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Chapt er Four:
The Sputtering Candl es

It was just before dawn when Gizzy woke nme. She was
standi ng patiently beside the bed and as usual ny sense of
her presence there awakened ne. | |ooked into her |ovely
Jolian face and asked her to set aside the tray and tal k
with nme for a while before | began what | suspected would
be an arduous day at the King s side facing down the
burghers and the other nmen who were the Council of Lords.

"Yesterday was a | ong day that passed too quickly," |
sai d when she was again beside ne. "And today will be a

| ong day that passes too slowy if | know the Lords, and |
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do. But no matter, we have a few m nutes. Have you had your

br eakf ast yet?"

"No, | was going to wait until after you left."
"Well, then we wll eat together. The King still has
his head on Queen Lilli's pillow and | need only arrive at

Chanbers before him He has the shorter wal k but | have the
younger legs. It will be a good race to see who escapes
their Jolian's enbrace first."

Gizzy | aughed and kissed ne, and | her. | felt nyself
becom ng aroused and forced nyself to sit up. If | stayed
any longer in Gizzy's enbrace | would be very late to
Chanbers and good for nothing for the rest of the day. |
reached over and took the plate off the tray that held the
toast and jamand fixed up a piece for Gizzy the way she
often did for me and handed it to her. She | ooked ne a
gueer |l ook and said, "That’s your breakfast, Jame."

"Yes it is, and that is why | can share it with you. |
nmeant it yesterday when | said that you were no | onger ny
servant. W may be forced to keep up appearances before the
world for a while, but here, in our hone, we will be
equal s. "

She hel d her toast in her hand and | ooked at me with

such a determ ned expression on her face that | sat back
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agai nst the headboard and prepared nyself not to argue with
what ever Jolian nonsense she cared to utter

"And | nmeant what | said yesterday too. | like ny life
the way it is and I don't want any changes. Burn those
papers for nme, please. Don't worry for ne; | nmade all ny
deci sions | ong ago."

Despite nmy resolve, | had to protest, "But Gizzy,
everyt hing has changed, 1’'ve fallen in love with you."

She smled the nost beautiful smle |'d ever seen on
her face and said, "And | you, but that was a long tine
ago." She | ooked down at the toast in her hand and
continued slowy, her voice firm but sounding in ny ears
as if it was comng fromgreat distance. "If you pl ease, |
have never considered nyself your servant. | do what | do
frommnmy heart. And fromthe nonent that | becane aware of
the |l ongings of a grown up heart | have | oved you. Your
| ong sil ences, your quick tenper, your kindnesses to ne,
your wit and your sadness at the folly of this world, I
| ove all those things and nore. | have dressed you and fed
you and wat ched over you in your sleep when you've fallen
ill. And I knew that you would love ne if | hit you over
the head with the brass tea kettle. So | waited until | was
ol d enough to be sure of ny own heart and then | took the

tea kettle to you. Nowthat it is done | only wish |I'd done
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it sooner. | have what | want and that is you." After a
t hought ful pause she added, "And only other, that you would
mention an account to the MIIliner today when you see him"

Havi ng made the | ongest and | oveliest speech |I had
ever heard her make, she smled at ne as if to say the
subj ect was closed and took a bite of her toast.

I waited until she was busily enjoying it and then
said, "Whatever you say ny darling Gizzy, you're the
boss. "

My timng was too good and she nearly choked. | even
had to pat the poor girl on the back several tines before
she fully recovered.

When | was sure she was okay, | kissed her forehead,
apol ogi zed for choking her, swore ny undying | ove, and
j unped out of bed saying, "And now that we've settled our
donestic issues, | nust go. The King stirs in his bed-
chanber and | amnot to be |ate."

Wth Gizzy's help, I was quickly dressed in ny nost
sonber robes of state and headed for the door.

"I wll see the MIliner and tell himthat the owner
of the heart of a person who has the King’s ear wants to do
sonme trading with him I'’msure he'll send a nessenger with
instructions to receive you warmy before the Noon Recess,

so urgently will | press the issue. And Gizzy, this day
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will go very late into the night. The King will have nuch
to say once we finish wwth the Lords. You need not wait

up." Wth that | kissed her goodbye and ran for the door.

* k% *

| took a couple of shortcuts down di sused passageways
and managed to beat the King to Chanbers, but just barely.
| had scarcely conposed nyself to looking |like |I'd been
waiting on himfor a long toll of the Bells when he strode
t hrough the doorway. "You | ook too cheerful for such a
sonber occasion. Try to look |like there is a hard rain
poundi ng and the Storm Gods are at it with a will...If you
pl ease,” was his first command to ne.

The thought that had been crossing ny mnd, sone part
of which nust have crossed ny face and offended the King s
sense of the decorum of the day was what a wonder life is.
This nmorning I'd had breakfast in bed wwth Gizzy and then
ki ssed her goodbye and told her not to wait up as if we'd
been doing it that way for years. Although, in truth, it
was sonet hing that the day before woul d have been beyond

the powers of the Oracle to predict.
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It is a curious world and wakes us up from our
conpl acencies in odd ways at unexpected tinmes. If this was
one of those rare occasions when life’'s curious ways nerged
with the hopes of a pair of would-be |overs living out of
step with their world, then | was going to be grateful for
the chance to go with it, wherever it went. But first, the

Lor ds.

* k% *

And the Lords were already in a dither this norning.

| opened the door to Chanbers for the King and found
the roomnearly full of them the steady buzz of their near
pani ¢ conversations rushing at us like a swarm of bees
roused fromthe hive.

| announced into that tunult, in ny best nost courtly
baritone, "My Lords, King Henry of the House of Thalia."

At that announcenent, the silence was abrupt. And the
King was ready for it. Al heads turned toward himas his
huge, muscul ar, body filled the doorway. He strode quickly
into the roomand directly to his chair at the head of the

table. H s usual habit was to stop and chat with one or two
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of his favorites and in general play the role that nost
suited him that of a benign nonarch who took a deep
concern for the welfare of his subjects. This departure
fromthat routine, intended to inpress themwth the
urgency of our situation, seenmed to have the desired effect
on this contentious group. Seeing himtake his seat at the
head of the table, and nyself sitting beside himwth ny
scribe’s materials, waiting for themto cone to order and
begi n the business of the Council, rem nded themthat there
was an urgent threat to the kingdom And that now, the King
was sitting in Council, waiting for themto allow himto
begin to tell themhow it would be dealt wth. They had
stood in silence watching himenter, and continued to stand
after he sat. Wth an inpatient gesture he notioned themto
take their places around the table.

I | ooked around the roomwhile our Lords hurried to
take their places. These nen by their appearance of
prosperity suggested our valleys renoteness fromthe real
fields of battle. They wore the fine robes of their class
and al so the noble aura of its power. Yet, as | watched
t hem novi ng around the roomto take their seats, they
rem nded nme of the flock of pigeons in the God s Fountain
Square, strutting proudly and self-inportantly, but ready

to take flight at the first sign of disturbance. They would
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do their part in the running of the kingdom O fer unasked
for advice to the King on the decisions he nust take. But
mai nly, they would argue and bluster for their own
interests. And those interests, and not the interests of

t he ki ngdom would |likely determne their opinions of what
actions the Crown shoul d take.

The two factions that formthe bane of the King' s
exi st ence whenever the subject of the war cones up these
days are the "Masters of the Town" and the "Lords of the
Manor". The townsnmen seem nore and nore each day to hold
the valleys’ purse strings. These towns that have been
springing up the last few years around the King's castles
are now grow ng quickly. The cause of this rapid and
prof ound change is mainly an old customthat has never been
interfered wwth. If a man becones a resident of a town he
is relieved of his duties to the Manor Lord whose | ands
he's left. No nore tithing ten per cent of his crop to the
lord. No nore "work days" on the Manor Lord s "patch”
These nen, who cone to the towns, are usually those of
talent and industry bored with life on the farns. They’ ve
cone to the towns, worked hard at their vocations, and are
now tending to grow quite rich. They often have little | ove

for the Manor Lords, who they feel are winging too nmuch of
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the produce fromthe famly nenbers and villagers they've
| eft behi nd.

The Ki ng does what he can to encourage the growh of
the towns, even though the townsnen are a difficult lot to
deal with. Even nore difficult still, are the Manor Lords.
They hate any customthat interferes with their privileges
with a passion they usually reserve for the Wl dnen and are
constantly besieging the King to repeal or nodify this
particularly irksone arrangenent of com ngs and goi ngs
W t hout | eave. The King steadily refuses. The ki ngdom has
grown nmuch wealthier due to the industry of the towns, and
t hat increases the revenue to the Crown.

But power and influence have becone the handnai dens of
wealth in our tinmes, and these are rapidly accumulating to
the townsnmen at the expense of the outlying Lords. Whet her
the townsnen are dying cotton or brew ng beer, whatever
they touch turns to gold in their hands, usually a good
deal of manorial gold.

The actual fighting of the war is done by the farners
and herdsmen who are the real victinms of the raiders and
whose representatives are the "Lords of the Manor". The
Manor Lords depend on the protection of the arny for the
integrity of the kingdom s borders. And that inescapable

fact wll again force themto ally with the King. Wo, as
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it happens, owns the arny; and in theory, at |east,
everything else in the valley.

The fact that the two factions’ interests are in
common, and that the townsnen’s interests are best served
by a healthy and prosperous countryside, is a thing the
townsnen rarely seemto take into account.

I was happy to see that Lord General Gey was still
anong us. As ancient as he is, there is always a doubt that
he will live to see the next Council. He is a firmand
steady ally of the King and the arny. The ol d sol di er was,
deci dedly, not dithering.

"Runors abound,"” the King said once they were settl ed.
"Now | will break them apart for you." He paused, and then
said, "l have received dispatches fromny son in the field
and the news is not altogether good, and not conpletely
bad. The WIldmen were net in battle and routed, but at a
terrible cost. The battle may have gone ill for himbut for
t he unexpected appearance of a strong troop of Jolians on
the field at the precise nonment that they were nost needed.
The Wldnen didn't fight in their usual hit and run style,
they stayed on the field and fought with tenacity and
sust ai ned heavy | osses before they finally w thdrew They
seened better organi zed and to have devel oped a sense of

tactics and maneuvering."
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"It is said that they are being led by a Wtchking,"
interrupted one of the Lords of the Mnor.

The King gave hima withering |look, "I’mnot sure that
I know what a Wtchking is, but | think that we can reason
that they are being | ed by soneone."

By the shocked | ooks that preceded the ensui ng babbl e
of voices, all conpeting for the attention of the King, the
Lords seened to appreciate that this was very bad news
i ndeed.

The King waited for the uproar to subside and then
said, "I have sent for ny son and until he arrives we are
just supposing. He will give us the true details that nmay
tend to confirmor deny our suspicions that the WI dnen
have found a | eader. But for now, | think, we nust proceed
on the belief that the war has taken an unpl easant and
dangerous turn, whatever the reason.”

The Lords took a nonent to digest this news. Then
anot her Lord of the Manor asked, "And what of the other
Ki ngdons? Do they know of these events?"

"Qbvi ously the Jovens and Jolians do, since they took
part in the battle. | have contacted the others through
t heir Anbassadors. And |'’m sure that by now even the King

of the Perdido will have heard of this new threat."
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This sanme Lord | ooked at nme and inquired, "Wat of the
Sabi ans, ny Lord Magi strate? Does your father know of these
event s?"

| expected a question of this sort and replied, "MW
father supports the King, and is involved in the attenpt to
neet the threat."” | could only hope that would prove to be
true when ny father saw fit to answer the King' s Summons.

"And what of these Jolians, when did they find
gunption? That’s what | want to know," inquired one of the
menbers of the Cotton Guild.

| had been wondering about that too. Jolians seemto
be full of surprises in these strange days.

"The Jolians appear to have found commobn cause with us
in our war with these raiders. Through di pl omacy we have
reached agreenments that we hope will cause further
cooperation with them™" | hoped this outright Iie would not
come back to haunt the King the way | feared ny |ie about
possi bl e cooperation with ny father could rebound on ne.
Ever m ndful of their purses, one and all wanted to know if
these new relations would relieve the age-old trade inpasse

"More urgent issues are being addressed right now, but
|’ msure the subject will cone up."”

A Manor Lord fromone of the outlying regions said

grimy, "Your Mjesty, while we do not have trade with the
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Jolians; we do have trade with the Perdi do. And now we hear
runors, oft repeated by travelers on the road, sonetines it
appears that whole villages have been uprooted and set on
the road by the war, that the Kingdomof the Perdido is
hard pressed and nearly overrun by these w | dnen. That
poses a danger to us of a loss of the winter crop of fodder
for the cattle and horses. W depend on that crop to get us
t hrough the winter, as we depend on themto buy our surplus
grain. If this runmor is true | doubt that we can turn over
the fields to grow and cut the hay in tinme to save the
livestock. Haying is a burdensone task that our husbandnen
have grown unaccustoned to. W are no | onger self-
sufficient Lords. We depend on the other kingdons for nuch.
It would be unwi se of this Council to end today w t hout
resolving to aid the Perdido in their battles with the
raiders."

Before this statenent could spark an acri noni ous
debate on our responsibilities to the others, the King
said, "I have heard this runor too. In fact the Perdido
have sent many pleas for the aid that you advise. W
haven't exactly ignored them but we have had our own
troubles. It was ny opinion that their chosen allies, the
Jovens, should be the ones to aid them But that appears

not to be happening. | will not address it at this Council,
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or debate the point with you today, but you should know
that | intend to call for a Council of all the Kingdons
very soon. | have taken the step of setting ny diplomats to
soundi ng the others on their wll to take such an unheard
of step. If they consent, | plan to do it," he finished
speaki ng and gl ared at them defiantly.

There was not a whisper of a word of dissent at this
extraordinary statenent. So far the King' s strategy of
taking theminto his confidences and patiently answering
their questions was having its effect. The Lords, so far
seened a pretty subdued | ot.

O so | thought. "Your majesty, howis it that your
son was on the Plain of Gorgrieth at all? That |ies
entirely wwthin the Real mof the Jovens. Who by his account
took part in the battle, while we appear to have borne the
mai n brunt of the affray.”

Now it would begin in earnest, the fools would pick
nits for the rest of the day.

"My son was pursuing a band of raiders that had
destroyed one of our villages. They crossed the frontier
and so did he. What woul d you have himdo? Let them go?"
When no one answered, he continued, "The Jovens patrolling
their side of the border gave himparole, and then joined

the pursuit. My son actually gave the WIldnen the
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i npression that he wouldn't cross the frontier by veering
off his course and crossing the frontier at a different
poi nt than they because he was pretty sure he knew where
they were going to ground. At what he judged to be the
right nonment, he canme out of hiding and drove straight
across the plain at them Rather than continue to run away
the Wl dnen suddenly turned to face ny son, and these
Jovens, and gave battle. Wien the battle was joined a nuch
| arger band of raiders energed fromthe dry river bed that
cuts across the plain and took nmy son by the flank. Things
went ill very fast after that. And that is when the Jolians
came out of the forest and slamed into the WIldnmen at
their rear.”

No one said a word for a nonent and the King
continued, "I will hear no criticismof my son at this
tabl e today. Wars, once begun, nust be fought. Those of you
who have sol di ered know that this is howit is done."

"Beggi ng your pardon Sire," said the sanme man, whose
courage to rise was underm ned by his next words, "But your
son seens to have stunbl ed upon a Jovenian fight."

The King nust have known a statenent of this order of
foolishness was com ng, but still, he could barely conceal
his anger. "Sir, | believe that you err when you say that

nmy troops stunbled. It is hardly stunbling when you win the
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battle." The King glared around the table, daring anyone to
argue with his |ogic.

The room becane very quiet at that. No one wanted to
criticize the King’s son to his face. No one wanted to
mention that it appeared that he had ridden headlong into a
trap, never mnd that the WIldnen had never set a trap
before. And no one, certainly, wanted to say that it had
been the ever timd Jolians who, it appeared, had won the
battl e.

Lord CGeneral Gey slowy rose fromhis chair. He was
still dressed in the tunic of a soldier, although he had
long since retired fromthe field. H's thinning gray hair
was plaited down his back, but his beard stood out, thick
and as white as the snows of the Jolian ice fields. H's
face was as hard as that forbidding | andscape. Hi s deep

voi ce resonated anger as he addressed the assenbl ed group,

"Qur arm es have done very well, so far."
Then, having di spensed with the Council, he |ooked to
the King and continued, "Sire, | do not |like the sound of

this. All along, the only reason that we have been able to
hold off these Wldnen at all is that they have al ways been
not hi ng nore than rabble, small bands of raiders plundering
the outlying villages. But, steadily, over the years we

have seen their nunbers and ferocity grow to the point
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where they begin to tax the resources of each of the

Ki ngdons. Qur armes remain small; the bands of raiders
grow ever |arger. W never know where they will strike
next. We have been forced to garrison nearly the entire
frontier. And still, we nost often only know their

wher eabouts by the snoke of a burning village in the

di stance. In a word, they are beginning to overwhel mus as
it is. Forcing the arny to cone to this Council several
tinmes, hat in hand, to beg noney for troops and weapons.
Now, if this rabble have organized to the point where they
can lure our arny over the border and spring a trap on the
conmbi ned arm es of two ki ngdons so successfully that the
only reason we don't |ose those armes entirely is due to

t he unexpected intervention of a third, then the tinme for
bi ckering anong ourselves in this room and anong the

Ki ngdons t hensel ves, is |long past. W nust seek accord with
the others now to neet and destroy this new arny, before it
destroys us."

General Grey was indeed not dithering. If | didn't
know better |'d say the old soldier was frightened. It
seenmed to strike everyone in the roomat the sane nonent
that if a man |i ke General G ey, who had spent his life
cheerfully taking turns fighting the other Kingdons and the

W | dnmen whenever the opportunity arose, was now advocati ng
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an alliance with his old enem es, than our peril was nuch

nearer than anyone thought. The CGeneral had called the

Wl dnmen an arny; a strange termto use for this hodgepodge
of raiders and the uncollected tribes of the western hills
and nount ai ns.

The King was troubled by this too. He said, "Lord
Ceneral Grey, you have called this rabble an arny, | hope
you are using the term/l oosely."

"I amnot Sire. If they are led by a Wtchking," the
Ceneral had the decency to | ook enbarrassed at the notion
and then inpatient with it, "or whatever the hell it is.
Then with training and coordination they are an arny. And a
| arger one than that possessed by any of the Four Kingdons
al one. "

The general took his seat in the nmuch nore subdued
at nosphere his words had produced.

Then slowy, but gathering into an uproar as it went
al ong, there ensued a w de-rangi ng debate over Ceneral
Gey's remarks. No one |iked what he had to say. Most felt
that Wldnmen fighting in mass did not constitute an arny.
Most saw that WIldnmen fighting in mass constituted a
menace, but were unsure what to do about it. Not
surprisingly, nost of the Lords suspected that the

Wtchking actually existed. They were like children in that
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regard, ready to believe that there were nonsters in the
forest, just beyond the circle of noonlight. As the debate
went back and forth the inescapable fact becane, that
however they were gathered, the WIldnen were nore dangerous
to us now than we had ever been to them No-one could argue
around t hat.

The King took no part in the debate. He let the Lords
run until they were run out. Ceneral Gey finally made them
see that, despite their prejudices to the contrary, an arny
is nothing nore than a large nob sternly |led by soneone the
nmob fears, despises, or respects. It matters not whether
the arny has traditions and good discipline, marching in a
straight line as it issues fromthe castle, or tunbles
higgly-piggly froma dry stream bed scream ng |Iike the w nd
under the eaves. |If two opposi ng nobs are concentrated on
the field facing each other, all things becone equal in a
hurry, and the side that wins is usually the one that
bri ngs an overwhel mi ng force, for whatever reason, upon the
ot her one.

The debate died down slowy, each man becom ng quiet,
falling into contenplation of his own thoughts and fears. |
got a sense that it was beginning to dawn on the private
t houghts of each man in the roomthat we could be overrun.

This new uprising of the WIldnmen was such an unexpected
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devel opnent that no-one knew quite what to do. W’ d begun
to take the war with the raiders as part of the |andscape
in the long years we had endured it. Now it suddenly
appeared we could lose it.

Each of us sat turning his thoughts over in his mnd,
and then mne burst out of ny nouth, so taken was | with a
t hought that had possessed nme, "There is a bright spot
here, Sire."

"I ndeed, Lord Magistrate, you' d best tell us what it
is quickly. It certainly eludes ne," the King said dryly.
"Lord Grey has said hinself that in the past the
problemwas the "hit and run" tactics of the Wldnen. If
now, they are to be an arny, they wll have to deal with

t he sanme problens we have dealt with and, nore or |ess,
sol ved over the years. It is no nean feat to feed and
cl othe and discipline an arny. They are expensive and
unw el dy...and pretty stupid if untutored and under-
trained. The "Wtchki ng" or whoever will need to solve
t hese problens as he goes. He may not even realize they
exi st as of now He has revealed his strength, and at the
sanme tinme a weakness that we can take advantage of: If we
nmove qui ckly."

General Grey was nodding his head, "You're saying that

we take the war to him find his arny and destroy it,
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before he gets the opportunity to strengthen his arny to
the point that we are crushed under foot, Lord Magistrate?"

"I believe he is made vul nerable by the very thing
that gives himhis strength, this army of rabble.”

"I don't know Jame," the King said thoughtfully, as
if we were discussing the problem alone in his chanbers,
"he seens awfully strong now. "

"I agree Sire. But at the sane tinme, he's trying to
govern the actions of wldnen, a task | would not want. He
may get it right eventually. But, it will take tine and

effort. Until that happens, his fate is uncertain. W

shoul dn't give himthat chance. He'll grow stronger as we
debate. The fact is he'll never be weaker than he is right
now. "

The King stared at his hands fol ded before himon the
table for a | ong nonent. Then, shaking off the nobod of the
room he said, "It’s been a long norning; we'll break for
m dday, and neet back here after the M dday Bell gentlenen.
Lord General Gey, if you would acconpany ne, and ny young
schol ar here, | would appreciate it."

Once we were out of hearing of the Lords in the
passageway that led to the King's Chanbers, the King
st opped and | ooked at nme and said, |aughing, "That was well

done, Jame. Don’t you thing so Gey?" The general sml ed.
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"He’' || never be weaker." The King | aughed again, "Well
done. "

“I't’1l Iight a fire under the old codgers that will be
fueled by their mdday ale," said General Gey. "W should
get all that we want in the |ate session, food, weapons,
and a warrant for the dammed Wtchking if we are careful to
fan the flanmes."

The King | ooked at us both and said seriously, "W are
in a narrow cleft here. But fear not, the House of Thalia
is a fighting House. My forefathers didn't cone to rule
this land through timdity and negotiation. W will rally
the valleys, crush this fool of a Wtchking, and send the
Wl dnmen so far back into the nountains that the only nenory
of themw ||l be a mnstrel’s tavern ballad."

"Yes, your mmjesty, that is what we will do, no
guestion,"” agreed Ceneral G ey as the King turned to open
the door to his private chanbers. He was hardly through the
door before he was shouting orders for the servants to
bring di ppers for washing up and go fetch his neal away
fromthe cook

General Gey stood in the doorway watchi ng the King
sending the servants scurrying to follow his orders. Then
he turned to ne and said, "W nust do as the King says

Jame. We nust find the Wtchking and destroy him" And
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then, so quiet that | barely heard him "Before he does the

same to us," nmuttered CGeneral Gey into his beard.

* k% *

"So Grey, how woul d you propose that we contact the
ot her Kingdons?" the King asked as he cut into the | eg of
| anb that had been set before him

"Since none of the Kingdons possess an arny as |arge
as yours, | propose that they will contact you. Al are
subject to the sane threat, all will see the sane need," he
replied while piling his trencher with the thick gruel,
call ed pottage that was about all he could eat anynore.

He | ooked up from his occupation and said ruefully,
"Damm ny digestion, | haven't eaten a decent neal for
years. And this crap runs through me so fast I'mtenpted to
just spoon it up ny ass to save ny guts the trouble of
trying to fiddle with it."

The King burst out |aughing, his first real |augh of
the day. It was good to see himnerry again. It had been a

| ong nor ni ng.
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Even CGeneral Gey smled at the indisposition of his
bowel . And then, appearing to attend his trencher, said,
"So Henry, what of these Jolians of yours? Can we depend on
t hen?"

The King | ooked at General G ey, who continued to
attend his meal. Then | ooked across the table to nme and
said in the voice that he always used when instructing ne
on sone point or other, "That’'s our CGeneral Gey, Jame."
He set down his spoon and | eaned back in his chair and said
as if expounding on a text, "It was the thing that nmade him
such a fine general in the field. Oten, he would first set
his adversary off his guard wwth a light feint to the
flank. And then at the right nonment, in the mdst of the
di straction, he'd hit hard with the real business of the
battle, generally that's right up the mddle."

The General had the good grace to redden at this
reference to his fighting skills. He set down his spoon and
said, "Well Henry, when the sheep suddenly turns to snar
at the wolf, one nust take notice."

"Just so," said the King. "And to answer your
guestion, | don't know | wasn't exactly forthright wth
the Council this norning when | nentioned the genius of our
di pl omacy. W have yet to pull the thread on the Joli ans.

And now | nust tax Jam e to becone our diplomat and hunt
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down the Jolian Anbassador to find out just what this sheep
plans to do. | can't let the rest of the Kingdom becone
privy to our bew | dernment by sending off the usual

i nconpetents to negotiate with the Jolians. W begin to
keep a few new secrets as of today, we three."

The General frowned at his detested gruel deep in
t hought, "They just appeared suddenly on the field and
saved the arny?"

"By Neko's account, which | have no reason to doubt,"
said the benused King.

"Damm, " said General Gey, "I hate that."

I wasn't sure if he was referring to his pottage or
the i nconstancy of Jolians. And then, suddenly renenbering
a Jolian affair of nmy own; | startled. In all of the haste
of the norning I'd forgotten to nention Gizzy's account to
the nmerchant. And now here it was M dday and her busi ness
not attended to too.

Both the King and General G ey had noticed ne start in

my chair. The King | ooked at nme and said, "Is sonething
wong Jam e? You look ill. Not another headache, | hope."

"No, no, this fish has a bone,"” | said pushing away
the plate, "I'mfine."

"You shoul d have had the pork, bones so big you could

use themfor a war club." Looking to the nearest servant,
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he said, "Bring the Lord Magistrate a trencher of pork and
get rid of this fish.” Then turning to General G ey, "Now
G ey, about the Perdido..."

| didn't hear a word of the rest of it. |I was
mserable. My mnd filled wwth an image of Gizzy wal ki ng
into the nmerchant’s shop and being turned away by sone
cold-hearted ass of a clerk, "You can't trade here young
| ady, you haven't an account.”

"Oh, but | do. The Lord Magistrate arranged that just
this norning."

The clerk consults his ratty old | edger, "No, no
record of that here. |’ve been here all norning and not hi ng
was said to me of an account for you. Have you any Coin
girl? W are always happy to take a little silver."

Poor Grizzy, all alone and neglected by ne. As the
scene played out in ny mnd | nearly wetched, ny stonach
filled wth butterflies. "Damm the Lords and damm the war,"
I thought to nyself. Al norning I'd been feeling Iike
sonething had finally gone right with the world, and now I
had made a nmess of the thing at the first chance. | wanted
to run down to the dam nerchant’s |little hovel nyself and
wing the clerk’s scrawny neck for him But | couldn't do
that. | had to stay here and advise the King on this

dammable war. 1'd make it up to Gizzy sonehow. |'d buy the
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stinking little shop and turn all the fools out. Gve the
whole thing to Gizzy.

In truth I knew that Gizzy would forgive the wound
I"d inflicted on her. It had been a busy norning, the
Ki ngdom was at war. But would | forgive nyself? Al norning
I'"d been listening to this talk of the world com ng down
around our ears with the feeling that whatever happened, |
had sonething that | could nourish and grow as far as
Gizzy was wlling. And now, at the first opportunity, al
this wetchedness had inflicted itself on that. It was the
last thing | wanted.

Suddenly the King was standing up and saying, "Well,
let's go wing the wetched Lords for taxes."

Myself, | was going to wing that wetched little
mer chant for an account before | did anything else. | told
the King that | needed to use the privy and went to stand
by the front door of Chanbers, where | waited inpatiently
until the fellow came along wwth one of his attendants in
train. | called himoff to a corner and told himwhat it
was that | wanted. He seened to think that | was trying to
buy himoff by offering to buy whatever it was that he so
warily sold. | finally convinced himthat ny servant could

hardly buy enough of his wares to alter the fate of the
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Ki ngdom and he sent his attendant off to enter Gizzy's
name in his ratty old | edger.

I then found one of the King s pages and sent himoff
with hastily scribbled note to Gizzy:

My dearest Gizzy,

It has been a long norning, what with the war and all.
But | finally managed to arrange the business with the
merchant. The thing is done. Go and get what you need. Buy
t he whol e shop and have the clerk hanged if you |ike.

Love Jam e

* k% *

That done | hurried to attend the King.

The afternoon went pretty nuch as Lord General Gey
had predicted. The Masters of the Town agreed to a | evy of
tax to feed and clothe the requisition of villagers, "To
becone soldiers. Wth horse to be provided by the Crown,"
that the Lords of the Manor grudgingly agreed to provide to
the Ctowmn's Arny. Both sides tried to hang the thing on
concessions that the King absolutely refused. He had them

penned and needed concede t hem not hi ng.
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The Townsnmen were reluctant at first to agree to
anything. After all, the town had never been attacked. They
argued that, if anything, the wall around the town ought to
be fortified. It seened they were willing to abandon the
Manor Lords to their fates.

The King told them in some heat, "Wuld you then
| eave the countryside go to the wolves. Who woul d there be
to buy your wares? And who woul d defend the town at the
end? Most of the arny is nade up of the countryside. Your
clerks are unwilling to |l eave their ledgers to fight." He
| ooked around the roomw th asperity. And then, seemng to
make a deci sion about themthat caused his resolve to
stiffen into barely restrained fury he said, "If it cones
toit, 1I'll arrest the whole damm | ot and send themto
fight the raiders in chains. Think you on that."

The Manor Lords were all for letting the clerks do
some of the fighting and for their part offered to open up
the road to the town so that it could be attacked. Let the
rai ders burn shops rather than crops for a while. This was
suggested by one of the Manor Lords who' d probably had too
much ale with his neat.

But the di sagreenents couldn't be sustained. Both
sides recogni zed that, reluctantly or not, we were going to

have to take the war to the raiders with a wll.
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We reached agreenent on em ssaries to the Kingdons and
the Lords thensel ves suggested a reception to honor the
Jolians for their aid in the late battle.

This notion of a reception nmade it all the nore urgent
that | consult the Jolian Anbassador. It would be
enbarrassing if he bl abbed out at a court reception that we
still weren't talking. The nystery of the Jolians needed to
be sol ved.

The | ast order of business was to the nmen of the
council a formality at this point. A Warrant was nade out
for the Wtchking with no dissent. He was now properly the
eneny of the Kingdomof Illumaire. How we could swear out
a warrant for soneone that no one really knew exi sted was a
thing | at first wondered at. But the world is a strange
place and as | listened to the discussion of the harsh

wording to be applied to the warrant, a feeling began to

growin ne that it wasn't such a farce after all. In the
end, | did not |laugh at the nmen who demanded the strongest
possi bl e | anguage be applied to it. | wote it up as they

required. And | realized in the process of witing it that
I would give it to Jospera to file with a straight face.
Finished, | gave it to the King to sign, and he did so

to the Lords’ acclaim
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Earlier in the norning | would have thought it a very
good tool to rally the Council. Now | wasn't so sure. Maybe
it was the necessary thing to do. | even began to wonder at
the optim smof nmy heart, the |lingering doubt of his

exi st ence.

* k% *

The King kept Lord General Gey and | long into the
night. Gey, by now nearly asleep in his chair, the
occasional interruptions to allowthe old fellow to enpty
hi s bowel appeared through for the evening.

W sat in a small gl obe of light, provided by a few
sputtering candles that did nothing to illum nate the books
that sat on the shelves in the King' s Library. Darkness
held her sway in the corners. | knew for a fact that there
was a chair over by the door where a servant often sat to
attend the King's needs. But if one were sitting there
right now, I could not see him W m ght have been in any
roomin the castle that held an end of a table and a few
chairs. The only sound in the roomfor nost of the evening

had been the King' s voice talking of the things he, or |
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or Gey, nust do in the days to cone. | believe that this
is the best environment for our King to do his thinking. In
dark and silence he spins the web of his thoughts as he
Wlls. To a lesser mnd this m ght be a dangerous
occupation. It may be the very thing that has gotten the
Wtchking's mnd into the trouble it nust be in, the urge
to dom nate the madness that |urks in darkened corners. But
our King is of a stout heart and fine principles. He |oves
his life and his Kingdom He does not deal in phantons.

And King Henry of the House of Thalia was about as
optimstic, this night, as a man sitting on the edge of a
preci pi ce could be. He would overcone the Wtchking-or know
the reason why not. | would use the know edge | had gai ned
in this roomstudying with ny old master to help him And
Lord Ceneral Gey, while awake, was in his elenent too, He
was planning a war wiwth the resources of a Kingdomat his
hands.

"For that is what it boils down to Jame," the King
was saying. "W nust take our courage in our hands, pillage
our own resources, and take the war to its source. The
thing that bothers ne is that we all love a storm There is
excitenment, anticipation, and a delicious sort of dread.
And then cones the storm An angry wind blows a stout tree

down on a cottage and kills a farmer, |eaving a w dow and
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small children.” He leaned forward in his chair, "The thing
that always gets ne," he paused, his benusenent evident,
and continued, "the sun cones out after the storm the

bi rds begin again to sing, and all the world falls back
upon its usual course. And yet nothing, by this single act
of the Storm Gods, is ever the sanme." He sat back in his
chair again, the shadows darkened his face, "You | ook
around and you see a little damage to the | and, nothing of
the heart of the wi dow, and even |ess of the author of her
m series. W go into these things with our hearts full, and
we come out the Oracle hardly knows where, with nothing to
show how we got there.”

The King seened to slunp a little in his chair. He
dropped his head and | ooked at ne through |idded eyes, "I’'m
worried Jam e, | suspect that the gods intend to hand us
our asses in this war."

| couldn't help it, I laughed. | think that had been
what the King intended because he was |aughing too. It felt
good and seened to dispel sone of the gloomthat wanted to
invade the light of the candl es.

The sound of |aughter awoke old General Gey with a
start, "Wat, what, did | mss sonething?"

The King | ooked toward Grey as he stood up fromhis

chair, "No old friend, you m ssed nothing. Just a couple of
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fools nattering in the dark. It’'s late, I’mgoing to go to
my Jolian princess, Jame is going to his, and you, General
G ey? A servant has made a roomfor you. Sleep well; 1’11
want you with nme in the norning."

There had been a servant sleeping in the corner chair
because the King said, "Wake up Wadny, it's tine for bed."
Then the King took one of the candles off the table and
handed it Wadny, who appeared out of the darkness, "Please
conduct Lord General Gey to his room"”

Then the King bade us goodnight and with his own

candl e went off to share Queen Lilli's pillow

Chapt er Five:
The Radi ant Mai den
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| took a candle, bid G ey and Wadny a goodni ght and
went off to my roons, thinking of Gizzy and wondering if
she had waited up. \Wether she was asleep, or no, | would
crawl in with her and shut out the rest of the Kingdom for
a while. Gizzy had suddenly becone the one thing in ny
life that made all the rest of it endurable.

| went into our bedroomsuite still holding the candle
in ny hand. Gizzy was standing in the mddle of the room
rubbi ng her eyes and saying, "I’msorry Master | nust have
fallen asl eep waiting for you."

| started to say "It's very late Gizzy," but suddenly
nmy nouth woul dn't nove. There was a phantomin ny room
again. But rather than appear frightening, it was only
Gizzy wonderfully changed. The only thing | recognized
about her was the famliar sound of her fair Jolian voice,
everything el se about her was the fairest of illusions, a
trick of noonlight and candlelight on a tired m nd;
because, for a nonment, Gizzy standing in the mddle of the
room outlined by the noonlight that canme in fromthe
wi ndow and illum nated by the Iight fromthe candle in ny
hand, wasn't Gizzy anynore, but a being of Iight and col or
the like of which I'd never seen before. And as she stood
there, patiently waiting for me to say sonething, noonlight

and candl el i ght sonehow seened to nerge and then weave
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together to bathe her in a pale blue light, in the mdst of
whi ch she was transfornmed into a radiant nmi den nore
arrestingly beautiful than the nost fanous of the woodl and
sprites the old | egends descri bed. Her |ong brown hair
al nost black in the noonlight, curling away from her face
and falling down her chest in large ringlets to her navel,
her eyes seened bl ue rather than brown, and her I|ips
t hi cker and redder than | had ever seen them As ny eyes
grew accustoned to the blue |ight shimering around her,
saw that it radiated fromthe garnent she was weari ng,
clinging to her body as tight as the sheerest hosiery,
foll ow ng every contour and shaping her slender formin a
soft tender glow Save for the puffing of her Iong sleeves
as they fell toward her wists, hanging in twin billows
that al nost conpletely hid her hands. She raised her hand
to lift the hair off of her chest and lay it over her
shoul der, and | swear | saw a | arger nound of breast
buddi ng out under the sheer blue of her dress.

| set the candle on the table and the shifting |ight
danced over Gizzy like the first rays of the norning sun
reflecting across Echo Pond.

| waited for the nonent to pass and ny head to clear.
Gizzy didn't even seem aware of the effect she'd produced

on ne. "Do you like it...|l made it today while you were
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gone." Her face so open, her expression so vul nerable, that
for a long heartbeat | didn't dare nove or breathe for fear
that I would give offense. She shifted her weight slightly-
and that small novenent broke the spell. | was suddenly
terrified that by doing nothing |I'd damaged the sacred
trust that Gizzy had shown ne and tainted all the | ove
that had gone into the sewing of that sinple garnent. |
crossed the room the words tunbling out, "Gizzy, you're
beautiful." 1 picked her up off the floor, pulled her close
and kissed her on the lips as full and as hard as | dared.
Gizzy returned ny passion with her own, lifting her |egs
and wapping themtightly around ny wai st.

| carried her across to the bed and carefully laid her
down. Then ny weight settled on her and it was there that
we finally broke the kiss. | buried ny face in the soft
hair that fell around her shoulders nmuttering, "My |ovely
Gizzy."

Gizzy whispered in ny ear, "So you don't mnd that |
made t his?"

I lifted ny head up and | ooked into that bel oved face,
"Qizzy it has long been the fondest dream of ny heart to
cone hone froma long day in the King's service to a
beauti ful maiden waiting patiently for ne," | told her,

| ooking into her eyes and smling playfully.
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Gizzy giggled and squirnmed between ny arns, "That
woul d be ne." Then, reaching her arns around behind ny

neck, pulled ny face to hers.

* k% *

"There will be a calmbefore the storm"” | told Gizzy
in the norning. "I hope so anyway, we need tine."
W were laying in bed, Iingering over a |long

breakfast. The King had given ne | eave fromny duties in
Chanbers for the day so that | could hunt down the Jolian
Anbassador. | was to tax himpolitely, but pointedly, on
their intentions now that they had joined the war. | didn't
expect any sort of answer. The Jolians were unlikely to
commt to anything that tied themto a defense of |ands
outside of their own, quite defensible, borders. Happily,
t he Joli an Anbassador was known to be an indolent fell ow
who never rose before noon. So, | was indulging in alittle
i ndol ence of ny own.

The King, never indolent hinself, planned to ride out
early in the norning with a small escort to intercept

Pri nce Nekol eaf on his homeward journey. He intended to
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acconpany his son on the last leg of his journey hone. |
t hi nk he was anxi ous for whatever news was to be had. And
anxi ous al so, to have a discussion with the Prince
concerning the wisdomof riding into traps. Conversely, he
al so wanted to denonstrate to the Lords that he supported
t he decisions his son had made in the field by riding in
t hrough the castle gate with him There had been agreenent
in Council, but it had seenmed qualified on the point of
Neko's | eadership during the |ast canpaign. The King wanted
to present the House of Thalia as a united front before the
entire Kingdom

But, other than the press of these affairs, the
norni ng was fine. The sun was shining in through the little
w ndow by Gizzy's snmall and enpty bed, and | was putting
of f goi ng wandering about the town until the |ast possible
nmoment. We were lying in the center of our bed, surrounded
by the remains of an unhurried breakfast. Gizzy, who'd
been qui et since the Sounding of |ast Mrning Gong, now
| ooked up into ny face and said unexpectedly, "Tell ne
about your first wfe, Jame."

"Where had that conme fronf?” | wondered. But know ng
that Gizzy's curiosities were not a thing to be set aside

lightly, |I laid there for a few heartbeats gathering ny
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t houghts on the subject. The silence stretched out until
Gizzy poked ne in the ribs with her finger.

“"Not much to tell,"” | said, acknow edgi ng the poke.
"My father foisted her on ne. Showed up one day at the
castle with this and that baggage in tow Odd way for him
to travel so | knew there was going to be sone sort of
trouble. Had a young wonman with him Perfectly odious
person that he said | was to marry." | sighed and st opped
talking. Gizzy poked nme again after a while.

"Well fine then," | said, and continued. "W were,
nei ther of us barely eighteen. The thing was by way of a
disaster. | was deep in ny studies, and she so taken with
court life, Lady in Witing to the first Queen Lily, that
we hardly ever saw each other. Which, | think we both felt,
not a bad thing." Then to cut the story down to the nub, |
omtted all of the details and said sinply, "She died of a
winter fever after a mercifully short illness not |ong
before we found you out in the woods."

W laid there for a little while, | was thinking about
sonet hing that had al ways bot hered ne about her death. And
feeling the need to unburden nyself, | offered another
detail w thout being poked. "(QOddest thing about her dying

the way she did was what she said to ne at the end. She
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laid there in bed, flushed and m serable, with ne sitting
besi de her, offering her what confort that | could.

At one point on that |ast day, she cane out of a
feverish sleep and | ooked up at ne, sitting beside the bed,
and said, "Jame, |I'"'myour wife and I've long felt | was
owed sonething by that. You may not think so, but | do.
think I could have I oved you if you hadn't been such a
di stracted young man."

| nearly said, "Ch horseshit, for distraction | could
| earn sonmething fromyou." But she was dying, so | let it
go.

Then she said, "I’mnot going to survive this fever,
and |'mdetermned to extract a promse fromyou before |
go. "

| told her, "Whatever is a confort to you. If the
thing can be done. I will doit."

She | ooked up at ne with fevered eyes, nodding to
herself as if she'd already scored a point on ne, and said,
"Good, then whatever el se you do on the norrow of ny
passi ng beyond the reach of the Storm Gods, | will not have
you to marrying that dammed Breeze worman that you' re al ways
witing that perfectly awful poetry too. \Watever else you
do, it would be a weight on ny spirit, and yours, if you

were ever to marry a woman that you had been trifling with
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while | was sick onto death. As your wife, for your sake
and mne, | forbid it."

I was dunbfounded; | thought she nust be delirious. |
said as kindly as possible, "And who in the Seven Hells is
t he Breeze woman?"

"Don’t dissenble with ne, Lord Magistrate, | know
all". And that was all she would say on the subject, "I
know al | . "

"She died early the next norning. Slipped away in her
sl eep, taking the secret of the Breeze wonan's identity to
her grave. OmMmng to the heat, she was buried the next day,
and all through her funeral those | ast words bothered ne.
"What had the woman been ranbling about?” | kept wondering,
over and over. It was a hot and stuffy hell in the King' s
Hal | that norning and I didn't hear a word the Priest of
the Oracle said over her body. | just sat on a hard bench

and sweated, and thought and thought. Wen it was all over

I went down to sit by the crick. | wanted to be alone for a
little while. | laid down in the shade of a tree that |
liked. After alittle while, out of the still heat, there

canme a small cooling breeze. And suddenly | knew what the
woman had been on about, Breeze woman indeed.”
I rolled over on ny back and stared at the ceiling

while | tal ked, "The sunmer before she di ed had been
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incredi bly hot and ny old nmaster and | had been spendi ng
day after day in the H gh Tower fiddling with different
sorts of nmud. If there's a hotter roomin this castle than
the High Tower it would be a place so hot that the cook
could bake her bread in it wi thout an oven. So, after a
| ong day |l aboring in the H gh Tower, I'd go down to the
crick and bathe ny feet, lazing while the sun set, letting
the breeze cool nme. Being a foolish and sentinental young
man, |1'd get carried away with ny confort and conpose verse
to the crick, the breeze, even the occasional Goose Grl
who wandered by. Sonetinmes | allowed nyself the conceit
that the verse was good enough to wite down. Looking back,
it was as awful as the woman had said, "Ch, ny darling
breeze, in your loving enbrace | soar,"” trash |ike that.
What nust have happened is that my wife got into ny papers
and got the wong idea. Thought | was keeping a wonan on
the side wth the rather quaint name of "Breeze." | |ay
there, next to Gizzy. And still, after all these years, |
was unable to fathomthe truth of my wife's |ast days. Wy
she al ways scowl ed whenever our paths crossed.

"The stupid woman was goi ng around j eal ous of the
wind." | sighed at the nmenory, relieved to have finally

told soneone the story of the end of ny nmarri age.
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"I hope she didn't nake herself too mserable with
it," was all | could think to say over ny poor wife's |ast
folly.

Gizzy lay quietly, not saying anything.

“"Well, you've had a question, nowit's ny turn." |
felt Gizzy's body tense, but | went ahead anyway; one good
turn deserves another. | rolled over and nibbl ed the
nearest of the breasts that seened to have sprouted on her
chest overnight, "I'mcurious about these.”

She squi rnmed under ny tongue and pulled ny head down
harder on her chest, "Ad Jolian herb renedy," she
whi sper ed.

| gave the breast in ny nouth a nip and she squirned
gratifyingly. Then kissed ny forehead and soon rolled her
leg onto ny thigh, pressing herself against ne while |
continued to nibble.

"Yes," | said with ny nmouth full.

"Jolian nen seemto |like | arge breasted wonen, which
Jolian wonmen al nost never are, or at |east Jolian wonen
think that Jolian nmen prefer |arge breasted wonen."

I bit her nipple harder and she groaned, "I got sone
froma Jolian Herb Master who cane through the town a while
ago. "

"Seenms to work," | said and bit her again.
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Every part of Gizzy's body was now noving wth
del i ght, pressing her body against mne so tight that I
woul d hardly have been surprised if she suddenly appeared
behi nd ne, having passed conpletely through to the other
side. "They can be as large as nelons if you like."

"These are fine," | said.

W were now thoroughly aroused and | decided that |
could safely ignore that nagging little voice in the back
of ny head a little I onger. The Jolian anbassador coul d
keep. It wasn't like | had an appointnment. He m ght even be

out of town.

* k% *

Wthin another Gong, Gizzy had nme dressed and | was
headed down the corridor toward the residence of our
Anbassador to the Crown of Illumare. Qur fine and indol ent
norni ng together had finally cone to a reluctant end; |
absolutely had to search out the Jolian Anbassador. The
nagging little voice would not be stilled.

My mai n problem of the nonment was that | had no idea

where this Jolian headquartered. The only solution to seek
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out sonmeone who woul d know, and that |ead nme unhappily to
the King's cousin, our Ambassador to the Kingdons; he would
know how to find Anbassador Hol ne.

Fortunately, | knew Hol me rather well, having been
involved in the tricky and intricate negotiations
surroundi ng the marriage of the King to the Anbassador’s
sister, the present Queen Lilli. The King had been | ucky at
marriage twice. Both tinmes finding wonen holding to the
same nane of different spellings, that he had fallen in
love with. And only ever unlucky in that the first Lily had
died of the sane fever that carried away Annie the Wtch.
Neko had been the only product of the King's first
marri age. The second Queen Lilli had so far been unable to
bear a child that lived nore than a few days after birth
The succession was assured. But the King wanted a guarantee
that his wfe had so far been unable to provide, that if
somet hi ng happened to Prince N kol eaf, the throne would be
assured to the Thalia's. And not sonme court grandee with
the thinnest of clainms to succeed, like this cousin | was

now going to visit.

* k% *
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As | approached the door to his roons, | knew that the
King's cousin would not enjoy a visit fromne. | detested
the man as nuch has | knew he feared ne. For all his
bl uster whenever we nmet, | could see that he held nme in
sonet hing that approached real terror. | always got a whiff
of corruption when | was near himand that accounted for
the fear. A man with ny position, and ny gift for seeing
the truth, could have himin the dungeon within an hour of
my deciding that was where he needed to be.

O her than that, he was a vain snob with pretty
nmoust aches he was quite fanmous for in his own circle. Snow
white and bushy, they conceal ed both his upper and | ower
[ip when he set the grimexpression on his face that he
liked to sport when he transacted business; with each end
obediently curving up on his cheeks as he had carefully
trained themto. Actually, the result was magnificent to
| ook at, but it took nore than the happy accident of
grow ng fine noustaches to gain this King' s confidence. I|f
the man spent nore tinme on business, and less tinme on his
facial hair, he mght have what he so craved: influence.

He clainmed his kinship to the King in a haughty manner
to all and sundry. And to the King's irritation called him
"Cousin" in the nost flattering way whenever possible. But

he wasn't even really the King' s cousin; sonme distant
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relationship of the first Queen Lily. Not a Thalia at all.

| hate pretense in all its fornms and shun those who
practice it. So, | avoid him and his staff, whenever
possi ble. | suppose | can be a snob too.

This talking artifice | didn't have to search out. He
spent all his time in a huge wonderfully appointed
apartnment nuch closer to the King's area of the castle than
nmy hunble two room cave on the sunny side of the
battl enment. He never left it during the day for any reason.
If you wanted to see the Anbassador of Illum aire you went
to him or you didn't see him

First the gauntlet of his door wards had to be run. It
was ny onerous task to convince two different self-
i nportant mnions that the Anbassador could indeed spare ne
a mnute to receive a nessage that | brought fromthe King.
And that, "no", | could not share it with either of themto
be rel ayed to the Anbassador. The second warden finally had
to bowto the fact that | outranked himby so many renoves
that | could have hi mhanged for inpertinence if he were to
delay the King's nessage any longer. | advised himin sone
heat to informthe Anbassador that an errand of great
i nportance was waiting on him

| was conpletely out of tenper when finally I was

admtted to his presence. So, dispensing with the usual
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social anenities | went straight to the point. | told him
"Sir, I need to know where | mght find the Jolian
Anbassador, Aaron Hol ne."

The King's cousin didn't seemsurprised at ny | ack of
social grace. He only |l ooked at ne mldly, "Wy would you
want to find the Jolian Anbassador? You are no di pl omat
Lord Magi strate. Those lines of authority run, always and
anon, straight to ne," he said by way of dism ssal.

"I know that,"” | said feigning humlity. "The King
wi shes nme to deliver hima nessage."”

He gave ne the griml ook that nade his noustaches his
nost arresting feature.

| dissenbled a little nore, "It's of no real inport.
Not hing to trouble yourself with."

He frowned and began flatly. "I think there may be
nore to it than that, Sir. There are runors flying all over
the pal ace that there has been a breakthrough, and possibly
a treaty, concluded with the Jolians. | have been nost
enbarrassed nore than once already this norning to have no
answer for the Lords when they have cone to query ne
concerning this astounding, and unlikely, turnabout." He
stretched out his |large hands and folded themin the mddle

of his desk, "Atreaty with the Jolians would be very good
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for trade. But now you conme to nme and ask for the residence
of the Jolian Anbassador."

He sat back in his chair and appeared to consider, "It
is odd that, how could there be a secret treaty if the
intriguing secret keeper closest to the King i s unaware of
its existence? You woul d be hard-pressed to negotiate a
treaty wth sonmeone you could not find," he said regarding
me thoughtfully, while twirling an end of his beautiful
noust aches.

| decided not to be offended at his calling ne an
"intriguing secret keeper" as it was nostly true. "I would
not trouble nyself to trespass on your hunting grounds. |
only wish to convey a nessage fromthe King to Aaron
Hol me." This interview was not going as | had imagined it.
The fell ow was getting nore information by inadvertence
than | was getting from strai ght questioning. And worse,
this intimate of the Lords had shrewdly conme to the
conclusion that we were still in the dark as to the
intentions of our new ally.

He continued to regard nme grimy. | decided to set him
off his guard. "The King did not informyou that | was
comng to you with this request?" | asked ingratiatingly,
pretending to be surprised that the King had overl ooked

him | knew that he was touchy about the King's | ow opinion
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of him inspiring himto a new round of conplaint. But at
| east we would be off the subject of treaties.

The man pulled a sour face, and in the process he
tugged his noustache so hard that he deranged an end of it.
So that now, one side curled up, while the other drooped in
the opposite direction. He told ne, as if trying to nake ne
understand things fromhis side, "The King is occasionally
too busy to conpletely consult this office on matters that
| certainly nmust be fully versed in-if | and ny fellows are
to do our jobs. | understand many duties occupy his tine,
but negl ecting nmy expertise does not serve the Kingdom
well. | control an inportant office to the Crown, but of
late, | seemto get nost of ny information at second hand
fromthe Lords. They cone to nme for advice. They seemto
fear you."

The man said this last as if he were scol ding ne,
suggesting that I mght want to avoid frightening the Lords
in ny dealings with them Get along and go al ong. But, he
had been very unwi se to nmention his intimacy with the
Lords. The Lords only cane to himbecause they coul d not
practice their subtleties on ne. | saw them for what they
were. And they knew they could not hide their designs from

ne.
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"I would be careful in ny dealings wwth the Lords.
They are fools alnbst to the point of treachery,” | told
hi m

"There are no traitors anong the Lords,"” he told ne.
But sonething in his face made ne unconfortabl e.

| repeated his words back to himslowy, "There are no
traitors anong the Lords?"

"No," he answered too quickly. Then, seeing ny doubt,
he continued, "They are in it for thenselves. That may
anount to treachery to sone. But, it is not sonmething to
hang for."

Hi s countenance had regi stered so nuch fear and
confusion running anok with each other as he explained his
dealings with the Lords that his noustaches becane
conpl etely disarranged under the mnistrations of his
nervous fingers. | asked him pointedly, "Do you doubt your
Ki ng? Have your too famliar dealings with the Lords
brought you to doubt your King?"

"Are you going to nmake an inquiry of ne and ny
affairs, Lord Magistrate?" he asked evasively while tugging
hi s nmoustaches so hard that he winced. There was a distinct
note of fear in his voice. There were those who feared ne.
And even sone who hated ne. This man was | eal ous of ny

pl ace beside the King. Jeal ousy has caused better nen than



Lanbrecht / Chines, Part 2 / 53 of 54

the one before nme to do strange, and sonetines, unw se
t hi ngs.

"No, not as yet," | said, although | was very tenpted.

"I could stand it. This office is quite in order."

"I have no doubt." But | could see again that not al
the story was being told.

"Bribes," | thought.

"Sir, I nmust tell you that the King does not doubt
your loyalty. But, if it were to cone to that, your
standi ng as his cousin would not save you. If the King does
not seemto want your advice-he does not want your advice.
If you persist in this obstruction, I will send Jospera to
you to look into the financial dealings of this outfit of
yours." | glanced around the roomat the many fine | anps
and tapestries that graced his walls and tables. Then
| ooked straight into his eyes and said in a hard tone,
"That, | think you would not stand. It would be wi se of you
to stick to your dealings with the Perdido and the Joven
and | eave the Jolians to ne."

The man | ooked as if he were ready to explode. | could
see that he wi shed ne dead. | had nade a new and powerful
eneny. The fellow may be a conceited ass, but the Lords
revered himin his position as holder of all the trading

patents. | decided it was tine to end the interview with
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hi m bound and gagged to ne. | continued to | ook at him
pl acidly, advising him "Look to your noustaches ny friend;
they are at odds with each other. As is much el se about
you. But, as long as you continue to do your job, I wll
not nention to the King that what he expects of you is also
the truth of you. You walk a fine line. Continue to do so,"
| told himfirmy. "Do not step too far out of bounds."

"As you are now bound to ne," | did not add.

Rather | said, "One of those bounds is that you tel
no one of this conversation."

He gave up the struggle, as he had | ong ago given up
his integrity, "As you wish, Lord Magistrate."

Then gave ne instructions where | might find Aaron

Hol me.

[ END OF 2"° | NSTALLMENT. ]



