ebag so that they could swear
on

it. The hermtage was closer, but | had no intention of bringing out the
relic

of the Holy Toe. Even a saint who was not normally cranky might well be
irritated by today's proceedings.

The three priests of the church of Saint Eusebius had started to confer again
and Dominic went to join them | wondered uneasily what the regent mi ght have
to

say to them For a brief nonment, | wondered if it might also be possible to
swear the hermit, the priests, the entrepreneurs, and even the saint to
peace,

but bringing in the supernatural was, | knew, beyond ne.

Evrard came up beside ne. "You continue to surprise nme, Dainbert," he said,
whi ch | supposed was a conpliment.

Joachimreturned with his Bible and | had the unlikely triangle of Domnic
Ni mrod, and Diana all swear to observe peace toward each other. They even
managed to gi ve each other the kiss of peace. | had rather hoped that N nrod
and

t he duchess nmight find this a way to break through the new col dness between
t hem

but, if so, it was not evident.

"Now that this case has been concluded," | said, "we as the king's
representatives will end this—=
Dominic interrupted me. "Wait. I'mstill regent. There is another urgent case

t hat needs royal judgnent."
Joachimand | | ooked at each other. \Whatever Dominic wanted to do,



certainly

hoped it did not involve me. "And so it shall be," | said Formally to the
regent. "We surrender the jurisdiction of this court to you. And now, if
you' |

excuse me—

"I need the Royal Wzard while |I'mgiving judgnment," said Dom nic shortly.
From

the intimdating glare he gave ne, | knew that | had no choice but to stay.

| had mani pulated himinto letting Ninrod | eave the sanctuary of the Holy

G ove

and the regent was
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(rather generously, | thought) giving me one nore chance to work with him |If
I

didn't take that chance, we would spend the rest of our lives living in the
sane

castl e but not speaking to each other. O course, if the nonster showed up and
I

couldn't find a way to control it, neither of our lives mght |ast beyond

t oday.

Once the knights realized Dom nic neant to continue with nore | ega

pr oceedi ngs,

t hey snapped back into their positions.

"Al though ny quarrel with Prince Ascelin has been so wi sely concluded,' the
regent began, in a tone which left me wondering if he meant it as
sarcastically

as it sounded, "one issue remains. The honor and purity of the duchess, the
| eadi ng woman of the kingdomin the queen's absence, has been cast into
doubt .

And we who are charged with protecting the kingdom of Yurt nust sonetines
make

personal sacrifices to preserve the welfare and good nanme of the kingdom™
The three priests followed Domnic's words with serious and approving
expressions. They had put himup to it, | thought. Diana, on the other hand,
| ooked shocked beyond ready response.

"Wth doubts about the duchess go doubts about the entire kingdom of Yurt.
Purity and norality must always conme fromthe top." | wasn't sure if the

sil ence

of Dom nic's audi ence was agreenent, surprise at his sententiousness, or just
attentiveness. "There is only one way to restore the honor and good nane of
t he

duchess and, with her, all our people. She nmust marry as soon as possible!"
Dom nic, | thought, was desperate. Either he really did want to marry Di ana,
in

spite of what she seened to think, or he saw no way to take back his offer
But

he also had to try to restore dignity to a proposal she had treated with
public

ridicule.

D ana began to laugh. For a second | feared it was hysteria, which would
certainly have been ny own reaction, but it appeared entirely genuine
anmusenent .
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"I's this the court's ruling then, sire?" she asked when she had recovered her
breat h.

"It is the court's ruling and will."

"Then | have a request to nake," she said. Her head was held at an angle

whi ch,

for reasons | could not have explai ned, appeared m schievous.



"Certainly, if it is consistent with the rulings of this court.”

She smled widely. "Then let nme invite everyone here to my castle! It is not
far

away and we can all be nore confortable there than trying to canp here in the
val | ey—especi al ly since canping has taken on such a distinctly i moral tone
in

Yurt.'

Dom ni c frowned as though trying to read sone secret meaning into her words.
"Once there, | shall, of course, conply with the wishes of this court. | will
be

married by my own chaplain and we can all then proceed with the nupti al
feast!"”

Everyt hi ng was happeni ng so fast that the knights had trouble following it
all,

but they understood about the feast and raised a hurrah

In ny gratitude that the regent's "urgent case" had taken so little tine, |
was

unable to concentrate on the amazing fact that the duchess seemed willing to
accept Dominic. It would certainly be best for Ninrod not to be there for the
weddi ng and, besides, | needed him Wen everyone got under way, | would
separate himfromthe rest.

in

Joachimsaid that he and the priests would stay at the Holy G ove for now,
but

everyone el se began preparing for departure. This left only one nore

ext raneous

matter. | managed to draw Domi ni c aside

| took a deep breath. "lI've finally realized sonething,
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sire," | said. "The entrepreneurs on top of the cliff—you authorized them"

For a second the massive regent |ooked like a boy caught out. "Wiwy do you say
t hat ?"

"You reminded us all that this is royal territory, not part of Diana's duchy.
You woul d never have ignored sonething |ike this noney-naking enterprise and

yet

you seemred very uninterested when | first told you about the booth and the
basket. 1'd been wonderi ng where you would get your incone if you left Yurt.
The

entrepreneurs told nme they needed half their income for 'overhead,' and
realize now that nmeant paying a backer's share to you."

I held his eyes as | spoke and coul d see enbarrassment and anger struggling
for

precedence. "Don't worry," | said quickly. | had enough problenms w thout
further

worsening nmy relations with the regent. "I won't say anything. Even the
chapl ai n

says it's not actually illegal as |ong as people can still go around by the
road

for free."”

"I never imagined," he said coldly, "that you would try to tell me what was
and

was not illegal."

"I hope you have ot her sources of income lined up as well, | said. "Even if
t hey

get their basket working, they' re never going to get very nmany paying
pilgrins.'

Dominic twisted his mouth into a hard |ine but turned away w thout answering.
In

a nonent | saw himtalking to the duchess. She had a nuch friendlier

expr essi on



than | coul d possibly have foreseen an hour earlier

"So it | ooks as though she will marry Dominic after all," commented Evrard.
"

guess a wonman's desire to preserve her honor nust overcone everything el se.™
This explanation didn't seemright, but | didn't have time to worry about

D ana.

If we could find the nonster quickly and sonehow subdue it, we might arrive
in

time for the last of the nuptial feast, and then we would hear how it all had
come out.

As Evrard and | went to get our mares, he asked,
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"Do you think | have tine to slip back and say goodbye to the wood nynph?"
"No," | said firmy. | felt an al nost overwhel ming need for haste and the
slightest delay was now intol erable. "The knights are nounted already. It's
tinme

we—

Fromthe corner of ny eye, | spotted someone nmoving on the top of the cliff.
I

jerked around so sharply | could feel the nuscles in ny shoul ders popping. It
was a human form but | could not see if it was true human or nonster. Before
I

could find the words of the H dden Language to shape a far-seeing spell, the
figure stepped to the edge and j unped.
Evrard gave a sharp cry. | threw together a spell that | hoped would slow the

figure's descent, then realized it was already falling far slower than it
shoul d

have been.

In fact, it was not falling at all but flying down the cliff face. Wth a
start,

| recognized the old w zard

Leavi ng ny indignant mare half-saddled, | flewto nmeet him Evrard was right
behind me, flying surprisingly well.

My predecessor stood calmy at the bottomof the Iine of toeholds. |I expected
to

find an obvi ous renegade wi zard, out of control, perhaps even emanating evil,
but he | ooked no nore out 01 control than when we [ast saw him

"So you young whi ppersnappers are here, too," he said, straightening out a

sl eeve that had fol ded back during his descent. He | ooked toward the group of
priests and knights for a noment, then dism ssed them "You might even be
useful . "

He seened to have forgotten—er was willing to ignore—how rude | had been the
last time | saw him | was not going to remind him "I know what's happened, "
I

said instead. "Your nonster's escaped.”

H s eyes flashed at nme from under genuinely shaggy eyebrows. "Not escaped.
And

not a nmonster, but a living creature. | let it |oose deliberately, but I'm
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having a little nore trouble binding it again than | anticipated."

"But, Master, why did you even nake it in the first place?"

"To confound young w zards who think they know nore magi c than they do," he
sai d

absently, |ooking down the valley. | attenpted, very delicately, to reach his
m nd, but he had it well shielded. "I think it's down here in the valley
somewhere. It may have gone around to the far end and be working its way back
upstream "

"Comi ng, Wzards?" called the duchess.

"No," | called back. After trying so long to |l eave, | now had to stay. "Down



here" could be anywhere, could be at the far end of the valley, could be the
Holy Grove, could be the bushes beside us.

A branch above us bent suddenly, with a faint creak of wood and fluttering of
| eaves. | staggered backwards, but as | looked up | sawthat it was the wood
nynph.

The old wi zard saw her, too. H s stern expression changed at once. He called
to

her in the H dden Language, not the spell | had derived fromthe old duca

wi zard' s books but sonething conparable. "How would you two young w zards
like

to neet a nynph?" he asked as she cane further along the branch toward us,

t hen

| ooked over our heads.

"In fact, we've met her and even— Evrard began, but he never had a chance to
finish.

Soneone screamed. | spun around. The creature | had wanted to seek for so
| ong

had come to ne

O rather, not cone to ne, but cone to the knights of Yurt. | could see it
now

much nore clearly than | had seen it in the glinpse through the old w zard's
door.

As tall as a man but twice as broad, it had a large blank oval for a face,
its

only feature its rapidly moving eyes. It rose from behind a bush al nost

directly

in front of the duchess. Over its shoulder was flung a
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ragged formwhich I identified as one of the apprentice hernmits. Fromhis
choking cries, he was, for the nonment, still alive.

The duchess' gelding reared with a screamof its own. Diana fought for and

| ost

her seat. As she sailed off, the nonster threw the apprentice hermt away |ike
a

bag of flour and snatched ner instead out of the air. Before any of us could
nove, it had raced up the track toward the grove.

After a horrified second, everyone noved at once. N nrod grabbed his bow

Domi nic forced his horse toward the waterfall w th the knights behind him

t he

dogs foamed up the track; the old wi zard, Evrard and | new after the creature.
It ran far faster than | had expected, darting at rmuch greater than hunman
speed

toward the grove. It dodged in and under the trees, where Evrard smacked into
a

trunk and sank to the ground, but the old wizard and | veered desperately as
we

tried to keep up. At least, on the basis of Diana's wild kicks, she was very
much alive.

The creature came to the pool at the center of the grove, splashed straight

t hrough whil e the duchess yelled, made a wi de detour around the shrine of the
Holy Toe, where the amazed hernit stood watchi ng open-nout hed, and shot out
again into the sunlight.

Flying as fast as | could, |I could barely gain on the creature. The duchess
was

in deadly peril, and both the old wi zard and this creature he had nade, with
a

magi ¢ much nmore powerful than anything | could inagine wielding, filled ne
with
horror. | even tried a prayer to Saint Eusebius on the off chance he m ght



listen.

Ni mrod had his bow drawn, but | was very glad to see himlower it again. From
what Joachi m had said no arrow could harmthe nonster, but one of the

hunt sman' s

stag arrows would certainly have a devastating effect on the duchess.

The creature ran toward the cliff face w thout even
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sl owi ng down, altering its course at the |ast second. And then it headed
straight toward the old wi zard and ne.

| threw both a binding spell and a paralysis spell at it, but ny spells had
no

effect on the creature. Diana, however, stopped shouting and instantly becane
rigid. Winderful. Now |l'd nade it easier for the nonster to carry her. It
hel d

her notionl ess body high over its head while the dogs barked hysterically and
snapped ineffectually at its ankles.

If the old wizard tried any spells, they had no nore useful result than mne
Ten feet fromus, the creature turned again, giving ne a quick | ook from eyes
I

could have sworn were alive, and started scranbling down the tunbled rocks a
short distance fromthe waterfall.

Dominic's horse had fallen and himwi th it, but N nrod, who had dropped his
bow,

sprang to intercept the creature. It dodged yet again as it reached solid
ground, but he nade a desperate leap and seized it by the I|eg.

The creature lost its balance for a second and Di ana dropped with a hard

t hunp

fromits hands. It righted itself imediately, but N nrod clawed his way up

t he

creature's body and seized it around the neck. The two crashed back to the
ground, rolling and grabbing at each other, N mod shouting and the creature
absol utely silent.

The dogs caught up again and began biting both of them The old w zard and
reachea themonly a second | ater. Leaving ny predecessor to deal with his
nmonster, | snatched at words of the Hi dden Language in a desperate attenpt to
break the spells | had inadvertently put on the duchess. If she could run
she

m ght escape.

| didn't know what the old wi zard hoped to try, but he never had a chance.
The

creature lurched to its feet, thrust Ninrod effortlessly away, and raced up
again toward the grove.

Di ana canme back to life with a start. "Christ!" she

J
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burst out. "What happened?" Domi nic reached us at that nmoment, fell to his
knees

and tried unsuccessfully to take her into his arms. Rather than tell her that
I

had paral yzed her nyself, | took a quick five seconds to reassure nyself that
she was not badly hurt, then shot after the nonster and the old w zard.
Evrard joi ned us near the shrine, rubbing his head somewhat woozily. But the
creature was gone.

It was completely silent within the grove. Not even the | eaves noved. "It
cane

straight through here,” Evrard said, showing no desire at all to pursue it
further. "It was following the river."

| knew then where it had gone. | flew along the banks of the little river,
out

of the grove, and to the bottomof the cliff. The water poured sparkling out



of

the cave nouth as though nothing in particular had happened there, but there
were a few deep scranbling marks in the grave}. A steady, whispering w nd

bl ew

fromthe cave. | dropped down, |ooking into blackness, and probed with magic.
There was no question. My predecessor's nonster

had gone this way.

"He's back in the cave,”" | said as the old wizard and Evrard canme out of the
trees. Let themchase it now | flew back down the valley to make sure the
duchess really was all right.

She had pushed Domi ni c away and was sucking a barked knuckle. "I would have
been

able to rescue nyself, without help fromanyone," she said angrily, "if it

hadn't put sone sort of spell on mne.
I

knew that this boast was a sign of how frightened she had been

So far we had been enornously fortunate. The creature had let both the
apprentice hermt and the duchess go without killing or even badly wounding
them Next time we might not be so lucky. Had it deliberately chosen these

t wo

out of all of us in the valley or would it seize randomy at different

peopl e—and
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maybe, or maybe not, let them go again—dntil it found sone specific one it
sought ?

Ni mrod—er Prince Ascelin—actually was in worse condition than the duchess.
The

priests and the knights had all cone up and he sat in the mddle of an
attentive

circle, picking grit out of a bloody knee. There were several marks of canine
teeth in his lower |egs. "None of those dogs had better be rabid,” he said in
irritation. "Don't you knights of Yurt train thembetter than to bite the

per son

t hey' re supposed to hel p?"

' But that's exactly what we do train themto do!" put in young Hugo with a
wi nk.

The dogs now sat happily panting, not at all repen-tent. Diana was sitting
beyond Ninrod. | was surprised to intercept an anused gl ance she ai ned toward
hi s hunched shoul ders.

The apprentice hermt whomthe creature had originally seized did not |ook
physi cal ly danaged as a result of his adventure, but he sat a little apart
from

the others, his knees up to his chin andJiis eyes enormus. The youngest of

t he

three priests unbent far enough to go sit Deside himand say things which
hoped were reassuring.

For a brief nmonment, |ike the pause between two cl aps of thunder, peace had
returned to the valley. "I always forget a wizard can fly," said one of the
knights to me in what | hoped was admration. In tinmes of peace, which was
now

nost of the time, Royal Wzards nmight do little nore than illusions for

nont hs

at atine. | didn't point out that flying had so far been usel ess agai nst an
undead nonster running across the ground.

"I"'minmpressed you were able to get the better of the nonster,"” | said to
Nimrod, "even if only for a nonent."

"I never did have the better of it. Westling it was like trying to westle a
boul der! Al | could do was
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As Di ana was usually a rational person



throwit off balance for a second. Did you have any better luck with magic?
Wiere is it now?"

"It's crawl ed back into the cave where the river comes out." He | ooked up
briefly and nodded. "M” predecessor and die ducal w zard are pursuing it.'
But

t he pursuers appeared a few mnutes later, dripping wet and wi thout a nonster.
"Hie old wi zard took nme aside, winging out the hemof his cloak as he spoke.
"It's far back in there now W'd better get all these people out of the
val | ey;

then you and | can go in and get it."

H s voice was quiet and he kept his eyes lowered. | was surprised and
gratified

he wanted ny hel p, considering his usual opinion of nmy abilities. But |
wonder ed

now he coul d speak so calmy of catching a nonster we had just pursued
entirely

unsuccessfully around the head of the valley. Then he | ooked up sharply and,
for

one second, | thought | saw a glimer in his eye as twisted as the glinpse
had

had before of his mnd.

IV

| was afraid that Dominic or Ninrod or both would insist on | eading the hunt
for

the nonster, but they both seened eager to escort Diana back to her castle.
Her

normal ent husi asm for hunting was greatly dimnished, too.

Joachim and the priests, however, were still deternmned to stay in the
val | ey.

Al though | tried suggesting to die hernit that he mght want to | eave, it was
clear that even the dragon that had eaten Saint Eusebi us woul d not budge him
or

the apprentice hermts.

"We cane to assess the wui of the saint and to renove his sanctified relics to
a

safer place, if necessary,"” said the thin priest. "Wat we nave w t nessed

t oday

may make our task even nore needful. Those who fear the righteous wath of
CGod

do not fear the
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terror by night or the destruction that wasteth at noonday."

My predecessor gave a snort and stanped off to watch the entrance to the
cave;

the hermt and his apprentices retreated to the shrine. Evrard and

unsaddl ed

our mares again as the others rode up die steep road out of the valley.
Domi ni ¢

seened badly shaken. | wasn't sure if he would insist, now, on the duchess
marrying himinmedi atel y.

But | didn't have time to worry about that. The spells of three w zards had
so

far proved useless in catching the nonster. Only brute force, Prince

Ascel -in's

size and strength, had had any effect at all, and even that had been
pitifully

slight. I had known all along that catching the creature would be difficult.
Now

| was faced with the very real possibility that, even with the old w zard's
hel p, it mght be inpossible.



For the sake of the priests' safety, | w shed they had gone, too, but | was

al nost ashanedly glad tibat Joachimwas staying. | needed all the support |
could get; | felt that | would even wel cone a discussion of sinful nortals or
of

conpl ex nmoral dil emmas.

"You must be very grateful to have another young wi zard here to help you,"
sai d

Joachim | didn't have the heart to tell himhow wong he was.

The knights, their horses, and the nonster had torn up the ground above and
bel ow the waterfall and had broken branches fromtrees at the edge of the
grove.

| had just turned away from watchi ng the duchess' party disappear when a
branch

creaked and di pped just above me. The wood nynph sprang lightly down, with a
swirl of long soft hair, and began to attend to the broken branches.

The priests stared. They had clearly not expected to see a dusky-skinned girl
dressed in nothing but |eaves in their saint's grove. Evrard started to
speak,

but | notioned himto silence.

Not even seeming to notice us, the nynph worked quickly and efficiently on

t he

br oken branches.
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Al though | could not see quite how she did it, for she certainly had no
pruni ng

shears, she trimred off dangling tw gs quickly and evenly, passed her hand
over

t he wounds so that they stopped dripping sap, and whistled to the birds unti
they came down fromthe tree tops and perched again near her. She was in
constant notion, noving frombranch to branch, springing lightly to higher
ones

with a flash of graceful |egs, dropping to | ower ones with no nore than a dip
and a swi sh of |eaves.

Her violet eyes passed across us as though we were no nore substantial than a
bit of mst. But as she | eaped up to a high branch, seemingly finished
repairing

t he danage to her trees, she suddenly stopped. Her face changed as | had seen
it

change the first time she had heard ny spell, but neither Evrard nor | had
sai d

any spells.

And she was not | ooking at us. She was | ooking at

Joachi m

She swung down agai n and hung by one hand froma branch so that her face was
at

the sane level as his. "Are you a hernmt?" she asked with a delighted snile
The three priests of Saint Eusebius seenmed shocked beyond the ability to
speak,

but Joachi m answered her calmy. "No, | ama priest. But like a hermt, |
serve

the will of God."

She dropped to the ground and | ooked at himas though puzzled. The rest of us
m ght as well have not been there. "Are you a w zard?"

"No," said the chaplain. For one second, he caught my eye over her head.
"Wzards work with the earth's natural powers, but | deal with the
supernatural .’

The wood nynph thought this over. Evrard frowned at ne and | wondered if he
was

j eal ous.



"Wuld you like to conme back to my tree with nme?" she asked. "I would like to
| earn nore about priests.”

Now Evrard was definitely jeal ous.

"I don't think I had better, ny daughter," said
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Joachim No one who didn't know himas well as | did would have realized he
was

sm ling.

"But | have strawberries and the sweetest honey," she said, |ooking at him
with

dancing violet eyes. Soon, | thought, the round priest would expl ode, which
woul d | eave only two priests trying to appropriate Saint Eusebius's relics.
Ve

could eat ny berries and drink spring water while you explained the
super nat ura

to ne. Only humans, out of all of nature, have access to eternity, but only a
few of you know very much about it."

"Avisit with you sounds delightful, but I still nust refuse. Thank you very
much for an offer I am sure you have extended to few nen."
"Isn't it only hermts who will refuse an invitation to a nynph's tree?"

"Priests, too, ny daughter,"” said Joachimgently.

"And you aren't even in |love with anyone,' she said thoughtfully.

"l have taken an oath to foresake all sins of the flesh."

Her eyes danced again. "But Saint Eusebius explained that to nme! Because | am
not human, | have not fallen and, therefore, cannot sin any nore than | can
be

saved. "

It sounded to ne as though she had a point. But the chaplain did not hesitate.
"You cannot sin, but | can." She nodded slowy but | ooked puzzl ed again.
Joachi m

paused and then asked what | woul d have asked the nymph nyself if there had
been

the slightest indication she would listen to anyone but him "Is there a way
you

can help us catch the i nhuman nonster that is nowin the valley?"

She shook her head so hard her hair swung in an arc behind her. "The magica
creature that broke these branches? No! Trees | know, and hermts, and

Wi zar ds,

and now priests. But | do not know i nhuman nonsters.'
a

branch. But just before she swung up and out of sight, she |eaned
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forward, kissed Joachimlightly on the forehead, then was gone.

| watched the three priests fighting back a nunber of things they m ght have
said. Disconcerting as they clearly found the Di shop's representative, they
j ust

as clearly did not dare irritate him

"Shall we join the hermt up at the shrine?" he said to them perfectly
soberly.

If they nad business at the shrine, | thought, squaring ny shoul ders, | had
busi ness with an i nhunman nonster which the wood nynph m ght not know, but ny
predecessor knew all too well.

She | eaped up and caught

The old wizard was still standing by the cave entrance. "WAs your creature
dr awn

here by the magic forces of the valley, Master?" | asked. | didn't tell him
he

had just m ssed the wood nynph, not wanting himas well as Evrard jeal ous of
a
priest with no interest in what she offered.



"There certainly are magi cal forces here, as | thought you knew, " he said
grunmpily. "In nost of the western kingdonms, the forces that created the world
in

the first place are not very evident, unless wielded by a wizard. But in a
few

pl aces they're still very strong: the northern land of wild magic especially,
but also in a few pockets like this valley. That's why the wood nynph is

her e.

And that's why | thought 1'd better cone here when ny creature got | oose

"I know all about the magical forces here. They've kept me here for two days."
"Don't blanme it on 'magical forces,'" said the old wizard with a snort. "A

wi zard may find the raw power of magi c appealing or seductive, but this
val | ey

couldn't hold you against your will. You were just having too much fun with

t he

wood nynph.

"The magi cal forces of the valley may nmake ny creature a little harder to
catch,” he went on. "Did you see how fast it could run? Even ny magic
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woul dn't give it that kind of speed anywhere else," he added regretfully.
This, | thought gloonmily, was exactly what | needed to hear: First, ny
predecessor had nade a creature al nost too powerful for his own nagic and
certainly much stronger than either Evrard's or mne, and nowits strength
was

i ncreased dramatically.

"I'"d better go see if | can find some herbs,"” said the old wizard. "I'll need
them for ny binding spell. You and the duchess' w zard could try putting somne
ki nd of barricade across the opening to the cave. | don't believe ny creature
will try to come out again during the day, after we all frightened it, but it
m ght after dark. I'd ask you to help me, but you woul dn't recognize the

ri ght

her bs. "

H s chief concern, |I thought as | watched himstunp off, was that we m ght
have

"frightened" his creature! This left it all up to Evrard and me—whi ch neant,
I

was afraid, ne.

Al though | called the old wi zard Master, he was not my real master. |f |

t hought

of anyone in the paternal role in which Joachimput his bishop, it was the
Master of the wizards' school, who had been willing to take on—and even
keep—a

young man who nust have been a very unprom sing w zardry student. Since ny
own

parents had died when | was young, the white-haired Master of the school had
been the closest | had had to a father.

Yet in the two years | had been in Yurt, | had come to admire mnmy predecessor
in

spite of his crankiness. And | had certainly |learned a tremendous anount from
him not just the herbal magic they did not teach at the school but, partly
out

of shame at his exanple, a lot of the school magic | had not |earned properly
the first tine.

And now soret hi ng had happened to him whether he had been pushed into unw se
new experinents by Evrard's creature, overcome by pride, or (quite
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unaccount ably) made jeal ous of me. Even aside fromcatching up to his
creature,

I knew | had to catch him



Meanwhile Id better make sure of nmy only other ally. "Wwen you and ny
predecessor followed the nonster into the cave," | asked Evrard, "how far
back

did you pursue it?"

"Not far. He made a light on the end of his staff. It wasn't very bright, but
oetter than I could do and enough for us to see. W got back to where the
cave

wi dened, the roomthat N nrod nentioned—er, rather, Prince Ascelin. It's an
enornous roomand a |l ot of tunnels open off it. The nonster must have taken
one

of them I'mafraid, like the prince, we fell into the river on the way back
out."

"I don't trust the old wizard," | said, "not his notivations, not even his
magi c. Catching this nonster is going to be up to you and ne."

"Ch, please, Dainbert!" cried Evrard. "Let nme catch it nyself! Don't you see,
it's ny last chance to inpress the duchess, before she gets fed up with ne
and

sends ne back to the City in exchange tor a different wi zard. And since the
nmonster tried to carry her off, it's ny responsibility as ducal w zard to
avenge

her."

"Don't oe silly," | said, feeling that Evrard was nore |ike ten years younger
than me rather than two. "Neither one of us could possibly capture it al one.
Qur

only chance is to do it together."

"I jguess you're right," said Evrard, but not as though convinced.

He woul d becone convi nced soon enough. "First," | said, "it would help if we
knew what the nonster is made out of. Since this creature is no illusion, it
has

to be nade of something. And it's not sticks this tinme. Human bones, maybe?’
In

spite of keeping ny voice remarkably calm | could feel a thin trickle of
sweat

working its way down my back.

Evrard had clearly never thought about this. Now his eyes grew so w de that
white showed all the way
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around the iris. "But where would he have gotten human bones?"

"That's what 1'd like to know," | said grinmy. "W've been worryi ng about the
creature killing a person now that we know it's killed some chickens. But has
the old wizard hinself already killed someone?"

W both | ooked involuntarily down the valley where the wi zard had gone.
thought | could see hima half nile away, where the valley started to curve,
poki ng about on the river bank

Evrard hugged hinself as though standing in a bitterly cold wind. "But even
t he

Wi zards trained under the old apprentice system nust have taken the oath to
hel p

and gui de manki nd."

"Exactly. And that's why | can't let you even try to go after the nonster by
yoursel f."

Evrard shivered again and nodded. His desire to inpress the duchess seened
greatly dimnished. But then he | ooked at ne with his head cocked to one

si de,

his eyes al nost back to normal. "I know what | can do," he said. "Your
predecessor had a good idea when he suggested we barricade the cave. | can
practice nmy lifting spells by lifting sone rocks to block the opening. Once |
have themin place, I'lIl put a binding spell on them so that even a nonster
won't be able to push them aside.”

Good plan," | told himenthusiastically, though | didn't think this would



wor k

for long and there m ght be other exits to the cave. But it would keep him
busy

and give nme a chance to walk and to think. Anything was better than waiting
here, either for inspirati on—which seened increasingly unlikely—er for the
old

wi zard to come back

| junped up and started down the valley. It was |late afternoon and a soft
white

m st had begun to rise.
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It hung over the river and sent long arnms out over the water's grassy verges.
As

| wal ked downstream | went into patches of fog so dense | could barely see
ten

feet in front of ne and then went out again under a clear sky. The |inestone
formations on the valley walls | ooked even nore like the ruins of old castles
t han

usual .

The old wizard had still not told me why he had nmade such a creature in the
first place and maybe he didn't know hinmself. |I wi shed | could get word to

t he

wi zards' school but, with the creature actually here, | didn't dare | eave the

val l ey nyself. Even Evrard's spells would be sonme help if the nonster broke
out.

| stopped in the mddle of a patch of nist and | ooked around. | had not paid
much attention to how far | had wal ked, but it was hard to tell distances
with

no | andmarks. The only solid points in a white world were the road under ny

f eet

and the rushing river to ny right. But where was the old w zard?

| came out of the mist again and saw him standing under a tree, staring off
down the valley. Heavy drops of mpisture hung fromthe | eaves above his head.
He

gave a start as | cane up beside him He |ooked as old as | had ever seen
hi m

his full two hundred and fifty years, and nuch too weak ever to kill anybody.
'"Did you find all the herbs you needed?" | asked. "Herbs?" he said, as though
com ng back froma great distance and not sure what | could nmean. Then he

| ooked

down at his hands which were clenched around a wad of drooping plants. "Ch,
yes." He met ny eyes briefly and turned away. "We can return
now. '

OW.

W wal ked back up the valley w thout speaking. The fog was grow ng thicker
so

that we woul d have |lost our way if we were not following a clearly marked
r oad.

Even the river beside us seemed to be running nuch nore quietly. M

pr edecessor,

| thought with a sideways glance at him mght already have | ost his way.
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When the shape of the trees and clearings was again famliar enough that |
knew

we were close to the Holy Grove, | tried once nore. "Maybe | can hel p you,
Master," | began tentatively. "You know you've taught ne a | ot of herba
magi c.

| could help you put the spells together if | knew what you were trying to
do.
What's driving your creature now and how can we slow it down?



"I already told you," he said, but without his normal irritated tone, "that
it's

the valley itself that's nade it nove so fast. As to what's driving it, |

t hought even you coul d recogni ze magic."

| kept nmy temper. "But what kind of magic? What purpose is the creature
servi ng?

After all, here in the valley it seized two people within two nminutes. D d
you

make it in order to capture people?"

He | ooked at ne fully for the first tinme since | had found himon the river
bank. "No, that wasn't nmy purpose. But it does indeed like to put its hands
on

people." He gave a mal evol ent chuckle and went on nore vigorously. "It
certainly

wanted to lay hold of Prince Dominic. You should have seen themall trying to
get away! But of course, outside this valley, it couldn't run as fast as a
horse. "

W had stopped wal ki ng and were faci ng each other. | had al ways assuned he
was

taller than | and was surprised when | had to incline ny head to neet his
eyes.

"And has it tried to seize you?"

"Yes. That al ways was a problem That's why, young whi ppersnapper, | needed
to

give it my full attention the time your young wi zard friend tried to let it
out."

H s magi ¢ must have gone even nore badly out of control than | had thought if
somet hing he had created turned on him "The great horned rabbits," | said,
"di ssol ved when | put a binding spell on themor, for that matter, when they
were shot. Is there any simlar way we can di ssol ve your new creature?"
"You and that magi c worker of the duchess' can
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play children's ganes with rabbits if you like. This is
different.”

As | talked to the old wi zard, he seened al nbst the sane as | had al ways
known

hi mexcept marginally nore civil. The aging, the |loss of control over his own
magi ¢, | thought, were tenporary, passing events. He would be hinself for
many

nore years to cone as long as we were able to catch his nonster successfully.
I

wi shed | believed it.

"I know that a sinple binding spell won't dissolve your creature,” | tried
agai n, "because | already attenpted one w thout success, but are there other
spel Il s that m ght work?"

"I"'mnot at all ready to 'dissolve' it, as you say. And don't get any bright
i deas about trying to transformit into a fuzzy squirrel either
transformation

spells won't work on a mmgi cal creature, as | hope you know. This is the best

thing I've ever made, far better than those illusions that used to inpress
t he
royal court over dessert. |'ve got a spell that will hold it, all right, but

it

has to be standing still."

The sweat began agai n running down ny back in spite of the cold mist around
us.

"I's there sonething fromwhich you made this creature which mght help
account

for its behavior?"

He turned abruptly. "I always did wonder about those bones."” And he started



up

the vall ey again wi thout giving nme a chance to answer.

There was no mist around the Holy Grove and | did not at first see anyone.
But

then | spotted the youngest of the priests talking to an apprentice hernit.
The

other two priests, the old hermt, and Joachimwere in prayer at the shrine.
I

didn't disturb them but went out of the grove again, followi ng the river
upstream The water seened much | ower than | renenbered. | decided to see how
Evrard was coming with his lifting spells.

Even at this end of the valley, where the mst did
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not yet reach, it was rapidly growi ng dark. The old w zard was outlined

agai nst

the white of the valley wall, crouching over his herbs. These | ast two hours,
the steep walls had begun to seemthe walls of a prison

| wal ked toward the nmouth of the cave, where | could still see Evrard's

fl am ng

red hair in spite of the shadows.

But then there was a deep and hol | ow boom a sharp grating of rock on rock
and

a giant burst of water shot out fromthe cliff, propelling himin front of it.

"Evrard!" | shouted. He managed to find the magic to break his fall and
| anded
on the soft ground near nme. "Wat happened?” | cried. "Are you all right?"

"My plan didn't work," he said, dripping wet and in despair. | quickly
determ ned he was nore nortified than hurt. "But it seened |ike such a good

i dea!"

"What didn't work?" | denanded.

"Bl ocking the cave nouth. It mght have kept the nmonster in, but it also kept
the river in. But now!l find the river was stronger than ny rocks!" He shook
hi s

head, sending drops of water flying, and started squeezing water fromhis
clothes. "And |I'd just gotten dry fromfalling in earlier.”

That expl ai ned, then, why the river had seemed so | ow and quiet the | ast

hour .

Qoviously, if Evrard tried to fill the entire cave mouth with boul ders, the
force of the river would push them aside. Even a forner city boy |like nme knew
somet hi ng about the power of running water. | was about to try to explain it
to

hi m when | saw ny predecessor approachi ng.

He had pulled up his hood so I could not see his face in the shadows, but his
voi ce emerged with its old strength. "Trying to nake a noi se | oud enough to
frighten ny creature, is that your plan?"

"Wll, no, Master," Evrard began. "I didn't think it had ears anyway. And you
see—

The old wi zard waved his explanations aside. "I have
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the right herbs now and the right spell." | noticed then his fingers gl ow ng

with a pale blue light, as though the spell itself was held in his hands. "No
nore time for nonsense. We're going in after it."

Evrard, who had ducked behind ne, pushed hinself forward again in spite of
obvi ous reluctance. "We're ready," he said, with a cal Mmess | adnired.

"Not you, young whi ppersnapper.” | could sense Evrard waveri ng between

i ndignation and relief. "This is a job for the Royal Wzard and ne. That is,"
the old wi zard added after a | ong pause, wi th unexpected gentl eness, "we both
t hi nk we need sonmeone to stay at the entrance of the cave, to make sure ny
creature doesn't get past us and get out, and we think you'd be best for the



job."

"OfF course," said Evrard, still calmy. "Find Joachim" | said. "He and the
other priests are all at the shrine. Tell himwe' ve gone."

Evrard patted ne surreptitiously on the shoulder as | foll owed my predecessor
toward the dark cave nmouth. It felt as though he was sayi ng good- bye.

PART SEVEN The Cave

W had to pick our way around several small boulders that now littered the
bank,

and the |linmestone at the cave entrance was chi pped, but the river flowed as
swiftly as before. The evening light was at the point at which one inagines
one

can still see, but when the old wizard illuminated the silver ball at the end
of

his staff with magic, it showed how poorly | had been able to see a nonent
before. His face energed fromthe shadow of his hood, |ooking determn ned and
quite rational

But his light also nade all our surroundings darkly black, thougn seconds
earlier they had only been dim And where we were going it was black all the
tine.

"Don't slip," said the old wizard. He bent over and |l ed the way al ong the
narr ow

| edge that paralleled the river. | scranbled through the cave entrance after
him a hand on the rough wall to keep my bal ance, trying to find a footing in
the crazy patchwork of |ight and shadows as the soft glow fromhis staff was
repeat edly bl ocked by his body.

Now that we were in the cave, there could be no
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return until we found the nonster. The prison of the valley seemed w de open
in

conparison with the pressing walls around ne now.

But our cautious, bent advance only continued for two dozen yards. Abruptly,
t he

crouching figure before me straightened. "This is as far as the ducal wi zard
and

| got before,’
enpti ness
and stood up.
The magic |ight showed we were in a broad chanber that woul d nave seened tal
if

it had not been so very wide. Near at hand, | could see several tunnels

| eadi ng

away, but farther fromus, the gravel floor and the snooth ceiling

di sappear ed

i nto darkness.

After a quick magi c probe indicated that the nonster was not nearby, | | ooked
at

the walls. As Ninrod had said, they were spectacul ar. The sl ow dri pping of
wat er

over the eons had |eft behind what | ooked |like waterfalls frozen into stone,
colored with reds and blues that reflected and shot back the magic light. If
t he

he said. | reached cautiously over nmy head, felt only

old wi zard had told ne the walls were covered with precious stones, | would
have

bel i eved him

"This is lovely," | said. "Can anything live here, wthout |ight?"

The old wizard was not interested in the walls. | wondered if he m ght,

duri ng

his close to two centuries in Yurt, have cone here many times. "Not much



l'ives

here," he said absently. "Deep in the cave there are blind fish in the
river—not

just with unseeing eyes, but with no eyes at all."

But he was also not interested in cave fish. "Now, which way did he go?" he
added, half to nme and half to hinself.

He noved off across the chanber and | stayed cl ose behind himand the |ight.
I

knew we were still very near to the entrance, that Ninrod, with the benefit
of

m dday sun, had been able to come this far w thout any sort of light and
still

see well enough not only to find his way back out but to notice the walls.
But

outside it was now night and in darkness | coul d have
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bl undered into a different tunnel, thinking it the entrance, and been | ost
forever.

| told nyself firmy that | should be able to nake a magic |ight as good as
ny

predecessor's and that even in darkness | had only to followthe river. It
helped a little.

But only for a noment. "This way," said the old wi zard confidently. Leaving
t he

river, the one reliable guide we had, he wal ked qui ckly across the chanber
and

into one of the wider tunnels. | had no choice but to follow him

The tunnel descended slowy but steadily, heading, as well as | could tell
back

into the heart of the plateau and away fromthe valley. The cave walls here
wer e

rough and plain, wthout any of the colors and fantastic shapes of the great
chanmber. | presumed that at some point in the ancient past a branch of the
river

had run nere, too, but if so, it was |ong gone, |leaving only a danpness on
t he

wal | s.

W wal ked quickly for maybe a quarter hour, though al nost i mediately | began
to

feel that we were outside of time. The tunnel tw sted, rising now, turning
unti |

| felt sure we would conme back around on ourselves. | found myself staring
into

t he bl ackness around us as intensely as if the force of ny stare would nake
t he

dark dissolve into light.

Abruptly, the old wizard stopped. My heart accelerated, but then | realized
he

was only pausing to rest.

"I don't walk that rmuch any nore,"” he said, half under his breath. "And these
| ast few days, between flying and wal ki ng and runni ng— He sank to the floor
and

| sat down beside him The walls here were lined with crystals that shinmered
like dianonds in the light of the old w zard's staff.

"You didn't bring any food, did you?" he asked after a few mi nutes of

si | ence.

"I shoul d have known. No thought or consideration. One thing you'll have to
do,

young wi zard, is learn nore consideration for the other fellow "
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| didn't answer. Now that | considered food, | too was hungry. As well as
something to eat, we should have brought water; | didn't relish the idea of
trying to lick moisture fromthe cave walls.

"You're sure it canme this way?" | asked. Stunbling behind the old w zard,
had

not had a chance to try ny own magic.

He grunted in assent. H's hands still glowed as if

with blue fire.

There was a curious intimacy sitting here with him the two of us maybe a
mile

fromthe cave entrance, perhaps a quarter mile below the surface of the

pl at eau,

but surrounded by a silent darkness that put as nuch di stance between us and
t he

rest of the world as though we were on the noon. | wondered how | ong one
woul d

have to be here before vision atrophied and one became as blind as a cave
fish.

The glow at the end of his staff could have been the only light in the

uni ver se

| took advantage of the rest stop to try again to find out something about
hi s

creature. "You know, Master," | began, ny voice bringing himback with a
start

fromhis own thoughts, "I'mespecially inpressed by your creature's eyes. It
has

al nrost no features, no nose, no nmouth, no ears, and yet the eyes seemalive."
"OfF course they do," he said but did not elaborate. | tried a different
angl e.

"You made it partly with herbal magic and the magic of the earth, didn t you?
I

haven't seen anything like it in any of ny books of spells fromthe school

He | ooked at nme alnost fiercely for a second. | should have known better
Every

time | tried to conplinent himby saying how much better a certain spell of
hi s

was than sonething | had | earned at school, he seenmed insulted that | would
think so little of his abilities as to conpare themw th the obviously
inferior

school magic in the first place.

"And you won't find it there, either,"’
this

on me. "This is ny own
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he said, as though trying to inpress

spell. In part, it's based on something nmy own master taught me two centuries
ago and, in part, it's the result of research |I've been carrying on for many
years.'

My predecessor had had a room for his experinments at the top of the north

t ower

of the royal castle of Yurt, into which | heard he had sonetinmes di sappeared
for

days. The room had not been used since his retirenment. My own chanbers opened
directly onto the courtyard and | had yet to devel op nany startling new
spells

in them

It wasn't worth telling himthat the old ducal wi zard had known that a spel
something like his existed, and that El erius had | earned—and even taught at
t he

school —a nore rudi mentary version. Except for the sinplest spells, magic is



nor e

than a mere series of words of the Hi dden Language said in the correct
sequence.

It is a conbination of intellectual understanding and of the instinct that
cones

only fromlong experience, of a sequence of words integrated into a fornat
t hat

will vary with every w zard.

"Coul d you teach me the spell?" | asked timdly.

He gave ne a |l ook again, but this time alnmost kindly. "It's not the kind of
spell | could teach you the way you learn a few words of the H dden Language.

Maybe when you're ny age you'll be able to learn it properly."
But by that time, he would have been dead and gone for two hundred years.
Wil e

| temporarily had Hmin a friendly mood, | had to try to learn nore. "Did
you
find the bones you used in the woods?" | hazarded. "Deer bones, perhaps?"

But | knew they hadn t been the bones of a deer. Deer do not have hands.

| had expected himto keep a stony silence or, at best, to tell me it was
none

of my business. To ny surprise he answered i medi ately. Perhaps he too had

t he

feeling that we, with our conversation, were the only animte beings left in
exi st ence.

' No, they were human right enough, as |'msure
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you know. My guess is he might have been a bandit once, wounded and then
abandoned by his friends. O he could have been a hernmit, one of those
self-proclained saintly fell ows who wander around w t hout even the sense to
find

a shrine and settle down. They never get enough to eat and the slightest
illness

will carry them off. Whoever he'd been, he'd been dead for quite sone tine
when

I found him Flesh Iong gone and the scattered bones bl eached white. He m ght
once have had a bl ack beard," he added thoughtfully.

Thi s nmonster had never been a hermt, | thought. It had been a bandit, a
nmur derer, someone who ... "My CGod," | said involuntarily, which earned ne a
cold

and stony | ook.

The soul, the spirit of a murderer should be |long gone by the time his bones
were scattered by the forest animals. If this creature had nore than magic
nmotion without life, if it actually partook of the living bandit's nurderous
spirit, then the old wi zard had sumoned a denon to bring that bandit back
from

hell. 1 inched backwards until mnmy back was pressed into the sharp crystals of
the wal |

But then he laughed and it was not a denonic |augh. "lInmagining that |'ve been
practicing black magic, is that it, young whi ppersnapper?" he asked in al nost
friendly tones. "No, | haven't tried to bring back the soul that once went
with

nmy bones. As you know perfectly well, | amaware of the dangers of addressing
denons." If | hadn't been afraid that he had [ost his nmind, | would have

agr eed

with himthere. "But | have started to wonder if the activities we do in life
m ght |lay down a pattern in our bones that will persist physically |ong after

the spirit is gone."
When he spoke rationally like this, in the voice | had grown to know well, |
could believe him Then | renenbered the claimnts before the king, accusing



each ot her of having dug up sonebody related to their quarrel and hi dden the
body. If the old w zard had
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found those bones, that mght explain why his creature had gone first to the
vi | | age.

"They probably have to warn you young w zards at the school against trying to
get fancy results the quick way, by calling on the powers of darkness," the
old

wi zard continued. "Even you still have the nobon and stars on your belt

buckl e,

t hough | cautioned you about that the first tine | met you. But back when

was

trained, we all knew that only a very weak wi zard, one who can't get the
forces

of magic to respond to his own human powers, has to fall back on invoking the
supernatural .

| was delighted to |l et nyself be persuaded. He was, | knew, perfectly capable
of

lying to me, but he would never allow hinself to be shamed, by boasting that
he

had not used the supernatural to assist his own magic if indeed he had, for
could check this at any tine. | had, in fact, probed for the supernatural at
hi s

cottage and not found it.

Both of us relaxed and | felt again the closeness of sitting with himin a
tiny

circle of magic light, surrounded by stillness so profound that the sound of

ny

own bl ood was a roar in my ears. | wished | had known hi m when he was
younger ,

but when he was younger, he was Royal Wzard and, with himstill in the
castl e,

I woul d never have cone to Yurt.

"Your creature," | began again, "always seens to be searching. Do you know
what

it's searching for? WIIl it know it when it finds it?"

But this was sonething he did not seemto want to answer, at |east not at
once.

He snorted briefly but then began a runbling hum as though working hinself
up

to speech. My foot had gone to sleep, but | did not dare nove it while
wai t ed

for what he woul d say.

"l'ife," he said at |ast.

Death, | thought. | could not forget that this creature had killed. Not dead,
not alive, in notion but
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wi t hout a human soul, it had taken on a direction of

its own.

But might it indeed want life for itself? like the wood nynph, at sone |evel

I

didn't even want to consider, was it searching for a human life and soul ? Was
it

going to kill someone in order to get it?

Bel ow t he surface of the earth, the air was cold, not grow ng any col der, but
clearly not getting any warmer no matter now long we waited. Wile we sat, a
tiny layer of wanner air fornmed around ny body, which | was |oath to break by
nmovi ng. But on the inside, ny blood felt Iike ice.

My predecessor shielded his eyes fromthe glow on his staff with one hand



"It's

dark," he said distantly. "So dark. Nothing to see." My blood, if possible,
went

even col der.

n
Abruptly, he pushed hinself to his feet. "We'Il just get stiff and even
hungri er

sitting here," he said grunmpily. "Only thing to do is to find nmy creature and
bring it back out."

| jumped up as well, staggered on the foot that had gone to sleep, and
hurried

after him He set a determ ned pace through the tunnel, whose roof seenmed now
to

be sl opi ng al nost inperceptibly |ower.

This was why, | thought, the nonster had kept seizing at anything living and
t hen—soneti mnes—tetting it go. It was searching for the old wizard. The life
it

wanted was the life of its naker. This was also why it had seened to have
l'iving

eyes: The old w zard hinself was |ooking through them

The tunnel roof suddenly becane very low, so that we had to go down on our
hands

and knees and crawl. | fought an irrational fear that we were going into a
narrower and narrower space and woul d never oe able to work free again.
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Then the roof rose and we were back on our feet. "Watch your step,” the old
wi zard said laconically. Alnost directly in front of us, a shaft dropped

away.
As | worked my way around the rough edge, a dislodged pebble bounced into the
hole. | listened but did not near it hit.

W passed several nore shafts which could have swal |l owed the unwary. Sone, |
t hought as we corkscrewed upwards through narrow passages, must |ead down to
where we had been a few m nutes before.

We continued for what could have been an hour and coul d have been weeks.
Severa

times the old wi zard turned abruptly into a side tunnel, sometines clinmbing
upwar ds, sometines slithering down on | oose gravel. At each intersection, |
paused | ong enough to place a magical mark to show which way we had gone. |
realized | should have been placing themall along, but there had been so few
turnings since we left the great colored chanber that | hoped that woul d not
be

a problem My predecessor either knew the cave intimately or was indifferent

about finding our way out again but, if we were still alive after finding the
nmonster, | at |least wanted a chance to find our way hone.

W had been wal king for some tinme when | realized that part of the rushing in
ny

ears was not just ny own blood but the sound of running water. By circuitous
routes, we were making our way back toward the river we had | eft behind near
t he

cave entrance—either that, or we were approachi ng another river.

| realized | had been waiting unconsciously for the dawn, with the thought

t hat

we would be able to tell where we were once the |ight began to grow. But no
dawn

could be expected here, while earth and stone endured.

The ol d wi zard stopped again, as abruptly as he had started forward. He sat
down

against the wall, pulled his cloak around him and closed his eyes. H's magic
light becane slowy dimrer, but the silver ball was
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cl ose enough to his face that | could see all the deep lines the years had
cut

init.

He had aged much nore than two years in the tine that | had known him | had
been highly inpressed at the power of his whirlw nd, but I naa not before

t hought of the drain such magic nmust put on an old

wi zar d.

I, too, was exhausted, but | didn't even dare think about sleep. If we slept,
the old wizard could | ose contact with his creature, which mght then either
attack us or burst back out into the valley.

"Master," | said softly and he opened his eyes. "Master, even if | couldn't
understand the spell by which you nade your creature in the first place, don
t

you think you should teach ne a little of the spell by which we'll catch it?"
He grunted, opened his eyes reluctantly, then nodded. "The problemis," he
sai d,

"as | already told you, this binding spell only works when it's standing
still."

He | eaned forward, opening a hand to show that he clutched a few dead | eaves
in

it. It was fromthe | eaves that the blue glow cane. First he started to

expl ain

it to me in wrds of the H dden Language, but then he started to speak to ne
directly, mnd to m nd.

Here comuni cation was nmuch faster, although | had to concentrate ruch harder
to

be sure | mssed nothing. I held my own thoughts, terrified, just out of
reach

of his touch, for | received not just the spells but the twist in his

t hi nki ng.

The wi zards at the school would have said that he was in danger of going
renegade, Joachimthat he was in danger of losing his soul. Neither seened
quite

right. But | knew that his notivations, his assunptions, his purposes had al
taken a turn somewhere, a turn | did not want to take and which [eft me, when
he

finally broke the nmental contact, trenbling and bathed with sweat in spite of
the col d.

"I haven't determined yet if | can nodify this spell to catch himwhile he's
nmovi ng," the old w zard said.
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"Now t hat you know the spell, maybe you can have a try with your fancy schoo
magi c. "

School nagic woul dn't work here. Whatever had been the case with the
creatures

Ni mrod had once hel ped track, this particular nonster had been nmade
specifically

to be able to wal k through normal binding spells. It wouldn't have been any
use

even if | had been able to get word to Zahlfast. This creature was nmade wth
t he

conbi ned magi ¢ of light and earth, and it would have to be caught the sane

way.
The ol d wi zard pushed hinmself to his feet and his staff glowed brightly
agai n.

"This way," he said and started off in the direction fromwhich |I could have

sworn we had just conme. But alnpst inmediately the passage narrowed, which
had
not remenbered it doing before. It was a good thing | was not trying to |ead.



The passage becane so tight we had to push and squeeze through. He went first
and, imediately after the narrowest place, the passage turned, so that he
and

the Iight were gone.

For a second | felt conpletely lost, without direction, surrounded by

dar kness

so profound it seenmed to sear ny eyeballs, crushed by a hundred million tons
of

rock. But then |I was through, around the corner, and able again to see his
light, bouncing slightly as he wal ked. | put a quick nmagic mark on the wall
and

hurried to catch up.

After the tight squeeze, the passage wi dened so that for the nmoment we coul d
wal k abreast. Wth a little more light, | did not stunble as often, even

t hough

| kept falling behind every tinme we passed a side turning and | paused to
mar k

that we had continued to follow the strai ght way.

| glanced sideways at himas we continued, though he seened al nost to have
forgotten my presence. His face was stern and his expression distant, as

t hough

he was still trying to see through his creature's eyes.
Pride, Joachi mwould have called it. They had
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warned us against it in school, although nmost young w zards (including ne) as
I

had come to realize, were still so marginally conpetent upon graduation that
it

was unlikely to be a problem The Hi dden Language did tap the human mnd into
enornous and el enmental forces, but as long as one did only sinple spells, one
could stay as safe as a child wading in the tide pools of the western sea.
The truly idiotic young wi zard mght let hinmself be caught in an undertow,

but

the real danger was for the suprenely good wi zards. Their mastery of magic

t ook

them further and further out into it, until they tried a spell that brought
magi ¢ breaki ng over themand their words of the H dden Language with the
force

of the waves of a winter gale.

My predecessor had put spells fromthe old traditional magic together wth
spells he had created in years of study, to nake not just sonething that
coul d

nmove and even | ook as though it were alive, but sonmething as difficult to

di ssolve into its conponent elenents as a real living being.
It had no face, other than its eyes, but at tines he seemed able to see
t hr ough

those eyes. Wen it raced toward us out in the valley, carrying the duchess,
it

must have been a strange case of double vision for the old w zard: both

seei ng

hi nsel f fromthe outside and seeing the creature running toward him No
wonder

he had not been able to put any sort of binding spell together—even if the
creature had sl owed down | ong enough for a spell to work.

He stopped where the passage forked and, for a nonent, | thought he wanted to
rest again. Instead, he seened to hesitate about the direction for the first
tinme since we had started into the cave. | took the

unit: suite we nciv. ou»
opportunity to nake a few nore nagic marks. This way," he said, alnopst



reluctantly, and n

* o« R L U.4- 4-1------ uQ

not even

ms way, iic saiu, cuiuti »v-ic«

as though he were addressing ne, but then he started off again with renewed
energy. | wondered if the nonster were deliberately hiding from him
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There was much here that the old w zard had not yet told ne, but |I could
guess.

He had started by putting a true seeing power into his creature, sonething

t hat

| tried unsuccessfully to persuade nyself should not seemfrightening to
sonmeone

i ke nme who had invented a far-seeing tel ephone. The next, however, was even
wor se.

| caught up to himand gl anced at his face. The magic light, fromthe silver
ball held close in front of him made his eyes gl eamunder his eyebrows. Hs
next plan, | thought, was to go beyond seeing through his creature. He now
intended to put his entire being into the creatures body.

A body shaped and hel d toget her by powerful magic would not be the rapidly
weakeni ng body of someone far past two hundred. Even if built originally from
dead bones, it should not crunble while the spells held.

And here is where ny predecessor had swmfar out beyond his depth, even
beyond

sight of land. He had not yet found the spell to transfer his will into the
creature's body, | guessed, but in attenpting to give it the ability to
receive

true life, he had given it a generalized, unfocused search for life.

But it was still a nonster without mind or volition of its own and all it
coul d

do was to seize upon living beings. And being enornously strong and i ncapabl e
of

reason, it could carry them crush themand, quite unintentionally but quite
t horoughly, kill them

W squeezed t hrough anot her narrow spot in the tunnel and then there could be
no

doubt that we were approaching the river. No | onger a distant sound, the
rushi ng

was very near.

The ol d wi zard stopped and held up his staff, and the silver ball on top

bur st

forth in a new and brighter [ight. The passageway sl oped down steeply before
us

and, at the Dottom of the slope, just before the passage floor disappeared
under

wat er, stood the nonster.
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It watched us with glittering eyes but did not i mediately nove. Behind it

t he

river, whose sound reverberated in the narrow tunnel, |ooked jet black. W
had

reached a dead end. The passage went no further than the river, which plunged
downwar ds and out of sight. W and the nonster would | eave the way we had
cone

or under water.

ni

My predecessor took a deep breath, held out both hands and started on the

bi nding spell. | nmentally shook off paralyzing fear and added nmy magic to his.
I



had never used a spell like this before and, as the words of the H dden
Language

drew me into magics four dinmensions, | felt the forces | touched tugging at
nel

as if | mght be sucked down into nmagic just as a false step in this tunne
could drop us into the river

But it seemed to be working. | fought free of engulfing magic to return to
nmysel f and found the old wi zard staggering, but the nonster was encased in
magi ¢

and perfectly still.

| held out a hand to the old wizard. He took it; crunbled | eaves were pressed
into ny palm He turned his face blankly toward m ne, then slowy seened to
recover. His magic light, which had di med to al nbst nothi ng, brightened

agai n.

"Magic is hard work for an old nan, he said hoarsely. "I hope they warn you
young w zards at the school how nuch it can drain out of you."

It was a good thing | had asked himto teach me the binding spell. |I could
not

have done it conpletely on ny own, certainly not in the short fifteen seconds
it

had probably taken us, and yet | was fairly sure three-quarters of the spel
was

m ne.

He sat down on the sloping floor and considered his creature. The eyes stil
nmoved, but the linbs were notionless. "Let's get it away fromthe river," he
sai d.
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"No use having it topple in while we're working our spells.™

W thout asking if he needed ny help, | used a lifting spell to raise the
nonst er

up and nove it slowy toward us. | knew he needed ny help. Qur minds no

| onger

touched, but | felt | could alnpbst read his thoughts. And he was exhaust ed,
not

just the exhaustion of a night in the cave, or three days of chasing his
creature across Yurt, but of a lifetinme of magic.

| set his nonster down prone on the slope below us. "Let's give it nore

features," he said. 'The eyes work well, out it needs ears and nose and

nout h.

It will need to hear and need to speak, and it mght as well be able to snell
the spring flowers."

"Master," | said urgently, "don't you think we should try to dissolve it

rat her

than inmprove it?"

"OfF course not," he said with energy. "I already told you that. Now be quiet
and

let me work. | know they never taught you any of these spells.™

They nost certainly had not. The old w zard closed his eyes, then began to
speak

in a very deep voice that seened to come fromthe rocks of the cave wall. The

heavy syl |l ables of the Hi dden Language rolled and reverberated around us. |
tried to followit all and could not, in part because there were notions of
t he

fingers also mixed in which sonetinmes went by too quickly for ne to catch
and,

even when he paused, | was fairly sure he was continuing an aspect 01 the
spel

in his mnd.

He stopped at last, his face gray and the lines in it nobre pronounced than
ever.



But the face of the nonster |ying before us had changed. The flesh on the
si des

of its head noved and shaped itself into ears; the center of the face

twi tched,

grew, becane a nose; and the |lower portion of the face split and becane a
nout h.

As soon as the nmouth was formed, it began to roar. The old wi zard and | were
nearly pushed backwards by the force of that roar. He recovered al nost
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i medi ately, however, and added a few nore | oops to the binding spell

The roaring stopped, though the eyes remained alive. | started surreptitously
checking the binding spell with magic. It did not seemas strong or as

t hor ough

as | would have bl eed.

But my predecessor seened perfectly content with it. "Well, that's that," he
said in satisfaction. "You know, young whi ppersnapper, |I'mglad you came with
me. Even with your school training, you'll nmake a decent w zard soneday."

| was too startled by the open conplinment to respond.
He | ooked at ne sideways. "You're surprised | never said anything of the sort

before. Well, | didn't want to let it go to your head. And because | wanted
to
be sure you shaped up properly, | may once or tw ce have said sonething to
you

that the persnickety mght find insulting.

But you' ve not been a bad companion for an old man, in spite of what that
school

tried to teach you. You show me proper respect, but you've never gotten al
crawl i ng and obsequi ous about it. If you'd cone along fifty years earlier,

m ght even have |l et you be ny apprentice.”

Again | did not answer, but | was quite sure | would not have wanted to | earn
the spells he was now worki ng. For several noments we sat in silence.

"Well," he said at last, "now that we've got ny creature, | guess we should
start thinking about getting back out of this cave. But it's silly to take
three

oodi es out when we've only got two minds between us, isn't it? And doesn't it
make sense to | eave the weakest body behi nd?"

"Master," | asked slowy, desperately trying to delay himuntil | could find
some way to stop him "what do you nmean?"

" You know perfectly well what | mean," he said in
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exasperation. "Wy el se do you think I brought you al ong, except to help ne
do

it? You can make sure my creature doesn't nove, while |-+ H s voice trailed
away

on a note of glee.

My only idea was to carry himbodily out of the cave—assunming | could find
our

way. | went so far as to throw the first | oops of a normal binding spell onto
him but he broke it easily.

"None of that," he said sharply, but then, unexpectedly, he smled. "Wrried

that if somehow it doesn't work, it will be all your fault, is that it, young
wi zard?" he went on nore kindly. "Well, you can stop feeling so responsible,
even if you are Royal Wzard now 1|'ve been planning this for years. This old

body of nine wouldn't be good for nmuch nore anyway, so this |ooks like ny

| ast

chance to give ny spell a try. I've already served five generations of Kkings
of

Yurt, so it wont matter if | don't see the new little prince grow up to
succeed. If ny spell doesn't work, nothing s |ost—er nothing that woul dn't be



| ost soon anyway.

"But if it works! Then you can say you were there and took part in one of the
worl d's greatest advances in magic, that you hel ped your old nmaster do
somet hi ng

no other w zard had ever done before!"

This didn't help. He wanted an appreciative audi ence to whomto denonstrate
hi s

power, but | could not sinply watch. By being here at all, | had becone
responsible for him | was madly searching for an argument, anything to say
to

talk himout of it, when ny attention was caught by sonething el se.

"Master, your creature—+ think it's breaking out!"

"Nonsense. | cast that binding spell nyself.

/ had cast nobst of that binding spell and it was weakening fast. "Wen you
changed its face, that nust have interfered with the other spell and now*

| stopped trying to talk, too busy trying to reconstruct ny spells instead.
For

t he nonster was indeed beginning to nove, slowy sitting up, |eaning forward,
wat ching us with avid eyes.
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The spell wasn't working. | threw words of the Hi dden Language toget her
faster

and faster, and then | realized what was wong. This particular spell, a
spel |

designed for a creature i mune to normal binding spells, did not have an
ef f ect

when that creature was noving

| desperately tried to find a way to inprovise sonething better, to bridge

t hat

gap in the old wizard's spell, expecting himthe whole time to add his nagic
to

m ne. But he did not conme to ny aid.

Instead, the forces of magic were suddenly disturbed by a new and even nore
powerful spell. | came abruptly back to nyself, to hear the narrow stone
passage

ring to words in the H dden Language | nad never heard before and did not
want

to near again.

The wi zard's staff blazed so bright that the passage and the river bel ow were
illum nated as though the stone had cracked and m dday had reached us. The
nonst er staggered backwards, throwi ng an armacross its eyes. My own eyes
squeezed involuntarily shut.

There was the sound of sonething hard falling and | forced them open again.
The

old wi zard's staff had fallen fromhis hands and roll ed past the nonster

hal fway to the river. The silver ball continued to glow, but far Iess
brightly.

He was still on his feet, his arnms held out, but wavering. The creature was
notionl ess at last, frozen with one hand reached toward the w zard.

| scranbled to find the spell again, to try to inprison the creature in the
seconds before it noved.

But the old wi zard stopped ne. "Let it cone,’
Let

it cone to nme."

| hesitated, not knowing if | would do nore harm pod by obeying him Ignoring
nme, the creature

or

took one step toward the old wi zard. For five seconds they stood face to
face,

he said as though choki ng.



t heir extended hands touching. Then the silver ball on the wi zard' s staff
flashed a brilliant white and his body crunpled to the cave fl oor beside ne.
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The nonster bent over it while | sprang forward, horrified and unsure which
spirit animated this creature of nagic and dead bones. It poked at the

t angl ed

beard and cl oak for a second, then suddenly seized the body and lifted it

hi gh.

| grabbed at the old wizard, both with my hands and with magic, but | was
hel pl ess before the nmonster's strength. It glared at ne in mndless fury, and
fromits nouth cane a wordless roar. It whirled the wizard' s |linp form over
its

head, dashed it to the ground, and raced past ne, down the tunnel

The silver ball on the wizards staff still glowed just enough for nme to be
abl e

to see him His linbs lay twi sted and bent at unnatural angles. | attenpted
to

gather himup and put his head in ny |ap

For a second | thought it was ny inmagination, but then his eyes noved beneath
his eyelids and slowy opened. "I should have thought of that," he whispered,
highly irritated, but irritated with hinself.

| tried to silence himwith a hand on his lips, but he clearly found it
important to talk. "That spell's too powerful to be worked by any but the
youngest and strongest w zard. And even then | should have realized |I'd need
somet hing conpletely enpty into which to transfer. | knew it had no m nd of
its

own, so | thought | should be able to transfer ny owmn mind directly into its
body. "

He paused and the breath rattled in his throat. He had not even tried to nove
anyt hi ng except his eyelids and his lips. He went on in a nonment, even nore
softly, so that | had to bend ny face close to his to hear him

"No m nd was there, but there was still the notive force. My own spell. There
was no roomin himfor nmy spell and my spirit at the same time. If you ever
try

it, young whi ppersnapper, renmenber to get the notive force out first." He
stopped and twitched his jaw as though trying unsuccessfully to cough. "But
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wi t hout that spell, it mght have dissolved back into old bones and 1'd be no
better off than I am now "

He had been horribly broken, | knew, by being thrown to the cave floor, on
top

of the destructive final effort to transfer his spirit into the creature.
“1'm

going to try to lift you, Master,"” | whispered. "I don't want to pain you any
nmore than | have to, but |I've got to get you out of here. So if you—=

He interrupted me with what m ght once have been a snort. "I do |ike you,
even

if you are a whippersnap-per. But if you're ever going to mature as a w zard
you

need nore sense. Take my ring, but don't worry about the rest. | knew al

al ong

I woul d never |eave the cave in this body."

He fell silent as though this speech had taken the last of his. strength.
bent

even closer and realized | could no | onger hear or feel his breath. The Iight
on

the magic staff slowy went black.

IV

For a long tinme | sat notionless in the darkness, continuing to hold him too



full of sorrowto stand up or to cry. | may even have slept a little, for
suddenly | jerkea to attention as though abruptly waking froma dream

The cave was still conpletely dark so that there was no difference between
openi ng and cl osing ny eyes, and the only sound was the rushing of the river.
I

feared for a noment that | had heard the nonster com ng back. Then, when
nei t her

my ears nor ny magic could find any nearby novenent, | decided that a wakefu
corner of ny mind had recalled ne from unconsci ousness when the first edge
was

gone from exhaustion

| still felt al nost unbearably weary. | stood up slowy, easing the old

wi zard's

now cold body frommy |lap. Wen | turned on the i mage of the noon and
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stars on ny belt buckle, it gave enough light for me to grope a short way
down

the slope toward the river and recover his staff. | illumnated the silver
bal |

on the end, which gave a nuch better light than my buckle, and continued down
to

the river.

There | dunked my entire head under water and opened nmy nmouth for a | ong
drink.

| came back up colder than ever and with ny hair and beard stream ng, but the
water had certainly taken the last sleep fromny eyes. The drink hel ped, too,
especially since | had nanaged to take it w thout swallow ng a cave fish. For
the first time, | began to think about getting back out of the cave.

In spite of what he had said, | couldn't |eave himlying here. There was only
one thing to do. | put together a lifting spell and raised himslowy. The
necessary magic distracted my attention fromthe staff, so that the light of
t he

silver ball began to dim but in a mnute I wrked out a conpronise. If |
supported himpartly with my shoulder as well as with magic, | could keep the
staff bright enough that | could find the way.

| started slowy up and away fromthe river. At |least for the nonent, the
passage was w de enough that the w zard' s body dicf not scrape against the

si des. Because worrying that the nonster was coning back would only take nore
energy, | decided not to think about it at all. But | could proceed only at
what

felt like a snail's pace, having to concentrate on ny magi ¢ and, constantly
distracted, in spite of my resolve, by seeing the confrontation between

nonst er

and wi zard repeated in nmy mnd.

| wondered vaguely what time it was in the outside world. It nust be at |east
the norning after we had entered the cave, maybe the afternoon, maybe even

ni ght

agai n.

At the first intersection where the passage forked, | propped the w zard's
body

against the wall for a noment while | said the quick words of the Hi dden
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Language to light up ny magic marks. They gl owed an encouragi ng bl ue, show ng
ne

that the way back lay in the direction fromwhich |I was already sure we had
cone. Feeling somewhat heartened, | reapplied the lifting spell and kept
wal ki ng.

But soon | had to stop again, to work the spell to keep sleep at bay. My
nuscl es



found new strength as | lifted the wi zard' s body again, even though I Knew ny
head woul d soon start aching. And the spell agai nst headache woul d al |l ow
exhaustion again to clai mne.

As | wal ked | seemed to see again and again the old wi zard reaching out to

t ouch

his creature's hand and then slunping to the floor. | tried to decide what |
shoul d have done differently. Usually |I had no trouble, after the fact, in
finding my m stakes, but they did not seemas obvious this time. Certainly, |
t hought, there was sonething | could have done, even if | had to bind him
against his will and carry himaway by force.

But even that would not have worked. | might be Royal Wzard of Yurt, but ny
predecessor's magi ¢ had been substantially stronger than mine, right unti

t he

very end.

Thi s thought did not nmake nme feel any |less responsible. | tasted salt and
realized | had been weeping as | wal ked, large silent tears flow ng unchecked
and al nost unnoticed down ny cheeks.

Suddenly | stopped, lowered the old wizard's stiffening body as carefully as
if

| mght still hurt him and increased the intensity of the light. | did not
recal |l having passed any of ny magic marks recently.

There was not hi ng about the stone walls and rough floor of the passage to
make

it either famliar or unfamliar. | tried the words of the H dden Language to
show ny marks, but saw nothing in either direction, in the snort distance
before

t he passage curved out of sight. Could I, with ny attention distracted, have
wal ked right by a turning?

It seened as though we shoul d have reached one
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of the very narrow parts of the cave by now and I knew we had not. On the

ot her

hand, it was al nost inpossible to judge distances, especially since | was now
proceedi ng so much nore slowy than we had coming in. Should |I turn around
and

go back until | found one of ny marks agai n?

But if | were still headed correctly, backtracking would only waste tine and
energy. And there would not be any magic marks anyway in a section of the
passage like this, where no side tunnels branched away.

| lifted the old wizard again and determnedly started forward, then stopped,
suddenly unsure if | might now be heading in the direction fromwhich | had

j ust

cone. The gravel showed no footprints and there were no | andmarks to give
direction.

I woul d have suggested the Devil could take the direction, but | did not want
this thought to be construed literally. | tried a prayer instead, with little
hope for an answer. But one direction now | ooked right, so | wal ked that way
as

qui ckly as | coul d.

Wthin a hundred yards, | cane to an intersection where three passages cane
together, all equally broad. Stalactites, colorecf the palest green in the
magi ¢

light fromthe staff, hung fromthe roof. | was quite sure | had not seen

t hem

before and there were no magi ¢ marks here.

"Then | did mss ny way while worrying what | could have done differently, |
said aloud and started back again. This time, | recognized the short straight
stretch of tunnel where | had stood and hesitated.

The way back was | onger, but in ten nminutes the magic gl ow of the staff
showed



an intersection before ne. Here, | thought, was where | had gone wong before.
But there were no magi c marks here, either, to show the way.

| put the wizard' s body down and rubbed ny poundi ng head, trying to think. If
I

had cone t hrough
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this intersection without noticing, then | only had to choose the passage

whi ch

was nost |likely to have brought ne here and continue followi ng it back. But
suppose | chose wong? And suppose | really had gotten turned around when
stopped and the three-way intersection where | turned back was where | should
be

now?

I had no answers, only the need to get out of the cave. | put a new magic
mar k

on the wall, lifted the wi zard's body, chose the passage that seened to |ead

upward rat her than downward, and began to wal k agai n.
After a while, it was hard to remi nd nyself to put nagic marks on all the

intersections | passed. | knew | was |ost, hopelessly |ost, perhaps | ost
forever, but going back seemed no better for that woul d have been to descend
again into the stone heart of the earth. | had again grown thirsty, but
returning to the river would have neant goi ng down rather than clinmbing. M
only

deci sion at each intersection, whether the tunnels were wi de or narrow,

twi sting

or straight, so low |l had to bend or so high that the light fromthe silver
bal |
did not reach the ceiling, was to take the passage that seened to | ead

upwar ds.

Even when the angle of the floors seemed exactly the same, | did not
hesi t at e.

My head now hurt too much for any thought beyond keeping ny spells going; at
every intersection, | decided as rapidly as if soneone el se were deciding for
ne

and | had only to obey.
And then, just when nmy mnd was beginning to feel as closed ana dark as the
cave

tunnels, a bream of air touched ny forehead. | stopped dead, not daring to
believe, but it was no illusion. Sonewhere, not far away, was the outside
wor | d.

| staggered onward alnost at a run. The air was growi ng fresher and fresher
a

m xture of the real snells of trees and grass, not the cold absence of
anyt hi ng

but damp which had for so | ong surrounded ne.
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And then | heard a voice. | stopped again, wondering wildly if it mght be

t he

spirit of the old wizard and if | should answer him for the voice was
calling

ny nane.

But it was not the old wizard's voice. It sounded |ike a woman. "Upward,

Dai nbert," it called. "Look upward."

| raised the staff and | ooked above me. In the ceiling of the tunnel was a
crack, just wi de enough for a person, which I never would have noticed if the
voi ce had not stopped ne. But it was fromthis crack that the fresh air was
bl owi ng.

| took a deep breath, then another, to get that air into ny |ungs and gather
t he



extra strength | needed. | flew slowy upward, squeezing through the crack
and

dragging the old wizara s body after ne. | was nowin a split as though the
earth had shifted and, as | rose, | |ooked around feverishly, but there was
still no light. If the earth shifted again, | would be crushed so thoroughly

that I would not even have time to realize what had happened.

My head bunped on stone and | raised a trenbling armto aimthe staffs |ight.
I

saw that | had reached the top of the crack in the stone, but a short tunne
now

| ed horizontally before ne.

| pushed into it, forced nmy feet along it for ten yards, then stopped again.
But this tine | had stopped with joy, for before ne was a sky hung with stars.

The relief was so great | could have sobbed. | realized now, as | stood with
t he
wind in ny face, that it had been the wood nynph calling ne. ' Lady!" | said

softly, but she did not reply.

Of toward the east, the di mbegi nnings of dawn faded out the stars, but to

t he

west they still shone bright. Below the sky lay the valley of Saint Eusebius,
partially shrouded in mist. To eyes that had strained to see in the conplete
bl ackness of the cave, the
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dar kness of | and under an open nighttinme sky did not seemdark at all

After a noment, | determined | was | ooking out of a crack perhaps thirty

yar ds

up in the wall of the linestone valley. A few gnarled trees clung to the

sl ope

bel ow me. | had been in the valley | ong enough that | quickly recognized the
different Iinestone formations, even if it all |ooked slightly different seen
from above. | was near the head of the valley, no nore than half a mle from
t he

Holy Grove.

| gathered the last of nmy strength, which wasn't a lot, put the old w zard's
body over ny shoul der and pushed nyself out into open air. Very slowy,
falling

gently as | flew, | proceeded in the direction of the apprentices' huts.

I must have been in the cave for well over twenty-four hours. The priests
woul d

have finished their business at the shrine by now and left, but the
apprentices

woul d know where they had gone. At the noment | could not plan what to do
next,

i ndeed could think no further than collapsing into sleep, but | nanaged to
tell

nmysel f sternly that at some point, very soon, | would indeed have to do
sormet hi ng.

I was just thinking that the apprentices had al ready had enough trouble with
strangers at the shrine without me waking themup this early, when | saw a
yel low glow flick into existence. Soneone had lit a fire.

| dropped to the ground in front of the hut where the fire burned, tried to
speak, and managed only a parched croak on the first attenpt but a passaol e
"Hel l 0?" on the second.

| expected one of the appentices, but the figure that appeared at the hut
door

was dressed in black linen. It was Joachim

He | ooked al nost as overjoyed to see me as | was to see him But he did not
say

anything at first, only pulled ne into the hut. I let himlower nme and the



old
wi zards body to the dirt floor and press a cup of water into ny hand.
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In spite of the nearly euphoric sense of relief, drinking the water gave ne
enough of ny senses to remind nme how t horoughly | had fail ed.

"He's dead, Joachim" | said, although the chaplain had doubtl ess deterni ned
this for himself. "I couldn't save him And the nonster is still sonewhere in
the cave—dnless it's found its own way out."

"The monster has not cone out into the valley again," said Joachimwth a
sober

| ook toward me. "Thank God one of you is back alive.

The kettle of water he

had

put on the fire began to steam and he turned to pour it into a teapot. "Drink
some tea as soon as it's brewed and I'll say the last rites for him"

Bet ween sorrow and despair, | gul ped down the tea, feeling it heating ny

t hr oat

and chest all the way down. A second cup, | thought, would finish taking the
cold of the cave off ne.

But sl eep caught me in the act of reaching for the teapot. | slunped back
agai nst the hut wall, mnmy eyes closing against the dawn |light, just hearing
Joachim s voice softly speaking the words of the liturgy as | fell into
unconsci ousness.

When | awoke, it was full daylight and Evrard was sitting beside ne. | lay
notionl ess for a nonent, conscious of the heavy wool of a horse bl anket
spread

over me and tickling my chin, but otherwi se al nost devoid of sensation. Al
ny

[inbs would start to conplain, | knew, as soon as | tried to nove, but if I
remai ned still forever this would not be a problem

But | was now the senior wizard in Yurt and there was still a nmagical
creature

on the | oose, one that had killed a man. | forced nyself to sit up and

i Mmediately felt so weak that | al nost coll apsed again.

"Good norning," said Evrard. "You |l ook terrible.”

"I feel terrible,' | agreed. | |eaned against the wall
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and rubbed ny tenples. At |east the headache was virtually gone, but | was
horribly hungry. "I don't think I ve had anything nuch to eat for the | ast
week,

except for berries.”

Evrard produced bread and cheese and a rather w zened apple. "This is about
t he

end of the food the three priests brought with them
still

here after all

| ate ravenously, thinking that |I had never properly appreciated the neals in

So the priests were

the royal castle. Then, no longer feeling | was about to faint, | pushed the
horse bl anket away and staggered to my feet.

"You're covered with blood!" cried Evrard in dismay. | glanced down at
nysel f.

My clothes were indeed filthy, ripped and stained with quantities of bl ood.
" Not

my own," | said. "The old wi zard's." But then | |ooked around in panic.
"Were

i s he? Where have they taken hin®"

' They took his body to the shrine," said Evrard, not entirely as though he
approved but not wanting to disapprove, either. "The apprentice hermts and
t he

youngest of those priests were all going to wash the body and lay it out."



"We' || have to take himback to the royal castle and bury himin the
graveyard

there," | said. "Evrard, the nonster killed him And it's still |oose,

pr obabl y

stronger than ever. It has a real face now. "

"Your chaplain told ne you hadn't been able to catch it," he said in a | ow
voi ce, as though afraid to suggest that he was belittling ny efforts.

But | knew perfectly well | had failed, failed to catch the nonster and to
save

the old wizard. | had to accept that now.

"I can't go up to the shrine like this," | said. "See if | have enough spare

clothes in ny saddl ebag to keep nme decent.”
| wal ked down to the river, peeled the rags frommny body and slid into the

water. It was as cold as the cave, but bubbling beneath the brilliantly blue
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sumer sky the water was only invigorating. | splashed and tried to rub off
t he

worst of the grine and blood, then let nyself sink to the river bottom It
was

not deep enough for swi ming, but lying on the stones two feet beneath the
surface with nmy eyes open, | could see the green and white of the valley
wal | s

transformed into rippling slabs of color.

| jerked back to the surface, caught ny breath and pulled nyself up on the
bank.

Evrard had found me sone clothes; | rolled on the grass to dry nyself and
pul | ed

themon. For a mnute | sat quietly, letting the sun beat on nmy wet hair,
enjoying the fleeting sensation of peace.

"I"'mtrying to decide," | said then, "if we dare leave the valley while the
nonster's still in the cave. The old wi zard said that he knew his creature
woul d

be drawn here, so it nay not be able to get out. | would appear horribly

di srespectful if | didnt attend the old wi zard's funeral."
"Maybe it's lost forever in the cave," suggested Evrard.

"The creature can't see in there, certainly,”" | said, "and the cave itself is
a

[ abyrinth."

"It's terribly easy to get confused," Evrard agreed, "even with torches and a
thread to find your way out." Wen | |ooked at himquestioningly he added, '

Didn't the chaplain tell you? Wen you and the old wi zard hadn't cone back by
yesterday norning, he and | spent nuch of the day trying to find you. W
unraveled ny old tunic for thread." | noticed then that Evrard, too, had been
i nproved by a change into spare clothing. "We didn't know which tunnel you'd
taken off the | arge chamber, which made it difficult. I'd hoped you' d have

| eft

a magic mark to show where you' d gone, but if so you didn't use any spell
know. "

| was touched that Evrard and Joachi m had | ooked for us and w shed that | had

had the sense to unravel a thread as | went. "lI'msorry! | did use nagic

mar ks,

but not until we were well into the cave. | only wanted
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to mark the way back out, even though as it turned out, | missed sone of them
and became | ost anyway. | never thought anyone would try to conme after us.'
"W

started by exploring the tunnels closest to the river, but they all went
underwat er very quickly or else becane so small that we knew you woul dn't
have



been able to go through, unless of course you transformed yourselves into
frogs."

"In fact, we left the great chanber by a passage on the farthest side—+t's a
wi de, fairly straight way, at least at first."

Evrard shook his head. "W never got there." | stood up carefully. "Even if
we

had dared transform ourselves into frogs, in the know edge that our croaks
woul d

not be able to approximate the Hi dden Language and that we'd have to be frogs
forever, we wouldn t have needed to. The nonster is human size, and all we
wer e

trying to do was catch it."

"Coul d you have summoned it, forced it to cone to you?" asked Evrard, falling
into step beside ne as | started toward the grove. | had brought the old

wi zard's staff and | eaned on it when even the short wal k began to tire ne.
"Maybe a true summoni ng spell rather than the nore general calling spell that
got ne all those sparrows?"

| shook ny head. "It wouldn't have done any good to sunmon its mind if its
body

couldn't follow And you know they al ways taught us that to sumon a human

m nd

against its will, was the greatest sin a wi zard could commit. | don't know
about
you, but the teachers refused even to teach us the spell." | and a few ot her

young w zards had managed, on a | ate-night expedition to the Master's study,
to

get around mat prohibition, but I didn't want to nmention this.

"But in this case," said Evrard reasonably, "you wouldn't be sumoning a
human

m nd. That coul d nmean, however, that there mght be nothing there to sumon!
Not

knowi ng the spell would certainly be an additional disadvantage
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H's voice trailed away. | didn't tell himthat the nonster had al nost had the
old wizard's human mind transferred into it.

As we approached the grove, | heard a distant hamering. | | ooked up toward

t he

top of the cliff to see if the entrepreneurs were at work at their wi ndl ass
but,

if so, | could see nothing from bel ow

"How di d you get out of the cave?" asked Evrard

"I"'mnot sure," | said slowy. "The last few hours, it was al nbst as though
someone el se was guiding ne. Then, at the very end, | heard the wood nynph
calling me. If it hadn't been for her, |I would nave wal ked right by the way
out

and never even seen it."

"The wood nynph? Did she come into the cave?"

"No, but | think she nmust have been right outside, calling. Had you sent her
to

| ook for me?

Evrard shook his head. "Mybe she just |ikes w zards."

When we reached the Holy Grove, the first thing | saw was the old w zard's
body,

| ying near the pool with his eyes closed and his hands crossed on his breast.
He

had gone very far beyond the help of the wood nynph.

The apprentices had done a good job. The worst of the stains had been washed
fromhis clothes, and his hair and beard were cl ean and conbed. Hi s tw sted
i nbs had been straightened out so that, at least at first glance, he could
nmerely have been asl eep



H's dignity had been restored to him but he would not have cared about his
body' s appearance when he was gone. He had wanted to create an undying
nonst er

and to live on in it and, if he had succeeded, he would have discarded this
body

deep under the earth.

| put ny hand over ny eyes and stood quietly for a noment to compose nyself.
I

woul d have to live for the rest of ny life with the know edge that ny
abilities

had been too weak to save him

W continued the short distance to the Holy Shrine, where we found the old
hermt and all the priests.

256

C. Dale Brittain

Joachi m managed to | ook delighted to see ne without smiling in the |east.
"Good," said the thin priest. "You are here at last."

Before | could find anything to say in reply, the

apprentices arrived carrying a roughly made coffin.

This, then, explained the hanmering. | hel ped them

l[ift the old wi zards body in and arrange it. He stil

| ooked as though he were sleeping, but his flesh felt

as cold as the stone a quarter nmile beneath the earth.

W zards, as a matter of professional pride, do not

specul ate about the afterlife, leaving that to the

Eriests. But even the Church, with its prayers and turgy, cannot say for
certain

what will happen to an individual's soul. The wood nynph night think

nortality
liberating, but | thought that a lifetine, even the long life of a w zard,
m ght

never be enough to finish with the questions, much | ess start on the answers.
He had died not fearing death, not worried about his soul, but irritated that
he

had failed in his spell. Looking at ny predecessor's still face, | w shed nim
wel | on his journey, wherever he was going.

"Were you going to bury himwith this ring?" asked the round priest.

| had been staring without seeing and cane back with a start. "No, he

woul dn' t

want us to. In fact, he said | should have it."

The priest pulled the ring fromthe wizard's finger and handed it to me. |

t ook

it reluctantly, with the sense that it synbolized enormous responsibility.

It was quite a striking ring, made in the shape of an eagle in flight with a
tiny diamond in its beak, but it dia not in fact synbolize anything, being
only

a Christmas gift fromthe king after the old wizard retired. But | slid it
onto

my own finger as though taking up even heavier burdens than | already

carri ed.

Behind me, | could hear the apprentices nailing the Iid on the coffin.
Joachi mtouched ne on the shoul der and | ooked at me with his enornous dark
eyes.

"You're not a priest,"
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he said quietly. "You' re not responsible for anyone else's soul but your own.'
Thi s was probably supposed to be conforting. | nodded, took a deep breath,

and

turned to the thin priest. "Wy did you want me here?"

He took a breath of his own. "Well. We need to determine the desire of the



saint, to see if it is his will to return with us to the City where he first
made his holy profession.” The priest glanced quickly toward Joachim "The
Roya

Chapl ain thought it was inportant that you be here."” He didn't add, "God
knows

why, " but he might as well have.

The hermt, who had not yet said anything, suddenly spoke up. "The saint is
very

fond of this young wizard. W all turned toward him priests, apprentices and
wi zards. "I didn't nention this before to anyone but the Royal Chaplain," he
said with his gentle smle, "but the saint appeared to ne in a vision |ast

ni ght. He had me send ny daughter, the wood nynph, to ook for him"

| staggered for a second with amazenent, then felt Evrard s hand under ny

el bow

and regai ned nmy bal ance. My prayers had been answered after all. This was so
unexpected that | had to fight my initial inpulse to say, "No, wait, | didn't
mean it!"

This, then, explained the strange sense | had had that soneone el se had
directed

my path the last few hours in the cave. Soneone el se i ndeed had. But being
unaccustonmed to listening to saints, | had only turned to his guidance when
faced with a clear choice between different tunnels. Voices could have spoken
for sone time in ny mind without naking me ook up to see the crack that |ed
to

freedom That had needed the voice of the wood nynph.

"I see," | said, which sounded hi ghly inadequate.

But then | had another thought that made nme as irritated with the saint as |
had

oeen overwhel mi ngly grateful a nonent before. |f Eusebius could save nme from
wandering to nmy death in the cave, why had he
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done nothing to save the old wizard? | | eaned agai nst Evrard, frustrated
enough

with all priests and saints that any w zard, even a margi nally conpetent one,
was exactly who | wanted beside ne.

"Then perhaps it is indeed best for you to be here, Wzard," said the thin
priest grudgingly. "After all, as Holy Scripture tells us, alittle child
shal |

lead them" | had no attention to spare himor to feel insulted. | didn't
know

what the saint's plan night be, in which | appeared to feature prominently,
but

| felt a deep and unshakeabl e determ nati on not to become a pawn in soneone
el se's program | would not be turned by gratitude into anyone else's
creature,

not even a saint's. | had nore than notive force; | had a mnd and a soul
and
they were still ny own.

Evrard interrupted ny thoughts. "Are you all right?" he asked in a | ow voice,
his blue eyes worried. Can | get you some water or sonething?"

"Yes, that would be good." | sat down with nmy back against a tree, drank the
cup
he brought me and cl osed ny eyes. | sent up a brief prayer, so that Saint

Eusebi us woul d know | really was properly grateful. The wi zard had said at

t he

end that he was glad | had never beconme obsequious. Well, | hoped that

what ever

characteristics had endeared me to a cranky old wi zard had al so endeared e to
a

cranky saint, because | had no intention of becom ng obsequi ous to soneone



who

et a monster roamhis valley, killing respectable w zards.

| opened my eyes to see all the priests and apprentices clustered around.
"Listen," | said. Sonething had just become obvious to ne.

They turned toward nme with surprising respect. | stood up on |egs that
trenbl ed

for a noment, then found enough strength to step forward. "This whol e probl em
started when the entrepreneurs first put a booth on top of the cliff,
inviting

people to see the Holy Toe for a fee. | know why they're there." And | did
know.

It had cone to me not in voices,
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not through revel ation, but through ny own reasoni ng powers. The saint, |

t hought, had been confident that | would find this answer and i ndeed hoped,
in

addition, that | would pass judgment, make the final decision of right and

wong. | had no intention of doing the latter. If | was barely conpetent as a
wi zard, a regent and a judge, | was even less qualified to be a religious
arbiter.

But the first was inportant. "This nmay pain you," | said to the old hernmt,
"but

they nmeant it for the best. Cone here,"” to the | eader of the apprentices.
He cane toward nme slowy, but not reluctantly, as though he had been
expecting

this and was determined to go through with it bravely. He even nanaged a
certain

dignity in spite of his rags and badly shaved head.

The round priest started to speak but | turned nmy back on him addressing

nysel f
only to the young hermt.
"The first time the chaplain and | cane here," | said gently, "you

apprentices

asked us if we had been sent by the bishop to take your master away—because
of

the entrepreneurs on top of the cliff. As | should have realized at the tine,
it

was very odd that you nmight think that the bi shop would hold an old hermit
responsi bl e for sone disreputable entrepreneurs.

' And then the ducal wizard and | cane to this valley to see the wood nynph,
and

he and | asked you nore about them Al you would say then was that you
weren't

sure if your master, the hernmit, had discussed their enterprise with the
saint.

Your unwillingness to talk about them contrasted strangely, | should have
realized, with your master's quite open conversati on when he and | spoke two
days | ater.

"So far, you've kept it fromhimand |I'm sure you felt you had very good
reasons. Now |'mnot going to accuse you or sit in judgment on you. But you
do

need to tell us all. Wy did you apprentices invite those people to conme nmake
nmoney off the Holy Toe?"
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In the ensuing confusion, | went back to sit under the tree again, to make it

clear | was not passing judgnent. The story canme out sonewhat incoherently,
with

the other apprentices hurrying to confess that they too were at fault, to say
that it was their |ove and concern for the hermt that had led theminto



error
and, at last, to fall prone before himand beg his forgiveness in voices
racked

by sobs.
The saint, | thought, could not have revealed this to the hermt, because the
hermt m ght have refused to speak out against his apprentices. | presuned it

was a conpliment to my reasoning abilities that Eusebius had not felt it
necessary to tell anyone el se about this in a vision

The story was fairly sinple when the apprentices had finally told it all.
They

were worried about their master, who always gave themhis |ast crusts even
when

he did not have enough hinself. They were worried about the rather erratic
appearance of pilgrins with offerings of food or coins and distressed because
their own agricultural abilities had not progressed nuch further than goats
and

| ettuce, although this spring they had planted a lentil crop for which they
still had high hopes. \Wen, earlier in the spring, a merchant travel er had
detoured by the valley and asked for hospitality for the night, they had been
nmore than willing to listen to his proposals.

The t hought of obtaining a small but steady cut of the entrepreneurs

profits,

of perhaps seeing nore pilgrinms once their shrine's fame began to spread, had
been enornously appealing. It was only later, when they found that they were
afraid to admt to the hernit what they had done, that they had realized they
were trying to make nmoney off the holy things of God.

But by this tine, their merchant contact had
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recruited Prince Domi nic as a backer and the apprentice hermts had felt
unabl e

to back out. This was why the saint, after fifteen centuries, had begun to

t hi nk

of leaving the valley. Knowi ng that one of the apprentices would probably
replace the old hermt at the Holy Shrine within a few years woul d have nade
even a |l ess cranky saint irritated.

The apprentices had apparently nmade their peace with the hermt. Their |eader
rose, his face tear-streaked. "I'Il go tell themnow, " he said. Refusing the
priests' offer of a horse, he wal ked quickly toward the cliff and began to
clinmb.

Al of us fell silent, watching him Although the trees of the grove hid nuch
of

his ascent, his small figure kept emerging into sight, clinbing steadily up

t he

white cliff face. | had a sudden fear of the nonster bursting out of the cave
and followi ng him but nothing of the sort happened.

The apprentice reached the top and di sappeared. W waited for another ten

m nutes, then he put his head over the edge and waved, which could have neant
anyt hi ng, and started down agai n.

This was all Domnic's fault, | thought, though | wasn't going to say so. If
he

hadn't been willing to accept a cut of the profits, he would have turned

t hese

entrepreneurs out of the kingdomlong before the saint decided he had to
| eave.

Twice while we waited, the thin priest said, "Wll, since that nystery is
sol ved— but the hernmit always silenced himwith a smle

The apprentice was back at last, tired and sober. "No one was there," he
sai d.

"But | wote a nessage on a piece of paper | ripped out of the back of a
bookl et



on the life of Saint Eusebius." | nyself would have wondered if it was
sacrilegious to do so; that the apprentice had not hesitated told nme nore

t han

anyt hing he had already said of his real attitude toward the entrepreneurs.
"I left it at the booth,"” he went on, "weighted down
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with a figurine of a dragon. They rnust be nearby, though they didn't answer
when

| called."”

"And what did you say in your nmessage?" asked the round priest.

"I told themthat we had all sinned against God and that this enterprise mnust
be

ended at once."

"Come here, ny son," said the hermt. "You have indeed sinned, but God wil

wi pe

away the tears of the truly repentent." He bl essed himand gave all his
apprentices the kiss of peace, while the priests fromthe city fidgeted.

"I think now," the hermt said, still snmiling, "there can be no question of
renovi ng Sai nt Eusebius fromthe grove where he hinself served God and where
hermits have served that sanme Lord ever since."

"We shall see,"” said the round priest in notes of self-inportance.

The three priests fromthe Cty, acconpanied by Joachim brought out candl es
and

a censer and began arrangi ng them around the shrine. They lit the candl es,
and

t he youngest priest began to swing the censer. The pungent snell of incense
drifted through the grove.

The thin priest went down on his knees before the golden reliquary of the
Hol y

Toe. "Oh, bl essed Eusebius!" he called as loudly as though the saint were in
t he

top of a tree with the wood nynph. "Listen to our prayers, we beseech thee!
Ve

seek to do thy will, in Christ's name, but thy will has not yet been fully
reveal ed to us. Show us a sign! Show us thy intention! Show us—
A sharp crack rent the air, stopping the priest in m d-speech. | |eaped up,

convinced that the sound had been nade by the nonster, coming with its new
nout h

to eat us all.

But it was instead the sign the priest had asked for. A second |ater, thunder
roll ed across the cloudl ess sky and we | ooked up to see smoke beginning to

ri se

from
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the edge of the cliff. Lightning fromheaven had set fire to the

ent repreneurs

wi ndl ass.
The thin priest, still on his knees, stared dunbfounded, as I"'msure | did as
wel | . The Cranky Saint was beginning to be a little too active for ny taste.

"I do hope those poor m sguided souls had not invested too rmuch in their
figurines," said the old hermt mldly.

Joachi m appeared to be al nbst transfigured by the sight and it took a minute
for

the three priests to recover their equilibrium They did not seemto have
expected anything this dramatic.

'"This means— blurted out the youngest priest.

But the thin priest silenced himat once. ' It nmeans the saint has |istened
to

our poor prayers,'

he said. "This has becone a valley of sinful activities,



of

t hose who have perverted Christ's pure purpose,” which seened a little harsh
on

the apprentices, considering that the hernit had just forgiven them and

prom sed

t hem God' s forgi veness.

"Now that the sin has been rebuked,"” added the round priest, "there can be no
doubt that the saint will wisn to |leave for a nmore virtuous site."

For a nonent the old hermt |ooked stunned. "But the saint's sign— he began
al nost pathetically.

"Wait," | said suddenly. | had just thought of something. "You priests and
hermts don't want to start squabbling in front of a wi zard about interpreting
a

saint's intention." | hoped the Cranky Saint would go along with this. "Once
before, fifteen hundred years ago, priests fromyour city came to take the
rehc

of the Holy Toe and the saint reveal ed unanbi guously his desire to renain.
Test

hi m agai n the sane way!"

| stepped back, watching ana waiting while they talked it over. The old
her m t

turned his snmile full on ne. The three priests brought out and Iit nore
candl es,

then knelt in silent prayer for a monent. They then stepped up to the altar
and

all put their hands on the reliquary.
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"Sai nt Eusebius, we wish to take thy holy relics with us, to honor them and
serve thee devotedly,"” said the thin priest. "Therefore, we beg you to nake
your

will explicit to us, your humble servants. W shall now nost reverently lift
your reliquary and ask that you express your desire to acconpany us by making
the Gol den Toe as light as a feather in our hands. In the nane of the Father
and

of =

As the thin priest spoke, all three began to lift, but his voice faded as
not hi ng happened. The reliquary remained as still as though nailed to the
altar.

It didnt look as though today's priests were having any better |uck than
their

predecessors fifteen centuries earlier. The thin priest bent down and | ooked
at

t he base, as though suspecting a trick. "VWhat's with this? Let's try it
again, "

ne said in an undertone, not sounding pious at all.

"—and of the Son— They gave another, nore violent heave. The reliquary did
not

budge.

The old hermt stepped up beside them "Let ne see," he said. He slipped one
hand beneath the Gol den Toe and lifted. It cane up as light as a feather in
hi s

hand.

He set it back on the altar and turned to the priests. "Do you have your
answer ,

nmy brothers?" he asked in genuine sweetness.

The round priest could not resist a last tug, nunbling "—and of the Holy
Spirit!" but it was as ineffective as the first two.

Joachimcleared his throat. "The test has been clearly rendered,"” he said.
"The



saint's purpose may have been anbi guous before, but there can be no ambiguity
now. | ndeed—

He stopped speaki ng and | ooked up. The sky above us darkened and a swirling
wi nd

suddenl y surrounded

""" tlv in spite of

the grove. The air touched us ve o a force strong enough, | felt, to have
lifted
us fromthe ground. | would have expected the wind to snell of the trees and

river, or even of the priests' incense.
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But it snelled of neither, being instead of an al nbst overpoweri ng sweetness,
even sweeter than the king' s best roses.

| stared although |I could see nothing beyond the valley itself, gripped by
enotion that conbined great fear with great joy. Just for a second, although
I

coul d never reconstruct the explanation afterwards, | knew | did not need to
guesti on what the saint had or had not done, and felt overcome with awe and
hum lity.

In the mddle of the wind, | heard a voice, a woman's voice, high in the
trees

above us, and realized that it was the wood nynph. She call ed, "Eusebius!"
The echo of her voice nmurnured up and down the valley, and then the wi nd was

gone as suddenly as it had come up. | felt a bunp, nmental rather than

physi cal

as | fell back to nyself out of the swirling air.

Joachi m passed a hand over his brow. | knew how he felt. But the chaplain
spoke

calmy. "Indeed," he said, continuing where he had left off, "we can no

| onger

doubt the will of the saint. He wishes his relics to remain in this valley,
where they have been since the day of his martyrdom | amsorry you had such
a

long and difficult trip, my brothers.’

The priests' eyes cane back into focus and they went from | ooking dreany to
| ooking highly irritated: with Joachim wth the hermt, with me and, nopst of
all, with the Cranky Saint. But there was little answer they could give. The
youngest priest began bl owi ng out the candl es that had not been extingui shed
in

the wi nd.

| glanced around the grove, mentally catching ny breath, and suddenly
realized

who was m ssing. 'Joachim" | said, taking himby the arm "where is he?
Wher e

is EvrardpP"

"The ot her w zard?" said the youngest priest. "He went off in that direction
a

whil e ago." He gestured vaguely, but there was no question of the direction
He

was motioning toward the cave

PART EI GHAT The Monster

| turned fromthe priests and began wal king as fast as | could, cold with
fear,

toward the cave. | realized | had not seen Evrard since the |eader of the
apprentices had begun scaling the cliff.

He had wanted all along to try to catch the nmonster on his own. He nust have
t aken advantage of the rest of us being distracted, first by the apprentices
confession and then by the Cranky Saint, to slip away to the cave. If he

t hought

| was being too deeply drawn into the affairs of the Church, then he m ght



t hi nk
it was his duty as a wizard to look for the nonster wthout nme.
Joachi m caught up. There was no need to explain to himwhat had happened.

"1've
got the old wizard' s staff for light," | saia.
We reached the cave entrance and | ooked in. | did not sense the i nmedi ate

presence of the nonster, but there were fresh sooty marks on the |inestone
showi ng that someone had conme this way very recently with a torch

| illumnated the silver ball on top of the staff and
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we hurried, bent double, down the first stretch of tunnel and into the great

chanmber. | had no tine to waste adnmiring the walls glinting like jewels in
t he
light. | went immediately to the passage on the far side which the old w zard

and | had taken. Lying on the cave floor, alnost invisible anong the gravel,
was

a pale line of kinked thread.

"He paid out the thread yesterday," said Joachim "and then wound it back up
as

we ran into each dead

end. "

W hurried along the tunnel, the wi zard' s staff tipped forward so that the
silver ball showed the faint line of the thread we foll owed.

"Evrard!" | shouted inside nmy mnd. "Were are
you?"

| heard his answering nental voice at once. "I'm
fine. I'"lIl see you shortly.'

| was only slightly reassured and we hurried on. But in |less than ten nore
m nutes we saw a light flickering ahead of us that was not the light of ny
wi zard's staff and Evrard came around the corner, carrying a torch.

"Sorry if | worried you," he said, alnmpst nonchalantly. "But with all that

busi ness about the saint, it didn't seemas though | was needed. | just
want ed

to explore the cave a little nore. By the way, Dainbert, | did find your
magi ¢

marks. Did the Cranky Saint ever make it clear what he wanted to do?"
Joachimtold himbriefly what had happened, Evrard tidily w nding the thread

back up while we wal ked. | tried addressing himsternly, mnd to mnd, but he
now had his thoughts well shielded. | shrugged and gave it up. W knew, at
any

rate, that the nonster was still deep within the cave.

Back in the valley, the three priests were grunpily packing, preparing to go.
There was no sign of the hernit or his apprentices.

"I think we'd better go, too," | said. "I need to get
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back to the royal castle to bury ny predecessor as quickly as possible.’
"It's already late," said Joachim "W can't possibly make it there tonight."
"I amleaving this valley," |I said as distinctly as | could. "I can use the
magi ¢ light to show our way after dark."

The chapl ain | ooked at nme in assessment and shook his head. 'You're already
exhausted, in body and in spirit. And even your mmgic staff won't cast enough
light for the horses. Let's go to the duchess' castle tonight and on to the
royal castle tonorrow "

As we rode down the valley, the wizard' s coffin strapped to the priests' pack

horse, | wondered uneasily if my desire to be free at |last of the valley had
distorted ny judgnent. | had stayed even when | knew ny duty as a wi zard was
to

go in search of the nonster. Now | had a duty to bury ny predecessor at hone



and

to catch the nonster here and ny strongest drive was to get out of the
val | ey,

not necessarily because it was the best choice, but because | had been unabl e
to

do so before.

| told nyself that a saint who could sumon lightning froma clear sky would
not

et a creature of nmagic and bone hurt those who served his shrine, that the
nmonst er ni ght now wander aimessly in the cave for weeks. But | also told
nysel f

that Tbarring mracles, and nmracles by their very nature could not be

count ed

on, religion was primarily useful for dealing with the supernatural and the
hereafter. The priests mght try to explain to wi zards the deep netaphysica
significance of the forces of the material universe, but they always seened
to

| eave us with the full responsibility for dealing with those forces.

Evrard and | rode in front and, as we started up the steep road, a tree
branch

bef ore us suddenly di pped. For a second we saw t he wood nynph, who smniled and
gave us a cheerful wave before di sappearing again anmong the | eaves.
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She had called the saint's name as the wind had whirled around the shrine
and,

al though | refused to specul ate about whether that m ght mean she had a sou
after all, | guessed that her old friend Eusebius had spoken to her at |ast.
At the top of the cliff, the weckage of the booth and the wi ndlass stil

sent

thin plumes of snoke into the late afternoon air. As we approached, | was
surprised to see the young man in the feathered cap. He and three others, whom
I

recogni zed as the nen | had thought were pilgrinms, were poking through the
ashes. So far they nad found half a dozen unbroken ceram c figurines.

The "pilgrinms" stepped back rather self-consciously, but the young man | ooked
up

and gave his customary snmile in spite of the ruins of his plans and, for that
matter, Domnic's. "Greetings, Wzard," he said to Evrard, ignoring the rest
of

us. "I know |l told you I'd get back to you about your offer to come help us
with
your magic, but I'mafraid we won't be able to start until later this sumer
and

maybe not this year at all."

"Ch?" asked Evrard inpassively. "As you can see, we had a little accident.
And

t he peopl e who were sponsoring us seemto have pulled out. W aren't going to
be

abl e to make our 'overhead' costs, nmuch less any profit at this rate. W
haven't

even quite made up our mnds yet whether we should continue to try to set up

here." None of us were fooled by this comment. ' But if we need a w zard for
anot her project, we'll be sure to keep you in mind!" "Thank you," said Evrard
gravely. "Just renenber nmy fee scale.” It was not until we were another
quarter

mle down the road that he began to |augh

Shadows were | ong when we reached the duchess' castle. So far, it appeared,
no

one there had married anyone, but both Dominic and Ninrod were still at the



castle, neither speaking to the other. Joachim
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hurried to the pigeon loft to send the bishop his message, but the rest of us
sat down in the great hall in something of an exhausted daze.

Di ana was nell ower toward her wi zard than | had expected. After she had set
her

constable to finding accommobdations for all of us, she sat down to listen to
hi s

account of what had happened in the valley in the two days since she had
left.

Evrard told her nost of the story, even though he had m ssed the Cranky
Saint's

m racul ous denonstration of his intention to stay at the grove and had gotten
the details from Joachimand me. As for any information about the death of

t he

old wi zard, other than the bald fact that the nonster had killed him | had
not

tol d anyone and did not intend to.

| hardly heard their conversation, giving all ny attention instead to hot
soup

and new bread and butter. But | did rouse nyself at the end of the nmeal to
address the duchess.

"My lady, do you think it would be possible for you to send sone food on a
regul ar basis to the hernit and his apprentices?"

D ana actually | ooked enbarrassed. "OF course. | should have thought of that
nmysel f. The valley is surrounded by ny duchy,” with a sharp | ook toward
Domi ni ¢

"Il arrange for themto get fresh bread fromny kitchens every week,
starting

t onmor r ow. "

When Evrard and | went up to the freshly repainted wizard' s roomat the top
of

t he duchess' castle, | fell at once into exhausted sleep. But sonme time after
m dni ght | awoke with a gasp, drenched with sweat and feeling ny heart
poundi ng

with nightmare terror.

Li stening to Evrard's peaceful breathing, | tried to persuade nyself that it
was

i ndeed only a nightmare, that Saint Eusebius, after all that had happened,
was

unlikely now to send ne a true vision

Slowing my heart with long, deep breaths, | settled back down, but as soon as
I

cl osed ny eyes against the room s darkness | could see it again: the nonster
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roaring, w de-mouthed, as it had when it had killed the old wi zard, but this
time, standing hel pl ess before it, were all the people | loved in Yurt.

n

W buried the old wizard at the royal graveyard of Yurt late in the afternoon
of

the foll owi ng day. Joachimread the service while the rest of us stood
silently,

i ncluding the priests of Saint Eusebius who now threatened to becone as
cranky

as their saint, and the duchess, with Donminic and Ninrod on either

si de of her.

They offered me the shovel to toss the first load of dirt onto the coffin. |
was

still young enough that even though | mght fear violent death, | had no idea



how | would react to the prospect of slowy growing old and weak. | couldn't
be

sure what | might think in another two hundred years, but | hoped fervently I
woul dn't be tenpted to try what mnmy predecessor had.

The royal constable, who had nearly despaired of seeing any of us again after
t he knights of Yurt had come hone with wild stories of the nonster and of the
duchess' two suitors, had been overjoyed when we rode up to the castle. He
prom sed to have the old w zard's books and effects brought to the castle in
t he

next few days and to find a hone for the calico

cat.

Dominic fell into step beside ne as we started up the hill fromthe cenetery.
I

gl anced at himin trepidation, wondering if | was going to be fired even
before

| had a chance to pursue the nonster

But the regent only seened thoughtful. "Wzard, have you ever suddenly w shed
you could go somewhere and start over, |leave all your problenms and

responsi bilities behind, but discover you' ve said and done things which
conmi t

you far too deeply even to try?"
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| felt a sudden and conpl etely unprecedented burst of affection for the royal
nephew. "I'm glad you understand,"” | said, patting himon the shoul der
"That's

exactly how | feel."

The three priests refused the regent's offer of hospitality for the night,
expressing the intention of putting ten nore mles behind them before

ni ghtfall

and of being in the episcopal city the next day. Joachim saw them off wth
mut ual bl essings and expressions of spiritual good fellowship that sounded
sincere if not enthusiastic.

He urged themto give his personal greetings to the bishop. Since the bishop
woul d al ready have received the chaplain's nessage, via carrier pigeon, that
t he

relics of Saint Eusebius would stay in Yurt after all and that the wood nynph
posed no problens for the sanctity of the grove, it was too late for the

priests

to tell hima different story.

Evrard and | al so had sonewhere to go. | was trying to decide if we should
start

back for the valley at once or if it would be too irresponsible to sleep in a
real bed one nore night before begi nning our search for the nonster when
Dominic, fully back on his royal dignity, decided for ne.

You and the chaplain started this," he said, "when you clainmed to be

conpet ent

j udges between Prince Ascelin and ne." In fact, | thought, he and the duchess
had started it much earlier by both deciding they needed their own rea
househol ds. "You may have forgotten about the integrity and purity of the

ki ngdom but | have not. Tonorrow, the duchess rmust be married."

"Fine," said D ana, who was standing nearby. "It's even nore dignified to be
married in the royal chapel than in my own castle chapel. It's a good thing

t hought to bring al ong ny best dress.™

After dinner Joachimasked ne up to his room He Iit the candles, then sat
down

on one of his hard
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chairs. "Wuld you like to tell me,
really happened in the cave?

he said, giving me a long | ook, "what



Even though | had earlier decided not to tell anyone, it was a relief to do
S0,

a much bigger relief than | had expected. The act of telling noved the events
into the external world, nmade it less of a continuing nightmare that affected

only me. But, unfortunately, | knew that the nonster was al so part of the
real

wor | d.

Joachimsaid very little while | told it. "Maybe |I should never have becone
Royal Wzard," | finished. "Al I've done is make other wi zards act foolishly
in

trying to show off to ne how well they can do magic. The old w zard, once he
was

retired, may have started naking a nmonster in part to inpress me. And you saw
Evrard in the cave yesterday. He's going to get hinmself into trouble by
trying

to convince ne he can have good i deas of his own."

"If it hadn't been you, it would have been another w zard."

"For the two years |'ve been Royal Wzard, |'ve always had in the back of ny
mnd the thought that if | ran into a problemtoo difficult for ny own
abilities, there was another wi zard to call on. Even though it didn't worked
out

like that, the thought was reassuring. And now there is no one to call on in
t he

ki ngdom but me.

The chapl ai n shook his head. "I've already told you: Each person nust answer
for

his or her own soul before God. We have to do our best not to | ead others
astray

but, ultimately, we nust allow themto sin or do good on their own."

Al though | hadn't been tal king about | eadi ng anyone into sin, Joachims words
were oddly conforting. Then | thought of sonething. "Wait a mnute. Wen |
first

cane to Yurt, you said that you' d had to take responsibility for nmy soul with
t he Di shop."

Joachi m | ooked at me as though | was speaking non-jnse. "But that's
different.

I"ma priest.

sense.
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There was one nore thing that bothered nme, that | had not before dared bring

up.

"It doesn't seemfair, Joachim" | said at |ast.

He lifted his eyebrows w thout speaking.

| took a deep breath. "If Saint Eusebius was willing to save ny life, why
didn't

he save the old w zard?"

"There are several reasons | could tell you," said Joachimslowy, "and other
reasons that |lie beyond the understanding of nortals. The easiest answer
woul d

be that you had prayed to the saint with a contrite heart and the old w zard
had

not, but that would wongly suggest that relations between living nen and the
saints were sinply mechanical." H s deep-set eyes net mne for a second, then
he

| ooked away. "I was praying for both of you."

He fell silent. |I did not answer, waiting to see if he would go on

"Wien we |live and when we die," he continued after a mnute, "is not
ultimately

due to the specific prayers we do or do not say, though the Bible tells us to
pray wi thout ceasing. Qur destiny, rather, lies in the hands of God. You



can't

speak of what is 'fair." Al of us, ever since Adam are sinners, and deserve
death and dammation. That God, fromH s nmercy, allows us to |live and be happy
at

all should fill us with profound gratitude."
"I still don't think it's fair," | said. "If | were in charge of things,
woul d

make them nmuch less arbitrary.”
"You sound like Job," the chaplain comented. He nmoved slightly and his eyes

cane out of the shadows. " 'My righteousness is nore than God's.'" | had no

i dea

what he was tal king about. "But God answered Job out of the whirlw nd, 'Where
wast thou when | laid the foundations of the earth? Wereupon are the

foundati ons thereof fastened? O who laid the corner stone thereof, when the
norni ng stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy? "
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"Well," | said grunpily, "I should have known better than to try to discuss
t heol ogy with you."

Joachimdid not answer, but the corners of his eyes crinkled with anmusenent.
| thought it ironic that he, who rarely smled, should do so when | felt |

m ght

never smle again. "Wat's so funny?"

"You are. That sounds like what |'m supposed to say to you."

In the norning, wearing ny best blue velvet suit and feeling al nost human
agai n,

I stood with the chaplain beside the royal throne of Yurt in the castle's

gr eat

hal I .

It had been an enornous confort to be able to take a bath in my own bat htub
and

to fall asleep in my own bed. Even the illusory frog which Evrard had put on

pillow did not keep me awake for | ong.

Dom ni ¢ now sat on the throne, glowering, waiting for the duchess to appear
Hs

ruby ring in its snake setting glistened on his finger. In the distance,
coul d

hear a great deal of urgent shouting fromthe kitchen; the cook and Gaen were
madly preparing for a wedding feast they had only | earned about |ast night.
The duchess appeared at last, dressed in a wide-skirted dress of white | ace
t hat

she nmust have had in her baggage the whole tinme. The ol d-fashi oned hi gh
neckl i ne

and the slightly yellow tinge suggested she was wearing her nother s weddi ng
dress. The delicacy of the lace contrasted sharply with the hamered gol d of
her

wi de bracel et s.

Dom nic, too, was dressed in finery, black velvet trimed with the blue and
white of the royal coat of arms, and he wore a heavy gold chain around his
neck.

But Ni nrod, who had cone to Yurt as a huntsman and was nuch too tall to wear
anyone else's clothes, was still dressed in rough green. But with a newy
trimed beard and a sober face, he managed to | ook nore dignified than nost
of

the court.
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Several of the knights of Yurt seened to have deci ded that they, too, m ght
have

a chance with Diana for they had put on their best and were | aughi ng and



t easi ng

each other. But Dominic was absolutely serious and a deep frown quickly

si | enced

t he knights. He seened, | thought, much sul ki er than anyone shoul d who woul d
be

getting married in half an hour. He beckoned to the duchess with a massive
hand

and she cane quietly to stand before him

"The purity of the ki ngdom depends on the purity of its wonen,'
in

a deep voi ce.

Joachimstartled ne by saying, "And the same is true of its nen."
"A kingdomis not nerely a piece of land," the regent continued,
political

unit, but a group of people who are both guarded and gui ded by their
aristocracy."

Di ana' s cheeks reddened slightly as she listened. Those who had stayed behind
at

the castle had received, | was sure, a highly specul ative but nonet hel ess
detail ed version of what nad actually happened that night on the plateau

| tried to contenplate, difficult as it was, Dom nic and D ana actually
married

to each other. The regent had maneuvered her into this position, of having to
marry to preserve her honor, but she had been willing to be maneuvered.

still

didn't know what her intentions had originally been toward Prince Ascelin,

but

now t hat she had—quite wongly, | thought—-decided he was a coward, she would
certainly not marry him But she woul d now have the househol d she had deci ded
she want ed when she hired Evrard and she and Doninic could live in her castle
on

her rents.

"Therefore," Dom nic continued, "any suggestion, any runor of inpurity by one
of

its |l eading women nust be rectified at once." He paused briefly, as though
overcone at the last nmonent with reluctance. But he thrust out his chin and
continued. "My |l ady, you have already agreed that certain of your activities
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have become sources of scandal and that only narriage, innmedi ate marri age,
will

wi pe this scandal away. Do you still agree?"

The chapl ai n spoke before she could answer. "Think carefully before you give
your response. Marriage is created by God, for the welfare of nen and wonen.
I't

is only valid if consent is freely given and it cannot be entered into by
intimdation or force."

he announced

or a

Dom ni ¢ frowned again, but Diana shot Joachima quick smle. "I have indeed
t hought carefully. You may be assured | have never yet been forced into
anyt hi ng. "

She turned to face the rest of the court. The faint blush was gone from her
cheeks and she appeared to be enjoying herself highly. "As all of you know, |
have stayed single all nmy life because | never yet found a nan who pl eased
ne.

But now, by the pleasantest coincidence, at exactly the same tinme when
certain

events m ght recomend a speedy wedding, | have decided that a suitor whom
earlier refused to consider is indeed the man for ne."

Both Dominic and Ninrod stirred uneasily. N nrod watched Diana intently, not
daring to hope.



"Four days ago," Diana continued, "two nen threatened to kill each other over
ne

and then both tried to protect ne when a nonster unexpectedly appeared and
attenpted to carry nme off. |, naturally, would have rescued nyself, except

t hat

the nonster had paralyzed nme." | never had told her the source of that

paral ysi s

spel | and never would now. "One of these nen is the one who has won ny heart."
She stretched it out for ten seconds nore, |ooking back and forth between
Dom nic and Ninrod as though still trying to make up her nmind. Both of them
| ooked back at her white-faced.

Then suddenly she had pity on them She turned to Ninrod with the assurance
of

doi ng exactly what she had al ways intended to do. "Prince Ascelin," she
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said formally, holding out her hands, "would you consent to be ny husband?"
The tall prince sniled at last, a smle that transformed his face. He lifted
her

up and swung her far off the ground, so that her dress billowed out and she
| aughed breathlessly. He said | oudly enough for everyone to hear, "Diana, |

| ove

you and always will, but you are the world' s worst tease!"
| 1 ooked quickly at Donminic. He was caught between relief and wounded
dignity,

but relief appeared to be wi nning.

The constabl e pushed forward through the suddenly | aughing and tal king crowd
to

make hinself heard. "If you would all like to proceed to the chapel for the
weddi ng, | can promise you a fine feast afterwards!"

Wth good-natured jostling, everyone nmade their way up the narrow stairs to
t he

castl e chapel. The kitchen staff were still desperately cooking ana

pr epari ng,

but the rest of the servants joined the knights and | adi es.

There was a nonent's hesitati on over who should escort the bride to the altar
I

was afraid the duchess woul d ask Dominic, but she seenmed to decide that that
woul d push her luck too far for, to my surprise, she asked ne.

"So, how did you finally decide to accept Prince Ascelin?" | asked in a | ow
voi ce as we stood at the door of the chapel, waiting for everyone to settle
down

and for the nmusic to begin.

She squeezed my armand smiled. "I'd always intended to marry him | know you
realized that all along."
If she thought | had guessed far more than I in fact had, | was not going to

di sabuse her.

"That's why | had ny wi zard nake the great homed rabbits, of course, so
coul d

have an excuse to invite himinto the kingdom After refusing himfive years

ago, | couldn't very well send hima nmessage by the pigeons that | had
changed

my mind! | had to have a
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chance to see him to hunt with him to nake sure his own heart hadn't
changed.

"When we'd known each other in the City, all | saw was someone extrenely
handsome, an extrenely good dancer, who seened to have a much too priggish
nor a

sense for any young nenber of the aristocracy. He'd told ne he was a renowned



hunter, but I'd never even seen himhunt. | had to turn himdown. But in the
years since then ... O course, his seeking sanctuary when Domi nic wanted to
kill him | at first thought was cowardice. But then | realized it was both
courage and good noral sense, and naybe | need nore of the

latter nyself."

She | aughed up at nme, then turned it into a frown. "There is one thing

still

don't know. I'd had ny wi zard make the horned rabbits so Ascelin and | could
hunt them together, but why did he appear in Yurt even before |I'd had a
chance

to send hima nessage?"

| smled. "Once you're married, I'msure he'll tel

you. "

It was alnmost like a fairy tale in which the handsone peasant boy woos and
Wi ns

the I ovely princess, except that Prince Ascelin had never been a peasant and
D ana had never inmagined that he was.

The chapel's brass choir began to play; | tucked her hand firmy under my arm
and wal ked with her down the aisle. Joachim | ooking sober, and N nrod,

| ooki ng

overwhel mingly glad, waited for us by the altar

in

The service was short but dignified. The duchess gl owed and Ni nrod's rough
cl ot hes becane trivial conpared with his happiness. Dominic sat inpassively
t hr oughout, but at the end he did step forward to be the first of the
spectators

to kiss the bride.

In the tal king and | aughing that followed, | heard himsay to young Hugo,
"You

know, | may i ndeed
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t ake you up on your offer to go back to the Gty with you.'

| slipped away fromthe knot of people around the altar with no attention to

spare for Domnic. | had an idea.
In the great hall, the kitchen staff was still setting up the tables for the
weddi ng feast. | went quickly by themwith a nod for Gaen and into the room

where we kept the magic glass tel ephone.

It took ne several tries, including a call to the wi zards' school, before
was

able to get the magic coordinates for the kingdomfar up in the eastern
nmount ai ns where El erius was Royal Wzard. Then it took several minutes for
hi m

to come to the phone. | realized ny heart was begi nning to pound, as though
nm ght have only a few nmonents before the nonster was on us, and the tine was
al nost gone.

At first Elerius didn't remenber nme, although he tried politely to act as

t hough

he did. Wen he finally realized that, in spite of the white beard, | was the
Dai nbert, three classes behind him who had al ways seened so unpromi sing to
t he

masters, he surprised me by congratulating nme with apparently conplete
sincerity

on the invention of the far-seeing tel ephone. But he then had trouble
under st andi ng what | wanted.

"It's been made with the old magic,' | repeated, willing the tiny figure in
t he

t el ephone base to know the solution. H s black eyebrows made triangl es over
hi s

eyes, which were a light brown, alnost tawny yellow, and which |I had al ways
found disturbing in spite of their inevitably hel pful expression. "Sonething



simlar to the spells you taught in that course at the school this spring.
"And you've already tried shooting it and paral yzing it?"

"That's what | said. And nothing works."

El erius thought this over, |ooking troubled. He had al ways been very kind to
t he

younger wi zardry students and i ndeed seened anxi ous, unlike nost ol der
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wi zards, to be friendly with everyone. If we hadn't always been so jeal ous of
him we probably would have |ikea him

"There isn't a single spell to give sticks and bones the senbl ance of life,"
he

said at last. "Your predecessor's magic certainly falls into a certain

cat egory

of spells, the sane category | learned fromthe old magician here, but at a
certain point every renegade wizard who tries to create a |living being nust
go

about it differently."

"And there isn't a universal spell to dissolve such creatures?"

"I don't think so, Dainmbert, or if so | certainly don't knowit."

"How about the teachers at the school ?" | asked urgently. "I heard—= |
considered trying to explain about Ninrod and gave it up. "I heard that, sone
years ago, a renegade w zard made a whole army of creatures out of hair and
bone

and the school was able to catch them and destroy them"

"I"'mafraid," said Elerius dryly, running a hand over his black beard, "that
that was the old nagician here in my kingdom The masters of the school won't
know any spells against creatures nore conpl ex than what young Evrard made.
The

magi ci an had oeen in hiding ever since, until | found himup in the nountains
only a nonth before he died. He knew he didn't have | ong and he taught ne the
spel Il s before he went."

| closed and opened nmy eyes. "All right. Thank you. 11l see what | can

i mprovi se. Just pronise ne one thing."

"Certainly."

"I'f I fail, I'll tel ephone you again—er |'ll |eave word to have soneone el se
call if the nonster kills nme. Should that happen, swear to nme you'll get the

best hel p possible fromthe school or fromany other w zards there maybe who
know the old nagic. You ve got to conme to Yurt and stop this thing."

He nodded slowy. | promse to try. But |'m
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confident the creator of the far-seeing tel ephone will find a way hinmsel f."

| leaned nmy forehead agai nst the stone wall once he hung up, wishing | felt
as

confident. My predecessor was gone far beyond where | could ask his advice.

| f

the best wi zardry student the school had ever had, one invited back to teach
a

magi ¢ none of the ol der masters knew, didn't know any spells nore conplicated
than those to nake great horned rabbits, | had no idea how | was going to
stop

the nonster. But sonehow | had to.

It sounded as though the weddi ng party was com ng down fromthe chapel. |
went

to find Evrard, wondering if it would be nore unsuitable to | eave before the
weddi ng feast or irresponsible to stay for it. But then a huge crash
resounded

in the great hall, followed by a scream

The scream was repeated. It was a wonman's voi ce.

In the chapel stairway | could hear the shouts of the knights of Yurt. But



t hey

couldn't help with what | knew | would find.

| raced into the great hall as Evrard and the knights burst in fromthe other
side. In the mddle of the hall, between the rose-decorated trestle tables,
stood Gmen, clutching her baby, a trayful of silverware at her feet and an
overturned bench bl ocking her retreat. Before her was the nonster

"Cood," said Evrard

"What do you nean, good?" | al nost screaned at him

The great hall was instantly a scene of panic as wonmen and nen yell ed, sone
fighting to retreat up the chapel stairs as others fought to get out, and

t hose

already in the great hall ran in all directions. Only Gaen stood frozen; a
creature as tall as a man but twi ce as broad slowy advanced toward her, its
undead eyes staring fixedly at the baby.

One of the royal knights |eaped forward, but the
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nmonster lifted an arm alnost lazily, and dashed himto the fl agstones.
Evrard sprang between Gmen and the nonster, and it paused, then shifted its
eyes

to him "M spell's working!" he shouted to ne. "Come on! It should follow"
He

darted by the nonster and out through the tall doors into the courtyard.
Tur ni ng

its back on Gaen and the dazed kni ght, the nonster |unbered

after him

Evrard waited in the courtyard, but as soon as the nonster canme out he was
of f

again, flying through the gates, across the drawbridge and onto the grass
beyond. Again the nonster followed and | flew behind. Qut of the valley it
noved

relatively slowmy, which was a relief. But seeing it again brought back
vividly

the last tine | had seen it, as it had raced away fromkilling the old w zard.
"What did you do?" | denanded, dropping to the ground next to Evrard.

"I inprovised," he said, panting but |ooking inordinately proud of hinself.
"l

know t hey purposely never taught us the summoning spell, but a few of us
young

wi zards found it in the Master's books, one night about a week before I left
t he

school . "

It was exactly what | had done nyself. Maybe the Master had known all al ong
what

we were doing. The nonster had stopped and was eyeing us, its head thrust
forward between massive shoul ders.

"I decided you were right," Evrard went on, "that | couldn't very well sumon

somet hing without a proper mind, so | altered the spell. You' re not the only
person who can inprovise!"
| had to admire his ingenuity, if not his good sense. | kept an eye warily on

the nonster. It noved slowy toward us and we backed away. It noved agai n,
slightly faster, and we backed up faster

"But how did you manage to put a spell on it?" | yelled to Evrard.
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"While you were all busy worrying about the saint, | went back into the cave
after it, renenber?"

The nonster was backing us down the hill toward the woods. Its eyes stil
seened

alive even without the old w zard | ooking through them "You found it but
didn't



tell me?" | demanded furiously.

"Well, no, | didn't actually find it. But | went far enough back to be fairly
sure | was going the right way. So | set up ny sunmoning spell and added a
few

touches to your magi c marks, which | hoped would help draw the nonster in the
right direction. Once it was out of the cave, | didn't doubt it would be able
to

foll ow us back here if 1'd made ny spell strong enough. And it | ooks as though
I

did"

H s spell was certainly working. The nonster seened fascinated by Evrard.
Slowy

and inexorably, it kept comi ng toward us.

W flew, at this point, down the hill to where the brick road fromthe castle
entered the trees and paused again. "Evrard," | said, speaking slowy and

carefully, "would you like to tell me why you called the nonster out of the
val | ey and brought it here?"

"You're not pleased with me?" asked Evrard in distress.

So he'd figured it out at |ast.

"And 1'd thought you'd be inpressed! If | hadn't summoned it, your Cranky

Sai nt

woul d probably have shipped it out of his valley and sent it after you
anyway,

since he seens to like you so nuch."

| ignored this jab. Overcoming the nonster would need both of us. Besides, he
m ght be right. "But why did you bring it here?"

The nonster swung its arnms as it advanced nore quickly now It would have
been

frightening enough if it was some sort of enornous creature, like a bear, but
the mndl ess stare made it horrible, a force of nature given separate
volition

and evil intent.

"Well, | had to get it out the valley, of course," said Evrard, noving back
into

the woods. "It was able to
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nmove nuch faster there, so it was clear we didn't have the slightest chance
against it. Since we were com ng back to the royal castle ourselves, didn't
it

make sense to have it cone here, too?"

"I wonder if it killed anyone on the way," | said grinly

"It shouldn't have," said Evrard. "I deliberately nade ny spell so strong

t hat

it wouldn't want to stop.'

He might be content to gl oat over how well his spell had worked, but | could
no

| onger stand the tension. "Cone on," | said abruptly. "Let's take it down to
t he

old wi zard's cottage. He had it inprisoned there once; we may be able to bind
it

agai n.

| had beconme aware of the knights, led by Prince Ascelin, assenbling on the
castle hill. | couldn't risk letting himbe killed on his weddi ng day.
Evrard and | flew along the road into the woods and the castle was lost to
si ght

behi nd us. Al npbst imrediately, we had to pick up speed as the nmonster pursued
with a rapidity it had not yet shown today. It chased us with its arns

ext ended,

emtting a |l ow roar.



Evrard, | was sure, was now flying farther and faster than he ever had

bef ore.

W darted back and forth along the forest path, avoidi ng overhangi ng
branches,

but behind us we heard snappi ng and crashing as the nonster plowed straight

t hr ough.

W shot out into the clearing before the old wizard' s cottage maybe a quarter
m | e ahead of it. G abbing Evrard by the armwhen he seened to sag, | flew
strai ght up and hovered twenty feet above the ground.

"Try to distract the nonster when it gets here," | said. 'I've got to | ook at
ny

predecessor's notes." | dropped to the ground and went through the green door

into the wizard' s cottage

The roomwas, if possible, an even greater ness than when | had seen it |ast.
I

| ooked around quickly, hoping wildly there m ght be something here to help.
Most

of the old wizard' s books were dusty and
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appear ed | ong-unopened, but a massive register was propped up on the table,

ready if he ever came back. | glanced at the page to which it was open, then
began to read. Here was the spell, witten out in the old wizard' s spidery
hand,

that had created his creature fromdead bones. In the first three lines were
t wo

nmentions of herbs of which |I'd never heard.

| flipped forward. The spell went on for fifteen pages.

A wordl ess roar sent nme diving for the wi ndow, which turned out to be | ocked.
But the creature did not cone in. In a nonment, | | ooked cautiously out the
door.

It was in the clearing in front of the cottage, circling bel ow Evrard and
ignoring me, at least for the monent. Evrard remai ned twenty feet off the
ground, concentrating on holding hinmself up. "Keep it |ooking at you," | said
qui ckly, "but don't do anything to excite it. If you can hold its attention
for

another two mnutes, I'll try to find the herbs for the spell to bind it." |
shot behind the old wi zard's cottage.

My predecessor had al ways had an herb garden where he grew the nost conmon
magi cal herbs. | had thought I knew it well, but this sumrer over half the
garden was given to a low, leafy plant | never renenbered seeing here before.
I

pl ucked one, |ooked at it closely, and probed it with magic. This was the
same

herb the old wi zard had found in the valley.

| flew back to Evrard and the nonster, my fingers already starting to gl ow

bl ue.

"I"'mgoing to try to put a special binding spell onit, but this wifl only
wor k

if the creature is absolutely still. Let's go over to the tree.’
fly

and cast a conplicated spell at the same time was too rmuch for ne. W flewto
t he enornmous oak tree that sheltered the old w zard' s cottage.

Evrard col | apsed agai nst the trunk, the sweat running down his face. In spite
of

ny own greater

Trying to
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practice in flying, | was not in rmuch better shape. | wondered uneasily how
wel |

the nonster could clinb.



At first, it seened content to circle the tree, appearing and di sappearing
from

our sight. Its search for Iife had not been blunted by killing the old w zard.
I

hoped the cat had had the sense to hide.

| started trying to put the wizard' s binding spell together, though if the

nonster kept on noving, it wasn't going to do nmuch good. In the cave, | had
been

able to bind it only with the old wizard's help. | realized that | should
have

taught Evrard the spell inmediately. Once again | had failed, this time in
bei ng

too caught up the last two days in nmy own exhaustion and sorrow and sense of
responsibility. | had neglected to | ook for help from soneone who was, at

| east

potentially, a perfectly conmpetent young wi zard and had, after all, once nade
a

manl i ke creature hinmself. "Stop noving!" | nuttered in the nonster's
direction.

"Qtherwise, I'll never be able to bind you."

In a noment, Evrard had caught his breath enough to sit up again. He turned
to

face me, his jaw set. "Well, Dainbert, | guess this is ny problemand there
are

two ways to solve it.

"My calling spell has made it interested only in me. You said it was

sear chi ng
for life and the life it wants is mne. Either | can |eave Yurt, which would
make it follow me— | started to speak but he didn't give ne a chance. "—eor |

can go down to neet it. Wile it does to ne whatever it wants to do, you can
try

your binding spell."

IV

"Good God, Evrard,"! cried, "you can't be serious! You certainly cant spend
t he

rest of your life flying around the western kingdons with it on your tail,
but

there nust be a solution short of letting it kill you!"

"Such as?"
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"I'f it would just stand still for a mnute, I'd try this binding spell. It
did

wor k before."”

Evrard | ooked at me from behind | owered eyelids. "I've got another idea. How
about if | try dropping things on it? | know !l can't kill it that way, but
with

a boul der lying across it, it mght be nore susceptible to your binding
spel | ."

"Good idea,' | said, taking himby the shoulders to | ook at himand urgently
hopi ng he had not been serious a nmonent before.

"As soon as | finish catching nmy breath, I'Il go collect some rocks. The
nonst er

can't be stronger than a river, and | was able to block a river's course,
even

if only for alittle while."

Evrard flew off toward the stream and soon he was back, carrying a good-sized
stone with magic. He dropped it in the nmiddle of the clearing and went back
cheerfully for another. The nonster poked at the stone with its hand, then
hurried after him It pushed straight and unhesitatingly through the dense
brush.



In fifteen mnutes, while | desperately worked on spells, Evrard had
accunul at ed

a fairly good pile. Twice he stopped on the oak's wi de branch to rest and,

al |

the tine, the nonster prowl ed back and forth, followi ng himfrombelow | did
not trust its intent expression

It was some of the hardest nagic | had ever done. Not only was the spel

itself

fiendishly difficult, but I constantly had to hold steady the part | had

al r eady

conpleted. A spell | had worked very quickly with the old wi zard now appear ed
intermnable when | tried it alone.

Evrard's voice suddenly cut through the words of the Hi dden Language. "Do you
t hi nk these are enough rocks?"

| came back abruptly to nyself, realized that it was probably very foolish to
try such a conplicated spell balanced on a tree branch, and shouted, "Let's

try
it
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Evrard, still hovering, took a deep breath, squared his shoul ders and began
lifting his rocks with magic.

| couldn't help himand still keep the binding spell ready and he could only

manage one rock at a tinme while flying, but very rapidly he started lifting
and

droppi ng rocks on the nonster's upturned face.

The first few m ssed and, as the next bounced fromits shoul der, the nonster
began to run in circles. But then Evrard got into the rhythm saying the

wor ds

of the Hi dden Language so rapidly that the spell was al nbst self-sustaining,
and

two lucky shots in a row knocked the nonster off its feet. Wth a whoop of
triunmph, Evrard piled another dozen rocks on top if it, so that at |east
monentarily, it lay still.

My turn now. This spell was too difficult to do while flying or even sitting
in

atree. | cane down to the ground, ignoring Evrard' s warning shouts, and
threw

the binding spell at the nonster.

The | oops of the spell caught and held. Crushed by stone and held by the old
wi zard's magic, it lay |ooking at me with unblinking eyes.

Evrard's feet hit the ground beside me. "So is that it? W' ve done it? W' ve
done it!"

"It's still very much alive,” | said, "and if we aren't careful it—=

But | couldn't speak and work nmagic at the same tinme. And the nonster's arm
was

starting to twitch, pushing upward again the stones that inprisoned it.

| threw another | oop of the binding spell around it and again it lay still.
But

it was no | onger |ooking at Evrard. It was | ooking at ne.

W darted back up into the oak. W had a second to catch our breaths, but a
very

precari ous second. Even the old wi zard, who had created this binding spell in
the first place, hadn't been able to keep his creature pinned down for |ong.
I

wi ped nmy forehead with an arm "W have to find a way to destroy it before it
breaks free."
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"Can you teach ne the binding spell?" asked Evrard eagerly.

Til teach you the magic to keep it going." The nonster tw tched again, and



again

| renewed the binding |oops. "There, did you see what | did?" | pushed

dr oopi ng

bits of plant into his hand. "Just keep saying that spell."

"Let's hear it again."

After hearing it once nore and after one abortive attenpt of his own in which
both of the nonster's arns threatened to break out, Evrard knew enough of the
spell to strengthen it whenever it started to weaken, which seened to be
constantly.

"I mght be able to inprovise a way to dissolve the nonster if | knew the

spel |

that created it," | panted. "Quick, teach me the spell you used for the
rabbits

and I'Il try to extrapolate.™

It took twenty minutes for Evrard to teach ne the spell, not because it was

terribly conplicated for someone who already knew a fair amount of the old
magi ¢, but because we had to keep stopping to rebind the nonster

| kept listening as we worked, wondering if the others were com ng and
prayi ng

that they weren't. Evrard and |, sitting nighin trie tree, were relatively
saf e

but, if the nonster broke | oose froma spell that was becom ng increasingly
tattered, it could kill half the knights of Yurt.

Though | now coul d have made horned rabbits—er a soldier of hair and bone

wi t hout even using dragons' teeth—+ still couldn't dissolve this nonster. The
spel |l Elerius had taught was shot full of gaps, bridged al nbst tentatively oy
a

few words of magic, so that anything made fromit could be readily destroyed.

The | ate Royal Wzard of Yurt had found a way to fill those holes.

I frowned in concentration, sifting through phrases of the H dden Language.
"Maybe ifl | ooked again at the old wizard's spell, | started to say, then

| ooked
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down to realize the nonster had managed to kick all the rocks off one |eg and

was starting on the other. I couldn't take the tine now to pore over the
witten
spell, to find in it a way to dissolve the nonster. | had to make do w th what

I
al ready knew.

Al 1 knew was the spell that had given the creature its facial features, and
that | had heard only partially. But dissolving a spell mght require only an
understanding of its general lines, not all its details. Trying desperately
to

renenber theoretic discussions of spell structure fromlectures through which
I

had dozed, | tried reversing the spell, hoping that this m ght generalize
enough

to affect the entire creature. If not, | was conpletely out of ideas.

It was alnmpost too late to try repairing the binding spell. |I clung to the
branch

of the oak with both hands as the heavy words of the Hi dden Language rang

t hrough the cl eari ng.

Much nore quickly than they had forned, the nonster's ears, nose and nmouth

di sappeared. The roaring stopped and, for a nonment, it stopped kicking, but

t he

eyes still glowed at us.

"Keep going, Dainbert!" yelled Evrard, renewi ng the binding spell. He piled on
a

few nore rocks for good neasure



But | was temporarily halted. | |ooked toward Evrard. He was as exhausted as
I

was; only sheer will was keeping himgoing. | had maybe a m nute before our
weakeni ng magi ¢ and the nonster's strength freed it, either to clinb the tree
after us or go to neet the knights of Yurt.

| pulled together everything | knew, the spell to create facial features, the
spell to nake great horned rabbits, and the first few words of the spell

had

seen in the old wizard's register; put on the twist that reversed spel

structure; and tried it all in conbination with the words that woul d break a
nor mal spell.

It probably shouldn't have worked and, indeed, | coul cf see no i mediate
change,

but there was a sharp
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swirling in the local field of magic that suggested that a spell nuch nore
power ful than anything of m ne was begi nning to break up

| tore ny attention away fromthe spells just [ong enough for a glance at
Evrard. Consciously or unconsciously, he had left the tree to nove closer to
t he

nmonster, as though trying to hold it immobile with the force of his
personality

as well as the spell that he was now worki ng nonstop—er maybe he was now so
tired that he didn't trust his ability to project a spell any distance.
"Now " | shouted and threw what shoul d have been the spell of fina

di ssol ution

onto the nonster.

And trenbling, burning, spreading like fire, it began to dissolve the spells
that held the old wizard's creature together. But first it destroyed the

bi ndi ng

spell that had held it down.

The creature rose with a crash, stones and pieces of its body both flying
from

it. It flung out an armtoward ne, started to take a step, and collapsed into
a

heap of bones—but not before the |argest boulder that had lain across it had
struck Evrard.

| had the boulder off himin a second, but he did not nove and his eyes were

closed. Trenbling all over, | dropped beside himand tried to listen for his
br eat hi ng.

Two wi zards gone in three days and | couldn't save either one of them | had
a

sudden, vivid and very painful vision of telephoning Zahlfast and telling him
that Evrard was dead.

If | had been nore systematic, if | had tried to instruct Evrard in a
rational

way instead of first assuming that he would be better at magic than | had
been

two years ago, and then scorning his quite real abilities
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when it became clear that he was not, he night have had a | ong and happy
career.

But he was breathing, shallowy and rapidly. As |I tried to brush back the
hai r

fromhis face, darkened fromred to brown by sweat, he nmpaned and opened his

eyes.
"Dai nbert," he whispered, "I couldn't hold it. What happened?"
"It's gone. I've turned it back into bones."

He cl osed his eyes again and weakly held out his arns. | was terrified that



by
shifting himl mght kill him if he was not killed already, but |I could not

hol d out against that appeal. | pulled himtoward ne, trying to nake
reassuring

sounds. | did not want to hold a dying wizard in ny arns ever again in ny
life.

"I't's nmy leg," he said faintly. "And | can't fly. Al ny magi c has been
knocked

out of ne."

"Your |eg? Just your leg?" | said with dawni ng hope. Maybe | wouldn't have to

make that tel ephone call to Zahlfast after all

"I was trying to hold it dowmn with that spell and, suddenly, it seenmed to
ri se

up and hurl a boulder at nme. It hit me right bel ow the knee.'
hi s

teeth began to chatter in spite of the warnth of the day.

He stopped as

"You're in shock," | said calmy, as though I knew exactly what to do. | let
go

of himfor a nmonent, peeled off my now ripped and filthy vel vet jacket, and
put

it over him "Lie here quietly and get warm In a short while, when you' ve
rested, I'll figure out a way to get you up to the castle. Then we can send
for

a doctor to set your leg."

In a noment, Evrard gave a breathy snort and either fainted or slept.

| ooked

up then for the first tinme at the pile of white bones that had once been the
nonst er .

If the old wizard's magic had been a little nore powerful, if he had found a
way

to hold the nonster physically together and to transfer his mnd into it at
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the sane tinme, then those bones m ght have been the wi zard's body. The
creature

woul d never now be able to receive the human life it had spent its short

exi stence seeki ng.

At the edge of ny thoughts |I becane aware of voices. | glanced up to see a
group

of riders emerging fromthe trees, led by Prince Ascelin, Dom nic and Di ana.
The duchess was still wearing her wedding dress, the skirt of which had
becone

all bunchea up by riding astride. She gave a cry of dismay as she saw Evrard
and

| eaped from her horse.

"It's all right, ny lady," | said, trying to smle. "He's still alive and

we' ve

destroyed the nonster. It wounded himas we overcane it, but | could never
have

succeeded without him"

After Gven and the cook had worked feverishly to have the weddi ng feast

fini shed

on time, it turned out to be del ayed over four hours. The ol d cook was
furious,

but Gaen, recovering fromthe shock of meeting the nonster in the great hall,
used her nervous energy and the extra tinme to make ci nnanon cooki es. She had
made them for her own weddi ng and had sent every person off afterwards with
three wapped in gold foil and she thought it would be a nice touch to do the
sane for the duchess.

In spite of the cook's dire remarks that the dinner was spoil ed, everyone
seened



to enjoy it hugely. It turned into a conbinati on weddi ng feast and triunpha
di nner in honor of the nonster's destruction. Once Evrard's |l eg was set, he
tal ked the doctor into letting himbe carried into the hall to be hailed as a
her o.

Late that afternoon, when the sunlight |lay golden and heavy in the center of
t he

courtyard but the shadows of the walls already stretched long, | went up to
Joachims room Evrard was asleep in nmy bed and the rest of the castle was
sitting around lazily, talking in
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some anmazement of the day's events, feeling they had al ready eaten too nuch,
and

ni bbl i ng on ci nnanon cooki es.

Joachimthrew his casenents w de open and | ooked out into the courtyard. |
had

somet hing inportant to ask him something that | had managed to forget during
t he past few days.

Now that it appeared that Evrard was certainly going to live and indeed,
according to the doctor, would be able to walk easily in six weeks, | had
begun

to feel that | m ght sonmeday soon be cheerful again. Even the nmenory of the
old

wi zard's death could not remain constantly before me, though | continued to

f eel

I was nore responsible than the chaplain seenmed to think. But Evrard woul d be
nmovi ng to the duchess's castle, which would | eave ne again as the only wi zard
at

the royal castle. And even if Evrard stayed here, it would not be the sane.
Frustrating as Joachi m soneti mes was, he was still the closest friend | had
ever

had.

"What are you going to do?" | asked his back. "Does the bishop still want you
to

go to the episcopal city and join the cathedral chapter? How soon will you
have

to | eave Yurt?"

He turned around, |ooking genuinely distressed. "Didn't |I tell you when | nmet
you down in the valley? That's why | felt so peaceful then. | know | said I'd
tal ked to the bishop, that he'd rem nded ne that God does not give us burdens
heavi er than we can bear if we turn to Hm But didn't | tell you the rest?"
"What didn't you tell me?"

"I told the bishop that | hoped | had not fallen into the sin of pride, but

t hat

it seemed he nmight be preparing the way for inviting ne to join the chapter
And

if he was, | told him | rnust request that he not do so. | explained that I
felt

I could do nore in Yurt as Royal Chaplain than serving in the cathedral

wher e

there are already many far better qualified priests.”

"And what did he say?"
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Joachimsmled. "It's not a desperate matter, Dainbert. He told nme he
under st ood

and nust agree with ny decision.”

| could see it all, even if the chaplain's humlity kept it fromhim The
bi shop
was willing tolet himremain in Yurt for now, but sooner or |ater, when they

want ed a cat hedral officer or even a new bi shop, they would cone | ooking for



hi m

agai n.

But that should be nany years in the future. Al nost reassured, | asked, "And
he

didn't try to tell you that you should guard agai nst the untoward influence
of

friendship with a young w zard?"

Joachimsnil ed again and shook his head. "I think he s beconme reconciled to
t he
idea. | should introduce you to himsonetine."

| had one last question. "Could I possibly have been as callow as Evrard when
I

first came to Yurt?"

The chaplain smled slowmy but thoroughly. "Yes," he said.

| put ny hand in my pocket and found Gaen's foil-wapped cookies. "I'd

t hought

after that feast we had that | wouldn't want to eat again for days,
especial ly

since | wasn't even hungry at the tine. But these suddenly seem appealing.
Shal

we split then?"

The duchess and her new husband |left early the next norning for her castle
and

were gone for a week. In the nmeantine, | went down to the village to find the
young coupl e whose chi ckens the nonster had killed ana to conpensate them
They seemed delighted to see nme and to tal k about the resolution of the
earlier

quarrel even before I had a chance to ask them how much a new fl ock woul d
cost .

| decided not to mention that whatever cousin or uncle had been dug up and
hi dden in the woods as part of that quarrel had probably formed the bones of
t he

nonst er .

At the end of the week, Diana and Ascelin were back at the royal castle.
Prince

Ascel in was now goi ng
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hone to his city, taking his bride with him to tell his people about his
marriage and to nmake the arrangenents for the city to be governed by soneone
el se For the six nmonths of each year he and the duchess would live in Yurt.
In the norning, the duchess went into ny chanmbers with Evrard. She talked to
her

wi zard for over an hour before com ng back out into the courtyard. "So, do
you

thi nk you can keep an eye on Domi nic by yoursel f?" she asked ne.

"OfF course | can. Now that he's decided that the big change he needs is a
year

inthe Gty once his regency is over, rather than a wife, he seens fairly
contented. He's so relieved that he didn't have to marry you after all that
he

shoul dn't give us any trouble.™

The duchess laughed. "If it had been up to nme, | would have waited to go
unti |

t he king and queen cane back, but Ascelin is understandably in a nurry to get
hone hinself." He came across the courtyard toward us and she | ooked at him
affectionately. "It will be interesting seeing his Cty."

| was not fooled by her comment about waiting for the king and queen's
return.

D ana had al ways done exactly what she |iked and what she liked right now was



maki ng her new husband happy.

In a few m nutes she and her knights rode out over the drawbridge, N nrod-as
I

still couldn't help but think of him-striding beside her saddl e as he had the
first time he came to Yurt. | wondered if they would ever find a horse big
enough to carry him

In ny chanmbers, Evrard was hobbling back and forth, making a pile of some of
ny

books lay ny best chair. "As long as | won't be able to nove around ruch for
a

while," he said with a smle though not neeting ny eyes, "I thought | should
make use of the tine and |l earn some of the magic the teachers at the schoo
think they've already taught nme." But then his freckled face becane sober
After

all, it will be
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enbarrassi ng always to have to ask themthings |I ought to know "

| sat down rather abruptly. "Wait a minute. | think I'm m ssing sonething."
"I"ve resigned," said Evrard, much too seriously to be joking. "I told the
duchess just now and she agreed.”

"But she thought you were a hero when we overcane the nonster!" | protested,
but

Evrard wasn't |istening.

"She never really needed a ducal wizard in the first place and she'll need
one

even | ess now that she'll be gone fromYurt for half the year. And let's be

realistic, Dainmbert. You and | both know that I'mreally not conpetent to be
out

trying to practice magic on ny own. | only graduated by trie skin of my teeth
and | could never have stopped the nmonster w thout you

"There are always a | ot of young wi zards who stay on at the school for a few
years, hel ping out as denonstrators and the like. Many of the City nerchants
al so enmpl oy wi zards, at |least part time. Maybe Dominic will want some magica
assistance while ne's there! It won't be a disgrace to go back to the City,
and

maybe with a few nore years of experience |I'd actually be qualified to serve
sone duke or count somewhere.”

| was caught between agreeing with himand feeling that he was much too hard
on

hinself. "So you've fully recovered fromthe nonster knocking all your magic
out

of you—= | asked tentatively.

' Oh, yes," he said as though surprised. "I'd forgotten | said that. The

nonst er

didnt suck ny abilities out of ne or anything so dramatic." He would have

Eut a binding spell on ny foot to show me how well e could still work magic if

I

had not stopped himin tine.

"I think you'll be a very good wi zard sonmeday,"” | said, hoping |I did not
souna

pat r oni zi ng.

"I don't want you to feel you've failed ne,’
t he

cl osed book in his hands.
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"I"ve learned a trenmendous anount from associating with you, Dainbert. And,
of

course, if I'd never cone to Yurt, | would never have net the wood nynph!"
"Il mss you," | said, entirely truthfully.

he conti nued, | ooking down at



"There's one thing | do feel badly about,’
t he

first time since | had cone in. "When | go, you won't have anyone here to
tal k

he said, looking at nme fully for

to but the chaplain. Wio will you tell your jokes to? Wwo will put illusory
frogs on your pillow?"

| smled, glad he could not stay serious for long. "I'll be all right.
Joachi m

and | have been friends for a long tinme. Though | haven't taught himhow to
do

illusions, | have hopes of giving hima sense of hunmor someday. But if you
can

get away fromthe school sonetines, |I'd very nmuch |ike you to conme visit."
Evrard opened the first of the books and frowned at it as though he had never
seen it before. "If you don't mind, | dlike to stay here until ny leg is a
little better. Wth all those young w zards, the school is no place for the
wounded. And maybe by the time | go back, nmy beard will have grown out
properly."

"OfF course, of course. Stay as long as you like."
"I"l1l tel ephone the school, to tell themwhat's been happeni ng, and find out
if

there's a particular branch of magic they think they'll need there so | can
brush up."

But before Evrard could call the school that evening, our glass tel ephone
rang.

It was King Haimerie, calling us.

The constabl e answered and the king asked first about his roses, but then we
al |

gathered around to talk to him "I just got the nmessage the duchess sent from
her castle, via die pigeons, that she'd gotten married!" said the king.

"She and her husband left for his principality today," said Dom nic. "But

t hey
plan to be back in a month or so."
"Well, then," said the king cheerfully, "I can | ook
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forward to neeting himwhen they return. Has anything el se happened?”

Dominic and | | ooked at each other. "The retired w zard, ny predecessor, has
died," | said.

"Ch, dear," said the king, sounding genuinely sorry, while also conveying the
sense that this news would not trouble himfor Iong. "Well, he'd al ready
served,

what was it, five generations of kings of Yurt?"

"He left me the ring you gave him" | said. "I hope you don't mnd."

"OfF course not, Wzard. Well, is that all the news? | hope things haven't
been

too dull in Yurt for you while we're gone!"

There was a short pause while Dominic and | | ooked at each other again. The

regent, for one nminute, cane very close to smiling. Before either of us could
speak, the queen appeared beside her husband in the tiny image in the

t el ephone' s base. She was even nore beautiful than | renenbered. She held the
baby prince by the hand; he clung tightly but was indubitably taking steps on
hi s own.

The queen's Aunt Maria smiled frombehind them "Did we tell you Baby Buttons
has started to wal k?" she asked.

"Dromick! G zward!" said the little prince, |ooking toward us with a broad
smle. | hoped he never found out what chaos his birth had caused here in
Yurt.

"Yes, sire," said Dom nic, when the king's face appeared again, "a few other
t hi ngs have happened, but we can tell you all about them when you' re back. Do
you know yet when that will be?"



"Probably another week or two," said the king. "So nothing' s happened t hat
you

can't handl e?"

Domi ni ¢ nodded slowy. "Nothing that the wizard and | can't handle."

There Are Elves Qut There

An excerpt from

BORN TO

Mer cedes Lackey Larry Di xon

The main bay was eerily quiet. There were no screans of grinders, no buzz of
technical talk or rapping of wenches. There was no whi ne of test engines on
dynos coming through the walls. Instead, there was a dull-bladed tension anid
all the machinery, generated by the humans and the Si dhe gathered there.
Tannim | aid the envel ope on the rear deck of the only fully-operated GIP car
that Fairgrove had built to date, the one that Donal had spent his waki ng
hour s

bui | di ng, and Conal had spent track-testing. He'd designed it for beauty and
power in equal neasure, and had given its key to Conal, its elected driver,
in

the sane brothers-gift cerenony used to present an el vensteed. Conal now sat
on

its scul pted door, and absently traced a slender finger along an air intake,
gl owering at the envel ope.

Tanni m fini shed his magical tests, and asked for a knife. An even dozen were
of fered, but Dottle's Leatherman was accepted. Keighvin stood a little apart
fromthe group, hand on his short knife. H's eyes glittered with suppressed
anger, and he appeared | ess human than usual, Tanni mnoticed. Something was
bound to break soon.

Tanni m f ol ded out the knifeblade, slit the envel ope open, and then unfol ded
t he

Leatherman's pliers. Wth them he w thdrew six Pol aroids of Tania and two

ot hers, unconsci ous, each bound at the wists and neck. Their silver chains
wer e

hel d by sonethings fromthe Real mof the Unsel ei ghe—+nside a |inmo. And, out
of

focus through the linm's w ndows, was a stretch of flat tarmac, and | arge
bui I di ngs—

Tanni m dropped the Leatherman, his fingers gone nunmb. It clattered tw ce
before

wedging into the cockpit's fresh-air vent. Keighvin took one startled step
forward, then halted as the nmagical alarns at Falrgrove's perineter flared
around themall. Tannim s hand went into a jacket pocket, and he threw down
t he

letter fromthe P.I. He saw Conal pick up the photographs, blanch, then

snat ch

the letter up.

Tanni m had al ready turned by then, and was sprinting for the office door, and
t he parking | ot beyond.

Behind him he could hear startled questions directed at him but all he
coul d

answer before disappearing into the offices was "Airport!" H's bad | eg was
sl owi ng hi mdown, and screamed at himlike a sharp rock grinding into his
bones.

There was sone kind of attack begi nning, but he had no tinme for that.

Have to get to the airport, have to save Tania

Jrom Vi dal Dhu, the bastard, the son of a bitch,

t he—

Tanni m rounded a corner and banged his left knee into a file cabinet. He went
down hard, hands instinctively clutching at his over-danaged |l eg. H s eyes
swam

with a private galaxy of red stars, and he struggled while his eyes refocused.



Son of a bitch son of a bitch son of a bitch. .

Behi nd him he heard the sounds of a war-party, and above it all, the banshee

wai | of a high-performance engine. He pulled hinmself up, holding the bl eeding
knee, and linmp-ran towards the parking lot, to the Miustang, and Thunder Road.
Vidal Dhu stood in full armor before the gates of Fairgrove, |aughing,

I ashi ng

out with levin-bolts to set off its alarnms. It was easy for Vidal to imagine

what nmust be going on inside—easy to picture that snug, orphaned witling

Kei ghvin Silverhair barking orders to weak nortals, marshaling themto fight.
Let himrally them Vidal thought—t will do himno good. None at all. He may

have won before, but ultimately, the nortals will have dammed him

It has been so many centuries, Silverhair. |I swore I'd kill your entire

I i neage,

and | shall. | shall!

Vidal prepared to open the gate to Underhill. Through that gate all the Court

woul d wat ch as Kei ghvin was destroyed-Aurilia's plan be hanged! Vidal's blood
sang with triunph—he had driven Silverhair into a winless position at |ast!
And

when he accepted the Chall enge, before the whole Court, none of his
human-wor | d

tricks would benefit himtheirs would be a purely magi cal conbat, one Sidhe
to

anot her.

To the death.

Kei ghvin Silverhair recognized the scent of the magic at Fairgrove' s gates—he
had snmelled it for centuries. It reeked of obsession and fear, hatred and

| ust.

It was born of pain inflicted without consideration of repercussions. It was
t he

magi ¢ of one who had stal ked i nnocents and stolen their |ast breaths.

He recogni zed, too, the rhythmthat was bei ng beaten against the walls of

Fai rgrove.

So be it, nurderer. | wll suffer your stench no nore.

"They will expect us to dither and del ay; the sooner we act, the nore likely
it

is that we will catch them unprepared. They do not know how well we work

t oget her. "

Around him the humans and Si dhe of his home sprang into action, taking up
ar s

wi th such speed he'd have thought them possessed. Conal had thrown down the
letter after reading it, and barked, "Hangar 2A at Savannah Regi onal; they've
got children as hostages!" The doors of the bay began rolling open, and
out si de,

el venst eeds stanped and reared, eyes glow ng, anxious for battle. Cona

| ooked

to him then, for orders

Kei ghvin met his eyes for one long nonment, and said, "Go, Conal. | shall deal
with our attacker for the last time. If naught else, the barrier at the gates
can act as a trap to hold himuntil we can deal with himas he deserves." He
did

not add what he was thinki ng—that he only hoped It would hold Vidal. The
Unsel ei ghe was a strong nage; he m ght escape even a trap laid with death

net al

if he were clever enough. Then, with the swiftness of a falcon, he was
astride

his el vensteed Rosal een Dhu, headed for the perineter of Fairgrove.

He was out there, all right, and had begun | aying a spell outside the fences,
like a snare. Perhaps in

hi s sickening arrogance he'd forgotten that Kei ghvin could see such things.
Perhaps in his insanity, he no | onger cared.



Rosal een tore across the grounds as fast as a stroke of |ightning, and

cl eared

the fence in a soaring |l eap. She | anded a few yards fromthe |aughi ng, nad
Vi dal

Dhu, on the roadside, with himbetween Kei ghvin and the gates. He stopped

| ashing his nocking bolts at the gates of Fairgrove and turned to face

Kei ghvi n.

"So, you've conme to face nme alone, at last? No walls or nortals to hide
behi nd,

as usual, coward? So sad that youVe chosen now to change, wi thin mnutes of
your

death, traitor."

"Vidal Dhu," Keighvin said, trying to sound uni npressed despite the heat of
hi s

bl ood, "if you wish to duel me, | shall accept. But before | accept, you mnust
rel ease the children you hold."

The Unsel ei ghe | aughed bitterly. "It's your concern for these nortals that

rai sed you that have nade you a traitor, boy. Those children do not matter."
Vidal lifted his lip in a sneer as Keighvin struggled to nmaintain his
conposur e.

"Ch, I will do nore than duel you, Silverhair. | wish to Chall enge you before

the Court, and kill you as they watch." That was what Kei ghvin had noted—t
was

the initial layout of a Gate to the High Court Underhill. Vidal was serious
about this Challenge—already the Court would be assenbling to judge the
battl e.

Kei ghvi n sat atop Rosal een, who snorted and stanped, enraged by the other's
tauntings. Vidal's pitted face twisted in a naniacal smrk.

"How | ong nust | wait for you to show courage, witling?"

Kei ghvin's m nd swam for a noment, before he remenbered the full protocols of
a

formal Challenge. It had been so |ong since he'd even seen one. .

Once accepted, the Gate activates, and all the Court watches as the two
battl e

with bl ade and magic. Only one |leaves the Jield; the Court is bound to slay
anyone who runs. So it had al ways been. Vidal would not Challenge unless he
wer e

confident of w nning, and Keighvin was still tired fromthe |ast battl e—which
Vi dal had not even been at. .

But Vidal rnust die. That nuch Keighvin knew
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Two refugees fromone of the last remaining orbital space stations are



trapped

on the North American icecap, and only science fiction fans can rescue then
Here's an excerpt from Fallen Angels, the bestselling neu? novel by Larry

Ni uen, Jerry Pournelle, and M chael Flynn. * * *

She opened the door on the first knock and stood out of the way. The w nd was
whi ppi ng the ground snow in swirling circles. Sone of it blewin the door as
Bob

entered. She slammed the door behind him The snow on the floor decided to
wai t

a while before nelting. "Okay. You're here," she snapped. "There's no fire
and

no place to sit. The bed's the only warm place and you know it. | didn't know
you were this hard up. And, by the way, | don't have any conpany, thanks for
asking." If Bob couldn't figure out fromthat speech that she was pissed,
he' d

never win the prize as M. Perception

"I amthat hard up," he said, noving closer. "Let's get it on."

"Say what ?" Bob had never been one for subtle technique, but this was pushing
it. She tried to step back but his hands gripped her arms. They were cold as
i ce, even through the housecoat. "Bob!" He pulled her to himand buried his
face

in her hair.

"I't's not what you think," he whispered. "W don't have tine for this, worse
luck."

" Bob! "

"No, just bear with ne. Let's go to your bedroom | don't want you to freeze."
He | ed her to the back of the house and she slid under the covers w thout
inviting himin. He lay on top, still wearing his thick |eather coat.

What ever

he had in m nd,

she realized, it wasn't sex. Not with her housecoat, the conforter and his
great coat pl ayi ng chaperone.

He ki ssed her hard and was whi spering hoarsely in her ear before she had a
chance to react. "Angels down. A scoopship. It crashed."

"Angel s?" Was he crazy?

He ki ssed her neck. "Not so loud. | don't think the 'danes are listening, but
why take chances? Angels. Spacenmen. Peace and Freedom"

She'd been away too | ong. She'd never heard spacenen called Angels. And—
"Crashed?" She kept it to a whisper. "Were?"

"Just over the border in North Dakota. Near Mapleton."

"Great Chu, Bob. That's on the Ice!"

He whi spered, "Yeah. But they're not too far in.
"How do you know about it?"

He snuggl ed cl oser and ki ssed her on the neck again. Maybe sex made a great
cover for his visit, but she didn't think he had to lay it on so thick. "W
know. "

ey
"The Worldcon's in Mnneapolis-St. Paul this year—

The Worl d Science Fiction Convention. "I got the invitation, but | didn't
dare

go. If anyone saw nme—

"—And it was just getting started when the call cane down from Freedom
Snerrine, they couldn't have picked a better tine or place to crash their
scoopship. That's why | came to you. Your grandparents |live near the crash
site." &#9632; She wondered if there was a good time for crashing scoopshi ps.
" G

"W're going to rescue them™

"We? Wio's we?"

"The Con Conmittee, sonme of the fans—=

"But why tell me, Bob? I'mfafiated. It's been years since |'ve dared



associ ate

with fen."”

Too many years, she thought. She had di scovered science fiction in chil dhood,
at

her nei ghborhood branch library. She still renenbered that first book: Star
Man's Son, by Andre Norton. Fors had been persecuted because he was
different;

but he nurtured a secret, a mutant power. Just the sort of hero to appeal to
an

ugly-duckling little girl who would not act like other little girls.

SF had opened a whole new world to her. A galaxy, a

uni verse of new worlds. Wiile the other little girls had played with Barbie
dolls, Sherrine played with Lumox and Poddy and Arkady and Susan Cal vin.
Wil e

they went to the nmalls, she went to Trantor and the Wtch Wrld. Wile they
wonder ed what Look was |In, she wondered about resource depletion and nucl ear
war

and genetic engineering. Escape literature, they called it. She nmissed it
terribly. "There is always one nonent in childhood,"” G aham G eene had
witten

in The Power and the dory, "when the door opens and lets the future in." For
some people, that door never closed. She thought that Peter Pan had had die
right idea all along.

"Why tell you? Sherrine, we want you with us. Your grandparents live near the
crash site. They've got all sorts of gear we can borrow for the rescue.”
"Me?" Atiny trickle of electric current ran up her spine. But... Nah. "Bob,

I

don't dare. If ny bosses thought | was associating with fen, 1'd lose ny job."
He grinned. "Yeah. Me, too." And she saw that he had never considered that
she

m ght not go.

"Tis a Proud and Lonely Thing to Be a Fan, they used to say, |aughing. It had
become a very lonely thing. The Establishnment had al ways been hard on science
fiction. The governnent-funded Arts Councils would pass out tax noney to
wite

obscure poetry for "little" magazines, but not to wite speculative fiction
"Sci-fi isn't literature." That wasn't censorship. Perversely, people went on
buyi ng science fiction without grants. Witers even got rich without

gover nnent

fundi ng. They couldn't kill us that way!

Then the Luddites and the Greens had conme to power. She had watched science
fiction books slowy disappear fromthe library shelves, beginning with the
children's departnents. (That wasn't censorship either. Libraries couldn't
buy

every book, now could they? So they bought "realistic" children' s books
funded

by the National Endownent for the Arts, books about death and divorce, and
really inportant things |ike being overweight or fitting in with the right
school crowd.)

Then came paper shortages, and paper allocations. The science fiction
sections

in the chain stores grew smaller. ("You can't expect us to stock books that
aren't selling." And they can't sell if you don't stock them)

Fantasy wasn't hurt so bad. Fantasy was about wi zards

and el ves, and being kind to the Earth, and harnony with nature, all things

t he

G eens |oved. But science fiction was about science

Science fiction wasn't exactly outlawed. There was still Freedom of Speech
still a Bill of Rights, even if it wasn't taught nuch in the school s—even if
nost ki ds graduated unable to read well enough to understand it. But a person



could get into a lot of unofficial trouble for reading SF or for associating
wi th known fen. She could | ose her job, say. Not through government

per secuti on—ef course not—but because of "reduction in work force" or "poor
job

performance" or "uncooperative attitude" or "politically incorrect” or a
hundr ed

ot her phrases. And if the nei ghbors shunned her, and tradesmen woul dn't dea
with her, and stores wouldn't give her credit, who could blame thenf? Science
fiction involved science; and science was a conspiracy to pollute the
environnent, "to bring back technol ogy."

Dam right! she thought savagely. W do conspire to bring back technol ogy.
Sone

of us are crazy enough to think that there are alternatives to freezing in

t he

dark. And sone of us are even crazy enough to try to rescue nmarooned spacenen
before they freeze, or disappear into protective custody.

VWhi ch coul d be dangerous. The governnent m ght declare you nmentally ill, and
hel p you.

She shuddered at that thought. She pushed and roll ed Bob aside. She sat up
and

pull ed the conforter up tight around herself. "Do you know what it was that
attracted nme to science fiction?"

He rai sed hinmself on one el bow, blinked at her change of subject, and | ooked
qui ckly around the room as if suspecting bugs. "No, what?

"Not Fandom | was reading the true quill long before |I knew about Fandom and
cons and such. No, it was the feeling of hope."

" Hope?"

"Even in the nost depressing dystopia, there's still the notion that the
future

is sonething we build. It doesn't just happen. You can't predict the future,
but

you can invent it. Build it. That is a hopeful idea, even when the building
col | apses. "

Bob was silent for a nonment. Then he nodded. "Yeah. Nobody's building the
future

anynore. 'We live in an Age of Limted Choices.'

He quoted the government

l'ine

wi t h-

out cracking a smle. "Hell, you don't take choices off a list. You make
choi ces

and add themto the list. Speaking of which, have you made your choice?"
That electric tickle . . . "Are they even alive?"

"So far. | understand it was sone kind of nmiracle that they | anded at all.
They' re unconsci ous, but not hurt bad. They're hooked up to sone sort of
magi ca

nmedi cal wi dgets and the Angels overhead are nonitoring. But if we don't get
t hem

out soon, they'll freeze to death."

She bit her lip. "And you think we can reach themin tine?"

Bob shrugged.

"You want nme to risk my life on the Ice, defy the government and probably

| ose

my job in a crazy, amateur effort to rescue two spacenen who m ght easily be
dead by the time we reach them"

He scratched his beard. "lIs that quixotic, or what?"

"Qui xotic. Gve nme four mnutes.



