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Chapt er One:
The St orm Gods

| awoke to a huge crash of sword agai nst shield that
seened to split the very fabric of the sky and shake the
foundati ons of the palace. My eyes were drawn to the w ndow
and suddenly it filled with light. Then the sky was split
again wth a crash that was even | ouder than the one that
had woken ne. Into the follow ng silence rushed,
whi npering. | realized then that another battle of the
Storm Gods had begun. But why was there whinpering? The
Gods didn't whinper. And if they did, it was not in the
hearing of nmen. If the Gods were taken now to whi nperi ng,
woul d that portend good, or ill? The King would want to
know. | wondered if | would be forced to invent a reason
for this unseenmy behavior of the Storm Gods on the spot
when the King required ny thoughts in the norning. O
worse, sent to ask the Oracle at Echo Pond; prod it to
i nvent sonething reasonable for a change.

There was suddenly a clash so violent that it nearly
threw nme fromny bed, and into that tumult was confused the
sound of someone crying out. This was beyond know edge and

reason, the Gods didn't cry out, ever.
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Then t he whi npering continued.

| tried to clear ny mnd. Unsure if the dark clouds
the gods used to veil their presence had sonehow confused
my reason. The Gods may fight fromtine to tine, but they
never showed weakness. |f they were conme as close to us as
that, what did it nmean?

| sat up alittle in bed and | ooked around the room
The night was very warm and yet, | was shivering. As ny
head cl eared of sleep's cobwebs the whinpering drew nearer
alnost as if one of the Gods were falling toward Earth. |
shook ny head at the inpossibility of that notion and
| ooked deeper into the gloom alnost steadily lit by the
l[ight that filled the window with each clash of arnms, for a
nore |ikely explanation.

There, in the far corner, behind the tall screen, on
her small bed, would lay ny young servant, Gizzy. Maybe it
was Gizzy who was whi npering and not one of the gods. That
woul d be best. One wanted no changes in the relations of
god and man. The King wouldn't like it.

"izzy, are you crying?"

No answer, but the whinpering stopped. Then into that
sudden cal mrushed anot her clash of the God' s weapons, and

anot her cry, sounding muffled this tinme. As if soneone had
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stuffed a pillow to her face. That soneone could only be
Gizzy.

"Gizzy, what is the matter child?"

Still no answer, "Gizzy, if that's you crying, you'd
better get yourself over here and tell nme what is wong. Is
it a tooth?"

When she still didn't answer | said loudly, "Gizzy."

At last the child appeared fromaround the side of the
screen that protected her nodesty. She stood for a nonent
W ping her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffling,
then started across the room until another violent clash
of the God’s swords put a hitch in her step. She stopped
and stood as still as a sculpture in the Queen's Garden
until there was a nonent’s peace, then hurried across the
roomto ny bedside.

At long last Gizzy was beside the bed, |ooking down
at me, as if waiting patiently for ne to add to whatever
m sery she was suffering. | |ooked up at the poor thing and
deci ded that was the last thing | wanted to do. | thought
t hat she m ght have a flu or sonething.

| asked her calmy, having resolved to match her
pati ence with sone of ny owmn, "Gizzy, what is it?” She
groaned and knelt down beside the bed, l|aid her slender

arns on the sheet, and dropped her head on them
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"Grizzy, what the in the Seven Hells are you so upset
about, are you ill?" | heard irritation creep into ny
voi ce; patience has never been one of ny virtues.

She didn't answer.

I held ny breath for the full count "Is it the storm
is that it?" | saw her head slide back and forth in what
m ght be sone sort of nod.

"izzy, you've heard these argunents anong the Gods
before,” | told her reasonably.

She |ifted her head, but her face was obscured by her
l ong brown hair. | reached over and parted it off to the
side and | ooked into her face. She | ooked m serable. Her
| arge brown eyes, al nost hidden by her |ong | ashes, started
to tear up

| waited for a heart’s beat of silence between the
warring gods and asked, "Gizzy, what is it?"

She answered quietly, but still in the singsong voice
characteristic of her people, "This fighting frightens ne,
| hate it."

Her race was i ndeed known to be somewhat timd, and in
our part of the world, exceedingly rare and not easily
captured. But when cornered, usually canme al ong peacefully

rather than put up a fight. They made for exceptional
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servants, very deferential, and al nost obnoxi ously cheerful
as a rule.

I rolled over on ny side and | ooked into her face.
“It's just the way they are, they won't hurt you."

Al nost before the words were out of ny nouth there was
a clash so violent that it nearly frightened ne. It went on
and on until | thought the fabric of the heavens nust
finally tear.

When finally it ended, Gizzy was crying and trenbling
like a small child. | reached over and put ny hand on her
hair, felt its soft cool ness between ny fingers as |
stroked it. Gad that | had Gizzy to confort, rather than
lying in bed al one wondering about this new escal ati on of
the battling gods, | reached down and grabbed her under the
armand pulled her up on the bed, "Cone here Gizzy you
fool ."

She cane willingly enough to lay beside ne with her
head on ny chest, whinpering in small hitches. | stroked
her I ong brown hair. And as each clash of the Gods broke

upon us, we held each other all the tighter.

* k% *
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W laid for along time listening to the ebb and fl ow
of battle. After a while Gizzy seened to fall into a
fitful sleep. | held onto her and wondered at the Gods for
the day of her capture. It had been on a | ate afternoon,
ten years ago this last spring | believe, that | had been
riding along in the train of the King. The King had been
sumoned to the Oracle at Echo Pond and we had | eft the
castle early in the norning, and in sone haste, since the
Oracle did not like to be kept waiting.

The road to Echo Pond is | ong-and the forest was
hotter and quieter than usual that day. | had al nost fallen
asl eep on ny saddl e when a child rushed out fromthe cover
of the trees and ran headlong into the side of ny horse.
The child was upon us so fast that even the horse was
startled, junping to sidestep the intruder and nearly
knocking ne off its back, so rudely had the encounter woken
us.

On the child' s heels cane bl undering out of the wood
three wi |l dnen, carrying spears and wearing nothi ng but
animal skins on their filthy bodies. The only people in the
gl ade not surprised by this encounter appeared to be the
King’s Archers, and the wildmen were each sporting severa

arrows in a trice.
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The King, who'd been riding directly in front of me, turned
in his saddle and cursed the Captain of the Guard roundly
that wildnmen, had gotten so close to his person. Then

| ooked at nme and asked, "What have you there Jam e?"

"It appears to be a child, Sire.”

"l can see that. O what sort is it?"

| tried to remenber what |'d seen of the blur that had
rushed at ny horse. "I believe it's a small, half naked,
girl, of about eight or ten sumers."

The King didn't appear at all satisfied with ny
answer, even though I'd given himall the information |I had
at hand. He continued to look at nme tiredly. It was hot in
the glade and | felt his tenper growing with the heat.

| | ooked away from himand down at the child standing
beside ny horse, clinging to the hemof ny robe. "Grl,
| ook up here, let ne see your face,” | demanded.

Then, in a nore kindly voice | added, "Your assailants
have gone where they can't hurt you. You needn't fear
them..or ne."

The child slowy lifted her head to | ook up at ne and
| saw the big brown eyes and delicate features of a race |
recogni zed as kindred to m ne.

"It's a Jolie, Sire."
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"And how did you run afoul of those sw ne?” | wondered
to nmyself as | | ooked over to the dead w | dnen whose bodi es
t he Guard was searching.

The King nust have been wondering the sane thing
because after a nonment’s reflection he said, "A Jolie, we
must bring her along then, lest she again find herself
having difficulty surviving alone in the wld."

The King sat atop his horse considering the child, as
if seeing sonething in his mnd s eye nore than a snal
girl. Then he | ooked at nme shrewdly and said, "You should
keep her Jame. They're quiet, give very little trouble,
make excellent servants, and you can get rid of that old
hag who burns your toast nobst nornings."

"And you're thinking I can solve the nystery of what a
Jolie is doing being chased through the forest on a hot
afternoon, so far from hone, and so near Echo Pond, if |
take her into ny service aren't you, you old rogue," |
t hought to nysel f.

| said, "Thank you sire that is a generous gift."

And indeed it was. Jolie's really do nmake rare and
precious servants if well treated.

The King gave ne anot her appraising | ook, and then
dism ssed the matter with a yawn and a stretch. He | ooked

up at the sky, and into the forest. Then slowy settled his
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huge, warriors franme back on his saddl e, damed the Oracle
under his breath and said, "Well, let's get going then."

As the King's train began to nove away fromus the
girl’s face filled with fear again. | wasn't sure if she
was nore afraid of being taken with us, or being left
behind. So | said, "Now child, you heard the King, we nust
go," and lifted her off the ground to set her on the horse
in front of me; where | could keep an eye on her. Fresh
caught Jolie's had been known to try to escape fromtine to
time, and | thought the King wanted news of this one, and
not to hear that 1'd let the thing go.

At first the King had been a little di sappoi nted when
Gizzy turned out to be nothing nore interesting than a
mere | ost child, but he soon |lost interest and noved on to
other things. And Gizzy turned out to be a fine servant. |
soon had no nore cold teas and burnt toast for breakfast.
Gizzy was what she was. And that was nore or less in
keeping wwth what I'd told the King. And if it turned out
differently, well, all advisors made m stakes fromtine to
time. It was the nature of the business.

Gizzy stirred and nopaned in her sleep. |I felt ny lips
nmovi ng over her brow as | murnured sonethi ng soot hi ng. She

smled sleepily, snuggled in closer, and it was about that
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point that | too fell asleep. While outside our w ndow, the

Gods continued their |oud dispute of the heavens.

* k% *

I woke the next norning to see Gizzy standi ng over ne
hol di ng ny breakfast tray. | |ooked out the w ndow as she
set it beside the bed; the sun was shining, the air snelled
cl ean, and was just heavy enough to give the world that
slightly out of focus look that is often the ironic residue
of a long night’'s battle of the Storm Gods. How sonet hi ng
so awful gives rise to such peaceful nornings is something
I"ve al ways narvel ed at.

After she set down ny tray, Gizzy went to the tal
war drobe to select ny clothes. | watched her goi ng about
her business while | nibbled at ny breakfast. Sonething
about |ast night was bothering me and | couldn't put ny
finger onit.

There was one thing I was sure of, and that was that
after all these years of sleeping alone, having a little
conpany in bed with ne had been a confort 1'd all but

forgotten.
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So, while she was dressing ne | said to her, "Gizzy,
I think that it would be best, since it is the Season of
Battl e Storns, and you have becone sonet hing of a bal
baby, waking up inportant people in the night, that from
now on you sleep in ny bed with nme. The thing is quite
| arge. There's plenty of roomfor you to have a side all to
yoursel f. You should be quite safe fromstorns there. That
is, if you don't mnd."

"I don't mnd at all, My Lord...in fact, |I'd rather,”
she said, staring hard at the floor.

It seemed Grizzy was still enbarrassed about | ast
night. "You' ve nothing to fear Gizzy. I"mnot angry with
you. I'’mjust lazy and need a good nights sleep. Crying
girls disturb that. Besides," | said, trying to brighten
her nood, "I thought you good conpany.”

She | ooked up at nme and smled a very nice Jolian
smle that filled her nouth and reached deep into her brown
eyes, "Thank you My Lord, I’'lIl do as you ask."

I nodded, having settled that. Then, somethi ng about
her smle drove ne to add, "And Gizzy, around here, when
we're alone, you can call ne Jame."

As | crossed the God's Fountain Square on the way to
the King’s Chanber that unthought of sonething that had

been nagging ne all norning began to pester the back of ny
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m nd again, like an itch that had so m splaced itself that

it couldn't be scratched.

* k% *

When | arrived at the anteroomto the King' s Chanbers
the pair of nmy Juniors were already there, gossiping about
what |ast nights battle m ght portend for the future of the
ki ngdom

Jospera, a nice enough old fellow, who only | acked for
anbition was saying, "That was a rare one |last night."

"These terrible battles anong the Storm Gods have al
t he maki ngs of trouble for us if they don’t soon stop. W
must do our duty and find a way to bring peace anong the
Storm Gods or they'll rot the harvest again wth all this
rain," replied Sara, an intelligent, elderly woman we'd
taken as apprentice.

She turned to ne as | was closing the door and said,
"Master, | think that we nust ask the King to consult the
Oracle at Echo Pond. It’s long since we did and these

storns are w eaking havoc with the crops.”



Lanbrecht / Chinmes / 14 of 61

"The advice of the Oracle is as expensive as it is
worthless,” | replied without thinking. "The King will not
go for it unless the entire kingdom demands that he bear
t he expense." Then nore sure of ny ground, | added, "Wth
the cost of the war, | doubt he'd do it even then."

Sara had cone to her station by an unusual road, and
even after continued to be an unusual apprentice. During
the years that she had been mdwife in all of the first
Queen Lily's confinenents, she'd proved to the Queens
sati sfaction such a shrewd conmon sense that the Queen had
been noved to reconmmend her to ne. And, fortunately, the
Queen had been right. Even before Sara had | earned her
letters, not an easy task for one of her age, her insights
into the |ife of the kingdom had proved val uable. Not only
did | respect her intelligence, and the whol ehearted effort
and | ong hours she'd put into her books, it was hel pful for
Jospera and | to have soneone to talk to who didn't share
the prejudices of the ruling class. W’ d been getting stale
and she saw things in a nmuch different |light. But she still
carried the native superstitions of her own class. And the
idea that the King would enpty the treasury to consult the
Oacle to cal mthe Storm Gods was such nonsense that | was

quickly inpatient with her this norning.
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Ri ght now she was aghast that 1'd called the Oracle’s
pronouncenents worthless. "Master, the Oacle is hardly
worthless; if one has the sagacity to interpret its
meani ng, " she said, giving ne a doubtful | ook.

"I don't want to go into this again," |I told her. "The
King is nearly here. Jospera and | will attend the King
this norning. | have sone papers for you to draw up, with
copi es. Please have them prepared before the m dday neal ."

Seeing her grimace, | said, "It will be good practice
for you." Then | quickly told her what | required and sent
her on her way. Sara, who can be a little huffy when her
wind is up, slamed the door on her way out.

Jospera | ooked at ne dryly and rai sed his eyebrows,
"You handl ed that well, considering that she has a point."

The Oracle is often a sore spot in our deliberations.
So, | said slowy, enunciating each word, "W will, the
three of us, talk about this later. The King is nowin his
chanmbers and we are not."

Wth that we crossed the threshold into the King' s

Chanbers.

* k%
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It may sound odd to address soneone ol der than
“Junior”, but | amthe youngest of the King' s advisors, and
also their chief. Wen the old Chief had retired, he'd
insisted to the King that | be appointed to take his pl ace.
I’ mnot sure why he did that as he was angry with ne at the
time. The unfortunate state of affairs cane about one
afternoon while we were in his roons in the Hgh Tower. |'d
been assisting himin his attenpts to nake gold fromthe
four base elenents of air, water, heat, and earth, plus a
fifth he'd called energy that enployed a pair of acids in a
| arge wooden bow . It was all very interesting, but, as
usual , we'd produced nothing but brightly col ored nud.

Exasperated wth the whole thing, 1'd said to him
"Master, | don't think this is going to work."

He’ d | ooked over at ne through his big bushy eyebrows,
and exasperated hinself had said, "But it has to Jame.
These are the four elenents that conpose all that exists.

If we find the right conbination of them it wll produce
gold." He'd said this last with conviction.

"But sir, generations of nen have been nessing with
dirt and fire and water and never have they produced

anyt hing but nud."
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At this he smled and said, "Jame, that is what
patience is for. The secrets of the earth nust be teased
fromher. If it was easy, any fool in a cottage could do
it. All the old maiids in every village in the kingdom woul d
be brewing gold rather than ale in their kitchens."

This was not an argunent, to ny mnd, that the
el ements coul d be expected to care about. Wiy woul d the
el enents care to hide their secrets at all? To tease the
patience of the Master and naintain the poverty of old
wi dows? | thought not, but | let it go.

"But sir that is exactly the point, we tease these so-
call ed elenents day after day, and never accidentally brew
al e..or anything else for that matter. Wuldn't you think
that if these were actually the elenents that produce al
that we see, that each of our experinents would brew
sonet hing? One day we'd find nercury, one day |ead, one day
carbuncles. W go along |Iike each of our attenpts is a m ss
at brewing gold. But we don't find the recipe for anything
el se either. W don't ever go to the King and say, "Sire,
we've still not found the recipe for gold, but today our
mss was fortunate in that we found a recipe for sone darn
pure silver, can you use that?""

The Master's face turned a bright shade of red, but in

my yout hful innocence | continued, "I think there is
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sonet hi ng fundanentally wong with the whole notion that
this apparatus contains all the elenents. These four
m screants, plus energy, are only, and ever will be, the
har bi ngers of nud."

The Master treated ny statenents with such derision
that | was sorry that 1'd ever brought it up. But | did
notice that after that we spent less and |l ess tine each day
fiddling wth the elenents in the H gh Tower. The Mster
retired not long after that. And when he did he told the
King that | was the only man in the kingdomworthy to take
his place. The King took himat his word, and has never yet

voi ced any regret.

* k% *

| enjoyed working ny craft, but today was going |ong
in the King’s service. It was Judgnent Day and the King
di spensing his judgnents with a patient and even hand. He
took his duties as Last Arbitrator of Dispute quite
seriously. | had else on ny mnd and only one case actually
interested nme. Sonmehow a prize apple tree had grown up on

what had turned out to be when resurveyed, the boundary
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[ine of two neighboring farners’ |ands. The two had been

di sputing over it for years. And now that the apples it
brought forth had won a Red R bbon at the last Turner's
Fair, the farners were ready to cone to pitchforks over it.
The King listened to their tale, thought about it, did not
consult ne, and rendered his judgnent. The appl es woul d be
as they fell. If on the land of the one, he was cl ai mant.
If on the other, the opposite should be true. They m ght
build a fence if they wi shed, but not disturb the tree.
“I'f", he told them "I hear one nore word of dispute, ever,
as regards this tree and its fruit, I'll cut it down nyself
and use it to snoke a ham"

Everyone was satisfied, but nme. 1'd realized what was
naggi ng me and had found anot her nag toddling behind that.
If I didn't know better I'd say ny late, unm ssed, w fe had
finally risen conpletely fromher grave to haunt nmy waking
hours, as well as the long hours of the night when sleep so
often el uded ne.

The first nag had resolved when | realized that Gizzy
had been sl eeping under that w ndow for all of ten years
and never once, in all that tine, had she whinpered during
a battle of the Storm Gods. It struck ne as peculiar that
suddenly she shoul d: when, really she was hardly a child

anynore, be weeping and shaking |ike the actually quite
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pretty mai den now standing before the court; who's
betrothed had fallen down his own well while drunk. That
was the case that was now, finally noving tediously to its
close while I stood in ny place behind the King. Lost in ny
own t houghts...waiting for the M dday break.

Dowy transfer. Pretty tricky really, she won't marry
the brother and the disputants...Bah

Drat Gizzy. | have to admt that | stood behind the
King all norning westling the other nag in ny m nd,
wondering, hoping really, that 1'd been a good nmaster to
Gizzy. Was she happy in her work? Did she think to run off
and be with her people again? Then find nyself wondering
why | was thinking about the fool girl at all.or, worse
yet, looking forward to seeing her bright smle whenever
the King’s damabl e Renderings ever came to a concl usion.
Here | was the Chief Advisor and Truthseer to the King of
Il1'lum are, vexed by the feelings of a servant.

| tried, | really did. But | couldn't put the girl out
of ny mnd to concentrate on what the King was saying. |
supposed Gizzy was happy. She never conpl ai ned. Just went
about her business. And then there was |last night, and this
nor ni ng, inpul sively asking her to sleep in ny bed with ne.
Wiy had | done that? | had been content to share ny bed

with no-one after ny wife had slipped off into her quiet
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oblivion. Her nitpicking ways had cured me of the need for
conpany | ong before she went to whatever God woul d have
her. But now | wondered if, after all these years al one,
had | finally gotten |onely?

And Gizzy. |I'd always thought of Gizzy and | nore as
friends than master and servant. Mre than once during our
| ong years together, |I'd even wondered who was master, and
who was servant. In fact, with Gizzy running ny life at
home with her gentle firmhand, and the King ruling ne as
he pleased at court, it seened al nbst a conceit on ny part
to think that | had any authority over nyself at all. Mybe
not an all bad thing though, I'd been so distracted and
frustrated with nmyself this norning that if Gizzy hadn't
dressed ne | woul d have probably shown up at court in ny
dr essi ng gown.

But, the question | pondered now was whet her or not |
was presum ng on her asking for a little conpanionship from
nmy friend? Would | be better to rescind the request? | knew
that there were old widows in the castle who shared a
chaste bed wwth a servant for conpany. But | was hardly an
old wi dow.

| suppose | could ask Gizzy what she thought of the
arrangenent. But | already had asked Gizzy.

"She’ d had a choice, hadn't she?" | asked nyself.
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As | thought about it, | realized that she hadn't
seenmed to mnd the idea. Didn't flinch, or give ne a | ook
like I'd gone off on a wander through the noonlight. D dn’t
seemafraid that | was asking for anything nore than a
littl e chaste conpani onship.

In fact, she'd beconme a whole Iot |ess gloony after
I'd nentioned the idea. Maybe the Storm Gods were getting
to her. She wouldn’t be the first one for that. | nean,
Gizzy was always right where | wanted her when | needed
sonet hi ng; naybe she needed nore fromne. Had | been
selfish toward the girl? | treated her well, if rather
absently. Wat if sonething between us changed? Wasn't it
enough that she shared ny stuffy roons with nme? Way woul d |
need nore than that? | also realized that | took her for
granted. Did she feel it, was she ever lonely? It suddenly
occurred to ne to feel very foolish at the notion that |
m ght have taken such a one as Gizzy for granted.

And over it all, |I began to feel that I was skirting
sonme | arger issue that |ooned just out of grasp.

The whole thing finally gave ne a headache.

So, at the Mdday Recess, | told the King that |
t hought it mght be well to let Jospera try his hand at

being on his own for the afternoon, stiffen his back, good
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training for him And |I'd tend to sone ot her business that
| had. | excused nyself and headed back to our, ny, roons.

| opened the door and there stood Gizzy, arranging
sone flowers in a vase | hadn't seen before. Flowers? Were
had flowers cone fronf? There hadn't been flowers to cross
my threshold since ny |ast and final unpleasant attachnent
to marital gloomhad parted conpany with this world. But, |
reasoned as | watched her fuss with the things, carefully
arranging themto catch the last of the nmorning light, if
the child wants flowers, let her have a go at keeping them

Gizzy finally noticed that | was standing in the
doorway wat ching her. She | ooked over, smled and said,
"Did you forget sonething? You could have sent a nessenger;
I'd have brought it over."

"Nice flowers. The place | ooks different. Mre col or
scattered about...or sonething?"

"I found a few small things |aying around, thought we
shoul d brighten up a little. | hope you don't mnd."

"No, no, have at it. Anything you want. It's your hone
t 0o. "

That was one of the things |I'd realized half-Ilistening
to idiots squabbling all nmorning, if the poor child had a

hone, this was it.
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"The thing is | have a headache in dire need of fresh
air. Run down to the kitchen and have that witch of a cook
set up a lunch for two in sonme sort of basket. | feel the
need of a long wal k; get out of this stuffy palace for a
while."

Sonething in Gizzy's face changed and she said, "Are
you taking that Duchess the King wants you to marry on your
wal k?"

| blanched. "Are you nad as well as suddenly fl ower
happy? | can't seemto escape that woman for nore than a
few Soundi ng Gongs at a tine during the day at court, let's
not bring a gl oomupon ourselves so dark that it coul d bl ot
out the sun at m dday by nentioning her between these walls
ever again."

Gizzy stared hard at the floor, sonmething that was
strong habit with her and nuttered, "I’msorry, | thought
you liked her."

"Where did you ever...oh never mnd, go get the |unch.
|’ mgoing for a wal k, you're comng with. And since you'l
need to eat, we'll need lunch for two."

"Oh", &izzy said suddenly nerry again, "that nakes
sense. "

| smled at her despite ny headache and said, "I

t hought so too."
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“I"l'l be right back." she said, returning ny smle

with her brightest Jolian smle.

Chapt er Two:
The Fl owering Hil

When all was ready Gizzy and | slipped out of the
pal ace by the Queen’s Garden Gate. W crossed the garden to
a | arge wooden door that had been cut into the high hedge
of honeysuckl e that surrounded it; and exited the pal ace
grounds. Then we wal ked down the path through the King' s
Hunting Preserve to a little creek that cut a rift between
two of the Three Sacred Barrows and around behind themto
follow the creek. W wal ked through the thick forest that
covered both sides of the creek in an easy silence. Gizzy
said that she was m ndful that | had a headache, and qui et
wal ki ng was a wel | -known Jolian cure. There were actually
sonme things | wanted to say to her, but | thought it could

wait a while. W wandered al ong the path, sticking close to
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the creek. The only sounds were a few birds calling to each
other and the soft murnmur of the water as it flowed from

t he surroundi ng mountains to the larger river that bordered
our | ands.

We crossed the creek over a small bridge that |
i magi ne the Royal Steward' s Goose Grls nust use to follow
their gaggles as they wandered through the forest hiding
fromthe heat. | had never been this way before but Gizzy
seenmed to know where she was going and | was content to
follow her. | saw that the trees were thinner on this side
of the creek and we felt nore of the sun as it found ways
to shine through the canopy. Then the forest cover all but
di sappeared as we energed fromthe woods onto a grassy
meadow that rose quickly into a large round hill. My eyes
were slow to adjust to the change in the light. Al | could
see for a noment was Gizzy's back, and a nmound of bright
color that rose beyond her, flowng over the hill like a
di stant rainbow glimrering in the sunlight.

As ny eyes began to resolve the scene before ne, | saw
that the sides of the hill were very steep. | also saw that
what had so overwhelned ne with a sense of peace when we
crossed into this place, and the reason that 1'd felt as if
|"d stepped out of the forest into a giant swirl of color

rising straight out of the ground, was that the hill was
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entirely covered in pink and blue and yellow wi | df |l owers so
dense that | couldn't see how a person could put a foot on
the hill wthout disturbing them But it |ooked as if
Gizzy planned to do just that. | took her hand in m ne and
she stopped wal king. W stood in the mdst of this strange
wi |l d garden until she turned to ne.

"Qizzy, do you think we should go this way?" | | ooked
at the flowers at ny feet. "W'll tranple them"

Gizzy smled and said, "Silly, there's a path; don't
you see?"

| | ooked closer and there appeared a narrow brown path
worn into the grasses and flowers neandering its way up
toward the top of the hill. Gizzy squeezed ny hand and | et
it drop, and | followed her | ead as she picked out our path
to the top of the hill.

The scent of wildflowers carried on the Iight breeze
that flowed over this sunbathed hillside filled me wth a
new appreci ation of the quiet person who noved al ong before
me with such dignity and grace. | felt a sense of her inner
worl d, beautiful as the wildfl owers she passed between, and
| lTonged to be a part of it. Wien we cane to the top there
were several large maple trees at the crown of the hill.
Gizzy picked out the one she thought would give the best

shade and we sat beneath it. She took off her pack and
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began to go through it to see what the cook had given us

for I unch.
Wiile Gizzy rummged in her pack, | sat down beside
her and | ooked around ne. Fromthis high hill of tall trees

and w |l dfl owers waving in the breeze one could see a far
ways; the huge canopy of deep green forest, broken by the
l[ittle blue creek of clear water wandering through it, and
besi de the creek another break in the canopy nmade by the
growing town lying within the large circle of the town
wall. Al of which had grown up around the stone sided
castle, with the blue and yell ow pennants of the House of
Thalia waving proudly in the breeze at the top of the Hi gh
Tower. And far off across the forest canopy stood the
i npossi bly tall Jolian Muntains, |oomng dark gray, al nost
bl ack, even in the bright afternoon sun. The deep shadows
recessed in their slopes causing the gray outcroppings to
glitter in the sun like dark jewels set into their sides. |
found nysel f wondering about the reclusive people who |ived
on the other side of those silent peaks.

| stretched out ny mnd to them and began to feel
sonething light and tingly seeping out of the ground; the
merry tinkling of |aughter, the joys of child-birth, the
first cry of a newborn, an oft-told saga of Jolian nenory

spun out around the evening hearth fire. And then, as the
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vapor grew nore like life, the long struggle of optimsm
giving way to resignation. And then a tinme of great sorrow
and long retreat. And sonewhere in the nenory of this
garden hill was a tinge of bitterness so faint that |
t hought | mght be imagining it. Alnost |ike a dark thread
that had found its way into a bright tapestry. O her than
that slight discord there was a feeling of contentnent here
that |'d never felt before.

| cane slowy out of nmy thoughts wondering what was
causing ny feeling of disquiet. | saw that at |least it
wasn't Gizzy. She was sitting beside nme, with a faraway
| ook in her eye and a small smle on her face.

She felt my gaze and turned to nme, saying lightly, "H
Jam e, wel conme back."

Calling ne Jame after all these years sounded |ike
sonet hing that her tongue would have to get used too.

"This hill knows your people. Howis that?” | asked.
It seened |like an odd question after |I'd asked it. But I
also knew it was the truth

Gizzy slipped off her shoes, stretched out her |egs
and stared at her feet. Wiggling her toes, she said, "This
hill is where Allyssa the Gardener first nmet M chael the
Travel er. Jolians sonetines cone here to celebrate that."

"Jolians | eave their nmountains to cone here?"
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" Sometinmes. "

| rolled over onto ny side, gave a confortable
stretch, and | ooked up at the sky. "Well, they should stop
by the castle then and say "Hello". They woul d al ways be
wel cone," | told her.

"My people travel only rarely. They like their
mount ai n honme. They cone here only occasionally, in secret,
for the Garden Festival," she said thoughtfully. Then she
| aughed, "If we travel too far fromhone we tend to get
| ost in the woods."

"To be captured by Kings and nmade Royal Servants it
seens." | said, breaking away fromny study of a big white
billowing cloud drifting across the sky, streaked with
om nous shards of dark gray along its puffy undersides, to
her finely featured face.

Gizzy |ooked into ny eyes, "I wasn't captured. | was
| ost. You found ne, and now | belong to you. If not for
that, 1'd have been captured by wildnmen, or killed. |I seem
to have cone out on top." Then she turned her attention
once nore to the contents of her pack.

"Well that sounds all right.” | thought. My
i magi nati on nust have run away with ne this norning,

t hi nki ng that she m ght be unhappy or |onely for her hone.

She seened pretty settled in her mnd. But, for sone
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reason, | still was not. | realized that | wouldn't feel
confortable until | asked her about it.

Wiile we'd been talking, Gizzy had been setting out
unch. We ate in silence for alittle while. And then,
bet ween bites of sone pretty good chicken, and sonethi ng
Gizzy said the cook called “Potato Sal ad”, | asked her,
"Qizzy are you happy in your work? | nean...huh...we' ve
been together for a long tine. Is there sonething you're
m ssi ng, or unhappy with, anything |like that?"

"Well..." she began. My heart sank. Maybe the disquiet
had been Gizzy. Maybe sonethi ng was bot hering her.

"What is it Gizzy?"

"I was thinking to ask if you could open an account at
the MIliner's on Cottonwood Lane. There are a few things
I"d like to nake for nyself. And they have sone very nice,
not overly expensive cloth that 1'd like."

"Sure, | can do that tonorrow. But Gizzy, don't worry
about a few Coins. You can just buy clothes if you need
them you know that. Can you sew?"

"Uh huh,” she said reddening. "One of the boys
apprenticed to the Royal Tailor has been showi ng ne how. "

Al though | could not imgi ne what an apprentice tail or
could teach Grizzy to sew that she could possibly want to

make, the other part of this riddle seenmed to want sol ving.
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So | asked her, "Is he soneone special, a young man you're
interested in?"

She stared hard at the grass between her |egs and
said, "No, he's nice. W have fun together. | think he
likes me. But, | don't know, | guess |I’mjust not
interested in all that business right now "

"If you never got interested in young nen it would be
soon enough for me," | said heartily. And then felt

suddenly foolish. What business of it was m ne whet her

Gizzy had a beau? | told her quickly, "I was married once,
t hat seened nore than enough.”” and then concluded with
conviction, “l decided after that, |1'd never do it again.”

The King and his Duchess be dammed.

| wanted to stop there, but ny nouth was open and |
conti nued bl abbing. "Not of course, that you m ght neet
sonmeone ni ce and be happy."

| told nyself that if I couldn't stop making this

worse, | could stick a chicken bone down ny throat until
choked. But ny nouth kept noving of its own accord. "I just
don't think I was neant for marriage." | could feel ny face

reddeni ng and nental ly cl apped ny hand over ny nout h.
"I suppose we'll always be single then," Gizzy said

| ooki ng at nme out of the corner of her eye.
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I wasn't entirely sure if she was making a statenent
or posing a question. It would all cone to the sane thing
in the end, Gizzy and | al one together for a long tine,
whi ch was pretty nuch what | was beginning to think
wanted. Until this norning I'd never realized howlittle
thought I'd given to Gizzy's future. She’d been a gir
growng up in ny service, and |I'd been busy with the
affairs of the kingdom | tried to imagine a lot of little
Gizzy's running around underfoot, and | couldn't get a
picture of it. Now it sounded as if sone of ny attitude
toward a life |lived under a contentious roof with a nenber
of the opposite sex had rubbed off on her. Just to put a
fine point onit, | asked her, "You wouldn't marry?"

"Not if | was to be boiled."

"Suits me," | said cheerfully. Then, to bring it back
to the original point I'd been striving for, | said, "So
you' re happy then, not thinking about running away, or
anything foolish |ike that?"

Gizzy's face contorted and she | ooked at ne as if 1'd
suddenly gone daft, "Run away..to where?"

Gizzy sat anong the wildfl owers searching ny face for
sonme clue as to where this idiotic conversation |'d begun
m ght be going; and as she did her expression softened from

alarmto a slightly perplexed |ook that Iingered in her
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i nnocent brown eyes. In the slow transformation of Gizzy's
face | saw for the first tinme the soft warm beauty of her
Jolian features as one quick enotion was replaced by

anot her that she was happier with. | saw too, depths of
tenderness in her eyes that |1'd al nbst begun to doubt
existed in the world. | felt a sudden rush of ny own tender
feelings for her so powerful | alnost took her in ny arns.
It occurred to ne that a person that Gizzy gave her heart
to would be a very fortunate person indeed, "After all,
she's nice looking. Quiet, |I’ve never heard her raise her
voi ce. She nmekes a nice cup of tea. And now, for sone
reason, she can sew." | had, | knew, grown very fond of
Gizzy over the years.

"Yes, she'd be very good for soneone,"” | realized.
"She's certainly been very good for ne."

And suddenly | knew, right then and there, that rather
than | ose her to sone Apprentice Tailor, if Gizzy would
have nme, | wanted to be that person. | resol ved that
whether it took the rest of the afternoon, or the rest of
nmy life, I would indeed be that person. And with that
resolve | decided that | didn't care if the King ordered ne
to, I wasn't marrying the Duchess of Echo Pond. | didn't
know how I would win Gizzy, but | would do it. And anyone

who didn't like it could visit any or all of the Seven
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Hells. | also knew why it was suddenly so inportant that
Gizzy not run away when |I'd just found her. It took ny
breat h away.

| sat there on that quiet hillside beside Gizzy,
amazed to realize that everything I'd thought, said, and
done, since Gizzy had stood beside ny bed in the storm
i ncl udi ng havi ng her papers drawn up this norning, had
tended to this nonent. But | didn't feel msled in the
least. In fact, ny new conviction bothered ne not at all. |
was even, for the first tinme innmy life, contented in ny
heart .

I had no idea how | was going to arrange all of this.
I'"d worry about that later. There was plenty of tine.
"Sonmething wll conme up,” | thought contentedly, “it always
does.”

Sonmehow Grizzy nust have sensed all that passed
t hrough ny m nd because she said quietly, "Wy would | run
away, | have what | want." Then reached out her small hand
and took mne in her's and let themfall together into the
tall grass that |ay between us. A breeze blew across ny
back and stirred the wildfl owers as we sat |ooking at each
other, and to avoid speaking before ny mnd sorted out ny

heart, | whispered, "I don't know, forget it."
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After lunch we wiled away the afternoon contented in
each others’ conpany. Gizzy produced a deck of cards from
her pack and we played a few hands of "Kings in your
Pocket" until Gizzy decided that she was hot and needed a
swwm | took a nap while she was gone. And when | awoke,
Gizzy was sitting in front of nme wwth a very intent | ook
on her face.

"Ah, you're back, we should go pretty soon, the sun
will be going down."

"Jam e, were you serious this norning when you said
that | could start sleeping with you, instead of on that
narrow old mattress under that drafty old w ndow?"

If she hadn't | ooked so serious | would have | aughed
out loud. Drafty old wi ndow, she'd pulled the bed over
there herself soon after she cane to live with ne. If the
King for a mnute thought that there was a draft in that
room he and Queen Lilli would be sleeping in there, and
Gizzy and | would have the Royal Chanbers before
nightfall. But, instead, it was ny turn to redden. | had
one last thing to do this afternoon, and | had to do it for
my own peace of m nd

"Gizzy, before we talk about that, there's sonething
| have to tell you: this norning before | |eft the pal ace |

had your papers drawn up. | didn't know why | was doing it
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then, but I do now. You' re your own person again. No |onger
my servant. You can cone and go as you please.” | pulled
t he parchnments out of mny pocket and handed themto her.

She sat and stared at the papers, w thout touching
them with a queer |ook on her face. Then her lower |lip
began to trenble. And finally, very nmuch to ny surprise,
she burst into tears, "That’'s why you asked ne all those
guestions before, you want ne to go. | did sonething
wong." She shuddered with such force that her entire body
shook, "I frightened you, or sonething. | suppose the whole
t hi ng was al ways i npossi bl e."” She noaned hel plessly, "Ch, |
don't know. "

Then she | ooked into ny face with such pain in her

eyes that | nearly wetched up the cook’s potato sal ad. She

dr opped her head beside ne on the grass and cried, "I'm
sorry. Don’t make nme go away. |’'ll be good, | prom se." She
pounded her small fist on the ground and noaned, "I'||l be
good. "

The sight of her lying in the grass |like that al nost
broke nmy heart. | reached over and gathered her in ny arns
and pulled her close to ne. "Gizzy, it isn't like that at
all,” I held her as tight as | could, "I don't want you to
go, you Turner's Fool," | said nore severely than

i nt ended.
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Then nore calmy, trying to explain this blunder that
had hurt her so, "I just wanted you to be free to make your
own decisions, | don't want you to feel you have to do
anyt hi ng because you're a servant: Do you understand?"

"No, | don't. I want you to burn those papers and
never bring it up again. Please, Jame."

| hugged her trenbling body next to m ne and
whi spered, "lIts okay Gizzy, don't worry, |I’ll burn them
Don’t think about it anynore.”

After a few nonents, when she'd settled down a little,
she said, "You frightened ne." In a tone that nade ne feel
distinctly like an evil sprite lurking behind a tree in the
woods, waiting to junp out at children who had the
m sfortune to cross its path.

“I"'msorry. | truly am | wouldn't hurt you for al
the gold buried under the Oracle.” | told her, feeling even
nore m serable than ny voice sounded in ny ears.

"I shouldn't think you would,” she said as she nestled
in closer.

W lay under a tree on top of a hill covered in pink
and blue and yellow wi I dfl owers |ike that until Gizzy had
conposed herself. And then | said, "Ah Gizzy, there's
sonet hing that's been bothering ne all day. Maybe | could

ask you about it?"
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She murnmured sonmething into ny chest that | took for
assent.

"When, exactly, did you start being afraid of Storm
Gods in the night? If | remenber right we used to sit at
your wi ndow and watch them hurl thunderbolts at each ot her
by the hour when you were younger."

She sat up a little, w ped her cheeks with the back of
her hand, and said, "That started about the tinme | decided
| didn't want to sleep under that drafty old w ndow
anynore."

"I thought it mght be sonething like that," | said
while admring the field of beautiful colors that Gizzy

had | ed us too.

* k% *

As Gizzy and | wal ked back to the palace, | realized
that a great burden that | nust have been carrying for many
years had been lifted fromny shoulders. | nust have been
very lonely, or heartsick and not even realized it was

there. But now that it was gone, | was very aware of its
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absence. | felt lighter, the day felt warnmer. But it wasn't
an oppressive heat anynore, | rejoiced init.

Gizzy got alittle bit ahead on the path and |
wat ched her wal k al ong, hol ding one hand over the tops of
the high grasses. Not catching it, just letting the soft
seed pods run along her palm | watched her body nove in
her thin sumrer shift. The gentle sway of her hips as she
noved al ong.

| thought to nyself, "One nust be careful with this;
one could get carried away with this thinking that one has
suddenly fallen in love with his servant. But," | deci ded,
“I"l'l guard these feelings later. I'll enjoy this now...and

be nore careful later."

Chapt er Three:
The Tattered Bed

We retraced our path back to the castle. And by | uck

and for good or ill, considering the fact that 1'd taken
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the afternoon off to go skylarking with nmy servant, the
King and Queen were taking an evening tea in the Queen’'s
Garden when we arrived. | greeted the Queen, and so did
Gizzy. The Queen and Gizzy seened to be on sone sort of
acquai ntance, and after sonme polite words to ne fromthe
Queen, the two of them began a discussion of the Queen’s
new Tea Roses.

The King | ooked at nme and said pointedly, "Wll, we're
not needed here."

The King and | excused ourselves to the Queen and
Gizzy and wal ked over to where a servant stood waiting
besi de a tea service.

"Not hing fuddles ny mnd faster than listening to
Lilli talk about her roses. | like them they snell nice.
But their nanmes and all the rest of it are nore than | can
hold in ny head." Then he | ooked at ne and said, "Jam e,
sent for you earlier and you were nowhere to be found. D d
you find a cure for your headache?"

"A good airing in the summer sun seens to have cl eared
it up. | apologize that I was unavailable, but I'm
wort hl ess when these ill hunors get into ny head.”

The King offered ne tea, took a fresh one for hinself
and said, "I see you still have your Jolian."

"Yes, the girl is still wwth ne."
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"She's hardly a girl Jame; she's grown to a young
wonman. "

| | ooked at Gizzy standing with the Queen and said,
"These Jolians are not a tall race are they?"

The King's wife was Jolian, and with us through an
arranged marri age that was supposed to have fostered trade
bet ween our two ki ngdons. The marriage had ripened. But the
trade still floundered.

Foll ow ng ny gaze, the King said, "Yes they know each
ot her, but nmy Queen clains to know no nore of Gizzy's past
t han we have been able to learn. She tells ne that she
enj oys the young wonman's conpany because she rem nds her of
home. Much less dull for her than ny conversation of wars
and taxes, | suppose.”

We wat ched i n conpani onabl e silence for a few nonents
as Gizzy and Queen Lilli began wandering through the rose
garden. They were chatting like long | ost sisters. Then the
wonen stopped and Gizzy | ooked toward the Queen. Then she
turned and bent over, putting her hand between her legs to
prevent the material of her tunic frombillow ng onto the
Queen's Roses. Using her other hand to push a few | oose
strands of her long hair behind her ear, she broke into a

warmsmle at a new rose that the Queen pointed out.
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The King broke into ny study of Gizzy's graceful
movenents by saying wistfully, "I suppose you'll never want
to marry the Duchess of Echo Pond now. Ch well, maybe sone
t hi ngs were just never neant to be."

I maintained a judicious silence on that fearful
subject. Let the King's owm words be the |ast uttered on
her forever.

We fell into another long silence, thinking our own
t houghts while we watched the sun set over the nountains.
When the | ast red ribbon wi nked out behind Ragnot's Peak,
the King said, "There will be a convening of the King's
Counci | tonorrow. "

"Lords and all?" | asked.

"Lords and all," the King said heavily. "I finally
recei ved news from Prince Nekol eaf, your cousin, this
afternoon. Three days ago there occurred a fierce battle on
the plain of Gorgrieth. The Prince |led a confederation
conposed of his troops, sone few Jovens, and a strong
contingent of Jolians against a mass of WIdnmen bol d enough
to canp there.”

He paused, and then continued, sounding slightly
bew | dered, "Surprise was on Neko's side, and yet the
wi | dnen fought as never before. They even executed a nove

on the field that flanked ny son."
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"Then the runors may be true." | said, com ng
conpletely out of ny reverie.

"It gives them weight."

"A Wtchking. Wiat next, did they al so have a Hel | bat
of Orion?"

The King |aughed, "No, no Hell bats are runored to have
been present.”

"And Jolians fighting: How is that possible?"

"Not just fighting, they saved the day. Jolians rolled
up the wildmen and pushed themnearly off the plain. The
word Neko used for themwas "appalling". He said in his
report that, "The Jolians are appalling to behold when
aroused by great need or anger."

"So, we have a new, unexpected, and formdable ally."

"It appears, and with no di pl omati c breakthrough that
I’ maware of. Sonething has aroused the Jolians to fight
after all these years. W know not what it is, and yet they
fight."

| realized that | was still watching Gizzy, standing
on the other side of the garden, chatting amably with the
Queen; while ny mind tried to assimlate all that |I'd been
told. There was much depth and subtlety here that | did not

under st and.
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The King was watching Gizzy and his wife reflectively
too. Froma distance, as the light fromthe torches set
around the garden began to get the upper hand on the fading
sumrer light, it was difficult to say for certain which was
Gizzy and which was the Queen. The Queen's |ong brown hair
was plaited down her back. And Gizzy's, as always, fel
free. But, they were both shorter of stature, both slim
neither was at all a buxom woman. And both wore the thin
white summer shift that nost people in Illumaire favored
in the sunmer. Wth many variations of tailor and
enbroidery, it was basically a | oose sack that hung from
the shoul ders until about md-thigh. It was | oose and
confortabl e and never seened to go out of style. No matter
what the Court Grandees affected, nost people wore them
t hr oughout the sunmmer.

"You still don't have any idea who she is? O why she
was sent to us: to you particularly?” The King continued
t houghtfully, "There has al ways been doubt in nmy mnd that
it was an accident that she ran to your horse that day."

Events were threatening to nove fast now and | needed
time to fit themtogether

"No, |’ve sent spies over the years. But they either

don't return, or return enpty handed."
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| | ooked away from Gizzy to the King and said,
"Grizzy could not have such influence as this. Are you sure
it's not your wife trying her own diplomacy with her
f at her ?"

This was tricky ground to tread with a King who | oved
his wife. There would be, at best, a gray area between
secret dipl omacy between the Queen and her father, King
Edshu, on our behal f, and the passing of information that
we may not want himto have. How could she know the
di fference wi thout instruction?

The King seened to let this matter wei gh between us
wi t hout comment, and then continued, "Well, it could be a
ruse, but trade goes nowhere with, or wthout, her help.
Her father seens little interested in her opinion of the
price of corn. But now, suddenly, Jolians trust us and are
willing to fight...and bleed, along wwth the rest of the
ki ngdons. "

The King and | stood studying Gizzy and the Queen,
stroking our beards, a habit that we seened to share when
t hi nki ng hard.

"I had thought to send you and your Jolian to Jolie to
work out a treaty. But now |'mnot so sure. It may be best

to keep her here.”
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"There is no lie in Gizzy. O that you can rest
assured. | would have seen it. She couldn't hide a lie from
me for all these years. There is no talent of that depth in
this world." | needed to get off this ground to sonewhere |
could think, "Neko is all right then?"

"Neko is fine." The King | ooked hard across the garden
and said, "W need to know who she is. | don't |ike nystery
or coincidence. W are groping in the dark now, Jam e. That
can be a serious inpedinent in war. W need information."

The King’s nusings were following ny own so closely
that | laughed. "If only we could gather information as
fast as we gather our troubles.”

"Maybe we should go as pilgrins to Echo Pond, consult
the Oracle,” the King said, nostly in jest.

"The Oracle couldn't light his robes on fire if he had
a torch in each hand." | said conversationally.

At the King's sudden fit of laughter, Gizzy and the
Queen | ooked up and the King waved them over to where we
st ood.

"There is nmuch to decide. Tonorrow wll be a | ong day,
sleep well. I will not have you wool gat hering in Counci
tomorrow the way you did at ny Renderings this norning. You

will need your wits."
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The King had noticed ny distraction this norning, even
before |I abandoned himto the w sdom of ny Junior. But then
he had never been a person to underestimate in any event.

"Yes, ny Lord."

"And now that | see the cause of this sudden headache,
I nust warn you to have a care in this. | want your
happi ness. But it would be difficult for this to cone to a
good end,"” the King whispered into his beard as the Queen
and i zzy approached.

"Yes ny Lord." | agreed, feeling sone of the old
wei ght settling back in.

The Queen cane to stand beside her husband and he took
her arm

She | ooked up into his face and said, "Wat was so
funny? Were you | aughing at ny roses?” Wile smling that
bright Jolian smle that I'd cone to appreciate so
t horoughly the | ast day or so.

"No, heavens no," the King said | aughing again. "Jame
and | were discussing religion. He has sone rather
startling views."

The King appeared to be attending to his wife, but |
noticed that he was studying Gizzy intently.

Gizzy held his gaze while the Queen said nerrily,

"Jame is a thinker, they re always confused."
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At that we all chuckled and the King and Queen bid us
goodni ght. The King gave Gizzy one | ast thoughtful | ook,
then smled warmy and shook his head. He turned to his
wi fe and said sonething under his breath as they wal ked
away. The nerry tinkling of the Queen’ s laughter hung in
the garden after they were gone.

Gizzy and | stood in the garden for a nonent before
foll ow ng themthrough the doorway. | reached over by the
doorway and took a torch out of its stanchion on the castle
wal I, put my other hand on Gizzy's shoul der and asked,
"So, how did you find the Queen's conpany this eveni ng?"

Gizzy watched themretreati ng down the hallway, arm
inarm in the dwindling light of the torch their servant
carried along before them and said, "She certainly knows

her roses."

* k% *

After Gizzy and | returned to our roons, | sent her
down to the kitchens to find us sone sort of dinner, and
t hen sat down on her bed, staring out the w ndow at the

town bel ow, pondering all that the King had told ne. One
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thing was sure; Jolie had sonmeone in our inner circle. The
soneone seened to have worked a wonder for us, at a tinme
when a wonder had been nost handy for Neko. But the soneone
was wor ki ng wi thout the know edge of the King and his nost
trusted adviser. And that suggested a hi dden agenda.

The King realized all of this as well as | did. Who
m ght he suspect? The obvi ous choice would be his wfe; she
was of the Jolian royal famly. But he |oved the woman and
her roses. And she him

The question was; did our unknown benefactor plan to
eventual ly betray us? | decided | nust get closer to the
Queen.

| al so thought about the King' s words when he spoke of
my Jolian, "W nust know who she is."

"W nust indeed." | said, nusing out loud to the open

wi ndow...

* k% *

After a light dinner of fresh fruits and brown bread
that we took sitting on her little bed by the w ndow,
wat ching the nightlife of the town bel ow us, Gizzy took up
her hairbrush and brushed out ny hair as was her habit each

ni ght before bed. Wen she was finished she took the brush
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and went over and sat at ny vanity, with her back to ne,
and brushed out her own |long hair.

| left off absently wool gathering over affairs of
state to watch the brush flow through her hair fromthe
very first long stroke. And | thought to nyself as | did,
that 1'd probably sat at this wi ndow a few thousand or so
ni ghts, and maybe, watched her brush her hair hundreds of
times. But now | wondered how | could have m ssed so much
beauty in a few sinple novenents as she weaved the brush
[ ovingly through her hair. It nust have happened so slowy
| barely noticed until | was fully absorbed in her, as |ong
gentle stroke flowed fromgentle stroke, that the world
becanme just Gizzy and |I. Finding its beginning with the
first long graceful novenent of her slender armas she
brought the brush to the top of her head, and conpl eting
itself with the last little shake of her head as she pulled
the brush free fromher hair at its end. And each tine she
pull ed the brush through her hair, | saw cascading glimers
of gold mngling wwth the rich browns that danced in the
| anpl i ght .

Finally, when even the sound of the brush gliding
t hrough her hair began to nock the last hesitation | felt,
insisting that | follow nmy heart where it wanted to go.

gave in to a deep longing to have Gizzy near ne again and
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got up fromthe w ndow and went over and sat down on ny bed
and watched her for a little while longer. | wanted to be
sure of us. But there was no notion of going back. And
after all, what did | have to fear from sonmeone as warm and
gentle as Gizzy?

| asked her, grateful that the sound of the voice in
my ears sounded reasonably like mne, "Gizzy, would you
conme here and let nme do that for you? If you can brush ny
hair, it seens only fair that | brush yours for you once in
a while."

The brush stopped in mdstroke and Gizzy stood and
crossed the room alnost as if she'd been waiting for ne to
ask. Then, as she stood before me with her cheerful Jolian
face shining in the lanplight, | felt a sudden inpulse to
reach out and take her hand. The di stance between us seened
to shrink to nothing, and all ny resolve that | had all the
time in the world to wait until something cane up nelted
away. A sudden conviction grew upon ne that everything |
really wanted in life was standing before ne. Position and
confort had cone to me at birth. Gizzy's love | nust earn.
And then find a way to nmake it work. | still had no idea
how. People just didn't openly fall in love with their

servants. O maybe they did the reverse. Maybe they
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conprom sed their principals and told no-one. Maybe old
w dows wi sely kept their own counsel.

Here | was, in love for the first time inny life, and
I could in good conscience do nothing about it. | was
caught between a powerful desire for her, and the know edge
that asking Gizzy to hide away with nme was i npossible. O
maybe Grizzy and | could hide our love in this room
forever. If love nade ne a coward, would Gizzy understand
that | had no choice in the matter? The real problem was
that | could calculate nothing of this with Gizzy standing
in front of ne.

Al | knew was that feelings were awakening in me that
I hadn't known were there. O had known about, but thought
themto wonderful to ever conme to light in a world such as
this, but now suddenly filled the small space that
separated Gizzy and |

Gizzy stood patiently, returning ny gaze with a smal
smle. She nust have seen all of these thoughts plainly
witten across ny face as they passed through nme, but she
only said of this newfound intinmacy that filled the space
between us, "You'll need this Jame." Then held out the
hai rbrush for nme, and after | took it in ny hand slowy
turned around and sat down on the edge of the bed, our

bodi es al nost touchi ng.
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| sat with the hairbrush in ny hand | ooking at her
hair shining in the |anplight for nonent. And then, when
l[ifted the brush to the top of her head, | saw that she was
sitting so close to ne that | was going to have to | ean
back a little if I was going to brush out her hair. | set
t he brush down beside ne on the bed, braced ny feet on the
fl oor and ny arns against the bed and slid back on the
linen sheet a little. And when |I did ny thighs squeezed up
agai nst Gizzy's hips. She noaned softly and stretched her
head back on her shoulders until the ends of her hair fel
into ny lap and brushed agai nst nme |ike hundreds of soft
tiny feathers had suddenly fallen fromtheir nesting pl ace
to reveal a cherished secret |ong hidden away. A shudder
went through ny body so powerful that | knew Gizzy nust
have felt it too. It was lucky that Gizzy was facing the
ot her way or she would have seen nme trenbling for the first
time in her life as | lifted the brush to the top of her
head a second tine. And with each stroke, as | pulled the
brush through her hair, it slid through those vibrant
silken threads as effortlessly as fingers run across the
face of cool water.

In ny mnd, | set down the brush and reached both arns

around her waist and laid ny head on her shoul der. |nhal ed
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the nusk of her hair, felt the curve of her neck on ny
[ips. Time, where was tinme now?

| left off brushing her hair and sat watching the
lanplight flicker on the far wall until the danger passed.
Wien | felt alittle calner, and ny sudden excitenment was
one of those nenories that reproach people who | eave urgent
and unfini shed business for the future, | reached up and
grasped Gizzy's waist in ny hands and lifted her gently
off the bed saying, "Gizzy, if you wouldn't m nd bl ow ng
out the lanp and conmng to bed |I'd appreciate it. Tonorrow
is a long day and we shoul d get sone rest."

Gizzy wal ked over to the night table and bl ew out the
lamp while | lay down in the bed. She slid in next to ne
and tucked herself in as close to ne as she coul d get,
lying wwth her face on ny chest, her forehead resting
against ny lips. | kissed her brow and she snuggl ed up and
wr apped her arns around ne. W lay like that for a while.
And then | heard her sing-song voice say, "I think
sonet hi ng wonderful is happening to us, Jame."

My heart |eapt at that. And when |I told her, "Gizzy
I’malnost afraid to talk out loud for fear that I'll wake
myself up and all of this will turn out to have been a
dream™ | felt ny lips noving over her forehead |ike

endl ess butterfly kisses.
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* k% *

| lay beside ny sleeping Gizzy for a long tine,
staring at the ceiling and thinking about all that had
happened during this strange and eventful day. | nust have
finally dozed of f when suddenly the phantom was standi ng at
the foot of the bed; her white dress giving off a faint
gl ow, her long black hair falling away i n waves, her bright
bl ue eyes over high cheek bones, her perfectly red |ips.
The face of a goddess and the heart of a witch: Annie.

"Jam e, " she whi spered.

"Annie," | sighed.

"I"m back,” she said in a tone that suggested that |
shoul d be grat ef ul

"l see that. | thought you' d gone off to marry a Storm
God. "

"Still the quick wit," she said with a trace of
bi tterness.

Then her eyebrows shot up so high that her forehead
di sappeared in a spasm of winkles, her eyes becom ng

perfectly round circles. After all these years haunting ne,
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it was good to see her |look like she'd seen a ghost. "Who's
this who sleeps in your bed, so long enpty? Is it that
damabl e Breeze? Did you finally catch the Breeze you so

| onged for?” she demanded, her face contorting into the
rage that | so well renenbered.

Then she di sappeared, | could only hope-gone for good.

But it was not be so easy. | perceived her strange
[ ight again out of the corner of ny eye, lifting the sheet
off Gizzy's face, "Way it's the serving girl who sl eeps by
the wi ndow." Annie | ooked cross through narrowed eyes, “Is
the little brat's bed broken-the frane in two pieces and
all the ropes on the floor, the ticking out the windowin a
storn? What is am ss here, Jam e?"

"Not hing," | said.

But she was gone again. To the window, "No, her little
bed of tatters is not broken, the ticking not gone. What is
am ss here, Jam e?”

"Not hi ng that concerns you."

She strode across the room so angry that her feet
never touched the floor. "That is where you are m staken ny
l[ittle man. This is quite inpossible, you know that. It
will not do," she said fromthe foot of the bed, studying

me with a | ook of contenpt on her face that took for
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granted that her opinion neant sonething. It was still her
right to think things of ne, and ny obligation to care.

“I"l'l find a way," | said dryly.

"You're clever, but not that clever Jame."

| sighed; it did no good arguing with a witch.

Her voice took on a brittle tone, "So you think to
suppl ant your wife with a serving girl?"

"Since you refuse to stay dead, | won't bother to
spare your feelings. You can hardly supplant sonething with
not hi ng. "

"I think you' re lying," she said, giving nme what
passed with her a shrewd | ook, the old rage simering bel ow
the surface of her pale white face.

She nodded her head at Gizzy, "Jame, | think I can
do better than that." And she said it wth that confidence
she al ways wore w t hout thinking.

Gizzy sighed in her sleep. | could only hope she
woul dn't wake up and see Annie the Wtch floating at the
foot of the bed.

Then Annie wasn't at the foot of the bed. She was
crawling up the bed, over ny body on her hands and knees.
Pulling the sheet down as she cane up towards ny face,
staring into nmy eyes with ne a sweet and knowi ng sm |l e that

cane nowhere near her blue eyes. "I think | can do better
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than that," she said seductively. "Wo knows your secret
pl aces better than your w fe?” Noddi ng her head
dism ssively to where Gizzy laid, "Not her."

Then she was over nme, looking into ny eyes, her hair
hanging to crowd out the noonlight all around. Snelling not
of the grave, but lightly of sandal wood. | could see by her
| ook that she thought | was hers for the taking.

Then she settled down on ne, pressing her nouth on
mne. As | felt her weight settle lightly, and then fully,
on me | knew that this nust be a dream because | felt
mysel f responding against ny will. | felt the sane way that
| often did in dreans when | wanted to cry out and coul d
not. I felt nyself rising up into her

Suddenly, | knew that | had to stop this. And | knew
that | coul d.

| said forcefully, pushing her and this nmadness in ny
mnd fromme, "Oh no you don't." | think it hel ped that I
had no desire for this. Someone was trying again to force
sonething on ne, again, that | had no desire for. | felt
deeply of fended that she had the nerve to try, and betrayed
by the part of my mnd that seened to crave her. Yet, it
was so sinple to resist. All of me, but one little part,

didn't want her.
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| pushed the phantom away again. Not by hand, but by
will. "Ch no you don't," | said nore forcefully. She was
gone.

"Jam e, what was that?” It was Gizzy. She was |ying
on her side looking a little frightened, | think for nme. "I
saw sonet hi ng. "

| rolled over and laid ny head on her pillow, then

buried ny face so deeply into it that her face conpletely

covered mne. | burrowed in deep and safe and confessed in
her ear, "I love you Gizzy. | realized it this afternoon
and becane sure of it tonight. | love you the way | |ove

wal king in the forest in the early spring, when the world
is young and fresh and | have nothing better to do than
wal k through it."

The words were inadequate to the task. But | felt so
full and conplete lying there, with her face covering m ne
that | had to try to tell her-that for once, finally and
forever, | felt free.

She hugged ne with all her strength and | felt
sonet hing warm and wet on ny face, "I |ove you too, Jame".
| didn't know if the tears were mne, or hers, or were
somehow m ngl ed.

We laid there for a long tinme hol ding each other and

kissing lightly.
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A while later Gizzy pulled her face away from m ne
and said, "Jame, ny |ove."

"Yes Gizzy."

"What was that? It seemed to frighten you."

"That, Gizzy, was nmy own personal Storm God cone to
Earth."

"I's there anything that | can do?"

"You could kiss ne again." | said with a hugely guilty
smle that | could not have w ped off ny face for any
amount of coin.

Gizzy giggl ed.

And in her enbrace | knew that Gizzy would find

secret places in ne that Annie never dreaned of.

(END OF 15 | NSTALLMENT.))



