Now, magyk is divided into nmany kinds, the nost preval ent

of which are two Green, and Gold O G een Magyk its prac-
titioner is the village wtch—woman, man or nost rarely a
child Rarely, for the practice of Green Magyk calls for the
utnost intimte know edge of plants, herbs barks flowers

so that a witch mght cure ill. prevent plague from striking
the village, ensure the harvest or the hunt, smooth the path

of true |l ove by nmeans of the proper charmor speil Wile

they are often held to be evil of intent, it is seidomthat this
is so, and anong our folk, it is nost rare that a witch will do
harm

The Gold Magyk includeth all of the al chenyk sciences

and while a sorcerer often seeks the sane ends as a Green
Wtch, the neans are different potions are made using net-

ai s' and queer distillations, rather than the offerings of wood
and neadow, strength of wiil is of much greater inport. There
are words and incantations of great |ength and conplexity
Astrol ogers are also practitioners of Gold Magyk, and all such
sorcerers serve nobility and royalty-who el se could afford

t hen?

There is one thing these two branches of magyk have in
common, sorrowfully, and that is the hatred and fear with
whi ch each views the other, and with which the patrons of
each view the practitioners belonging to the other
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Green and Gold Magyk. Being a Compendi um of the Means. Met hods

and Differences of Hereof and Atchenyka! Magyk Practiced in the Lands
of Greater Germany Today, which \ncludeth Matters fromthe Sorcerer's
Key of Solonbn and fromthe Geen Wtch's Oral G ammarie Franz

August us von Hebbner. Nurenberg. 1595.

Pr ol ogue

The air in the small cabin was thickly, richly and variously
scented: sweet hedge rose vying with sage and basil, a pungent
eye-watering steamconing froma snall kettle on the hearth

that was nostly pennyroyal and sonething nasty underlying it.

The two wi ndows—gl assed, both, sign of prosperity—and the

open door let in considerable light, though they let out little of
the snell.

Nei t her of the wonen inside noticed the odor: One had lived

with it ail her sixty and nore years, the other for nearly thirty.
A d Certhe created her tincture for winter danp and deep

cough every year, about this tine. The rest of the village stayed
cl ear of the cabin when she did. Her daughter Use was as in-

ured as she to the snell. Besides, she knew a trick or two to
keep the steam fromtouchi ng her nose; wi zard' s trick, Certhe
would call it. No Geen Wtch should care about such a snell,

or use such tricks. Gerthe disapproved; but then, Use thought
sourly, the old woman had been di sapprovi ng of her, |oudly,

for years.

Use wat ched the old woman covertly, from under thick bl onde
| ashes that matched her heavy plait. There never had been such
a close adherent to the Green Wy as Gerthe; nothing save grow



ing things permitted for spells, no encroachment on the sorceries
the al chemists called their owmn. However accessi bl e—and use-

ful +hose spells might be, particularly to a wonan who had no
intention of growing prematurely old, gray and winkled as her
not her had, nursing village brats and supplying | ove potions to
scrawny, half-witted village lads and pinply |asses. Only daugh-
terly devotion | eavened generously with guilt kept her coming to
visit every week or so, and brought her to Tannen for four days
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at a tine during spring and fall preparation. Even daughterly
devotion, lately, was hardly enough to keep her tongue behi nd
her teeth when Gerthe | ashed out at her for some new transgres-
si on.

CGerthe clainmed not to feel her age, but she could no | onger
keep up with the demand on her stores. Tannen had grown too
much, there were too nmany accidents of late, too much illness.

Her own fault. Use thought furiously. Aunt Hel -Gerthe *s sis-
ter—had two apprentices; Gerthe alienated people. Use visited
Aunt Hel for pleasure, Gerthe because she nust.

She checked the tincture, tested the neat Gerthe was drying

for her own table, selected two hangi ng packets fromthe upside-
down forest among the low rafters and settled back to the table
with a bundle of dried mnt, another of dried |ettuce. She was
busily powdering themw th her fingers when Gerthe canme back
from checking the fire under her yard kettle. She flew across the
smal | room and agitatedly snapped her fingers under Use's nose.

"Not like that, you'll destroy the potency!" she snapped. Use
dropped mint to the table and fol ded her hands at its edge. "Pes-
tle and bow, girl, you mustn't touch it, where are your brains

t oday?"

You swore you wouldn 't argue with her. Use remninded her-
sel f. She got up wi thout speaki ng—she didn't trust her voice-
went over to the shelves and brought back the |ong troughlike
bow, the flat scoop, and the | ong wooden pestle. It was a
bot hersone job, getting flaking bits of lettuce and mnt into
the bow using only the scoop, but Gerthe was watchi ng her
with those gimet, narrowed eyes, making certain she didn't
use her fingers.

"It's too bad," Gerthe said finally. She settled into the roonm s
other chair, across the table, and went back to braiding straw,

. crooning the words into it as she worked, enbedding thirty bits
of different grasses, rose seeds and other oddments into it, nak-
; ing a protective charmfor the headman's door. "All | taught

you: when to gather, what and how, the words to say and when

to say them You |earned quickly and well, best of any appren-
s ticel ever saw. | wish I'd never taught you anything."

"Mt her— Use bit her tongue. Let Gerthe spew her woes



e and be done.

"There are reasons for everything we do. Wy can you not
, accept the limtations and the reasons, do what you are fitted to
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do and let the rest go? | need you. Tannen will need you when
| die."

Use stood so quickly she overset the nortar, scattering mnt-
scented powder across the table. "You prom sed Aunt Hel you
woul d not bring that up if I came to help you."

Gerthe sat quite still, hands neatly cl osed over the door charm
eyes wide and cold. "Did | ? Het never said that; | wouldn't have
prom sed, either." She shifted, set the charm aside andl stood.
"Tannen does need you. The village is on the main western

road, near Neustadt, near three noble hunting preserves. The
Green Wtch needs to walk a narrow and careful path, to keep

the village whol e and keep the nobility happy—to keep the King
and his chief sorcerer away.'

"Then find a successor. Modtther," Use said icily. "Get your-
self an apprentice who will toady to the titled and happily waste
away in this grubby village!"

"I's that what you think I've done?"

Use drew a steadying breath. Gerthe waited as though she
really wanted to know. "Mdther— don't know. | rfon'r! If this
was what you wanted, all you ever wanted, then—you know, |
don't. It's your life. But | want—=

"Aye, you want," Certhe said quietly, and her eyes softened

for a noment. "You always did want, only child of nmine. It's
been your problem or your fate. Put it fromyou, child, you're
too old for such foolishness."

"I't's not—

"It is," Gerthe hissed. "Foolish, to think a Geen Wtch can

t ake what she chooses of the gold magi c and cone away un-
tainted; nore foolish to think the King's sorcerers—here or any-
where—will |et you pass unharmed, when they | earn what you

do!"

"They will not leam" Use said flatly. Gerthe dropped back

into her chair and her brow was furrowed with worry; she chewed
at her lower lip. Use's anger faded; it wasn't her mother's fault
they could not agree. She should not have cone. "Mther, let's
not quarrel, please," she said finally.

"W won't, there isn't time for it today. Finish that soporific
so you can box it up for ne." Use nodded, and went back to
grinding mint and lettuce | eaves to powder. Certhe watched her

a nonent, then picked up her door charmagain. "I only beg,
daughter, that if you don't change your ways, you'll use caution
and the m nd God gave you. Please."



SPELL BOUND « 5

Pl ease. So unlike her nother that Use raised her head and
stared. WAs that a tear on the old woman's cheek or nerely a
trick of her own eyes? Unable to speak, she nodded. And Gert he,
with a faint sigh, bent back over her work.

Far down the road, a line of armsnmen marched fromthe west-
ern border toward the King's city, with the King at its head.
Ladi sl aus, the King's Arnsmaster, estinmated they woul d reach
Tannen about nid-afternoon; there was a decent well there, and
it woul d make an excellent |ong stop.

The road that ran east and west was narrow and dry, thick

wi th reddi sh dust that carpeted the narrow verge of grass and
weeds separating it fromthe dark, still forest to either side. In
anot her month, the fall rains would begin and dust woul d be

thick nud, the grasses flattened in a ruddy mire. Just now, it

was still, the hour of a |ate August afternoon when golden |ight
touches everything and | eaves it | ooking new, or reformed, or
touched with nmagic or the Phil osopher's Stone.

The road ran nearly straight fromthe border to Neustadt.

Wthin a | eague of the King's capital, it was a broadly paved
avenue, lined with el aborately pruned trees in the formal nbode—
the influence of King Leopold s French Queen. For four furlongs
beyond the avenues, in any direction, the roads were still w de,
bordered with tall, thin poplar. Past that, however, roads were
narrow, rough affairs. It saved the King considerabl e expense,

and there was after all little wheeled traffic save farmcarts and
a rare carriage

At Tannen the road was so narrow that the Armsnaster had
to break the ranks down, naking theminto a slow, weary and
over heated snake three tinmes its proper |ength.

Tired, hot and dusty horses |l ed the procession, bearing tired,
hot' men who had | ong since shed cuirasses and plunmed mouron
helmets to ride in their lightly padded undergarb. Behind them
cane rank after rank of footnen, choking on the dust the horses
made, dragging the butts of their pikes. A distance behind the
pi kemren were three wagons—bearing supplies, powder for the

guns and ordnance and the four exhausted Ordnance Sorcerers

who had worked the cannon agai nst Lower Hesse two days and

a night running. These added to the plunes of dust, nearly hid-
i ng the cannon towed behi nd the wagons.

At the very head of the horse, under his red and gol d banner
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rode Leopold I, King of Saxe-Baden and—however tenporar-
ily—ow al so Lower Hesse- He was a tall, powerfully built man,

| ong- | egged, broad of shoul der; his hands were | ong-fingered,

square and i mmensely strong. Hs pale hair was nore than half

gray and cut severely short to fit confortably under the intri-
cately incised and doubl e-poi nted nouron. H s tanned, seaned

face was |l ong and | ean, clean-shaven; his nose was too sl ender

for the rest of his, face. His lips were full and ruddy, and usually
turned up in a broad smle that showed teeth amazingly even



and white for a man of his years.

He was not smiling now, and had not done so for nost of

the day. It had been a I ong and hard fight agai nst Lower Hesse,
a long and hard ride out, the return this dusty, slow walk. He
was tired and hot, and at the nonent felt every one of his fifty
years. There woul d be cel ebration when they reached Neust adt.
He' d have to nuster enthusiasmfor that, when all he wanted

was cold ale, a cool bath, and a long sleep. He was irritated
at thought of the welcone, the celebration, even nore irritated
with his chief sorcerer, who'd taken his own personal guard

and speci al coach and travel ed through the night. He'd have
been honme hours since, he'd be bathed, rested . . . Louse,
Leopol d thought sourly. If he had not been so tired hinself,
he' d have been able to defeat Qustave's arguments and nade
himstay with the caravan

Ladi sl aus von Mencken, King's Arnsnmaster, was at |east as

tired and as irritated as the King. They'd ridden in silence for
nost of the day; the Armsmaster had a tenper and so did the

Ki ng; they both knew when to | eave well enough al one.

Li ke Leopol d, Ladi sl aus was grayi ng, though his hair had

been bl ack; he wore it close-cropped, his face shaven. He was
short, squarely built tike his face. Conmon sense woul d have

di ctated he take his personal guard and ride ahead, but Leopold
was having none of that, particularly after Gustave left them
Sel fish pig, Ladislaus thought; he might have meant either man,
or bot h.

Leopol d was blissfully unaware of his old friend s thoughts,

but he never worried about what other nmen thought, even

friends. Even Ladi sl aus. Ladislaus had grown up with him had
studied in Paris with himand been at his side through the grand
tour of Italy, G eece and Spain thereafter—adi sl aus had mar-
ried his lovely Spanish wife not |long after Leopold wed his
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French duchess. He had al ways been one of the King' s nost
| oyal supporters.

Ladi sl aus shifted unconfortably as the horses started down a
steep incline and cane into Tannen. He coul d al nost hear the
relief down the Iines as he signaled for a halt and the banner
bearer repeated it. But as they neared the well, he signaled for
an i mredi ate, conplete stop. Sonething was w ong; something

af oot .

Tannen was prosperous for a village, but it was still only an
ugly straggle of huts fading back into forest, a place where peas-
ants supported thensel ves by selling wood, scrawny kitchen gar-
dens raised on poor dirt and not enough sun, scrawnier pigs and
goats. Ordinarily, whether one stopped or rode past, one saw
none of the fol k: Peasants avoided their betters whenever pos-
sible. Now there was a crowd of themin the grubby, dirt square.
Beyond them a maze of color: a banner, bright capes flaring in
an all too brief afternoon breeze, brilliantly pluned hats. The
sun touched a drawn sword and cast shimering light over si-

| ent, upturned faces.



Those were Count von Elbe's colors, in the hands of his

youngest son. But it was not a day for a hunt. The King rode up
besi de his Arnsmaster. "Wat chances here?" he demanded

The words trailed off as smoke billowed up in a thick gray cloud,
foll owed by a sheet of flame: A-straw roof was abl aze. The
common fol k drew back as one; the nounted nobl es cheered

loudly. The Armsnaster's mouth set in a thin line: They were
hunting, after all. Hunting a witch.

"Wtch," Leopold hissed, and his face went purple with ha-

tred and fury. He turned to the banner bearer. "Tell the men to
wait here, find shade. Ladis, pick four men, come with ne."

And before anyone could protest, the King turned his horse to-
ward the flam ng cottage.

*Twenty thatched huts, surrounded by pole and twig fences to
contai n chickens, geese or pigs, lined the road. A cart stood

near the well, blocking passage; the aged, thin horse at the traces.
Wth an oath, Leopold edged past it.

Fire shot for the cloudl ess sky as Ladislaus and his four nen
pressed past the King. Peasants backed hurriedly away, clearing
a path. The | eader of the noble party, a young man with a face
made ugly by small pox scars and hal f hi dden under heavy

beard, | eaped fromhis horse and renoved his broad-brinmed

hat. "M I ord—your Mjesty," he added in surprise, and bowed
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l ow. "Your Majesty cones at an excellent tinme. There have been
runors of late, anong the servants in ny father's house, of a
witch daring to press beyond the herb-lore tolerated in such folKk.
Knowi ng your Majesty's feelings on the subject— The peasants
stirred unhappily, subsided into still, watchful silence again as
Ladi sl aus di smounted. "We rode to check upon the runors, and

lo! W found the witch."

"And you execute her without trial, young von El be?" Leo-
pol d demanded sternly.

"My Liege, no. W cornered her at the well not an hour

ago and sought to prove her by neans of the Green Mark. She
made sone sort of light spell to dazzle our eyes, and escaped
us. But it is after all daylight, and so she did not escape far
She went there, to her own cottage, and she herself has set it
alight fromw thin, no doubt fearing the tests she would surely
fail."

Ladi sl aus peered, nodded. "There's no mark of fire from

wi thout, my King." He shrugged. He cared little for nmagic so
long as it left himalone, and he was tired. "She has chosen her
way; let her burn." He spoke wi thout rmuch conviction, and his
eyes slid sideways to watch Leopol d: The King was becomn ng
fanatic about witches in his old age.

Leopol d urged his horse forward and turned to face the crowd.

"No witch may choose her own death! And this of sorcery is

purest treason! Douse that fire and bring her forth!" There was

a shifting anong the villagers; even thick-sensed and tired as he



was, Leopold felt their resentnent. "Do as | say, or this entire
village will be proven with her, as having harbored a witch and
atraitor!’

A child broke into a high, terrified wail. It was the only sound.
Men and worren fornmed a silent |line and passed buckets from

the well; Jacob von Elbe and his friends urged themto the task.
Leopol d pull ed his horse back into the shade and gestured his
Armsmaster to his side. Ladislaus slipped one |leg free and
draped it across the saddl ebow.

Sonet hi ng was wong; it worried him To convince the King,
t hough: "Leo, ny friend, it is late." Leopold waved a dism s-
si ve hand.

"Bot her the hour, Ladis. | dare not let this pass; |ook at

t hese people! Let a witch | eam sorcery? Wuld they revolt,
could they then use guns agai nst us should a witch | eamcontro
of ordnance? | will not have it!" He glared at his Arnsmaster
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"I told you before; these witches get above thensel ves. W
shoul d stamp themout, all of them+this is what happens when
we do not!" He brought his tenper under control with visible
effort. "We finish this one here and now. Remind ne to devise
a mnor reward for the von Elbe lad, and also to fix a fine
agai nst hi m-he woul d have l et her suicide. And a fine against
Tannen. "

The Arnsmaster nodded, but inwardly he was seething. It
reeked of Qustave. Leopold of all men, parroting his sorcerer
as though sinplenm nded. And he nust be sinpl em nded; anyone
could see this active persecution would nmake troubl e—aot only
unhappy conmmons but young von El be and his |ike getting above
t hensel ves.

Ladi sl aus turned to watch the snoldering hut. It worried him

thi s sudden unpl easant busi ness so near the end of the road. As
t hough soneone had overl ooked them Evil—-he shook the nood

with difficulty as a weeping old wonan was dragged fromthe
snmoke-filled hut.

She went white and silent when von El be clapped iron rings

and chains about her throat and wists. Iron to still a witch and
break her power; fire to kill her. Leopold smled with cold sat-

i sfaction. Her reaction to iron was enough to nane her wtch

of course. Not enough under the present |laws to nmore than ques-
tion her. The King was thorough in his questioning: He put the
entire list to her. There was no answer. One of von Elbe's friends
noted her | ack of response in a small book. The G een Sign was
found on her shoul der; another mark just below it was found-
faint, perhaps a bruise or an old scar. To men searching for the
Cold Mark, it was daming. Von El be touched her face with his

i ron bl ade and she shrieked in agony. A blistered bum cane up

al ong her cheek where the knife had touched. One of the village
wonren moaned and covered her face with her hands.

Leopol d gazed down at the witch. "Confess and abjure,



worman; |'Il permt themto strangle you before you are burned.
"I am not— The words were dry as the road behind them

She coughed. "I ama G een Wtch, nothing nore. | swear it

by God hinsel f."

"No!" von El be shout ed.

"Silence!" Leopold thundered. "She is an adnmitted witch
and we have sufficient proof in the two marks. | have no nore
time, and no need for further proofs. She is set in her way,

10 Ru Enerson

stubborn and intransigent. Bum her alive.'
topped by a raucous cheer fromthe hunters.

The witch's ciy was

Von El be ordered two of the village nen to bury the end of

the iron stake they had brought; others piled brush and wood
around it. Jacob von El be hinself shackled the old woman in

pl ace. One of his friends pulled a bundle of still snol dering
straw fromthe roof, blewon it until it flamed, and handed it to
him He smirked, thrust it into the brush; flame roared up. The
wi tch screaned once, horribly. There was no sound then but the
roar and crackle of fire.

Leopol d turned to face the villagers. "Reflect, Tannen, on
your good fortune that | do not hold you accountable for this
worman. " He turned to ride away; sonething brilliant and green
whirled into being just before him The horse plunged aside,
cane back under control as the King exerted an iron hand on
the reins. Villagers nelted into the shadows.

A horrid laugh tore the King's eyes fromthe whirling |ight;

there was a woman on the roof of the hal f-burned cottage—a
young wonman, tall and wild-|ooking. Blonde hair hung wet down
her back, a long green shift clung to danp skin. "Mirderers
and fools'" she shrieked. The words echoed, bounced from hut
to hut and were swall owed by the thick forest.

Ladi staus forced his horse between the King and this new

threat. Qut of the corner of his eye, he could see the King's
personal guard trying to deci de whet her they dared break the
King's command and come to his rescue. Those nmen who did

start forward stopped just beyond the well as though they'd struck
awall. On, God, circling spell, he thought in horror. And we

six init! "This is Leopold I, your Liege Lord!" he bell owed.

The rest of his words were drowned in a hellish | augh; two

armsnen were thrown by their terrified nounts; a third crouched
low in his saddl e and wept.

"And t hat woman was ny not her!"

"Ah, sweet Jesu," Ladi sl aus whi spered. The King had burned
a witch, but not the right one.

If Leopold was frightened, it didn't show ' 'Mther or no, she
was a witch and a traitor, to practice sorcery! | but obey the | aw
in burning a traitor!"



"Law You set the law Do not dare excuse yourself sol"
"I need not excuse nysetf—

"Silence!" the witch roared. Leopold sat his horse, stunned,
wi th his jaw hangi ng; no one had ever spoken to himin such a
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manner. "She was not the one this poxy young rake sought—

was. |, Use! And | do not fear any of you. Why should I? | wield
both Green and Gold Magic, and where one cannot serve the

ot her does!" She dug bare toes into the straw thatching; this
King and his men nust not see her trenble in her grief—they
would think it fear. She nust not weep! She had only gone to
wash the reek of pennyroyal from her hair, Gerthe had been no
proof against their iron and fire, Gerthe had done nothing to
deserve them M fault, my fault, ah. Mther, no! But as she

gl ared down at the stunned, pasty noble faces, she felt a surge
of pleasure. They were afraid of her; |ook at the young hunters
easing away fromher, just as those filthy peasants had!

They will have cause to fear me. Mdther's bones will have
conpany! Use drew a deep breath and began the spell, the first
forbi dden spell she had | earned. And she vani shed.

Her voice echoed in the still, dusty streets and seened to

cone fromall around them "For the death of ny nother, you
shal | pay, all of you! Jacob von El be, your father will bury you
bef ore the snows conme and none of those who ride with you shal
live to father sons! Annsmaster Ladislaus, you will die before
M dwi nter, and you. King Leopold, had best call home your son
and give your crown into his hands, for you will follow your
friend within days." Aterrible silence followed her |ast words,
broken by a roar |ike cannon: The witch's hut went up in a bal
of bright green flanme. Another engulfed the stake and its hid-
eous, bl ackened burden

The shadows were | ong when the King again took his place

at the head of his army. A cloud of dust hung over them marKking
their progress toward Neustadt. A white and shaken Jacob von

El be rode away with his subdued friends. The villagers of Tan-
nen gathered near the well and gazed in fear at the rubble that
had been a cottage and the puddle of iron that had been a witch
stake. There was no body, no sign of Use. None of them ex-
pected her to return; many prayed she woul d not.

Jacob von El be no | onger rode hunting after that—or boar or

for witches. But it did himno good; a nonth |later, he was riding
back fromthe City during a heavy rain. A falling oak flattened
himface first in the nud and drowned him

Ladi sl aus took to his bed with a severe chill not |ong after the
first snows. The King sent physicians and the sorcerer Custave
sent his best apprentice. The Armsmaster's daughter Sofia cane
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fromthe Queen's side to nurse himherself, but he died the day



before Christnas. Two nornings later, the curtains were drawn
back fromthe King's bed to reveal Leopold, eyes open and star-
ing in terror at the red silk canopy; though his sorcerers had
surrounded the castle and the bed with channs, though one of
them had sl ept the whole night in a chair nearby, he was quite
dead when they found him The covers and hangi ngs of his great
bed were singed as if by fire.

18th May. 1637, Neust adt

Hennette, Queen Regent of Saxe-Baden
to her Cousin, the Duchess Mane Hef ene.
G eetings'

| thank you. cousin, for your nobst welconme letters and

nmessages. | hope you are quite well. and that your confort-

able niche in hotel society as a patron of the literary arts
continues. | see that | must one day visit Paris to observe

first-hand the changes since | left.

| amindeed grateful that you keep ne up to date on ny

son's activities. | amglad to hear he is sensible at cards and
di ce and does not drink to excess or braw —though of course
1 did not fear he would. Does he still maintain his flirtation

with the Valois girl? And you did not say this tine of the
gossip attaching himto her nother, with little Marie as fa-
cade? Marguerite de Valois is a widow, there would be no
scandal, she is nmy age, but that can only be good experience
for a green boy.

But it is of no consequence as he cones home before

nmont h's end. Though ! woul d approve a Valois nmarri age—

Marie is of good |ineage—this WIIl of Leo's prohibits Con-
sider, Marie Helene! Conrad nust wed a girl of Saxe-Baden
There is logic in that,! suppose: Wth so many Gernmani ¢ ki ng-
donms, so many factions and all aggressive. Leo wished to
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strengthen national feeling. And so it nmight. But | nust give
a honecom ng ball at once, Leo thought his son would

choose a worman nore readily so. and he nmust wed before

year's end! It is not pratique, that But then, alas, poor Leo
was not pratique in such matters 1 only hope ny son has
become sensi bl e where he was sensitive, the boy who went

to France would die of shame at the very thought of the
whol e business. | have argued with the Regency Counci
nmy poor head aches, and not hi ng changes, Leo decreed it,
the ball stands

""until

| have ny own hopes, however. Do you renenber Mag-

dal ena von Mencken—that |ovely Spani sh woman you mnet

when you visited nme so | ong ago? You said then how odd a
coupl e they were. she and ny husband's red-faced Arns-
mast er, how adorabl e the daughter Well, poor Magdal ena is
ei ght years dead, and Ladi sl aus renarri ed—a di sastrous af-



fair, truly, a wonan of mean station who resenbles a horse
and brought two dreadful nearly grown daughters with her
Poor little Sofia has been a rose snothered by cabbages in

t hat househol d—she | ooks nuch |i ke Magdal ena, but is even
smal l er and daintier. 1 brought her to court as one of ny
young | adies two years ago, in hopes of countering her truly
horrid home |ife—the stepnother was working her |ike a

dr udge!

| flatter nyself \ had made a certain progress when old
Ladi sl aus died. and Beatrix insisted her stepdaughter return
hone for nmourning. Well! Deep mourning is three nonths

over and Sofia still walled up with those ghastly wonen
Beatri x sends ne excuses, but they are very poor ones-
nmour ni ng. nostly—since she then offers her daughters in-
stead. Do they not al so nourn?

And such daughters! My dear cousin, do you remenber

t he second son of that Polish Count, the one who wore gowns
and wi gs and | adi es' makeup7 Wth that nasty little beard?
Then you have isabell e and fohanna. save that |ad was nore
graceful and refined!

It is a touchy matter | do not wish to stir up bad feeling
with the girl still under Beatrix' hand, and | can hardly make
a command of it when it is merely a matter of my |adi es But
you know i get nmy way. | shall have Sofia back at my side
eventual ly. And of course, attendance at the ball will be by
conmand of the Regent's Council, she nust come to that,
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stepnother or no. It is nmy intention that Sofia von Mencken
will wed ny son

Do wite again soon and give ne all the gossip | hear your

sister has nanmed her nost recent daughter for me. f suppose
1 nust send a decent gift, though i fear know ng Anna-Lise

that is the only reason she had the child chri stened,

Henhette
1.

There. Sofia dunped the gray rag back in the bucket of soapy

wat er and stood, slowy. Hours on her knees on cold stone left

her feeling old, and the first nmoments on her feet, her eyes swam
She eyed the flags and signed. Cean for the nonent. Johanna's
dogs woul d be at the door nonentarily, and they always found
plenty of nud to wal k through before they came begging to be

let in. Nasty, yappy little things. At |ease she didn't have to bathe
t he dogs; Johanna had announced loudly that she didn't trust
"Schnmutzie Sofie" o get themclean. For once Sofia had | et

both ni ckname and inplied insult pass; so |long as those dogs

were not added to her burden of chores.

But how coul d she help being dirty, schmulyg, when her | oad

of those chores was so nuch greater than that of her two step-
sisters? Beatrix liked to pretend her two daughters were being
grooned as perfect housekeepers. In practice, of course, the few



tasks assigned either Isabelle or Johanna were done by poor
ancient Oto or Drusilla, his wife—er by Sofia.

Sofia sighed, took the bucket to the back door to enpty, and
carefully did not | ook at her hands as she rinsed and dried them
She coul d have wept at the sight of those little hands. Her nails
were short and ragged |ike a boy's, her palns caltused, the skin
across her knuckles red and chapped.

But she could do nothing about them nothing about anything
save keep her m sery behind an inpassive face and wait. Show

- 16 -
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not hi ng; give those three wonen no certainty of how unhappy
they made her. Pray the Queen would win the battle of wits she
presently politely fought with Beatri x.

First sun came through the open shutters and shone red in a

puddl e hal fway between the fireplace and the door to the sitting
room She had a little tine for herself at this hour, before Beatrix
and her two precious daughters woul d waken. Sofia had never
appreciated early nornings until she realized they were the only
hours she could have uninterrupted. The rest of the day she

woul d spend waiting on Beatrix, cleaning up after Johanna and

| sabel | e, or doing heavy chores |ike scrubbing the kitchen fl oor
chores suited to servants rather than the el dest daughter of a
Count, one who was-had been—ueen's Lady.

Ah, Father, you great fool, if you have known woul d you have
done it differently? She doubted it. He had remarried i ndecently
soon after Sofia's Spanish nother died, claining his girl needed
a nother. He could never have |oved Beatrix; after the first year
he sel dom even spoke to her. Sofia had openly | oathed her from
the first, and Beatrix never bothered to hide her own hatred of
her stepdaughter. But Ladi sl aus was too inflexible and stubborn
to ever adnit he'd nade a mi stake.

Poor stupid man. He'd had Beatrix to wife for nearly seven
years and had seen nothing: Sofia' s deep grief, her shock and

i ndignation at her father's haste to remarry, the way the three
had treated her.

She' d compl ai ned to hi monce only, when Beatrix took her

roonms for Johanna and put Sofia's few remaining bel ongings in
the bare little roomthat had been his grandfather's vault. Lad-
i sl aus called her spoiled and ungrateful and had sl apped her.
She' d never conpl ained to hi m again.

"I't's not fair," she whispered. Nothing was. Her dresses were
plain and dark, ill-fitting and years out of fashion. Beatrix had
sent her pretty gowns back to the palace, claimng they were
unsuitable for a giri mourning her father's death, but I|sabelle
and Johanna had worn ordi nary bright-col ored gowns for nonths.

Her hair had lost its curl fromliving in a hard knot at the back
of her neck, or under a scarf; her eyes were tired, her narrow
face that owed much to Magdal ena' s Spani sh bl ood was drawn,
sal |l ow and pinched. Even old Drusilla did not |ook so worn.



The two years as Queen's Lady seened di stant these days;

nore di stant than her years with her nother. She had nothing to
show for them Beatrix had taken the things she had brought
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hone; |sabelle wore the silver and pearl bracel et, Johanna the
gold | ocket. Neither girt could fit her gowns, her shoes or gl oves,
but Beatrix sent nost back and kept the rest in a chest in her

r oons.

She had not hing of her nother's save two gowns—years out of

fashion, and so not worth stealing or ruining. And a dowy of
two thousand mar ks, but she could not touch that w thout mar-
ryi ng. Ladi sl aus had of course been too concerned with Saxe-
Baden and his King to worry about a husband for his daughter;

Beatri x had done nothing to urge himto the point. / do not
understand her, Sofia thought. She cannot touch the noney
Mot her left. Why not marry ne away or send me back to the
Queen? She nust know Queen Henriette woul d never take |sa-
belle in ny place! She ought to be glad to be shut of ne.

But Beatrix was an extraordinarily jeal ous and narrow woman:

She thought of nothing save social standing, the advancenent of

her own daughters, noney and fashion. Sofia infuriated her: That
the Queen dared prefer that dark-skinned, ill-tenpered little crea-
ture! She should pernit as many girls as possible to have the honor
of serving her; who was she to reject two such fine maidens as

| sabel | e and Johanna? And then for Beatrix to discover after the
man was dead that Ladislaus had | eft his daughter the incone
fromhis country estate for a dower! Wio would want her? |f

any did, the Queen's patronage woul d guarantee her a husband,

t hat noney shoul d have cone to Beatrix! But it would revert to

her should Sofia not marry by the tinme she was twenty-three.

Beatrix was a plain wonan: dark, |arge-boned and strong-

featured: Both daughters were nmuch like her. Isabelle was pale

and chinless Iike her father, her |ight eyes slightly protuberant,
eyebrows and | ashes nearly white. Her hair was a nuddy gold,

too thin and lank for fashion. She wore ill-matched artificial side
curis that never stayed where they were pinned. Her nose was

| ong and poi nted; she breat hed—oi sil y—+through her nout h.

Johanna's hair was a dull brown that frizzed in danp weat her

Her mouth was too wide, usually set in a dissatisfied |line that
mat ched her nood. When she was crossed or irritated, she found
ways to play dirty tricks on her stepsister or her own sister—er
she kicked her dogs or tormented them Her teeth were |arge,

and the front ones stuck out.

Sofia, with her black hair, wide and slightly slanted bl ack
eyes, tiny hands and feet, nmade all three wonen | ook even | arger
and nore awkward than they were. Her nouth was small and
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sweet when she smil ed—sel dom any nore. But her chin and her
tenmper both owed to Ladisl aus: Were her nother had been
sweet and forgiving, Sofia was stubborn, strong-m nded, a
fighter.

Beatri x knew her stepdaughter's strength; she'd had enough
exanples of it over the years. Deep down, she m ght have real -
ized the girl was nuch prettier than her own daughters, though
she woul d never have admitted it even to herself. And so it gave
her deep satisfaction to watch Magdal ena' s daught er scrubbi ng
floors and the front steps. Her shoes were heavy and ill-fitted,
her plain skirts kirtled over an unfashi onable quilted nuslin pet-
ticoat never very clean, her hands as red and chapped as any
kitchen servant's. Once she'd waited upon the Queen, once Count
Wal ther Grassland had tried to pay his address to her. Now she
scrubbed fl oors, and Count WAlther had recently sent his nman

to make discreet inquiries about |sabelle's dowy.

The Queen was a difficulty; Beatrix worried about that now
and again. But Henriette was a soft woman; she, Beatrix, would
win this battle of wits.

Sofia put her bucket in the far coner and | eft the kitchen

before old Drusilla came in to ready breakfast. She liked the old
cook, but Drusilla fussed over her and still acted as though Sofia
were in nourning. Sofia could scarcely explain to anyone how
little she and Ladi sl aus had cared for each other. For Ladis,
there had been only his King, his duties. Sofia remenbered his
open affection for her nother, but |ike nbst nen he had want ed

a son. He ignored his daughter unless she angered him

Sofia remenbered being frightened of his tenmper and his bel -

| owi ng rages when she was small. She'd gone fromfear to con-
tenmpt to a mld dislike when he was about, no consci ous thought
of himwhen he was not. But she woul d never, ever forgive him
for Beatrix. May he rot in hell with that old witch he and the
Ki ng burned, she thought viciously as she started for the stairs.
That made her feel guilty and unhappy. Poor old woman, it

hadn't been her fault—ot if Court runor had been true. She

had not sought power beyond her own at all. She had cared for
the hurt, for ill children, or blessed the huntsman's arrows. A
true Geen Wtch nurtured, she didn't destroy; Magdal ena her-
self had consulted a nearby G een Wtch now and again, for

advi ce on herbs and her bel oved roses—
, A knock on the great outer door stopped her, and she waited
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in the large, cold hallway as Oto went to open it. Wo would
call at such cm hour? Those few friends Beatrix and her daugh-
ters had left knew not to call before m dday- Tradesnen used
the kitchen gate and the back door
Oto cane back with two rolled sheets of pale blue paper tied
wi th darker ribbon. As he handed them over, a delicious fra-

grance of roses envel oped her.

"A nmessenger, in the Queen's livery, Lady Sofia," OQfo said.



Beatri x could not dissuade himfrom addressing her so, though
she certainly had tried. "He said one was for all the househol d,
the other for you personally." Sofia stared at the scented paper
gazed up at the old servant, wi de-eyed.

"What do you suppose—=2" She inhal ed anot her breath of

red-rose and turned it over, rather uncertainly. Wth a sudden
deci sive novenent, she took the one nmarked with her nane and
slid the ribbon down. It was not waxed into place, nor was the
ot her: Sinple enough, then, to satisfy her curiosity as to the
ot her message and yet have it taken, apparently unopened, to
her stepnother. And after all, she was househol d!

The paper was gilt-edged, the ink a darker blue, the faniliar
witing a beautifully flowing script that was all swirls and sworis
and nourishes. It had been too |ong since she'd read the Queen's
hand, and at first she could nake nothing of it. Then: "To the
Lady Sofia Magdal ena von Mencken, greetings; by command of

Her Royal Majesty's Grace Henriette Marie El eanor Marguerite

de Bohun: Know that three days hence the City of Neustadt will
hol d cel ebration to greet Crown Prince Conrad, who returns from
Paris to take up his duties. As only child of Ladislaus von
Mencken, the Lady Sofia is given heir-right for this time to the
seat in the Pavilion of Nobles reserved to the King's Arnmsnas-
ter, and commanded to attend the wel come cerempnies.” It was
signed with a great swirl of letters, of which only the "H' was
I egible, and sealed with the Queen's seal. Sofia swallowed dis-
appoi nt nent —she hadn't really believed this would be an order

to return to the palace. O course she hadn't.

"The Queen commands ny presence in Father's seat, out in
t he parade square. The Prince is comng hone."

"Time enough,” Oto said tartly. Sofia smled faintly and
shook her head.

"He woul d have conme at once when the King died; the Queen
told me so. But the roads were inpassable, and the King had
insisted the Prince finish his studies no matter what."
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"Aye. Wll." Oto pulled a long face. "Who knows what the
old King really intended? They say old Leopold' s WIIl specified
odd things. | hear he didn't trust his sorcerer to | eave the | ad

alone. O that he didn't trust the Queen—

"That's not so; / know." Oto accepted that readily; Sofia

had been at Court, the Queen's confidante. "Besides, she is
Regent, he nust have trusted her a little." Sofia slipped the

ri bbon down the second roll of paper, hesitated before unfurling
it. "It is curious to make himwait until he is twenty-five. A
man's grown at twenty-two, | would say."

"Perhaps the King knew a thing or two of his son, that he
didn't trust him"

Sofia laughed. "What a thing to say! Leopold scarcely saw
Prince Conrad fromhis fourteenth birthday; he's been away for
nost of the past eight years. | daresay he'll find it odd and a



little dull, coming here after France." She stared at the paper

in her hand. "Oto, just look!" The old servant cane to stare

over her shoulder, and his lips nmoved, slowy; Sofia inpatiently
read the message aloud for him "By order of Henriette, Queen

of Saxe-Baden and Regent to his Royal H ghness, Leopold Ger-

hard Kari Conrad, Crown Prince of Saxe-Baden and Lower

Hesse, to the nobility of Neustadt and Saxe-Baden, and their

unwed daughters: Know that our bel oved Son shall return homne

within the week, to take up his duties as Heir to our late, beloved
Consort Leopold |

"By the ternms of the King's WIIl, the Prince will wed a nai den
of Saxe-Baden. To aid the Prince in his choice, and to carry out
the terms set by our bel oved Consort, we have ordered a ball in

four days' tinme. Invitation is nade hereby to the nobl e house-
hol ds of all degree to come and cel ebrate the return of your
Prince."

Sofia blinked as she rerolledthe invitation and deftly slid the
ri bbon back into place. "A ball. How wonderful!I'"

Oto shook his head as he took the invitation from her fingers.
"Poor young Prince. | wonder how he'll fancy being on display
like the prize in a horse race!™

"What of the noble wonmen of Saxe-Baden?" Sofia retorted.

"Being sent for like so many rolls of colored silk for the Crown
Prince to pick through! O rolls of honespun, he's been so | ong
in Paris."

"Remenber when you were a small |ass and your |ady nother
took you to a party for the Prince, Lady Sofia? | renenber; you
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sai d he was spoil ed and snobbi sh, but your nother reproved you
and said he was only shy."

Sofia smled and touched his hand. "Think of your remem

bering such a thing; I'd forgotten it. He hardly spoke to anyone.
| thought himinsufferable." She sighed. "Think what so many
years in Paris will have done for him he'll consider us very
dull. And years out of fashion."

"Perhaps not. Perhaps he's old enough and wi se enough to

know better what things matter." Oto cast a practiced eye at

t he beam of sun crossing the hall. "It's not |long before ny wife
takes the trays up; 1'll give her this to carry. She ought to know
you' ve seen this."

"Beatrix? She can't hide it fromme. Qto. There is no way

to keep a ball a secret! Besides, the Queen will surely—= She
forced herself to stop, shamed at her outburst. WII surely what,
Sofi a? Send her household guard to steal you away from Beatri x,
since all polite requests have fail ed? She felt snothered, all at
once. WAs there no escape for her?

Oto went down the narrow passage to the kitchen; Sofia
turned the roll of scented paper over in her hands. It was not so
bad as that; Beatrix was nearly out of excuses. She would have



no valid excuse against the welcomng or the ball. There was
al ways a way; she nust not |let herself panic so.

Poor Oto. He noved so slowy, |ooked so awful of a norn-

ing. He was too old for the tasks he had to manage. Beatrix kept
hi m because of Drusilla's cooking and because it was cheaper
than hiring a trained | ad. Her innate snobbery would not |et her
do without a skilled man to answer the door—a younger lad with
nore strength mght not be as cowed by her, or come as cheaply;

a green |lad woul d be absol utely unacceptable. "If | had the
runni ng of the house,"” she said to herself, "I would pension
him he and Drusilla both, to the old cottage bel ow t he garden
or to the country estate. If | had— She thought that too often
for too many things.

She tucked the nessage in her sash and wal ked across the

sunlit hall. Prince Conrad had been a pretty lad, all golden hair
and gol den skin, blue eyes that m ght have warmed if he'd ever
smled. A strong chin and good hands. No doubt he'd grown

into a proper fairy-tale Prince. The new Paris fashions woul d

not | ook foolish on himas they did on the garish La Mdes, or

on the older men who tried to copy them He would know al
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t he dances; perhaps he woul d dance with her, perhaps they would
find things in comon, perhaps—

No, she told herself firmy. She knew better than to daydream

such things. "Look at yourself," she whispered. "You, with

your odd dark skin and bl ack eyes, those dreadful hands and that
dull hair. He will never |look at you; if he does, he'll only |augh."
Beatri x woul d gown her daughters to draw all eyes—away

fromtheir ugly faces, | hope, Sofia thought sourly. And Beatrix
was only one nother of many who would read that invitation

A Prince as the prize! She | aughed. "There will be panic anong

the silk merchants and the cobblers.”

A dark little creature in an old yell ow gown woul d never stand
a chance of catching the Prince's eye.

But —everyone woul d be there, by command. Sonehow, she

woul d el ude Beatrix and catch the Queen's eye. If she could
not —she nust provide for that, not make herself a fal se hope-
if the Queen could not help her, or would not, then there was
anot her way. A presentabl e young woman, one who was neat,
daughter of a Count and two years Queen's Lady—ene with a
dowy of two thousand Marks—that would not attract a Prince,
but there was only one Prince. There were many border Counts,
many younger sons of such Counts. It wasn't the thing she
wanted. But if she couldn't return to Court, she would take what
she coul d.

She opened the front door to check the wal kway and the steps.
Both were still clean. Beatrix becane furious if the two stone
steps weren't spotless, if the hall itself did not |ook as though
no one lived in the house.



So she had perhaps an hour to herself; enough time to | ook

at that yellow silk. The fabric itself was hopel ess: brocaded when
now t he fashi on was heavier stuff, taffeta, draped and bunched

and fol ded. But she could perhaps find a collar for it, or enough

lace in one of those dreadful old stiff ruffs once the starch was

soaked fromit.

But in her room she sat on the narrow bed and stared at the
small window with its pane of oft-nmended gl ass. She could see
the Queen's banners and the official pal ace nourning banner

t hrough that w ndow. So near, so conpletely out of reach. Ah,
Cod, why even bot her?

"Wy, " Sofie denmanded of the wall, "can | not be like
Mot her? What is wong with ne? Mther would have found a
way around Beatrix, long since." She |aughed; it was a tiny
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sound, al nbst a sob. She |let her head fall into her hands and
swal | owed. "Ah, Mther, | hate that you left ne."

There was no answer, of course. After a nmonent, she sat up
again, sniffed and blotted her eyes with her sleeve. The yell ow
gown was near the bottom of her clothing chest, wapped inits
soft wool shawl . It was in worse shape than she'd renenbered:

It was winkled, the bodice stained with a dark jui ce—Johanna
had Jogged her el bow and the mark had never cone out. The hens
were torn in the back. Rolled up inside a sleeve was the stuff
that went with it: ribbon, |lace—+t needed washi ng—tnderskirts.
She spread it out and stood for sone tine | ooking down at it.
She finally shook her head. It was hopel ess.

But under the yellow were the two gowns she'd saved to re-

menber Magdal ena by: a deep rose velvet and a white day dress
with a wide skirt enbroidered in soft pink. There were no spots
on Magdal ena's things; no rips in them Sofia bundled the yell ow
away and laid the white over the rose. "It mght work. If | put
the two together—+ mght nanage it. But |1'd better find a place
for themin the back of nmy press, and only work on them nom
ings, so they don't catch ne at it." Even nore wonderful, pinned
in a small muslin bag, nearly invisible against the underskirts of
t he vel vet, Magdal ena's favorite ear drops—snall silver rose-
buds, now sadly tarni shed. She fastened themto the inside throat
of her bodice for safekeeping.

Her stepsisters had ruined fabric before, had stolen things.
Though not recently. Not since Sofia had caught |sabelle in her
roomw th one of the Queen's gift gowns and its beaded vel vet
shawl in her hands. |sabelle's eyes had been a nagnificent yel-
|l ow and purple for a full week; it had been worth every nminute
of Beatrix's punishnent.

Her fingers snagged in the skirt as she turned the hem and

she wi nced, scow ed and glared at them They were dreadful

She needed narcissus root, confrey, lady's mantle for them The
ki tchen garden had confrey, but the other two—she'd need to

get Drusilla to dip her a neasure fromthe stuff Beatrix used, or
she'd have to find her way to the apothecary's. A proper |otion



m ght make the difference; her hands were beyond mere soaki ng
in oat water. Practicalities occupied her; she brought out scissors
and a needl e and set to work.

Use stood very still in the small shed near the kitchen, where
the garden tools were stored. Above her head were the bundl es
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of he-' 's and dry flowers Sofia had hung—she was the only one

to ter.d the vegetables, the small rockery with its herbs, the
warn wall with the French and Spani sh roses that had been
Magdal ena's bridal present to the house. The witch gently de-
tached her thought fromthe third-floor bedroomthat had been
a vault, let the soft red apple fall. The situation was not what
she'd have chosen, but she could use it. And those earrings-
how odd. She renmenbered them renenbered the dark-eyed and
graci ous Spani sh | ady who had conme several tines to talk to her
not her. Spani sh witchery, her nmother had called those silver
earrings. They'd once been true rose petals. Not genuine G een
Magi c, something entirely foreign, a potential danger to the
wear er. Magdal ena had been unaware of that, and Use's nother
had overlaid themwi th a spell of her own, to take away the
unpl easant residue of |eft-over power. Whatever they had been
they were Green Magi c nowthey were al so CGerthe's by her

own interference, and so sonething Use coul d use.

Her face bore new lines, her eyes were haggard. There was

an edge to her | ook, sonething that m ght have been nmadness

save her nmagic was strong, her spells precisely worked. Three
deaths; why do | not feel release yet? She reached overhead,
unerringly selected a brittle piece of rosemary and held it to her
nose. Renenber. Ah, she woul d indeed renenber.

"To keep the mind firmof purpose, an infusion of fennel, or
a sprig thereof worn in the hair "

AM Oral Granmarie. Qeing the Means
Whereby the Green Way |s Taught

2.

Beatrix took the news of Sofia's invitations wthout renmnark, on
first hearing of them But then, Beatrix had never rmade open
objection to the Queen's requests for Sofia's return to the pal ace,
ei t her—that was not her way. And so Sofia was hardly surprised
when Beatrix waited until a scant hour before she was due at

her father's seat to sumon her to the mistress silting room It
was nearly m dday, but the ol der wonman was still eating break-
fast: tea and cold toast. Drusilla had put back the shutters, a
thing Beatrix seldomdid so soon after wakening, but the reason
for that became i mediately clear.

As Sofia cane into the room her stepnother's eyes w dened

and she set her teacup down with a clatter. "Before God and al
the saints, look at you! Is that what you nean to wear this af-
t ernoon?"



Sofia bit back a caustic retort, and sonehow, wept black fury
fromher eyes. "It is the best thing | have. Madam It is clean
and properly nended. "

"It's disgusting!" Beatrix snapped. "I had no idea you in-
tended to shanme us in such a way! Before God, | think you do
it deliberately! You will not |eave this house!" Her voice nade

the glass cover in her bedside tanp ring. "Go to the kitchen
there is work, and that rag is fit for nothing else!"

Sofia's eyes narrowed and her hands tightened into hard little
fists under the cover of her skirts. But years of experience told:

. ->A °
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She kept her voice | ow enough that her stepsisters, hovering in
the hall, barely heard her reply. "By your |eave, Madam you
know t he state of ny wardrobe. The small dress all owance set
aside for nme by nmy father has not come to ne these past six
years. You returned such gowns as the Queen gave ne this past
year, and you have refused those she has sent to ne since."

"Silence, Mss!"

"So pl ease you, | shall not be silent." Sofia overrode her
firmy. Beatrix stared at her in surprise. The girl never spoke
back; this was not a good sign. Not with the ball approaching,
not with the Queen raising a fuss once again, and so many
househol d probl ens that began and ended wi th noney. "The

Queen commands ne to occupy Father's seat. | could w sh

went better gowned, but that is of little inport against a direct
royal conmand." Sonethi ng even you dare not ignore, Lady

Beatrix. She did not say that, but it hung unpl easantly between

t hem

Beatrix sat up straighter, her pale eyes glittering; the mlk jug
overturned in her saucer and the whol e breakfast tray wobbl ed
alarmngly. "I will not have you disporting yourself unattended
am d nobl emren! "

"I do not disport. Madam " Sofia said quietly. Her step-

not her's eyes narrowed even nore. She particularly distrusted
the girl when she made such an outward show of politeness.
"But in this. Madam neither of us has a say. It is an order
Queen's order."

"I shall not have it," Beatrix said flatly. "You will not go; I
shall send word you were taken ill."

Sofia laughed. "Send word that | amill, and the old King's
physicians will be on the doorstep within the hour. Have you
forgotten?" The | ook on the ol der wonan's face was grim she
renenbered. A reception five years before, when the Queen

chose new mai dens. Beatrix held Sofia back by a plea of illness
and sent |sabelle instead, but the Queen had returned the girl
wi th bare thanks—and sent two physicians, a young sorcerer and
an apot hecary, for Sofi a.



"A maid al one— Beatrix began, one last attenpt to work
matters her own way.

"If I take Drusilla as chaperone, she will needs nust stand
in the hot sun for hours; she is old and would take ill. | daresay
t he househol d would prefer its dinner tonight. No man will an-

noy the Annsmaster's daughter. But | woul d never disgrace Fa-
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ther. Hs seat is flanked by Herr Braulen of the Furrier's Guild
and Count Ernst Gustav von El be, elderly men of good repute
both. I could not be in better conmpany." She drew a deep breath.
Beatrix glared at her, but she was nonentarily defeated and they
both knewit. "There is no excuse to hold me back." Sofia kept
her face straight but her eyes were w cked; it was foolish—even
danger ous—but she couldn't resist one parting remark, knpw ng

| sabel | e and Johanna were pressed to the door, listening. "Do
you fear the Prince will spy me in Father's chair and spirit ne
away on the spot?"

"Qut. Qut!" Beatrix screamed. The breakfast tray hit the floor
with a crash as she began fighting her way fromunder the com
forter; Sofia turned and fled.

"Unfortunate she has such a carrying voice." she nurnmured

as she hurried down the stairs. It would have been anusing to
open that door and see her stepsisters fall in. "And what would
Madam have made of that?

Not much, nost likely. Beatrix would accept any excuse her

girls gave her and let them go. She sel dom puni shed them Nei -

t her |sabelle nor Johanna had manners, or social grace: |sa-
belle's shrill giggle cut through conversation; that dreadful |augh
nmust have di ssuaded suitors. And Johanna's manners at table

were atrocious; she did not own two unstained bodices. O

sieeves: Beatrix would be well advised to do as army captains

had begun to do, and put buttons al ong her sleeves to keep her
fromw ping her nose on them

Wel | —she woul d not think of themfor a few hours; this af-
ternoon was hers. She drew her nother's brave red shawl across
her shoul ders and stepped into the street.

The city was festive, and there was col or everywhere: flowers
at wi ndows, on doorsteps, in the hands of burghers and in the
hair of their w ves and daughters. Banners in Prince Conrad's
col ors—+ed, orange and bl ack—had been hung from bal coni es-
Foi k stood in the squares several deep, hung from w ndows,

gat hered in doorways in such tight clunps it seened inpossible
anyone coul d breat he.

Sofia | ooked up to see Drusilla setting out two enornous bou-
quets of red roses on Beatrix's bal cony. Johanna was hangi ng
over the edge of hers, pointing out people to soneone behind
her and scream ng at her dogs. Despite so much noise down in
the streets, Sofia could hear yapping and a pained yelp from one
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of the dogs as Johanna kicked it; over that, Isabelle' s cutting
voi ce and that awful |augh. She hurried on down the street.

There m ght have been a way around that order but Beatrix

had not found it. Then, Beatrix knew little about Court. She
knew fashi on, the nanes of the nost recent colors and where to
put face patches, the forms of address. She knew all there was
to know about every unwed nobi e in Saxe-Baden

If only that order had been for her return to the pal ace! Well,
she nmust nake the best of this she could: Accept the honor with
grace, talk with sweet old Count Ernst—t had been too |ong

since she'd seen him And-well, it was exciting, all this; and
she woul d be able to see nore of Prince Conrad than the top of
hi s head. She'd never cone close to himat the ball; sensibly,

she woul d pull her old, reworked skirts close and slip into the
crowd unnot ed.

The bal |l —she renmenbered her dream of the night before, and

she bl ushed. Every thought she'd denied herself down in the hal
when the invitation cane—-herself as the beauty of the ball, al
in gold and white, pearls and filigree on her brow, her hands
dai nty and white, and the Prince hol ding one of them as though
it were a rare rosebud, gazing at her with wi de, awed and ador -
ing eyes, while her stepnother and stepsisters stood against the
wal | gnashing their teeth. There was nore; she didn't dare re-
menber it just now How silly dreans are! He 'Il never even see
nme! But she found herself humming a nmerry little dance tune as
she slid through the crowmd and nmade her way toward the City
gates.

There were four ranks of chairs under a splendid canvas awn-

ing in the old King's colors, with cushioned seats for those
granted the right to sit there. The Arnmsmaster's place was in the
front row, near the flags and just behind the King' s separately
covered dais. The pavilion was finely crafted, the chairs covered
inred velvet. Gold | eaf touched the patterning of the carved
arnms. She felt shabbier than ever

She' d forgotten how nice Count Ernst Gustav could be; how
insufferable the furrier. Herr Braulen cast a di sapproving gl ance
at her, spared another for her gown, shuddered visibly and turned
away from her to watch the road. The Count |eaned cl ose and

whi spered agai nst her ear, "One can tell when they've only just
risen fromthe mud and begin to see thensel ves as sonebody,

can't one?" H's voice came up to normal volune. "How are

you, lass? You are m ssed at Court. | was sorry about your
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father, | never had a chance to tell you '' She swall owed hard-
it had been so | ong since anyone spoke kindly to her, she could
have wept She managed a snile instead

"I"'mwell. Sir The Queen was kind enough to give nme Fa-
ther's seat—for the day, you understand—-and so here I am"
She was uncertain quite what to say about Jacob, if anything
Wrd had it his mddle sons were still gnef-ndden over their
youngest brother The Count saved her the worry



"Well, then, you could hardly hold it longer, could you9

'Less the Pnnce wishes a fairer Arnmsnasler than his father
had'" He | aughed, and Sofia |aughed with him"No, | knew you
weren't back with the Queen, and when ny | ady net Lady Bea-
trix last week, she heard you were unwell Wuld have thought
you were abed and wasting away, for all nmy Usula told nme, and
I"'mglad to see it's not so "

"I"'mfine Honestly, Sir " The Count patted her hand and

turned away to speak to his son Gerhard Sofia | eaned from

under the canvas awning to try to see past the furrier It was hot
in the sun, unpleasantly so, and the dust was thick already The
fumer cast her a chill glance and she sniled at hi m nock-
sweet |l y—the warmturn of her lips ill-matched by cold, dark

eyes He blinked and blushed |like a boy, and |l eft her alone after
t hat

Sofia's smle slipped as she sdt back, and her hands cl enched
Unwel | ' What was Beatrix planning9 She could just hear the
worman' But —ahy woul d she9 Per haps she thinks to slip hen-

bane in ny evening tea, and so covers herself beforehand, Sofia
t hought dryly, and that restored her hunor, but the Count's words
sat m her stomach |ike undigestible bread Wy woul d Beatrix
spread such an untruth?7 For gain7 To prevent her stepdaughter
fromthe Prince's ball9 The lie preceded the invitations by sev-
eral days, though, and Beatrix knew from experience ill ness
woul d not serve To see |sabelle or Johanna—er both—in the
Queen's service” Surely she could not believe either girl had a
chance, with or without Sofia at the pal ace' \Watever she thinks
to do, she'll be sorry ~he thought of it'

But it was too hot for anger to hold, and there was too nuch
to |l ook at—and the rising volunme of conversation fromthe com
nmons j amed si x-deep near the gates told her the Prince was
near There had been excitement in the air before, nowit rose
to a fever, until it seemed the very air would crackle with it
The air was crackling on the battlenments of the old town where
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cannon had been placed to either side of the gate two cannon

to each side, four Ordnance Sorcerers to work the powder spells
The air up there sparkled and briefly coal esced, children
screamed in terror or delight, wonen covered their ears or hid
agai nst their husbands' doublets Flame and a bel |l owi ng roar
burst fromthe thick pipes

Sofia reveled in the echoing blasts and let it all carry her

al ong She |l eaned forward, fingers plaited together in her |ap
under a fold of skirt, scarcely breathing, as the first horsenman
cane into sight

They nmust have stopped short of the Gty to refresh and to

wash thensel ves and their horses, for there was no sign of the
dirt and wear of travel anywhere The | ad | eading the procession
carried the pike with the Prince's banners and colors Hi s jacket
was unwnnkl ed, his dapple gray and his saddl e shone Hi s broad-
bri mmed hat bore three plumes red, orange and bl ack



Behi nd hi m came four young nen in the uniform of the Saxe-

Baden caval ry, and behind them twel ve pi kemen—even their

boots bore no sign of dust There was a space, a drunmer, d

| onger space, two cavalry officers and a small company of picked
hor senen Behind them a nman so splendidly dressed, for a np

ment she thought this nmust be the Prince hinself, but his skin
was olive, his hair dark He | ooks like a Prince, and surely he s
French' But one horsel ength behind the Frenchman, there un

nm st akdbly cane Crown Pnnce Conrad

Sofia realized that she was hol ding her breath and expelled it
in a rush Her cheeks tingled and burned, her chest hurt and

she felt extrenely annoyed with herself, enbarrassed by such a
foolish reaction But Pnnce Conrad was a gl orious sight He

was nmuch taller than she remenbered, of course taller than the
old King His hair was pale gold, as was the narrow noustache,
the touch of beard between a firmchin and a rather finely
shaped—f at the noment tightly set—puth Hi s eyes were

shaded by his hat. but m ght have been a deep blue or haze
Capabl e, long-fingered hands lay across the reins, ready to direct
his gray if necessary His |l egs were well muscl ed under the
snooth-fitting red breeches, and he sat his horse with an ere'.t
grace

But even if he had been plain ot face and conmon his garb

woul d have caught the eye and held it He wore lace at his throat
cuffs and boot-tops A perfect not of feathers tunbled fromthe
gold | ace band of his hat, mingling with pale gold hair. el abo-
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rately curled. A gold lace band ran fromhis right shoulder to
his left hip, holding the red velvet and gold and gem crusted
scabbard which in turn bore his thin-bladed rapier. AH she could
see of that was the hilt: a swirl of basketry to protect the back
of the hand. but the end of the ponmmel was encrusted with tiny
pearls and brilliants. Hi s gloves matched his hat to perfection

t he breeches of a deeper red were wound about at the knee with
an even deeper red and tucked into boots of supple |eather, wide-
topped and slouched. H's spurs were gold, elaborately chased;

rubi es wi nked fromthe hinges and the center of the rowel.

He inclined his head in the direction of the pavilion and smled
as he waved, then turned away to wave at the crowd near the

gate. The people there cheered. Sofia closed her eyes and fought
an overwhel mi ng di sappoi ntnent. You knew he woul d never see

you, for all your clever remarks to Beatrix. H s eyes had gone
right over, or through her. He'd | ooked over, or through, every-
one on the stand. Prince Conrad's smile was a wide flash of fine,
even teeth that went no higher than his upper lip.

Snob. After seeing him she'd found herself hoping for better

and hating hi mbecause she hadn't been able to find it. He hadn't
changed; peopl e-never did. He mght be a grown nan, he m ght

use that sword with skill, might rule Saxe-Baden three years
hence, but he was still the snotty little boy she renmenbered.
That will teach you to renenber dreans, she told herself souriy.



"Eh?" Count Enst Gustav turned and she bl ushed; she'd
spoken al oud and not realized it.

"Not hi ng, Sir. Just—thinking."

"Ah. And small wonder, young Sofia. He's a fair pretty |ad,

isn't he? | hope he's got conpassion and brains under that fluffy
hat, since he takes his father's crown three years from now. "

He | aughed and nudged her slyly. "And what a pleasure for you

| asses tonorrow night, eh?"

"Wl | —+ hope so, of course." Maybe she was overly sensi-

tive; the Count apparently hadn't noticed those coldly distant
eyes. Perhaps he'd been too dazzled by the overall appearance
of the Prince and his escort.

It didn't matter. She nustn't let himmatter; she would not | et
foolish dreans Iift her spirits again.

But Prince Conrad's ball—+there would be kind nen there,

men such as Count Ernst Gustav. He would dance with his old
friend s daughter. OQhers would. O if Beatrix sought to keep
her from dancing, she could speak with them
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She woul d sonehow speak with the Queen. That above all;
truly, nothing mattered so rmuch as that.

Beatri x woul d keep her busy very late tonight to "make up"

for the past hour. Well, she would nmanage sonehow. In the
nmeant i mre—she settled back in the chair that had been her fa-
ther's. So many people out there, and even nost of the wonen
were taller than she. She hated being trapped like a child anong
so many fol k, where she could see nothing but bodies. Beatrix
woul d put her hard to work as soon as she returned; she m ght

as well spend anot her hour at |eisure before she went hone.

"The paths of the stars control a nan's destiny But he nust
have proper interpretation of that destiny, and so a skilled
astrol oger is nmuch sought after

Green & Gold fAagyk
3.

The cheers were still echoing in the streets outside when Conrad
cane through the great carved doubl e doors, passed down the

white and gold tiled hall and into his nother's small study. Hen-
riette had watched his arrival fromher [ong bal cony, but she was
still a young worman and still light on her feet; by the time he'd
peel ed off his gloves and sent his escort to the stables and then
on to the barracks, left his personal entourage and his best friend
Dom nic in the hands of his father's First Steward, she was seated
on her favorite blue and gold sofa, waiting for him

Conrad's whole face lit up as he came to her side and knelt
to kiss her hands. "Ah, Mther! It's been too long, but you're
as fair as ever.''



"He's not only |learned howto dress hinmself in Paris, he's

learned flattery," Henriette said in her soft, light voice. She stil

had the | east of accents. Conrad had forgotten her habit of ad-
dressing himin that manner; it still charned hi mand warnmed
his heart. She caught his face between her hands—ong-fi ngered
and deft, like his—and kissed his forehead. "But you nust be
tired. Perhaps you'd prefer to rest now, and talk later?"

"After eight years. Mther, bar the odd short visit, | abso-
lutely refuse to kiss you and | eave you! Besides, 1 amnot really
tired. W took the journey in easy stages. | w sh— He paused

to search for words, took the seat next to her when she patted
the cushions. "I wi sh the greeting had been—rankly, | know
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they wanted it, but 1 wish they had not." He spread his hands
hel pl essly.

"And he has not |ost his shyness,” Henriette broke in with a

war m understanding smle. Conrad cast his eyes up, but sniled
ruefully back at her, and for one nonent the resenbl ance be-

tween Leopol d's French Queen and his heir was quite striking.

"I thought the University, the French Court and the Hotels woul d
cure you of that, ny dear son. | cannot think how you cane by

it, either—your father certainly was never shy a day in his life."

"And you were so full of charmthere was no roomleft for

such foolishness,” Conrad smiled. Henriette | aughed. "I —t's
not so bad, these days, honestly. But—all those people. Mther,
just to see nme! | think | learned much in Paris, but not to be the

center of so nuch attention."”

"Of course not. One grows used to it in tine. And for now,

at least, it is behind you- Take some wine. it's a Florentine
had brought in last year. Rather nice. And a cake. O, are you
hungry? | can have neat and bread and soup brought." Conrad
shook his head. "Your time is already taken up, the next days,
| fear; you will have little to yourself after this."

"I don't care, it's why | cane honme. Father kept nme idle | oo

long. Mother. 1'Il sleep this afternoon, then begin what needs
doi ng. Though | amnot certain |I know anything useful. | can
speak English, Court and Sout hern French—that |ast thanks to
nmy good friend Dom whomyou will love. O | hope you will;

he's exiled for an entire year and he cane with ne at nmy w sh,
since he duel ed on nmy behal f—=

"Duel ed?" Henriette inserted into this rather headl ong fl ow

"Over his sister—an insult. Dueling' s illegal, of course."
"It was when 1 still lived in France. But only a year for that—=2
Oh. | remenber, you spoke of himin your letters. He is a

Val oi s. "



"Cousin of some sort to the old regine. No threat to the
throne, of course, but the Bourbons find themuseful, and al-
t hough Domis a second son. his brother the Due dotes on him
and the Due holds vast and influential sections of Avignon.
was sayi ng? Ah—French, ltalian, a little—and of course Span-

i sh, but Portuguese has been beyond ny skill. | have studied
fencing, the English guns, which need no sorcery—strategy and
tactics, ah, and of course, nusic and dance. 1 | earned mat he-
matics froma Mor exiled fromthe Spanish Court and romantic
poetry froma Countess; | read all the classics not absolutely
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f or bi dden—and, one or two of those forbidden," he added with
a candid grin, "when we could find them"

"I'n short, you went through the course your father planned

for you, and |l earned those things | hoped you woul d when |

i nsisted Leo send you to Paris instead of dull Nurenberg. Good.
Leo's advisors want to talk to you about the terms of Leo's WII.
Are you up to discussing it with me now? | prefer you not neet
his nen cold."

"I thought it was all settled." Conrad put his w ne aside
barely tasted. "Father's WIIl was very specific."

"The WII holds w thout challenge." Henriette drew a deep

breath and squared her shoulders. "I will not apol ogize for Leo's
WIl. He did not consult ne, as you nust know by its contents.

I was only surprised to find he trusted ny acunen and di pl o-
matic abilities and named ne Regent. | do not understand this

age he chose for you, and | amtruly sorry about the narriage
provision. An alliance with France or Spain would serve the
country quite well and I know you had hopes of the little Va-

| ois—this is your friend' s sister, is it not?*

Marie de Valois, Conrad rem nded hinself firmy. Mane, not
Marguerite. It seenmed nonths, not days, since he'd attended
Marguerite's |l ast recepti on—sone new opera, two inpoverished
poets; the reception had been dull, Mrguerite adorable. Wuld
it shock Mother? Wuld she understand her son's obsession with
a wonman her own age? He certainly had no intention of ever
telling her about Marguerite. It didn't matter anyway; he m ght
have persuaded his father to accept Marie, but Marguerite would
have been the scandal of the Continent. "I knew | would have

no voice in the matter, so did Marie," Conrad said finally. Hen-
riette touched his arm

"But you hoped Leo would consider the worthier aspects of

such a match. Had he lived, perhaps he woul d, though your

father considered me a singularity, rather than representative of
French nobl ewonen. He was insular, you know. '

"I know." O all men, he should.

"The worst of it—2 think—was brought about by this curse;

he made the WIIl after, only days before he died."

It still made little sense. "Poor Father! He must have been



w | d when Ladi sl aus took sick!"

"I have never seen Leo so," Henriette said sinply. "He was

terrified, | think, but he would never confide such a thing in

ne."
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Conrad shook his head. "At |east one good thing has cone

of all this. | shall not have to put up with old Ladislaus scow ing
at ne across the conference table!"” Henriette made a distressed
little noise, and her son iaughed hunorlessly. "Yes, | know,

Mot her, and |'msorry to offend you. But the old man was im
possi bl e unl ess one was Father. That does remnd me," he added
as he stood and stretched. "Were on ny list of advisors to see
is Father's pet sorcerer, Custave?"

Henriette's distress visibly deepened. She watched Conrad

anxi ously as he began to prow the small chanber, exanining
ornanents and paintings with a critical eye; she was not fool ed,
he was nervous and doing that to avoid having to | ook at her. He
had al ways done that when he was bei ng stubborn. "Conrad,

listen to me. You mustn't offend Custave."

"Why?" Conrad held a tiny glass bell by its rose-shaped han-
dle. It chined when he noved it. "WII he turn me into a boar
or a denon? Or feed me to his pet Kobol d?'

"Conrad, please! He was third sorcerer under your grandfa-

ther. He's been a sorcerer so many years, he knows so rmuch—

You and he don't |ike each other, |I know But | inplore you to
renmenmber that you nust coexist for three years at the very least.'

"I admt it, nmost unhappily. But | warn you, | will obtain ny
own man the nmoment | amallowed to. | nmet a man in Paris not
long before | left; Pietro, a Spaniard. He and | got on well; he

and his two apprentices would come at any tine, if | asked it. |
despi se Gustave; he despises ne; how can he possibly work to
nmy benefit if he feels that way?

"Conr ad—"

"If he is so very powerful, why did Father die?" He turned
and came back to her side, took her hands and ki ssed themin

turn. "lI'msorry. Mdther, | did not nean to distress you. But |
will keep Gustave no longer than | nust. And listen. | have an
astrol oger, ny owmn man. He's comi ng by carriage; he had to,
since he's quite old. You'll like hinm he's French, and quite

talented. Hs nane is Nicholas de |a Mare."

"Ni chol as?" Henriette gazed at himin astoni shment. "But |
know him He was at Louis' Court. He is one of the finest
astrologers in all France! He studied under a man who studi ed
under Nostradamus hinsel f! Conrad, how did you ever persuade
himto cone here?

"I'f you heard Nichol as speak on the subject of Court life as
it has become, you wouldn't ask," he replied with a grin. "In

38 Ru Enerson



fact, if you're wise, you won't ask; N cholas will tell you, in
fine detail. He can be garrul ous, when he's not at his business.
But | know he is good, and he |ikes nme—-he says he does. It's
odd, though: He cast ny horoscope tw ce recently, and none of

it seens right."

«eCh?"

"Wel|l —ot to ny eyes. He said | nust be patient; you know
I"mnot that. Now, Mdther, this ball."

Henriette sighed- 'The ball, tomorrow night. The Counci

insisted, and if you knew how difficult they have been you woul d
not wonder why | was not able to gain you nore time, at |east

to rest fromyour journey. There will be a dinner, formal but
small. The Regent's Council will be formally presented, al ong
with the Ducai Council Leo established. He said it gave the

nobl es a place to shout at each other and disagree with Leo's
policies, but keeps them from whi spering the same things in
secret, or across the border.'

"Border problens?" Conrad asked sharply. Early in Leo-

pold's reign two Rhinish Counts had gone across river to make
a pact with King Erhardt of Saaren. Leopold had dinned the
need to watch for such treason into his son's head at an early
age, and Conrad had a strong dread of it.

"No. Runobrs a year or so ago, no action and no runor

since.'' Henriette consulted a list on the small table at her el bow
"After the dinner, your tine is unstructured, but of course you'l
need nost of it to ready for the ball."

"OfF course." H's face and voice were both blandly expres-
sionless. but his nother still knew him

"My son—t" Henriette spread her arns wide in a very French

shrug. "Do you think | like it, that your father did this?"
Conrad shook his head. "I know better. But you know t hat
scarcely helps: | feel like the prize in one of old Louis' ganbling

dens. |—+magi ne, Mther, what it was like riding through the
streets, with every girl of fifteen or nore | ooking at ne as though
| were a trout she was about to bring in." Henriette gazed at
himw th w dening eyes and burst into | aughter. Conrad scow ed,

but his nother's laugh was as infectious as it had ever been, and
he found hinself joining her. "Now, Mbdther, please! | wasn't

anused in the least at the tine!"

"Poor boy. And so you smled that stiff smle and gritted your
teeth. Well, but this is not quite the sane.”
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"It is worse. There will be no horse between nme and those
wonen. "

Henriette | aughed agai n and shook her head. "Mdst of them
wi Il be nuch too abashed to approach you wi thout invitation.
Besi des, all you need do is find a girl of acceptabl e parentage



and wed her."
"AIll" Conrad rmunbl ed darkly.
"Ail," Henriette agreed calmy. "Preferably an attractive girl;

people like their Queens pretty, and you yourself must | ook at
her for many years to cone—and get children on her. You will
want one with social graces. Don't |ook so, that is very inpor-
tant. Imagi ne year after year wed to a wonan who drinks soup
with an ear-breaking slurp.”

Conrad let his head fall back and he | aughed | oudly. "NMother
you're terriblel™

Henriette shook a finger at him "Listen to nme! You cannot
divorce like the fat English king did; your people will never
stand for it. And you've a long |life ahead of you- Once the bal
begi ns and you stand in the mdst of Saxe-Baden's finest maidens
will not be the tinme for common sense; | know. So deci de be-
tween now and then what you can bear to live with. Choose the
best of them-and if you are reticent, you can always have a
mstress or two." She fixed himw th a hard | ook. "M nd, now

| doubt your father did so, because one woman was nearly nore

t han he wanted! But—=

"No." Conrad shook his head. "I can't—+ don't think |I can."

"It is your choice, son." Henriette considered this, smiled
faintly. "That nuch of it, at least."

Conrad | ooked at her, down at his hands. "If you'd seen the
French King, bundling his mstress and his wife together in one
househol d— just—+ don't think | could." He considered a no-

ment, sighed. '*! hadn't meant to tel! you; you'll [augh- But

Ni chol as cast ny horoscope not |ong before | left Paris. There
was a girl, he said | would marry her. But—not just because of
Father's WIIl, because | wanted to. He said sonethi ng—+the
Queen, the ball, another, three wonen, all bringing together as

one. It didn't nake any sense, and he woul dn't explain any nore
than that. But— The nuscles at the conmers of his nouth
bunched; his eyes were unfocused and distant.

"I dreaned about her—that night, and one night on the road,
com ng here."

"What did she look like?" Henriette asked softly.
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"Odd—+ don't renenber. Beautiful, of course.” He |aughed

quietly. "Silly, believing in dreans.” He held the rose-handl ed
bell to his ear and swng it gently. "I don't, of course. This was
i ke—eh, a song, a tale. Perhaps | had too many of those before

| left Paris, they're all the rage just now "

"I know." / nust neet this Nicholas; | nust |earn nore of
t hese dreans.

And she nusl do sonething about poor little Sofia. That



dreadful Beatrix had so far proved her match. But the girl mnust
attend the ball, and Henriette would find a way to spirit her away
fromher soi-disant famly |ong enough to talk to her

One of her stewards had seen the girl in the Armsmaster's

seat, and Henriette could have wept at his description: that harsh,
m strustful | ook about her eyes and nouth. / worked so hard to
soften that sweet child, and Beatrix has undone if all in so short
atine. Wrse, the |ook of her: her hair unattractively bundl ed
back in a hard knot, her hands chapped from hard work, grayed

and ragged skirts. Surely they could not have been as horrid as
Bemhard sai d!

She woul d keep the girl's name fromher lips just now, though

I f Conrad knew his nother intended deliberate matchmaking,

he'd turn stubborn; he'd never even | ook at her. But the sane
could be said for Sofia. Proud, stubborn children, both of them

Conrad stifled a yawn, caught his nother's eye and | aughed
tiredly. "Sorry, Mther. One nmore of those cakes of yours, a

little wine to keep it conpany, and |I'Il go sleep. Domis prob-
ably already asl eep; he's not much of a horseman. Are the apart-
ments next to mine still unused? I'd |ike himclose."

"Yes to all of that.” Henriette filled his cup. "Your nouth is
saggi ng, you need rest. Custave sent word; he hopes you wl|l
see himwhen you're free."

Conrad broke the crisp little cake in tw and stuffed half in

his cheek. "Let ne see if | can still translate. Custave wants ne
to rush to his chanber at once.'' H's eyes narrowed as he chewed
and washed the cake down with wine. "Well, | have no intention

of doing that. That nuch ends here and now. Don't |ook at ne

like that, Mother; | know all about the next three years. But |
will not crawl, | will not et himorder nme around like a child

or a servant. There are plenty like himin Paris; they press con-
stantly for advantage, and any petty advantage edges thema little
hi gher. Gustave cones to me fromnow on, when | say."

"I don't think that is a very good idea."
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"Perhaps not. Running at his every little comand is a worse
one. Don't worry, | will make clear to himit is ny choice,

will not involve you. Deal with himyourself as you choose. And
I will leave himbe until I've slept."” Conrad stood, patted his
nmot her's shoul der. Henriette | ooked up at him her nouth pursed
and her brow knitted. "He's not so powerful as he thinks,

Mot her; honestly. You know he's not; he's old and entrenched”
and he knows enough tricks to bol ster whatever true sorcery he
can wield. If we give hima free hand. God knows what he'l

be like in three years." Henriette nodded finally, tilted her face
so he could kiss her cheek, and watched hi ml eave.

He was so very handsome—he took after her fanmly for fea-
tures, fortunately, not poor, plain Leo's. And there was heart
and charm under that shy armor of his. He and Sofi a—she was



nore certain of it than ever. They were so very alike, once one
got past the prickles. And so—-how to go about it?

"Patience is all things, there is always one right nmonent to
begi n a spell

A« Oral Gammarie
4

The ni ght sky was cl oudl ess and a full moon eclipsed all but the
bri ghtest stars. The hour was mdnight and in the Add City por-
tion of Neustadt only the watchman was abroad. In a few houses,
lights still shone: women putting the final touches on gowns for
the Prince's ball the next evening. The von Mencken house was
dark, however, and had been since the watchman's second round.
In her small room Sofia heard his boots shuffling across the
cobbl estoned street, heard the creak of his lantern. As he noved
away, the crickets and pondfrogs began to serenade once nore.
Had she opened her eyes, she'd have seen the |long sl ender, black
shapes craw across her ceiling, shadows of the wought bal cony.

She kept her eyes cl osed, her body rel axed, her breathing even
and quiet. |sabelle and Johanna were up to sonething. The en-
tire afternoon and evening, while she'd sewed and nended and
attached beads and feathers to bodices, the sisters had eyed her
si del ong, whi spering and giggling. They were so transparent

Poor fools, they never |earned—fortunately for Sofia. The after-
noon before they'd been acting nmuch the same, and Sofia had

wal ked on eggs until she found the cause: |sabelle had wound
string at a hand's hei ght above the floor, just at the head of the
main stairs. Just like her: Anyone night have sprung that trap

i ncluding Beatrix or old Drusilla, who nost likely would have

br oken her neck.

Vll, it was partly her fault; try as she might, Sofia had not
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been able to hide her pleasure and excitement at the prospect of
the ball. She was no conpetition, of course—each thought the
other to be that—but anything Sofia wanted so rmuch, she nust

not have. A broken | eg would excuse her absence; even the old
King's sorcerers and physicians would be unable to nend that in
time. And it would keep her fromthe Queen's retinue as well.
She didn't doubt they had reasoned that; it was their sort of
cunni ng. The very thought had rmade her ill.

W shall see, Sofia thought grinmy as she wound up the string
and stowed it in her pocket. But retaliation was dangerous, the
ball was too near, Beatrix eager for any excuse to keep her from
it. Unfortunately, ignoring the girls was no answer: They sinply
i ncreased the unpl easantness of their pranks.

And oh, to give thema taste of their own: She'd salt Isabelle's
sheets and watch her break out in a glorious rash. Last tine

| sabel l e had not ieft her bed for nearly a week. O an enetic
herb for Johanna "s cocoa—but she couldn't. Am| afraid of Be-
atrix? No, she was sensible; it took sense and intelligence to
know an opportunity and not waste it. Better to | et vengeance



slide and attend the ball; she'd have |ast |augh on themall when
the Queen took her back at Court.

Besi des, she woul d enj oy watching her stepsisters bedi zened

within an inch of their lives, sinpering and giggling at the Prince.
They woul d never see the hunmor of-it, Beatrix certainly never

woul d. Ot hers would. And Sofia intended to be there to share

in the joke.

But that string trap of |sabelle' s—+sabelle had watched Sofia

wad up the string, and she had smrked defiantly. Ch, | would

put a little sand in the toes of her shoes, where she 'd never notice
it until she came out in blisters, Sofia thought furiously. But

| sabel l e could barely wal k in French shoes, she could not wal k
barefoot with any grace. To watch her dance—

And if she were Isabelle-Bbid the girl realize how unattractive

she was, plain-faced, oversized and awkward, |oud and grace-

| ess? Was she aware how often young nmen put on a polite face

and nmade a qui ck escape? Johanna rnust know, after that disas-

trous picnic with little Heinrich, a fourth Duke's son, not wealthy
but pl easant -1 ooki ng. Qut spoken, however; Johanna had cone

hone weepi ng because he had been appalled by her inability to

eat neatly and he'd told her so. No one would ever |ove her, she
had wai | ed.

Not all suitors cared whether a potential wife was fair as
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Queen Henriette; many did not even care if she was well -
behaved, nodest, able to run the househol d—so | ong as her
dowy was a proper one. Young wonen |ike Johanna and | sa-
bel | e needed nore dowy than either had to attract a husband.
Even the men who | ooked beneath an unconely exterior found
the interior even less fair.

Vll. It was too bad, but none of her fault; Beatrix encour-

aged them they encouraged each other. And she could conjure

up no pity for either of themjust now, not when she was stil
awake at mdnight waiting for the next hideous prank. Wat

woul d this one be? There was a shuffling noise on the bare boards
of the hallway; a board not far from her door creaked. She was
about to find out.

A snothered giggle, a hissed, inpatient warning: Two white-

clad figures stole into the room One halted just inside the door
shielding a light, while the other crept toward the bed. Sofia |ay
still, waited until she could feel breath against her forehead, and
| unged.

Johanna squawked as her woul d-be victims hand cl anped

around her wist. A pair of long scissors clattered to the floor
Johanna twi sted wildly and grabbed for them Isabelle flewinto
the room but Sofia was already sitting up, Johanna in one hand
and the scissors in the other. Isabelle stopped as the points cane
up; Sofie's eyes glittered in the candl elight.

"How ki nd of you, sisters. Did you intend to trimny hair
toni ght? Shorter than Father's was, or nerely in such a manner



so that I'd not want to show ny face at the ball? O did you have
anot her use for those scissors?"

"Don't you dare call ne sister!" Johanna retorted sharply,

and with her usual grasp for the inportant part of a conversation
| sabel | e hissed "Shut up!" against her ear

"Yes," Sofia agreed evenly. "Shut up, Johanna, unless you

have sonething to say about these scissors, and the hand you had
wr apped around my hair when | caught you."

"Prove we intended anything," Isabelle said sweetly.
"Mt her won't believe you."

"Why should |I care? |I know, that is enough for ne. You'd

like to run away, wouldn't you, Johanna?" The girl glared at
her sullenly. "But you rmust get away first, and | am stronger
than you are." Isabelle took a step back and gl anced toward the
door, and Sofia snapped, "And you! You'd |eave her here and

run screamng for Mther, wouldn't you? | wouldn't, |sabelle.
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One nore step and sonething very unpl easant will happen.™
Johanna shrank away from her as far as she could; |sabelle set
her lips in a thin Iine over her protruding teeth and edged for-
ward. "I wouldn't try to take them back, either. The points are
quite sharp, sister; you might hurt yourself. Your nother would
not like it if you bled ail over your new nightdress."

"You woul dn't dare—L"

"Ch? Wuldn't 1? Why don't you stop these stupid tricks?

You don't do themwell, neither of you has the brains. |sabelle,
it mght have been Beatrix who caught your siring and fell, did
you think of that?"

"I'"d have warned her," Isabelle said flatly.

"Ah. And bl aned the setting of it on ne; how dreadfully

clever of you. Did a street boy teach you that one, or did you

make it up on your own?" |sabelle glared at her icily. Sofia

glared right back, and Isabelle's eyes shifted to a spot just above
her head. "Wy don't you sinply |eave ne alone, and I'Il do

t he same for you?'

"Why shoul d we?" Johanna demanded. She yanked her arm

free and scuttled away. "You're an insult to us, Schnutzie So-
fie "

"That's nice, Johanna, coming fromyou," Sofia said. "Fa-
ther's marri age gave your mother rights, it didn't take mine away.
I ama Count's daughter and a Queen's Lady; you two are daugh-
ters of a wi dowed gentl ewoman, nothing nore- You shoul d at

best be treated as my younger sisters, accountable to ne." |sa-
bell e snorted rudely. "I do not care about that if | ever did.
woul d rather |eave this house and never see either of you again.

I amsworn to serve the Queen two nore years; | should wed."

"Who' Il have you?" |sabelle demanded scornful ly, al nost



covering Johanna's blurted, "You can't! The noney, the noney
your father set aside for— She squawked as |sabelle trod sav-
agely on her foot. Sofia laughed triunphantly and cl apped her
hands toget her.

"I wondered. Thank you, sisler, for the information! So Fa-

ther left me a dowy and, let ne guess, like Mdther's fund,
Beatrix has no access to it. Ch, that nust infuriate her! She is
so fond of noney, and so profligate with it. Wat—-does she

think 1 will sign it over, if you three make nmy life mserable
enough? O is there some limt upon it? If | remain unwed,

per haps?" Silence. Both girls | ooked at each other, then at their
feet. "You don't lack for nerve, do you? Beatrix has Father's
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nmoney, his income fromthe crown, this house, the country es-
tate. Or has she spent that?"

"That's not your busi ness—

"It is. | don't really care, though But nmy dowy, any noney
my parents left me, you will never see," Sofia said grimy. "I
swear that." Silence again. "W never |iked each other, I|sa-
belle. W never will. Let ne be, I'll |eave you al one.™

"Why shoul d we?" |sabell e demanded. "Johanna was right,

you are an insult to us, you're grubby and ill-tenpered—how
the Queen puts up with you, | cannot imagine." She smrked.
"But perhaps she no | onger does; she hasn't sent for you, has
she? And all Neustadt knows how you | ook, how you scrub

floors and weed the cabbages- She hasn't conme to free you from
your rightful place after all, has she?"

| sabel | e had that one gift: She knew what woul d hurt nost

Sofia stood so suddenly that both sisters started back from her
nervously. "Get out of here, both of you! If you try anything

else to keep me fromthe Prince's ball, | swear you'll never |eave
your apartments wi thout a mask the rest of your lives!"

"You' d never dare'"
certain.

| sabel | e said, but she didn't | ook very

"Don't trust your luck, Isabelle. And don't push nme. |I'm
Ladi sl aus' s daught er. Renenber what Father was really IiKke,

instead of all that sentimental drivel you tell your friends. Father
never forgot a wong, he never gave over a grudge—and he knew

how to make the best of his revenge. Now get out of my room™

| sabel | e opened her mouth, shut it again w thout saying any-

thing. and left, dragging Johanna with her. Sofia closed her eyes
briefly, let out a held breath, and went to shove her cl othes chest
across the door.

"I's she ashaned of nme9" Sofia whispered as she tossed the

sci ssors behind her bed. "Am| so awful as that, that even the
Queen rejects nme and won't tell me?" It couldn't be; the Queen
had borne a | oss of her own, she had so tittle time—but she
coul d have said, she could have done sonething' She coul d—
Sofia sniffed. "Perhaps it's as well; if she sawnme like this! O



if Mother did. | never thought—+'d be—glad Mdther was dead,
and—and coul dn't see . " She swal | owed tears and dragged a
hand across her eyes. The skin was rough and a nail- snagged in
her hair. She sniffed again, gave it up and rolled into her com
forter, burying her face in the feather pillow so no one would
hear her cry.
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The lower halls were hers for only a short while the next
nmorni ng. That was JUSI as well, considering how she felt: short
of sleep, lowspirited. A steady streamof folk cane to the doors:

visitors for Beatrix to the double front doors, the furrier's assis-
tant to the rear with two small nuffs—idicul ous frippery, Sofia
t hought, considering the season and the heat. He was foll owed

in short order by the cobbler's ad with shoes—ene pair yell ow,
the other blue with white flowers. They were enornous and
awkwar d- 1 ooki ng; the platformconnecting heel to toe was edged
ingold. As if they weren't tall enough. Sofia |aughed shakily at
t he thought of |sabelle stunbling about the polished ballroom
floor in those yell ow shoes, one predatory hand cl utching the
Prince's shoul der while she sinpered and cackl ed that dreadful
giggle in his face.

Her dress was done: The plain rose-col ored gowmn was now

an overdress with underskirts of the white and burgundy day

gown. By careful scrinping, she had managed a white coll ar

and sl eeve lace. Her plain dark slippers would have to do, but

she had left the skirts long to cover them Her hair—there would
be no tine to curl it, even if it would |lake curl. But a w de band
of velvet and roses would hold it back; it would at |east wave
fromthe plait. The silver ear drops shone dully.

Beatrix had still said nothing, but'she was so busy turning her
two sparrows into finches, maybe she'd forgotten her stepdaugh-
ter.

There' d been a package the day before, fromthe pal ace. Be-
atrix had intercepted it, nade scandalized noises over the realty
qui te nmodest neckline of the French-cut pale blue taffeta. She
had not returned it, though, perhaps fearing a confrontation with
the Queen; it had vanished into her roonms, the note the Queen
sent had gone into the fire. At |least the Queen did think of her

thi ngs were not as bad as |sabelle had said, as Sofia had con-
vinced herself in the | ow hour of the night.

She nade nore trips to the kitchen doors: one for a hideously
| arge shaw brooch in silver and enanel ed red Beatrix had or-

dered for herself, again for hats: lofty, silly affairs, |ike the shoes,
all feathers and silk roses. Then again, the hats m ght hide por-
tions of their faces, which could only be a good thing. . . Sofia

grinned maliciously as she gathered up the bits of fur, the shoes
and the hats and started up the stairs-

A towering shriek echoed down the hall and stopped her in
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her tracks. Isabelle, hair flying | oose, feet and | egs bare, corsets
all unl aced, hareddown the hallway. "Mther! Mther!" Sofia

wat ched | sabelle dart into her nother's apartments. Watever

t hat was about, she had better stay away fromit. She tiptoed up

the rest of the stairs to the |anding, set her bundle on the trestle
there, moved silently down the hall to the narrow flight to the

next floor and her own room

"Sofial"

Her heart sank as she turned. Beatrix, her norning gown
hangi ng hal f unfastened, her hair flattened fromthe linen cap
she slept in, her color dangerously high, stood in the doorway
and beckoned inperiously. Sofia squared her shoul ders, and
went. "Yes?"

Beatrix glared at her. "Don't be pert' 'Yes, Madami from
you! What have you done to |sabelle?"

"I -Madan? |1've done nothing!" Beatrix flushed, but an-

other wail fromlsabelle drew her attention, and Sofia | ooked at
her m serabl e stepsister. Isabelle was blotchily red on her arns,
her face, the |l eg she was furiously scratching. But Beatrix was
wat chi ng Sofia, eyes narrowed and suspicious. "She's got a

rash.”

"OfF course |'ve got a rash, you stupid, worthless girl! You
did it!" Isabelle wailed.

Sof i a shook her head. "I didn't!" Even to her, the denial
sounded forced, her voice high and nervous. "If it's only a rash,
her sleeves will cover it tonight—=

"How dare you say that, when you did it to keep nme from

going to the ball!" Isabelle screaned. She threw herself across
the room Sofia backed away as |sabelle snatched at her sleeve
and then her hair. "Mther! Renmenber the salt in ny bed four
years ago, and the nettles before that?"

Beatri x yanked Sofia off her feet by her plait and pushed her
into the wall with one large hand. "Did you salt |sabelle's bed-
di ng?" Sofia shook her head. "O nettle it? Answer ne, you
sullen thing, did you do anything to cause that?"

"I didn't, I swear—" Beatrix slapped her, rocking her head
back into the wall. "Wat should | say? You don't believe ne
anyway!" Beatrix slapped her backhand, snapping her head the

ot her way. "Madam " she added bitterly. Beatrix's hand |l eft her
ear ringing and a taste of blood inside her cheek.

"Daughter, go to Drusilla, have her prepare a cool bath. There
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is oil of witch hazel in the pantry, put that in. Tell her to go to
t he apot hecary for you. 1'Il cone shortly."

"Yes, Modther." Isabelle cast her stepsister a triunphant smle
and sped away. Beatrix turned back to Sofia.



"I do not know what to do with you. Your father conmended
you to ny care—do not interrupt ne, you wetched girl!" She
brought her hand up purposefully and Sofia shut her nouth.
"Your father married nme so you woul d have a proper nother

he was not fitted to raise a girl of fourteen and he knew it.
tried to turn you froma wild thing into a proper nmaiden, but

| ook at you!" Her eyes crinkled; a coner of her nouth cane up

in the chill expression she fancied a snmile. "Dirty, foul-nouthed,
ill-behaved little thing that you are, do you really think the Queen
wants you at Court? And what man woul d have you? Do you

t hi nk your nother's noney woul d conpensate a Duke's son for

such a face and a tenper such as yours? You're fortunate | keep
you here; a husband woul d have beaten you into a shivering,
cringing wetch by now, or killed you in sheer irritation at your
nasty ways." Sofia shifted under Beatrix's arm Beatrix sl apped
her once nore. "Have you not had enough? Answer ne!"

Sofia's ears rang and her cheeks throbbed, and she was trem
bling so with fury she could not keep it from her voice. The
"Yes, Madam " she finally nanaged satisfied Beatrix, though
The wonman nust have taken the tcenmor for fear

"Good. You and I will go upstairs now, and I will |ock you
in your roomfor the day. Perhaps lack of a nmeal or two will
tame you."

"The Queen's conmand, the ball—" The words tunbl ed out

bef ore she could stop them She bit her |ip; winced as her teeth
touched swol Il en skin and she tasted bl ood. Beatrix shoved her
toward the door.

"Be silent! | did not give you | eave to speak! You upset ny

darling Isabelle. I will not have ny daughters upset today of al
days. But | will not stop you attending the ball, since you are
fool enough to foist your filthy little self upon it. | wll unlock

your door just before we leave. But | warn you, if you cone in
that shameful rag you wore to the welconing, or if | hear of
m sbehavi or on your part, you'll pay for it dearly."

Beatri x propelled her out of the sitting roomand up the stairs-
"I have indul ged you these past nonths; considering your fa-
ther's death and all the ugly gossip about witches and cursings,
it seemed only proper. But you always did give yourself airs.
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and two years of l|iving above your station made it easy for you

to forget your true place in the world. So you've taken advant age
of my kindnesses, haven't you, Sofia? Spend your time in this
room constructively; think on your sins. Consider how nuch

troubl e you' ve caused, absenting yourself today, when there is

so much to do. Think in shane of |sabelle." She added irritat-
ediy as the door closed: "Wash your face, you stupid girl, there's
bl ood on your lip!"

The latch clicked down and the heavy key turned ponder -
ously. Sofia nursed her hot, aching face and |istened to her step-
mother's retreating footsteps, to the nunble of voices bel ow



Johanna' s eager, nalicious question; Beatrix's sharp reply. Then
si | ence.

She knew there was blood on her lip: It was swelling where

her teeth had cut. And it hurt; Beatrix had meant to bruise. Sofia
brushed hot, furious tears away and poured water into the

cracked washi ng bow ; her hands were shaking. The cold cloth
helped a little. She sat on the hard stool near the room s only

wi ndow and stared at blue sky, a few small cl ouds.

It was a shame |sabelle hadn't thought to dose Johanna's sheets
hersel f +hat rash was Johanna's work, beyond any doubt- Jo-

hanna hadn't wanted |sabelle's conpetition, she'd hated Sofia for
cat ching her the night before. She'd taken both of themin one

trap.

That didn't matter, not just now Beatrix couldn't believe al
she'd said! No one could possibly be such a hypocrite! O a

l'iar-

Pani c set her heart to thudding. Surely Beatrix would unl ock
the door when the tinme came? Wiat if she did not? Wiat if she
chose instead to keep Sofie prisoner in this out-of-the-way
room—what could Sofie do about it? Al very well to say,
"Queen's command, " but what —actual | y—aoul d Queen Hen-

riette do to Beatrix? She had done exactly nothing so far; had
Beatri x thought of that?

"You will not remain |ocked in, however Beatrix plans."

Soneone had whi spered agai nst her ear. Sofia clapped a hand

over her mouth and cried out at the pain of that touch. No one

was there, no one! "Do not fear, there is nothing to fear. Trust

in what | say; and | say that Sofia von Mencken will attend the
Prince's ball this night. There is a destiny for you to fulfill, and
a place in certain horoscopes. Trust, and wait. . . ." The whis-

per had been fading; on that |last word, it was gone. Sofie drew
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her breath in on a faint sob and clung to the rough stone wall
for support. She would have fallen without it. A ghost? Her
not her' s shade? Magi c?

Atrick, if must be a trick! But who woul d bother? |sabelle or
j ohanna woul d sinply come upstairs to harass her through the

| ocked door. She stared: On her small table was a nosegay—t
had not been there a nonment before.

Her heart beat wildly, and she was afraid to touch the flowers.
This was nmagic; invisible speakers, things which appeared from
nowher e—and magi ¢ was not safe. It changed people, people

died fromdabbling init. But in confronting magic, they said,
one must be brave, or at |east not show fear. Her nother had
never feared Green Magic. Sofia took a steadying breath and

laid two fingers on the tiny bundle of flowers, then picked it up
They were so fresh there was dew on the roses. Wat did it

nmean? Every plant neant sonething. She and Henriette's other

| adi es had deci phered bouquets often—+t was a harnl ess pas-



time, a means of sending, messages when one could not talk.
Those were only nessages, of course: Only a Green Wtch could
actually work the magic represented by a bouquet. She laid a
finger on one of the earrings she had pinned inside her bodice
and felt easier.

There were two red rosebuds, surrounded by white petunias

and a single tiny fem The cord holding it together was woven

of clover and tied in a bow "Do not despair; all your dreans

and anmbitions fulfilled; love." She gazed at the little nosegay in
ri sing astoni shnent. It gave her hope beyond the mere nmessage
init: The giver had kept the nmessage sinple, so she would know
it. And if it was literally nmeant—that meant magic. G een Magic.
She feared sorcery. But God protect me, | shall not/ear G een
Magic if it sonehow serves ne.

She set the flowers aside. Wth this unexpected tine, she could
hem her gown properly and stitch her few seed pearls about the
throat. It was hard to thread the long, thin needles with single
strands of silk and to funnel the slender pearls onto the needle.
Her hands still shook, her nails snagged the fabric.

The norni ng was gone before she finished. She shook out the

dress, laid it across the bed and stepped back to eye it critically.
A ribbon would be nice: a wide, burgundy ribbon a little darker
than the overdress, to sash the bodice. Wll, she didn't have one.

"I don't care," she whispered flatly—-and not very truthfully
"Sinply to be there will do. Though." she added wi stfully as
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she hung the dress and underskirts on pegs and fluffed out the
skirts, "it would have been nice to have that |lovely blue taffeta.
And—1, soneone did notice ne— The Queen woul d; she could

be certain of that, since Beatrix would not be at her elbowto
stop her. The woman had not thought of that, had she?

She thought about that and smled. Perhaps it would sort itself
right after all. She stretched |uxuriously, kicked her feet free of
t he heavy ol d shoes and | ay back on her bed. Wy, just to lie

down and nap in the mddl e of the day, what bliss!

In a small roomdown the hall, the |ast occupiable level of a
turret that was slowy decaying, Use | eaned back and smiled. "I
knew | could nanage it. The child is young and pliable. Already

she sees only what | choose, not the |ong bl ade of grass woven
anong the clover that nmeans lies. Poor sinple child! And when

the door is left to me to unlock, the girl will weep with gratitude;

she will be nmine. And through her, when she does ny bi ddi ng,

two houses will be obliterated at a single stroke." She was

| aughing and crying all at once. *'Ah, Mdther, after tonight you
shall rest!”

"Arrogance |l eadeth a man fromlearning and fromhis search
for the greatest touchstone of themall; and yet as a man's
know edge grows so often does his arrogance."

Notes to the Key of Sol omon: Green & Gold Magifk



5.

Conrad stood in the exact center of a carpet bearing the famly
crest, and let hinself be dressed for the ball. He was the only
still human in a blur of activity. Twenty nmen nmoved around him
hel ping, waiting their turn—er, having perforned, paced anx-
iously around him watching as the final product was prepared.
The first Master of the Bath had tested the water in the gol den
tub that had been Leopold's, a second added rose-scented salts,
a third stood ready to wash the Prince's back, a fourth with
scented towels, warmfromthe fire. An apprentice sorcerer stood
with them He was responsible for keeping the bath water hot

no matter how |l ong the Prince chose to soak

Now cl ean and dry, Conrad noved an arm a leg, his head as
directed by those given the honor of dressing various bits of him
and gazed at a portrait of his father without actually seeing it.
So many dressers! He felt rather silly, in truth, and nore than a
little shy. Fortunately, he was not expected to talk to his dress-
ers- And he had to admt, a nan needed a horde of dressers for

a night like this. Hs clothing was far from ordi nary everyday
garb, and he needed the tine to think

Dom had sent two of his own nmen in to assist. Conrad had

felt particularly foolish at first adding men to the crowd al ready
in his roons; then he worried his own dressers m ght be of-
fended—ene never knew what mght offend a status and position-
consci ous noble, after all. But the two were quiet, deferential
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and they knew how to wrap the new boot hose, how to attach
falling lace. Both itens were of sufficiently new node as to
require Parisians, the only men who knew how to deal with

t hem

This is what | nust leamto live with, he realized; it was

anot her of those little things that brought himup short, things
he'd never thought of before at hone, seldomin Paris. But then
a Prince in Paris was only another foreign Prince attendi ng* the
Uni versity; nothing remarkable. He had nmade do with two nen,

now and again borrowing the special skills of his friend Dom
inic's dressers. As King, he would choose his dressers for polit-
ical reasons. The nmen in his chanber now were his Father's
dressers, noblenen Leo had wanted to honor, or those he could

ill afford to alienate.

Wll, he felt self-conscious still, but it was not unpleasant.

So much had happened in two days—that ride through the Gty
streets, his first noments with his nother. How fortunate he
was, having a mother with her fabled beauty still intact and a
shrewd brain! Henriette was worth several marks on his side of
t he paper. He could only hope she was not bal anced—er over-

bal anced—-by Gust ave

Gustave. God, what had he done, forcing a confrontation wth



his father's chief sorcerer so soon after his arrival? "Lower your
head just a nmoment, your Hi ghness." He inclined his head, felt

| ace soft against his cheek, vaguely heard his man's, "Merci,"

and nurnured a response.

He had known his first meeting with the man woul d be ex-

trenmely tricky and unpl easant; he had wanted it over; he'd wanted
to assert hinself, to let the old man know fromthe first he was
no | onger an easily awed child—f he had ever been such a child.
Had he underesti mated Gustave, done it wong? A night's sleep

a day of speaking to his father's nen, worrying the thing with
Dom bet ween such neetings—he still didn't know And it wor-

ried him QGustave was the sort who got even when he felt he'd
been sl i ght ed.

And Conrad had slighted himfromthe very first: He'd turned
down Gustave's suggestion for a cozy reunion in Qustave's apart-
ments or an alternative cozy neeting in Conrad's apartnents,

and had sent back a formal command, seals and all, that stated
Crown Prince Conrad would be in Leopold's throne room at

fourth hour. There was no mistaking the tone it set; and the
nmeeting was on bad footing fromthe first.
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But if 1'd gone to his roons like a truant boy or an erring
apprentice, or let himcome to mne, he'd have won right then
Conrad rem nded hinself. And | would have been so angry with
nmysel f | woul d have poured that anger on himat once. | kept
nmy tenper for a while. And maybe because of that | | earned
somet hing—+f | can sort it out of the dross.

Qust ave—he hated the man: his | ooks, his voice, everything

about him He was at |east seventy, practically tottering, unclean
and winkled, set in his ways, and Conrad doubted he had ever

been better than nmedi ocre. He was uni naginative, and if he had
made progress in his alchem c studies over the past forty years.
no one knew it, including the Queen. Mst of his spells were

wor ked by his chief apprentice these days, a young, solem Ital -

i an nanmed Augusti ne.

Gustave had been precisely on ti me—ateness was not one of

his faults, but that was because of his pride in the enornous
watch a patron in Nurenberg had given himyears before. He

had wheezed his way toward the dais where Conrad stood,
stopped short of it and inclined his head—a gesture as between
near equals. "Prince Conrad, it is so good to have you with us

again. | trust Paris was not too—snmm-unpl easant, they say
the people are quite mad, and—amm+the streets foul -
snel ling."

Conrad had been appalled by the man—his air of casual pos-
sessiveness. the eyes bright with malicious secrets, Qustave's
irritating habit of pausing and humri ng tunel essly while he
sought the word he wanted; forgotten, too, the ancient, greasy
ruff the man wore with his gray everyday robes. But npst of

all ~//ow could I have forgotten his hair? he wondered as his
collar man rearranged his lace. That horrid, repellent wg! Cus-
tave was dark and short, dark-eyed, his face seamed- He | ooked,
Conrad thought, nmore Iike a fanner than an al cheni st save for



the' marks of col ored chemicals on his fingers and robes, and
that he had all his teeth, sure sign of sorcerous intervention at
hi s age.

He had been bald as | ong as Conrad coul d renenber, and

since he was both cheeseparing and forgetful of his appearance,
his wig was badly nade, ancient and ill-fitted. The col or had
once been a dreadful purpty red, but that had faded over the
years; now it was an indeterm nately dusty color owing to nei-
ther purple nor red, and hair had dried and fallen out in great
patches. He had a habit of running his fingers through it, so
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often the whol e thing hung grotesquely off the back of his head

or over one ear. It reeked of rancid oils and overlaid scent, just
as the rest of the man did. Conrad had been remi nded of his

formal presentation at the French Court. Mdw nter, it had been
and he was certain no one had bathed since Al Saint's Day,

i ncluding the King, his Queen, and his m stress.

"Your left foot, your Highness." Conrad cane back to the
present enough to steady hinself on the nan's back and let him
slide the soft white glove | eather boot into place. "And now, the
right." The second boot went on. New, but he'd never have

known it; they fit Iike velvet stockings.

Qustave had continued speaking, but Conrad had heard little
at first: Renewing this detested acquai ntance and finding it worse
than he'd renmenbered had shocked him It was just as well;

fromthe few words he caught, QGustave had been at his unctuous
best, oiling out a wel cone conposed of spurious happy nem
ories of a baby Conrad, of the child Conrad who had adored
"old Gustl." Conrad had to hold up a hand to silence him

possi bly he woul d have continued in that vein all afternoon oth-
erwi se. "That is enough, thank you. | consider nyself wel-

coned. And you may as well know at once, | brought hone ny

own astrologer. N cholas de la Mare should arrive this after-
noon. You will of course give himevery courtesy."” He had re-
hearsed that speech, and it sounded good when he finally used it.

Gustave had sniled broadly, revealing his even, white teeth,

but his eyes narrowed. Suspicious. Not unexpected. "Call ne
Gustl, dear Prince, as you used to. But | amhurt; why a French
stargazer? It is a waste of tine and noney, one man who only
makes horoscopes. Send hi m back, Prince; you do not need

him"

The ol d man never gave up; he had judged wong, though
thinking to win a grown Prince by babying him Unl ess he was
trying to goad nme. "I never did call you CGustl," Conrad had
said evenly; the sorcerer's smle had vanished. "As for ny as-
trol oger—+ prefer ny own man."

Conrad blinked, and his room nonentarily swaminto focus.
They were adjusting his white silk jacket while one of Dom s
French dressers let the collar fall properly.



GQustave wasn 't pleased, but he didn 'l nmake ne lose ny tem
per, either. One to each of us ? No. | should have waited.

Because CGustave s expression had roused himto full fury, it
rem nded himof too many unpl easantries, too nmany attenpts
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on the old sorcerer's part to mani pulate him And that expression
of heartbreak over a wayward young Prince was not very con-
vincing: Qustave's eyes had narrowed to nmere slits and his face
was nearly purple.

' "You cannot bring your own nen here! You are three years
fromKing, and / amin charge of Gold Magic here!"

Conrad's fists had clenched; ah, to strike that suffused facel
"I am Prince, nonetheless, sorcerer. Watch how you address

me! Nothing in Father's WII denies ny right to ny own nen;
only may not supplant any of the council." Yet. He hadn't said
that. He hadn't had to; Qustave knew he thought it.

"You will not supplant ne, young Prince." Conpl acency
edged the sorcerer's words. "You would be unwise to think it."

And that. Conrad thought ruefully, as a chair was brought so
he could sit and his Master of the Hair could work, was the
wor st thing he could have said. "How dare you threaten ne!
What ever rights Father gave you, he sired ne, Custave."

"I was Leo's trusted man and his father's, you upstart brat-
ling!" GQustave had shouted so loudly the guard in the hall cartie
runni ng.

Conrad had barely resisted slapping him "I amheir to Fa-
ther's throne, and in three years | will rule Saxe-Baden. Let us
be candid with each other. W never liked each other, you and
I. You are a poor sorcerer, or lazy, | amuncertain which." He
wonder ed that he sounded so very in control of hinself when he
was shaking in his boots. "Way is it, CGustave, that a nere
Green Wtch killed three nobl emen—and you did nothing to stop
her?" Gustave had been white to the |lips and for once he had
nothing to say. "Go now, sorcerer." He wondered then if he

had pushed too hard. But Gustave had nerely bowed and wal ked
fromthe throne room Conrad had watched himgo. The man
worri ed hi m-&ustave had paused just outside the doors, and
Conrad woul d have sworn he was smling. As though he had
somehow j ust gai ned what he wanted; as though the matter had
been pl ayed the way he'd pl anned.

Conrad blinked hinmself back to the present nonent once
nore. H's dressers had finished; sonmeone cane forward to hol d
amrror.

/ look too young was his first thought. The white jacket with
its gold buttons, the white |lace collar—quite plain, conpared to
those currently worn in Paris—the trousers with their discreet
gold striping along the conpl ex slashings, the snooth-fitting
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knee boots. Lace fell fromhis cuffs over the backs of his hands,
covering the dueling scars that crossed the left. H's hair had been
simply curled and fell across his shoul ders; the broad-brinmed

hat was white, with a single red plunme jutting rakishly fromthe
band just above his left eyebrow. He wore a gold | ace sword

belt, no sword.

They'd left his face al one; Conrad had insisted upon that, and

he thought his dressers were pleased. He woul dn't miss the new
Pari sian fashion of face-painting; he'd given the snmall velvet and
pearl box of beauty patches back to the | ady who'd nade him

the present originally. Even Doninic, very much of Parisian

soci ety, thought the preoccupation with face patches to be an
inordinately silly waste of tine.

"Your Hi ghness | ooks dashing,*' one of Leopold s nmen ven-
tured finally. Conrad sml ed.

"Thanks to all of you, everything is where it belongs. The
ladies will no doubt be dazzled." They | aughed dutiful appre-
ciation of the rather wy joke. Conrad gave hinmself one nore
| ook, then turned away. He | ooked younger, yes: sonething

el se—ul nerabl e? What a dreadful thought! It was a ball, an
opportunity to neet his subjects, to dance w th nobl ewonen of
his own | and—that was how he would viewit. And so why did

he feel like someone in a tale or a play, the young hero who
goes out into the world with a smle, who finds | ove and tragedy
all at once? He |laughed. | amno tragic Prince, no |ove-struck

hero! Al the sane—ray it go well tonight," he whispered,
so softly no one heard. He was nervous, suddenly. On such a
night as this, anything could happen. Anything wonderfu

"Now. of all green things nost conplex is the rose for there
are colors and shades within colors and scents Each neans

a different thing as does a rose in bud or full bloom or full-
bi own Only those wi el ders of G een Magyk nost skilled

nmost powerful, nmost secure in their know edge wil! incor-
porate roses into a spell ™

An Oral G ammane, Green & CGold Magyk
6.

Sofia paced the narrow space between her cot and the wall with
its still |locked door. She finally nmade herself return to the bed
and sat on its edge. There was nothing left for her to do; Gown,
slippers, hair and skin were as fine as she could make t hem
She'd slept for two hours by the bell in the town clock, but the
good that had done was eroding rapidly under a growi ng attack

of nerves. Beatrix wouldn't conme. No, she would come, but

she'd open the door only to smirk in Sofia's face and | ock her in
once again. No, she'd come but not even undo the door, she'd

cone only to wish her errant stepchild a pl easant eveni ng and
rem nd her again to think on her sins. . . . She dares not. She'd
whi spered that to herself so often these past hours, the words no
| onger meant anyt hi ng.

The nosegay lay on her wobbly bedside table. The petunias
were fading, the clover still oddly fresh, considering how warm



it had been all afternoon. The roses were begi nning to open

She held themto her nose. The heady fragrances soothed her
frayed nerves—but only for a monent. For down in the street

she heard the clatter of hard wheels on hard stone, the slam of
the front door and wonen's voices. Above all, Isabelle's grating
| augh.

She rushed to the wi ndow and stared down. There was a car-
riage and there, just being handed in, was Beatrix, unnistakable
in her deep violet silk cloak. Trailing behind her, shoving at one
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anot her for pride of place, were Isabelle in palest pink and Jo-
hanna in | avender.

Sofia stared in stunned silence as the carriage edged into the
heavy flow of horse, foot and wheeled traffic ail heading up the
hilt to the palace. "No! Please, no, don't |eave nme!" Her voice
woul dn't go above a whisper, but Beatrix woul dn't have heard a
shout. She was gone, the heavy door |ocked. Sofia burst into
tears.

She coul d not stop weeping; when she finally did, her head
ached dreadfully, she knew her eyes were swollen and red. It
didn't matter; the sun was nearly down, Beatrix had not cone;

Drusilla had a key to this roombut she had not come either

She m ght not even know Sofia was still here. Try the door.

Break it! Fool's hope; it was thick, the lock strong. No use. She
turned away fromthe w ndow.

Her heart |urched once, painfully. There had been no sound
of lock or hinge, no footstep, but the door was wi de and a
worman there, a long taper in one hand, an unlit silver lantern in

the other. Tall, slender, richly gowned, coifed and scented. Sofia
steadi ed herself. This was no tinme to fear. She caught up the
nosegay and held it out. "lIs it yours?"

"Mne? & course it is mne."

Sof i a shook her head. "Wy? Who are you? And how is ny
door open now, when Beatrix left it |ocked?

The wonman | aughed, a nice, sweet |augh so |ike Magdal ena's,

Sofia found hersel f vaguely conforted. "Now, which of these

things shall | answer first? | am Use, and a friend—ef yours.
Soneone who has kept an eye on you for a goodly tine, though

this is the first opportunity I have had to counter anything the
Lady Beatrix has done. As for your door, why, |ocks are noth-

ing, if your reason for wanting a door to open is sufficiently
pure. Mne is, for | amhere to see you attend the Prince's Ball
You have a destiny to fulfill, child, one you cannot fulfill if you
sit in ms chanber and weep the night away."

"Destiny," Sofie echoed. "I did hear you. Earlier. But, then—
whose hor oscope?”



"Why—Prince Conrad's, of course," Use replied with an-

other gentle laugh. "Wat other matters toni ght?" Use set her
candle on thin air and left it at shoul der height. Sofia stared at
it, then turned her astoni shed gaze on the woman who'd borne

it.
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She coul d see her clearly now Use was tall and gol den, her

hair dressed in ringlets and rosebuds, a straight fringe covering
her forehead nearly to her brows. Her gown was a blue so dark

as to be nearly black; the full sleeves were slashed to reveal a
pal e blue and gold Iining that al so showed under the swagged
skirts. She | ooked and snelted noble, rich, delicious—totally out
of place in this mserable little room Sofia made her a snall
curtsey. "Then, | thank you for freeing ne. Lady, and | shal

be on my way at once."

Use barred her way. "Wait. | offer nore than an unl ocked
door, if you will take it." Sofia waited. "Mich nore. The
Prince, for instance."”

"The Prince?"

"The Prince. Do you not want hinf Every noble maiden in
Saxe- Baden wants him why should you not have hin®"

Sofia | eaned agai nst the wall and fol ded her arns. "And who
are you, to offer ne that?" Use smiled. "That was a stupid
guestion, wasn't it? You are a witch. Any Court Lady or nobl e-
worman coul d make that nosegay, but only a witch could speak
to me fromafar as you did." Silence. "Am| wong?"

"You are not wong."
"Then—di d the Queen send you?" But that nust be w ong;

royalty and Green Magic? Henriette could have nade such a
nosegay, but she woul d have sent a sorcerer

Use shook her head. "I canme of nmy own accord. You need
ai d—ine, since no one else has given it to you. Do their rea-
sons matter?"

"No. Nor do yours. Perhaps | had better go as | am with
t hanks for your aid against that door. | do best, it seens, if |
depend on no one and nothi ng but nysel f.'

"Do you? How well have you done so far, prickly little one?

Are you always so untrusting of folk? Never nmind; |isten instead.
One noment, what have you to | ose? You can walk to the pal ace

in that gown, follow your plan of 'if and 'perhaps,' and maybe
the Queen will take you, and maybe you nust return to Beatrix's
sl aps and petty angers—er starve in the streets or the woods. |
can of | Ter better—fair garb, and a Prince." Silence.

"Wy, then, what sensible mai den would deny you? But you
have not said what it will cost ne."

"You are untrusting, poor creature. Do you think | want your



firstborn or some other such rubbish? Did you not listen? | am
62

a friend to you. Say | owed your nother a favor, and this is by
way of repayment. It is little enough | would do."

"Openi ng ny door was enough; dress nme in magic and | am

a dead woman if the old King's sorcerer finds out. W both are,
if I utilize Green Magic in the palace, or if you do and I am
wi th you. How can you suggest such a thing, with Gustave stil
in conmand of the magic up there?" ,

"But who will catch ne?" Use denanded lightly. "Ad Cus-

tave despises all Geen Magic, 1 know that; but | know Gustave

al so. And you have lived at the pal ace, young Sofia; who there
is better at sorcery than CGusti? But he is old and not nmuch good.
| have nyself been to the palace five times this past year, and
once spoken with him He did not even know nme then for what

| am"

Sofia ran her hands through her hair. "Don't—+ cannot do
this, it's not safe." Use appl auded silently.

"OfF course it is not—not entirely. Nothing is in this world.
But you will be safe, | swear it by your nother's menory, so
long as you do exactly as | tell you."

Sofia's gaze went distant and vague for sone nonents. "Bar-
ring harmto the Queen—o, it must depend upon what you tel
me. But what you say is true: Nothing is safe, and | can do what
| must. But | still do not understand why you cone to ne."

Use spoke slowly, choosing her words with care. "Because

nmysel f cast horoscopes for the Prince, and for this night. Be-
cause you are the child of Magdal ena von Mencken. Because

you yoursel f are who you are, and were bom when you were

By all of that, you shall go to the ball, and to the Prince—-and
win not just his attention or his troth, but his love."

"Love," Sofia said, and her nmpbuth tw sted. "You have seen
me; have you seen hin? | doubt either of us is capable of |ove.
Does | ove matter?

"So bitter so young," Use nocked, and Sofia's cheeks burned.
"But we are wasting time; the ball begins soon and there is
much to do. Stand still."

She lit a slender branch at her candle and fromthat lit the
silver lantern. Lavender-scented and col ored snoke curl ed

around them a curious pale light, like early nom ng sun on a
winter's day, filled the room Use |ooked at the girl critically,
wal ked all around her tw ce, silently. Wen she stopped, there
was a white rose in her hands: a danmask edged in yell ow

"White, for purity of course,"” Use said with the least turn to
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the coner of her nouth. "And gold, to draw the eye. Look at



the rose, child, and repeat ny words. White for purity, gold to
draw t he eye."

"White for purity, gold to draw the eye," Sofia said obedi-
ently. Her nouth had gone dry; she was suddenly afraid of what

she had done. The room swam a faint nusic and the scent of
spring's first roses touched her nostrils. The witch vani shed be-
hind swirling gold and white; the white damask rose seened to
hang before her eyes. There were currents behind it, like a river,
surroundi ng her, enclosing her, enfolding and touchi ng her

cl ot hi ng her.

"Look," Use commanded. She stood behind the girl and a

little to one side, and between Sofia and the suspended candl e
there was now a glass. Sofia laid her fingers against her lips to
stop a startled cry. Wio is thai. all in gold and white? Her hair
fell in shoulder-length curls, crossed her forehead in a dark
fringe. Tiny, pale silk flowers were scattered |ike stars across
the dark of her hair, silver conbs held the thick | ength above
her nape. A delicate necklace of gol d-edged pearls and opal s
circled her throat, sheer |awn and deep French | ace | ay across
her shoul ders. Her overskirts were white taffeta edged in gold
thread, the underskirts white figured with white and gold rose-
buds. She coul d feel stockings—finer than any she'd ever
owned—aught up in wide silk garters.

She gazed at her hand then, everything else momentarily for-
gotten: It was her capable little hand, but her skin was soft, the
nails clean and uniform buffed to a soft shine. "Chhhh." It

cane out on a long sigh. "Thank you—

"Do not thank me yet, child. Wait until evening's end, to
make certain it all happens as you wish it. But the beauty is
yours, | nerely clothed it."

There was an odd undercurrent to the witch's words—sali s-

factton and malice, neatly mxed, Sofia scarcely heard it; she
had put aside wariness with fear, and now t he heady rush of
excitement buried the last of her worry. She would draw every

eye, her stepmother would be wild with fury! And as for Isabelle
and Johanna— "But | haven't shoes—t" She lifted the skirts

with all her old Court grace: stockinged, tiny feet there, but her
ol d slippers were gone. Use | aughed.

"Shoes take another spell. Sofia. And an inportant one.
You' ve had no dancemaster these past nonths, and the Prince
has brought new dances fromParis. Ohers will stunble through
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t hem awkwardly, but you will not, for the proper shoes can guide
you. Hush now. " Sofia turned back to the glass. Afeiwhad there
been such a gown! She snmoothed the skirts with hands that gl o-
riously, wonderfully, did not snag the fine material. And then
Use stood beside her, now holding two creany |avender roses,
tightly budded. Miusk rose, the Queen's Silver Mbdther brought
from France. The perfunme was unnistakably fruity, and Sofia

was suddenly keenly aware she'd eaten nothing since early “nom
ing. Use pressed the buds into her hands and fol ded her fingers
around them



The fragrance grew and this time the music was unm st ak-

abl e; a solemm court piece, but bubbling over, under and around
it was a dance that made her feet tingle. Her toes felt com
pressed, enclosed, but gently: as though the shoes thensel ves
were aware she had worn old and outsized ones for so many

nont hs, that she had had no fine shoes and had not danced since
her father's death. Sofia |lifted the henms of her skirt to find a
vel vety slipper of a creany |avender, its heels worked in deeper
violet and gold, a tiny gold fringe at the toe of each

"Rose petal slippers,” Use whispered. "Not one woman in

t hree hundred eould have created them They live only so |ong
as your foot is in them mind that! Do not take themoff this
ni ght."

"I won't."

"You | ook pale. Have you eaten?" Sofia shook her head.

"We cannot have you fainting at Prince Conrad's feet, that is

not in ny horoscope, and would ruin everything." In spite of
herself, Sofia grinned at that, as Use had no doubt intended. Use
delved into a deep pocket on the inside of her cloak and brought
out a packet containing seed rolls and an appl e which she cut

i nto wedges. "Eat quickly, we haven't nuch tine."

Sonehow Sofia got one roll and half the apple down-she

couldn't taste themat all—+insed her apple-sticky fingers in her
basin and dried themon her pillow. "I amready." So cairn you
sound, Sofia Magdal ena van Mencken! Use caught up a cl oak of

gold figured in white, set it across her shoul ders, and stepped
back to study the effect.

"You'll more than do. Here, one last thing. Take up the nose-
gay; set it against the throat of your cloak." It warned briefly
under her fingers and becane a brooch, a flat gold rose sur-
rounded by buds, and she could feel the | east weight at her
ear | obes: Questing fingers renoved one of her mother's silver

SPELL BOUND 65

rose earrings. They shone as if they'd been burnished, and her
skin tingled at the contact. Use took the wire fromher fingers
and placed it back in her ear

Use doused the lantern by pointing at it, took up the candle

and pressed it, still burning, between her palnms until it dw ndl ed
to finger size and vanished with a faint pop. She hurried Sofia
out of the small room That had been the only weak nonent in

all her spells. Even a young wonman untrained in nmagic m ght

under stand what remai ned, but she had not seen. Use smiled
contentedly as she closed the door on the two bl ood-red rose
petals that lay on the floor, between bed and door. Red rose
petals, child, that's for death. Yours and his.

Oto was in the lower hall, lighting candl es for the sconces
flanking the entrance. He turned and stared in astonishnent; his
nmout h wor ked, and tears ran down his face. Sofie caught his
hands between hers- A scent of roses—spicy, musky, sweet-

washed over him Had he been nore alert, he nmight have caught



the faint reek of witch, for Use nade no effort to hide it and
Oto was ordinarily quite sensitive to the odor of wtch.

"Ach, little one, you're nmore fair than your Lady Mther,"
he whispered finally. Sofia smled and flushed with pl easure, but
shook her head. "lIt's so," OQto insisted. He turned his head to

call Drusilla, and only as he turned back saw Sofia's comnpani on
Where had she cone fron? So nany wonen had conme to the

house this afternoon, but he had never seen this one before. Use
touched his arm his eyes glazed, his hands went linp in Sofia's.
and she let themdrop as though they'd burned her. She spun
around to set herself between Use and the old man.

"What have you done? He is old and his heart is not strong!"

"I will not hurt him" Use snapped. "You cannot walk to the

pal ace like that. Such fine garnments call for a fine coach, a driver
and' a footman." Sofia shook her head stubbornly- Before she

could speak, Drusilla came into the hall. Use's spell brought her

up short. Sofia put her fingers in her mouth and bit themto keep
fromcrying out.

"Cook, do you hear me?" Use spoke so softly, her words
scarcely carried across the room Drusilla nodded. "Good. And
you, old man?" Oto nodded in turn. "Go then, old man, into
the garden and fetch nme | arge green cabbages, four of them
Bring ne also the branch of an apple tree, and two | eaves from
t he horseradi sh that grows against the wall- And you, woman:
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want the largest, the ripest, the fairest white rose in the garden

one that has yet lost no petals- Cut the stemshort, and bring it
at once to the kitchen door. You, Sofia," she added as she went
after them "will wait here.”

"No!" But to her horror, she could not nobve. Use's gol den

hair caught light fromthe kitchen as she foll owed the servants.
Sofia closed her eyes and shuddered. The Prince. WAs being w fe
to the old King's heir worth so nmuch? /; nust be, now fhave
begun this.

Use returned finally and gave her a deep curtsey. "Your coach
waits at the front door. Lady," she said. "And | will tell you
now, the coach driver and the footman are your servants. | have
changed them Not as much as | changed the rose, which is now
your coach; the horseradi sh, now two horses; the cabbages which
are wheel s; the apple branch which is a whip. The nan and his
wife will return to their forms wi thout harmor menory of this.

"But | have used magic, and so you nust listen carefully to

me. Your life and m ne depend upon it, and so do your ser-

vants." Use laid a gloved finger lightly across Sofia's lips. "Hear
first, then swear. Do not renove the slippers. Gve no one your
true nane."

"But —-but the Queen will know ne, others will!"

"WIl they? Perhaps so. That is not what | said, though. You



must not give your nane should anyone ask it. Do you not know

t hat names can be used in magic? | used yours tonight, to contro
so much magic. If you tell your name, the spells will dissolve
on the instant. Do you understand?"

She did, and the threat was terrifying. Herself changing in the
m dst of the ballroom the servants changing in the courtyard
and the certainty of Geen Magic about themall ... But she

was conmitted now. She would not think of the magic, there

was no use to that. Accept what cones, take what is. as you see
it.

"You remain so calm that is excellent." Use nust not be
able to read her thoughts, or hear her thudding heart. "Guard

the earrings well, they are your nother's protection and they sea
the spell as your nane began it. And you nust |eave the ball-

room by the |last stroke of midnight- | amsorry for that, | know
the ball will go until first light, but I cannot hold so nuch magic
| onger than that- As it is, | can only do so by remaining close

to you and so I, also, goto the Prince's ball."
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"You wll fit in wonderfully," Sofia said. Use shook her head.
"No one will see me once we are there."
n W]y?ll

"Because it takes too much power to work magic for you and
conceal what | amat the same tinme. Far sinpler and safer for
us both, if | conceal nyself instead."

"That is none of nmy worrying, then. | will not |ook for you
once there, even though | know you are about. | will keep the
slippers on ny feet. Mdther's roses in nmy ears. | will not speak

nmy nane, whoever asks it. And | shall renenber to | eave by
m dni ght . "

Use set a light kiss on her brow, and held the door so Sofia
could precede her into the street. She stopped short on the bot-
tom step and cl apped her hands together in delight: The coach

was all white and gold; its tall wheels reached nearly as high as
t he door handles. Two matched white horses with gold harness
pulled it; a coachman in black and gold sat on the high seat with
a long silver-handled whip in his hand, and the footman in

mat ching livery stood at Sofia's el bow, ready to hand her in. The
door shut behind them the footman clinbed onto the seat beside
the driver, and the coach eased out into the road.

There was little traffic now, they passed a few wonen and

their escorts afoot; four young nmen on dark horses clattered up
t he cobbl ed way. The journey to the pal ace was a short one, over
al nost before Sofia could enjoy it—she had only ridden in a true
coach twi ce and never in such splendor

The high, crunbling stone wall of the old outer ranparts

| oomed up before them Lanterns hung frombars inserted be-
tween the stones to light the road. Beyond heavy w ought gates,
t he grounds were broad and snooth, expanses of | awn edged

wi th popl ar and hedges- There were |lights everywhere, small



rect angul ar ponds shining gol den and reflecting shinmrering |ight

agai nst flowering shrubs and carved wooden benches- And then

the pal ace itself: ablaze with lights fromturrets to gates, banners
fluttering in the | east of evening breezes, the enornous silk flag
hung above the great double doors. Waiting to receive all guests
were three of the old King's senior staff, resplendent in brilliant
red and white. Red/or true love, white for purity, Sofia thought
rather wildly. Her ear caught stately music as the carriage cane

to a halt.

She heard Use speak to the footman, who at once clinbed
back onto the seat. The carriage rolled back toward the main
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gates. Atof |eaving themhere in danger, Sofia thought. She felt
pl eased at that, and thought better of the witch. Use hissed a
rem nder against her ear: "You are alone now, the guard and

t he guests cannot see ne, renenber that." Sofia gathered her
skirts and nmoved lightly up the stairs.

The doubl e doors opened before her; two smling servants
bowed as she passed. Sofia swallowed. Too late to change your
m nd, even if you were fool enough to do it. She did not hear
the startled hiss fromone of the two men when Use passed him
unseen—but not unsensed. Wtch. Use heard, and a satisfied
smle turned her lips.

Sofia wal ked the carpeted hall in silence, scarcely seeing the
servants, the high-ceil inged beauty of the passageway, scarcely
aware of anything but the tightness in stomach and throat. /
shoul d not have come, she thought in panic. I'll do the wong
thing and ruin the spell! They' Il know, soneone will know I've
used witchcraft, or consented to it. I could bumfor what | do!
She nmastered an urge to turn and fl ee.

She heard nusic again: a sprightly dance, |aughter and a bab-
bl e of voices. She passed nen in the King's red and white livery
who smiled, the warnth in their eyes a reflection of her beauty.
- Now and agai n, recognition. Uneasiness touched certain of them
as Use cane unseen behind her. Wtch.

Sofia stopped at the entrance to the ballroom and gazed out

across the room She'd | earned dancing in this room It was
beautifully conceived, fromits painted and gilt ceilings and
magni fi cent chandeliers to the great expanses of w ndow and

marbl e floors. But she had never seen it filled before. There were
fol k everywhere, tal king, eating and drinking, watching the for-
mal pattern of twenty brilliantly clad couples dancing. Sofia
brought her chin up. and waited. And Use waited with her

"Sorcery doth not concern itself with spelis of love: that is a
mundane matter such as Green Wtches use. The Gold Vay

i s above such nmundanities."

Green & Gold Magnk

7.

Prince Conrad was bored and trying not to let it show For two



hours, he had stood in a reception |ine conposed of hinself, his
nmot her, two distant royal cousins and the Senior Steward. He

had sm | ed, bowed, planted kisses on innunerabl e hands—er in

the air just above them-and had heard so many different nanes,
he'd lost track after the first four Annas. He had had girls and
their nothers flutter eyel ashes at him giggle when he snil ed;

one poor thing had stunbled and torn her skirts free of her

bodi ce. At | east no one had fainted—yet. The royal cousins had
made their escape when the first dance began; the Senior Stew
ard had escorted the Queen to her throne. Conrad stood al one,
seeki ng some specific goal, trying not to see the coy | ooks cast
his direction fromall over the ballroom

He noved through the crowd, smiling at everyone, sonehow
managed to not quite hear invitations for the next dance, whis-
pered remarks. He felt as nmuch a fool as he had feared he woul d:

on display, for sale to the highest ante, stakes in a gane that he
wanted no part of. Conpared to his Marguerite, even to young
Marie, these were raw children, these girls! How could he choose
anmong such babes?

O worse than babes: There once nore was that dreadful girl

in pale pink, another in light lavender with the | owest throat of
any present—ndecent with such a bony chest! he thought indig-
nantl y—and the grimfaced harridan in deep violet behind them
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Al three staring at himhungrily. Every tine he'd | ooked across
t he ballroomthe past hour, they had been nearby, ready to catch
his eye, watching. Stalking him ... He shook hinself, brought
up yet another forced smle for themand noved on- Behind him
one of them squealed, "He smiled at ne; he did. Mdther, didn't
he?" and the other |aughed-his ears rang with that |augh

and it silenced conversation all around them

He silently, imaginatively cursed his father once again, and
fetched up at his nmother's side. Henriette touched his hand and
smled as he | ooked at her. He snmiled back but shook his head
faintly. None he'd seen in the reception line that met his stan-
dards—the standards he woul d doubtl ess have to | ower consid-
erably before year's end, if not before the end of the night. "The
pi nk and purple she-wotves, Mther; who are they?"

"You were introduced, nmy son." Henriette smled and Con-
rad | aughed bitterly.

"Hours since; they were anong the first, weren't they? | re-
menber the one in violet; she practically thrust her bosominto
nmy face, and her nose needed tending. | do not renmenber the
nane." Henriette leaned forward a little, gazed around the room
and sat back again.

"I mght have guessed. That is Beatrix, second wife of Leo's
Armsmast er, and her daughters.”



Conrad stared at her. "Ch, no' How did she change so nuch?
She was the fairest |ady, and she spoke with the loveliest ac-
cent —

"That was Magdal ena, his first Lady. | |iked Magdal ena. No,

this is the second wife; the daughters are hers froma first mar-
ri age and none of Ladislaus's." Henriette |aughed mirthlessly.
"The Lady hopes | shall have them at Court."

"Ah, CGod," Conrad npaned, and her |augh was lighter this
tine.

"She hopes', | cannot say | amdistressed to di sappoi nt
her .’

Conrad shifted, |ooked at |sabelle fromunder his | ashes. "But
Ladi sl aus had a daughter, don't | renenber—=2"

"She should be here. Beatrix said something in passing that
she was not yet ready when they canme, and sent them on ahead.
Odd, where is she?" Henriette scanned the ballroomrather anx-
iously. "I shall be very cross with that woman if she del ayed
the child."
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"Ch." Conrad dismissed that with a shrug. He wasn't certain

he renenbered any daughter. O maybe he did, a skinny little
thing with black hair that would not stay where it bel onged and

a biting tongue. Yes, at a party in his honor; she had been rude
and Magdal ena had nade her apol ogize. "I dare not remain here
with you. Mther; | feel safe here, and I'Il never find the nerve
to nove again if | don't now " Henriette | aughed, but her eyes
were synpat hetic. Conrad gazed out across the dancers, the nu-
sicians, the mlling nobles and nobl ewonen. A definite direction
to go would be nice, just now, a goal to reach

A few faces stood out now. Qustave in the middle of the

shal l ow stairs, watching the dancing with an insufferably supe-
rior smle. The sorcerer's assistants and younger associ ates were
danci ng, eating, enjoying thensel ves.

Dominic, brilliant in shades of blue and a nound of dazzling

| ace, surrounded by a sea of col or—Neustadt's La Mdes had

di scovered him Conrad grinned, wonderi ng how Dom was

managi ng to behave hinself; Dom had burst into gales of |augh-

ter on the ride through town at sight of that garishly clad, madly
overdressed crowd on their bal conies. Poor creatures, so certain
they were up to the | atest fashion

Conrad wouldn't go there; young Count Eden-in and his fel-

low La Modes irritated him and he really should find a partner
for the next dance; people were beginning to get restless, wait-
ing for him The steps |eading dowmn into the ballroomhe could
see fromup there. Qustave was there, but Gustave would scarcely
bot her him not after the debacle in the throne room

The sorcerer was smling gently, and that made Conrad sud-
denly wary. Wiy did Gustave | ook so pleased with hinsel f? He
was up to something! He wouldn't dare cause m schief here—er



woul d he? The Prince wal ked back across the ballroom sniling
until his teeth ached. He stopped at the base of the shall ow steps
as though he'd hit a wall, and stared. Something truly was w ong.
Gustave no | onger seenmed so smug; the smile |looked as if it had
been pasted in place and was at wide variance with the startled
eyes.

A tingle ran along Conrad's senses, and he forgot QGustave
entirely; Sonething is about to happen. Sonething is afoot. The
scent of roses surrounded himas he turned; he gazed across the
wi de stairs and up. Everything slowed, until it seened he stood
forever, not even breathing, gazing at the dark-haired beauty in
white and gold to match his own,
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At first he saw nothing but glorious black eyes in a snmall, pale
face. He blinked, took a step back, blinked again, and saw her
property. She was beautiful in a foreign manner, small, dainty,

clad in white and gold as fine as his own. Her hair swung just
free of slender shoul ders as she turned her head to gaze out
across the room One fine-boned hand held the train of her skirts,
the other lay gracefully against her throat, and he thought" she
hesi tated; thought for one dreadful nmoment she might turn and

flee.

She nust have felt his gaze, for she turned al nost at once

to look at him Conrad smled; Sofia descended a step as he
went up one. The scent of roses enveloped him but it did not
qui te mask anot her scent—something his father's servants had
felt. Something he knew, not from experience or anything in-
nate, but because he was neant to notice it: Wtch. God, ah
God, where ? Not this lady! But it was near her, too near. And
yet no one stood within five paces; the nearest person was Cus-
tave. Custave—he stood like a marble statue, eyes wide with
fear. Wtch!

Not a witch, riot here, not tonight' Not am d all Saxe-Baden's
nobility! They'd—they would kill him for letting a witch in, kil
this lady, bumthe pal ace-

He saw her, suddenly; The witch stood just behind the girl.

ol den hair, midnight blue gown—+he scent of witchcraft was
overwhel mi ng. Her eyes net Conrad's; she smiled and laid a
possessi ve hand on the girl's shoulder. He coul d have wept; she
was all his heart's desire and a witch's toy, both at once.

"No," he whispered. "No, please." He nust get hel p—but

who, and how? The witch was within reach, the nearest arns-

man well down the hall or out in the garden and unready for
violence on this of all nights. Stop her yourself, if Gustave
cannot or will not. The sorcerer had not nmoved a finger's worth;

the witch glanced at himand the satisfaction in her face told

hi m Gust ave was under her control. Marigold in the Queen's

garden, ash bows in the barracks'—all he had here was his sprig

of purple prunella, dried and fitted into the tiny amethyst bottle
hangi ng from his neck, under his shirt. Prunella was a safety

agai nst possession, they said; the liquid in the bottle was a
sorcerer's distillation and proven. He reached for the string,



fingered the throat of his shirt frantically. It was gone. The
witch held it against the white skin of her throat, and suddenly
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he could not only see her very well, he could hear her, though
she was not speaking aloud. Did you want this, Prince? It's a
pretty little French thing, but no protection against such as |
She let it fall.

Sofia's mouth was dry and her heart was beating too fast. Use
just behind her, the Prince before her, but after that one brief
snmle, he had gone white and still; she might not have been there
for all of him / knew it would not work! He has seen her; | am
lost! Wth Use at her back, Conrad where he stood, Gustave
cutting off" retreat to her left, there was nowhere for her to go.
She cl asped her hands together to stop them shaking; the nove-
ment drew Conrad's attention. What will they do to ne? she
wondered m serably, and in that nonment, she | ooked so woe-

begone Conrad's heart went out to her. He took her hand,

brought it to his lips and held it there. Use's spell caught him
wr apped around them both, and was conpl ete.

H's voice didn't want to work; it barely reached Sofia's ears.
"Sweet Lady, will you dance with nme?"

She nmade hima curtsey that was grace itself; the snmle cane
back to her face and lit her near-black eyes. Wiy had she
doubted? It would work, of course it would. She would see it
did. "My Prince, | will." H's eyes were a deep blue; they
war ned when she answered him and her heart turned over

Conrad kept her fingers in his as he turned to | ead her through

t he wat ching people, past his snmiling and astoni shed not her
Henriette had no nose for witchery, but it was unlikely she would
have noticed anything am ss. She had cone after all! Had she

pl anned it, arriving late to draw his eye the way she had? Conrad
was practically glowi ng, and as for Sofia—Were, she won-

dered, had Sofia garnered such a gown? Who had managed such
wonderful things with her hair? Henriette watched them con-
tentedly; she had needed to do nothing after all, only I ook at
them They mi ght have been created for each other

Al the same—she gestured, and her steward | eaned down.
"Find N cholas de ta Mare for nme."

Use stood beside Gustave and whi spered agai nst his ear

"Look at them sorcerer. Arc they not a pretty pair?" Qustave's
pate eyes showed white all the way around, and sweat trickled
down past his ear. "But | ook at Prince Conrad' s people. Wy,
one woul d think they scented—nagi c? Sorcery? Wtchcraft, per-
haps? Not yet, perhaps—but they will. Shall we stand here |ike
dear friends, ny CGustave, and watch the word spread?"
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Sil ence as the nusic ended. Use | aughed and CGustave woul d

have shuddered if he had been able. "Should we wager, you and
I, what they will do? Once enough of themrealize their Prince
is bewitched, that he is under a common Green | ove spell? Poor



Qustave, " she cooed. "You thought yourself so clever! Wen

did you first sense ne tonight? Wen | cane through the pal ace
gat es—er have you devel oped a better ability to scry than, you

once had? And can you rempove a | ove charm Gustave, or is that
still beneath your dignity?

"I know what you intended, Gusti: You thought you would
overwhelmnme as | cane down the stairs and denounce ne as

wi tch—Aot any witch, but the one who cursed a King and saw
himdie just as she said he would. Do you really think that would
have nade Conrad |ike you, or trust you? You would not have
controlled him but | do. Don't 1?" Use |aughed nastily. "\Wat

a pity it did not work. But you aren't good enough at what you
do, are you, Qustave? It doesn't matter—you will not need to

fret howto renove a | ove spell, Custave

"Because your Prince will die tonight at the hands of a noble
mob, and so will the Armsmaster's daughter. And you—you
shoul d be grateful to ne, considering the alternative—that
Conrad woul d di scover you knew | would come, that | would
bring that child in response to the horoscope cast by his
Frenchman. Their ashes to keep conpany with ny nother's
ashes, CGustave." Silence again. "Perhaps | will iet you Ilive,
GQustave. Wuld you like that?" She | ooked at his face and

| aughed. "Hi s tips cannot nove, but his eyes say, 'Please,
Use!' Yes, perhaps | shall see to it that you live, Gustave. Prince
Conrad would not, would he? If he knew. And if he were alive
tomorrow to see you dead."

She cannot be real. Conrad was dizzy w th happi ness, aston-

i shed every time he took her hand in his and felt warmfingers.
There were roses, tiny silk rosebuds twined in the curls over her
ears, silver roses in her ears; the heady scent of white damask
roses surrounded her. The nusic ended and his hands tightened

on hers. "l dance with no other |ady. save you—this night or

any other."

She averted her face and blinked aside tears; her eyes were
brilliant as she | ooked up at him "Then | shall dance with no
one save you, Prince Conrad, ever again." She bent her head
and Conrad's |ips brushed her hair.
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What have | done? She was not thinking clearly; she had not

t hought clearly in a long tine—had the witch's spell touched her
or was it spilling over fromthe Prince? Love, the witch had
sai d. She had not considered the consequences of the Prince's
love; it wanted to soften her. The Queen—She could | eave him
now, go to the Queen, tell her—she would not; she knew she

woul d not even as she thought it. She was afraid, yes. Mre than
that, though: Conrad woul d never understand, and she woul d

lose him H mand all that went with him She nust not weaken;

her future and her very life were at stake.

The Queen was wat chi ng the danci ng when N cholas de |a

Mare came up beside her, but now there was a faint |line between
her brows. "Look at them good sir," she said in a | ow voice
and in French. She glanced up



The ol d astrol oger | ooked at her thoughtfully, then out across
the ballroom before replying in that sane | anguage and in a
voi ce which would not carry beyond the two of them "Madane,

| do. Who is she?"

"She is Sofia von Mencken—the | ady we spoke of this norn-
ing."

"Ahhhh." The astrol oger contenplated her for sone tineg,
then turned back to the Queen. "So this is the child. You have
an excellent eye, Madame. She is lovely."

"And so she is. But—sonmething is not quite right out there;
somet hi ng does not feel right to ne."

De la Mare nodded. "I felt it as soon as | entered this room

Madame, and | tell you frankly I do not like it. | cast the Prince's
horoscope four tinmes, and each said that nobl e mai dens woul d

cone to this ball tonight but only one would command his at-
tention. And she was bom under the Archer—as you tell ne this

girl was. But there was nore: mmgic, Madame. Sorcery, |

t hought; now I am not certain."

Henriette's gaze foll owed Conrad across the dance fl oor
"Magic. Riddle ne this, if you can: How did Sofia come by

t hat gown, when her stepnother treats her |ike the | owest of
servant s? And—and why has she cone al one, and |l ate, and not
with her famly?"

The astrol oger | ooked where the Queen's gl ance went. "Dieu

what a creature is this? Madanme, to your last question the answer
is sinple: Look, please, upon that sweet maiden and then upon

t he daughters of the nonstrosity in purple! But for the rest—=
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He sighed vexedly, then fished in the pocket of his plain black
doubl et for his clarifying amulet. By chance, his gaze lit on
CQustave as his fingers curled around it. The breath hissed through
his teeth and Henriette | ooked up at himin sudden alarm "It
explains itself, Madane. There is witchery here! And a witch

to work it."

"Magi c—=" Henriette glanced around the ballroom she stil
saw not hi ng.

"Magic." He drew the amulet fromhis pocket and held it
out. "Here, | beg, set your fingers upon this trifle and | ook at
your husband's chief sorcerer.’

"That wonman—she was not there before! Wio is she?"

"Ask rather," the astrologer said grinmy, "what she is, and
how she cane. And | ask nyself, why does the mai den who
dances with your son—a child whose every nove bespeaks her
purity of body and soul —ahy does she conme to this ball with a
wi tch who reeks of ill purpose and vengeance?



"My good friend, no! The woman who stands with CGustave?
She—she is a lady, |ook at her!’

"She is a witch, and she hol ds Gustave prisoner. She is wait-
ing for sonething, and | wager it is no pleasant thing. Mdaneg,
there is danger here."

"No." But Henriette felt a sharpened awareness and the first
pricklings of fear as she | ooked for Conrad and Sofia. They
stood near open doors into the rose garden, totally absorbed
in each other. That al one nmust create keen di sappoi nt ment
anong the hopeful young wonen and their parents, but there
was nmore tension in the air than sinple jeal ousy could account
for.

Tensi on, anger-her eye touched on old Count Hensil as he

turned away and nearly spat; she saw the word "witch" on his
lips, on those of his Lady, and both were pale with fury. A few
paces away. Lady Beatrix in that dreadful purple was violently
shushi ng | sabell e, who sul ked and nursed the arm she had used
to point before her nother slapped it down. "N cholas, did you
see that?"

"The stepsister has only just realized who is dancing with the
Prince, and her nother fears they could be burned with the sane
torch, if the child is named witch."

"It is not possible. I know Sofia. She would never willingly
| eague herself with a witch!"
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"Madame, please, let your steward take you away, |let those
such as nyself who are protected in sonme way deal with this.”

"l cannot, N chol as."
"Your peopl e—=

"They will do nothing, | know they will not. Especially if |
am here."

The astrol oger sighed. "You know them Madane, and | do

not. But the witch makes no nove save to watch and speak to
GQustave now and again; nothing wilt happen right away. | will
get young de Valois to help ne; perhaps he can persuade the
Prince away fromhis lady and fromthe ballroom Send for Au-
gustine in the neantinme, please—though what he can do, | do
not know." He shook his head. "I thought the Prince wore a
specific talismn agai nst bespelling!"

He was gone, working his way through the crowded nobles to

find Dom nic. The Queen watched himgo, and her eye caught

anot her man, standing where old Hensil had been, watching the
dancers. She went cold with foreboding, for there was the fina
ingredient to this disaster. Gerhard von El be, elder brother of
dead Jacob—hal f-mad Gerhard, who had sworn death to al

wi tches. He was standing stiffly, white-faced, watching her son
wat chi ng Sofia, and she needed no sorcery to know what filled
hi s thought.



A d Count von El be had brought his w fe, two daughters

and three sons. H's daughters had come sinply for the pleasure

of a royal ball and new gowns; they were both too country and
down-to-earth to be a Prince's choice, practical and sensible
enough to accept that. They at |east were finding the festivities
to their liking; their brothers—particularly the youngest—aere
not .

The Count had voi ced hopes that Gerhard m ght remenber

he was a free man and take note of eligible maidens hinself,

but he had not made any efforts to do so. It had been eight
nont hs since Jacob's death, but he still wore the ook of a man
i n deep nourning and he glared at dancers, scow ed bl ackly

when woren | aughed.

He had cared greatly for his brother, had ridden with him
when he found the old witch in Tannen, cheered when Jacob put
the torch to her. He'd nearly gone mad when Jacob was found
face down in the nud, |like a common peasant! And the wtch
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who had cursed himwas still alive, sonewhere. But no one
sought her.
When the change came, well into the ball, it was subtle. But

Ger hard knew as soon as he laid eyes on the Crown Prince and
his Lady. "She's witched him" he whi spered. Anmb Hessen, a
cousin of his who had been keeping an eye on himnost of the
eveni ng, turned and | ooked at Gerhard.

"Cerhard, no," Anmp whi spered against his ear. "He'* sim
ply in love with her. Who would not be?"

"No! She's witched him Look at his eyes\"

Amp's breath went in on a little hiss. The Crown Prince's

eyes were unfocused, open too wi de, his gaze glassily fixed.
"Wtch." The word slid out al nbst wi thout sound, and he found
with the utterance he believed it inplicitly. Wtch in the very
pal ace!

CGer hard shook his head and touched his cousin's arm "She
is not the witch, but there is one, 1 sense her. | can feel her."

"Succubus?" Arno asked; his wary gaze darted from Sofia

to his cousin, back again. How could one tell? Gerhard grabbed
his arm turned himtoward the double doors and the three shal -
| ow stairs. "There!"

"There's not hi ng—

"There is! Near the sorcerer, see hin?"

"OfF course, but— Arno's voice trailed off. Perhaps it was
Cerhard's insistence; but there was soneone—somneone hi dden.

And his nostrils tickled with the scent of witch. "Wy does
the King's sorcerer not act if there is a witch?"



"I do not know or care," von El be whispered. "Spread the
word, quickly, Anpb, and | will. This is—Fhis cannot be." He
slid back through the crowd.

"Look at them Gustave. Do you see the word on the |ips of
the nmen nearest your Prince? 'Wtch,' they whisper. Do you
wonder what they will do, Gustave? Do you wonder what they

will do once they see ne, Qustave?" Silence. "You hate ne,
don't you, Qustave? For seeing your weaknesses and expl oiting
them | shall give you a little longer to hate ne, Custave; are

you not grateful? And 1 cannot yet decide whether to see you
bumwi th the Prince." Sweat shone on the old sorcerer's face
and dar kened his robe.

Use gazed out across the ballroomthoughtfully. Conrad and
Sofia, oblivious to the mutterings and chill |ooks around them
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were seated near an open w ndow, talking. "Perhaps | shall |et
you all live; it seenms to me suddenly too easy, too painless.

Li ke—+etting an old wonan di e of snoke in her own hut, rather
than binding her with iron and burning her alive. A new plan—
not inpossible, no." She considered this for some tinme, then
slowy smled. It was not a nice snmle. Gustave paled and nade
another effort to free hinmself, but Use merely | aughed and shook
her head. CGustave's shoul ders slunped; he remamined firmy in

her controL

They had conversed, speaking so easily they m ght have been
friends for years; the silence between them was not unconfort-
able. Conrad smiled happily. "Wiy is it we never net before?"

She seened to come back froma | ong distance. "Perhaps we
have."

Ri ddl es; she used them now and again. "No. | would remem
ber you. But, please—tell nme nore of yourself. Do you ride?"

"I did, until they sold my father's horses. | always rode, but
| do not care to hunt."

The Prince |laughed with delight. "Then that is another thing

i, we share, besides chess, and nusic, and a fondness for Spanish
It roses! |I have already turned down three boar hunts since | cane
-1 home. and | cannot tell you how many people in Paris thought

me a fool because | would not hunt the King' s tane deer. Now,

| do enjoy the conpany of a good peregrine. Do you like

bi rds?"

She shrugged, smiled. "I have never had one. But | like the
| ook of a falcon. Those wonderful eyes! Is it a pleasure, |o00sing
a bird and knowing it will return when you call it?

"Pleasure nostly; a little guilt to take a free creature and
bend it to your will." He grinned ruefully. "I seldomtell that
to anyone; even ny friend Domthinks me strange on the sub-
ject/'

A smal |l pang; his words touched her and opened sonething



that had been closed for hours. Were have | been? | have | ost
nmyself in this man! That had not been her intention; she had set
her purpose and neant to stick by it, but he was not what she
had t hought. He | oved her because of witchery, but he Iiked her
of his own, and for herself.

She nust be careful; her judgnent was cl ouded, and she feared
the spell on Conrad was spilling onto her
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Augustine and Nicholas de la Mare stood besi de the Queen

wat ching as Conrad | ed Sofia back to the dance, oblivious of the
growi ng nunber of hostile nobles. "Sonething nust be done,"

the apprentice said anxiously. "I exam ned the Prince's safe-
guards nyself; he was proof to witchery! And CGustave—

"Let Qustave care for hinmself; the Prince is your first con-
cern. Have you another talisman or nmust we find the one he

| ost ?"

"W coul d set upon both wonen," Augustine said through
clenched teeth. "I could manage the girl easily.”

"No," Henriette whispered. "Please, let us make no fuss if
it can be hel ped. Her reputation—=

"Her reputation is already in danger, Madane," Ni chol as

sai d vigorously. "But whatever her part, she has Prince Conrad's
fingers in hers. | fear to sinply separate them Go, my young
friend, find that charmand if you do, put it upon the Prince's
person. Go, man, hurry!"

Conrad finished the conplex steps of the galliard with no

consci ous nenory of it, and came across to take his partner's
fingers in his. She snelled deliciously of roses: musky red, fruity
pi nk—that rich |lavender that had been Marguerite's favorite. He

had not thought of Marguerite in hours; he would never again

associ ate the Queen's Silver rose with anyone but this |ady.

Wth—What is your name?" Wiy coul d he not renenber
it?

"My name?" She gazed bl ankly across the ballroom a snall
frown crossed her face. "I+ cannot tell you. I"'msorry, |I can't.”

He frowned now. "I don't understand. Wy?"

Col or dar kened her cheekbones, faded, and she shook her
head. "I+ can't. Please, please don't ask."

"I'"ve distressed you. Forgive ne. Tell ne when you can, swear
you wWili."

A very odd expression in her eyes, gone before he could begin
to try and identify it. "I will, | swear."

"Seven m nutes, Gustave," Use whispered. She giggl ed.
"Seven mnutes until mdnight."



CGustave let his eyes sag shut. He was ill with her spell, ex-
hausted fromhis attenpts to break it. She is mad, truly mad,
he thought; the thought gave himno confort. Seven m nutes.
Wul d she kill himthen, kilt all of thenf? She had changed her
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m nd so often this past hour, had spoken in such fragmented bits
he had no i dea what she night do when m dni ght came. He was

too worn to care at the nmoment. And the mere thought of ar-

gui ng his case before the Regent's Council —+trying to save him
self fromPrince Conrad's fury, if they both |ived—-he was not
certain he could bear it. He had served two Kings faithfully, had
pursued his craft thoroughly if not brilliantly—-and because of
this woman, they'd count that for nothing.

He felt her stiffen in anticipation. Two m nutes before the
hour! He'd lost five of what m ght be his |ast mnutes worrying.
Fool! You m ght have used themto seek out the nmeans of her
deat h!

But what was wong with the wonan? She was gl ari ng across

the ballroom and for one norment, he thought she m ght throw
herself into the crowmd—she was visibly exerting self-control. He
tried to see what had upset her so: Prince Conrad and little Sofia
von Mencken—surely not. They were still wapped in their own
little romantic fog, so nuch so that neither noticed they al one
danced, while om nously silent nen—there were no wonen any-

where near the dance area-surrounded them

But then Qustave saw, too; That dandy of a Frenchman sli pped
easily through the crowd, easing his way through cl ose-packed
men and onto the dance floor. And dangling fromhis fingers, a
smal | amet hyst bottle- Talisman. Use hissed in fury.

"Conrad!" Dom nic caught his shoul der

The Prince | ooked at himinpatiently; the nusic faltered, died.
"Don? Can't it wait?"

"No." Dom nic stepped forward, detached Conrad's right

hand from Sofia's left, pushed the little bottle into his friend' s
pal m and cl osed the fingers over it. "You rmust have dropped

this; I thought you mght like it back."

"Dr opped— Conrad swayed as the talisman and Use's spel

met. It hurt. He let go Sofia's other hand, wapped both tightly
around the bottle. Sofia cried out in surprise as the clock bel
toiled the first chine of twelve. She must go, she nust! But

Conr ad—She hesitated, torn; a suddenly visible Use cane across

the ballroom scattering nen and wonen, and grabbed her

shoul ders. Sofia twisted in her grip, subsided with a little cry of
pai n.

Pani c. Men backed away fromthe dance fl oor and the un-
82 Ru Emerson

doubted witch. QGthers fought their way forward, to reach her



and take her captive. "Kill the witches'" soneone near the w n-
dows bell owed; the cry was taken up, drowning out the fina
chi mes of m dni ght.

Dom nic still had his friend' s arm otherw se Conrad would

have fallen. Use's speli was gone, the talisman cool against his
hand. Wtch. He barely saw her, save as a backdrop for the giri
Sofia would not | ook at him "Wy?" he demanded harshly.

Her eyes filled with tears. "I+ didn't mean— She got no
further. Across the ballroom |ong brocade drapes went up in

flames and sonmeone was shouting, "Kill themboth, kill the
wi tches!"
"You stupid girl, I'll nurder you for this!" Conrad | unged

for Sofia's throat but Dom nic grabbed his shoulders and grimy
hung on. Use's |augh echoed across the high ceilings, topping
the screans of frightened wonen, nen's shouts, the crackle and
roar of fire. She backed toward the door, taking the girl with
her, smirked as nen backed away from her, fighting the pressure
of other nmen behind them fighting to avoid the touch of witch's
skirts. Wthout warning, they vani shed-

" Mother! Were is she?" Conrad was having difficulty
breat hi ng. Thick snoke from burning curtains was bl owi ng into
the room

"She's safe. Your stargazer got her out! Your own safety, ny
friend, think toit!"

"No, | can't—+"

Domi ni ¢ cl apped a hand across his nouth, not gently. "Wat

will you do here, eh? Your nobles have gone mad. If this were
atine to fight, | would fight, but it is not. Come out of here!™
Conrad ground his teeth, slammed a fist savagely into the wall.
"And hurry—that little bottle will not protect you fromfire!"

There were hysterical nen and wonen everywhere, the French

doors clogged with people. Conrad | et Dom | ead hi mout through
a window. By the time they broke free and reached the relative
safety of the fawns, nothing could be seen but smoke and fire;

flame had found a way through the roof.

Guards cane frominside the palace, fromthe barracks, from
down in the city. Fire lines were quickly and efficiently orga-
ni zed, but the damage was done: The ballroomwas gutted, the
roof fell in, and only determned effort grimy assisted by the
Prince himself prevented its spread. Mst of the nen who had
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attended the bait were long since gone. and only a few, including
von El be and two of his sons. remained.

The rest had gone to find the witches—er any who were fool -
hardy enough to shelter them Their cries could be heard echoi ng
through the city streets.



"To cure infestation by a witch, or witches, when it is very
great. -, fire will burn not only the creature but the dwelling
in which such an abomination is found."

Mal | i us Heber, DestryctioH of the Green Way and its Adherents
8.

Conrad's throat hurt fromthe snoke, but the fire was under
control, finally. The oily snell of burned wood, the odor of
burnt flesh threatened to make himill. He would not be ill; he
woul d show not hi ng. Men wat ched hi m—epenly curious or co-

vertly; he would not satisfy their curiosity. How does it feel to
be under a witch's spell? Learn that for yourselves, and |eave

nme al one!

H s nmot her had cone; he'd persuaded her back to her room

and sonmehow managed to avoid her questions—anaged to keep

her from asking nost of them Doninic—thank God for Dom

who had worked as hard as any nan to save the rest of the pal ace
and who woul d keep his wonderings to hinself. Dom s hand was
tied in blue cloth that had been one of his boot w appi ngs—he'd
somehow cut it rather badly.

Conrad turned away as nmen cane fromthe bl ackened shel

of building with yet another horrid, blanket-w apped bundle.
Four nen dead! Gerhard von El be, his cousin—two others now,
nei t her recogni zabl e.

Gust ave—he woul d have left Qustave to bum but Augustine
had got himout, robes and shoes snol deri ng.

Well; he had nanes for both wonen, thanks to his nother

Use. Sofia. There was nothing nmore he could do here; perhaps
it was time to go join the hunt for wtches.

Domi nic canme after him "Were are you goi ng?"
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"Where do you think? Don't try to stop me, Dom"

The Frenchman shook his head. "You go, | go with you. The
stable is that way—

"There isn't tinme."

"Way run through this entire city afoot? The nob—pardon
-your young nobl es—have a considerable start. Get Parsifal. You
can stay on hi m bareback."

He coul d; but he had forgotten how nuch work it was, and

he had his hands full for several minutes. "I shall break ny
neck," he nunbled. Parsifal's sensitive ears tw tched; one rear
hoof slipped on danp cobbl es. Just behind him Doninic swore

[ oudly.



The streets were om nously silent. But there were nen—snal |
clutches of them who ran when the horsenen cane into sight,

si ngl e men who vani shed over fences and into doorways; fright-
ened faces at wi ndows that pulled back into darkened roons.

They entered a small square just as the roof of a thatched storage
building fell in a cloud of sparks. Men stood, grimy silent,
before it; defiant faces, hard eyes. Conrad | ooked down at them
and prayed his face was as unreadabl e—+nwardly he was terri-
fied. They tried once to bumme, these nen. How coul d he

possi bly deal with then? What woul d Fat her have done ? But he
was not Leo.

"What is this?" Silence. Dom stirred behind him readying
his English pistols; the click of the hanmer was unni st akabl e-
"Why do you bum a poor nman's storage?"

"Wtch—= one of the nmen said flatly.

"There was a witch," another began, but |less certainly. To
Dom ni c's audi bl e dismay, Conrad slid down to stand before the
men. One of them was a border nobfe; he recognized the man's
colors. "W thought—=

"You thought, ny Lord?" Conrad pronpted as he hesitated
agai n.

Use of the title brought about a subtle shift: Men who had
been a unit of destruction noved a little apart. They were nen
addressed as "ny Lord," but this man—

The borderer inclined his head. "Your Hi ghness, we thought
we saw a witch go there.”

"And so you burned it." Conrad's voice had taken on

strength. "But there was no witch, was there?" The man shook

his head. H s eyes were now fixed on a spot just in front of his
feet. "Before God, man, anyone ni ght have been there! A
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beggar, a servant girl gone to fetch her master ale fromhis
private store! To whom does this hut bel ong? Does anyone here
know?" '

"It's Johann the baker's storehouse,"” soneone called out. A
cromd of city people had gathered, unnoticed, in the past no-
ments. "He kept his sacks of wheat and rye flour here.™

"Then | suggest that Johann the baker be found," Conrad

said, his voice pitched to fill the square. "And let himset an
honest price on the loss here, so that those who did inadvertent
damage m ght reconpense himfor it." By sone quirk of mnd
Conrad renmenbered the nane that went with the colors. "You

wilt see toit, will you not, Count G unnen? For this—accident? "

He t hought the Count m ght argue, and so did the Count- But
the heat and excitenment of the hunt had left them "Your High-
ness, of course we shall. For the accident."

"Good." He turned, took hold of Parsifal's mane, pulled



hi nsel f onto the gray's back and rode off. Dom nic | ooked them
over carefully; men backed away nervously as he eyed themin
turn.

"You terrified ne, ny friend," he said as he caught up to
Conr ad.

"It wasn't such a terrible chance; they're trained to obey roy-
alty. | merely rem nded them"

"They did not remenber that earlier, Conrad. Renenber

pl ease, that | have two bullets, one in each gun, and even |
cannot di spatch eight men with bl ades—+wo hands, two ra-
piers.”

"Two hands, two rapiers." Conrad |aughed |ightheadedly.

He'd been terrified, facing those nmen, but he'd done the thing
right. It was a dangerous, heady feeling, cow ng an unruly nob.
"You'll remenber those faces for ne?"

"OfF course: | always renenber things, don't |?"

Conrad | aughed again. "Wy do you think | never play cards
with you?"

H s amusenment faded as they rode into the next street. Men

and torches everywhere; men | ooking for two witches. If anyone
el se found themfirst . . . Someone was shouting not far ahead
Conrad dug his heels into Parsifal's ribs; the horse | eaped for-
ward and Dom cursed again as his Gabriel foll owed at a bone-
jarring pace.
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Anot her fire, this one a pile of brush in the nidst of the street;

Conrad found it easier this tinme to exert his will and nmake the
men put it out. A nunmber of angry burghers were easier to dea
wi th; they backed away fromthe two nobl enen—boys, reall y—
who'd tried to drag their wonen into the street.

It was late, getting cold and danp. Conrad scarcely felt the
chill and the hours swamone into the other. He had never spo-
ken so much, so quickly, in his Iife—but he was getting better
at it, devel oping confidence by the noment.

The house guard found himwell up near the north wall of the
old city. He took the messages they brought fromthe Queen
prom sed to return to the pal ace at once. But as soon as he and
Domi nic were out of sight, he turned asi de once again.

"Conrad, you proni sed—

"Go back if you want, Dom 1 can't." Dom nic grunbled,
but he stayed.

They were back on the main street once again, not far from

t he pal ace. Conrad pulled Parsifal to a halt and stared. Two days
ago, it had been cheerful, sunlit, brilliant with late spring fl ow
ers and brightly clad maidens; tonight, it mght have been a



preview of Hell. Men with torches fled down the cobbles before
him other men canme uphill; horses and nmen ran from side alleys
and gates or vani shed through them Wnen's voices and sl eepy
men's voices canme fromw ndows and doorways. "Before God

Dom where did they all come fron"

Al most under the horse's feet, wonen's voi ces—he recog-

ni zed them suddenly: the worman in purple, her daughters. "Si-

| ence, both of you! We are nearly honme, you will forget all this,
trust what | say. Johanna, stop whinpering, and |Isabelle, | can-
not wal k so fast, ny shoes are tight and so are ny stays."

"Mother, |'m afraid— The whi spers echoed through the

narrow streets; they were near, not as near as he had thought.
He saw shadows now. red-edged shadows of three wonen, cast

by torches high on the street above them

"Don't be, lsabetle, it's all right. You | ooked | ovely tonight,
both of you, | was so very proud. Shhh, Johanna, don't talk,
wait until we're safe indoors."

"But, Mther—= The contrast to frightened whi spers was
shocki ng; Conrad's whol e body jerked.

"Shh, no, Johanna—
Johanna's heel drummed on the paving stones. "I'mtrying to
88 Ru Emerson

tell you, why won't you listen? That girl with the Prince tonight,
that was our Sofie!" Her voice echoed between tall buildings.

| sabelle's rose shrieking to top it. "You fool, shut up!"

"Run!" Beatrix shouted. Three wonmen cane flying out of the
shadows, running nadly toward an open garden gate. The cry

of "Wtch!" was all around them and nmen cane howl ing from

all directions. Atorch flew end over end to fall onto a | ong

bal cony, another followed. A third. Fire shot up the curtains of
an open w ndow.

Domi ni ¢ set Gabriel against the tight-packed nob and roared
out, "Mve aside, he's war-trained!" Soneone caught hol d of
his |l eg; Dom sl apped the hand aside with the flat of his dagger
and Gabriel swung around, teeth bared. The fight went out of
the crowmd at once. "Be still, all of you, your Prince is here!"

"CGet buckets and put that fire out!" Conrad shouted. Men

turned to stare at himdefiantly. These were ol der nmen, hard
men who' d fought with the old King. He held Parsifal steady.
Retreating woul d be the greatest nistake he coul d make. "Put

it out. I say!" He | ooked down and found a fam liar face. "You
H | debrand! Is there not a well nearby? Get that fire doused, at
once!" The man eyed himsullenly fromunder the brimof his

hat but noved, and those nearest himfoll owed.

He was afraid to nove, afraid to trust his voice again. But
there was no nore overt defiance, and nmonents | ater, Count
Ernst Gustav von El be. his two sons and several nmen in von
El be col ors cane down the street afoot. The Count stopped by



Conrad's horse. "Your Hi ghness, you should not be here."

"There are wonen in there sonewhere, Count. These nen
t hought one of thema witch."

"I npossible; | know those wonen, there's no witch in the
von Mencken househol d. Wait here, Hi ghness." Conrad went
white and only the hand wapped in Parsifal's nane kept him
fromfalling. That name—her house! But she had not been one
of those wonen!

The Count was already at the front door. Conrad drew a

steadying breath and slid fromhis gray's back. It was hot on the
steps, and snoke was beginning to slide across the silt. "Lady
Beatrix, it is Ernst CGustav! Come out, | will see to your safety!"
Soneone in the crowd | aughed harshly; the Count's el dest son
snarl ed himdown. "W know you are the w dow of Leopold's

Arni smaster and no witch! And your daughters are not wtches,

nor your servants! Cone out while you can, Lady Beatrix, the
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house is aflane!" Beatrix's voice was nmuffled by the door; it
opened, suddenly, and nen fell back, but nothing could be seen
of the wonmen. "Lady, | cannot hear you!"

"You swear we will be safe?" Beatrix shouted. "Mself, Is-
abel I e and Johanna?"

"I swear it by ny own daughters!" the Count shouted back

"And | swear it!" Conrad added |loudly. "I, Conrad! No one
will die here, Lady!"

Morment ary sil ence. Then: "There is no witch in this house,

| swear that before God. Only nyself and ny bl ood daughters!™

Less than a breath later, Isabelte stood on the threshold, cough-
ing and gasping for air, her pale hair |oose on her shoul ders and
her feet bare. A hand pushed her down the steps and she stum

bled, fell into the Count's outstretched arns. Ernst Gustav pulled
a handkerchief fromhis sleeve, stuffed it into her fingers, and
put her aside. |Isabelle stunbled and the Count's son caught her
and hel d her.

Johanna stood there now, her face snudged, tears running

down her face, two small, squirm ng dogs in her arns. Beatri x,
kerchief to her nose, was at her shoul der. Johanna went unwill-
ingly down to the street, only Beatrix's hand on her sleeve hol d-
i ng her steady. She was dead white and visibly terrified. Her
gaze darted fromone man to another, back again; her eyes no-
mentarily fastened on the Prince, went beyond himto stare into
the dark. One of the dogs slipped fromher arms and ran under

her | egs, back into the house; the other foll owed.

"No—no, babies!" she screaned; Beatrix, startled, |ost her
grasp on the girl's gown. Johanna turned on her heel and fled
back into the hallway.

"Johanna, cone back!" Beatrix's voice rose in anguish; she

cast one terrified |l ook at |sabelle, another at the upper floor, and



pl unged back through the open door. Conrad and Ernst Custav

| eaped up the steps together, but as they started through the door
there came a terrible, rending crash. The stairs fell. bringing
down the |anding; flanmes blooned in the [ower hall and flared

out into the street.

Men grabbed Conrad, who in turn wapped his arns around

the Count and pulled himaway. O her nmen beat at Conrad's
snol deri ng sleeve, and the ol der nman's breeches, and soneone
poured a bucket of water over them both.

Conrad staggered to his feet. Once he was certain he could
wal k wi t hout swayi ng, he wal ked back to his horse. Von El be
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wor dl essly held out cupped hands to hel p hi m mount, then stood

| ooking up at him Conrad shook his head. "See the fire is put

out .

"Your Hi ghness, we shall." Count Enst Custav |ooked as

t hough he woul d have said sonething nore, then shrugged,
inclined his head and went back to shout orders at the |ine of
men passing | eather buckets. "And I'Il see the young | ady
cared for."'

"Young | ady?"
"The Lady Isabelle.”

Conrad gl anced at |sabelle, who stared at the burning house

in a nmost unnatural silence. What did he care for |sabelle—for
any young | ady save one? And it was not her well-being he cared
about. "Thank you," he said finally.

The destruction of the Arnsmaster's house had a strong

danpeni ng effect on the violence; there was silence here, silence
all about them Not far away, the great clock tolled three; nen
went into the garden and cane out with two elderiy fol k—servants,
per haps. Men watched in silence as the old man's | eg was braced
and w apped—he' d sonmehow broken it—and the dazed old

woman was bundl ed unconsci ous into sonmeone's cl oak

"Conrad." Dom nic touched his hand, and he w nced; he'd
burned his fingers dragging Count Ernst Gustav away fromthe
fire. "It is enough. Cone back to the palace.” And, with the
flat matter-of-factness that was Dom "You won't find her
here."

"No." Conrad turned Parsifal toward the pal ace and kept him
to awalk. "But I will find her, Dom | swear that. And 1*11 kil
her. "

Domi nic nerely nodded. The fire was warm on their backs.
He was dream ng—@ustave caught hinself on the edge of a

pit of steep and woke with a gasp. He blinked, stared for sone
nmonents at the dark canopy overhead, the heavy curtains drawn



on three sides of his bed. Footsteps in the doorway; he let his
eyes close and sl owed his breathing. Augustine, he thought. The
slight shuffle that was not quite a |inp sounded |ike Augustine,
but he was not about to open his eyes and see. He wanted speech
with no man at this nmonent. Woever was there, Augustine or

anot her, came across to the bed with a shielded |ight that nmade

a ruddy glow on his closed lids. Silence. The |ight and footsteps

SPELL BQOUND
91

retreated, the door brushed against its janb and he was al one
agai n.

He didn't want to think, either, but it was absolutely essential
no matter how huniliating. The Prince no doubt wanted his head

at the nonent. The Queen might. O course. Queen Henriette

was not a conbative person; she'd never say or do anything

agai nst her dead husband's favorite sorcerer. Conrad was anot her
matter, particularly if he knew what Cusl ave had i ntended.
Sonehow, Custave was afraid Conrad m ght know-&ustave's

certainty of Use's arrival, his intention to wait until the witch
had entered the ballroomand only then expose her and save the
Prince from harm

Not hi ng, not hi ng, had gone as he'd wanted! It could not have
been worse; Conrad m ght not know but he'd suspect. He wanted

to find bad faith in anything Gustave did. The old sorcerer bit
his lip to contain his vexation. Arrogant brat, who did he think
he was? Did they not teach respect to the young any nore?

Wll, snotty brat or no, he was Leopold's heir, and the only

hei r—nl ess Saxe-Baden went through a ; ¢ ...her ugly succession
war. Qustave would | ose too much by that akemative. Like it or
not, he would have to butter up the Prince, sonmehow gain his
confidence, as he once had Leopold's. It must be this Paris ed-
ucation that nade them so suspicious, though old Leo had never
been as inpossible to deal with as Conrad presently was.

Qustave cast a thoughtful glance at the closed door to his
chanmber, closed his eyes and reached. No one in the outer
chanmber, or in the hallway—Augusti ne was the only one who

could shield agai nst discovery, but not against his own master.
For all practical purposes, @Qustave had this wi ng alone for the
nonment . CGood.

He pushed the covers aside and got to his feet, swayed and
grabbed for the bedpost. Damm his assistant for dosing his w ne;

he absolutely did not need soporific in his blood just now He'd
have to operate around it, sonehow. He waited until the room
steadi ed, wal ked to the door and peered into the next room

Enmpty, as he'd thought. He padded barefoot across to the nmain

door to the hallway and shoved the bolt to, absently |ighting
candles with a snap of his fingers as he came back. He had

enough things here, he thought; enough that he woul dn't need

to go down the hallway to reach his laboratory. Better if he could
avoi d household and famly tonight. Tenpers m ght be nore

even in the norning.
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The large chest was full and it took tine for himto work

down t hrough books, scrolls, rolled hides, bottles and boxes to
reach the box he needed: an ancient thing, carved and bound in
copper. He set it aside, replaced the other things, shut the large
chest and took the small one back to his bed, |ocking that door
behi nd hi mal so. Now only Augustine could come in to bother

him But Augustine woul d know what he did and | eave him

al one.

He extingui shed the outer-roomcandles with a word, it two

near his bed and stuffed his cold feet back under the covers as
he opened the small chest and took out a smaller box of blue
powder, a stoppered, holiow antler full of liquid, and a shield-
shaped bit of polished copper with several synbols scratched on
its reverse. He needed to read the synbols through twice; it had
been sone tinme since he'd attenpted anything like this. But his
need to know was strong and this was the only way to do it.
There nust be a clue to the situation, nust be a way for himto
gain control of it once more. O at |least control of Conrad.

He set the copper |ozenge back in the box, slipped the stopper
fromthe hom and dabbed clear, odorless liquid on his tenples
and wists; set it aside and noi stened one finger on his tongue,
set it in the powder and sucked what clung to it. It tasted |ike
bread nmol d, rather musty and unpleasant. He ignored that wth
ease of long practice: A sorcerer couldn't be choosy about how

t hi ngs tasted.

He cl osed the chest and | ocked it, plunped pillows and | ay
back among them eyes shut, and reached, |eaving his body
behi nd on the bed. He had one brief, disconcerting vision of it:

an agi ng body, his skin | oose on his bare, skinny arns, crepe-y
on his throat, lined around his eyes and deeply fol ded around
his tight-set mouth. H's smoothly bald head and winkl ed brow

the wig, forgotten, caught between pillow and shoul der, | ooking
like a long-dead rodent. Am| really so old as that?

He set that aside then. The Queen—she lay in anbng her
conforters and soft sheets. Several other |adies sat nearby; two
sl ept on couches near the wi ndows and one on a trundle. The
Queen was not asl eep, CGustave knew. She was worried about

Conrad, and that drove out any other concern she might have,

i ncl udi ng any about CGustave. He withdrew carefully, wary | est
anyone sense his presence. One or two of her | adies were sen-
sitive.

Conrad. He was not in the palace or anywhere on the grounds.
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Gust ave expected a |long and hard search for him and was rat her
surprised to conme upon him al nost at once, before old Ladi sl aus
von Mencken's town house. The part of himthat went out stood
upon the wall opposite and watched—ai th grow ng approval —

as Conrad subdued the witch-hunters. The Prince had the right



kind of strength in there, sonewhere; he wasn't all spoiled and
i ndul ged child.

He was about to wi thdraw and begin a final search—ot with-

out trepidati on—when he sensed the object of that search al nost

at his feet; Use, under a Green spelt for invisibility, Sofia in her
grasp and under the double spell of invisibility and obedi ence.

The witch was watching the house burn, aware of Sofia's horror

enj oyi ng bot h.

Qust ave had never cared nuch for the Armsnmaster's second

wife- O his first one, for that matter. Wnen were an annoy-
ance, a dramupon a man's financial and spiritual resources, a
bl ock for any who wanted to seek Answers. Wrnen were cards

to play in whatever gane a man ptayed, or coin in exchange as
Henriette had been. He watched Johanna foll ow her dogs back
into the house, sealing her own fate and her nother's. Watched
the Prince | eave, and Count Ernst Custav's son | ose control of
| sabelle, who tore free of himto flee wailing into the night.

Use was not aware of him O course, he was not there in
Body, and she would need nore wi zardly skill than she had
gl eaned to detect what was there.

Gustave sighed, silently fromhis perch on the wall, deeply in
his bed. He so seldomleft his corridor in the pal ace these days,
I et alone went out into the City! He'd have to do that nuch; he
was afraid he'd have to do nmore, to secure the Prince to him

And he woul d have to secure Conrad; his future and his very
life depended on that. He had no place to go, if Conrad took
away his title. He had worked too hard for too nany years nak-
i ng hinmself indispensable to Saxe-Baden's King; he didn't want
to give up what was his.

He was tiring; sending his Being out of Body was an exhaust-

ing thing. But he waited until the Prince and his dandified French
friend were back in the pal ace grounds before returning to him
self- Until Use slipped past the scattering crowd before the now
gutted Arnsmaster's house, dragging Sofia through the side gate
and into the garden. She was prepared for a confrontation, he

t hought. Not with him

He woul dn't force one with her, not just yet; not until he was
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certain he was strong enough to fight the residual effect of her
original hol ding spell.

No, Use was waiting for Conrad. CGustave smled as he wth-
drew Being and returned to his Body. He thought he knew, now,
how to deal with the Prince.

"To render invisible—hazelnuts. ground to fine powder, a

pi nch of seed fromthe first scythe of grain, a neasure of
water. Cool to a paste, dry and grind to a dust. Wen it is
touched upon palnms and ears, jthe witch| becomes invisible."
AM Ora( Gamarie



9.

Use sat on the stone bench at the end of Magdal ena's rose garden
and divided her attention between the dying fire and her com
pani on.

She was tired; tireder than she had any right to be, and there
were still long hours before they could | eave Neustadt.

And nmuch to do.

She smled as she thought of Count Ernst Gustav gathering

his older sons to him the three nmen wal ki ng back toward the

pal ace. Hope all you want, old man, her thought jeered him

The boy is dead, and nothing will bring hi mback! One son yet

to die—Ernst Qustav' The el dest al one had not gone on that

wi t ch- hunt. Perhaps she would not allow that to matter; it would
al | depend upon how she felt once she'd found a way to kill the
Count's next el dest son, Al phonse.

Sofia huddl ed on the bench next to her, eyes closed. She was
giving no trouble, but then. Use expected none: The poor, sim
pl e thing had thought to use her, Use!l The child |earned, and
she would leamnore in the days to come, she and that young
Prince both. She would Ieamnore in the next hours.

There was no one to oppose her now, and so very much to
| ook forward to.

Sofia blinked. Roses—her nother's roses. But over all was the
dreadf ul odor of burned wood and fabric, wet ash. She coul dn't

e 05 -
96 Ru Enerson

t hi nk; she had not thought for hours. It was too nuch effort just
now, it hurt too nmuch. She drew both slippered feet under her

and tucked the skirts over them Use ignored her; she supposed
she nmust be grateful for that, but the change in the wonan ter-
rified her.

How had it gone wong? She didn't understand. She was afraid
to try and find out, and Use—she coul dn't ask Use.

She was sweating, despite the cool night air; the white and

gol d gown was ruined. The witch had dragged her fromthe

ball room through fire and a pack of wild men. They'd dodged

nmobs through the streets for what seened forever—and then to

cone here, and see . . . She couldn't moumfor Beatrix, not

even for poor, silly Johanna. Risking her life, losing it, for those
dogs. At least Drusilla and Otto had sonehow escaped. At |east

she did not have their deaths to blane on herself.

Wtch. Was it her fault two wonen were dead for certain, and
how many others in that ballroonf

She couldn't bear it any longer, suddenly. "What are we do-
i ng?"



"Keep silent." Use hissed, and gave her such a | ook Sofia
pressed herself back against the vines and was still. But the
witch finally stirred and began talking. "I tried to control too
many people tonight, and | lost sight of what | wanted nost.

That was foolish- I won't do that again. Gustave still lives, un-
fortunately. But for the rest—o, | can salvage what is left. It
will work. and better than the other.'' She seemed to suddenly
realize she was tal king out loud. "Do you not understand?" She
smled faintly, unpleasantly. "Shall | explain to you? | shall; it
will give me pleasure. Your father was the King's Arnmsnaster.

He nust al so have been a cl ose-nmouthed old man, for | gave

you mmy true nanme and you did not knowit. Use." She paused.
"Daughter to Gerthe, who was Tannen's Green Wtch—=

"Ch. GCod:'

"God will not help you; no one else will. Not after what you
have done. Listen. | called down a curse upon three nen that
day, but three deaths are not enough; mnmy nother does not yet
sleep. | know, | see her in ny dreans, she tells ne. And so—
but I did not wish sinply to again poison or bespell ny enenies.
Any witch mght do that. But in the end. I had no need to plan.
for the old King's WIl gave nme the answer. And you gave ne
entry. | could not have done what | did wthout you, Sofia. Are
you not proud?"
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"Are you mad?" Sofia whi spered, aghast.

"I amnot mad," Use replied evenly- "Do not say that, ever
to ne! And you are a fool, for who but a fool would commit
treason to steal the heart of a Prince? *

"I did not mean—t"
"She did not nmean—who will care what you meant ?"

"I was a fool, to listen to you," Sofia replied bitterly. "He
liked me!" Use's laughter drowned the rest of her words-

"Li ked you! He |oved you, wetched girl, and it was all ny

doi ng! He woul d never have | ooked at you but for nme! You were
cringing in your grubby little room behind a | ocked door—-and

had you sonehow gotten out, what then? They woul d have

| aughed you out of the ballroom ™" Silence. Sofia |ooked at her
not trusting her voice, but there was still defiance in her eyes,

"He liked ne," she said finally, but her shoul ders drooped.

"He will hate you now," Use retorted. "After what you did
to him That was not love in his eyes when | pulled your throat
away from his hand, was it?"

No answer. Use went back to silent contenplation of the

snoki ng house, and Sofia |let her head drop to her knees. He

must | oathe her. But that was the | east of her worries just now
What she had said to Conrad was true; she'd intended harmto

no one. She'd willingly accepted Use's hel p, but she would have
held up a wife's honest bargain had she nmarried him



He woul dn't believe it, of course. She wouldn't either, in his
pl ace.

But for the witch's whim they would have died tonight. She 'l
kill ne, and him+f | let her. Wrds. They couldn't touch her
just now. Finally she sat up and stared across the ruined, tram
pl ed garden, stared at the ruin that had been her hone for al
her life.

There is no shame in using specific powders to focus thought
or complete a speil, though many a sorcerer or al chenyst
believe it to be so "

Green £- Gold Magi *k
10.

Conrad and Domreturned the horses to the stables and found a
rat her harassed Second Armsnmaster Eino Tronpe about to cone
in search of them

"There is to be a search of all the houses, beginning at dawn.
The Queen suggests you go and sleep. But if you can recognize
t hese wonmen—

"Il come."

There was a silver rose tucked in his belt. He'd found it when
he'd rid hinmself of the ruined white and gold; it was hooked on
his falling lace. Hers. He'd keep it to know her by. Perhaps she'd
still be wearing the other one when he found her

There were forty of themto search an entire city; there would
be nmore, if needed. The City gates would remain closed to any-
one seeking to |eave.

The city clock tolled five times. There were signs of burning
and destruction everywhere. Merchants noved through the
streets, but few wonen, no nobl es.

Who woul d harbor a witch? The burghers nistrusted wtches,

t hough they liked sorcerers no better. But there m ght be con-
straint, or they night be disguised. Anything was possible. They
m ght well be gone. But that-—no. Sonehow, Conrad did not

bel i eve that.

Time went by slowy; the Prince took five men of his own,
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i ncl uding Dom and went doggedly from house to house al ong
the main street. The clock struck ten before they reached the
| ast dwelling before the market; Eino Tronmpe had thirty nen

quartering the market.

He had been called away to | ook at woren in other parts of
the City; none was the witch Use, none Sofi a.



It was enough; he |ooked and felt gray. He sent nost of the
nmen back to the barracks.

He shifted unconfortably in his saddle. Sonething—tike a
hand, touching his back or his shoulder to get his attention
There was not hi ng unusual to see here, though—except Doni -
ni c, hunched over his ponmel, cradling his burned forearm

"Dom you |look terrible."
"I feel it."
"Go get sone sleep, you need it."

"And you do not?" Dom snorted, an al most-laugh. "I know
you; where do you nmean to go w thout ne?"

"I won't be long behind you, it's all right, go on. |—want to
| ook at the von Mencken house again."

Dom s nose crinkled. "If that is all, if you are certai n—=
Conrad nodded. "I have had enough to do with burning and al
that. Wy, though? There is no one hiding in that house. But as
you pl ease. Renenber only that the Queen will have ny head

if you do not cone soon, wll you?"-

"I'I'l remenber." Conrad shifted in his saddle as Dom turned

and |l et Gabriel walk up the street. Like an itch he couldn't
scratch. Perhaps he imagined it; exhaustion did funny things to
a man's perceptions. But he nudged Parsifal on

The day was still and already warm the house no different

than it had been an hour before. He let his eyes close briefly,
shook himsel f and di smounted. He could not remenber having
ever-been so tired, but it wasn't that that was sapping him He
felt unspeakably fouled, his mnd, his heart-his very soul -
tanmpered with. He'd thought—-he wouldn't try to renmenber what

he had thought. He could kill her for what she had done; he
woul d kill her.

The cl ock bell struck the quarter.

They were there; sonmehow he knew. Wtch—t+wo witches,
what ever his not her said.

She mght kill him Use mght; she'd killed his father. He
didn't care; danger or no, to have one chance to see her again,

100 Ru Enerson

perhaps to find her black heart with his dagger, to kill them
both, ... He squared his jaw, | oosened the rapier and the slen-
der daggers in their sheaths, shoved the garden door aside and

slipped through the opening into shadow.

The snell of fire clung to him it seemed he'd breathed noth-
ing else all his life. Incongruously, he could also snell roses:

There was a white damask touching his |eft shoul der. He noved



jerkily away. / shall never again deliberately snell roses.''Hs
throat tightened, relaxed a little as he swall owed. He stepped
gingerly across the fallen boards and | oose stone, skirted a row
of ash-dusted cabbages, moved through a thicket of rosemary

and | avender edgi ng a sanded path. H s breeches rubbed the
herbs, releasing a |ight fragrance.

Roses were everywhere, planted thick beyond the chanmonile

and sage; Spanish roses, the heady deep purple nanmed for the
French Cardinal Richelieu, the al nbst unbearably sweet Queen's
Silver, and half a dozen of the creany, pink-edged Rose d' Al ba.
He knew themall; he'd gathered themfor Marguerite in the
Queen's gardens near Ol eans. And the night before, he'd

breat hed nothing el se until the snmell of burned wood and snol -
dering curtains replaced it. He bared his teeth, expelled a held
breath, and pushed his way through Magdal ena's roses.

They were there, both of them Use was tall and gol den, her
skin like cream agai nst the nidni ght blue of her gown. She

| ooked sonmehow regal, suprenely confident. Why did | cone
atone? Conrad wondered; but he wasn't afraid; he hadn't felt
fear in hours.

He turned away from her deliberately to | ook at her conpan-

ion. Sofia sat in a huddle on the stone bench, norning sun touch-
ing her dark hair. She felt his eyes on her, for she glanced up
swiftly, back down again. Her shoul ders sagged; she woul d not

| ook at him again. She | ooked so small, so terribly vul nerable,
and despite hinmself, Conrad wanted to reach out, touch her

assure her—Assure her what, you fool ? That she is free to be-
witch you again, if that is her desire? Has she not done enough?
He gritted his teeth, drew out the dagger and bal anced the point
bet ween t hunb and forefinger.

"You may as well put that away, young Prince," Use said
stonily. "No one here will be killed just yet."

"No?" He | ooked at Sofia again. "Wy not?"

"You can kill her |ater—perhaps. | am Use—but you know
that, just as you know your father nurdered ny nother."
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"I know it. But why nme? Wy her?"
"Why not ?"

"I did you no harm+

"That is not for you to say! Your father—your famly, her
fam | y—they did!"

Conrad shuddered. The woman was not only dangerous, she

was mad. "Killing the entire royal famly and half the nobl es of
Saxe-Baden will not bring your nother back to life," he said
finally. "It changes nothing."

"That is not for you to say," Use said again. "Two nore
deat hs—three, five-how will you stop ne?"



"I will. If you kill nme, someone else will."

"Perhaps not. But we are straying fromthe point. This child-
woul d you |ike her?"

"No!" It tore at his throat; Sofia closed her eyes.

"But | thought," Use said in a silken voice, "that you cared

for sweet Sofie. You danced so well together, this past night,
you and she. She is a pretty thing, isn't she? Al dusky Spanish
skin and hair, white and gold gowni ng. But then, you never saw
her before | wove the spell around her that ensured you woul d
want her, did you? Wuld you like to see what she really is?"

He' d t hought her pal e before; she | ooked suddenly |ike death.
"Ch, no," the girl whispered. "Please, no. | never neant—

She huddl ed back on the hard stone, seat, pressing herself into
shadow, edgi ng away from him

Use's spell left her reft and shaki ng. Reddened hands pl ucked

at a shabby, plain apron, pulled the heavy gray skirts down over
bare little feet and hid thenselves in the folds of fabric. The

wi tch had not even left her the least bit of her own finery, her
own attenpts to smooth her skin or hair; she | ooked as nuch a
scullery maid as she had the nmorning the invitation to the Prince's
ball had arrived. She turned her head away, let her wildly |oose

bl ack hair fall around her face, and cl osed her eyes. A wave of

col or and heat washed over her face and throat.

Prince Conrad's eyes went w de in shock. Thi s—she | ooked

like a drudge! Her hands were a peasant's, all rough and dread-

ful, her hair |oose and snarled, her feet bare and filthy, her gown
rough and patched! He had danced with—waith this? Use | aughed
delightedly.

"How | ovel y; she weeps because | show you what she is; and
you retch at the very sight of her! Is this not true |ove? You
would kilt her now, if | let you, wouldn't you? Only |l ook at his
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eyes, Sofia; see how he wants you—for his sword. No- Not here.
If you want her, you rust cone for her."

"Wher e?"

"Patience, and | will tell you." Use snapped her fingers; Con-
rad jumped; Sofia cried out and cane unwillingly to her feet.
Use caught her arm and dragged her close. "In the woods, in

t he neadows, in the nountai ns—who can say? Sonewhere be-

yond cold stone and chill walls and gardens where man seft his
will upon the plants. Wthin the boundaries of Saxe-Baden. But
| wonder, sweet Prince, what you will do when you find us—do
you think an iron dagger will ward off my magi c?"

"If there is a thing that will find your heart, 1 will use it,"

he replied grimy. "Somehow, | will find you. And you will
both die."



At that, Sofia's head cane up, and her eyes nmet his. One silver
rose shone through a nass of |oose hair and caught the norning
sun. And they were gone.

He blinked. The snell of roses was all around him "Ah,

God." A faint creak behind himbrought himaround, dagger
conceal ed against his arm The weapon fell to his feet, his jaw
dropped. For down the sanded stone wal kway cane the |ast man

he woul d ever have expected— Custave

The old man | ooked terrible in full sunlight, and Conrad coul d
not remenber having ever seen him so exposed before. Hi s robes

| ooked slept in, and a broad-brinmed hat was cranmred down

nearly to his brows; the wig was m ssing. Hi s eyes under that
shaded brimwere bl ack holl ows; his nouth sagged at the cor-
ners. He stopped before the sundial in the nmidst of |avender and
low mint, and one hand came out, ostensibly to touch the bronze
face. Conrad thought he was hol ding hinself erect only by his
grip on the thing.

"\What are you doi ng here?" The words came out, fiat and
rude; Conrad didn't nmuch care at the nonment, and Qustave for
once seened inpervious to insult.

"I saw things. 1 knew she would be here and she woul d see

that you found her. | felt her leave as | arrived. She is truly
gone, not nerely unseen; she has left behind no spells to inform
upon you, though | doubt even she could do so nuch as that,

after this past night." Conrad opened his nouth, shut it again.
Sonehow, all the things he had to throw at the old sorcerer

woul dn't come out. "You should not have faced the wonman
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al one, Prince. She is a dangerous foe." Gustave's nouth quirked,
the least bit. "I know. | underestinated her."

Is he trying to invite a confidence? Does he think | should
trust himor does he sinply want | o use nme ? Was everyone ready
to use hinP It should have infuriated hinm at the nonent it
simply made himtired. "Riddles," he snarled. "Riddles, old
man. Speak straight for once."

"What, a sorcerer speak straight? Riddles are the very matter

of my philosophic," CGustave replied dryly, and in spite of him
sel f, Conrad was amused. "The Queen sends a nessage for you.

She says your mind will function better after sleep and food.
She hopes you will dispose of all thought of no food and no

sl eep before she sees you, so that she does not have to nmake the
argunments. "

"She trusts you with nessages for ne?"

"No," Custave adnmitted. "The steward was about to send

his first assistant in the direction your young French friend said
you had gone. | nerely intercepted him and said | would go in

his pl ace.™

"Ch." Sleep and food were a good idea, Conrad decided; he
needed to be nuch nore alert than he was to cope with Qustave-



The man was entirely too friendly. "All right, then. 1'll go."

"Wait." Qustave traced the raised pattern on the edge of the
sundi al . He stepped away fromit, swaying slightly wthout the
support, and stood still in the path, his shadowed face turned
toward the far wall of the garden with its stone bench. He cl osed
his eyes nonmentarily, then caught at Conrad's wist and drew
himtoward it. Conrad would have resisted, but the old man's
fingers dug in, hard. He stood there a nonent, silent, his head
cocked as though listening. Finally he nodded. "She sat here,

the little one.”

"How do you know?" Conrad demanded. Custave | ooked at
hi m and si ghed heavily, tiredly.

"Gve nme the credit of knowing certain things, ny Prince! |
| earned such sinple spells when you were a note in your father's

loins' | can sense her, of course. | can sense the witch Use. And
al so— He pointed. Conrad went down onto one knee and gazed

under the edge of the bench. Back still in shadow, nearly invis-
ible, were slippers. Tiny slippers, light-colored velvet. A faint

odor of roses touched his nostrils. The Prince reached, stopped
as Custave touched his shoulder. "Wait. Wen you touch them
they will unmake. They shoul d have unmade when the ot her
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garnments unmade. A rose spell is one of the nost difficult, and
beyond nost witches. Even so, it is fragile. They shoul d have
fallen apart at once. Wait. They m ght be useful ."

Qustave brought out a snmall box from one of his inner pock-

ets, searched through it until he found an even smaller box made
froma nut shell, sealed with a bit of silver paper. He prised off
t he paper, shook half a dozen grains of some substance into his
pal m recapped the nut carefully and restored it to the box."* He
then carefully divided the powder equally between both hands

and opened them over the slippers. "She wore then her essence
will stay with them made or no; perhaps you can use themto

find her, or to find the witch who made them Find one and you
find both." He sat back on his heels. "They will al so be useful
when you have the girl, as a test. Two tests. They will unmake

as soon as we renmove them fromthe bench; they will remake

only on her feet, so that she or Use cannot sonmehow present us
with a substitute. But they will remake only if she is a witch
herself." H s slightly protuberant brown eyes nmet Conrad's
briefly, then fell. He reached out to touch Conrad's belt. "But
you have a better guide than a bundle of rose petals. The girl's

earring will show you the true Sofia beyond doubt, and wilt

per haps hel p you find her—f she still has the other. But it is not
preci sely safe; Use may have bespelled it to harmyou." He held

up a hand. "I know her plans, but why should she not use the

baubl e to cause you pain? Mmm? Let me see it."

Conrad eyed Custave neasuringly, finally handed the earring
over. Custave held it to the sun, touched it against the sundi al
humred tunel essly. Conrad ground his teeth and turned away.

"It seens safe. One last test will make certain, but | have none
of the liquid with nme." He handed it back and went to | ook at
the slippers. "Do you see now why | advocate the repression of



Green Magic and its adherents?"

Conrad turned away. "I won't argue that with you until |'ve
slept, Qustave; | haven't the patience just now, and |'ve nore
i mportant things to worry about than that." He sensed Gustave
at his back marshalling argunments, felt purpose |eave the man
as suddenly.

"As you wish, Prince. Let us finish our business here, then
Take up the slippers ... so ... carefully!" The sorcerer
stripped off his short cloak and spread it on the ground before
t he stone bench. "Set them here—quickly!" Conrad nearly

dropped them a silvery-lavender rose petal caught on his ring;
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the slippers dissolved into a spray of petals. Gustave fol ded t hem
carefully into the dark green wool and set it in Conrad' s hands.
"Anot her cloth m ght have done better for them It is too late

now. Do not open this. Keep it safe. There was magi c used on

t hese roses, and the girl involved. And so were you. They cane

i nto your hands whol e, however, and that must mean sonet hi ng.

But you do not waste magic. Ever."

Conrad held the bundle close as they left the garden: Queen's
Silver by the color and sweet snell. Roses. Ah, God, will | never
again be free of roses? He followed the sorcerer back into the
street. Gustave's ancient wooden cart stood there, one of his

young apprentices crouched patiently on the seat. Gustave

clinmbed into the back of the thing. He seldomtravel ed, but when

he did, he never rode horseback, never wal ked. Even for a rare,
short journey to the city gates, it was always this cart. So far as
Conrad could recall, he had never seen Custave on horseback

He' d never seen inside the cart either, but he'd heard runors
and tales. The cart was said to be a wonder. It contained a
confortable chair, a bed, decent wi ne and good food, books

and boxes of spells, bottles, salves, powders—everything a sor-
cerer needed for confort away from hone. There was even a

smal |l brazier for the rare tinmes he nust travel in winter.

Conrad stared after the cart as the driver brought it around

the fountain and started slowy back toward the pal ace. Gustave
had been decent—+too decent. He nust truly fear for his neck

to be so—ell, he had been polite for Gustave. And useful; those
sli ppers.

What ever the slippers mght nean; he had only Custave's

words for anything, and few of them made sense. Riddles. He

was sinply too tired to draw any real conclusions at the nonent.
He nounted and pulled the bundle tight against his ribs while
he gui ded Parsifal one-handed back up the broad street.

"Wrds are the nmainstay of sorcerers, and not only for their
magycs .."

Green & Gold Magyk



A late afternoon sun slanted through high wi ndows, warm ng

the Queen's study. The I ong doors with their nunerous tiny glass
panes stood open, braced against potted fruit trees. A light
breeze kept the room from becom ng too stuffy: It was not suited
for such a large group of men, and certain of them-Gustave
seated well back in shadow on a fine-legged French chair in one
coner, the Second Annsmaster with his broad shoul ders and

battl efield voi ce—+ooked quite out of place.

It suited an inportant requirenent, however: It was upw nd

of the reeking, blackened ballroom Even the flattened | awns
and topiary of the surroundi ng gardens could not be seen from
Henriette's present vantage.

They were seven, all told: Conrad, his eyes red-rinmed and

puny fromthe | ong, sleepless night and norning, foll owed by

a long, hard sleep fromwhich he'd wakened in the |ate afternoon
heat; the Queen, her needl ework covering her |ap but nmomen-
tarily untouched and i ndeed forgotten; Qustave, who sat still and
wat chful in his comer with his chief apprentice Augustine; Eino
Tronpe; Nicholas de a Mare; and Dominic de Valois. The latter

al one stood, one shoul der against the wall, just behind Conrad.
He was hardly visible and nearly unrecogni zable in plain dark
riding leathers. Only his weapons—dual rapiers, daggers, two
Engl i sh pi stol s—warked hi mas Frenchnman and nobl e.

He nodded faintly as Conrad | ooked up at him and Conrad
+ 106 -
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felt himself relax a little- This nmeeting was not likely to go as
he wi shed, but Domis little nod said volunes: Patience, it said.
W know, you and I, how to subvert authority. How to avoid it,

at least. He and Dom had managed in the face of rules and

orders before.

It was quiet, save for the sounds of worknen |aboring to pul

down the hazardous remains of the ballroom and Custave's oc-
casional, irritating sighs. W could wail forever like this, Conrad
t hought vexedly. He stirred; eyes focused on him

"They are not in the Cty," he said. "The | ast houses were
searched hours ago. W are wasting tine."

"The wonman threatened you again this norning," Henriette
said quietly. "We cannot sinply act wi thout forethought. She
m ght yet be within the wails."

"She is gone, | knowit."
"Green Wtches do not wield well in cities," Augustine said.
"She wielded quite well last night," Eino Tronpe replied

poi ntedly, and Gustave sank further into his corner

"They— Augusti ne began. Henriette held up a hand for si-



| ence. She was visibly distressed.

"Sof i a Magdal ena von Mencken is not a Geen Wtch—er the

willing acconplice of one!" Her dark eyes touched on each of
the men in the small chanber, resting last on Custave, who

| ooked very unconfortable. "The Suprene Sorcerer wll cer-
tainly agree with me, will he not?"

GQustave's nouth was a thin line, his color high, and he had

me | ook of a man who wanted to adnmit nothing of the sort. The
Queen waited himout; his shoul ders sagged. "The woman Use

has trifled beyond her class and station. | first heard of her a
year or nore ago, when word cane down fromvillages on the

Scarp that a witch had used fire as a weapon. That is forbidden
She is no longer witch. But she is not sorcerer, either—she could
never be that."

"The | ady," Eino Tronpe pronmpted him "You are stray-
ing."

"The | ady—eh," CGustave replied sourly. "She is no wtch.
Wio could think it?"

"Rubbi sh!" Conrad was on his feet. He subsided as Henriette
t ouched hi s hand.

"I't is not rubbish," she said crisply. "Listen to ne. Sofia
was my Lady for two years."

"You said that. Mther-— /
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"I will say it again, since you do not listen. I know that child
as well as |I'd know a daughter of ny own. And | blame nyself
that she was driven to such an action."” Conrad shook his head.
"Never mind, that is not inportant now. But | fear for the girl.
Use may al ready have murdered her

"No. She is not dead," Conrad assured her grinly. "Not

yet.

Henriette determi nedly took up her needl ework and set sev-

eral stitches; she let the needle fall to her |ap. "Something mnust
be done. Wiy do you all watch me, and wait for each other to
speak? Does no one know anyt hing? How could this Use vani sh

into thin air? Commander Tronpe. the villagers of Tannen, m ght

t hey not know?"

Tronpe shrugged gloonmily. "Your Majesty, believe me, we

have searched for that wonman since she first uttered her curse
agai nst the King. If Tannen knows where Use is, no one will

say. No man of us got anything; by that, |I can only believe they
fear her nore than any King's man."

"Then she cannot be far away; is that not sense? Wy shoul d
they fear her if she is gone? Try again, send common nen; the
villagers mght trust them And prepare a search!”



"There will be one, as soon as it is light tonorrow "

Henriette fol ded her needl ework and set it aside. "The hunt-

i ng and persecution of these G een Wtches nust cease. | have

al ways said so; this to me is proof of it." Qustave stared at her
in astoni shnment. "All of this because an old woman was burned

to deat h—and what was her crinme? She wove | ove charns, cast
good- | uck bundles on the fields to ensure good harvest, or brewed
nmedi cines for sick children and ill herdsnen!"”

Gust ave opened his nmouth. No sound cane. He tried again.
"Your Majesty, no! Those young nen sought Use, it was only a
m st ake—

"Only a mistake," Henriette nocked gently, and the sorcerer
flushed. "There would have been no 'nistake' if we did not
encourage this witch hysteria. Are we barbarians |ike the Span-
i sh?"

"I's not Use proof enough?" Gustave shouted.
"OfF what? You yourself admit she is no village witch. G een
Wtches have a place here, they serve useful purpose and cause

no harm W need them the village folk need them"

Conrad junped to his feet again. "Wat foolishness is this?
A woman uses magi ¢ agai nst us and we argue the worth of Green
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Wtches? | do not care about Green Wtches! | only want those
wormren found!"

"Wtches," Qustave spat, "are an abom nation!"

"They are not the only abonmi nations in Saxe-Baden," Con-

rad snapped. Henriette clapped her hands together; the report
silenced both nen

"What nowis this? | will not countenance such squabblings
here! I am aware you two do not |ike each other, but you wll
behave civilly here'. Have we deci ded—yes, several things al-
ready. A search of Tannen and its |ands."

"I ride with that search,"” Conrad said flatly.

"No. | forbid it."

"You dare not. Mther. Wager ne what all the gossip is this

afternoon in the marketplace. If | do nothing, nen will believe
| amstill under the woman's spell—even that | connived with
her! | am part of that search.”

Domi nic de Valois cleared his throat. "Your point is valid,

my friend, but to speak bluntly, you were bespelled |ast night.
Is it safe for you to hunt the very wonen who entranced you? |s
it not true that one betw tching makes a second easier?"

Col or flooded Conrad's face. "My thought is nmy own; |eave



be, Dom"

Henriette stirred indignantly. "I am head of the Regency,

Conrad, and I will not agree to this™ Not if you ride fromthe
City with that ook to you and the purpose it bodes. \Watever
your feelings, you cannot rnurder either of those wonmen wi thout
trial —+that is what your father did, and | ook what it brought upon
him"

"« Mot her —

"Be still! I amnot finished! Do you really believe Sofia knew
what that woman pl anned? My honor she did not."

"Honor," Conrad said bitterly.

Dom ni ¢ touched his arm "This takes us nowhere. If we

could make some conprom se. Madanme, if you pernmitted the
Prince to ride tonorrow, and Conrad, if you swore no harmto

t hose worren, to return themfor trial, would that serve?" Con-
rad hesitated; he |ooked as if he might refuse, but he finally
nodded.

"Let me think." Henriette said. "There is also the matter of
your safety, Prince Conrad. Your present nood scarcely reas-
sures ne." It was a stinging reproof fromhis normally soft-
spoken mother. "W nust also draft a proclamation to counter
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runor; have it cried in the towns and villages that Prince Conrad
and | are unharned, the palace still stands, the witch Use is not
to be given shelter or food since she is held traitor."

Ei no Tronpe shook his head. "Mention the word 'witch' and

there will be nobs and burnings all across Saxe-Baden. Wen

the guard rides out, they will spread the word also. No one will
aid the woman when she is naned traitor."

Henriette tugged on the rope hanging by her arm sent the
servant for her secretary. Conrad cleared his throat. "Mudane,
I gave you ny word. Do | ride in the norning, or no?" He
woul d, with or w thout perm ssion. The Queen hesitated, and
Qust ave cane unexpectedly to his assistance.

"The Prince nust go," he said. "Use wants him m ght she

not reveal herself to himtonorrow? And if he bears certain
things with which to bind her power— He sighed and | ooked

around the room conpl acently. "It is a great pity | amnot fitted
to such a ride, but Augustine shall go with him And | nyself
shall see to the spells and charnms they need."

"And if the Prince should be killed?" Tronpe demanded
harshly.

"He will not be."
As the King was not. Tronpe did not say it, but he mght as

wel | have. GQustave shook his head. "I nade m stakes, | adnit
it. | underestimated her, but | was not alone in that, was |?"



The others in the small roomsinply stared at him there was no
possi bl e answer to such an outrageous remark. "I shall go at
once; it wilt be a long task."

"I will be ready," Conrad began. Henriette and Ei no Tronpe
overrode himin chorus.

"It is not safe!"
"You are Leo's only heir!™
"I was not safe in the palace |last night. Think not only of the

gossi p, but what may cone of it! Mther, there may be not hi ng
to inherit if she gets away with this. And you rem nd ne,

Tronpe, | amfather's heir. Howw Il the army ever respect ne
if I remain behind the Queen's skirts? Mther, you know I can-
not stay behind. After all, I will not ride alone, wilt I?" Yet, he

t hought grimy. If a thundering pack of horsemen did not flush
t hose worren from hiding, that was just what he woul d do.

They were gone at |last, |eaving himalone with the Queen
Henriette watched himw th troubl ed eyes; Conrad was noddi ng
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where he sat. "Go and sl eep again, please, Conrad." Conrad
shook his head. "You |ook |ike death."

"I feel it just now But | cannot sleep.”

"Then be sensible and take some of nmy drops in a cup of

wi ne. You were awake all night, and do not think I don't know
about that bandage under your glove. \Wat use are you right
now?" Henriette went back to her pettipoint. "And since |I could
not persuade you to reason, you will have a dreadful ride to-
nmorrow—+ have listened to your father conplain of themoften
enough. Think how shanmed you wilt be if you cannot stay the
course. "

"I know. I'msorry. I+ amnot thinking clearly—>

"I am unhappily aware of that, ny son. Let Augustine prepare
you a sleeping mxture, take a plate of cold soup, go to sleep
That is sense.” Silence. "You will not, will you?"

"No," he nunbled. Henriette | ooked at the bowed head, half
in frustration and anger, half in pity. "Mther, |I'msorry. About
tomorrowtet's not talk about it, please."

"As you wi sh." She could have shaken him He and young

Dom woul d have gone alone this afternoon if she had not fore-
stalled them Thank the good God her steward had caught them

and sent them here; and that de Valois at |east had shown a little
sense in trying to ease tenmpers. She knew Conrad was not rec-
onci |l ed; he would have to be watched closely until this nood
passed. Perhaps tonorrow might end the matter; she could only

hope and pray it did.

Conrad swayed back into the wall, folded neatly at the knees,
and slunped to the floor. She let her needl ework fall, dragged



on the bell. "I told you," she nurnured crossly as servants
hurried in. "Get himinto his bed, and send for Augustine; he
needs val erian.”

"No," Conrad whispered vexedly, but there was no strength

in him body or voice. Everything faded; he was barely aware

of being carried up the broad stairs and down the carpeted hall -
way to his roons, of one of his men applying cool, danmply

scented cloths to his forehead and cheeks. He could taste the
slightly bitter edge to the wi ne someone held to his lips, and he
t hought he saw Augustine there. The circle of worried faces

bl urred, was gone. He slept.

"To cause obedi ence, a piece of old cane froma white Dam
ask Rose, ground to powder with a part of valerian seed and
put into a nmeasure of water Let a blossom of any kind stand
therein a night and a day untii ail the water is drawn within
and whoso takes that flower fromyou will surely do all your
bi ddi ng wi t hout question, but for only a night and a day "

An Oal Ganmarie

12.

Sofia's throat was tight with unshed tears; her head ached dread-
fully. Everything else hurt, to sonme degree or other: Her bare
feet and her legs below the kirtled-up skirts were scratched; her
cal ves ached fromthe pace Use set; and she'd scraped the ends

of her toes on cobbles. Now they wal ked i n open woodl and, and
the dry pine needl es pricked her instep.

It was mid-afternoon before the witch came to a place she

seened to consider safe enough to allow thema rest. There was
wat er sonewhere; Sofia heard it above the shrill of birdcall and
the throbbing in her ears. She was thirsty and there was a gri nd-
ing pain in her stomach, but she scarcely cared at first. Sinply
not to wal k another step was bliss.

She dropped to her knees, heavily, slunped to one side against

a snooth tree boie while Use nmunbl ed and nuttered over her

head sonewhere. The birdsong was mul ed, the air seenmed heav-

ier and the glade was a little darker. Magic, a concealing spell
Sofia closed her eyes and tried not to think about it. Everything
faded fora |l ong noment; she jerked and cried out as Use nudged
her thigh with her hard hide slipper

"Drink this, and eat. You need both; | cannot carry you and
we have not gone nearly as far as we must before dark."

Sofia drai ned the rough wooden cup at a long swallow, bit
into the thick bite of bread. It was spread with a slightly sour
white and crunbly cheese, and the bread was dry and coar se.
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Not really nmuch worse than some of the things Beatrix had fed
her. Use refilled her cup fromthe stream behind her, ate her own

bread and cheese and watched her conpanion. Sofia drank the
second cup of water nore slowy, using it to wash down the



bread. It cleared her mnd of the hopeless fog that had fille
for so | ong.

She | ooked up to see Use's narrowed gaze and the small snile

she was beginning to hate. She set aside her cup, picked the

off the last of the bread, ate it separately and stuffed the

in her pocket. "I go no farther. Wat you did iast night was

speakabl e! You used ne to ensnare the Prince! You used a | ove
spell to nake himcare, knowi ng how he woul d hate that—and ne
once he knew And then you made certain he did know "

Use's eyes had gone cold and it was all Sofia could do not to
turn away. "OF course | used you, you stupid girl! I will con
tinue to use you and there is nothi ng—rot one single thing!'—
you can do to stop ne. Nothing you can say. You will go where
| tell you, when | tell you, you will do whatever | w sh you
do. Because if you do not freely, you will do so under constr
and in pain. Do you understand ne?"

"I will not!"

"You will! You are part of the magic, like it or not, unti
Prince Conrad cones to find you, and kills you. Then you wil |
die, and so will he. Do you understand ne?" Sofia's gaze fal-
tered, fell to the ground in front of her bare, filthy feet.
sick. "It was so delightful to watch, you and he, the fairy-t
prince and princess. For three hours, he thought he had found
True Love. What a pity it was all a sham Caused by your
touch." Use | aughed, Sofia shuddered. "He hates you for that;

did you watch his eyes in the garden, whenever he | ooked at
you? And so you are bait in a very special trap."

"No." It was | ess than a whisper, but Use heard. She caught
Sofia's near shoul der, dragged her around and sl apped her har

"I warn you now, do not dare say no to anything | tel

you!" she snarled. "One way or another you will obey ne.

Did you | eam nothing after so nany years under Lady Bea-
trix?" Her fingers gripped the girl's jaw, brought her head
around and up so she could stare down into Sofia's w de, blan
eyes. "You are no one and nothing; you are bait in a trap, an
then you are dead. Do you understand nme?" Sil ence. "Do—
you—dnder st and—ne?"'
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"I understand you," Sofia said flatly. Use rel eased her and
she slunped back agai nst her tree.

"Good. Renenber what | said.”
"l shall."

Use studied her closely, searching for sarcasmin the two

dit

cheese
bit of bread
un-

to
ai nt,

She felt
ale

d.

k
d

words, but she finally turned away and settl ed her back agai nst

atree. "Sleep. W have a long way to go. Do not try to sneak
away, | will know if you do, and you will not like what twill
do to you. Do you understand ne?"



"Yes." It was very quiet all around them Sofia |et her eyes
cl ose. Bait—no. She had done enough harm she would do no
nore. But she was too exhausted and miserable to think

It was | ate afternoon when Use woke and di smantl ed her spell.

Bef ore they went on, she gave Sofia shoes simlar to hers: plainly
constructed, with hardened, curved |eather soles. They were too

| arge and very ugly, but Sofia scarcely cared. Her feet were
swol l en and cut; the |leather would keep splinters and needl es

out of her toes. She cried out when she stood; her calves were

so tight she could not force her heels to the ground. But Itse
woul d not wait; she linped for some tine on the balls of her

feet, until cranping muscles and tendons | oosened.

Fortunately, the first hour or so of their journey lay over open
forest floor: Deeply carpeted in | eaves and pine needles, it was
soft, nostly flat, shaded and cool. And Use held to a reasonable
pace; she seened to have no fear of being followed.

They made another stop while it was still daylight. Use gave
Sofia a small, hard apple, let her drink fromthe stream and
dragged her across the water and on north before the girl could
properly catch her breath.

Sofia remenbered little of the journey, that night or in later
years, save that alnost at once the | and changed: There were
deep, sheer-sided ravines cutting across the [and, and the ground
itself began to slope up; trees grew cl oser together in places.
There was undergrowt h to force through or—where it was a

t hi cket of branble and berry bush—+to find a way around. There
were bogs and nmud, nud and grass-slimed rock in the | ow

pl aces, insects that swarmed in thick clouds around her eyes and
nmout h, nosquitoes that |eft enornobus welts on her bare arns

and her throat. Once there was a high, crunbling | edge that Use
dragged her across, cursing her for a coward as stone slid from
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under her feet to slither and crash down a near - perpendi cul ar
sl ope and splash into deep water a | ong way down.

This was the Scarp: that long, steep | edge that rose like the
very edge of the worid, cutting Saxe-Baden nearly in half, east
to west. Scarp-she knew the tales: wild beasts and bears who
ate nen; kobolds in the deep woods and fairies in the nmeadow,
both hating men and working evil on any they encountered. Dread-
ful heights and spills of rock where folk fell and died, their
bodi es smashed to pul py bl obs. Terror slowed her steps, froze
her thoughts; Use finally had to drag her al ong when she sinply
could no longer force herself to nove.

By the time the noon rose, a thin and | ate shard, she had

become a conpliant creature, follow ng where Use I ed so | ong

as the witch kept a hand in hers or on her arm Use no | onger
cursed her; it took breath she did not have to spare, and clearly
it did no good since the girl either did not hear her or did not
care what she heard

Sofia's first conscious menory in hours was noonlight and
the faint snmell of woodfire. A brooding black forest stood on



three sides of them a steep, shelving | edge on the fourth and at
its foot, a village- Mdst of the huts were black, regul ar shadows
in the deep tree-shade, here and there a blue-white wall or bit
of fence stood out. In one hut, well back in the trees, there was
alight. Use sighed in relief. She had-not realized how worn she
was, how much she had counted on Aunt Hel being here, being

awake at this hour. She tugged on Sofia's wist and started down
the trail worn into the | edge by countl ess generations of hunters
and herders, pigs and sheep

The ol d woman was weaving straw into a door protection spel

when they came into the hut's single room and Use caught her
breath. Gerthe had been weaving straw al nost the | ast she'd seen
of her nother—+the roomswam briefly. Sofia, rel eased and for-
gotten, sank to the floor and | eaned back against the wall near
the stone fireplace, eyes cl osed.

Hel finished the shape and bound the ends into place before
she | ooked up. "N ece. Wat is this?"

"Troubl e, Aunt. But no great trouble—>

"No?" The ol der wonman's mouth twisted in a wy grin but

her dark eyes remai ned expressionless. "And since when is there
trouble with you and it is not great, young Use?" Silence. "The
giri. Wwo is she, and why here?"

"A favor, Aunt. Keep her for ne—=
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"\Why 2"

"Until | can ready a certain place—=

The ol der woman held up a hand, and Use cl osed her nouth.

She could not afford to anger her aunt, not just now. Hel pushed
slowy to her feet, wal ked the two paces fromtable to fire and
shoved two sticks in anong the coals, then pushed a pot of water
t hrough the ashes to rest against the coals. She glanced at Sofia
only once, then squatted down, back to the girl, to wait. "Wen
the water steaned, she took a cloth bag froma box next to the
fireplace and tossed it in the pot. A pleasant fragrance fl oated
on the steam Hel dipped a wooden cup in the pot, handed it to
her niece, filled a second and stewed around to sit with her faded
bl ack skirts touching Sofia's. "One day | nust have anot her cup
made; the girl and I will share. Tell nme." She sipped, nodded,
and | eaned over to press the rimagainst Sofia' s |lower lip.

Sofia came a little awake at that, and at the sweet-sharp scent.
Where was she? Through hal f-cl osed eyes, she could see a tiny
one-room hut, overwann after the cool of middle night in high

pl aces. The ceiling was | ow, nade | ower by the bundl es of herbs
and sausage hanging fromthe rafters, and the scent of the air
rem nded her of the hut in her nother's garden, where she dried
herbs and fl owers. The woman who had pressed her to drink

was ol d—her hair might have been gold or white, hard to tell by
the light of a fading fire, but her face was deeply lined. She
wore a heavy ring in one ear. Black intense eyes net hers; Sofia
et her lids shut again.



"She's the Armsnaster's daughter. Aunt," Use said calnly.

The tea seened to have revived her; Sofia wanted only to sleep
but anot her part of her held her awake. Listen. Learn where you
are. Escape—o, do not dare think that, the witch would know,
she woul d hear the thought. Listen—

"The daughter of old Ladislaus, is she? And why here?"
"I need you to keep her for me, Aunt. Please."
"That's no answer, niece," Hel snapped.

"No. All right. To conplete what | started, for—en account
of Mdther."'

Sofia's eyes snapped open as He! began to laugh. It was a

hi gh, unpl easant sound, |ike nailed shoes across a stone floor.
"Vengeance agai n? Or vengeance still? And is it for Gerthe or

for yourself? Use, by all the great and little ones of the woods,
you are nmad!" Use shouted out sonething but Hel's |augh

drowned it. The laugh died away finally. Hel finished her tea
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and di pped another cup. "Do you think Gerthe sits at God's
hand and asks this?"

"Aunt "

"Ah, never nmnd."

"I'f you had seen," Use began.

"Do not dare say another word, | will hear none of them |

have wit enough to know that is no use to me, or to Gerthe! But
| was not the one tanmpering with things forbidden a G een Wtch,
by | aw and by conmon sense. | was not the one they were

seeki ng when they found poor old Gerthe instead and buned

her." Silence, save for the settling of the fire and a night-bird
somewher e beyond the ungl assed wi ndow. "Think on this, girl.
Gerthe was ny sister. | knew how she felt about your fiddl ngs.
But she died thinking she'd saved you. She did that of her own
choice, will you make nothing of what she di d?" Use stirred

i mpatiently.

"I'f you won't help me—=

"Ch." Hel took another stick fromher pile and stirred the

coals of her fire. "I never said that. You want the |ass kept, I'll
keep her. You're famly, Use. | feel that no | ess than your nother
did. How | ong?"

"Toni ght, tonorrow night. 1'll sleep here tonight, a few hours,
"Il be gone before the sun cones up or the herders go, the
village won't know |'ve been."

"They don't |ike what you' ve done," Hel said sinmply. "It's
not nmy doing, it's how they are."



"*1 know. Stupid peasants."

"They only know what is theirs, girl. They dislike sudden
change. You can't fault them for being what they are. Two ni ghts,
then. ™

"And then 1'lIl come for her. Keep her hidden."

"No one cones in here save my apprentices, and they're away
gat hering ni ghtshade and fairy-caps for old Hul gen. His eyes
don't work as well as they used to." Hel l|aughed shortly. "If
they saw her, they'd never say to outsiders, anyway. You know
that."

"1 know." Sofia's eyelids had long since drifted shut again

and she floated on the edge of sleep but her legs felt so odd, not
bei ng wal ked on after so many hours, she could not quite drop

of f. She was aware of Use standing cl ose, |ooking down at

her, of the old woman Hel crouched by her side, the soothing

snell of that herb tea, the faint, left-over taste of it in her
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mout h. "She will give you no trouble. | took the spine from
her. But if she—=

"/ can manage a slip of a girl, thank you!" Hel snapped. She
nmoved away briefly. Sofia felt scratchy warnth across her shoul -
ders as Hel tucked a rough wool en bl anket under her chin- She

si ghed and snuggl ed down into it, nmoved unresisting as the old
worman pressed her down onto the floor. There was sonet hing

under her ear that rustled and snelled like grass or straw. Sone-
one pulled the hard shoes fromher feet and tucked the bl anket
around her toes. She drew a deep breath, let it out as a | ong
sigh, and sl ept.

"Though a witch m ght have know edge of the stars, as they
relate to her gathering of plants and flowers, true understand-
ing of the paths of the stars and how they control destinies.
is amtter for the study of sorcerers "

Green & Cold Magyk
13.

It was cool in Neustadt, the streets slightly damp froma pre-
dawn rain. The pal ace | awmns and shrubs sparkled in first |ight.
The air was still and snelled faintly of snmoke. A single file of
hor senen rode down the cobbl es and out the double gates, van-
ishing into early mst rising fromthe road.

They returned well after dark, a sorry little tine of tired nen

| eadi ng exhausted horses, shadowy figures skirting the edge of

t he sanded pal ace carriage area—al nost furtively, as if they were
sonehow ashaned.

The Queen had been waiting for themfor hours, and Conrad

cane to her even before he shed his gloves. H s appearance
shocked her: He was drawn, gray-faced, and his eyes weren't
properly focused. She sat, |ocked her fright behind set |ips, and



wai ted as he drank the wi ne she'd had warned for him

He rel axed, so suddenly he sagged agai nst the chair; he fum
bled for the table at his el bow, set the enpty glass on it.

"Not hi ng?" she asked finally. He shook his head. "At all?"

"Not hi ng." He ran a bandaged hand through his hair. "All

| could think that |last hour was, if that Use lied to mne—f it was
all alie they could be across the Rhine already. They could be
anywhere." He let his eyes close. "W rode everywhere,

t hi nk—early as far north as the Scarp at one point." A servant
refilled his cup and retired to her place against the wall.

The Queen pressed the cup into his hand. "Drink. Marie,
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send for sonething—old nmeat, bread, whatever the kitchen has
at hand. Go, quickly. Conrad, did you eat nothing today?"
"Mmm? Food—eh- Yes. 1 think so. Hours ago."

"You cannot aid her if you starve yourself and render what
brai ns you possess to usel essness.”

"Aid her. Aid herV Conrad | aughed sourly. "Modther, do
you think that night was real ? You know why | went."

"Al'l right. That night was not real," Henriette said. "'And

so you smart from brui sed pride. How nmust she feel, do you
t hi nk?"

"Why should | care?"
Sil ence. The door opened and a footman canme in with a tray:

a bow of thick, hot soup, a small round | oaf of bread, cheese
and an apple. Henriette waited until the man left. "Put pride
back in its place and think—eat first; you cannot think when
your stomach is growling."
to his food.

Conrad scowl ed and applied hinself

It did help. At least the hollow feeling, the high, ringing scree
in his ears, the inpatience and anger all faded as he enptied the
bowl , cleaning up the Ilast drops of broth with a chunk of the
bread- "I —-bther, I'msorry."

"Do not apologize to nme. | think perhaps | know how you
nust feel."

"Do you think so?"
She smled faintly. "Hardly of ny own experience! My life

has been quite placid and ordinary, and believe ne, | am not
sorry for that' Your father and | were wed because two stuffy



and not so friendly governnents thought it a wi se course, to sea
a tenporary peace between them and because your one grand-
father wanted a pretty Frenchwoman to settle his son, and your
ot her grandfather saw marriage to any King as a fine increase in

his own social status. | was afraid of Leopold when | first saw
him He was so stern-faced, so large, so very German. And for
many days after that first nmeeting, | had no opportunity to say

nmore to himthan ' Good day.' W actually had little in comon,
you know, but for all that, we found we |iked each other, quite
alot. And | think he respected me in his own way, as much as

| respected him A very pratique relationship, with little or no
firetoit. So of my own experience, no. But I was young once;

| listened to the bards and the opera; | read the works of the
young nen who filled the Courts of Love and | wept over them"
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Sil ence. "She was so lovely, how could you have failed to | ove
her? In all honesty?

"I didn't— He stopped. In all honesty—before it began

when he first saw her, his heart had stopped. He let his eyes
close. "No. Mdther, don't ask that of me, please. |+ already

prom sed you [ won't hurt her. She can clear or convict herself
fromher owmn lips. Isn't that enough?" He began peeling an

apple, scowing noodily at the curi of peel and the knife, his eyes
dark and the nuscles bunched at the conmers of his nouth.

Henrielte thought of five things to say and said none of them
She knew that stubborn | ook. At |east she had his pronise.
"Where will you go tonorrow?" she asked finally.

"Tronpe thought further east and north." He had expected
difficulties and was a little surprised to find none. O course, if
she knew what he really planned, he and Dom . . . There was

no sense to fifty nen searching for them Two nen, perhaps

and two nen it woul d be.

He | ooked up to find her watching himrather thoughtfully and
for one cold nonment he thought she m ght have guessed, but

she only smiled and asked, "Better, a little?" He smiled faintly,
nodded. "I hope you intend to sleep after you reach your bed

toni ght and not before."

" Mot her!"

"Before you do, go and see your astrologer. He sent word an
hour ago that he needs to speak with you."

"Ni cholas? Al right." Conrad stood, |eaned down to kiss
her cheek. "Thank you. Mother."

"For what? Alittle food?"

He shrugged, snmiled. "Alittle food, a little comon sense.
I"'msorry to be so tiresone."

"You are tiresone, just now," Henriette said calmy. "But I
woul d perhaps be tiresome in your place. You at |east do not



shout as loudly as your father did when he was bei ng stubborn
and tiresone, and you have cause."

"Ah. Then—goodni ght, Modther. 1'll go and see Nichol as at

once. | will speak with you in the norning." He |l eft before she
could possibly catch the lie: By the tine the Queen was awake

t he next norning, he and Domi nic woul d be an hour gone.

There was a set of roonms with a gl ass-roof ed observatory not
far from Conrad's suite of roons; they had stood empty for years,
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since CGustave seldomdealt with the stars. Conrad had appropri -
ated them for N cholas de |a Mare and his assistant.

Prince Conrad went up the near perpendicular, circular

wrought iron stair headl ong, and only by good luck did not slip
until the top step. He swore as he cracked his shin, just above

the protective | eather of his right boot, and the astrol oger | ooked
up in alarm

"My Prince, | beg of you to use care. Events hang on threads
and the least thing mght cause themto go awmy!"

"Mt her said you needed to speak with me. Can you tell ne
how to find—+that is— He stopped as the old man held up an
adnoni shi ng hand.

"I have spent entirely too many hours |last night, today, this

ni ght searching for answers. A man ny age msses his sleep

my Prince. |—what was | saying? Ch. Sorry." He snothered a

yawn with the back of his ink-stained hand; Conrad' s jaws

twitched with the effort of not yawning with him "I spent hours
readi ng not only the path taken by your stars but those of others.
It is nost fortunate the records kept by your father's tax-gatherers
are so accurate, and the birthdate of the von Mencken girl was
avail able." He shuffled through an unstable pile of paper, fished
out several individual sheets and set them aside; Conrad | eaped
forward to grab themas they slid off the table and the rest of the
stack slipped sideways. The astrol oger dropped a heavy brass
protractor on it, and rested his el bows on the flattened and sta-
bilized nass.

Conrad dragged a stool across, collapsed onto it and | ooked

at the | oose pages in his hands. "\Wose horoscopes are these?
Ni chol as, you know I cannot read your witing, |let alone these
charts."”

De |a Mare tapped the top page. "That is yours, of course,

just finished nonents ago. The girl's beneath it, see? It also
bears the sign of the Archer. And that of your cher am de
Val oi s."

"Don?" Conrad stopped rubbing his bruised shin. "Wy
shoul d you make a horoscope for Doninic?"

The ol d man yawned agai n; Conrad clanped his teeth to-
get her hard and | ooked away. "Listen, nmy Prince, | explain al
at once, pieceneal is too confusing. The Queen tells ne there



wi Il be another armed conpany that rides tonorrow, to search
for the two wonen. Not so?" He glanced up; Conrad started,
nearly blurted out the truth, finally nodded. He woul d have sworn
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there was a gl eam of anusenment in de la Mare's eye as he went
back to the horoscopes; but if he knew Conrad's true intention
he didn't say. "So. By the conjunction here—you see?—en your

chart, and just-here— He pulled both sheets onto the floor
bet ween them repositioned his |lanmp and bent down to point.

"You and she will cone together three days hence."

" But —

"Al'l at once, | said,” N cholas interrupted in turn, rather
sternly. Conrad subsided on his stool. "Three days. You and

she, Dom nic de Val ois, another who is perhaps the woman Use;

| sense power involved and so she is nost |ikely. Watever is
i ntended for your ride tomorrow, add to it that know edge: Three
days, not one. Prepare for that."

"I shall,"” Conrad prom sed; inwardly he felt uncertain for

the first linme all evening. He and Dom coul d easily sneak away
for a day, there'd be fuss when he returned, nothing he couldn't
handl e. Three days, though—even nore fuss, and the matter of
food, food for the horses, blankets . . . "If we did nothing unti
the third day?" he asked tentatively. The astrol oger shook his
head.

"Three days. Now, attend! There will be difficulties, |ess of
the Iand you ride, food and shelter, nmore in your dealings with
t he people you encounter. There is rmuch ill feeling in the vil-

| ages brought on long since by this conflict of nagics; now there
is even nore conflict, between witch and w tch, between vill ag-
ers and wi el ders."

"Where do you see that?"

De |la Mare smiled fleetingly. "I speak to people; Raul ny
servant speaks to the household and tells nme what he | earns that
m ght be of use to nme. As regards yourself, this"—he pointed—
"shows disconfort and conflict. | suggest, my Prince, that you
listen with both ears, your mind and your heart all together
shoul d any of your people speak to you during these next days.
Li sten, and think carefully before ever you speak."

"y "

"There is no
have. "

or," nothing in specific; only that feeling

Conrad studied the chart in silence for sone tine. Al those
lines, marks, stars and sketched-in constellations: It nmade |ess
sense than the Oriental characters they'd shown himin Paris.
Still—=1 trust your feelings, N cholas. They haven't failed ne
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yet. Use, though—ould this nmean the peasants woul d betray
her ?"

"Al'l 1 have |earned says they fear her. No one has said anyone
accepts what she has done. A last thing. The Queen tells nme you
are still angry with the von Mencken | ass.”

"I = Conrad shut his nmobuth and | et a heavy sigh out his
nostrils; he could feel the blood prickling at his cheekbones.
Was nothing private allowed hin?

"It is inmportant you not harm her."

"\Why 2"
"Because | say it is," the astrologer replied sternly. "And

before you breathe fire at ne, no, it has nothing to do with
Madame. You do not study the stars; | do, and have nost of ny

life. | say it is inportant; whatever your feelings, bury themlike
a wise Prince, and bring the lady safely back to Neustadt."

"Swear it," N cholas de |la Mare said evenly, "or | shal

betray your plans for tonorrow "
"You woul dn't dare," Conrad began hotly, but stopped at

that. N cholas would, if he thought it that inportant. He nan-
aged a faint grin. "You did know, didn't you?"

"I know you," the old man replied conplacently. "Also, it

was clear fromwhat | saw, here and here, that you woul d not
be in the conpany of nmany nen. Take the advice of an old man,
nmy Prince; Raul has al ready been accepted anpbng t he househol d
here. Let himseek out someone discreet to prepare food and
beddi ng for you; let ne ask himto find you a conpanion."

"Ni chol as—thank you. But | can't chance that."

"And how well do you know the | ands around Neustadt? O

Saxe- Baden beyond the main roads?" N chol as shook his head.

"Or this Scarp and the | ands above it? Discreet, | said and

meant. Continue to trust me, please." Conrad finally nodded.
"Good. Go and sleep then; the next days will not be easy ones

for you: Physical strain and hard thought will be yours in heavy
nmeasure. You will need to think like a King, to continue as you
began in the streets of Neustadt. That, | think, will be the nost
difficult thing of all. There is magic, all kinds of nagic, enbed-
ded in everything in your horoscope. Against it—f it is against

you—you wi |l have anulets, a talisman, herbs and certain words.
Augustine will see to that."

"Custave still avoids nme, then."”
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"Yes, and so would any nman in Qustave's boots," Nichol as

retorted. "The man has | ost face."

"Does he think to restore it then by supporting ne as he did



yest erday?" Conrad demanded. The astrol oger merely shrugged.

"Anything is possible; |I have done no charts for Gustave and

I do not see himpersonally touching your path. It is not easy to
separate kinds of magic in a horoscope, however. Never nind

Keep careful track of the protections supplied you—keep careful
track of your blades, watch where your horse places his feet,

and this above all: When you feel certain beyond all possible
doubt that you have found the right path, the way that will |ead
to your goal, question your sudden certainty. Fear it. And do

not go that way. Use will surely try to use the hold she had on
you, through Sofia. If you follow the sure direction, you will die
of it."

"I'"l'l remenber. But—" Conrad set the horoscopes back on

the small table, stood and began to pace the small observatory.
"Coul d Use bespell nme at a di stance, because she bespelled ne
bef or e?"

"1 fear she could. Magic ordinarily needs contact for true

control, but not always; act on the assunption therefore that she
could do so. If you go forewarned of the chance, if you wear

your protections, you should be safe fromthe dangers | see. The
second danger is this: your friend-Domnic de Valois- | see in

his stars a resentnent so slight even he is not aware of it, yet if
it were mani pulated in certain ways it could explode like a pitch-
fire into full-fledged fury—against you."

Conrad stopped and stared at him "Doninic? Dom s ny best
friend. He'd never hurt ne!"

"Not of his own choice, no. And | would say to you to |eave
hi m behind, if you would listen, but I know you will not. And
this one small concern of mne aside, yes, you need him and
he should be with you."

"I can't—bBom woul d never . . ." Conrad sighed, shook his

head and | eaned agai nst rough stone and plain curtain to stare
out across the darkened city. "And yet —perhaps he does have
cause to resent nme. You know about his duel, of course. The
Due de Merier's heir taunted him Dom took ofl ense and chal -

| enged poor stupid Henri, they went out on one of the bal co-

nies—+t was hardly a duel at all; de Merier was drunk, Dom
furious, the whole thing was over before anyone could find a
way to intervene. The Due's heir was dead in an illegal duel
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and Dom woul d have been inprisoned at the very least if he
were not a Val oi s—even a distant cousin to a King has rights an
ordi nary nobl eman hasn't."

"And so, a quiet exile disguised as a journey with his good
friend Prince Conrad of Saxe-Baden, a few years away from

Court while de Merier is somehow appeased. And then young

de Vaiois quietly reenerges in Hotel society—a few sous poorer
for the bribes, his clothing and speech out of the fashion. Per-
haps he does have the seed of a resentnent in all that. And so
tell you again, watch himcarefully!"



"But he'd never—"

"I have seen the chance, | tell you," the astrol oger thun-
dered. Conrad turned back and stared at him stunned into si-

| ence. "That does not meke it graven in stone, nmerely a thing
that may cone to pass if other things conme to pass! | have served
you two years now, surely you understand that nuch of ny

wor k?"

"I +4'msorry, Nicholas. | didn't mean— He spread his

hands, let themfall back to his sides. "I will watch him Though
what | amto do, if Use turns himagainst me, | do not know. |
fence; | do not duel, and | have never killed anyone."

"Si nmpl e enough, " Nicholas said tartly. "If he begins to act
in an odd manner, leave him He is a French master swordsnan,
not a horseman. Leave him and that quickly. Swear you will."

"l swear it.

"He has protections al so; Augustine said he would nake an
additional talisman and have it left in Domnic's roons. See that
he attaches it to his clothing and keeps it there at all tines."

"Towill."

"Good. You reassure ne. Go now, there is little enough |eft

of this night, and a sensible young man woul d take what sl eep
he can." Conrad opened his mouth, shut it again. He was shift-
ing fromfoot to foot and color stood in two ruddy spots on his
cheekbones. "Wel|?"

"Suh—Sofia." It cane out awkwardly, stiffly. "Wat-—what
can you see in her horoscope? Be-besides what you sai d?"

The astrol oger shrugged. "She lives. She is a distance from

here, but you knew that, | think." He shoved the brass protrac-
tor to the floor and rummaged through his stack of papers. "Here
it is. Remenber sonething; | saw her at the ball. She is tiny,

she is young, and by this and thi s—and by what certain others
have said to ne—she has the |l ook of a | ady soft, weak and
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hel pl ess. And yet there is steel in her. Do not nake the m stake
of | ooking upon her as a counter in some game, with you and

Use as the only players. | have done her horoscope, Prince Con-
rad. Sofia von Mencken is also a player."

Conrad gazed at him then turned and wal ked toward the
stairs. He stopped with a hand on the railing. "But a player on
whose side, N chol as?"

"Per haps her own?" the astrol oger suggested quietly, but

Conrad was already on his way down the netal stairs. Nichol as
turned down his lanmp and gazed out the wi ndow. The noon

neared half; already it was bright enough that he could have
witten by it. The Hunter was hiding, not the best of onens, but
Draco crouched low in the southern sky, at the jagged |ine of
nmount ai ns, and wat ched as Pegasus approached ruddy Mars.



That m ght bal ance matters. Perhaps. A nan cast horoscopes
and interpreted the paths of the stars, and when all else failed,
he prayed.

It was chill, windy and still pitch black when the French doors
on the second-floor balcony of the Prince's sitting room opened,
alittle. The shadows that were two men noved al ong the wall

and down the thick vines growi ng there. Two shadowy fi gures

clad in dark, heavy clothing carefully avoided the gravel ed pat hs,
stayed on grass and in the deeper shade under trees wherever
possi bl e, and made their way fromthe palace to the stables.

There was no |ight behind them no alarmraised.

The stables were deserted at this hour; the night watch had
gone through at mdnight, the groons would not arrive until the
gray hour before sunrise. Conrad and Dom nic took no chances,
however; they skirted the entire building before checking the
bolt on a small side door—t had al ready been opened—and en-
tering.

Raul was there, heavily cloaked, shivering a little and trying
hard not to sneeze fromall the hay and horse snell. He had two
packs for them He waited in silence while they saddl ed and
bridled the horses and tied the packs on, then gave them a | ast
whi spered nmessage: Two men waited for them by the burned-

out shell of the old Armsmaster's house, cousins of the cook's
assi stant who had put up the bread and neal. "Jussi is a forester

he knows the | ands beyond Tannen. Hans trained as a pi keman
and crossbowran. Discreet and good nen."

Conrad nerely nodded; he was too nervous to trust his whis-
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per staying under the control Raul had, and he was in an agony
to be gone before soneone caught them That would be too

hum liating to bear. He cast a sidelong glance at Dom nic, who
had | eaned across Gabriel's neck to thank the man and slip a
coin into his hand. Dom had never been one to worry about
getting caught; he was superbly, irritatingly rel axed.

They rode down the grassy verge of the road, waited until the
gate guard went back into the small hut just within the' -wall,
di smount ed and slipped out past him Conrad felt a tw nge of

guilt as they noved into shadow besi de the pal ace outer walls;

The poor man couldn't be expected to guard agai nst someone
frominside sneaking out; all the sane, he'd probably catch a
hard | ecture fromEi no Tronpe when it was discovered the Prince
and his friend had gone.

They only had to wait a nmoment or so until a wagon went by;

the clatter of wheels on the uneven stone paving effectively
drowned the sound of horses. By the tinme the wagon was gone
they were far enough fromthe walls and the gate guard that the
noi se they made no | onger mattered. The gui des were waiting
just where Raul had said. Conrad could not make out nore than
general build—both men were short and dark—-but he saw the



gl eam of a pi ke and boar spears above one saddl e. Jussi cane
forward to identify hinself then and the four nmen rode down to
the city gate, waited until the gate guard let two wagons and a
hand cart in for market. They rode out unchal |l enged and al nost
unnot ed, as Conrad had hoped: During time of peace, during

mar ket days, even entry to the city was sel dom questi oned, and
no one cared who left.

"Too easy," Domi nic nmunbl ed. He hated nornings and was

beginning to feel the hour now that the excitement of evadi ng
authority was fading. Conrad grinned at himbut didn't bother

to corment. Domreally wouldn't be rmuch conpany until the

sun was up several hours. The grin faded as they started down

the main road toward Tannen at a leisurely trot. It had been easy,
hadn't it? But who woul d have suspected—=?

Once beyond the City, Jussi spoke just enough to suggest the
starting point and a direction. Conrad, fresh froman hour of
staring at maps, nodded. Back into the hills north of Tannen—
rough country; they had avoi ded that area the day before. Straight
back in, there were villages, and high on the Scarp nore villages
and a connecting cart track

I f anyone came after themnow, they'd be unlikely to try near
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Tannen. particularly if the four nen reached that trait before any
of Tannen' s peasants saw t hem

H s mother would be utterly furious when she found the letter
he'd | eft her. He hoped she woul d understand. But she knew

how he felt, and N chol as not only understood those reasons, he
had horoscopes to back up the Prince's reasoning. N chol as
woul d make the Queen see reason, and she in turn could surely
convi nce the Council.

Not that the Council mattered so nuch. Wat could they do

to the King's heir? Slap his fingers, confine himto his roons
wi t hout supper? Al the same—there was a small kernel of dread,
or sonmething very like it, lodged in his throat as they rode to-
ward the west with the sky growing gradually lighter behind
them and the last stars fading before them Something in what
Dom had said; sonehow, it wasn't going to go the way he

pl anned.

It wasn't until they passed Tannen and cane to Jussl's trai

that Conrad's fear took on real form and substance. The form

was that of a wagon, pale wooden walls and a sloped roof, two
horses standing in the traces, heads down and grazing. The sub-
stance sat in the canvas-curtai ned doorway, feet tracing patterns
in the dusty road. Gustave was waiting for them

Waiting. Conrad felt the blood nmount in his face, and his

fingers were twitching. He wanted to nmurder the man; wanted

to draw his sword and spur Parsifal forward, to take off his head
at the shoulders with one snmooth swi pe; he'd practiced that often
enough. Gustave's head would split just Iike those nelons he'd
halved. . . . Dominic, ever sensitive to his npods, rode near

and touched his arm



"Easy. This is not a man to sit and wait for you to kill him
Conrad. "

"~No," Conrad choked out finally. "I"mall right," he man-
aged, but he could hear the anger vibrating his voice, and so
coul d Dom

"You are atl right, but things are not. \Wat does this buffoon
nmean?" Dom ni ¢ denanded.

"God knows, and | fear we shall find out nmomentarily," Con-

rad said grimy, and then he did spur Parsifal on. GQustave re-

mai ned where he was, seated on the steps of his caravan. He

was playing with the enornous, slightly tarnished silver and ruby
wat ch that dangled froma long silver neck chain. Donminic, his
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Gabri el keeping pace with Parsifal, touched Conrad' s arm once
nmore. A warning glance at the sorcerer's watch. But Conrad
knew better than to let the thing hold his eyes; sorcerers and
wi t ches bound nen and wonen so, but Gustave woul d not take
him by such a trick

GQustave waited until Conrad | eaped fromthe saddl e and strode
forward, stopping only short of the old man's rmuch out-of -date
pointed slippers. "My Prince," he said quietly, and inclined his
head wi th deference. But there was conpl acence in his voice.

Conrad bared his teeth and narrowed his eyes. "This grows

bori ng, Gustave. Wiatever you think to prove or do here, | want

no part of it!" The faint snmile left CQustave's face; his eyes were
al nrost as narrowed as the Prince's. "Go back to the pal ace,

back to the Council, and stay away fromne, | warn you. Sor-
cerers can die |like other men."

Gust ave | eaned back against the door franme, slipped the watch

into an inner pocket and folded his arns. Hi s eyes remai ned

dark slits and despite his scruffy and ancient garb, the disgusting
wi g, the sloppy shoes that should have made hi m| ook conmic,

he was not at all an amusing sight. "Threats again? And shall |
counter with threats of my own? Al right. Let us be honest with
each other, if that is how you want it."

"What | want is you gone,"
teeth. "Now. "

Conrad grow ed through cl enched

"Or what?" Qustave demanded. "Sorcerers can die. yes; but

not as easily as other men. Besides, you don't dare kill me, even
if you could. Do you?" Conrad opened his mouth and shut it

agai n without saying anything. "OF course you don't dare. So

what you want scarcely matters, does it? And what | want—but

| amwilling to nake a bargain with you so that you and | each
get a portion of what we want. Arc you interested?"

Dom ni ¢ caught hold of Conrad's near arm and pulled him

back a pace, whi spered against his ear, then spoke to the sor-
cerer directly when it became clear the Prince was nonentarily
too furious to speak. "That, sir, depends upon what you think



Prince Conrad wants, and how rmuch of that you are willing to
grant him If you can."
"Bargai ned like a Frenchman," Qustave retorted sourly. "You

want the witch dead, and so do |I. Let us be frank with one
another. Prince. You lost as much face as | did in that ballroom
Ch, in your case nmen pity you and in nine they jeer and tel
stupi d jokes behind ny back. Is pity better than laughter? You
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want the wonman dead, so do |I. You are clever enough to realize
Dse will never be taken by conpanies of mounted arnmsnen
quartering the woods, she will never be taken tanely to stand

trial for treason. You know from her own words what her inten-
tions are."

"Why do you think we are here?" Conrad snapped.

"Why do you think / am here?" Qustave countered. "Be-

cause | knew you woul d defy all sensible cautions and do what

nmust be done. What you are now doing. Do not |ook at ne

that way, | said nust be done. Your father's councilors are old
men with the caution of old men. And you are their only Prince,

so they have a right to their caution. This is no tine for caution
though. Is it? Wuld you | et Saxe-Baden and her nei ghbors

know t hat Use has w ought against you and gotten away with
it?"

"Do you really need ny answer to that?"
"Not really, no," CGustave replied. He sounded al npst

cheerful at the monent. "And so, a bargain. You and your
noble friend, and these two conpanions, you will be no match
al one agai nst that woman. The charns you bear may be ful
protection, but that is only defense, no aid in hunting her
down and overcoming her. Wth ny aid, you will be able to

do that."

Conrad snorted. "Your aid. Wiy~hould | trust you?"

"That was extrenely rude, but | shall ignore it because
understand you are in a tenper. Not only are your plans discov-
ered, but discovered by me, of all nmen, mmm®? You will trust

me. Prince, because you have no choice; You accept ny aid and

nmy advi ce because otherwise | shall see to it that your efforts in
sneaking fromthe palace this norning are quite in vain. Do you
doubt | can do that? Mmm?" Silence. "And so, we do un-

derstand each other, don't we?" Conrad' s eyes were all black
and™hi s col or high.

"That's bluff, CGustave."

"Is it?" CQustave snmiled. "And will you call the bluff, then?
| doubt you will, young Prince."

Conrad shook his head. "There isn't time for this, damm you,
Qust ave! "

"Then stop raising fool's argunents!” the old man



grow ed.

"Tal k," Conrad snapped back. "I'Il listen—for the nonent,
anyway. No more riddles!”
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"You show sense." He | ooked beyond Conrad and Domto

the other two nen for the first time. "You chose wisely. | know
this man, Jussl. He will take you down that trail when you | eave
me. It leads up into the high country; Jussl, nmind you hold to
the right-hand trail whenever it branches." The forester nodded
once. "You know the |and; | am speaking now for the benefit

of the Prince, who does not.

"There are three villages on the western end of the Scarp

one surrounded by woods and rock | edge. | can give you no

ot her description—3ussl, you knowit? Good. There is a woman
called Hel, a village witch. She is related to the woman Certhe

who was burned last fall. | saw her speaking with Use |ate at
night. The girl was still with Use then, but Use had gone and
Sofia remained in the village. Were Use has gone, | could not

di scover; she has enough true magic to conceal herself from
ne. "

"That's all ?"

"It is nore than you had nmoments ago, is it not?" Custave

demanded. Conrad scowl ed, finally nodded. "So | am of use to

you; even if | cannot reliably find Use, | can find the girl, and
Use is not yet done with her. Sofia is very inportant to her plans.
Find one, and you have them both."

"Per haps. "

"Perhaps," Qustave nocked, and Conrad Hushed. "But | am

nore use than that, young Prince. | have left word of ny own
for the Queen and the Council that you, your friend and your
gui des are under ny protection, and Augustine's. They wll not
be pl eased but |ess displeased than by your message—which
burned, by the way- No one will cone to find you and take you
hone. One | ast thing. Wien Use decides to kill you, I will see

t hat she does not."

"If that's all,"” Dominic said flatly and in patent disbelief.
Gustave shrugged and pursed his mouth irritatedly, but his own
col or had gone high

"That is nore than enough, | think. It is nore than anyone

el se could of fer you—er woul d. But perhaps Prince Conrad finds
it easier to nurse a long-standing child' s hatred of ne than to
stri ke an unpl easant but necessary bargai n—as a grown man
woul d. " Dominic flushed a dark red under his tan, but it was
Conrad mis time who held hi mback

"No. Wait, Dom" The Frenchman withdrew a pace or two,
swearing under his breath. "That was scarcely flattering, and
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am nore than repaid for my rudeness. But | see the sense of
your words."

"I thought you might," Gustave said. "You do not like ne;

, | do not like you. Al the same—

"Al'l the same, there are times for alliances that m ght oth-
erwi se not exist." Uke Use and Sofia? He shoved the thought

asi de, unanswered. Better so; questioning blind hatred was con-
fusing, it slowed one's reactions. This with Gustave proved that.
This with Gustave was enough. He hesitated, finally extended

his right hand. Gustave gripped it briefly with his own; then he
was all brisk business.

"The astrol oger's horoscope. Prince Conrad. Did you bring

it, and will you let ne see it?" For answer, Conrad turned away
to rummage in his pack and handed over the fol ded sheet of

thi ck paper. Qustave muttered as he opened it, held it close,
then at arms length, finally set it on the bottom step and | eaned
away fromit. He nodded finally. "My French is poor; fortu-
nately he uses nore Latin. And his witing—well. So." He bent
down to pick up the horoscope, refolded it carefully, then sat
back, eyes hooded. He was humm ng tunel essly to hinself. Con-
rad ground his teeth together, closed his eyes and prayed for
pati ence.

Custave stirred finally. "You know what the horoscope con-

tains? Your man told you?" Conrad nodded. "Good. Now. To-

night you will be well into the high country. Find shelter with a
roof; Jussl will know one. Stop before sunset. Build a fire im
medi ately; there nust be a strong fire when the first stars cone
out. When the sky is blue, not yet black, and there is no edge

of sunset to be seen, you will seat yourself on the north side of
the fire. You will take the pouch of seeds and the silver bird
shal | give you presently. You will sprinkle exactly five seeds on
a flat rock so near the fire that you cannot touch it; you will set
thel bird down on the seeds just as they begin to snmoke. | will
be able to speak with you then."

"That's all ?"

"I't should be enough. By this horoscope"—he handed it back
to Conrad, who pocketed it—you will need nothing but advice
until the third day fromtoday.'

"Al'l right," Conrad said. H s face was unreadable, his voice
| evel . Custave | aughed shortly and slewed around to lift the can-
vas fl ap.

"Augustine, fetch for me the blue enanel ed box—o, the
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next shelf up, the smaller one." He turned back and hel d that
out. "Use this please only as | have said; it is a sinple spell,
but even the sinplest of themcan go wong if msused. Do not
take off that talisman you wear, even to sleep, but particularly
not when you use this box tonight. The charm shoul d hide you
fromsearch; it will protect us both from di scovery when you



begin the spell."
Conrad nodded. "lIs that all?" e

"Enough. Go now, before the day begi ns! Dawn and dusk

are times of strength; it were best you were hi dden anong the
trees before dawn cones." Conrad nerely nodded, turned away
to mount Parsifal. Dominic followed him Jussi noved out to

| ead and Hans dropped to the rear. Qustave watched in silence
as they vanished into the woods. He sighed then and shook his
head.

"Wel | ?" Augustine stood just behind him framed in the
doorway. Custave nmerely nodded his head toward the departed
riders. "Was he convi nced?"

GQustave was still watching the woods. "I doubt it, | very

much doubt it. But events are shaping thensel ves despite what

the Prince thinks—despite what he wants. Despite what any of

us want. And so | shall begin the purification while we go on

W nust be in place along the north road | ong before Conrad

uses that box; you know how | ong the safeguards will take, and
you must purify the wagon by yourself tonight. I will not be able
to back you."

"But will the Prince use that box?"
"He will. Whether out of -amm—euriosity or need does not
matter. He will use it; | nmust be ready." CGustave turned and

mount ed the steps and pushed past the curtain; Augustine was

on his heels. The interior of the wagon was warm confortably
furnished with a deep chair, a pile of cushions, a narrow cot.
The floor was covered in thick rugs. The walls were lined with
cupboards, and a shelf hol ding three ancient handwitten books
and a nore recent printed one. There was a copper bow bal -
anced over a brazier mounted in turn on a tripod; tongs and
charcoal ; there were lanterns and gl ass-encased candl es, candl es
on wall sconces, a box of squat candl es near the entrance. There
were no w ndows.

One |ight burned, enough to show the bed was occupi ed.
Qustave stood beside it and gazed down at |sabelle, who |ay
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shivering despite the warnth and the cover pulled up to her chin.
Her eyes were open but saw not hing, even when CGustave passed
hi s hand back and forth al nost at her nose.

"You cannot spare ne or Pritz," Augustine said quietly. "But
even you dare not take her with us—that woul d surely endanger
everything. Is one girl worth that?"

"Wirth-she has potential worth. But she will not cone
with us, Augustine." Custave set a light hand on the girl's
forehead, withdrew it as she shuddered. "How odd. | saw her

t hat night, you know. But | forgot about her, the sane as every-
one el se did. Poor |sabelle.” He sounded detached, scarcely
interested. "Watch the market-bound villagers as we go our way,
pl ease. Find folk who will take this young wonan to the Cty; |



dare not | eave her here, either. Queen Henriette will see she is
cared for. And that would be convenient, if she were in the

pal ace; | will have a use for her, if certain things do not go as |
wi sh themto."

Augustine shrugged finally. "A'l right. | wll."

"And hurry," Qustave said as he turned away to rummage

t hrough one of his cupboards for a box of ointnent. "W cannot
afford nuch tinme, and I woul d not have worry about this young
woman's fate to disturb nmy ritual. Wuld you?"

The [ ook on the apprentice's face clearly said he thought it

i mpossi bl e that any woman's fate should disturb his master's
preparati ons—er at |east astonishing. But he turned and | eft

wi t hout further comment, and CGustave barely had time to kneel
besi de the cot before the wagon lurched forward. He had to hold
hinself in place with both hands as it turned on the narrow road
and headed back toward the City. Isabelle stirred slightly as he
rubbed the fragrant ointnent into her fingers and snoothed it
into the line of her jaw

He waited until Fritz brought the wagon to a halt minutes

| ater before attenpting to reach her thought, but she was stil
too near hysteria for himto control, even if he could bring her
conscious again. It didn't matter, though; he would deal wth
her later if he nust. If the Prince proved hinself, it would not
be necessary.

Augustine's voice brought himout onto the back step: A rough
cart had stopped; a white-haired man and his wife sat on the
seal side by side and stared as the sorcerer cane into sight.
Dumb and stupid both, he thought inpatiently, but the woman's

136 Ru Enerson

face softened when the servant brought |sabelle out, and she
bundl ed the girt into her own heavy cloak. The man agreed to

take her to the palace, to pass CQustave's nmessage on. He repeated
it twice before the sorcerer was satisfied it would get through as
he w shed.

He t hought about a charm for her, but decided not to—the
peasants would fear it; they cieariy feared him There was no
need, so near Neustadt anyway. He watched the man urge his
horses forward, the w cker cages of young pigs shifting in the
back, the near invisible bundle next to them She'd die of shane
if she knew.

Augustine came back to urge himinto the cart; he was prac-
tically shaking with inpatience, and Gustave smiled faintly.
"Don't worry so much, Augustine. W are in control of mat-
ters this tinme." Augustine cast his eyes heavenward and went
back around the wagon. Custave settled into his cot and cl osed
his eyes. Already Conrad was wavering. Perhaps it was not too
late to nold the boy after all, now that he had a better sense
of him

The wagon followed the fanner's cart part way toward Neu-
stadt but turned aside well short of the city gates, taking a nar-



row can track Fritz knew. It would save them at |east an hour
and each of them knew Custave and the wagon rmust be in place
al ong the north road well before sundown.

No sooner had the sorcerer's wagon turned left than the

farmer's cart turned right, into a dry bog, and stopped. The

man and his wife stared bl ankly ahead, and the man's fingers
slipped fromthe reins. Use stepped fromthe trees and gazed
into the back of the cart in satisfaction. It had taken no effort
at all to pull these stupid peasants in and yoke themto her
will; they'd remenber nothing once she sent them on agai n.

And CGust ave—why, he mi ght have sent the girl to her, on

pur pose!

He had underestimated her once again. And he'd given her a
weapon—ot a weapon she wi shed to use, since it would only

be worked if she was dead. But if she died, |sabelle would be
one final blow, the unexpected answer from beyond the grave or
the fire.

Oto or Drusilla would have done; they were, after all, quar-
tered anmong the pal ace servants. But Oto's broken | eg nade
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things difficult, and the old woman was nearly nad.
better.

| sabel | e, though: scarcely stable, far frommd. And it was
such a nice touch. Use was smling as she pulled herself up onto
the back of the cart-
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"Take a broom and let its stalk be an ash. its bristles of birch
tied with osier, and let a witch of full strength and proper

skill nount it, it shall carry her whereso upon the air she

wi sheth to go. If she have great power, and if there be no

such broom she may fashion a horse by this nmanner' a bun-

dle of ragwort or a bundle of hay. |ashed about w th cinque-

foil if there be any, or dusted with powder of osier: and this
shal | become a dark horse which shall carry her whereso she
will go, upon the earth or through the air."

A« Oral Gamarie

14.

Sofia started froma deep, dreantess sleep as chill, hard fingers
gri pped her shoulder. "Sst! Grl, wake if you' d have your food
hot!'"

Hel . She was surprised to find she remenbered the witch's
nane, rather surprised she renenbered anything. That ghastly



wal k from Neustadt to this place with its thin mountain air and
bone-chilling nights, her aching | egs and cranped feet, the knot
in her stomach that was not enough food and dread combi ned.

Use and Hel had argued furiously over her that first night, and
when she woke late the next afternoon she found Ilse gone and
the old woman's pal e eye fixed on her. The woman had gi ven

her stale bread and a little hot broth; she'd slept again al nost at
once and was uncertain whether she'd heard Use return, or if that
was dream The fight later still had brought her awake. That had
ended nmoments later with Use storming fromthe hut, the old
worman t hrowi ng a heavy pot after her

Hel crouched beside Sofia, a steaming kettle and clay cup on

the floor next to her. Sofia tried to snmle; the old woman sinply
| ooked at her. She resents nme, Sofia realized. Use had foisted
somet hing on her she woul d have avoi ded of her own choi ce.

Hel would never like her, but at |east she had been good about
food. She'd let Sofia wash, and when her unwanted and unwill -

i ng houseguest sat shivering by the fire, Hel had put a pair of
heavy stockings in her hand and draped a thick shaw across her
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shoul ders. But she net alt friendly efforts on Sofia's part, al
politenesses, with that same resentful stare.

Hel pushed a hand-chi pped wooden bowl into her hands. The

stuff in it was gluey, Sofia knew fromthe prior norning s ex-
perience, but it was hot and filling. And sweet; Hel had a taste
for sugar, and the village indulged it. "Thank you, goodw fe."

"You're a polite lass, I'll say that of you," Hel said grudg-

i ngly- She dipped tea into the single cup and took the first swal -
| ow. She becane suddenly quite tal kative, though the hard edge
stayed in her voice. "There. That's because I'mold, and so

you'll see there's nothing in the pot save good herb, eh?"

"Ch." She hadn't thought of that. Hel chuckled as Sofia stared
at her apprehensively. "You woul dn't—you woul dn't— She
drank tea too hastily and choked on it. Hel slapped her hard

bet ween t he shoul der bl ades. She was still | aughing.

"The | ook on your face. Wuldn't poison you? Haven't yet,

have |1? Besides, | was the one brought it up, wasn't |? Poisoning
the pot?" Hel took the cup fromSofia's linp fingers and drained
it. "I could, of course; | could find twenty plants within this

clearing to poison tea, half of themyou' d never taste at all. |
took a vow, though, when |I apprenticed to Hansa, God rest her

to nurture, not kill. / hold to that. Those who tread the G een
Way all do." Hel shook her head. "Use is ny sister's child and
she took that vow fromny |lips. A nother never knows what

her children*!! grow to be, does she? No nmore than a witch

knows when her 'prentice will go wong, though few of them

do." She pulled a loaf fromthe hot bricks next to the fire and

a knife fromits place wedged in the stones of the firepl ace.
"Here, have a bit of the loaf, you're all bones and eyes. |'ve no
dripping for it, but there'll be nmeat for noon; headman's wife
prom sed nme." Sofia tore a small bite fromthe rather tough slice
and began to chew it. Hel tore hers in half, stuffed a half in her
cheek, dipped the other piece in the teakettle, and went on tal k-

\



i ng.

"To bring you here as Use's done— Hel shook her head,

swal | owed and pushed the tea-soaked bit of bread into her nouth.
"Eat," she munbl ed. "The bread's going cold on you. The

village will suffer for what Use has done." She chewed steadily,
scowl ed at her conpanion

Sofia broke off another bit of bread and obediently ate it, then
gat hered her tattered courage along with a deep breath. "Hel. |
didn't want to cone here. | wish no ill on your village or you."
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"Fine lot of aid that is when the old King's arny conmes and
finds you here," He! snapped.

"Use mght take me away first. If she does—she will kil
ne."

The ol d woman st opped chewi ng; old, pale blue eyes stared
i nto young dark ones unblinkingly. "So? | know what she pl ans;

hasn't she told ne enough these past two nights? But what is it
to me? Trouble, that's what you are. As nmuch as Use. More."

"I"'msorry. But, Hel, if I'mgone before they conme, then who
will know | was here? Do your villagers even know? O woul d
t hey say?"

Hel turned away, muttering angrily to herself. "Do that, and
| have crossed ny niece. Wat do you think she'll do to me—
and this village—f | sinply let you go?"

"Use is already angry with you. But you are her nother's
sister; she won't harmyou. Wth ne gone, at |east your village
is not in danger when the army cones."

Hel considered this, finally shook her head firmy. "I dare
not . "

"You must! Please, Hel, it is not only ne who will die. She

will kill Prince Conrad also." Tears tightened her throat, stop-

ping farther speech, but the sudden attack of m sery was gone
as quickly as it came, replaced by anger. Hel was | aughing.

"Why shoul d a peasant care whose foot is on her neck? One
nobl e boot is nmuch |ike another, when all one sees is the sole."

Sofia |l eaped to her feet and glared down at the old witch.

"That isn't true! The old King was a hard nman but his father

was harder, and his father before was a tyrant! Across the river,
i n Saaren, they have burned a hundred wi tches this past year

and in Upper Hesse people are starving because their King puts
such high taxes on them You have a roof, food, your people

live their lives much as they pl ease—

"Enough, " He! grow ed. Sofia | eaned back agai nst the wall.
Her face was tingling, her breath comng fast. "So il matters to
you. anyway, whether this Prince lives, eh?" Hel smrked up at



her, eyes bright with curiosity. "Perhaps Use was right about
that."

Sofia dropped to her knees and glared at the old witch. "Right.
How ri ght ?"

But Hel would not be drawn. "I know what Use pl ans; she
told me. She still thinks I'll help her." The witch | ooked up
again. "And so | am despite everything | said to her, by holding
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you for her. It's a bad business." Sofia just |ooked at her. Het
turned away to cut another slice of the bread, wedged the knife
back between two stones. She tore the slice in half, concentrat-
i ng her gaze and nost of her attention on the trivial task, held
out one piece wthout |ooking up fromher own. "Use went aloft
just before dawn; she cannot return until dusk. After ni dday
food, I must return a pot to the headman's wife. There is no

bl ock upon my door." She held up a silencing hand as Sofia
cleared her throat. "Wait. If anyone were here when | left and
not here when | returned, | would not know where they had

gone. "

"Thank you," Sofia whispered.
"Don't thank me. Just go fromhere, go quickly and far. The

great river is that direction"—she pointed—and the King's Cty
that way. Stay under the trees, when you can. Use cannot both

fly and search for long at a tinme, and the woods are vast." Hel
braced heavily corded hands on her knees, pushed to her feet

and stood staring down at the girl. "Wait. What is in your
pocket? There." She pointed at Sofia's apron. "Sonething—+

feel Gerthe's magic there, but Use's power overall; she will find

you by it. Gve it here.”

"There's nothing there—= But she felt gingerly in the pocket.
Sonething tiny and cold. She drew her hand out and uncurl ed

the fingers to reveal a silver rose earring. Hel picked it from her
palm "It was my nother's," Sofia said steadily. Her throat stil
hurt but the urge to weep was gone. There was no tine for such

a weakness, not now.

"It was once a rose petal," Hel said to her absently. "How
curious; that's neither Geen nor Gold Magic."

"No—t's Spanish."

"Ah. | renmenber now. Gerthe cleansed it." Hel turned away,
munbl i ng vexedly under her breath. Sofia pulled the bl anket
around her shoul ders, edged nearer the fire and watched. Hel

went to the table with its high pile of bottles, boxes, green and
dry herbs, straw braid and a length of red ribbon for binding it,
shoved things back and forth. After several nminutes of this, she
swore and wal ked back across to the narrow bunk built into the
wal | . There was a cupboard under the bed, a hanper in that,

and in the hanmper she finally found what she wanted-a small

red bottle.

"Come here, girl," she ordered. "Hold out your hand." So-



fia held it out; Hei pounced, caught her wist and jabbed her
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i ndex finger with a pin, squeezing until a drop of blood pooled

and qui vered. Just before it fell, she dipped the silver rose init.
She unsl oppered the red bottle and di pped her finger init,

swabbed the danp finger across Sofia's finger. "Yarrow, that's

to stop the bl eeding."

"I know. My nother taught ne." She cl utched her throbbing
finger in her other hand; it had al ready stopped bl eedi ng.

Hel's |ips noved soundl essly. She cupped the rose in Both

pal ms, then caught it between thunb and forefinger and ordered
once more, "Hold out your hand." Sofia bit her lower tip and
hel d out her hand, but He! merely dropped the earring back in
her palm It was oddly cool. "Use did sonething of her own to
it, recently, but your blood erased her work. She cannot find
you by this. But soneone else might, by its mate." She hadn't
m ssed the mate untii now, cold certainty told her who had it

Hel's eyes narrowed. "I will destroy this, if you prefer.”
"No." Her fingers curled around it protectively. "It's—well.
It—was Mdther's. Everything is gone now, it's alt | have to re-
menber her by—and to remenber the ball. Sonme of it was pl eas-
ant . "

Hel snorted inpatiently. "Your life is not over yet, girl. You
young, to you everything is all this or all that, and you will die
if it is not the other way! And I will tell you two things: The
earring is again bound with Geen nagic. And Green Magic is
stronger than Use believes it or than the sorcerers think. Another
thing: Rose Magic is strong stuff. Lovers' magic." She | aughed.
"Those who use Rose Magic sonetinmes find the spell takes a
direction and a pattern it chooses."

Sofia shook her head. "I—+'msorry. | don't understand you."

"OfF course you do not. Wy should you? Keep that earring

safe." Hel dropped the red bottle in the mdst of her high-piled
table and pulled her shawl fromthe single stool. At the door she
turned back. "I amgoing to mlk ny goat, nothing else. Stay
where you are; it is hours until m dday."

Sof i a nodded. She wal ked across to the fire. The air in the

hut was chill with the door ajar, the stones of the hearth too hot
to stand on for long. She warmed her feet thoroughly, then tucked
t hem back in the thick wool en bl ankets, w apped the shaw

around her shoul ders and | ay back down.

She woul d not think about it; she did not dare. Use mi ght
return early, whatever He! said. Hel mght change her nind. But
i f sonehow she found hersel f beyond this village—+f the bears
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did not find her in the Iong night hours, if she did not stunble

unwitting into a fairy circle, where would she go? Use woul d
hunt her, Prince Conrad and his father's arnm es doubtl ess al -



ready did hunt her. She would not dare the villages, even if she
cane near any: The villagers would fear her, they'd kill her, or
hol d her for Use or the Prince. Noble I andhol ders, townfolk—
they would be nore of a danger than vill agers.

There was no one she could trust. No one—except possibly

the Queen. Queen Henriette knew her; she had |iked her once.
And she was Regent, head of the Regent's Council —she was a
just woman. However she personally felt about Sofia, she would
listen.

The Queen, then. One had to have a goal of some kind, even
if she were certain she would never reach it.

The stew had been excellently prepared, the neat fresh, the
veget abl es new- pi cked, the bread still warm from baki ng, dark
brown and slightly sweet, but Sofia had had to force herself to
eat, and the little she'd been able to swallow sat like a | unmp of
ice in her stomach. She was not certain which frightened her
nore: thought of Use finding her after she'd attenpted this es-
cape, thought that Hel m ght change her mind, or that a nmob of
young witch-hunters mght find her. . . . Her skin felt cold and
hot at the sane tine, painfully sensitive to the |east current of
air or touch other shaw, her conpani on's hand—as though she

had fever. / amnot made for courage, or for courageous acts,

she thought in sone despair. Faced with death unl ess she acted
and if she acted, her only desire was to find a dark hol e and
cower in it like sone timd beast. Have |I none of Father's bl ood
at all?

But death was a certainty if she waited here. There was the
| east of chances for her otherwi se, and that woul d have to do.

Hel scarcely | ooked at her unwanted guest when she |eft; she
hung the enpty stew pot on one arm cradled the door charmin
the crook of her other el bow and strode fromthe house. Sofia
sat at the table, hands clutching each other, and watched the
wi tch push the gate closed behind her and turn left, toward the
sounds of vill age.

Wl |l . She took a deep breath, a second, and got resolutely to

her feet. She spread the shaw out on the floor next to the fire,
set the renmainder of the noon |loaf on it. There was a bundl e of
dried meat strips hanging to one side of the fire. Hel had not
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offered that, but she took it and the knife Hel had used to cut
the bread. That thick blade nust be good steel, since no true
witch could use iron; it was fairly sharp, not very long. Better
than no weapon at all. She fol ded the shawl around the things;

then, on inmpul se, she went to the table and found the bottle of
yarrow. Hel could easily distill nore; Sofia mght need it. There
was a length of thick rope also, Iong enough to tie about her

wai st. She knotted it in place, thrust the knife between ft and
her tattered gown, and then knotted the shawl and tied it to the
rope, |eaving her hands free.

Ti me. She was wasting it, dithering. "Afraid?" she whis-



pered derisively. She was, but that got her to the doorway,
through it and then through the gate.

Hel 's cottage stood al one, a short distance east of the village.
It was snmall,'a few grayed | og huts, stables and brush fences,
chi ckens and geese wandering | oose in the road. To the south,

t he bl ack shal e | edge she and Use had conme across, trees and
nore trees sloping up beyond it to a rugged scarp and nountai ns
beyond that. North it was nmuch the sane with meadow and the
bright green of bog and streamin place of the shale. East, dry
meadow, tall with grass, purple and white flowers, woods be-
yond t hat.

The road came out of the woods to the southeast and vani shed
westward through the village. It nmust run down the Scarp and

it would connect somewhere with one of the main roads to Neu-
stadt. Use woul d suspect the road at once. But Sofia could not
simply strike off southward; the Scarp was conpl etely inpass-
able in places, and it would be too easy for her to becone |ost.

She wal ked qui ckly through the neadow. Her |egs wanted to
shake; she had to fight herself not to keep | ooking over her
shoul der for Use or even Hel. O perhaps Use was in the woods,
wat ching her, waiting. . . . The woods were al nbst worse than
open | and. She could not see very far, trees and brush every-
wher e bl ocked her view, anyone could be there.

"Stop it," she told herself sharply, and, pulling her skirts and
t he bundl ed shawl cl ose, she edged through a small clunmp of
trees, | eaped over a small stream and began worki ng her way

around toward the road.

It took time, and when she could finally see the clearing in
the trees that marked the road, she was hot and sticky; her hemns
clung to her ankles where she'd stepped into a boggy place. Bad
begi nni ng; perhaps it was an onmen. But onens could cut either
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way. She caught her skirts up to one side, knotted them at her
knee and began wal ki ng agai n.

It wasn't too difficult at first, keeping the road just in sight;

then there was a steep drop. Sofia scranbled back and forth
t hrough the trees, searching for a better way down, before she
deci ded she had better chance the road.

It was narrow here; narrow and hard, a soft dust covering
granite. It ran in a shaded notch through weeping stone walls
and high fir, then through trees only and finally out into the
open. Sofia stopped while she was still hidden by tree shade and
star ed.

It seened the whol e of Saxe-Baden was |aid out bel ow her
woods and nore woods, dark green fir with bands of pale

green aspen and birch marking hidden streans, a pater tan
ri bbon of road. Small |akes, a fair-sized river and waterfalls.



The sky was a cl oudl ess blue bow over all; nubs of noun-

tains, small and purple with distance, rimed what she could

see. Snoke here and there that marked vill ages buried in the
forests. And a gleamthat m ght be sun on water, but could,

just perhaps, be sun on the nmetal of Neustadt's tall clock tower.
So far away!

The road wound down the | edge where she stood, now and
agai n hidden by rock and tree, nore often exposed to all the
wor | d bel ow—er above. Sofia stared until her eyes watered:

There were birds everywhere, an eagle high above her headi ng
toward its nest on the crags, a flock of sparrows bel ow her
Not hi ng that was a witch in flight-

She flinched as sun touched her face and shoul der, and
practically ran to the next patch of shade, two turns down the
road; she had to rest a few nonents, then, to get her breath
back. She was |lower than Hel's village, but the air was stil
too thin.

Anot her two turns of the road brought her into a stretch of

oak and not far beyond that, she left the road and plunged back
into the woods. It was still a clanber and the sun was maki ng

| ong shadows by the time she reached | evel ground. Tine to
begi n thinking of the night.

She knew there were huts in the woods; when she had ridden
her father's northern estate there had been shelters. Sone were
only a wall propped on branches, sonme four lowwalls and a
roof of woven stick and straw, others three-sided | og buildings
for hunters or those who rode the woods in summer. But even
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if she could find one, she wouldn't dare use it, nore than she'd
dare approach a village. Use would try villages first, but she'd
doubt| ess search whatever huts she knew between Hel's village
and Neustadt after that.

She was hungry and thirsty, but the bread night have to | ast

her a while. She finally fished a stick of the dried neat from
her makeshift pack and made it last as long as she could: It

was terribly salty and the neat itself had a gamey flavor-'-bear
or something else that lived on other nmeat. There was plenty

of water, at |east; she drank and washed her face at a stream
just before the sun left the ground and began clinbing up the
trees.

Late. Tine to find a place to hide. It was getting dark down
here in the woods, dark and cool; she nobved away fromthe
stream when she startled a red deer and her fawns. Beasts cane
down to drink in the gray hour. not only deer but wolves and
bears.

When she could no | onger hear the sound of running water

she stopped and | ooked around. A tree? Mst of those around

her were fir, sticky of trunk, spiny-needled, branches too near
together to be of use. Most of the oak didn't branch until well
over her head. The birch and aspen were too snall.



She knew, suddenly, that she could not face the night on
the forest floor. Wiether she could sleep in a tree, whether
she still remenbered howto clinb a tree, was another matter

Beyond a small clearing, she finally found an oak that m ght

do: The branches were | ow but not |loo |ow, and a boul der |eaned
against it. Once she found a way up the rock, she could just
reach one of the'branches, and with her skirts tucked up above
her knees she swarned up it like a boy. Well above ground-

hi gh enough that she was hi dden by | eaves, not so high she'd
break her neck if she fell —she wedged herself into a crotch
formed by the main trunk, a secondary trunk and two thick
branches.

She shivered. It was much cooler than it had been, and it

wasn't easy sorting herself out so she could free the shawl from

her rope belt, undo the knot in her skirt—t had worked its way

under her knees and she had quite a job of getting her hands on

it and pulling the skirts free. She tucked her feet up in the skirts.
At | east the henms had dri ed.

The shawl was a business; getting the knots and folds out of
it and refolding it, getting herself noved around to get it behind
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her back and over her shoul ders, across her breast. Her fee

needed retucking by the tinme she was done. She pulled her hands

up inside the folds of the shawl, |eaned back against the tree and
cl osed her eyes. Later she might conme awake fromcold or fear-

or both—and start at every noise, at the tickling at the back of
her neck that she could only hope was npbss and not sone spi-

ders living in the noss. Later she would doubtless |lie awake in
her hard nest and feel her heart thunp at every cracked tw g,
every |l east noise, certain that Use had found her. Just now she
was too tired to care.

There was a faint music all around her: reed pipes and strings,
swirling like a soft summrer wind. It blewleaves in little circles,
bent branches and made bl ack shadows. N ght, but with such a
nmoon that where there was light it hurt the eyes; the shade was
too sooty to see. There were clouds, but they were few and only
served to show the noon racing across the sky at dizzying speed.
Sofia stood still. Trees were all around her, enormous oaks, but
spaced formally as though in a park, and they seened to have
been shaped by man. The turf beneath her feet was cl ose-cropped
and neat—o fallen | eaves touched it, there were no barren

pat ches of din. She let her head fall back to watch the noon
slide through bare branches, past |eafy ones, across the pointed
tips of conifers.

She wore white and gold, silver roses weighted her earl obes.

But her feet were bare, and around her wists and ankles she felt
brui ses. As though there had been chai ns and nanacl es hol di ng
her, chains that had only just fallen away. Dream The word
skirled around her, like the nmusic, like the wind, then was gone.
It nade no sense anyway.

I"'mfree. Everything fell into place then, so very neatly. Free
of everything: no Father, no Beatrix; no Queen Henriette to



bind her with love and pity; no Prince to bind her with his
handsome face and warm hands, or with his chill eyes and
vows of death. No witch—no witch. She flung her arms w de
tilted back her head and | aughed as the nmoon sail ed behind a
cl oud and the woods were nysterious and magical, all silver
and vel vet bl ue.

She ran light-footed, her gown rustling softly, naking |ess
sound than the trees and the wind. Down a | ow sl ope, down a
broad | ane between massi ve oaks, grass that was soft and coo
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beneat h her toes. Free. She owed nothing to anyone but Sofi a;
there was no one but Sofia now

On a sudden urge, she gathered her skirts in both hands and

ran down a narrow | ane that slowy grew wider. It was the |ane
to the pal ace—No! she thought in sudden panic. / nust not go
there, the Queen will hold nme. the Prince will kill me! But the
woods were thick, the trees too tall to be the Queen's French-
pruned fripperies. The rmusic was gone; dead silence save' for

the rustle of her taffeta underskirts. And the | ane was narrower,
hal ved agai n—+t was gone. Fir needl es pricked at her insteps,
somet hi ng sticky caught on one heel, pasting a | eathery oak | eaf
to her foot. She stopped, |eaned against a tree and stood on one
foot to try and work it free

It was so still she could hear her heart beating, double tine.

O —she |l et her foot down, swung around to put the tree against
her back: Her heart, or hers and another? There was a shadow

t here—ahat, she couldn't tell, save that it noved. Wth a little
cry of terror, she caught up her skirts—-harsh woolen skirts—
and ran back the way she had cone. The shadow noved from

under the trees and cane with her

She coul d see not hing save darkness and sonet hi ng enough

darker to tell it from night and shadow. She dragged the awk-
ward skirts to one side and clutched them one-handed, held the
ot her hand before her. She dared not run here; even fear of what
cane after her could not counter the fear of running blindly into
a tree—er into sonething else that might stand there, waiting.
She cried out and snatched her hand back as somet hing soft

wr apped over her fingers. Trees everywhere. She tried to turn
to go the way she had just come, but they were behind her too,
huge trunks where no trees had been, with no room between

them nowhere for her to go. And her hand was being pressed
back, her el bow touched her stomach, her back was hard agai nst

a tree bole, they were so near now she could not breathe—with
anot her cry, Sofia woke.

It was dark in her tree. Alittle fog lay on the ground, what
seened at once too far bel ow and not far enough. She shud-
dered. It was dead silent; so silent her ears rang. Never in her
life had she been anywhere so still. Not even the faintest of
breezes noved the trees; no animals noved through the bushes
down there. "One can dream anything," Sofia told herself

firmy. She stared into darkness for a while, finally fished a
bit of bread out of her pocket and ate it- The nightmare was
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losing its hold; her heart was beating al most normally, her
hands no | onger shook. Hel's shawl was warm and soft. She
snugged it around her shoul ders and settled against the main
trunk. Though she had not intended or expected it, she fel
asl eep again. This tinme—so far as she recall ed—she did not
dr eam

"Great skill and strength are needed to project Being from
Body, Seven tines nust a man speak the seven words, seven
ti mes each repeat the seven psal ns, and seven tinmes nust

he contenplate his own seven criteria. Then and only then
may he send forth that of himwhich cannot be seen, in the
certainty that it will returnto him"

Not es on the Key of Sol onon; Green & Gold Magyk
15.

"God above, Conrad, have you lost your wit?" Dom nic was

barely able to contain hinmself until they were out of sight and
earshot of the sorcerer's wagon. Conrad reined Parsifal back and
glared at him

"What do you think? | told the old fool what he wanted to
hear, Dom"

"Then get rid of that stuff he gave you, Conrad. Do you want
himconming after us?"

"Dom really! You ve seen him and that wagon of his; he

can't follow us." Conrad frowned, and when he next spoke his
voi ce was wary. "Do you think that's what the stuff is? Some-
thing to trace us?"

"I think you have told ne enough tinmes how you trust the
man—ot at all. That box could be anything froma means to
trace us to—who knows? Sorcerers are so devious; how could a
normal man reason their thoughts? Get rid of it!"

"I can't, Dom—no, wait, save your air for the ride ahead.

don't trust him But this stuff—+ think it's what he said. What if
we need that?"

"Need that old nan's sorcery? You nust have |ost your wt."
"Possibly. | can reason this far, though: Gustave has no choice
but me, however that galls him" He smled grimy. "He nust

do everything he can to ensure | do not feed himto the wol ves

or send himpacking to Saaren once | ampermtted to do so.'

- 150 -
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"He m ght think no Prince better than a Prince who | oathes



him" Doninic gl anced over his shoul der, saw Hans there and
i npatiently notioned hi m ahead.

"I doubt it. My nearest relations are Mdther's French uncles
and two cousins of Father's—and this is Saxe-Baden, not France.
There woul d be a war for succession if | do not succeed Fat her
GQustave is an old man; he's done nothing of worth in years. Wo
woul d want hi n? He knows that, Dom why do you think he

pl ayed out that little farce back there?

"Hah. Ask such a thing of ne," Dom nic grow ed.

"Remenber, our Swiss strategy masters told us to use any
weapon that presents itself in need. They did not say one nust
i ke the weapon."

Dom ni ¢ shrugged and fell silent; he needed all his concen-
tration for the trail, which had suddenly taken a sharp turn up-
ward. Conrad brooded: He nust wal k cautiously. Too m any

t hi ngs happened all at once.

How had his father really felt about CGustave? Conrad won-

dered. Had Leopold really been fond of the sorcerer, or had he
sinmply taken the easiest path to using the old fool ? Had Gustave
used hin? Had each used the other? In which case, who was the
greater fool ?

Conrad shifted his weight forward as the trail took another
turn upward and boul ders and large- rock cluttered the narrow,
gravel ly way.

How had Leopold felt about witches, or could he have sepa-
rated what he felt fromwhat Gustave told hin? Wat do | feel
about magic and witches myself? Magic: He'd had little to do
with it; he had avoided Gustave and Gustave's apprentices; in
Paris he'd had no reason to seek out sorcerers except O dnance
Sor cerers—and astrol ogers, of course. Wtches—until Use, he
was certain he had never seen a witch in his life.

Use: Even CGustave said she was not a true Geen Wtch. If

they did what his nmother said, how could he fauit thenf? Arro-
gance and anbition were not failings limted to one kind of folk
or other. Any nore than treason cane fromonly one cl ass.

He shook his head to clear it; he was solving nothing and the
trail demanded all his attention. He gl anced back at Dom Domi s
jaw was set, his eyes fixed on the ground just in front of Ga-
briel's nose. The trail was unstable, rough-cut, steep

Not hi ng but a wal ki ng pace would do here. A horse could
break his leg, the horseman would see nothing until too late. O

152 Ru Enerson

t he horseman could break his own | eg and have a hell's journey
back to civilization

The trail leveled out briefly, wound through brush and scat -
tered oak, forded a wi de creekbed with only a ribbon of water
runni ng down one side, and started up a grassy sl ope toward



t hi cker woods.
Here, there were innunerable ani mal burrows and thick brush;

trees clustered closely. Conrad stifled an oath agai nst his steeve
and swng to the ground to |lead the gray. Dominic followed his
| ead. Jussi was already afoot, a distance ahead.

They were still clinmbing, but not as steeply. The trees cane

cl oser together, blocking all view of the overcast sky; there was
little undergrowt h here but fallen branches were everywhere.

The woods were hushed; a squirrel chattering |like a saw sone

di stance away made Hans junp, and his horse shied nervously.

He patted its neck, soothed it, caught up with the others as they
cane out on a rock ledge. It was flat, wi de, surrounded by | ow
bushes and curled yellow w | dfl owers. Fl owering ash rose be-

hi nd them and behind the ash, dark conifers. They could see
nothing in any direction save a patch of overcast sky far over-
head, flowers, bushes and trees. Jussi turned a little to his left
and | ed on agai n.

The ground | evel ed here; conifers, spaced as if planted, were
everywhere; the horses wal ked on a thick pad of pine needles.
An hour or so of this slow travel brought themto another up-
sl ope. Here even Hans disnobunted as the way becane treach-
erously steep; there were slides of shale everywhere.

The clinb ended abruptly. Conrad caught his breath as he

cane up |l ast onto another wi de stone | edge—fromthis one, he
coul d see out across forest, could see nmountains and betwen
forest and nmountains, a shining ribbon that nust be the Rhine.
The sun had broken up the morning mst, and aside froma few

fat clouds on the western horizon, the sky was clear, the breeze
war m

"Rest the horses.” It was the first thing Jussi had said in
hours. Conrad cast an eye up and raised his eyebrows in sur-
prise. It was nearly four hours past sunrise; no wonder his |egs
ached! He dropped Parsifal's reins over a | ow branch, left the
horse ni bbling yellow fl owers and went to sit in the sun

Dom ni ¢ handed Gabriel over to Hans, pulled his water bottle
free of the saddle and went to join Conrad, who was now staring
norosely out across the expanse of treetops. He started violently
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when the Frenchman touched his shoul der, subsided on his out-
crop of rock with a rueful smle and took the proffered bottle.
The smile faded as he fiddled with the cork; his hands fell to
his lap, taking the forgotten bottle with them He suddenly felt
depressed, tired beyond his years.

"Look at that, Dom They could be anywhere."

"But the witch intends you to find her; you said so."

"She said." He |let Dom have the bottle, crossed his arns on
his knees and rested his chin on them



"And Nichol as agrees, doesn't he?" Silence. Conrad
shrugged noodily. "Well, then?"

"I"'msorry. I"'mhard to live with, aren't [I?"

"Not so hard as sone, which is one reason | ride with you.

But you knew that already." Dom spread his hands in a wi de

French shrug. "But the good God knows you have cause to stage
scenes and throw tantrums. Since you do not, we can all be
grateful that you sulk in silence and curse at a point between
your horse's ears instead of at us. So, then." He drank, restop-
pered his bottle. "There is bread and a little fruit for now, Hans
says no hot food until tonight."

"Fine," Conrad replied absently. He was staring out toward
t he Rhine. He shivered, |ooked up. "What was that?"

"I don't know, | saw nothing."

"Nor |." Conrad was staring upr hand shielding his eyes.
There was an expanse of blue sky, a few snall birds near by,
nothing else- "I felt sonething, though."

Dom shrugged- "W nd agai nst your sweaty hide, nost

likely." Qdd, though. He had felt sonmething: A bird of prey far
overhead or just an unpl easant thought? A goose crossing his
grave?

Wtch? Dom nic disliked magic; given his own choice, he'd

take none of it. After alt, a man had a right to set the course of
his own life, hadn't he? And to win his way by the strength of

hi s hands and not the strength of his w zards! But there was little
he could do just now to avoid them He had set the course of

his own life right into exile—and Conrad needed him

Domi ni ¢ took the pack from his saddl ebags and got out bread

and two | eather cups, a bottle of red wine. He settled down next
to Conrad again, cut the bread in half with one of his daggers,
poured wi ne and stuffed bread and cup into his friend s hands,
setting himself to being amusing until Conrad | aughed. Then he
shook his head and began to eat and drink. He mght be indif-
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fercnt on a horse but he could handle Conrad, in any of his
nmoods—even this worst of all noods ever.

They went on shortly after; Dom stayed afoot fromthe first,
havi ng seen the trail fromthat height, and he was gl ad he had:

The down-sl ope was a steep one and Gabriel had difficulties with
his footing at that angle. Dom swore continuously, in every |an-
guage he knew.

Conrad stayed on Parsifal, but his thighs ached from cl anpi ng

the saddl e, fromnot squeezing Parsifal's barrel at the same tine.
The air was thick with dust the horses kicked up, still and heavy
under the trees. Down here, there was no wind. Hi s old hunting

| eathers were too warny the linen under them stuck to his body
unpl easantly. He was beginning to think he nust fall off the



horse and di e where he was when Jussi called a short halt to
check straps.

Jussi renounted and |led theminto thick woods. Conrad

sighed. He was tired fromso much riding, tired fromnot enough A
sl eep, tired and despondent —how coul d he have believed that

woman? How coul d he have believed a man who clained to

know t he stars, another who was so poor a wi zard he could not

even properly protect the pal ace? Maybe they would just go on

like this, day after day, riding, up and down hills, on trails where
even surefooted Parsifal stunbled on | oose rock; maybe he was
bespel l ed again and this was all there would ever be, tine

unendi ng.

He cane back to hinself with a little start and ducked under

a |l ow branch, turned aside as Jussi had to cross a deep, narrow
brook and stop on its far side to water the horses and refill the
bottl es. There was sun where they stood, al nbst too warm after

so long in the shade.

Magi c; everything came back to magic. Hi s father had per-
secuted and burned Green Wtches, but his father was dead now;

his nmother claimed they were necessary and | oat hed persecu-
tion. CGustave openly hated Green Magic, but he no | onger had
the King's ear. The city folk feared Green and Gold Magic
equal ly; the conmons went in terror of sorcerers.

Who was right? Was anyone? |f either or both were outl awed,
woul d they then vanish fromthe face of the earth? "Wy are
there no sinple answers?"

"No what ?" a voice demanded agai nst his ear. Conrad
started. Wiile he had ridden blindly behind Jussi, the way had
wi dened; there was a track for carts, roomfor two nen abreast,
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and Domi ni ¢ now rode beside him "M poor friend, you | ook

so serious, as though your stomach hurt or you solved all the
probl ems of your realmin one afternoon’ Save King's worries

for after your coronation; they do not pay you a King's allotnent
yet!"

Conrad | aughed. "No. But the problems will not go away
until Father's Council is ready to see me crowned, wll they?"

"Nor will they change because you knot your guts over them™
"Point taken, ny friend," Conrad said.

"Good. It is too bad you will fret them anyhow, but that is
how you are. Enough. Talk with me a while. | grow bored with
this—+this not-hotel society, not-party, not-game of chance.
Amuse ne! Tell me again how | decided to come with you of

my own free will; how!l told you so and you never realized

had suddenly gone mad!" Conrad grinned, shook his head.
Dominic tilted his head to one side and eyed himthoughtfully.
"And now he thinks, 'Wiy did | agree to take this buffoon with
me?* Well, clearly it is because you wanted someone upon whom



to spill your guts, ny Prince. Tell ne sonething of this pretty
little girl fromthe ball, besides your intention to nurder her."

He woul d have refused, but Dom spread his hands in a care-
| ess shrug arid neariy fell fromhis horse. Conrad | aughed and
felt better for it. "l—-dam you, anyway, Dom "

"God may do that yet, ny friend, and for no nore than the
sins | have conmtted so far. | know, you wanted to sul k over
her, not talk and feel better."

Conrad gripped his wist. "You know nme too well. Dom |'m
sorry."

The Frenchman scowl ed at him "Do not dare apol ogi ze!
amnosy, | admit it. But you are entirely too self-contained; it
is not good for you. Talk. I wll listen."

He tal ked, and after a while the tightness in his chest eased a
liftle. "If | only knew why she t hought she woul d need magi c!
Why a—why bespel |l ne?"

Dom ni ¢ shrugged. "I cannot say. Ask her, when you find
her. Listen to what she tells you."

"You make it sound so sinple! It's not—
"Thi ngs are.”
"How can 1 trust her, trust anything she says?"

"How can any man trust any wonman?" Doni ni ¢ denanded
reasonably. "Or, any woman trust any nman? Who woul d be so
mad as to do that?'' Dom pulled Gabriel back behind Parsifal

156 Ru Enerson

as the cart track turned one way, and Jussl |ed another, down a
rapi dly narrowi ng path. He watched Conrad's back thoughtfully,
and as hour followed hour, his eyes narrowed, his gaze becane
cool, appraising, and not altogether friendly.

Jussl brought themto a small woodcutter's cabin not [ong

bef ore sunset—er what woul d have been sunset, if they could
have seen it for the thickness of the surrounding trees. By ne
time they reached the ugly slash of cut forest, Conrad was
slunping in his saddl e and Dom nic was remai ni ng upright only
by grimdeterm nation not to nmake a fool of hinself before two
Ger man conmmoners.

They pushed through tall bracken to ford a snmall, stony, ne-
andering stream and rode across the clearing. Dominic got him
self down wi thout |oss of face and linped over to help the Prince;

Conrad was too tired to push himaside as he ordinarily would
have. Domwaited until Hans |led the horses away and Jussl van-
ished into the hut before he tried to wal k; the nuscles and ten-
dons down the backs of his legs had stiffened terribly over the
af t er noon.



He nmanaged to walk into the cabin and to sit next to the firepit
wi thout falling. Hans cane in with the food pack and an arnfu
of wood. Jussl had an encouraging fire started with a pile of
needl es and twi gs and was cautiously feeding it slender branches.
Conrad was staring blankly at the fire, blindly working one boot

on" with the toe of the other

"I's that a wise idea? You'll never get themon again."

Conrad considered this, then went back to work. "I'll chance

it. | have to soak themin cold water; | think I'll die if |I don't."

Dom ni ¢ shuddered. "D eu! But the hour—=2"

"I know." Conrad bent down to try to see sky through the

open wall of the hut. "I haven't decided yet. Maybe | don't want
Gustave to know where we are." He dropped his boots away
fromthe fire and began rubbing bl ood back into his feet. "But
what can he do at such a distance?"

"I thought you had decided all of this."

"Maybe |' m deciding again." Conrad sighed, let go his foot
and | eaned forward to stretch out his back rmuscles. "I think I
will. Al avail abl e weapons, renenber?"

"And not being too proud to use any necessary weapons,"
Dominic said. "I know very little of magic; still, nore than
wi sh to know. Consider that Gustave must do certain things to
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work this spell, things which cost himtine, strength—ahatever
it costs him it means less time or strength to nake m schief for

you.

Conrad frowned, shook his head. "You were always rotten at

Greek logic. | don't know, " he went on, nore to hinself than
anyone else. "I think we should. It's just possible he m ght have

| earned sonething inportant." He brooded, drew lines in the

dusty floor, nodded finally. "W'Ill do it. Jussl, what's the hour?"

Nei t her of their guides would stay inside the cabin once Con-
rad told them what he planned. Jussl built up the fire and left,
his fingers wapped around sone charm under his shirt.

Dom ni ¢ sat cross-1egged before the fire; he had drawn out
three of his four daggers and now laid themin a neat row just
in front of his knees. "Just in case,” he said. "Is it tinme?"

"Just, by the look of it." Conrad gripped his hand. "Luck?"
"Luck, " Dom sai d.

GQustave sat on the small white carpet in the mdst of his

wagon. The carpet was his work frominception: He had bought

the sheep as a lanb, raised it hinself, sheared and spun and
woven the raw wool hinmsel f—everything by his own hands as

the books said. His back ached, or it would if he let hinself fee
it—he had sat here, not noving, for long hours, performng the



ritual of purification. He had renoved his shoes and repl aced
themwi th the thin white | eather boots whose sol es had never
touched the ground; he had checked carefully to nmake certain
there was no knot, no bow, no buckle, button or other fastening
anywhere about his person, his clothing, anywhere within the
anbit of the white carpet.

Fi ve rowan branches surrounded him just beyond arms
reach—+owan, to protect fromw tches. Candl es di pped by his

own hand, the wax heavily laced with oil of rosemary, stood
between the tips of the branches. Rowan and rosenmary both
protected fromwi tches; ordinarily either would be sufficient but
Gustave was not about to take chances. Not now. Use could tear
the life fromhimin a nost hellish manner if she caught hi m out
of Body. Wirse: She could inprison himapart, Body and Bei ng.

And so, both protections.

Qut si de the wagon, Augustine was goi ng through a purifica-

tion of the entire wagon; he had hinself forged the knife with

A whi ch he woul d draw the circle and triangle; had woven the

'? sl ender seven-foot, seven-ply rope bound to the knife's handl e.
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There were rosemary candl es set around the circle that would
protect Qustave's Body fromharm there could be no such pro-
tection around the triangle, since he nust project Being outward.
Unfortunate, but there was always some risk involved in such

t hi ngs.

Unfortunate he could not sinply have managed all of this

fromhis chanbers. His roonms were protected already; hill pu-
rification hadn't been necessary in so long he'd had to thinklong
and hard to remenber the words to those psalns. But there it

was: He nust be prepared to be on the Scarp by the next night.

It woul d be exhausting enough fromthis far along the road.

Chanting conpl eted, protections finished, he nerely sat.
Doubts pressed at him he forced them asi de and cleared his
mnd just as the fanmiliar tug cane.

It was full dark when Jussi cane warily back into the hut—-as

t hough he expected the old sorcerer to | eap out of the shadows.
Conrad and Domi ni c were argui ng; Hans was cutting bread and
heati ng water; a pleasant fragrance was rising froma second,

| arger pot into which he'd poured the contents of his soup bag:

dried peas, beans, and strip neat that had soaked all day in herbed
wat er .

"He wasn't really nmuch use,"” Domsaid mldly.

Conrad shrugged. "You didn't expect himto be, renmenber?"
"A man can al ways hope, can't he?" Domtook a wooden
cup fromHans, sniffed happily and drank. "Another |ong ride

tomorrow, | take it?"

"Afraid it is; at least we're on the Scarp now There won't
be any nmore clinbing like today."



Conrad went out to wash and stand in the stream | ong enough

to get his feet back into his boots; he came back to find his

bl ankets | aid out between the back wall and the firepit. Dom was
al ready asl eep. Jussi had not suggested setting a watch, but he
and Hans had settled in at the open side of the hut. Conrad

| oosened his trousers and pulled the |light cloak over his shoul -
ders.

He woke hours later. At first, he couldn't renenber where he
was, or why: The unfamliar snmell of woodfire and dust re-

m nded himof the journey from France, but this was no fine
pavilion, no pile of silk and wool cushions, and where there
shoul d have been the soft glow of a shielded candl e there was
the sullen glow of coals. He'd dreaned—sonet hi ng odd, he

SPELL BOUND 159

couldn't renmenber what. But now, having cone so sharply
awake, he couldn't fall back to sleep

He shifted; he was reasonably warm there were no stones

under hip or el bow. The ground was considerably harder than
anything he ordinarily slept on, though, and dusty besides. His
nose tw tched and he fought a sneeze, finally shifted around and
edged the bl anket up under himto cover nore of the ground
around his head. Now his legs were in the dirt, but they didn't
matter so nuch

He cl osed his eyes resolutely, practiced breathing deeply and
slowy, tried to renenber all the words to one of the |onger |ove
songs popul ar in Hotel society just nowthat could usually put
himto sleep—but it was no good. He felt painfully, unnaturally
awake, his skin prickling faintly, his heart thudding heavily and
rapidly in his ears, and the neat and bread sat like a lunmp in
his stomach; the | east noise, fromsoneone's soft snore to the
fire settling, to a branch rubbi ng agai nst the roof or one of ne
horses shifting beyond the connecting wall, made himjunp. H's
whol e body was tense, his jaw nuscles too tight. He forced them
to relax, but a few breaths later, his teeth were grinding together
again. H's eyes would not stay shut, but he was too worn to keep
them open, and they felt dry and full of sand. There was an

unpl easant taste in his nouth; he wanted water. There was a
wooden jug of it on the stone shelf hear the fire; he thought of
sitting up and reaching for it but couldn't gather the energy to
do so and the air on his face felt cold; he didn't want that on his
shoul ders just now He rolled fromhis side to his back, to his
other side; the fire was too warm agai nst his face, too bright for
sleep. He rolled onto his back, could find no confortabl e place
for his arms; the small of his back protested until he brought

one knee up. H's foot slipped on the blanket and the | eg went

flat again. Conrad bit back a sigh and rolled away fromthe fire
agai n, got the cloak straightened over his shoul ders and around
his feet once again, wapped his arns across his chest and tried
to relax. H s heart was thudding in the ear pressed against the
pack; he noved his head a little and bit back another sigh. Not
far away, Doninic munbl ed sonething in his steep. Conrad

lifted his head again, glared at his friend and | ay back down
once nmore. How he could sleep so confortably!



He ached fromthe long ride and wondered how Dom had
held up to the extent of keeping his fanous tenper in check
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The Frenchman was not nuch of a rider at best. That had been
a di stance indeed since dawn, across country and onto the Scarp

The tension went fromhimall at once. He rolled onto his

back once nore, rearranged the pack under his head and let his
eyes close. But it seemed forever that he heard the quiet, regular
breat hing of the other men before his own sl owed and sl eep

cl ai med him

It was darker on the ballroom steps than it shoul d have been

t hough the sconces were full of burning candles, the chandeliers
fully lit. Perhaps it was the air itself that was dark, perhaps his
eyes were not seeing properly. He stood by hinself in the very

m dst of the second stair and the brightly clad nobility of Saxe-
Baden cane through the great double doors and bowed or curt-

seyed before him Odd; the girls and the wonmen were courteous,
formally polite. But distant, as he'd wished themto be then; no
one bl ushed or giggled; he kissed no hands. It was as though

there were a gl ass between themand him a slightly fogged gl ass
that made thema little distant, their faces a blur. He recognized
no one, though the entire nobility of the |and nmust have passed
before him

Miusi c pl ayed and peopl e danced. He heard the |ight, pleasant

| aught er of women, the runbling | aughter of men. But none of

it was for him none of it included him and none of it touched
him A galliard was playing; slippers and soft boots whi spered
across the floor, skirts rustled and hissed as fabric brushed fab-
ric. He stood with his back to it all, eyes fixed on the doors.

Ladi sl aus von Mencken cane through them his ruddy face

and great thatch of graying hair and the dress uniformidentify-
ing himto a Prince who had not seen himin many years; the

von Mencken crest and the Orders of King and Country deco-

rated his chest, the sashed nmedal of Armsmasler hung fromhis
throat and decorated the enpty dress scabbard.

He was surrounded by women: On his right, a woman as tal

as he, gaunt and unnaturally dark-haired, clad in deep violet.
Beatri x, Countess von Mencken. And beyond her, her daugh-

ters, nodestly clad in | avender and pal e pink. They were pre-
sented, they curtseyed gravely and noved on. Ladi sl aus turned
slightly to present his daughter. Conrad's breath caught in his
throat. Sofia wore unrelieved bl ack; she |ooked infinitely tiny,
like a jewmel in a velvet case, and he held out his hands to her
She took them net his eyes as she cane up from her curtsey.
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save a grave courtesy and a mld curiosity. He Il et go her hands,

turned to watch as her father handed her down into the ballroom

He wanted her, ah, before God, he did But the light faded,
was gone—and so was the dream



Dream He shifted in his sleep, pulled the cloak nore snugly
around his throat. H s breathing deepened.

The ballroomwas brilliantly lit, so bright he could not | ook

at the white walls or the mirrors. They were all there, behind
hi m danci ng, |aughing, drinking and eating. This time he was
not al one; Queen Henriette stood at his right, King Leopold

at his left, both brilliant in red and gold; the Prince wore his
hunting | eathers and felt |ike a sparrow between them He | ooked
up as movenent at the doors alerted him his breath coning
quickly in anticipation: Ladislaus, Ranked again by two wonen.
Sofia on his right hand, again in black, and on his |eft Mgda-

I ena, glorious in black that matched her daughter's. They bowed
and curtseyed fromthe top step, noved across, down into the
bal | room Sofia had scarcely glanced at him

Conrad started and woul d have followed her, but the King's

hand was about his shoul ders, the Queen's on his arm and when

he twisted to free hinself, the King's grip tightened painfully.

And then everything was gone, save the nusic. It was sol emn,

but the high sweet nelody of the flutes gave it a gaiety that lifted
his spirits. There was a pool of light, faint and yell owi sh. He

wal ked toward it, his boots clicking on the tiled floor of the
bal | room echoing as though the roomwere enpty of all save

hi nmsel f.

He coul d hear laughter, faintly, under the pavane. Light

touched him warmed his hands and sparked his rings, and he
could see hinself, suddenly, froma |ong distance: a slender
rather forlorn figure in white and gold. And then he was hinself
again, staring into the darkness. He drew a deep breath. Roses.

She was there, a faintly shining thing in the gloom and then
Sofia in white and gold. her small hands in his, her face upturned
to his and her smile radiant. She said nothing, he said nothing;

the music surrounded themas he led her in the dance. He was
scarcely aware when it began to fade—rusic, scent and |ight
al i ke—and he was al one in a darkened bal |l room

There was a light. He noved toward it. He heard no sound
as he mounted the steps and stood in a reception |line conposed
of himself, his nother, two royal cousins and the Senior Stew
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ard, all grave courtesy without, all intense enbarrassment wthin
as the nobl ewonen of Saxe- Baden passed before him sinpering

and smrking. Their faces were darkened, as though the |ight

did not fall on themproperly; they |ooked sly. Beatrix cane with
her daughters in dreadful La Mbde gowns. Sofia, sonehow dul

and pal e beside them was caught firmy in Beatrix's large right
hand, as though she had been dragged to the ball perforce. He
reached for her, but she was gone, sonehow evading Beatrix's

grip and his fingers, and his feet would not obey hi mwhen he
tried to fol l ow her.

He stood in the sane line. The music had not changed; Be-
atrix and her daughters again passed him Sofia inprisoned in



her grip, but nowin ragged skirts and bare feet, her hair wildly
| oose about her shoul ders. Her eyes were black with horror as
they met Conrad's; she twi sted free and went running |ike a deer
t hr ough t he doubl e doors.

She was there again, between Johanna and |Isabelle, clad in
Beatrix's violet, and all three girls sinpered at him now she
cane in rags, and then with the witch and both of themin rags.
Conrad thrashed in his sleep, rucking the blanket around his
hi ps and twi sting the cloak half under his side. Sofia. Hi s |ips
noved, no sound cane.

Sofial It was dark where he stood, dark and cold. A wind
ruffled his hair and cut through the thin white jacket and shirt;

he felt pebbles through the soles of his white boots. She was
t here, sonewhere, and he could not see her—Fingers cl osed on

his, small, warm and sonehow reassuring, but when he tried to
nove cl oser to her, they were gone. Ah—' Wth a sudden start,
he woke.

"Command of all living things is the goa! of a Geen Wtch;

this is first |learned by command of self
A« Oral G ammarie, Geen & Gold Maryk
16.

There was fog in the predawn hour, softening the outline of HeFs
house and turning the light of her single lantern to a faint ruddy
glow, like the Iight of a burned-down fire. Use set her jaw and
turned her back on the house, squatted down to gather her hand-

ful of branches. She'd | ost sone of her osier |lashings earlier
when the horse unmade. They were sonewhere on the ground

and couldn't have gone far; there'd been no wi nd- She woul d not

go back into that hut and ask Hel for light.

She was acutely conscious of the old wonan's tight-1ipped

anger. It filled the cottage and spilled out, eddying through the
fog. It refueled Use's own anger, but that quickly faded: She
hadn't time for anger, nor for the guilt that tried to edge it aside.
The things she'd said to her dead nother's sister—aell, Hel had
deserved many of them and Hel herself hadn't spared Use dur-

ing their long hours of argument, had she? Use scrabbl ed over

the ground with her right hand, finally found the osier and began
wr appi ng the stringy vegetation around her bundl e of branches.
Concentration: She needed that; the horse nmust be made before

any |light separated the trees fromthe darkness beyond them

And Hel had been right about one thing—she had best be gone

bef ore dayli ght anyway; their shouting match nmust have been

heard clear in the other end of the village, and the headnman

m ght well cone to nmake certain their witch was all right.

He woul d not personally do anything to her, of course—he
- 163 -
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could not, even if he tried. But Use would prefer he not know
of her presence. She nust take Hel's word that no one did, and
none knew that Sofia had been there.

The anger threatened to choke her. How dare Hel ? And how

dare that girl defy her? She would not do such a thing again,

Use vowed grimy; she would not even think it w thout weeping.

She shook her head to clear it once again and concentrated on

her spell. Horse. She could vent her fury on the air; for all Hel
had noticed or cared, she mght as well have vented it all there

to begin with. Better, she'd save it for that wetched bl ack-haired

girl.

She shivered as the horse cane to |ife under her fingers. It
woul d be cold aloft this nmorning. She wapped the heavy shaw
around her shoul ders over her cloak before she nounted and
pul l ed the cloak closer as the coal -bl ack beast padded across
Hel's foreyard on soundl ess feet and rose into the air.

Sof i a woke chilled to her bones and so stiff she did not im

medi ately dare attenpt to reach the ground. It was the blue-gray
hour; fog hung in the upper branches and was thick just above
the ground. Droplets clung to the hair around her face and her
shoul ders were danp. Sonething crunched its way through the
brush, too far away to see, not far enough for her peace of mind
Beast on its way to water; bear? She cl osed her eyes and bit her
lip not to cry out, then bent forward to stretch her aching back
and to begin massagi ng her calves and feet.

Everyt hi ng ached, including her stonach, but she coul d not

face the dried nmeat; the smell of it threatened to make her ill.
The bread was hard-crusted all around but where she cut sone
fromthe loaf it was still soft in the center. She chewed and
rubbed, rubbed and chewed until the fog began to lift and she
could see the | east edge of pale blue sky high above.

Birds chattered in the upper branches and birds under her tree
fought for fallen breadcrunmbs. They scattered in a clatter of
wi ngs when she began worki ng her way down to the boul der and
then to the ground. There was no ot her sound save birds.

The sun was not yet up; fromso far down in the woods, Sofia
could not tell if she would see it when it did rise. There seened
to be considerable fog or cloud, up there. The ground was wet;

wet grass soaked through her shoes al nost i medi ately and
danped her skirts and the stockings. The latter being wool en,
her ankl es stayed warm but the wet skirts rubbed her I egs.
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She went to the streamfirst, washed face and hands and drank

then sat on a flat rock a few nonments to eat another piece of the
bread and try to do sonmething with her hair. She had no pins,

no ribbon, no scarf to restrain it; it had been wildly | oose when
Il se dragged her from Neustadt and now, after that flight and

this one, it was horribly draggled and snarled. She finally gave

it up, twisted it into a hard knot at the base of her neck and
pul l ed the knot through itself to keep it at |east out of her face.
She woul d | ook dreadful with the hair skinned fromher face |like



that, but who woul d see her, and who woul d care? But she did
not look at her reflection in the water as she dipped bread into
the streamto soften it.

Finally she went on. The bread had not nmade a proper neal,

but she dared not eat all of it, and the thought of the neat stil
made her queasy. She | ooked longingly at a few snmall red ber-
ries, but the |l eaves on the bushes weren't familiar; she did not
dare eat them

Direction ... the Gty was that way—was it not? She could

not see far at all; she hadn't been able to see any di stance from
the tree she'd spent the night in. And if she wasn't certain of
that direction, it would do her no good to try to find the |edge,
would it? She turned back to the stream indecisive, stood stil
and thought carefully. "No. The streamwas to ny left, the |edge
and”t he road behind ne, Neustadt before and somewhat to the

right. So, if | continue this way, following the water, | will
certainly not cross back toward the Scarp, will 1?" She consid-
ered this, nodded once and set out again.

The ground began to dry out as she wal ked; the air warned

and dried her hems. It was still quite cool in the woods, every-
thing still shade. She stayed as near the running water as pos-
sible, though often it was necessary for her to skin boggy areas
and several times the brush was so thick she had to go far enough
afield she could no | onger hear it. That terrified her; to | ose her
only guide— But each time, she cane back to it

There was, finally, a narrow clearing: a woodcutter's hut that
was scarcely nore than a | eaning wall braced agai nst two wai st-
hi gh upright |ogs over a platformfor sleeping, a stack of felled
trees and two heaps of smaller branches, an ugly collection of
jagged trunks. But there was sun here, and Sofia realized with
amazement that the sun was al nost directly overhead. M dday-

no wonder her stonmach hurt so!

There were no clouds in sight, though in truth she could see
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little fromhere; ancient fir ringed the clearing thickly, |eaving
sky only as a blue slash far overhead. It was enough

She found a place to sit on the far side of the clearing, near

the edge of the trees so she could flee into whatever protection
they mght offer, if she nust. She had heard no sound of any
woodcutter all norning, near or far, and though she had no

forest craft it seemed to her the cuts were sufficiently grayed as
to be weeks old. But nmen m ght cone to take the wood away,

and they woul d not necessarily make much noi se. And the oth-

ers, the ones who were | ooking for her—hunters woul d nake

l[ittle or no noise.

That brought a lunp into her throat, and she nearly retreated

into the shade of the woods and the sense of protection they

of fered. The warnth of the sun lured her back out, though; she

sat still for some nonments, letting it touch her face and cl osed
eyelids, let the shawl fall away fromher arms. She finally roused
herself to shed her shoes in hopes they would dry at least a little



whil e she ate.

There was fresh water: a small spill in the sw ft-noving cur-
rent. She drank fromthat, held bread under it in both hands and
ate, then resolutely pulled out a stick of the meat and began
chewing. It was still much too salty but now she was hungry
enough that the taste didn't nmuch matter. It nmade her jaws ache,
chewing it; she drank nore water, stretched |ong and hard as

she stood and started back across the clearing.

Di recti on—perhaps she could conjure it better fromhere. So-
fiatilted her head back and gazed at the sun. It had noved-so.
Whi ch neant that Neustadt was—

She swung around, a considerable angle off the way she'd

been wal king all norning. It had to be that way, didn't it? But
the stream—Ah, sweet Mary, have | been follow ng water that's
bent north? Al the norning?" It chilled her; she wapped arns
around hersel f and hugged, hard. Not only wasting tinme; she'd
wear herself out to no good cause, the bread woul d not |ast her
past tomorrow norning.

"No. It's all right, alittle time and distance only; don't worry
it." Her voice sounded nuch too | oud here. She cast another

gl ance at the sky. She had | ong hours yet to wal k; she had better
be gone.

She started toward her few things, froze. A shadow noved
under the trees and came into the open: an enornous horse, al
bl ack and w thout saddle or bridle. He noved with a delicate
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grace for all his bulk and his hooves made no sound on the dry
branches that shoul d have broken and crackl ed underfoot. That
is no true horse, she realized in a sudden panic: She could see
forest, hazy and diffused, through his neck. Sofia let the meat
fall from her hand and began edging away from him one sl ow,
cautious sideways step at a tinme. The horse stopped and turned
to face her.

A step—anot her. "Shoes and shawl, there, hurry,"” she whis-

pered. One nore step. The horse stood like a sooty statue, only
his head turning so he could watch her. Her eyes fixed on him
she bent to fit the shoes on her feet. They were still wet and so
were the stockings; they didn't want to go. She swore, brushed
tears of fear and frustration aside angrily, gathered them up and
reached for the shaw -bag. A shadow crossed hers.

"Where were you goi ng?" Use's voice hit her like a bl ow
Use's hand cl anmped her right wist to the ground.

Sofia drew her breath on a sharp little terrified cry; it broke

as Use dragged her upright and fastened one hand on the throat

of her bodice. The witch's face was white, her eyes black fires,
her teeth bared. Sofia tried to twi st away. Use dragged her around
and smacked her open-handed. Wite |ight expl oded behind her

eyes; she felt her bodice rip fromthe witch's fingers as Use's
open backhand caught the other side of her face and she reel ed



away and fell. Everything went briefly dark.

A loud crack and pain like fire across her shoul ders brought

her back; her eyes snapped open as Use brought a | ong green
branch down across her back again. Sofia shrieked and hid her
face under her arm tried to scuttle away on hands and knees

but the witch was there, wherever she went. Her back was afire,
her arm cut and bl eeding froma bl ow ai red at her face. She
finally stuffed the shawl between her teeth and curled in on her-
self. The pain was all-consunming; it turned the inside of her
eyelids to blood and then to night.

Use threw the tattered remmant of branch aside and gazed

down. The wretched girl would remenber that! She'd feel it as

Il ong as she was still alive to feel anything, and she'd know better
than to attenpt another such escape. Al the sane-

Al the same, she had | ooked |ike a squashed bug before,

hadn't she? Use squatted on her haunches, took her knife and

cut Sofia's nuddied henms into strips, wound cloth around Sofia's
wrists and knotted them snugly before her. She sat back on her
heel s then, caught up another branch and prodded the girl with
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it. "Get up, you stupid creature,” she snapped. Sofia wi nced as
the stick touched bruised skin. "There's nore of that for you
unl ess you do exactly as | say. Do you understand ne?

"Yes." It was barely a whisper. She gasped as Use grabbed
her shoul der and yanked her upright.

"I did not hear that," she said crisply.

Sofia's gaze fell, a wave of red colored her face and throat.
"I understand you." It still wasn't nuch above a whisper,"* but
Use was satisfied, with that and with the | ook of her prisoner
She heaved herself to her feet, pulling Sofia with her

"Go to the horse. | amimredi ately behind you; do not think
of goi ng anywhere but that horse. Do you understand ne?"

"I understand you," Sofia said. Use |let go of her and she
staggered, |ightheaded and of f bal ance. She didn't fall, some-
howtse ni ght take that wong. God knew, and beat her for

it.

Getting mounted was a terrible task; she sinmply could not use
her arms to pull herself up, her shoulders hurt too rmuch, and

t he shock of Use's sudden appearance had drained nearly as mnuch
strength fromher as the beating had. Use funed at her and
nearly beat her again. There was no saddle, no bridle; she

wr apped her fingers in the | ong mane and edged forward as far
as she could. Use got up behind her, and spoke; the horse noved
snoot hly across the neadow. Sofia set her teeth as the witch
gri pped her arm and closed her eyes. Tears ran silently down
her face.

The horse moved through the woods for the next hour; Sofia
slipped in and out of a daze and renenbered little save trees
and the msery of the rough-woven bodi ce agai nst her aching



shoul ders, Use's grip on her bruised arns. Her stockings rubbed

agai nst the horse's barrel, rubbing her legs in turn. There was a
growi ng ache in her hip joints fromriding astride, sonething

she had only done when she was very young. She finally let her

eyes close and drifted in and out of consciousness as the spell-
horse travel ed t hrough woods, across small streans and bogs,

on and on, deeper and deeper into the forest until she |ost al

sense of direction. If she had had any that day at all. She coul dn't
make herself care, just now Nothing mattered.

She stirred when the horse stopped, and Use | eaped down.
The witch | ooked up at her. "Do not nove, not the least bit.
Do you understand ne?"
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Beatrix's favorite question. "l understand you," Sofia whis-
pered. Use let go of her |eg and wal ked on past the horse.

There was a broad nmeadow, the pale green of bogs and a

few dead firs, sone |arge boul ders scattered as though by a
giant's hand. She heard bells and the high trilling baa of sheep
of f through the trees to her left, sonewhere in the nmeadow no
doubt, but not visible fromthis vantage. The Scarp was visible,
though: It was directly before them just beyond the meadow,
rising in black and gray sheets of inpassable stone. Sofia |et
her head fail back, bit back a cry as her | oosened hair fel
across her shoul ders; far overhead, she could see a line of rock
and tree that marked the upper |edge. This nmust be one of its
tall est points.

Use must have m sjudged the way, Sofia thought. But she did

not | ook as though she had gotten |lost. She drew a small bundl e
of powdery-1ooking twigs froma bag under her shaw , divided
theminto two bundles, bound themwith a | ength of grayish,
stringy herb, nunbling to herself continuously as she knotted
the bundles to a length of pale hay braid. Still muttering under
her breath, she draped the result over the horse's neck just in
front of Sofia's fingers. "Do not touch that. Do not touch any
part of it."

"I wilt not touch it." Use gazed at her, eyes narrowed, then
nodded, tucked the bag back under her shawl and renounted

behi nd her prisoner. Sofia set her jaw to not cry out; Use's fin-
gers dug into her am, her shaw rubbed against the girl's shoul -
ders as she | eaned forward to speak agai nst Sofia's ear

"Now. | warn you, for your own sake, do not nove! Not so
much as a hair! At best, I will sinply let go of you."
"I will not nove," Sofia responded dully as Use paused for

a response. And a breath later, the horse stepped up onto the
air. it moved upward at a steady, smooth wal k for several nore
paces, then sinply lifted into the air, angling toward the upper
| edge. Sofia swallowed and resolutely closed her eyes, but after
a nonent she opened them again and fixed themon that bl ack-
shadowed row of trees and rock. Better to at |east see where she
went; but she could not nmake herself | ook to see where she had
been.



Use's chuckl e startled her and she nearly fainted with terror
as her weight shifted; she found herself grateful for that painful
grip on her upper arm "Fewer would attenpt this than woul d
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dare Rose Magic. Do you know that, Sofia von Mencken?" Si-
| ence. "Do you?"

"Fuh—£1yi ng?" The word came out an octave hi gher than her
normal pitch

"Ah, that." She felt the witch shrug. "Flight is nothing;

any witch beyond 'prenticing can fly. Even the horse is not
terribly difficult, but to send the horse aloft while it carries a
non-wi t ch—= She chuckl ed again, a muted, nasty |augh behi nd

closed lips. "You thought you could evade ne, did you? You are
nmore of a fool than 1 thought when | first cane into your shabby
little chanber and convinced you to help nme bespell Prince Con-
rad. Aren't you?"

There was no answer to that. None she could safely voice. A
fool + suppose | am The upper |edge was com ng nearer, the
nmeadow bel ow a terrifyingly distant blotch of pale green. She
cl osed her eyes resolutely.

The horse finally stepped onto solid ground and began pi cki ng

its way between boul ders, slabbed stone, fallen piles of shattered
rock and broken trees, and into bushes, brush and open woods.

They went only a short distance before the forest changed: Tall,
thi ck-boled fir -and cedar crowded out oak and ash; no sun

reached the ground, there were no | ow branches, no grass or
flowers. Trees pressed like pillars against themon all sides, re-
m ndi ng her of her nightnmare. No! she told herself fiercely. That
had been not hi ng; what she had was worse than any night mare.

It was |late afternoon when they finally came into the open
Here was rock, with a little green where plants had rooted in
shal | ow basi ns or between expanses of stone. It was hot here;

no breeze, no shade. But the horse turned aside after a few

m nutes and shortly came to a thread of brook, a stretch of aspen
woods scarcely taller than the conbinati on of woman and hor se.
Beyond that, black stone and a bridge across a deep, shadowed
defile. Sofia could hear water roaring bel ow them The horse
showed no distress at either ravine or bridge; his hooves nade

no sound on the wooden pl anks.

They were in forest alnost at once: thick brush and oak, ash

and mapl e, then aspen and willow surrounding a deep, clear and
sun- soaked pool. Sofia gazed at it longingly as they rode past.
Beyond it was a trail, leading up and into woods again, this tine
fir and cedar. The air was dry, cool and fragrant. They crested

a knoll and went down its other side, and here the trees were
enormous and ancient: Cedars a man coul d not have reached
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hal fway around. They were so neatly spaced, the ground beneath



them so free of obstacle, it | ooked as though someone had
pl anted them A giant's garden, Sofia thought.

They rode toward sunlight, through trees and then purple and

yel low flowers, grass and wild red strawberries. Before them

was a rock | edge, and Sofia sighed tiredly; her entire body ached
and her left Ieg had | ong since gone nunb fromthe pain in her
hip. But the horse did not clinmb the | edge as she expected; it
turned aside, found a way that |ooked al nost swept and wal ked
between two | ong piles of rubble.

There were caves here, hidden by afternoon shade. They

passed two that were nere shallows in stone, a third at eye |evel

t hat | ooked deep but had no height to the opening. Use dis-
mount ed as the black horse stopped in shadow. "Get down." It

was the first thing the witch had said to her in hours. Use waited
i npatiently while her prisoner awkwardly maneuvered one | eg

back over the horse's withers, slid down; her |egs folded and she
sat, hard. "Do not nove, girl."

It was an unnecessary order; Sofia did not think she would

ever move again. The witch was nuttering to herself and sud-
denly there was a cave, its entrance as w de as her arns m ght
reach, the height well above a tall man's head. Use pulled her to
her feet and dragged her inside, left her sitting just inside the
entrance; she returned with a bit of dark, sour bread and a snall
cup of ale. "Eat, drink—do it!"

It was hard, forcing herself to chew the tough bread with Use's
unfriendly gaze on her; she choked down the last of it and washed
it down with warm flat ale. Use untied the wool en bi ndi ngs on
her wists, stepped behind her and rebound them at her back

She cut another strip fromthe girl's skirts, knotted her ankles
together with that.

"l have business with Prince Conrad. You wilt remain here.
There are safeguards on that entry, so do not dare think of es-
capi ng ne agai n- The bonds will keep you from m schief you
still mght contenplate. The alternative is to give you a drug.
But | need you alert when | return; there is magic to work and
you are pan of it." She turned and wal ked fromthe cave,
mount ed and was gone. Sofia closed her eyes and drew her breath
on a sob. Everything hurt. Wrse, Use's sudden and viol ent ap-
pearance had conpletely sapped her. She edged down on her

left el bow and cautiously eased onto her side, curled up on the
hard, cold stone.
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She slept so deeply it took her a long time to come fully awake
and at first she could not recall why she ached so, why she was
so chilled, why the surface under her was so cold. She cautiously
eased herself up, causing no nore than an occasional twinge in
her shoul ders, and edged over to the near wall of the cave. It
was difficult, finding a place to | ean where she did not press
brui sed skin.

Her shoul ders were a mass of swollen and purpled weal ?; her
head pounded when she turned it to inspect them Even Beatrix
had never beaten her; it hurt and humiliated her to renenber



cowering away from Use's white and furious face, fromthat
branch—a deep, chill anger settled in her stomach. / could kil
her for this!

The t hought was like cold water on her neck. Could I, really?

In anger, perhaps; by deliberate plan—she tried to picture herself
with an iron blade, a steel blade, herself with a flaning branch
setting the woman afire, and she knew she could not. But Prince
Conrad coul d.

O, he could if sonehow the witch's plans were undone,
turned against her, if he were his own nman and arned when he
confronted Use.

Direct action had never been Sofia's way. But she had survived
Beatrix. And while Use was powerful, she was vul nerable: She
was arrogant, and she still tried to mani pul ate too many people
and events. That had nearly cost her everything in the ballroom

she spoke of caution, but she had not changed.

"I must keep her fromusing drugs to nake ne sleep,"” Sofia

whi spered. "I nust watch her, | eamwhat she intends, find any
flaw in her plans."” She must use all the wits and all the cunning
she had used against Beatrix; Use mnust think her defeated. She
nmust be patient-she had gone headl ong and unt hi nki ng si nce

the night Use had cone to her room

She m ght even survive this if she worked from her known
strengths; the Prince mght, if he did not sinply let humliation
and anger blind him

"Enough," she told herself, and let it go. Wrry sol ved not h-

ing. And it would be better to study the cave while Use was

gone. She resettled her shoul ders cautiously, tested the bonds on
her wists. They were too snug to mani pul ate but not tight

enough to stop circul ation; her shoul der and el bow joints were
beginning to feel the strain, though, and her hips ached from
riding astride. They would be worse in the norning.
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The cave was not deep, not much larger in fact than Hel's
cottage. There was a nickering, chill blue Iight near the back
wall and the table under it was littered with bottles and boxes
and piles of dry herb. A wooden cupboard had been fitted into

a niche in the wall. There was a firepit and stacked wood. A
little light came in through the chi mey hol e high above to fal
on a kettle, |oose ash and burned wood. Back anmong rock and
shadow, there m ght have been another hole |eading into dark-
ness.

She did not turn her head to | ook outdoors. The way out was
seal ed agai nst her. But she could see nothing useful in Use's
cave. The next nobve nust depend on the witch.

"Even charns, spells and anul ets concocted by a naster
sorcerer are not proof against deternined opposition. Pos-
sessi on can be managed despite such protections if the one

to be possessed is sufficiently weak-willed. O if the protec-



tions are taken away .
Green & Gold "Aagyk
17.

They had |l eft the woodcutter's clearing at dawn; Conrad | ost
track of tinme after that. There had been villages, suspicious and
silent villagers. Conrad had fell nearly as unconfortable as the
peasants had | ooked; he had hardly ever spoken to his conmons,
and now he nust ask themto betray one of their own—er so it
cleariy seemed to them Suspicion had deepened to fear; npst

of his questions or Jussl's had net silence.

M dday, another village. A half-blind old man named Hul gen

had cursed Use at length and finally directed themto a village
south and west, to the wonan Hel. But there were few people
about when they reached that village, and Hel's hut was enpty
and cold. There had been | oud arguing, three nights in a row

no one woul d say anything el se. Conrad and Dom nic had
searched the Green Wtch's hut but found nothing to indicate
Sofia had ever been there.

Al the same, Conrad was certain. The silver earring which

he now wore on the inside of his collar was pulsing gently. It
had gone chill on himearlier, so briefly he m ght have i magi ned
it, but nowthe thing left no doubt. And he woul d have sworn

he could snell the faintest hint of roses near the fire.

They ate next to a shallow, gravelly streamthat paralleled the
road—here nerely two ruts worn by cart tracks through thick
woods. Dominic greeted it with a whoop, |eaped fromhis horse
and swore as his |legs touched ground. He hobbled across to the
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water, sat to strip off his boots and waded out to stand ankl e-
deep, bent over to scoop up water with his battered hat and
poured it over his head, gasped and spluttered, and took two
gingerly steps into full sun

Conrad sat on a flat rock to shed his boots. Dom grinned,
flicked water drops at him waited for himmd-stream clapped
hi m on the shoul der as he cane out into the water. "That's the
proper stuff, isn't it?"

"Bel oved God, it's cold," Conrad said feelingly.

"OfF course it is. Your face is nearly black with dust; you | ook
like one of Marie's little pages, w thout the green parasol."

"I know |I'm grubby, | can feel it. My very teeth are gritty.
Lend me your hat, it's already wet."

"CGet your own hat wet; you can afford another better than I
can," Dom said rudely, but he was still grinning.



"You can't tell me you haven't doubled the noney you brought
with you," the Prince retorted. "lI've already heard conplaints
about the ganbling down in barracks, and the saints know there
was enough of it on our ride fromParis." Dom nic handed over
the wet hat with a flourish.

"A de Valois has a certain lifestyle and a reputation to main-
tain! And once | return home, ny expenses sinply in renew ng
nmy sadly dated wardrobe—ui nous, | assure you!"

"I see | shall have to find you a position, to save ny arny
from bei ng i npoveri shed. Since, after all, it is partly on ny
account you are here." Dom nic | aughed and waved hi s hands

in cheerful denial. "No, listen, Dom | have thought about it
and | would like to. Sone post of inportance, a stipend to go
with it." They stood m d-stream| ooking at each other. Dom
inic's face had gone still, the expression w ped fromit, and
Conrad felt his pul se speed—he wasn't certain what he had said,
but he had said sonething wong. The nmoment was broken a
breath later as the Frenchman shook his head and began | augh-

i ng.
"My dear sweet Prince, you shame ne!"

"I do nothing of the sort," Conrad replied tartly. "And do

not dare call me that! Or | shall find a worse thing to call you
The ribbing I took for that in Paris! 'Sweet Prince' indeed!"
"Your Royal Hi ghness," Dom nic began formally; the cor-

ners of his nmouth tw tched and he was | aughi ng agai n. Conrad
bent down, filled Domis hat and solemly enptied it over his
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friend s head; Donminic retrieved the hat from Conrad's fingers
and gently settled it on his friend's brow Conrad w ped water
out of his eyes, grinned, and was | aughing as hard as Domi nic
when Jussi cane for them Doninic's hat was soaked, the brim
sl oppy and shapel ess, the single plune—ahich had been a dis-
reput abl e, ragged gray thing anyway—ow a sodden ness pl as-
tered across band and brim

The afternoon was warm the air still, the road dust a doud

all around them Dom passed Conrad his water bottle and took

a drink of the flat ale hinself. "You look too tired, ny friend
Conrad; | warned you about your dissolute |ifestyle before this,
did | not? | thought you were an acconplished rider; you | ook
like | feel."

Conrad smirked, turned away to spit water. "How very quaint,
comng fromyou," he retorted. "Dissolute!"

"Dissolute, |I say. You rode too much with ny sister or ny
not her, not enough to build your strength at it."

"Listen to the man tal k," Conrad said nockingly.

"I amnot a Cown Prince; it is not necessary that | ride
across country like this with an army at ny back.'



"I know. It—= Conrad shrugged. "Wo woul d have thought
of this. though? O all this talking to commns? | wager Fat her
never did!"

Domi ni ¢ sighed heavily. "You talk quite well, but | swear you

wWill turn my hair white with this habit of |eaping fromyour horse
into situations! It is wise to keep a horse between you and them

| can tell you that!"

"Parsifal isn't war-trai ned—
"No man of them knows that."

"Be still, Dom Let ne finish. And it was only after | dis-
mounted to talk to the headman in that village that he brought
the old witch Hul gen out."

"Yes," Dom agreed sourly, "you disarmthemw th your ap-
proach, all innocence and charm How can they resist you, peas-
ant and noble alike? And when you come upon one who i s not

di sarmed so, you will be a very dead Prince before anyone can
save you."

"Bah," Conrad retorted cheerfully.

"And bah to you, ny friend," Domnic replied. He shifted
and eased his right |eg over the pommel to massage his calf.
"Conrad. Do you nmean to call up Gustave tonight?"

"I cannot think why we should."
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"Nor 1. You |ooked like a man handling uncl ean things, |ast
ni ght."

"I felt that way," Conrad said. "Odd—+ thought magi c woul d

be—wel |, exciting." He shrugged again. "It didn't feel evil,
particularly. It just felt wong. | didn't care for it."
"That will please Jussi," Dominic said. "1 did not feel any-

thing nyself, but | sensed nothing whatever in the ballroom |

am not particularly sensitive to magic, | suppose."” He rubbed

the side of his knee and swore as fingers pressed on tight nuscle.
"I only regret the tinme, since nowthere is no reason to stop
before dark."

Conrad shifted and stretched in his stirrups. H s back was
tired and his hip joints tight, his left knee ached abom nably.
"W may as well stop early anyway. G ve Hans the opportunity
to fix a decent neal. I'lIl go and te!l Jussi." He dropped back
into the saddl e and tightened his knees. But Parsifal stood on
his hind |l egs and spun around; Conrad dropped forward and

gri pped the horse's mane, hanging on for dear life as the gray
reared again. Donminic's Gabriel was dancing nervously side-
ways; Dom cursed himfluently as he worked his freed | eg back
across the saddle and into the stirrup. Sone di stance ahead,
Jussi had turned back to bellow out a warning. Hi s nount
screamed and woul d have bolted; Hans's horse and the pack
horse fled into the woods north of the road.



Conr ad overbal anced as Parsifal came down and braced him

self hard in the niddle of the road; Donminic swng an arm

and sl anmmed hi m back into the saddle. A brown bear crashed

t hrough the brush just in front of themand cane to a halt in the
m ddl e of the trail, between them and Jussi. The gui de was
shouting, but neither of the younger men coul d understand him
Dom coul d not have heard hi m anyway; he was scream ng and
cursing in wild French until Gabriel cane back under contro

and Stood, rock steady, in the mddle of the road. Parsifal
pranced away, eye fixed on the bear. Conrad pulled himfurther
back and rather doubtfully drew his sword—his crossbow was

under his food pack and not armed. But Dom had brought out

one of his new English flintlock pistols and was cool Iy checki ng
t he powder pan.

Conrad turned back to stare at the bear, fascinated and hor-

rified both, as the beast came up onto two | egs and stood sway-

ing in the road, beady little eyes nearly on a level with Conrad's.
He nearly fell fromhis saddle as Dom s pistol went off and the

178 Ru Enerson

roar echoed through the woods. The bear, untouched, dropped

to all fours and crashed off through the undergrowth the way it
had conme. Parsifal, unlike Gabriel, had not been trained to ac-
cept | oud noi ses; he plunged back down the road in a series of
wi | d kicks and corkscrew twi sts. By the time Conrad got him
under control, Dominic had returned his pistol to its pocket.

"You missed," Conrad said mildly.

Dom ni ¢ shrugged, essayed a grin, but his eyes were Bl ackly
furious. He prided hinmself on those guns. "l intended to m ss.

| do not like bear and | certainly do not intend to skin and pack
one this afternoon." He considered this briefly. "And | really

do not want to sanple Hans's attenpts at fresh bear."

Conrad shuddered appreciatively. "What now? Did you see
Jussi go?"

"He's after Hans and the pack horse. | hope he hurries; that
stupid pack mare is probably halfway to the Rhine by now '' But
he coul d hear the crunch of underbrush—t+he neasured step of
horses, not bear—and norments |ater Jussi cane into sight; he

was | eading his horse and the pack horse through the thick brush.
Hans cane cl ose behind; his sleeves were ripped and a | ong
scratch ran down his right cheek where a branch had sl apped

him He scow ed. "This horse was not trained for the hunt. |
didn't fall,"” he added grudgingly. "But | have no idea why

not . "

Jussi handed himthe reins to the pack horse and renounted.
"Common sense, Hans. No man would willingly fall froma

horse where yours took you." Hans felt for his water bottle,
swore as he found it gone, took Jussl's and drank deeply.
"There's a hut two hours fromhere, dry firewod and water. It
woul d make a good stop for the night," Jussi said. Conrad nod-
ded and waved himon. "There's a | edge just beyond this stretch
of woods," the guide called over his shoulder. "It's steep on the



north side. W'll want to rest there before we go on. The after-
noon is building to flill heat and there's little shade for the next
part. Not until just short of our destination.'' He slewed around
in the saddle to took at Dominic. "I heard your gun. Did you

kill the bear?" Dom shook his head; the ftiry was back in his

eyes. "Or wound it? We cannot | eave a wounded bear | oose

wi t hout warning the villages."

"1 missed entirely," Domsnarled; he turned Gabriel and
kneed hi m hard. Conrad, Hans and Jusst followed. The woods
remai ned thick: Hi gh bushes and branbl e edged the road on
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both sides, trees curved over the road, form ng a cool green
cave. But it ended abruptly, like riding through Neustadt's an-
cient north gate and the long tunnel under the walls. Trees were
suddenly few, bushes a few sparse things near the road. Rock

was everywhere: piles and heaps of it at the bases of |edges,
rock edging the north side of the road where it dropped off
sharply. There was no shade, nothing to nmake shade, save rock

and none of it stood guard between the road and the westering
sun. Heat cane off the pale granite in waves. Conrad reined in.
"You are right, Jussi. We had better rest here."

"An excellent idea,"” Dominic said. He seened to have rid-

den off his anger. ' 'And after our unwel come guest, | have earned
brandy.'' He dismounted stiffly, rummaged through his pack for

the ornately wought silver flask, uncorked it and took a swal -

| ow, then passed it to Conrad, who cautiously sniffed it before

he drank, then offered it to Jussi and then to Hans, both of whom
refused. Dom took the bottle back, turned away, and wal ked

over to the | edge where he stood with his feet at the very edge.

Conrad sat, decided he had had enough sitting for the no-

ment, got back up and bent over to stretch out his back. The

bl ood ran to his head, invigorating him He bent back the other
way, easing out stiff shoulders as well as he coul d.

Dominic still stood with his back to them he was drinking

brandy and rel oading his English pistol. Sonehow he | ooked

rat her daunting, Conrad thought; the set of his shoul ders, sone-

t hi ng about his stance. Dom s hands jerked and powder spilled

to the rock; he swore under his breath, kicked at the fallen stuff

with his boot. Leave him alone, Conrad decided. He is tired and

hot, stiff fromriding, probably sorry he ever said he would cone

on this search with ne..And Jussi could not have known, but |

knew belter than to rem nd himhe nissed. Dom has no nore

sense of hunmor about those pistols of his than about his sword.
Wien Jussi hailed hima few mnutes |ater, Dom strode across

the rock without speaking to or |ooking at any of them shoved

the pistol and its omate silver powder horn home, nounted and

rode out ahead. Conrad gazed after himanxiously. He let it go

finally and pulled hinself into the saddl e. Dom hated heat, hated

the kind of surprise the bear had given them hated naking what

he saw as a fool of hinmself in front of common men. And brandy

made hi m noody. He woul d cone out of it; he always did. An

eariy stop, a proper hot neal would help.



The road was | evel, wide and well cared for; it nmust be the
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road that wound al ong the back of the Scarp and eventually joi ned
the north road sonewhere between the passes and the Rhine.

Domi nic stayed well out front, the others back and spread out

as the road becanme a steep, sw tchbacked sl ope. Here were nore
trees, enough to shade them now and again, and a faint breeze

cane down the slope at intervals. Jussi pulled back, |et Conrad
pass him and waited for Hans. They began tal ki ng about the

nearest villages, which they should visit first in the morning", if
there mght still be tine to reach any villages tonight.

Conrad | eaned forward in the saddl e and pressed his knees

into Parsifal's sides: Domwas nearly out of sight and increasing
the gap between them nmuch too fast. "Dom wait!" H s words

seened to fall into the dust, muted and possibly unheard. But

Dom nic, well ahead of him and nearing the next turn, nust

have heard, for he shifted in his saddle, grinned provokingly and
waved an arm but did not slow Conrad heard himl augh and

yell out, "Catch nme then, you | azy creature!" He vani shed

around the turn. Parsifal picked up his pace.

Rock rose above their heads, shading the road; it was terribly

quiet. Conrad felt a breeze but it made no sound; he coul d not

even hear Jussi and Hans arguing behind him Gdd. He never

rode al one, had never been by hinself in such a place. Silence

wrapped him He found hinself liking and fearing it at the sane
tine.

He stared up the road. Gabriel stood at the side of the road

not far ahead, nuzzling a white-fl owered bush; Dom nic was
nowhere to be seen. Conrad urged Parsifal to a bone-jarring trot,
dragged himto a sudden halt as they drew even with Domi s

brown. There had been a slide; rock falling fromwell above had
taken out part of the road. There was fresh dirt; broken trees |ay
everywhere or stuck up at odd angles from bel ow. Rock and

boul ders lay on the far side of an enormous hole, fifty paces or
nore across. Beyond it, the road went on; the hole at his toes
fell away at an alarnming angle and to an unpl easant depth. Wel
bel ow him but still short of the bottom Dom nic stood, hands

on hips, staring across an extremely unstable pile of scree and

t he upturned roots of an ancient fir.

"Hssst, Dom" Conrad spoke in a | ow voice; he was afraid
anyt hi ng approachi ng normal speech nmight set the rocks free of
their tenuous resting place. Doninic turned and | ooked up; the
hat shaded his face. "Cone back up, Dom It's not safe there."
"It's all right, there's a ledge," Donmnic replied absently. He
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had turned back to survey the rubble- "I think we can get down
here but there is one bad place to cross. \Were is your woods-

man?"

Conrad gl anced over his shoulder. "I think | hear them |



can't see themyet." He knelt and peered down at shattered
stone and broken trees. "Dom | do wish you' d come out of
there. If it went—=

"I don't think it will."

"That's a poor wager, comng fromyou. Get out of there,
now "

Dom ni ¢ shrugged, turned and began clinbing. Part way
up, he scrabbled at rock, yel ped and sat down abruptly. "Ah,

nmerde, |'ve twisted nmy knee." He tried to stand, yel ped again
and dropped back. "Twisted it properly." He glanced up as a
shower of rock slid down over his leg. "Conrad, I'mall right.

| do not need your help. Wait—=
"You wait. No, sit still, I'"'mconing."

It wasn't far, a matter of four carefully set footsteps, Doms
out stretched hand caught his, shifted to grip his wist hard.
"Dom what are you doi ng?" Dom | eaped to his feet in one

swi ft, graceful novenent, took two |ong steps down the scree
and yanked; Conrad cane with him He was sliding, falling-

But before he slid nuch further, his feet found Dom s | edge.

A solid wall of granite rose above it", a sheer drop fell the other
way, and it tapered at both ends. It was not very w de. And
there was a pile of rock, scree and fallen tree bal anced precar-
iously, ready to sweep down across the | edge, shoving every-
thing before it.

There was a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. "Dom nic,
what's wong with you?" he whi spered. But he al ready knew.

Hs friend stood at the wi dest part of the | edge, eyes black with
hate—a stranger's eyes. His teeth were bared in a hellish grin.
and he held his dueling rapiers.

Conrad took a cautious step backward; his heel went down

on unstable rock and he nearly fell. His right hand crept across
his linen shirt, down the sash that held his rapier; his fingers
closed gratefully on the hilt. H's hardened | eather jerkin was on
Parsifal's back; he had only worn the sword belt because Dom

i nsi st ed.

"Dom you can't do this!"™ But it was no good: Dom s dread-
ful old hat was tilted away fromhis face; the plune had broken
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away. Augustine's protective amulet was no | onger there either
Dom nic's fine-bladed swords were describing tight little circles.

There was no tinme to think. Conrad threw his sword up and

grabbed the second rapier as Dom nic |unged, one bl ade high

the other | ow Conrad dodged one, caught the other against his
sword hilt, nearly fell and an inner warning shouted at him Get
out of this loose stuff, it'll be your death! He edged toward his
left, toward the snooth rock and the drop-off. Doms wikflittle
giggle chilled him the Frenchman pivoted and mat ched him

step for step.



He wasn't going to nake it, Domwasn't going to let hinm But

a stone wobbl ed under Donminic's foot and as he flailed for bal-
ance, Conrad spied out solid footing and | eaped for it. Dom nic
| unged, pressed forward; Conrad gave, ducked a w de sw pe at
hi s head, deflected one sword and knocked the other into the
granite wall: It rang and so did his ears. The click of blades
echoed. Far above, he thought he heard voices but he dared not

| ook; Domwas on the attack again. The tip of his | efthand bl ade
caught in the el aborate basketry of the Prince's sword; Conrad
jerked upward and Dom s rapier went flying back over his head.
It landed with a clatter.

/ shoul d be dead by now, Conrad thought dazedly. He's sl ow

No one held so | ong agai nst Domi Dom woul d never nake such

a novice mstake as the one that had just cost himhis offhand

bl ade. Use's spell-his own wilt fighting her? O perhaps fighting
for ny Iife nakes a difference.

Domi nic's eyes had narrowed and the smile was fading. He
retreated a half-step at a tine toward his fallen sword. Conrad
took a running |unge, brought one sword around and the other
down in a shining overhand that sent his friend scranbling back
alittle too far. He executed a furious series of maneuvers to
keep Conrad busy, slowly went down into a half-crouch to retake
his parry sword. H s hand slipped into the basket, but the sword
woul d not nove. Conrad's foot was firmy planted on the bl ade.

Dom nic's shoul ders noved and Conrad coul d al nost read the

t hought: One sword or two, it hardly mattered. Conrad swat -

| owed dread and parried a series of swift, brilliant one-sword
maneuvers; Dom nic's point cane up and sliced the back of
Conrad's | eft hand.

Conrad cried out; the sword fell fromfingers that would no
| onger hold it. He turned sideways after the Spanish fashion, put
hi s bl eedi ng hand behind him and | unged. Dom nic, not ex-
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pecting either the change in style or the attack, |lost part of his
ri ght sleeve.

He swore and |lunged. Conrad parried frantically, falling back
a short step at a tine. Stone rubbed agai nst his shoul der bl ades;

the | edge was narrowi ng. How many nore steps to unstable scree,
and how far down?

But Doninic was slowi ng, and there was a deep furrow be-
tween the Frenchman's brows; the smle was gone. "Dom
Dom nic! Before Cod, listen to me, Doml"™ Dom nic hesitated;

his sword came down in a fledgling swordsman's backhand-

sl ow, awkward and easily parried. Conrad knocked the arm asi de
with his elbow, ripped a talisman bag fromhis belt, stuffed it
down the open throat of Domis shirt, wapped both arnms around
the man and pulied himclose, pressing the bag into his bare
ski n. Dom shuddered, hiccuped |oudly and went linp so sud-
denly he likely would have fallen over the edge if Conrad had



not overbal anced them both the other way.

"Dom nic!"

Doms sword fell fromloose fingers. Conrad dragged him
away fromthe edge. Dominic blinked and | ooked up at himin
bewi | dernent. "Di'eu, you're cut! What have you done?"

"Not rmnuch, Dom never nind."

"That is a sword cut. | have had enough of them and seen

enough nore to know. " The color y/ent out of his face and he
sagged back agai nst the rock; when Conrad woul d have gri pped

his shoul der in concern, Domshoved himoff. "I did that. Didn't
I? 1 thought— don't know, it seened like the kind of dream one
gets fromtoo nmuch sweet wine. | thought | hated you, | wanted

to—kill —you— He averted his face and his eyes fell on his
of f hand sword.

"You | ost your talisman, Dom" Conrad said. He was shiv-
ering suddenly. "If | had thought to give you one of nine sooner
| mght have saved nyself a scar."

"What have | done?" Dom nic whispered. "Ah, God, what

did I do? Please, do not snile and give ne lies; | renenber
enough. Ah, God." He buried his face in his hands and his
shoul ders shook. \When Conrad touched his arm he pulled away;

rock slithered around them

"Dominic, don't do that, you'll send us both over the edge.
You didn't renmpve the talisman on purpose!"”

One dark eye glared over the fingertips, balefully. * 'Of course
| did not! How many ki nds of fool do you take ne for?"
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"Mostly one who shoul d have beconme an actor, so much high
drama is wasted on ne," the Prince retorted dryly. "Wuld you
i ke back the sword | knocked from your hand?"

"Rapier," Domnic corrected himabsently. He let his hands

fall then and stared. '“~You? You are not capable!" He sounded
alittle nore like hinself. Conrad managed a weak grin. Hs

|l egs were not entirely steady; he had to grip the rock before he
could bend down and pick up the bl ade. -,

"Your other is back along that |edge, but you can fetch it
yourself. That's a filthy drop and it's your rotten sword, after
all." He winced as Dominic gripped both of his hands; Dom
groaned and |l et go abruptly. "It's only a scratch, Dom Royal

bl ood clots as well as mere noble blood. You' re just fortunate
haven't Father's tenper; he'd have carved holes in you for that."

Dom opened his nouth, shut it again as cautious footsteps
hi gh above reached them a few | oose stones rolled down and
Jussl's head appeared sil houetted agai nst the afternoon sky.
"What are you doi ng down there?" he demanded tartly.



Conrad smiled and waved, he hoped reassuringly. "W
t hought we'd try to find a way across—

"Not a chance of it," the guide replied flatly. "Hans has gone
to search out another way, back a turn and higher up. W thought
you had gone up that way when we found the horses. | will fetch
arope, if you sirs are ready to come up fromthere."

"*Very much ready, Jussi," Conrad replied steadily, and when
the man's head vani shed, he went to fetch his sword and Dom
inic's.

Dom ni ¢ managed a weak grin as the rope sail ed out over
scree and |l anded near his feel. "I thought you were going to
make ne go get that."

"You owe nme." Conrad handed himthe rope. "Repay nme by

| eaving that bag inside your shirt for now. Wen we speak with
Gustave tonight, you and I, we will see what else we can do."
Domi ni ¢ nerely nodded, w apped the rope around his back and
wal ked up the slope as Jussi pulled. When Conrad cane up, he
was sitting a distance down the road, head in his hands.

"It"s all right, Dom"

"I't's not. You had better get away fromme, |I'mnot to be
trusted.”
"Dominic, don't fuss it. I"mnot hurt, you're protected again.

And besi des— He shut his nmouth; he had al nost told Dom
about Ni chol as's warni ng; sonmehow, he doubted that woul d nmake
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his friend feet any better. "You can ride with Hans or with Jussi
inthe neantine, if it makes you feel better; 1'll stay with the
ot her."

"Better, he says," Domninic grunbled- "Wy not say 'safe,"’
so we can all |augh?"

"Al'l right, safe then. I"'mnot worried, Dom It's over."
"You don't know it is. | could—=

Conrad stood and scowl ed down at him "One nore word

and | swear | will personally throw you fromthat tedge. You
make ne feel unconfortable and you enbarrass Jussi." Dom -

nic flushed; he had forgotten the huntsman. He pulled hinself
strai ght and nmanaged a rueful snile. Conrad had said the best
thing possible to stiffen his spine enough to get himon his feet
and into the saddle.

Conrad | et Gabriel pass, kept Parsifal well back behind Jussi.
H s hand was throbbing, and he still trenbled, in sudden, ugly
little nmonents.

Fortunately, he had to concentrate on his riding and that stead-
ied him Hans had found a way around the slide that took them
up the slope through brush and | ow scrubby trees, along a fiat



deer trail and down a slope only slightly less precipitous to the

road again. Jussi set off at a canter and Conrad | et Parsifal out

to stay with him Hans and Dom nic stayed well back of them

for the rest of the ride. Well up the slope, hidden by rock, trees
and a spell of invisibility, Use and the black horse watched t hem

go-

"There is no witch's spell, but blood makes it stronger"
Green & Gold Miryfe

18.

When she woke the sky was a deep blue and the nmountains pink
and orange-edged with sunset. It was cooler in the cave than it
had been, but not as cold as the open air had been the evening
before; wi nd bl ew through the grasses outside the cave but no
nmovi ng air touched her. Use's barrier nust do nore than keep a
pri soner contained. She was glad for it; it would have hurt too
much to gel the shawl around her shoul ders—even if she coul d
use her arns.

She was hungry and her disconfort was grow ng, but before

she could begin to worry either difficulty, there was nuted noi se
out si de. She watched as the bl ack horse cane into sight and Use
di smount ed; wat ched wi t hout much surprise as the horse sinply
vani shed. The witch caught up several bundles fromthe ground.
Sofia observed her carefully, but could not foll ow what she did
to come through the barrier. Unfortunate; that spell night have

a use, even if she had already decided not to escape. Watch and

| eam she thought, and | owered her eyes subm ssively as the

wi tch stopped before her.

There was a long silence and despite her resolve Sofia felt her
courage fatter. Use dropped her bundl es and squatted in front of
her. "Turn, so | can rel ease you." She worked the knots | oose;

Sofia gingerly rubbed her forearnms and wists while the witch
| oosened the bonds on her ankles. "There is food. You will
make the fire and prepare it for ne."

* 186 -
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"I'f you wish," Sofia said softly. She frowned, shifted her
wei ght. "I+ need—=

"You need—= Ch. Yes," Use said. "The privy is there." She
gestured toward the back of the cave. "Down that narrow way.

Take a candle, go." Sofia hesitated, |ooked at her, and Use

| aughed maliciously. "There is no escape fromthe privy save

the air vent. You could not fit that, even if you could reach it.
Go; hasten back, | want ny dinner."

"Yes, Use." It was hard work, getting to her feet after so
many hours on the cold stone floor; harder wal king. Her |eg
nmuscl es were cranped and her left |eg was pins and needl es.



She came back to find sausage and a bit of hard white cheese

on the table, a nmound of early vegetables and soft carrots from
some villager's gardens. It made an untidy pile. The sooty kettle
and two buckets of water stood there also and a knife. "The fire
first, you stupid girt!" Use snapped as Sofia stood staring bl ankly
at the table.

The firepit needed cl eaning before she could lay the fire, and
by the tinme it had settled in to bumproperly her arms were soot
and ash to the el bow. Use held her hands to the flanes.

"I't took you I ong enough; | thought Beatrix had trained you
property. Never nmind, | am hungry. The first bucket of water is
for washing yourself first, the second for the stew Mnd that,
Schrut zi e Sofie."” She grinned nastily as the girl's head snapped

up.
"Where did you hear that?" she whi spered

"Why, | might have thought it up nyself, mght | not? But
no—sabel |l e shared sone charming nmenories with nme, not many

days ago. Does that surprise you? She does not |ike you. That
does not surprise you, either, does it?" The snmile faded. "Get
over there, wash yourself and prepare ny food. Qur food, if you
do not anger me before it is ready to eat. And do not think of
any use for that knife that does not have to do with cutting neat
and vegetables, | am watching you very closely- Do you under -
stand?"

"I understand." She woul d have preferred heated water for

washi ng, but any water was better than none. Sinply to have

cl ean hands and face was a delight. The knife bl ade was too

smal |l and dull; she hacked and tore at things until they were in
small bits, finally dipped water into the kettle, dropped the food
in by handfuls. The now heavy kettle pulled at her aching shoul -
ders but sonmehow she managed to settle it into place next to the
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fire without spilling anything. She used the knife to rake the
coal s around the kettle, dropped the knife on one of the rocks
surrounding the fire. Use | ooked at it and left it where it was.

The sausage was too spicy; she did not care nuch for the

dried sage Use added, and the snall piece of garlic would prob-
ably make her ill. But the resulting stew was thick and satisfy-
ing. Use had only one plate. She handed Sofia one of her two

cups when the nmeal was finally ready and signed her to use mat

for her share. She broke the rest of the bread into two pieces

and shared that. Sofia did not |like Use's sour, flat ale and drank
wat er instead. Use shrugged and enptied the | eather bottle into
her own cup.

She had not spoken during the hour or so it took the stewto
cook, or while they ate. Sofia gathered the few di shes together
wi t hout being told and washed them but when she set themto
dry on the table, Use stood and shook her head-

"No. Put themon the floor, beneath it. | have other uses for
the table. As for you, you will stay here, near the fire, so | can



watch you. You will not let the fire burn down."

Sofia nodded. The air had gone chill since nightfall and even
the black shaw couldn't keep it all out. Here, close to the fire.
even the stone floor of the cave was warm "I wll stay right

here," she added, as Use watched her, arms fol ded across her
chest, clearly waiting for a spoken response.

"Good. Put the knife under the table with the other things,

set that kettle back in the coals with water. Perhaps | shall permt
you tea later, if you're a good child.'' She snirked; Sofia nodded
and bent down to place the wooden plate and cups beneath the

tabl e—and to hide the wave of red that flushed her face and

dar kened her eyes. She dared show no anger; Use wanted it.

She stayed on her knees to refill the kettle and sl ewed around
to settle it where it belonged; felt Use's eyes on the top of her
head as she set the knife inside one of the cups. She noved
around the fire, sal next to the sticks and split logs and built it
back up a little. Wen she | ooked up, Use was still watching her
and the witch nodded. "Good. Now you are where you bel ong,

aren't you? Among the kitchen things and the ashes, just as your
stepnot her wanted. Al the trouble you ve gone to, sinply to
find yourself another filthy hearth, Schrutzie Sofie." She

| aughed, then turned away. Sofia managed to keep her hands
steady and the second wave of fury abated unnoted.
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She found a fat, strawfilled cushion not far fromthe fire and
set it on the clean stone, settled herself on it. Use had al ready
forgotten her. At least | have | earned one thing: Use cannot read
t hought. O enotion, because she wanted anger and was dis-

appoi nted when | let her see none.

Hours passed. The cave had filled with a faint, pale green

snoke and cl eared again; now there was a smell |ike spiced

wi ne, an undercurrent of pennyroyal to it. Sofia watched care-
fully, so far in vain; she kept the water hot and the fire fed; she
bent to rub aching | egs and feet, but Use was so deep in her

magi ¢ she paid no attention. Sofia knew better than to trust that
the witch had | ost sight of her. She stayed on the cushion and

kept quiet.

Use was nmunbling; Sofia had nearly fallen asleep, but she

cane awake when the witch spoke Conrad's name. "Conrad and

his Frenchman, two village nmen; Qustave, Augustine, one vil-

| age man. Three who fear CGold Magic, two who wield it, one

who distrusts it, and the Frenchman—who clains not to believe
init. O did claim Hah." She nodded in satisfaction. Her face
was underlit in blue; it changed her features, made her unrec-
ogni zabl e. She turned away to rummage through the cupboard,
turned back to the table and sorted through a pile of things there.
"Now. If |- Her voice sank, vanished, though her |ips con-
tinued to move. Sofia nearly vibrated with frustration

The snoke faded, the blue |ight swng through green to yel -

| ow, back to green and stayed steady. Use separated out nore

t hi ngs, broke off tiny fragments and fed theminto the gl ow ng
bow before her. A frown creased her brow, her nouth was



hard-set. She shook her head to clear it; her gaze slid around to
touch on her conpanion and a smile turned her still hard-set
mout h. Sofia stirred uneasily; the smle nmade her nervous. "You
Gri.- Are you virgin?"

"Am | =" She stared at the witch in stunned astoni shrment.
Use giggled. That was even | ess pleasant than the snile

"You are, then. Cone here and give ne your hand."

She forced herself to her feet, held out a hand and gasped as
Use gripped her wist and jabbed a needle into her palm turned
t he hand pal m down over the bow and squeezed. Two drops of

bl ood fell into the liquid there and as Sofia watched w de-eyed
the surface began to fog over, like a pond on a fall norning.
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Use let go of her hand and shoved her away; her eyes were fixed
on the bow .

Sofia stepped back around the fire and dropped to the cushion

with a thunmp. There was only a needl e puncture in the center

of her palm hardly any blood, but it hurt. She sucked at it, then
shoved it in her pocket. Her fingers closed around sonet hi ng

tiny and netallic there. The rose earring burned her palm cool ed
as suddenly. She clapped a hand across her nouth, stared,w de-
eyed at the wtch.

But Use was bent over her bow, her concentration on what-

ever she saw there total. Whatever that had been, Use hadn't

done it. She let the earring fall back into the pocket, carefully
wi t hdrew her hand. It had already quit bleeding; it itched as

much as it hurt. She shoved a handful of small sticks into the
fading fire, tucked her feet under her tattered skirts and settled
down to watch and wait.

The bow finally went dark and Use set it aside. She |eaned
against the table briefly, sighed and turned to | ook across the
coals of the fire. "Is that water hot?"

"Yes, Use."

"Good. Get the cups fromunder the table and the ribboned

bag fromon top of it." Use appropriated the cushi on and sank
onto it with a sigh. "Make me a strong kettle of tea, and I'Il let
you have a tittle. There's a snmall pot sonewhere to make it in.
There's also a black jar of ny aunt's honey and a flat packet
under the jar that contains nut cake; hand that to ne before you
make the tea and 1'll portion it."

"Thank you. Use."
The witch spat into the fire, scattering ash. "I told you al-
ready; | need you yet. For what | need, you nust be alert, and

therefore well fed." She glared across the kettle. "Do not think
| beginto like you, or to pity you."

"No, Use."



The tea was a strong nmess that in Sofia's opinion needed

honey; Use gave her a small bit of a hard cake that was al nost
entirely nuts, seeds and bits of dried fruit. There was an odd
taste to it, but it was good enough to wash down the flavor of
the tea. Use took the last of that, finished the cake herself and
yawned neatly, rather like a cat. "I amtired. It has been a very
| ong day. You may sleep here by the fire."

"Thank you. Use."
Use fished a branch from her sleeve, worked a wooden plug
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fromone end and filled one of the cups with water fromthe
bucket. She let three drops fall fromthe hollow branch into the
cup and held it out. "Drink it."

Sofia eyed it warily; the liquid was faintly glowing and it
snelled horrible. "What is it?" she nanaged finally.

Use nmoved irritably and Sofia wi nced away from her, hating
herself for it. That novement pl eased her captor, however; Use
eyed her alnost benignly and said, "It's a potion to make you
sl eep and keep you from making a mschief so | can sleep

What, did you think I would let you prowl this place as you
chose? Or that | would ease you fromthe world with poison?
Your death will not be as easy as that! Drink!"

Sofia closed her eyes, took a deep breath and drank. It didn't
taste until she exhaled and then it tasted worse than it had
snel l ed. Use watched as she eased herself down across the fire
fromw tch and table; she tossed Sofia the cushion. "Thank you,
Ilse.” Already it was hard to nake the words come out, and her
eyelids woul d scarcely stay open

"I have a better," Use nuttered, and went to fetch it. Sofia
heard her footsteps, hardened | eather on hard stone, as she
wal ked away fromthe fire, but she never heard her return.

There was nusic, a distraction; she shook her head to clear

it, and curis bounced agai nst her cheeks. The faint scent of roses
teased her nostrils. And a warm hand pressed hers. She opened

her eyes and gazed up into Conrad's smling face. For a nonent,
she was disoriented; stone was pressing agai nst her shoul ders,
there was no stone; there was nusic, there was no nusic; she
snel l ed roses, not roses, sonething that smelled of a com
poundi ng: spicy stew, burned-out fire and ash, dry herbs and
spells. No, Queen's Silver covered her in its fruity-sweet scent;

her feet were clad in their petals, noving lightly and exactingly
t hrough the conplex steps of a French galliard, and there, across
a polished inlaid floor as blue as a spring norning sky, Prince
Conrad in white and gold, holding the formal pose, his hand

out stretched, eager to capture hers once again.

A dream The realization only steadied her, it did not disturb
the dream

Sonehow, she had | ooked at himan entire evening and not



really paid close heed to him Now she coul d exam ne himdis-
passi onately, as though she were the coldly cal cul ati ng wonman
she had thought herself then—as though nothi ng had worked
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upon her heart as it had then. He was handsone, but not as

handsome as the princes and heros in tales: H s cheekbones were

too prom nent and he was too slender, his jaw too w de for
perfection, his lips too slender. But she |liked himbetter so, |ess
perfect, nore human. She |iked the way rmuscl e bunched at the
corners of his nouth, the direct and | evel gaze. He was thin for

a German, a rapier, not a two-handed sword. Hi s hands were

good hands: as strong, warm and deft as they had | ooked the

first time she had seen them

He bent toward her as the nusic ended, took her face in his
hands, kissed her hair. She rai sed her eyes. Somethi ng—arong.

Her heart stopped for one |ong, dreadful nonent, |urched and
began to pound wildly. Wong. Wiy does he not see ? The Queen
beyond his shoul der, her eyes narrowed, her mouth curved in a
mal i ci ous smile as she whispered to the Prince's friend. H's face
was not the sanme at all; it was thinner, his eyes narrowed and

sl anted upward, his chin alnmpst comng to a point, his teeth

when he smiled tiny and pointed like a ferret's or a fox's. And
all around them nmen and wonen and young girls stood and

stared at them at herself and the Prince in their white and gold,
and they | aughed behind red gl oves and whi spered to each ot her,
and the faces darkened and changed—i ke masks, she thought
desperately. But no mask was so subtle, so flexible, as the faces
encircling them

She turned, tugging at Conrad's grasp on her shoul der. Wy
could he not see the danger? There, a woman's cream col ored
gown, a woman's pal e shoul ders, but the head was beconing
nore catlike by the noment; beyond her, a man whose eyes
were pale gold, like a wlf's, and beside him another wolf.

Her heart thudded so |loudly she could hear it above the nusic.

A ferret stood beside the throne, bending over the shoul der of a
crowned ermine, and both bared their teeth as Conrad took her
hand in his and began to back toward the dance floor, to | ead
her through the notley crowd- She was afraid; afraid to try to
speak, and when she did try, no sound cane, and w t hout Con-
rad's fingers gripping hers, she would not have been able to
move. It was |ike wal king through deep water; her |egs noved

so slowy and faces swirled and blurred as she passed them

bodi es closed in behind her, pressing her skirts agai nst her

| egs. There was breath hot on her bare nape, a hissing, growing,
whi spery noi se all around her

"Conrad. My Prince— The words were a ragged whi sper
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so unli ke her own voice she could not believe she had sonehow
forced themout. He continued to snle at her, as though he had
heard not hing. Sofia | ooked at his fingers. The naiis were so

| ong, tapering—she | ooked up, met his golden, blazing eyes, and
screamned.



Only a dream waken! But Use's potion had her hard in its

grip and she could not. Conrad bent toward her. The ballroom
grew dark; she backed away, turned and fled. There were bodies
everywhere, soft skirts and vel vet doublets and short capes, folk
who were dark shadows and then not hing but shape and scent

and an occasional hard el bow. They were gone, then; she caught

up her skirts to run, caught her toe on sonething hard and un-
giving, and fell.

It hurt; her knees took much of the blow, even through the

| ayers of skirt. Her right armthrobbed, her back hurt, and her
right pal mwas scraped. The left fist had come down on soft
grass, fortunately, otherw se her knuckles would have been badly
ski nned. Fist, she thought, and the thought echoed. Wy is thai?
There was sonething in her hand. She rose to her knees and
brought the hand close to her face.

It was her silver earring, but as she watched it grew | arge and
soft and becane a white rose on a thick stem She bent to inhale
the Iight fragrance and it steadied her until a hidden thom caught
her palm It hurt; a drop of blood pooled in her hand, the rose
turned pink.

Sonehow, she had | ost her fear. The scent of roses was al
around her; the dark was still strong but now conforting; the
beast-men and wonen woul d not find her, the Prince with coals
for eyes and teeth to rend a while throat-he woul d not cone,
ei t her.

The rose had gone frompink to pale red to deep red. The
rich, musky scent filled her. And then, suddenly and sinply, he
was there too.

This was a Conrad she had not seen before: There was dust

in his hair, his face was sneared with it, and a |l ong, fresh cut
ran across the back of his hand. He wore dark, plain garb, and
he lay curled on his side, eyes closed. A blanket was rucked
around his chest and hips. He | ooked young and vul nerabl e;

per haps his hand pained him And even in sleep, his nmouth was
har d- set .

Qddly, she was not with him But others were: The French-
man and a | ean-faced peasant, both sleeping |ike desperately
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exhausted nen. A short, stocky armsman with an ol d-fashi oned
hel met who sat cross-legged before the fire polishing a three-
poi nted pi ke. Beyond hi m4+ know t hat nman, sleeping away from
the fire's light. Thai is Augustine! Wiy is he here? There was
anot her peasant sl eeping under a four-wheel ed wagon or cart.
Horses grazed or slept standi ng nearby.

None of that mattered. Conrad-

He was here, in the mountai ns—not far away at all. She was
certain of that sonehow. No! Conrad, Prince Conrad, go back
to Neustadt! The witch will kill you and ne both, and her plans

for our deaths no | onger involve cold steel. Silence. He could
not hear her, of course. O, if you will cone, save nme: Use thinks



of smoke and fire and | cannot face it. Snoke and fire: What
had she heard this night to tell her that? The dream believed it
and horror was threatening to bury her whole.

Conrad noaned in his sleep, turned to one side and then
another. Hi s eyelids fluttered, snapped wi de. For one startling
nmonent, his eyes gazed directly into hers, and then he shouted
and sat up. That drove her into darkness and sil ence, where her
dream sel f huddl ed, faded rose petals spilling fromher hands.

"Grant a sorcerer three things for success: a strong nenory:
pati ence—and a skilled and talented prentice."

Green & Gold Magyk

19.

Jussi led themeastward for over an hour and then down a road
that branched to the right—-barely a cart trail at its best, now
overgrown and unused. The nmain road had begun to |evel out

and the track was also flat, but hung over with trees; branches
crossed the road and brambles narrowed it so they had to ride
single file. WId rose scent left Conrad |ightheaded. He set his
jaw and urged Parsifal on

The trail came abruptly into the open—a deserted vill age near

a stream and a pond. There were houses, huts, sheds—er what

was |l eft of them Shutters had been taken away, roofs had fallen
in. The tiny church was nmissing its glass w ndows and franes,
the altar had been taken away. Jussi rode past the church and
stopped at the last of the houses.

It was heavy |log, the only opening a narrow doorway. A |arge
stone fireplace took up nost of the far wall; rough-split wood
covered part of the dirt floor. Conrad slid down from his saddl e,
gratefully handed Hans the reins and nanaged to walk up to the
doorway w thout linping. Dominic cast hima furtive, guilty

| ook fromunder his hat brimand went on down to the stream

Conrad hesitated, finally shook his head and fol | owed.
" Domi ni c—=

"Don't come near nme, ny friend. Please."

Conrad stopped himwi th a slashing gesture. "Domnic
e 105
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you've got ny talisman stuffed in your shirt and you |left your
bl ades on Gabriel. Stop this. It was not your fault."

Dom ni ¢ sank back down to a squatting position, scooped up
water in one hand and let it pour back to the stream "That is
not rmuch hel p."
"It certainly is," Conrad replied vigorously. "Look, Dom I
need you. What Use di d changes not hing."



Domi ni ¢ spun around and glared at hinp "Ch, no?" The
worman used ne! That makes no difference?"

"None. She used nme, Dom Why beat your breast and wail

about it? | know you've never believed anyone coul d bespell you;
you pride yourself on being so sensible." Conrad paused; Dom
inic tried and failed to bite back an abashed grin. "That's the
wor st of being such a pragmatist." Silence. "It is done with.
Why fuss over sonething past, when tonorrow nmay bring some-
thing worse? But | warn you," he added, "lose that talisman

and I'lIl have to kill you. | haven't any nore charns to spare.”

Dom | ooked at himlong and expression | essly enough for
Conrad to wonder if he'd said the wong thing. But the French-

man managed a weak smile. "As if you coul d—

"Let us not try and find out, shall we?" Conrad held out a
hand to hel p hi mup, clapped himon the back. "Come on; |
would Iike to face the shade of Gustave with food in ny belly.
Woul dn't you?"

"I would rather not face himat all," Dom nic grunbled.

Conrad bent over, stretching his back and | egs as he scooped

up water and splashed it on his face. Doninic had turned back

to l ook at their surroundings; he seemed to see themfor the first
tine.

"What is this place?"

"Don't know," Conrad spluttered; he wi ped his face on his
sl eeve. "Deserted village; ask Jussl. | hope he's got a fire going.
That water's like ice."”

JussFs fire was al ready wanning the hut; Hans had built an-

ot her outside and upwi nd for cooking and he sat cross-1egged
before it, peeling a few vegetables to throwin the pot with the
remai nder of the previous night's neal. Conrad's nose winkl ed

i nvoluntarily: The neat had been edible the night before but a
full day on the pack horse didn't seemto have done it any good.
At | east there would be a hot pan bread to go with it and wash
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the taste fromhis mouth; Hans had al ready prepared the grainy
mess and patted it into the smaller of his cook pots.

The food tasted better than it snelled, fortunately. Conrad ate
swiftly, then brought out the silver bird and seeds. Jussl and
Hans once agai n went outdoors. Snoke thickened, filled the
little cabin, turned the air faintly purple. Dom nic sneezed,

pi nched his nostrils to stifle another, and Conrad held a finger
at the base of his nose to stop the tickle.

Qustave was there before the snoke cl eared. There was no
change in his expression when Conrad told hi mwhat had hap-
pened, unless the |east wi dening of his eyes indicated al arm
"He is protected agai n?"



Conrad nodded; uncertain whether CGustave could see him he
spoke. "Yes. The black bag | put in his shirt—he still has that.
The one | carried on nmy belt. But Augustine nade it for ne,

not Dominic."

"That should be all right. Does it snell of marigold, and is

it a blue flat bottle inside the bag?" Custave asked. Hi s voice
was faint, flatly expressionless with distance and the oddness of
t he conmmuni cation. Dominic inspected it warily and nodded.

"Good. It is nmostly marjoramoil, and that should seal out magic
of any kind. Did it actually bring himback at once?"

"Wthin moments," Conrad said. He notioned Donminic to

keep silent; the Frenchman wore an irritated expressi on and was
trying to insert hinmself into the conversation

"So; he is not in present danger. All the same— Custave

sighed; he let his eyes close. "I feared it would cone to this.
will join you, late tonight."
Dom shook his head firmy. "I amfine, you need not."

"That is for me to decide, | think," QGustave snapped. "Where
are you? Describe to ne, please.”

. That took time. Conrad finally realized Gustave's wagon nust

be quite near, along the eastern end of the road they'd travelled
all day. CGustave clained not to know nuch about his surround-

i ngs, or even to have seen them nuch of the |last two days.

Finally he seened to have enough information for Fritz and Au-
gustine. "Before mdnight," he said; his voice was fainter, sud-
denly. "Have Jussl keep the fire burning; sitting in the dark wll
not hide you from Use anyway.'

"But— Conrad let the word hang; Custave had al ready van-
i shed. "Dam," he said feelingly.
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"I agree,” Donminic said. "Wy did he need to say that | ast
thing? I will have terrible dreansl1l
Conrad put the box and the bird in his pack. "I never thought

he woul d come so far. Not even to get hinself in my good
graces."

"That is not all his purpose; he hates Use al so, remenber?"

Conrad nodded. He was too tired to speak, all at once; re-
action catching up fromthe afternoon, the long ride, a* stew
whose nmeat woul d never have reached the servants' table under
hi s nmother's housekeepi ng. Bread barely cooked in its center
burned on the bottom the neal grainy and not conpletely
clean .

And then, to have to deal with Gustave yet tonight! Perhaps
the old man woul d be too exhausted to bother him Augustine
was a question mark in Conrad's mnd. "Well," he said grudg-
ingly, "perhaps a nediocre sorcerer at our side is better than no



sorcerer."''

Dom cast his eyes at the dark ceiling. "Hah." He thought for

a nonent, then smiled faintly. "Renenber, that cart of his still
cannot travel where there is no road. | hope before we | ose him
again that he creates me a new talisman; you need all the pro-
tection you can get." He considered this, closed his eyes briefly,
got to his feet. Conrad managed to keep his eyes open |ong

enough to see himout of sight.

He had intended to edge his daggers but fell asleep instead.
He woke to the acrid snell of wood snoke and hard dirt under
hi s hip; someone had thrown a bl anket over him He opened one
eye as the scent of cut pine and a soft rustling covered other
scents and sounds: Hans was bringing in boughs for steeping.
Conrad |l et the eye cl ose again, considered whether he should
bot her to wake up. On bal ance, he wasn't certain it was worth
the trouble to nmove. A sudden, sharp pain against his throat
brought hi mupright, fingers runbling with the |lacings on the
| eather jerkin, hands pulling the throat w de. Sonethi ng—+the
collar of his shirt-

He stared in blank astonishnent at Sofia's rose earring. It was
unconfortably warm alnmpst too hot to touch, and it was a deep
bl oody red. Hi s shirt was scorched where the rose had hung.

Dom knelt at his side. "What, arc you hurt?" Conrad shook
hi s head; he was nonentarily beyond speech. "What's that—
did it cut you or sonething?
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Conrad opened his nouth, tried to speak tw ce before any-
thing came. It wasn't what either man expected. "Sofial!" 4w
whi sper ed.

Domi nic went white to the iips, caught his friend s near shoul -
der, swung himaround by it to grab the other one and shook

? himw I dly. Conrad's head rocked back and forth; his eyes were
wi de and dazed. "By every saint in ny nother's catal og, what

are you doi ng?" the Frenchman shouted. Conrad blinked, shook

his head. "Don't do that' Speak to ne!"

"Shhh, don't shout, Dom I|'m4+'mall right."

"Prove it to me, ny friend," cane the grimreply. "Do not

sit there looking |like a dead man. Do not speak to someone who
is not here! Before God, are you trying to make ne feel better
or to frighten me silly?"

"I"mnot— Conrad began indignantly- He stopped, slowy

unfol ded his fingers fromaround the silver rose. Dominic fol-
| owed his downward gaze.

; "Look, there's blood on your palm"

"I't burned me. And | ook, look at nmy shirt." Jussi shuddered,
got back to his feet and went over to the fireplace, where he
concentrated on feeding the fire. "It's not nmy blood." Conrad
pi cked the earring up gingerly by its wire hoop and | ooked at
A hi s hand.



Dom ni ¢ sat back on his heels;-one hand i nched across his
chest and cl anped around on the marjoramtalisman through the
fabric of his shirt. Hs grip tightened when Conrad |icked his
i ndex finger and brought the earring close.

Conrad flinched and jerked his finger back at the | ast nonment,
but he licked it once again and this time managed to rub it over

the rose. It came away red. "It's not mne," he whispered. "It's
hers. Don't look Iike that, Dom You wanted to hear; listen to

me, then. It went hot w thout warning, and when it did, | saw

.; her. Not—exactly that. Mre |like—+ was part of her. | could see

- a dark rock chanber, a fire, Use standing at a table and staring
down into—a scrying bow, | think. Her hand—y hand hurt,

like it had just been jabbed with a sharp thing, and there was—

cloth all around ny hand, and the earring agai nst ny hand—

"Jesu et Mane, "Doninic whispered feelingly. "Conrad, take
t he bag back." But Conrad w apped his hand around his friend s
wri st and shook his head.

i "You need it. And—Use did not do this. | don't know what
A- it was, but it wasn't her magic."
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"You cannot be certain of that."

"I can. Besides, the norning after the ball, when I found it—
Gustave told me it could be a link to Sofia. I+ think he was
right."

Dominic didn't like it; he very vocally and enphatically did
not like it for well over an hour, and he only gave up when
Conrad poi nted out he had used the sane words three tinmes in
a row, and had received the sanme answer each tine. ot

Conrad funmbled with the narrow band of plain collar and
rehooked the wire through it, ignoring Domnic's black | ook

t hen wal ked over to pick through the heap of boughs near the
door. He piled theminto a thick heap, tossed his bl ankets over
the pile and |lay back down, resolutely closing his eyes.

Jusst and Hans were watching him Dom nic hadn't taken his
eyes off him I|f they knew what he had seen beyond what he had
told them-bom woul d t hi nk hi m possessed. He didn't think he
had fully convinced Domthat Use was not using himsonehow

He wasn't certain what to think. If he believed, then poor

| ady. Because for one tineless noment, he'd shared nore with
her than a smarting palm He had felt the |long welts across her
shoul ders, the dread and fear knotting her stomach. M sery and
guilt, determnation filled her thoughts. And worry—for herself
and for him How odd. Did he see truly or was it w shful think-
i ng?

He sl ept again, woke after full dark. The two arnmsnmen were

seated near the fire, while Dom nic squatted on his heel s near

t he dooriess entry, honing one of his daggers. One of the English
pistols lay at his feet; the scabbard with his rapiers rested agai nst
the wall. He started as Conrad sat up and yawned, then nanaged



a still slightly self-conscious smle. "You startled nme; neither
t hese nen has noved or spoken in so long | began to think us
all statuary. Jussi suggested we keep a watch tonight."

"Good." Conrad fought another yawn. He drew the silver-

and pearl -encased French watch—parting gift from Marguerite-
out of his pack and checked it: It was nearly mdnight. "No
Cust ave yet ?"

"Not yet. It's quite dark out there tonight, though. | wager
they are travelling nore slowy than the old sorcerer thought."

"Mm " Conrad sl owed the watch carefull y—+he necha-
nismwas not so fragile as the older ones, but still could be
br oken by rough handling. Noise beyond the hut drew his atten-
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tion, and Doninic set his dagger aside to rise to a half-crouch
and peer out. He sat back on his heels and nodded.

"It is a wagon. | can't see people.”

Conrad got up and cane to join him "It's Gustave; can't you
hear hinP'' Dominic drew his rapiers and stepped out into the
dark. Conrad waited where he was; Domwoul dn't want his com
pany wi th ni ght pressing himand both blades in his hands.

He was back al nost at once, bringing Augustine with him
and Custave's high, querul ous voice rang through the woods.
Conrad set his lips in a tight line and squared his jaw.

Augustine looked little the worse for wear; Conrad found him
sel f appalled by the change in the sorcerer. GQustave seened to
have aged twenty years in the past day or so. His skin was a

of

dead white, his lips a trenbling, livery slash, his eyes all black

under heavy lids. He stuffed a quivering hand into the folds in
his gray robes as Augustine came back and w apped an arm
around hi s shoul der. Gustave shook free of himw th an effort
that sent himreeling back into the wall

"Leave be, apprentice!" he snarled. As ready to win friends
as ever, Conrad thought sourly.

Augusti ne nodded; his face remai ned expressionless. "Your

| eave. Master. | brought— He held out a small cloth packet
and a heavy, footed matte bl ack pottery cup. "Arnmsnan, if
there is hot water, | would like to nake ny naster a tizanne."

Gustave let his eyelids sag nearly closed, nodded. Augustine
drew himacross to the fireplace and seated himon Conrad's pile
of boughs and his blankets, filled the cup fromthe kettle Hans
of fered and dropped the packet in. Conrad sniffed cautiously; it
snelted heavily of some tangy herb he didn't know. The ap-
prentice set the cup in Gustave's hands, w apped the sorcerer's
fingers around it and stepped back as Gustave bent forward to

i nhal e the steam

The results were swift, if not quite mracul ous. Col or cane
back to the old man's face; his eyes opened wi de and he seened



to take in his surroundings for the first tine. He nurnured
somet hi ng under his breath, drank off the'contents in one |ong
series of uninterrupted swall ows and handed the cup back to his
apprentice. The face he turned to Conrad still bore traces of
fatigue, and nothing could erase the years he had cone by hon-
estly, but he no longer |ooked |ike death.

"Prince Conrad," he said crisply, inclining his head al nost
as an afterthought. Conrad | ooked at himthoughtfully. CGustave
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spoke as if to an equal in a matter too inportant for his usua
ganes. Perhaps that was a gane itself, but if so Conrad pre-
ferred it. "The hour is late, but we need not be underway unti
m d- mom ng tonorrow. Have you set watches?'* Conrad | ooked

at Dom who nodded.

"Yes." He could be terse and practical, too.

"Good. Cone and tell ne precisely what happened this day;

de Val ois, come here also. If he is guarding now, Fritz will take
his place when he finishes with the horses and ny beddi ng.

Augusti ne—drat the nman, where is he?" The apprentice had

i ndeed gone out but when he came back he had a suede bag for
GQustave. The sorcerer unwound its ties and began setting out
bottl es and containers before him "De Valois, give ne please

a finger's length of your hair and a shred of fabric froman item
of your clothing." He held out a hand; Dominic eyed himwth
evident distrust but finally drew one of his daggers and severed
a lock of hair, dragged his shirt hens free and cut a square of
fine-woven linen. He squatted on his heels, held out both objects
on an open palm GCustave took them He opened containers,

munbl ed to hinsel f.

He turned to Conrad then. "A strand of your own hair. Com

prise it of three hairs only, as |long as possible—o, cut it by
your own hand, with your own blade." Conrad did as he was

told. "Tie themabout the middle of this bundle," Gustave in-
structed and held out Doms hair, wapped in the bit of shirt. A
very unpl easant odor was rising fromthe shirt fabric, which was
now bright blue. "Wap the hairs conpletely around once,

pl ease,” Qustave said. "A double tie—there. Take it by the hair
ends—yours, not his!—and put it in your friend s inner pocket."
"Dom vyour shirts," Conrad swore. "Wich side has the
pocket? | cannot see it!"

"My left,” Domsaid, his nostrils twitching. He wi nced and
gasped as the charmcanme to rest against his chest, with only a
singl e thickness of cloth between it and him "Wat is that
stuff? It feels like nettles!"”

"Never mind what it is," CQustave replied grimy. "It works.

It will protect you fromany witch, fromnost sorcerers, and if

by chance it fails to protect you, then it will keep you from doi ng
the Prince harm Hand ne the other charm" He held out a

hand. Dom's fingers closed around the black bag; he eyed Con-

rad, Qustave, then hesitated. "At once!" Custave thundered.



"Do you think we have all night?"
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"How shoul d I know?" Dom nic snapped resentfully. But he
handed over the bag and stayed at Conrad's shoul der while the
sorcerer opened bag and then bottle, added another ingredient
to the thing and nunbled over it for a tine. He handed it back
and Dom dropped it back into its bag and into his shirt. Hs
shoul ders rel axed and he offered Conrad a weak smle. Conrad

gripped his armin reply, but nost of his attention was still on
Qust ave.
"I will stay as near you as possible tonorrow. Prenchman, "

Gustave went on. His eyes were on a thin vial he had half-filled
with seed of sonme kind and what | ooked |Iike sand; he was add-
ing a foul-snelling, thick black liquid to it, watching with sat-

isfaction as it began to steamgently. "If by chance, we cannot
remai n together, you and I, then Augustine will set hinself
agai nst your shoul der and remain there. | want your sacred word

that you will do that.'

"Riddles,” Domsnorted. "But if it keeps ny friend Conrad
safe, then you have that vow, sorcerer.”

"That is sufficient. Augustine, you know what to do tonor-
row. '

Augustine met Dominic's wary |l ook with one of his own. "I
know what | rust do. Let me tell them if | may: Men work
better together when they understand each other's plans.”

Gustave sighed. "My own words coning back to haunt ne.
Ah, well. Go on, then." He put a thunb over the bottle of roiled
black liquid and inverted it, cautiously.

"You and we know from her own lips that Use neans to end

this matter tonorrow," Augustine said. "And fromde la Mare's
hor oscopes, we have the hour—three past nidday. But steel may
not serve to kill her. And you rmust reach her with a clear nind
in order to try your steel against her. | can break possession
such as she used today, if we are sonehow separated from Mas-
ter Qustave—f our road falls along a path he cannot travel." He
hesitated. "That is all, I think."

Conrad considered this in silence for a while. It was not all
quite obviously, but it was all they would |l eam at present. "I
will be glad of your conpany, after today." He held out a hand;

Augustine took it.

Custave sighed, this tine tiredly. "Let us finish. | am badly

in need of sleep." He denmanded things, one after the other: a

bit of leather fromConrad' s jerkin, apiece of collar lace. Conrad
unwound the collar gingerly; he was afraid Gustave woul d sense

204 Ru Enerson

the change in the rose and demand the story, but he scarcely
gave it a glance, if indeed he noticed it at all. He wanted one



of Dom's rapiers, the hard |l eather bottle hol ding powder for his
Engli sh pistols. Augustine picked up a bottle of sonme liquid and
held it near his ear, shook it experinentally. He got up and

wal ked over to the doorway, where Fritz now sat conversing with
Jussi and Hans. The latter two men | ooked up, sniffed cautiously
at the bottle. Augustine tal ked rapidly; Jussi nodded finally, |et
the apprentice dip his finger in the liquid, draw a cross on his
brow and snmear a little onto the backs of both hands. Hans

shook his head firmy. The pungent odor of marigold filled the
room Proof against wtches, Conrad renenbered; it was one

of the few herb-uses he knew.

Augustine returned the bottle to its niche and sank down next

to Qustave; he took the sorcerer's cup and poured nore hot water
over the herb bag, set it near the old nan's knee. CGustave |eaned
low to inhale the fragrant sleam "Two |ast things, both inpor-
tant. Pay attention!" Dominic snothered a full-blown yawn and
tried to ook attentive; he was too far from Gustave's cup to have
any benefit fromits steam and unlike Conrad, he had not sl ept
the evening. The charmin his pocket had stopped itching; it

now spread a soothing warnmth over his chest. It was putting him

to sleep where he sat. "I will give you two nore things, young
de Valois. The first is a charm| should have carried a night not
long since. It will let you tell real fromfalse."

"But— Domi ni ¢ began.

"Let me finish and argue all at once, please," the sorcerer

shapped.
Dom nic flushed. "But—

"Silence, | say!" Qustave shouted. Doninic closed his nouth,
thinned his tips furiously and sat back to listen. Gustave waited
to make certain he intended to stay silent, then handed hima
tiny bottle carved froma beryl. Some |iquid sloshed inside; it
was not capped. "Put the cord about your neck; do not touch

or put iron near it, and do not, | beg of you, let the liquid pour
fromthe bottle, or the entire thing is useless! Get your pistols,
pl ease.” He brought out a square box, alnobst as large as his

hand, and broke the wax seal, scattering little chips of silvery
stuff ail over his knees. Those that hit the fire sizzled. Inside,
there was a powder that m ght have been deep gray, littered with
ash. "One at a time—Keep themaway fromthe bottle!" Dom

i nic munbl ed somet hing under his breath, held one of the pistols
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out with exaggerated care, and | et Qustave break a pinch of the
ashy stuff over the flint and the powder pan. The gesture was
repeated over the other pistol. "The pistols will have to be

enough. | |eave the nmusket to your own skills."

Domi nic set the second pistol carefully beside the first. "What
was that?"’

For a nonent, QGustave | ooked as though he would not an-
swer. "Sharpshooter's potion— Dom nic's |augh silenced him

"What, verbena and rue? That's a liquid; witches use it in



France on arrows. It's not much good."

"When | make it," Qustave replied flatly, "it is a powder
and it works. Your shot will strike the thing you aimfor. Make
certain you truly wish to shoot what you aimfor."

"I will." Domnic abruptly stopped | aughing

Gustave turned his head and fixed Conrad with a | ook from
which all trace of expression had been renoved. "And for you,
nmy Prince—Prince Conrad," he amended crisply. "I have pro-
vided you with every protection | know to make. You have the
advi ce of your astrol oger, your determ nation, your own
strengths.” He tilted his head a little to one side and waited.

"I"'mlistening," Conrad said.

"Good. Continue to listen. You have also the earring; the girl

has its mate. Has it nade any sign yet?" Conrad shook his head-

He hal f expected the old man to call.himliar, but Gustave nerely
nodded and went on. "Keep it close—but | see you are doing

that —and touch it frequently. If it does somehow cone alive for
you, but you sense anyone except Sofia von Mencken, then get

rid of it at once. Gve it to me or to Augustine, or if we are not
near, take the little green bottle fromyour friend s neck and
drop the rose in that."

Conrad wet dry lips with his tongue. "What will that do to
her, if the earring goes into that bottle?"

"Why do you care what it does to her?"

"Ch." He nodded. "I do not, of course. But how can | know
for certain it is Sofia? Use could put on her guise, pretend to be
her— He stopped; CGustave was shaking his head.

"No. No wi elder of magi c—any nmagi c! —an duplicate an-

other's thought. No nore than thoughts can lie. Now " QGustave
pi cked up his cup and drained it in one long gulp. "I am done
here. Augusti ne—

"No." The apprentice | eaned forward and held out a hand.
"Prince Conrad, your dagger."
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"My dagger? VWhich one?"
"\Whi chever one you prefer to use. Gve it to ne, please.”

Conrad | oosened the strap that snugged the plain hide sheath

to the outside of his right knee and held out a |ong-bladed knife
with a very plain, black-enameled hilt. He reversed it, gripped
the very point and balanced it thoughtfully, then handed it over.
"I't's Spanish, Toledo steel and true for throw ng."

"If it pleases you, nothing else matters." Augustine gripped
the hilt, spat on the point, turned it over in his hands and drew
it across the palmof his left hand. Dominic cried out in surprise;



Conrad drew his breath in a startled hiss. The apprentice turned
hi s hand pal mdown, let three drops of blood fall on the bl ade
near the guard, touched the point to the edges of skin. The bl ood
coagul at ed. Augustine handed t he dagger back to Conrad. Gus-,
tave, his face dark wi th displeasure, took Augustine's hand and
rubbed sharp-scented oil over his palm

"What kind of magic was that?" Conrad whi spered. The in-
ci dent had shaken hi mnore than he wanted to adm t.

"Green Wtches use blood," Gustave spat. But Augustine
shook hi s head.

"You know it is not that. Master. It is not true magic of any
kind, and I follow the Gold Way. But | was bomin Florence.
And we Italians have a saying: Blood calls to blood." He stood
and drew CGustave up and out the door with him

"Knowl edge of the herbs and their uses is forenost to the
Green Way. though not all who know the uses are wtches."
Green & Gold Magj fk

20.

Sofia woke in the gray hour before dawn. She lay still, eyes

cl osed. Everything ached—hips, |egs and feet; her back was stil
a raw msery, and she was exhausted fromthe conbi nation of
drug and unpl easant dreams. The cave felt chill, enpty, and she
was certain Use was gone. It scarcely seened worth the effort
to open her eyes and | ook, and she fell asleep again w thout
havi ng done so.

She wakened to warm feet: There was early sun coning

through the trees to fall upon them She eased herself down into
the pool of warnth, lay there until it noved on, then stretched
cautiously and stood.

Use was nowhere in sight. Setting about m schief of her own,

no doubt, Sofia thought unhappily. Traps and pitfalls. It chewed
at her to be so helpless; even the certainty that none of these
traps and pitfalls were likely to be fatal ones did not help her
"I'f I could do sonething" "

There was water in the bucket beneath Use's table, and buried
under bits of paper, boxes and enpty bottles, broken and frag-
nmented herbs was the rest of a |oaf—-hard, near black bread.
Sofia pulled her shawl close, built a fire. Once that was done
and a pot of water steam ng, she could face the bread. It was
nearly too hard to break, and Use had taken the knife, but it
finally tore into two pieces. She took the snaller, threwthe
nmol dy coner into the fire and softened the rest in hot water. It
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eased her hunger, but did not fully satisfy it; she drank the wa-

ter, mndful of the crunbs that had fallen into it. There was
little to do then but wait.



And think, of course. That had so far done no good, but there
was stilt time. She could not give up

She got to her feet and wal ked to the entrance; Just short of

it she was stopped by Use's barrier. It felt like a wall, though
she could see nothing. It went fully side to side, as high as she
could reach, all across the bottom No escape there. The privy-
she could exanmine it nore closely with Use away—still showed

no hi dden way out, there was nothing save the vent, high up in

a doned roof, unreachabie even by one twi ce her height.

She hurried back into the nmain chanber, wary that Use m ght
return unseen. Use nust continue to think her beaten; it was her
only weapon. There was no sign of the woman, yet. She rum

maged through the piled herbs on the table, found rosemary and
settled back down near the tiny fire. Another cup of hot water
this time with a thick pinch of herb in it.

She pull ed her tangled hair over one shoul der and did her

best to renove snarls and bits of |eaf and branch with her
fingers; she rebraided it and cast about for a bit of string or
cloth to tie it with. There had been a bit of |leather tie in her
pocket, once

The rose. The silver earring fell into her hand as she felt in
her pocket. It was warm agai nst her palm reassuring. Use did
not control everything: She knew nothing of this.

The sun was warning the cave entrance when Use returned.

Sofia sat in light and watched as the bl ack horse canme down to
earth and unmade under Use's legs, lowering her slowy to the
ground. The witch gathered up her bundle of twi gs and hay,

slung a pack over her arm strode across the shale-littered rock
The barrier didn't even slow her; she dropped a cl ot h-w apped
packet into Sofia's lap. The fragrance of roasted pork and bread
rose fromit.

"Eat," Use said. She set her horse-bundl es beneath the table

and squatted down to stir the fire back to life. "There is much

of this day left, and though the Prince is not an hour fromthis

pl ace, he has a long day and a long ride before him" She stood,
gazed across the firepit; nanme underiit her face, heavy |lines stood
out sharply, her eyes were sunken, her teeth gleamed as she tore
bread fromthe loaf with them and chewed. "And | have yet
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much to do." She turned away and sighed. "It is so stupid
must do this all myself!'

Sofia's blood thudded in her ears; Use was still grunbling

about frightened Scarp peasantry, Hel's stubborn tenperanent,
Hel's worthless and terrified apprentices. Something stirred just
under Sofia's ribs, and she spoke before she could | et herself
think. "You need not do it alone. Let me aid you."

Use stopped munbling and stood as if she'd becone stone;

she turned slowy, crouched down to stare across her knees-
Sof i a managed somehow not to shrink fromthat bl ack-eyed,



expressi onl ess gaze, but she could not neet the witch's eyes for
long. "What did you say to nme?" Use whispered finally.

Sofia swal | owed, managed to speak past a dry throat. "Let

me aid you." She glanced up quickly, as quickly away again,
fastened her gaze on the bread and neat in her hands and kept
it there. "You need—you need an assistant, an apprentice? |—=
She swal l owed again. "I could do it."

"Why?" Use's voice was as |ow as her own. "Why shoul d
you? Why should | let you? Or trust you?"

"Because |-+ don't want to die." She choked the words out,
drew a deep breath and tried again. "I do not want to die.
will, unless | can be useful to you."

"I could use you and still kill you."

"I know. It is a chance agai nst no chance." She | ooked up
touched gl ances with the witch and | ooked quickly away. Meet
t hose eyes, and Use night divine nore than she wanted known;

she might begin shivering in truth. A wi tch cannot read thoughts.
she rem nded hersel f. "You need not trust nme. No master trusts
any apprentice to work wi thout supervision. 1 could do nothing
to harmyou."

"I know that," Use broke in inpatiently.

"You need ne," Sofia whispered. Use's head cane up sharply.
"Not need, then. You could use ne. My aid. And | have no life
wi t hout your protection, not in Saxe-Baden." Silence. "Wat
will you do when Prince Conrad is dead?"

Use shrugged. "It does not matter what | do then. Why?"
It was comi ng together as she spoke; she fought to keep the

ri sing excitenent out of her voice. "You cannot sinply intend
to die; what good is there in that? But you cannot remain in

t hese woods, with every noble in the Iand hunting you, |iving
anong ignorant and superstitious peasantry who do not under-
stand you." The witch was listening. Sofia hurried on. "I know
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what it is to live where one is not wanted. Wiy remain here
when you have done? If |—f you are kind enough to let nme live,
or grateful enough for ny aid, where in Saxe-Baden am | safe?
Wth the Prince dead, will not every man's hand be agai nst ne
al so?" She gl anced up; Use wat ched her through narrowed,

t hought ful eyes. "There are other |ands; Saxe-Baden is not al
the world."

"Gt her | ands?"

"I speak French and Spanish, a little Italian- | |earned many
things at Court in ny two years, sinply sitting at the Queen's
side and listening. Magic is not so naligned in Mlan and in
Venice. Or there is the New Wrld, if nothing this side of the
ocean wilt serve. Boats go forth fromltalian ports for the Aner-



icas.'
cold."

Sil ence. "Vengeance is a sweet dish, but it tastes better

"Riddles'" Use snapped inpatiently.

Sof i a shook her head. "It is better to live and | ook back on

your revenge." She drew a deep breath and brought up the | ast

of her courage with it. She could not tell by the witch's face how
wel | she did; she may as well finish as boldly as she had begun
"You chose nme for the ball because you knew | woul d accept

what you of fered; not nmany young wonen woul d trade favors

with a witch and go col d-bl oodedly after Prince Conrad as | did.
You know | am sensible. My not her was Spani sh; they say wtch

bl ood runs through her line."

"Perhaps," Hse said.

"But the coins stack nobst heavily on your side of the table.

bear the Prince no love. Wealth and title cannot conpensate for
alife of slow boredomat Court, for a husband who gets heirs

on his wife and takes pleasure with her |adies, or drinks too
much and spends all his free time at the hunt. | amneither blind
nor blinded by romances: Noble husbands are sel dom faithful or
caring, and the Prince would have no reason to care for a wonman
chosen as he was to choose.”

Silence. Then: "Go on," Use said.
"My father was a fool. My stepnother wed me to the kitchen

floor and the ashes of the great fireplace. My stepsisters wore
cl ot hi ng bought for themwi th ny noney. They made ny life a

purgatory, and you killed themfor nme. | owe no one anythi ng—
save you. And you hold the one thing | prize above all: ny life."
"Wl |l spoken," Use said nmockingly, and appl auded silently.

"You gave ne tine to think. Use. | used it. To have danced
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with the Prince—all that was a sweet, pretty dream Every girl
shoul d have such a thing to | ook back on. Perhaps he night have
cone to care for nme, and I him but that is gone. This is what
is, this is what matters." Silence again. "Let nme aid you."

Use sank back on her heels, rocked slowy forward and stayed

there a very long, still time. Her eyes were hooded; one hand
stroked her chin, then tugged at |oose hairs in front of her ear
Sofia becane aware she was hol ding her breath, let it out and
tried to renenber how to breathe. Use | eaped to her feet, wal ked
over to the fire. She stood there another long while, staring down
at the smoking enbers. Finally she spoke over her shoul der

"Cone here."

Sofia had to try twice to stand; she had gone weak and nearly
faint when she'd finally finished speaking, and one | eg had gone
to sleep under her. Use's face gave no sign of her intention
"Sort out the herbs on the table, each into its own pile. Tell ne
what each is, and its uses if you know. " She watched, arnms

fol ded across her chest, listened in silence. Turned away to pace



across the back of the cave. Sofia stared down at the heaps of
rosemary, sweet woodruff, rue and ani se root. She had cast alt

her coins into the water. Use finally stopped, so suddenly that
pebbl es scraped and rattled under her shoes. "Your words are

only that—aords. And | doubt you have told me your whole

pur pose." She shoved things aside and cl eared a space of table,
brought her scrying bow into place before her. "You are not

the first to offer everything in exchange for life; you will not be
the last. So | prom se nothing. But if you serve nme well—= She
broke of f. pressed the bow aside and stared out toward the trees.
"They say Italy is warm that oranges grow wild and the winters
are pleasant." She shook herself. "Break two stems of the hem
lock into bits the size of a thunbnail, and put themin the clay
bow . "

Rel i ef weakened her knees; wi thout the support of the table,
she mi ght have fallen. She dared not, dared show no weakness,

no fear—nothing but chill purpose, coo! cooperation. Prince
Conrad—ah. God, he will never forgive this, whatever el se he
m ght have forgiven. If | save his life and mine, | will not |et

nmysel f care. She focused her attention on the hem ock then, and
| et everything el se go.

"Spells and charnms created by a skilied sorcerer are proof
agai nst any witchery, but even the best-made talisnman can
be worn down by constant assault.”

Green & Gold Magyk
21.

Conrad sl ept poorly; he ached everywhere and even the cushion

of pine boughs was not a conplete confort. Wen he did sleep

it was only a light doze, disturbed by unpl easant dreans: He

relived the duel with Domi nic. Once he thought he stood in a

dark place, only the faint glow of a gutted fire to guide him

Sofia lay close to it, ragged skirts tucked around her feet, a thick
shawl over her shoul ders.

He woke uneasily, often. He did not want Gustave with them

and it galled himthat he had called upon Gustave hinsel f, and
so made it possible for the sorcerer to join them But then, Gus-
tave clearly intended to come with me all along, else why travel
the north road to be nearby? Wiy was | fool enough not to
real i ze? Conrad wondered

He stared out the darkened doorway during his share of the
watch, listening to a distant cry of wolves and a nearby ow .
How did a man ever know what to believe—agi c and power
everywhere, so nmany unscrupul ous fol k using both.

He finally slept just before sunrise. Hans's porridge was stil
warm but al nobst too thick to swallow, the bread too tough to
chew even when soaked in tea unless it was left there to becone
a soggy and shapel ess nmess that must be eaten with a spoon
Conrad nmanaged to get nost of his share down before they broke

canp.

Qust ave*s wagon was al ready out on the main road, pointing
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back east. He might have asked, Conrad thought sourly and rather
resentfull y—perhaps unfairly, since he and his conpani ons had
been riding that direction for all of the previous day.

He was beginning to have brief, nickering flashes of bearing—
al nost as soon as they set out. He glanced at his conpanions:

Even Augustine, riding just ahead and to his right, did not seem
aware of them Is he a weaker apprentice than | thought, or is
it that only I can sense her?

Dominic was | oaded to his ears with w tch-proofings but would

not come near his friend. Just now he was riding back by Gus-

tave's wagon, talking to Fritz. Qustave was inside; Conrad had
not seen himat all since the night before.

They covered a surprising distance, considering the condition

of the road which slowed the cart to a walk nost of the tine,
lest it break a wheel. Al the same, Conrad was grateful for the
stop just after midday. He disnounted, |ed Parsifal over to a
smal | patch of grass and wildflower and left himthere while he
wal ked up and down.

The road had clinbed above forest in a series of sharp swtch-
backs, finally began droppi ng down again; forest lay just bel ow
them one turn of road away, and there was forest as far as
Conrad could see, from nountainside to the edge of this back-
side of the Scarp. He | ooked forward to woods: The day was
growi ng unpl easantly, hum dly warm

There was fresh water: a trickle comng down the rock face

to forma small pool on the | edge before vanishing in the tal
grass and noss at the rock's edge. Hans filled bottles, let the
horses drink a little, handed around Jerky and plunms. Conrad
scowl ed at the stun" behind the pi keman's back but dutifully ate
it.

Several paces away, Dominic sat with his back against a tree
listening as Augustine tal ked. He | ooked up, net Conrad' s eyes
and smled briefly, but that was all. Conrad sighed. He had not
realized how nuch Domi nic had done to keep his spirits up unti
the Frenchman wasn't there to do it.

The earring was a sudden urgent presence against his throat.
"Augustine?" He spoke softly, but Augustine heard and cane

up to him "This way—where we're going, down there? It's—t

isn'"t the right way. There's another road, | think. Somewhere

cl ose by that goes— He pivoted a little to his right on one heel
poi nted off across the rocks. "—t goes that way."
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Augustine turned and sighted along his arm "How certain
are you? Renmenber what de |la Mare told you."

"The clear way? | do renenber. This is—+t is not that. In



fact— He hesitated; Augustine nerely waited. "If | tell you
this, nust you report it to Gustave?" Augustine gazed at him
sidel ong for sone nonents, then shrugged.

"That depends upon the thing you tell me. | know you and
he do not get on. If it is a personal thing, no. But if it is part of
Use's nmagi c—=

"No—+ don't think it is,"” Conrad anended honestly. He slid
the earring frominside his collar and held it out. "He knows
about this; he said it mght help nme find her. | think it is hel ping;

I think I can feel where she is. At—sonehow, at the sane tine,

| begin to feel a pull along the east road, the way we presently-
go. And thai 1 think is the clear way N chol as warned of." He
touched the rose lightly. "This—there is no such pull attached
to what | feel when | touch it, or it touches nme. Sofia is that
way, the clear way is along the road."

Augustine cupped his chin in one hand, el bow in his other

hand. Conrad hesitated, then told himthe rest—the sudden heat.
t he bl ood, the dreans since. Augustine was frowning now, his
eyes unfocused. Finally he reached out a |ong, square-ended
finger and touched it hinself.

"This has sonehow attuned itself to her. |If she holds the mate

and has spilled her own blood on it, that nay answer all. Keep
it near."
"I intend to."

"Do not let anything iron or magic touch it; that could break
the join. O it mght alert Use to the bond between you—between
Sofia's rose and this one." Augustine touched Conrad' s shoul -
der. "I understand why you did not want to speak of this. But I
need only tell Master Gustave of our change in direction."

n W]y?ll

Augustine hesitated. "You will see, if it comes to that." He

| ooked at his fingertip and grimaced. "I should not have touched
that bauble."

Conrad watched the apprentice enter CGustave's wagon, but he

was out and renounted nonents later. Conrad renounted, drew
Parsifal back as Fntz let off the wagon brake and raised a hellish
shriek of metal against netal.

The branch road clinbed steeply, straight up a short rise,
di pped down and vani shed into thick forest and inky shadow.
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Jussi drew up next to the wagon; he and Fritz gazed up the slope
rather worriedly. Domrode up to the crest, |ooked out south,
back across the road, then turned and rode back down. He

st opped near Conrad.

"It narrows to a nere track just over that hunp. W are about
to | ose our sorcerer.'



"'How clear is it?" Conrad asked. He wasn't really interested
in the answer, just that Domwas tal king to himnormally again.

He needed to tal k, suddenly; he was edgy, like a man waiting
for the headsman's axe. Time was running | ow, days down to
hours now, sonethi ng nust happen soon

Sonet hing did. Dom nic shouted a wordl ess warni ng and drew

one of his pistols; Conrad threw an arm across his face for pro-
tection as the sky directly above them went bl ack. Augustine

cried out sonething—spell or warning, it was lost in a hellish
whir of nonstrous wi ngs. The sweetish stench of sonething | ong
dead dropped on themlike a flood and |left Conrad retching. He
could see nothing save bl ackness at first: That slowy solidified
and conpacted, taking the shape of an enornous sooty bird with
eyes like red witch fires. Parsifal screamed; holding himin check
took all Conrad's strength and attention

Dom nic's pistol slapped painfully against his leg. "It wants
you\ Cet out of here!" And alnost in his other ear, Augustine:

"Go! We*ll hold your back, go—before God, not that way!"
Parsifal tried to bolt down the main road; Conrad dragged him
around with an iron hand, spurred himup the narrowi ng trail

Fi ve shaky breaths up the slope, the darkness and stench were
behi nd them but terror had gotten under his skin and Parsifal
had the bit in his teeth. Conrad crouched tow in the saddl e and
et himrun.

The bird-denmon was gone. One of Donminic's pistols lay in
the dirt at Gabriel's feet; he hinself was panting heavily and his
face was bl oodl ess. Jussi had been sick at the edge of the road,

what was | eft of Hans was covered by his cloak. CGustave stood
on the rear step of his wagon. "CGo, the three of you. Fritz will
guard me, if that is needed. It will not be; Conrad is gone and
t he danger follows him Augusti ne—you know what you nust

do?"

"1 know. "

"Go, then. He gains on you by the noment." Augustine
turned away w thout further word and notioned Jussi to foll ow
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Domi nic | eaned | ow off his horse's neck, scooped up his pisto
and shoved it into its case. "You' ve only one protected shot left;

use it with caution," Qustave said.

Domi nic | ooked at himresentfully. "I shot, that horror van-
i shed. If that was not a proper use of a charned shot, what is?
Shall | save themuntil | am dead?'' Before CQustave could reply,

he turned Gabriel and urged himup the trail.

Conrad brought Parsifal down to a wal k and | ooked ar ound
nervously. The hour was not nuch after m dday, yet the sky was
growi ng dark. He w apped the reins around his |left hand and



made a swift search of his person with the right—all charnms in
pl ace, both rapiers, his daggers.

The sky drew his attention once nore. It |ooked as though-
someone had spilled ink over witing paper; deep blue sky
swirled with a deeper purple. It nmade hi m queasy and he | ooked
away. Magic. CGo, before it began to press down upon him Par-
sifal gathered speed until he was running down the narrow trail.

The bl ack things were there before he realized, before he could
slow the horse or find anywhere in the thick brush to turn aside.
It was |like a swarm of nosquitoes, only larger: nasty little black
t hi ngs, shaped like bits of scorched and torn arnor netal, ends
twi sted and warped into points. They noved, not quite flying,
floating or fluttering around hi mthey were all over him sud-
denly, whispering, noaning, slithering lightly over bare skin.

He flailed at themw ldly, brushing themfromhis thigh, flapping
a hand before his face when sonething touched his cheek .

he kicked Parsifal, harder than he ever had before; the horse

whi nni ed shrilly but |eaped forward, snapping Conrad's head

back.

The bl ack things were | eft behind; he dragged the horse to a
trot, glanced over his shoul der. Now that they no | onger plagued
him he felt alittle shamed by his reaction. They had not even
bitten or cut him Dom nic suddenly appeared, emerging from
shadow where none should be. He was guiding Gabriel with his
knees, waving both arns wildly and Conrad thought he heard a
shout to wait. He funed back to face the trail and kept going.
Dom coul d catch himup, and he dared not stop now, |est fear
freeze himin pl ace.

He started violently and sl ewed hal fway around in the sad-
dl e—sorreone or sonet hi ng just behind hi mwas | aughi ng
wildly. Parsifal |eaped high over a fallen tree, nearly unseating
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Domi ni ¢ canme up beside him "D eu, what were those
t hi ngs?"

"Wtchery—sn't that enough for you?"

"More than enough," Dominic replied cheerfully. At |east
for the nmoment, he seened to have forgotten his fears of being
near his friend, and he |l et Gabriel pace Parsifal

"Good. |—what is tfw 7" He dragged back on the reins but
Parsifal had al ready sl owed nervously. That bl ocked the narrow
trail ahead of them "It can't be bones—ean it?" Conrad whis-
per ed.

Domi ni c snorted. "Have you dragons in these nountains?

This thing is twenty tines the size of a deer—ah, what a stench
The horses will not pass that!"

"They will have to," Conrad replied grimy. There wasn't a
choi ce; the ground dropped away at alnost cliff steepness to



their right; on the left, rock and tree just behind a berry thicket
made a conpl etely inpassable ness. "Unless we have cone the

wrong way." His face bleached. "Ch, God, Dom |If | chose

wr ong—t"

"What, black nasty things on all possible roads, including the
wrong ones?" the Frenchman demanded rudely. "The wonman
is not God; do not be silly."'

Conrad nodded and | eaned forward to speak in Parsifal's
ear. Domwas right; he would go mad trying to second-guess
Use.

Parsifal did not want to pass the bones, but he was normally

a placid beast and he was finally persuaded. Dom had to dis-

nount and | ead CGabriel, and even then had trouble. Conrad

turned back once he'd gotten clear; Gabriel had stopped, forefeet
dug in, head low Conrad freed his foot fromthe stirrup, changed
his mnd and stayed where he was. Parsifal had no protection

wi thout his rider; the rider in question would be lost if Parsifal
bol t ed.

Dominic turned to |l ead his nervous horse on; a |ong, bleached
arnmbone quivered, rose fromthe ground. The claw fl exed once,
then fell on the Frenchman's unprotected neck

Dom ni ¢ shouted in pain and surprise and dropped the reins.
Gabriel, freed, tore at the air with his front hooves. He would
have turned and fled, but the bony tail had come around to bl ock
him and Dominic's voice rose conmandi ngly; "Gabriel, high

H gh!" Training told: The horse pivoted, reared and brought his
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hooves down on the thing before him Sharp-edged shoes cracked
across bone. The arm swayed, the claw tightened down, Dom

inic screamed. A stream of blood ran down his neck. He tw sted,
caught at it with one hand, funbled with the other for his bl ades.
Gabriel cane down across the bone at the joint, severing the
annbone fromthe rest of the bones; it still held onto Dominic's
neck.

Conrad slid fromthe saddl e then, sword drawn, and ran back
down the trail. Domwas on one knee, fingers caught between
shoul der and cl aw, teeth clenched hard together; he shook his
head when Conrad tried to use his blade as a pry. "Don't—
there isn't room" he managed. "Get back—there is another

cl aw—=

"Not without you! Were's the talisman | gave you? Shin?' 1'

Dom nodded faintly, but before Conrad could reach it, somne-
thing bright and silvery fell to the ground between them Snoke
and sparks blinded them the bony claw |l et go and Domi nic fel
over. When he shoved Conrad aside and forced hinmself up, there
was no claw, no bones of any kind—no evil odor. No bl ood,

only the menory of excruciating pai n—ahich, Dom nic thought

bl eakly, was certainly enough. Gabriel stood beside hi manx-
iously nosing his hat. He stood, pulled hinmself back astride, and
only then noticed that Augustine and Jussl had finally caught up
with them Augustine shoved a short silver rod up his sleeve and



di smounted to pick up something near his horse's front feet. He
held it up; Dom nic shuddered. Muse bones. Augustine cl osed
his hands over the pitiful little skel eton, whispered sonething
and blew on his fingers. Gray powder fell to the trail.

The trail opened out for some distance, enough to all ow
themto ride two abreast and at a decent gallop. The wi nd cane
so gradually, Conrad barely noticed it. It blewinto his face,
tearing his hat fromhis head, suddenly, and only a sw ft snatch
saved it. He dragged down the ties and snugged them under

his chin; the wind took it again, half strangling him He
cranmed it on, ducked his chin down; this time the wind took

it anmay. One gone. The words echoed between his ears as the

wi nd died. The talisman tied to his hat and the hat itself were
probably halfway to the Rhine. He set his jaw, gave Parsifal a
nudge and rode on.

Dragons, and bl ack night, nasty ftuttery black things that now
bi t e-how | ong had they been riding? The sky was no guide: It
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had been everything fromred to black to purple; Iightning

t hreat ened them and brought down a tree alnost'on their h

just now—+eal lightning, real tree, it had shaken the grou
shaken Conrad to his very core and terrified the horses. It 10
time to get them cal ned enough to ride on, to find the detour
t hrough brush and thick trees.

Conrad brought out his watch, but it was no use. It had

stopped at three o' clock, and when he stared at it the hands
writhed and reached for him He shut the case hastily and shoved
the watch back in his pocket. There was nothing else in or on

t hat pocket. Somehow, in the last eternity, he'd | ost another of
Qust ave's charns.

H s fingertips bled—that had been the bl ack things. God knew
what their bite mght do to him his fingers burned and itched
as though he'd plunged theminto nettles, and the bl eedi ng woul d
not stop.

He kept noving, sonmehow. And Parsifal at |east renained

under control. Jussl swore alnpst constantly at his poor ter-
rified horse until Augustine called a halt and ran his hands
over the trenbling | egs and heaving sides. Gabriel danced at
noi ses and shied at shadows but his training told, and Augus-
tine's mount stayed the course so long as it could follow the
ot her three.

There had been things clearly only illusion: the wall of wa-

ter sweeping down across the | edge where they rode; the arny

of Turks on fire-breathing horses riding out of the sky straight
for them the dragon crouched on the road, snorting flaning

bl ood. Those vani shed when the four nmen cane near. Conrad

was not as certain about the kobold that had run al ong the

road at his right, keeping pace with Parsifal during the rain-
storm muttering and giggling at him Wen the tree cane



down, the shanmbling, horrid creature had vani shed into the
woods.

When they finally cane to the bridge, Conrad was no | onger
certain if what he saw was real. It seened to be a flat |edge of
silvery-gray rock, a fewtufts of grass growing in cracks, from
one such enormous crack issued a thundering, boom ng constant

noi se. There, if eyes didn't lie, was a wooden bridge, an arched
span that a man could cross in ten paces. Beyond it, nore rock
but it began to slope down al nost at once, and further view was
cut off by tall, thick forest.
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It felt real. Conrad gripped the near post, |ooked down and

wi shed he had not. It crossed a cleft nearly as deep as the Scarp
itself, a narrow defile cut fromrock by the churning white river
far bel ow. Spray touched his face.

Jussi peered down and shook his head unhappily. "The horses
will not like this at all. Particularly nmy poor beast."

"Parsifal doesn't mnd bridges—ornally," Conrad added
doubtfully. "But we have to cross— do, anyway." '
"Then we do," Dom growl ed. "Convince Parsifal, perhaps
Gabriel will follow him he usually does. The rest night cone
after." Conrad nodded. "And hurry," Dominic added. "I fee

in my bones this is no place to wait."

"You know you can't rush these things," Conrad replied
stiffly. "Think how ny bones feel, and be still." He rubbed
Parsifal's jaw, talked to himreassuringly, made hinself relax—
the horse would feel his tension and soft tal k would nmean not h-

i ng. When he thought the horse was ready, he tugged on the

reins and stepped onto the bridge.

It clattered underfoot, but Parsifal followed where led. He

st opped once, m d-bridge, whickered nervously, noved when

Conrad slid his fingers under the strap on his | ower jaw and
pul l ed gently. Gabriel shied at the bridge, shied at the noise
under f oot and shied agai n when he reached the far side and a
grasshopper bounded away just under his hooves. Dom nic had

his hands full, and Augustine halted at the far side of the bridge,
Jussi behind him

The Thing caught them by surprise: A brown, hairy creature

four times the size of a horse, many-1legged and cl awed, craw ed
how i ng and slavering fromthe river. Parsifal danced away,
halted only briefly as Conrad w apped both hands in his mane
and vaulted into the saddle. The Thing | eaped onto | evel ground
wi th an earth-shaki ng bound and screamed. Conrad saw a red,

mal evol ent eye and two rows of sharp teeth before he pulled
Parsifal around and gave him his head. The horse needed no
second ur gi ng.

He t hought he heard Domi nic bellow ng furiously and then

the Ioud report of a pistol. But then he was down the slope and
into the trees. He reined in as soon as he could. "That horror
deliberately separated ne fromthe others'" he whispered. It



took an effort and nmore courage than he thought he possessed
to go on.

There was |ight ahead, a clearing beyond the total shade of
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t he woods. He knew suddenly what would be there: |edges an<

caves, a grassy sward of meadow between that and forest. 5fc

is there. He knew that, too. And Use is. On an inpulse, he frce<
the silver rose earring fromhis sadly tattered collar lace and slu
it into his left glove. "For safety.” It wanned his palm A np

ment | ater he rode into the open

"When the ancient G eeks fought, they made a fire that

burned nost marvel ously. This was surely a witch's spell, for
no man has created G eek fire by ordinary neans, or by
sorcery But a witch of nmeans, skill and need may nmake it in

thi's manner
An Oral G ammane
22.

Use's face was pale and her nouth set; deep |lines crossed her
brow. Sofia saw no other sign that the witch's "circles within
circles" had cost her anything. She herself felt oddly light-
headed, as though she'd been bl ed; her body vibrated like a lute
string. She junped when the witch turned on her suddenly; Use
had not spoken to her in so long, it startled her to hear the
woman' s voi ce.

"Come, we are finished here." She turned wi thout waiting
for an answer and wal ked out into the afternoon air. Sofia fol-
| owed. The barrier was either gone, or no | onger worked agai nst
her. Use had given her no praise but she had spoken as though
to an equal, or a conrade, just now. As she came into the open
Sofia found hersel f whispering: Please |et her continue to trust
nme; please let me |earn one thing, however small —pl ease do not
let what | did this afternoon count for nothing!

She followed the witch on down the | edge and into sun. Hse

wal ked back and forth, muttering to herself, and when she saw
her compani on, notioned her back. Sofia stopped, gathered her
ragged skin close and sat in a thick patch of warm dry grass
and made herself small, as she so often had at hone, the better
to escape Beatrix's eye.

Use wal ked up a slight rise, clanbered onto a pile of shattered
rock and fiat stone. She stood there a while, nodded and stepped
back, counting her paces on her fingers. At the fifth, she stopped,
o 222 o
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| ooked at the pile, nodded again. She turned slowy on one heel

, gi ving the caves, the woods, the neadow, Sofia all the sane
careful scrutiny. "Remain just where you are, whatever chances.



Do you understand ne? This is for your protection and m ne
Prince Conrad is near." Her eyes narrowed appraisingly, but
Sofia merely nodded and kept her thought and her eyes bl ank

"I am about to build a fire, there." She pointed to the | ow
mound. "It does not bumlike ordinary fire; it acts like a | ode-
stone to draw the unwary or the unprotected into its heart. Re-
mai n there and you are safe." She funbled in her skirts and
drew forth a sl ender branch of hawt honme, touched one of the

| ong spines to her tongue, spat in her hand and touched the tip
there, then ran it over the ground, all around her.

Sofia turned aside to shield a dry little cough and to concea

her face: The bl ood pounded through her cheekbones; she could
barely see for elation. She's encircled herself. A circle protects.
but it can al so be broken

When she turned back, Use was setting the hawt horne wand
upright in the grass behind her. Sofia tried to remenber all she
knew about encircling. One to protect, a second to inprison—

sorcerers calling up denons used two. Use had drawn only one.

Use brought forth another branch-—this one still leafy; snall
red berries clung to it. Yew, Sofia realized with a pang. They
had hung it on all the doors when her nother died. The wtch

t hrust the branch high over her head, took it in both hands and
brought it down in a slashing gesture as she cried out. She wa-
vered and sagged briefly at the knees, but upon the bare rock

; she had chosen, a curl of greenish snoke rose. Use | aughed, one

, hi gh, screeching, triunmphant outcry, straightened her body and
repeated the spelt words

i Green snoke expl oded toward the sky; Sofia screaned and
t hrew hersel f sideways on the grass, sheltering her face with her

i arnms. But the snpbke was contained on the top of the small rise;

it halved, halved again. Hot, bright green flanme burned just above
the rock; heat and a hellish stench washed over them and then

' that too was gone. Sofia staggered to her feet as Use bent down
to fix the yew branch in the ground before her. The witch cane
suddenly alert, and Sofia turned to | ook

Her heart |eaped. The fire was burning so hot the trees beyond
it seemed to sway and bend but she could see the man riding
toward them for all the distortion. Prince Conrad, alone, was
riding straight into Use's trap
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Greek fire. She renenbered now, an uncle's tale long years
before—fire that the Greeks threw at their enem es. Ships were
envel oped in flame that could not be quenched by any neans;

she had been sent fromthe roomwhen the uncle began to speak
of men shrieking in agony, pleading for escape fromfire that
burned flesh and bone but did not kill. Her knees gave and she



sank to the ground, stuffed knuckles in her nouth to keep from
outcry. Warn himnow and Use would only kill her and then
hi mthere nmust be anot her way!

Conrad brought his horse to a sudden halt, slid to the ground
and came on. He drew his sword; in his left hand he al ready

hel d a dagger. By chance or intent, he had brought hinmself to a
poi nt away fromthe nmound. He coul d have touched Sofia wth

the tip of his rapier; he could | ook at Use without fire between
t hem

Use made him a deep curtsey. "Your Hi ghness," she nmur-

nmur ed

Conrad waved his dagger hand inpatiently. "Enough. | am

here, through each barrier you sought to place between nme and
this place. Gve over, and no harmshall come to you by ny
hands." He tried to say nore, but his words were buried under
the witch's high-pitched | aughter

"Not by your hands, certainly not! Even your father did not
dirty himself by setting torch to the faggots under ny nother's
feet! Do you offer me a better fate? Permit ny neck to be wung
before ny body is burned? No! | say | shall go free of these
mountains and this land entirely! And | shall take with ne ny
new 'prentice. You shall bum here, in ny stead." She gestured,

Conrad |l et his eyes nove across the flam ng nmound.
"Say as you please," he replied steadily. "M/ safeguards
brought me so far and they will hold; my conpani ons are not
far behind."

"Your companions arc scattered or dead, and the river-nonster
you fled took the last virtue fromthe protections you bear. Wy
do you think I put you to such a maze?'*

"Three amul ets gone entirely." Use smled unpl easantly.

"And of the rest—there is not enough magi c, pooled, to protect
a hen froma hawk, young Prince. It was foolish of you to cone
so far w thout guards, but you are headstrong and fool i sh—and
it will be the death of you."

"No," But he sounded | ess certain. He turned abruptly away
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fromher, took one long step and gazed at Sofia searchingty.
"Why?" The word was barely a whisper

Sofia met his eyes levelly. Now the nonment had cone; after

so many dreans and waki ng hours worrying it, she felt a fatal-
istic calm "I had reasons. | thought them good once; you would
not." Use's laugh broke over them startling them both.

"She had reasons, and not only for the ball! Wo do you
think aided ne in preparing the hazards you just faced, Prince?"



He felt sick. Sofia made a faint, protesting noise. She was

pal e, her eyes too bright. Wen words finally cane, though, they
were nearly as harsh as Use's. "Think what you like. Prince;
cannot change that, whatever | say now But | wll tell you any-
way. You cannot know what it is to schenme and fight for the

| east scraps of food, for clean skirts and slippers that will keep
the chill fromyour feet! To be beaten for things you never did,
for nmerely hoping for a better life. / know And so | know there
islittle | would not do to break fromny father's house and find
nmysel f a better life, however | nust do it and whatever the cost.
And there is nothing | would not do to save nyself fromthatV

A sweeping, violent gesture took in the fire.

Conrad stared at her, stricken. She |let her gaze fall to her
trenbling hands, stuffed themin her pockets. Sudden warnth
agai nst his pal mheated the dagger hilt and spread up his fore-
arm

No! What ever she said, it was all wong; and now, suddenly,

he read a warning in her eyes. Think! He did, furiously. "You
have condemmed yourself from your own nmouth. Lady Sofia,"

he said flatly. "And though | swore to the Queen you woul d be
brought back alive, | doubt you will long survive that return
And | for one amglad of it.'"' She turned a little away from him
and her shoul ders slunped. Sonehow, he felt he had said the

ri ght thing.

Be turned back to Use. "As for you— he began, but nove-
nment behind the witch caught his eye and broke his thought:

Domi ni ¢ and Jussi had sonehow cone around behind the caves
and were working their way through rock and brush above t hem

"As for me," Use said evenly, "I know there are two nen

up there." She pitched her voice to carry across the nmeadow.
"I am protected where | stand, but you are not. One nove from
either man, and | give you to that fire at once!"

They heard her; Dominic halted at the very edge, held out a
war ni ng hand to stay Jussi. But before Use could say anything
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el se, Sofia cried out in surprise and |leaped to her feet. The wtch
turned on her angrily. But she stopped, staring as Sofia was.
Conrad | ooked at both women, up at Dom and Jussl —they were

gazi ng open-nout hed both at the sane spot behind hi mand

then, warily, he cast a glance over his shoul der. Astoni shnment
brought him conpl etely around. Augusti ne was suddenly there,

a green-gray mist still veiling the lower half of his body. He
raised his silver rod, and a protective wall encircled hin

Use screanmed with rage and yanked the yew branch fromthe

ground; green fire crackled through the air between them but

too late. It flared all around the wall and vani shed w t hout touch-
ing the man inside. Conrad backed away, a slow step at a tine,

but just now Use had forgotten him Spell after spell tore across

t he nmeadow to singe grass and turn stone red, but the wall held.
Wt hin, Augustine held the rod high, let his head fall back and
gazed straight into the sky as he began to chant. H s words



runbl ed t hrough the ground, vibrating Conrad's very bones.

Sofia's nerveless | egs gave way as air beyond the fire swirled
and a sheet of ruddy flame shot skyward. Augustine sagged

against his staff, his eyes closed and he fell heavily. The silver
wards ni ckered and were gone. Beyond the Geek fire, Custave

st ood.

Use was the first to recover. "You!'* she hissed, and brought

her yew branch up to strike. Gustave swayed, shook his head

and hoi sted the skins of his long white robe, swiftly settled them
on the ground in an encircling. They glowed a faint silver; Use's
spel | bounced off the air not a hand's distance fromthe old man's
face.

Gustave smirked conplacently. "You are surprised to see ne,
are you not? You pride yourself that you are nore skilled than
nmost of your comon kind, but you could never do what | just
did, to transport Being and Body both!"

Use | aughed sourly. "If yours was the know edge for that
trick, then / see whose the skill! Did you kill your man?"

Gust ave shrugged- "Wiat matter? | see that anyone nay be

an apprentice, and a man can al ways get another—-as you have

done." On the last word, his hands cane up sharply and a

triangul ar-shaped sonething flew across the fire to strike agai nst
Use's shield. She bent to pick it up

"Iron," the witch said contenptuously. "Is that the best you
can do, sorcerer? | warned you | was no longer sinply a G een
Wtch." She brought it up and laid it against her cheek. "M
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not her was burned by such a thing, just there—t took the |ast
of her strength fromher.'' She tossed it into the air and cried
out a command; it vanished in a flash of light, and sonethi ng
gray and ponderous began to rise fromthe rocks at Gustave's
feet.

The sorcerer hesitated only briefly, then spread his hands and
began nmoving them back and forth. The gray faded, turned pale,
then white, then clear—the thing was gone. Use had al ready
begun anot her spell; Gustave countered with one of his own.
The G eek fire conpressed as sonethi ng unseen crossed it to
surround and beat Use down.

There were things seen and unseen—faniliar shapes, shapes
fromtal es, bloody horrors for which there were no words. QGus-
tave held his own and gave as good as he got but none of his
spell's had pierced her circle. H's robe circling spell protected
himuntil he extended his armto counter a spell, and foul, flut-
tery little black things envel oped it. Use |aughed and cl apped
her hands delightedly; CGustave swore and tried to pick them off
wi t hout success. They swarnmed onto his other hand. Bl ood

dri pped fromhis fingers, and when he drew his arnms back, they
were all over him

"You have | ost, sorcerer!" Use screaned.



"No—" But Conrad could scarcely see himfor the crawing
fluttering, shapel ess bl ack things.

"I can kill you any time | choose! But first, | think you will
watch white | feed your Prince to the fire!"

"No—+" It was half a plea; Conrad's |lips noved to echo the
word, but no sound came. His feet would not obey him and

when Use beckoned, he found to his horror that he was noving
toward her. He wavered, painfully caught between two spells as
Gustave shook his left hand free and brought it to bear on him
Use shouted and cursed in a fury and shook the branch in Gus-
tave's direction, then turned back to Conrad. Another step, an-
ot her—he coul d feel heat on his face, but he could not bear to
| ook. Use's whisper hissed into his ear, chilling him curdling
hi s bl ood.

"You will die, Prince, but not as easily as nmy nother did—

your skin will shrivel, your flesh crisp and your bones bl acken
still you'll feel it to the very last. You'll weep for death, and
none will give it to you— He could feel heat through the rock

t hrough his boots and his breeches. Use's voice beat into him
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twisting his guts. GQustave bell owed out another spell; Use cursed
wildly and turned from Conrad to deflect it.

Sonet hi ng—soneone noved, Conrad saw, close by and tow.

Sofia was on her hands and knees, crawling slowy, noving
steadily toward the witch's feet. She could have reached out and
touched the branch at Use's heels.

Sonehow aware of the Prince's sudden attention, she | ooked

up at him shook her head mnutely, turned her attention to Use
once more. The witch was still occupied with Gustave, who had
shaken of f nmore of the black things and was throwing fire and
snoke at her; a cloud of insect-sized bats swirled around her
hair until she swng the yew branch around her head and they
caught fire. She gestured and Conrad's foot nmoved. He could

feel Greek fire tugging at him the breath escaped himin a long
gr oan.

He heard Dom screaming in furious French, the crack of

Dom s pistol, a spang as the pellet struck the witch's shield but
did not penetrate. One of Jussl's spears struck the ground not
far fromher circle. Use ignored them

Sofia felt in her pocket for the earring—+t was all she had, but
it woul d be enough since her hand had not heal ed over yet. She
set her jaw and plunged the wire into her palm Blood welled

up; she squeezed it until it bled freely and smeared her hand
across Use's circle, as far as she could reach. It unnade.

Use shrieked and spun around. "You! | wll kill you, there in
that fire, right now You and your Prince together!" Sofia hud-
dled away fromher with a faint, wordless cry. Qustave shook
free fromthe |l ast of the black things. Conrad | eaped away from
the fire, caught the witch by her uprai sed armand swung her



out and away from him She staggered and fell; Gustave's spel
wr apped around her |ike a net and dragged her across the ground.
She shrieked in agony as Greek fire sucked her in.

Conrad stunbl ed back in horror. Use staggered part way to

her feet, and for one horrid noment he thought she night break
free. But she began to quiver all over, jerked back and forth.
Her hair burst into flanme, the yew branch expl oded, and she fell
Her screams were nmuted by the shielding around the fire, stil
horrible to hear, and they went on long after honest fire would
have killed her.

"Ch, God and Mary, stop it, make it stop." He was never
certain later if he spoke, or if Sofia did; he turned away, caught
her close and covered her ears with his hands. But a horrible
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fascination brought his gaze back to that pool of green fire, the
witch at its heart.

Gustave stood at the edge of Use's circle and he snmiled grimy.
"You can hear nme, can you not, Use? | have nmore iron here,

| ook you—a dagger! You can die onit, if you are fortunate
enough to obtain it. Now— He |aughed; Conrad's arns tight-
ened around Sofia as she shuddered. "Wat price shall | ask for
this favor?"

Sofia hid her face in her hands. "Make it stop, make him
stop!"”

He wasn't certain he could speak. "Before God, Gustave, |et
her die!"

The sorcerer turned on him "Be still! Wo are you to say
what | shall do or not do with her?"

"You know who | ami And | command you as your Prince to
end this, at once!"

GQustave slowy shook his head; he froze as Sofia screaned
wildly. Conrad stared in horror. The w tch—bl ackened and
shrivel ed beyond recogniti on—sonehow cane hal f upright and
reached. Two | ong, slender snakes withed out fromthe fire,

wr apped twi ce around the sorcerer's waist and dragged himinto
the flame. CGustave's wail soared skyward, descant to Use's con-
stant shrilling.

"Conrad, get down!" Dominic's voice, overhead and behi nd

him A nonment later, the sorcerer's voice was nercifully stilled.
Conrad turned to see the Frenchman crouched on the rock | edge,
snoki ng rmusket bal anced across his knees. Sonehow, then, he
hinsel f was on his feet, the Spani sh dagger point between his
fingers. Blood calling to blood, he thought grimy, and threw
Ilse fell sideways across Custave, dead. He turned hastily away.

Jussi had conme down fromthe | edge to hel p Augustine; Dom
was on his way. The Greek fire was dying, already only a dul



green flame in the very nmdst of the circle.

"What will you do with ne?" He | ooked up to see Sofia

before him She net his gaze levelly; he could read nothing there
save exhaustion. He reached into his doublet and brought out a
runpl ed handkerchi ef, pressed the cloth against her bleeding

hand and fol ded her fingers over it.

"Some of what | said here was true, not all. | promsed
Mot her | would bring you to her, unharned. She has been greatly
worried for you."
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"She is a kind lady." Sofia touched the handkerchief to her
eyes. "What | did—=

"1 know. "

She shook her head. "You cannot. | won't ask synpathy or
understanding; | have no right to them |-+ never intended trea-
son, before God, | never did."

"l know." Sonehow in this nmonent, he could believe it.
"No one thinks you intended treason." T

"I - She nodded. They would think her a witch, she real-
i zed, whatever she said or did. He would. She didn't dare think
of that just now, she'd weep and never be able to stop

"Can you ride?"

Her eyes closed and her shoul ders sagged. "If | nust, | can."”
She brought up a tired little smle. He | ooked so utterly ex-
hausted hinsel f; she nust not be a burden. "I—thank you for

your Kkindness, your Hi ghness." In spite of weariness and the
naggi ng worry buried under it, Conrad sml ed.

"W two of all the nen and women in this world need not be

so formal ." He peeled off his left glove, let it fall, picked up
the silver rose and held it out. "Thank you for mnmy life. Lady
Sofia."

"And you for mine." Sofia's face was sol emm, her dark eyes
unr eadabl e as she reached into her pocket and brought out the
nat e.

"M schief set by a witch
after

can outlive her, to cause woe
An Oral G ammane

23.

In the end, Conrad was persuaded to take Sofia and Domi nic

and return to Neustadt as quickly as Sofia could manage; Jussi
rode on ahead to alert the Queen. Augustine remai ned behi nd

to seal the witch's cave unlit better provision could be nade. He
woul d need an extra day to bring Gustave's cart; that could not



be left where it was or sent on its-way with only Pritz to guard
it. And Augustine would use it to bring the box in which he had
pl aced the ningled ash and bones—se's and Custave's.

Sofia rode before Conrad nost of the way; Hans's horse was
avail able to her but she could not ride it sidesaddl e and would
not astride. She slept nost of the journey, waking only briefly
when they stopped to rest the horses. She stirred at Neustadt's
gates, when Conrad nust call out the guard to |l et themthrough
The town clock tolled five—nearly day—as they rode up danp,
deserted streets; Conrad could feel the tension in her

Henriette nmust have left word to be wakened when they

reached the pal ace gates; by the tinme they had di snounted and
Conrad had Sofia steady on her feet—she would not permt him

to carry her—+the Queen was at the head of the stairs in her night
robe and cap, long ribboned braids flying as she cane down to
greet them She hugged her son and i nmmedi ately bundl ed Sofia
away with her.

Thi ngs blurred. Conrad | ater renmenbered taking a |ong, hot
bath, being put into a clean long shirt and fed a thick soup, fresh
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bread, a cup of his nother's Florentine red wine. The sun red-
dened his bal cony when he finally clinbed into his bed; he did
not waken until after dark. Dom nic did not put in an appearance
until very late the next norning.

The Regent's Council fussed at him listened to his story

aghast and ftissed nore when he finished it. He bore it in si-

| ence, heard themout patiently and with every sign of meekness.
And he got fromit the one thing he wanted: Sofia would be
exonerated of witchcraft and treason alike. There would be no
trial.

Conrad hinmsel f, now that he was partly recovered fromhis
adventures, was concerned about the matter of w tchery—nany

of the Nobles Council and the Regent's Council were, he

t hought —but they recognized a trial would create nore difficul-
ties than it solved. And Sofia had surely suffered enough

He saw her twice, only briefly those first days, She sat with
Henriette's other ladies at a formal evening nmeal —pale and to
his eye unwilling to be there at all. She reckons wi thout MNbther,
who will have her here regardl ess, he thought unconfortably.

Once again, when he had cone to the Queen's apartnents, he

saw her—she [ ay upon a couch near the bal cony, sun touching

her face, and she slept -

He t hought she avoided him he rather w shed she woul d not,
and the thought surprised him Al the same, if she sensed his
di sconfort, his fears—perhaps it was better this way.

Henriette came with his breakfast several nornings |ater
waited until the servants laid it out to speak. "You have said
not hi ng of her at all."



Conrad shrugged, bit into a ripe peach. "Wat should | tel
you? That you were right?"

Henriette waved mat aside inpatiently. "OF course | was right.
But you avoid her. W* is that?

"I don't—+ have had things to busy nme. Say rather she avoids
nmy conpany. But—% sinply cannot talk to her, and—f you had
seen her. Mdther, with Geek fire at her right hand and Use at
her left! Her words then, what | thought she was trying to tel
me— He spread his hands hel plessly. "Wat if | was wong?

But | cannot find words, and she is not there to hear them"

"Bah," Henriette said good-naturedly. "I warned you she
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was a strong young woman—fortunately for you, ny son! But
you young! All this diffidence." Conrad scow ed over his bread.

"What can | say? | apol ogi zed once for threatening her with

mur der; she apol ogi zed for bespelling ne. What nore can we

say to each other? And—Mdther, what does that |eave!" Hen-
riette nerely | ooked at him and he sighed. "It is too bad; she
was so fair when | first saw her. She still is. Wth all that is
bet ween us, though— He stared at his bread, stirred hinself

and began to eat again. "Mther, what if we are both wong

you and I? I —+truly, | find nyself fearing to turn ny back on
her. If we had gone ahead with the test—not a trial, of course,
but the test CGustave proposed, the slippers—=2"

"And when gossip spread across the court as it does, and

beyond, then what for the Lady's reputation?" Henriette said
flatly. "And for the repute of the Court itself?" Conrad sighed,
shook his head. "Well, never mind." Henriette stood. Conrad
cane halfway to his feet and she noti oned hi m down. "Never

m nd, finish your food. Wat plans have you for today?"

Conrad tucked bread into his cheek. "Sonethi ng needs doi ng
about Custave; we cannot sinply have his ashes thrown away."

"Speak to the bishop; he will know how best to handl e that.
A state funeral, | fear; but a small one."

"I'f you say. Not everyone saw through himas | did, after all
Sonet hi ng nust be done about that girl, Isabelle, and at once.
I amunconfortable sharing a roof with her."

"You have nothing to do with her; imagine the plight of those

who rmust visit her!" Henriette exclaimed. "But she is nearly

wel | enough to travel. Friends offered her a place in the Cty,

but it seened cruel to put her where she m ght see the ruins of
her home. An uncle has offered her a home in Saar. A banker

She won't go to rags and dirt, at least." She |ooked nonentarily
quite angry. "You realize she is trying to force the test; nothing
woul d pl ease her nore than to see Sofia named a proven witch."

Hlf'"



"Do not say it; you know it isn't the truth."

Conrad shook his head. "Before God, Mther, | truly w sh
di d! But perhaps this way—ebvi ously we cannot demand the test,
but if it were put upon us—=2"

"No," Henriette said forcefully. "It would do us no good
and it would do Sofia inmeasurable harmto be put to such a
test. Let it go; Isabelle will be gone soon, and the matter will
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be forgotten. But / want to be rid of I|sabetle, Conrad, before
she causes poor Sofia any nore grief.'

Conrad waved that aside; so |long as |Isabelle was gone, and
soon, he scarcely cared where she went. "There are ny words
for the confirmation cerenmony—

"That is four days away; you'll know them Cone this eve-

ning and play chess with nme. Your friend Dom nic played yes-
terday afternoon. He is quite good, but | took two of ourThree
games. "

"He and | are evenly matched; you'll get no better challenge
fromme. Mdther. But |I'Il come.” He snmeared cheese on his

bread and smled. "It seens forever since |I thought of chess—
anything civilized." Henriette smled. She was still smling as
she collected her two young | adies fromthe bench in the hallway
and went down to her rose gardens. Silly children; 1'll be a gray-
haired crone before | see grandchildren, if | nmust wait for those
two to act.

He cane |l ate, freshly washed and conbed, neat in dark blue

pl ai n doubl et and breeches, darker blue boots. Light fromthe
Queen's candles turned his hair silver as he knelt and ki ssed her
hand. "My mind is all wapped in 'sacred oath of honor' and

the rest; | warn you, I'Il be easy prey tonight."

"You had better not," Henriette said nmldly. "I like a proper
chal | enge at the board. If | catch you nooning or nunbling to
yourself, I'1l kick your shins as | did when you were a boy and

squirmed at services." She set the board between them waited
until Conrad had seated hinself and began setting up her pieces.
Conrad picked up the black queen and studied it. He had al ways
liked this particular set: They were carved and inlaid; white with
peari, black with chal cedony so dark a gray it was sooty. The
Queen stood alnost as tall as his forearm and her face had been
nodel ed fromlife.

Soft nusic touched his ears and he turned his head. Mst of
Henriette's | adies were gathered beside the bal cony, where two
of them pl ayed and one sang. Sofia might be there—He brought
his attention back to the board when Henriette tapped his | eg
gently with her soft slipper and indicated her nove. A sinple
begi nni ng; he nmoved a pawn to cover hers, put both el bows on
the table and rested his chin in them

A clock chined ten, and then the half; they finished one
gane—€onrad won it after a hard fight—and began another. The
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musi ¢ went on, instrunents only. He sensed novenent around
them as one or two girls came to watch. Seven noves; he'd | ost
a knight already and was plotting his next nmobve when the Queen
started to her feet. "The hour— forgot. No, Conrad, stay where
you are; | will not be long- Marie, Honaria, conme with ne.
Sofia, take ny place, please.”

" Madanme—

"At once, please," Henriette said firmy and hurried from

the room Conrad stood staring across the table at Sofia, who
stared back at him stricken. She touched one hand to her face,
st rai ght ened her shoul ders and sank onto the Queen's stool

"Your Highness. If you prefer it, I will |eave."

"No." The word slipped out, |ouder than he'd intended. Sofia
started nervously. He managed a smile, spoke nmore quietly.
"She did make that an order."

"I will stay, then." She |eaned forward to study the board.
"Whose nove is it, and which was the last?" He told her, nade
t he nove he had worked out, sat back while she contenpl ated

t he board. Why had he not realized what Henriette intended?
There was so rmuch of this kind of thing in Paris, how had he
m ssed it here? And—why was he not already gone, or at |east
resentful ?

Her attention was fixed on the board, her fingers tracing var-

i ous paths across the table as she thought her way through |ikely
noves. She was too thin, still, but her face was rel axed. Her
hair had been dressed in curls but plainly; her gown was as
severely unomanented as his doublet. But a damask rose bud

hel d hair away from one side of her face, and she wore the silver
rose earrings- She picked up her bishop, hesitated, noved it.

"A good move," Conrad said. His voice was a little breathy.

It was a very good nove; it took himsonme time to work out her
strategy and counter it, and he | ooked up to see her eyes on him

Sofia won the game finally; a second went to draw. After three
sl ow noves, he | ooked up again to neet her eyes, and gently
pressed the board aside, caught her hand under his when she
woul d have risen. "Wait. Please.”

"As you wi sh. Your Hi ghness."

"Prince Conrad, if you nust be so formal. Remenber?"

She nodded. "I do renenber. |—wonder that you can think
of it at all, and still bear to touch ne."

He | eaned forward and slid his free hand under hers, so it
was now captured between both of his. "I can bear it. Do you
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still fret that? Please, don't." She nodded once, and he thought
her fingers relaxed a little. H s next words surprised them bot h.
"Lady Sofia, marry nme." Her head canme up slowy, and she

woul d have shaken her head but he went on. "I—-Bo not answer
yet, listen. Think on it. My reasons are sensibl e ones; you,
know are a sensible lady. My father's WII still holds; | nust

wed, and before year end. You are noble and fair; the people
woul d I'i ke you. W share interests; think how few husbandsand

Wi ves can say that. We could becone friends, at least." A cor-
ner of his inner self was aghast, another hastily justifying his
words:' She nmust be at Court anyway; the Queen insisted- She
woul d be no nore danger to himthan she was now, she woul d

still have her own separate apartnents

Sof i a shook her head sharply. "You cannot! You were under
a spell when we tal ked- How can you know, how can |? Thi nk
of the gossip. Prince Conrad! And there were so many other
worren at that ball! Any of them might suit better—

"No. Do you think I did not study them carefully? There were
hours before Use canme into the palace with her spelts and with
you; there was no one. Marry me; satisfy ny father's Counci

and his WIIl. W can ride, or play nmusic. Or chess. | wll give
you a peregrine falcon as a betrothal gift—you see, | do remem
ber!" Silence. "It is a sensible thing | ask of you."
"Sensible." Sofia's head drooped, and a tear spattered the

t abl e.

Conrad tightened his fingers on hers, then |l et her hand go.
What ever el se was churning inside him his desire to save her
fromharm fromhurt, fromany pain at all was still high. "I
have upset you. | never nmeant to."

"How can you possibly trust ne. after | aided Use not once
but twi ce?"

The question would have frightened him if he'd let it. He
wouldn"t. "I can. But—you. If you could not bear ny presence
if you could not bear to marry me, say so, please, and | wll
not ask again." She shook her head, w ped her cheeks with a
little square of |ace

"Never that. I—+f it is what you want, if you are certain,
then—+then yes." She |ooked at himw th brilliant eyes and wet

| ashes and smiled trenulously. "Perhaps it is sensible; a clean
repute for me since you would never marry a w tch—hush, |et

me finish—and surely sensible for you, to avoid another ball and

SPELL. BOUND 237

anot her round of terrible choices. But the Queen, the Council -
how coul d they ever permt it?"

"The Council understands it has no say in the matter, so |ong
as the lady is noble and of Saxe-Baden. As for Mther—-why do
you think she had me come here tonight, save to see us together
over that board before she fled this roon?" He stood as the



cl ock rang midnight, touched his lips to her hand and kept her
froma curtsey. "From now on, you nmust not. A |ady does not
curtsey her trothed lord." He wal ked fromthe roomin a haze;

she slowy sank back into her chair and watched hi m go.

The pal ace buzzed with the news the next norning; by md-

aft ernoon, Domninic cane back froma card ganme with a report

that the news had spread to the La Mbdes and he'd heard it cried
across the market- Conrad had been right in one thing: People
were pleased with his choice. And if there were stilt any runors
; connecting Sofia with magi c of any kind, Dom nic did not nen-
tion them

The Queen convened the Regent's Council at m dday and won

their approval; the investiture was | engthened by a brief cere-
nmony that would | et Sofia speak the oath of service and fealty
to the crown, Conrad the responding oath of protection neces-
sary before the troth could be formally recogni zed. That woul d
be done at the end of the ceremony, after Conrad was officially
procl aimed Crown Prince and Heir.

The days went by in a haze: He slept when nen pushed him

into bed, ate when food was given him He saw | ess of Sofia

than ever, and found hinself sorry. Dom nic spent a good dea

of his time with the woul d-be fashionables, and, if Conrad had
heard himcorrectly, he was thinking of creating a hotel society
of his own—for at |east the next few years. He couldn't be cer-
tain that was what the Frenchman had said: Too nuch happened

too quickly, the words of his oath would not stick with him and
he found it hard to believe Domwould not tear back to Paris at
hi gh speed once he had the opportunity. Then again, there was

an attraction in being the largest fish in the pond, instead of one
of the smaller sprats.

H s own uncertainty was buried deep just now he wondered

now and again how |l ong before it would rise again. But he found
hi nsel f doubting Henriette's vision at odd hours. Gve Sofia the
test—Ac woul d not be the only one to shed terrible doubts of

her, if she passed!

If.

238 Ru Enerson

Peopl e everywhere in the halls, at all hours of day and night;
nost of them he did not know. A few |ooked vaguely famliar

one gaunt young wonan in a yellowill-matched to her skin and
pale hair. It was only after he returned to his roons nuch | ater
that he realized this was |sabelle—Sofia' s stepsister. She | ooked
dreadful, but she was on her feet and wal ked wi thout aid; surely
she was well enough to be gone by now But he forgot about her

al nost at once: N cholas was waiting for himw th horoscopes

to pick the nobst auspicious wedding date, his tailors with cloth-
ing for the cerenony.

They woke himwhile it was still dark; there would be no food
until it was all over, but the dressing seened to take hours, and



it was nearly dawn when he was bowed into the hall. Men waited
there for him E no Tronpe and a hand- pi cked guard; Augus-

ti ne—Aow cal l ed sorcerer in charge only because Conrad coul d

not name himchief sorcerer until after he was confirned Heir-—
and four gray-clad apprentices; the First Steward and half a dozen
househol d. Dom nic, dazzling in black figured velvet, white |ace
and pearl -covered gl oves. Conrad's noble dressers fell in behind
hi m

The throne roomwas nearly as large as the ballroom and at

the nonent as full as that room had been. The Queen was al -
ready seated on the dais; the King's throne had been set away
fromhers for the day, a separate, ornate chair was brought in
for the Heir. Henriette was a blur; it all was. Ladies clustered
behi nd the Queen; he did not see Sofia anbng them

The investiture itself went quickly: the Queen's demand, the
Council's response—his oath to uphold the ki ngdom and pr ot ect
its people, which came word-perfect for the first time. The var-
ious oaths after, beginning with the Queen's, those took tine.
Henriette was foll owed by the Regent's Council. There was a
little pause, and Sofia cane al ong the base of the dais to knee
before him She wore white and gold once nore; a rope of pearis
was | ooped through her hair, pearis edged her bodice and gl oves.
Her voice was so low, Conrad barely heard her, and surely no
one el se could have. He stepped forward to hand her to his side.

"No!" An outraged, shrill female voice echoed across the

high ceiling and |sabell e pushed her way onto the steps. Eino
Tronpe edged forward; Conrad notioned himback. "This is

not right, I know her!" Sofia clasped her hands together and
held themin a fold of her skirts; she m ght otherw se have been
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carved out of ice. "She-ny mother narried her father, | |ived
in the same house with her! Al that has gone aw y—ny nother

is dead, and ny sister!" The nervous whi spers ceased; |sabelte
suddenly had the full attention of everyone in the throne room
"Qur house burned to cinders, the servants harried—and she!

She went to the ball and then across the Scarp with a witch, a
worman proven witch, and despite all this, comes back to Neu-
stadt on the Crown Prince's saddl ebows?" Silence deepened.

| sabel l e was white to the lips but she nmust have rehearsed those
words over |long hours; they fell much too glibly fromher thin
lips. "And now he will marry her—the witch Use is dead, a
King's sorcerer dead, and Sofia von Mencken becones an hon-
ored guest in the King's household, and then betrothed to the
Crown Prince?"

One of the Queen's |l adies stirred; subsided as |sabelle fixed
her with a mad, black glare. "I demand honor for the soul of
my mot her and the soul of ny sister!"™ Her shrill voice echoed.

Conrad shook hinself and when Henriette cane across to |ay
a protective armover Sofia's hand, he waved her back.

"And what test, | wonder, would you devise?" he asked fi-
nally. Isabelle's eyes glittered, but she made no reply. Conrad
gazed down at her, and the knot that had built around his heart



for I ong days suddenly | oosed. "Lady Sofia has been cleared of
all complicity with the witch Use," he said finally. "And there
is no need for this—=

"I will take the test," Sofia said quietly. She had detached
her hand from Henriette's protective arm

"As it chances, there is a test devised by nmy father's chief
sorcerer. Augustine, go and fetch Qustave's green short cape—
with care."” He heard rather than saw his own chief sorcerer

| eave the room and return. The shabby green short cape in his
hands, Conrad turned to face Sofia. She net his eyes squarely
and without fear. "Lady Sofia, | bear the petals which were
slippers, shaped to your feet; | was present when they |left your
feet and when they unmade. |f they again become slippers, if

t hey reshape thensel ves upon your feet, then by Gustave's own
words we will know you as a witch."

Sofia turned to gaze down at her stepsister; her face was un-
readabl e. She nodded. "I amw lling. God knows ne inno-

cent." Isabelle | aughed souriy and Sofia added gently, "Not

per haps i nnocent of feelings of dislike, bitterness, anger—er of
the desire to live and to save the life of another. But those are
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human t hi ngs, and God knows ne for human, too." |sabelle
glared at her, set her nouth in a tight, angry line, and stood
back to wait.

Conrad handed Sofia into his chair; his fingers were suddenly
cold and they wanted to shake; her fingers were stiff and unre-
sponsi ve but her eyes were nmonmentarily warm when they met

his. Augustine canme forward with the green cape, and Conrad
stood aside as his sorcerer nunbled over the fabric and finally
spread it flat.

Sofia lifted her skirts, revealing exquisite, tiny feet in white
furred slippers. Augustine renoved these and took hold of her
heel s, lowered themgently into the faded rose petals. And after
what seened hours and could only have been nonments, he lifted
them again, pulled the cloth aside, and set her feet back in the
white slippers. He stood and turned to face the crowd. "There
was no reaction at all; she is innocent,*' he declared.

I nnocent. Conrad's knees wanted to buckle; he didn't dare | et
them Any nore than he would ever tell Sofia how he had
doubt ed her. He reached for her hand; before he could take it,
a blur of yellow fabric and yellow hair was between them

"No!" Isabelle's screamtore the roomapart. Her fingers
wr apped around Sofia's wist. Along knife was in her free hand,
then at her stepsister's throat.

"Do not dare nmobve, or she is dead at once!" she shouted as
Conrad cried out in horror

Sofia had not noved at all. "lsabelle,"” she said quietly. "No
one but you and | care for ny death; you make this difficult for
yoursel f. "'



| sabel | e | aughed, that horrid, cutting |augh. "He cares,
Schrut zi e Sofie. Look at him |ook at his face! For you! He
nmust be nad!"

"Mad, " Sofia said evenly. "You are the one mad, |sabelle,
to think you can kill ne and sinply go away."

"Perhaps | don't intend to go—perhaps | don't care any

nore," |sabelle said. The knife pressed nearer, breaking skin.
Sofia felt blood slide down her neck. "She spoke to ne, you
know. Use did. | was—+ was sick, there was a horrible snell
everywhere, the noise of wagons— can't renenber. She knew
what you were, Sofie. She knew, however you've fool ed the
Queen and the Crown Prince—you never fooled nef’

"No." Sofia stood quite still; her hand cl anped down over
| sabel | e's suddenly. "You never fooled nme either, |sabelle. You
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were a w cked, nasty, stupid young worman, and for eight years

you and your nother and sister made nmy life a hell. Look at
me, |sabelle. | have everything you wanted. You have not hi ng,
| sabelle. "

"Sofia, no— Conrad whispered, stricken. Little sound cane
with the words.

Sofia laughed. Her smile was conplacent; only Conrad could

see the black terror in her eyes. "Everything, I|sabelle. A Prince,
weal th, fine gowns—a crown, |sabelle." She caught her breath
inafrightened little cry as her stepsister pulled the knife from
her throat to slash, to maim She nmissed; Sofia's hand was torn
fromthe dagger hilt, her heel caught on the step behind her and
she fell. Isabelle had the bl ade poi sed when Conrad grabbed her

by the waist. Ei no Trompe yanked the dagger free.

| sabel | e was screaming wildly. The throne room echoed with

her cries, the shouts and cries of the gathered people. Augustine
haul ed the giri about by the shoul ders; one of his apprentices
upended a small bottle in his pal mand sneared |iquid across

her upper lip. She collapsed; the assenbl ed nobl es went silent-
Augusti ne handed her to guards, who took her away.

Conrad bent down to help Sofia back to her feet; her face was
white and he swore. "May she never know a happy day."

"No." Sofia shook her head. "That is not right. Poor thing;
all her near kin dead. taken by a witch's spell. | hated her once;

perhaps | still do, although a good woman woul d never admit

it. I will be glad when she is gone forever, and | need never see
her again. | cannot wish her ill." She gazed up at him her eyes
were sol emm. Conrad drew her along the step, and her fingers
curled around his. He kept her hands firmy in his, his eyes fixed
on hers, until the last of the Saxe-Baden canme forward to give

the fealty oath.



—And so, Marie, as you see there has been no end of trouble
here Poor Leo must have turned right over in his catafal que
Rurmor surely has reached you by now. and | only assure you
the npbst exaggerated of it may well be truth But certain

good has conme of the matter The vill ages upon the Scarp

show ent husiasm for their Prince, and Conrad has made it

clear there will be no persecution for sinple magic. He has
the admration of the army for this wild trick of sneaking off
to nearly single-handedly track the woman Use, which | sup-
pose i s good—F¥he wretched boy!

You have | ost young de Valois. t fear (I know you wili say
this is all to the good, surely he never won so many ganes
of chance and broke so nmany hearts as you nmaintain!}. He

has offered little Sofia a good price for the | and where her
father's house stood: he intends a hotel, a place to have
readi ngs and ballet, opera. | adnmit with relief that since he
has taken themin hand. one sel dom sees young cl ot hi ng-
consci ous nobles in garish overdress; perhaps next he wll
teach them proper manners. And | have hopes for this salon
of his; we are not barbarians here, but we presently have
very little decent entertainnent.

The wretched Isabelle left that same afternoon to ]oin her
uncle. 1 hear that notw thstanding the sudden advance in her
status from i npoverished to upper bourgeoi se she is un-
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happy there But she curbs her tongue where Sofia is con-
cerned, and that is all we dare ask

The wedding is set for two nonths hence. | hope you can

see your way to the |ourney east Conrad and Domi nic both

tell me the French roads are excellent, ours at |east passable
Ni chol as wanted a date in three weeks tinme, but of course

that was inpossible, there would be no tinme to nake Sofia's
gowns. A Princess has certain obligations, after alt.

I laugh so at those silly children So pratique, they think
t hensel ves, setting up their lives over a chessboard, as

t hough they were pieces upon that board! Such sensible rea-
sons to wed If either of themw shes nore than nere sense.

they do not speak of it One cannot blane them | suppose:

They are both stubborn and proud, both the kind to hide

what they feel And they have gone through so nmuch, for

and with each other. And yet— know them both so well. i

see it in her eyes when he does not look at her. in his when
her head is turned away, it is truly a story fromthe Courts
of Love. in all its splendor

O it will be, once they both recognize it.
truly hope to see you for the wedding, if not, then before

i
| becone a grandnother—for that, | am serenely confident,
will be long before nmy son is crowned King



Your s,
Henriette
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