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Chapt er El even:
The Oracle’s Priest

The food at the reception for the Jolian Anbassador
was good and there was a plenty of it. | ate until | was
ready to burst. After four days of canp food and not hi ng,
even of that poor fare since the early norning, | was busy
wi th spoon and cup for a long contented tine. | sat next to
Neko, who was seated beside the King on the side opposite
the Queen with his wife between the King and hinself. They
were chatting nmerrily. Meliza was catching Neko up on the
doings of their two small children. |I heard their talk as a
pl easant buzz while | enjoyed ny full stomach and thought
qui et happy thoughts of Gizzy.

Neko broke into the near stupor 1'd fallen into by
poking ne in the ribs. He nodded at Anbassador Hol ne, who

was crossing the roomto approach his sister and said,
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"That man was at CGorgrieth, he had a hel mover his face,
but | feel in ny bones it's the sane man." He | ooked from
Holme to ne and said, "And the closer he cones the stronger
the feeling becones. Who is he? Should | know hi nP"

"You m ght, although you woul dn't have seen himfor a
long tinme. That ny brother is the Queen's brother, the
Jol i an Anbassador, say nothing of your feeling to him but
tell father at the first opportunity,” | said in his ear.

Neko | ooked at Hol ne, who was now chatting wth the
Queen, and said, "A spy who fights talking with our
stepnother...who is also his sister.”

"The world is a strange place," | said |languidly.

When servants entered to clear away a place in the
center of the King's Hall to make room for the nusicians
who were nmaking ready to play for people who wanted to
dance, the Priest of the Oacle the King had said was in
the castle entered the room and took up post by one of the
doors that had been thrown open to admt of a little air.
He stood placidly under Neko's bal eful gaze, quite
unconcerned with the change of atnosphere that bl ew through
the roomalong with the refreshing breeze at his entrance.
Even for a Priest of the Oracle he was a big man, with a
huge bl ack beard that stood out under his |arge bald head.

He wore the thick golden collar that all priests of the
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Oracle wore to synbolize their submssion to its power.
This one was barefoot and wore only light cal fskin knee
breeches and an open vest over his barrel chest.

Neko | ooked at himwith a face that could have chilled
hot tea before it reached his lips and said angrily, "The
woul d be King."

| had never seen a priest outside of the Oacle. It
was sonet hing that few people had ever seen. Mst of the
guests were trying not to stare. All knew well enough what
a priest |ooked |ike; they had just never seen one. | told
Neko, "I thought he would stay away altogether, what is he
doi ng here? They usually only attend their own feasts.”

"l suppose he wants to rem nd father to obey by
standing in the corner, |ooking dull and watchful at the
sanme tinme. There has never been a threat to Echo Pond. This
may be the hysteria that father expected." Neko becane
t houghtful, and nused, "For priests to energe fromthe
Oracle and travel the Kingdonms holding the thrones to
ransom may show nore fear than if they' d gone scream ng
into the night at the first runor of approachi ng darkness."

"Hermts with clunsy ways: Can you inmagi ne a priest
ruling a kingdon? They wouldn't have the first idea what to
do after they'd finished |ooting the treasury and carting

it off home."
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Neko | aughed and said, "Well Jame, | nust be gone
before the sun breaks the horizon on the nmorrow. | think
shall take this woman here. . ."; he pinched Meliza who
giggled, "and go off to find a nice big haystack. |'m sure
["l'l find you single-handedly defending the Oracle after
you' ve fetched Deke. | know what a reverent fellow you
are," he added dryly.

"I wish you a pleasant journey and safe passage to the
Hone of all the Gods,"” | said, neaning it.

Neko nodded and pi nched Meliza again; "Cone woman," he
order ed.

| crossed the roomalone to attend the King. Neko had
asked me to obtain the King's perm ssion to do what he had
al ready done: excuse hinself fromthe renai nder of the
feast to make the King another grandchild.

When the priest had entered the main hall, the King
had gone to stand on the other side of the room near the
opposite of the open doors. Imediately there had forned a
| ong line of people who wanted to congratul ate the King on
surviving the battle and | suppose to ask for favors or
pardons for friends or famly nmenbers who' d fallen afoul of
the King's Justice.

| approached the King while he was talking to the

Anbassador fromthe Perdido. He was telling the King that
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they had had sonme recent reverses but still held the
Capital Gty. Unfortunately, they would only be able to
send a small troop to aid the Oracle as they needed the
bul k of their arny for their nore i medi ate problenms wth
the raiders. When the King told himof the arrival of the
priest--and his nessage--the man's face drained of color.

After he passed, the King | ooked at ne and said
bet ween cl enched teeth, "What does the man nean, ‘Still
hol ding the Capital Cty? "

| told him "These reverses nust have happened awful ly
fast." | had a pretty good spy network in the Perdi do and
had heard nothing of this.

| stood with the King a few m nutes and then noticed
Aaron Hol ne standing al one by a wi ndow hol ding his shirt
collar open to a small breeze that was blowng into the
room | had one | ast piece of a puzzle to find a spot for
and | knew that he knew where it went.

| went to himand said without preanble, "Were were
you going in such a hurry after our pleasant |lunch at the
‘Lingering Traveler’? Not after Constance, | hope."

| watched his face and saw first the reaction
expected, surprise, then wariness, and finally to ny
surprise, enbarrassnent. He knew that he coul d not

di ssenble with me and so confessed, "I wanted to nmake sure
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that you arrived safely at canp, you should really wear
your sword while traveling Jame."

One nore word about that sword and | was going to | ose
my tenper. "The King wants to hang you Aaron. | talked him
out of it. Don't make nme regret it."

Aaron | aughed. "Did you convince himI|'mnot the one
who |l et out the threat to the O acle?"

"Yes, | believe so." Then | anmended, "No |'mcertain
of it. He trusts ny talent--and it has led ne to trust
you. "

"As | trust you." Then he said quietly, "King Edshu of
the Jolie will not fail the Oracle.”

Then | heard spite in his voice as he | ooked across
the roomand said, "But we will not bow to these false
priests. Their threats and bl andi shnents are idle boasts. |
doubt ny father will allow one in his honme: much | ess
concede anything to one.”

A page approached and said stiffly to Aaron, "My Lord,
when you have a nonent the Queen requests that you attend
her. "

Aaron thanked himand told himthat he would join her
momentarily.

"Not so idle," | said when we were again al one. "They

have real power in these valleys. Wth a word they coul d
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force the Council of Lords to depose this King and choose
anot her . "

Rat her than reply, Aaron smled brightly and said,
"There is a beautiful woman standi ng behi nd you Jam e,
maybe you shoul d speak to her."

Before | could turn around to see to whom he was
referring, | heard a soft voice in nmy ear that could only
bel ong to the Duchess of Echo Pond.

"Good evening, Lord Magistrate, are you going to
i ntroduce ne to your handsone friend?"

| turned to face her and said as cheerfully as | could
manage, "Good eveni ng Duchess, this is the Jolian
Anbassador, Aaron Hol ne."

"“Ahh, the hero of the hour cone to save us in our tine
of need. Thank you for being such a stalwart defender to us
in our peril," she said and then curtsied.

Aaron bowed and then said, "My lady, Henry Thalia is
quite capabl e of defending hinself, as is the brave Prince
Ni kol eaf. Qur part in the affair was small, not worth
mentioning." He added this last with real humlity.

"That is quite true,”" | said |aughing. "Neko is upset
that his thunder has been stolen.”

Aaron smled self-deprecatingly and said, "You see

pretty | ady, nothing but spear holding. And now if you'l
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excuse ne, | nust attend your queen." He bowed graciously
again, then turned and crossed the roomto where the queen
sat with two of her ladies in waiting.

The duchess turned to ne, and said wth stardust in
her eyes, "So that was Aaron Hol nme, he’s beautiful." Then
she said, "You' re beautiful too, Jame. If you' d just shave
that ugly beard, | mght marry you."

" Madam "

She put her finger to ny |ips and said, "Jam e, how
often nmust | ask you to call nme Sandra?" Then she took ny
armin hers and began a | ong one-sided chat extolling the
charnms of her home at Echo Pond. Al the things that |
coul d be expected to endure if | would just consent to the
King’s wish that | marry her.

It was the King hinself who finally disengaged ne from
t he clutches of the Duchess of Echo Pond. He cane across
the entire room introduced hinself to her with his best
courtly manners and said, "Madam you are beautifu
toni ght."

She curtseyed | ow and when she arose said silkily,
"Your majesty is too kind to a plain girl fromthe
country." Her denmure smle a calculated ruse to ny eye.

Then all cal cul ati on appeared to flee her eyes as she

said breathlessly, "Sire, are the runors true? Does the
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Wtchking intend to attack the Oracle? Is ny hone in
danger?" She added this last after a pause, during which
the calculation returned as she watched the King s face
intently for any information that his words m ght not hol d.

The King did not flinch under her gaze. He held her
eyes and said lightly, "This runor is all the talk tonight.
I nyself amnot entirely sure that there even is a
witchking. It seens like a story intended to frighten
children...and grown people who ought to know better." H's
green eyes tw nkling under their bushy red eyebrows he
continued, "As your father's daughter |I’m sure you share
t hat opi nion. He was a brave man who believed a thing when
he saw it, and feared nothing he could lay a sword to."

The Duchess seened to stiffen at the King’s words. He
had her where he wanted her now and went in for the kill.
"Have you seen sonet hing nagi cal near your hone that
frightened you chil d? Sonmething that your father could not
have put to the sword?"

Hi s tone speaking plainly that he knew that she had
not .

The Duchess arose to her full height. | hadn't even
been aware that she'd been carrying such wei ght on her
shoul ders until the King rem nded her of her father, a

captain in Mad King Wlliam s arny who' d been killed in one
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of the many battles that had been fought years ago to w est
Sabbia fromthe King who'd ruled there. "I amny father's
daughter and I will tell you plainly that | have seen
nothing to frighten ne." She was angry now, saying, "And if
I did, Henry of Thalia, | would take ny father’s sword off
the wall and skewer the damm thing and give it to the
steward to feed the dogs!" Her eyes went flinty and she
bored theminto the King, daring himto think differently.

The King | ooked at her gravely, his face a mask to
hide his true feelings because |I think he was having a hard
time not smling at this woman who' d been suddenly rem nded
that she had a brave heart. He told her, "Then you are your
father's daughter, | never doubted it."

"I hope not," she said. Then drew in a breath and I
i magi ne dearly wanted to tell the King what he could do
with his w tchking. She | ooked into his face: her nouth
open, the words ready to tunble out and saw that his eyes
equal ed hers’ for flint, saying quite plainly, "Watch your
step nadam "

She recalled herself fromlecturing a king at a
reception in his own hone and said, her tone softening as
she spoke, "Your nmajesty is quite correct, nmy father was a
brave man. |If he'd heard such a foolish runmor he woul d have

polished up his sword and gone about his business." She
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gave hima pretty smle, but the flint never left her eyes,

saying, "Wiich is exactly what | intend to do."
"I never doubted it." Then he said, "I may be visiting
you sonetinme soon Sandra, | have business with the Oracle

this summer and | may stay with you a day or two."

The King’s tone had changed again and she responded to

"I't wll be an honor to share ny honme with your
Maj esty," she said reverently, but her face had gone
t hought f ul .

"You know Lord Ceneral Grey's son, Peter, don't you?"

She nodded.

"He is on his way there now, with a contingent of
troops. He will be joined in a short tinme by Prince
Ni kol eaf. They may stay in the region for sone tine. In a
word, Sandra, the arny is assenbling at Echo Pond. You
under stand what this neans?" he asked quietly, his eyes
searching her face.

She net his gaze evenly and said reluctantly, "I do."

"Good," he said, still searching her face. He seened
satisfied because he smled and said heartily, "You wll
have nmuch conpany this sunmer, Sandra, | hope that is to
your liKking."

"I wll be honored to share ny honme with your Myjesty
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and the Prince as long as you woul d be happy to stay."

"Thank you for your kind offer of hospitality."”

"You are a wise King, Henry of Thalia," she said, not
seem ng enbarrassed to admt that he had bested her so
conpl etely.

The Ki ng becane serious again, saying, "These visits |
am honoring you with are not a matter for runor, there are
enough of those already. Mght | suggest then that you head
back to Echo Pond soon, to prepare your hone for visitors,
wel come and unwel cone. There is a strong troop, under Neko,
| eaving in the norning, before sun-up. You may want to
avail yourself of his escort as a traveling conpanion. |
woul d not insult you by offering you the hospitality of the
castle for the sumer. Although Lily would |ove the
conpany." He | ooked at her, seeing if she would take this
way out of harnms way.

“I wll be ready to travel in the norning. | would
| ove to pass the summer with the queen, but a good hostess
is honme to welcone the invited guests and give the
uninvited a fitting reception,” she concluded grimy

The King took both her hands in his and said warmy,
his eyes filled with a new respect for her that he didn't
try to mask, "You' re a brave woman Sandra of Echo Pond, it

will be an honor to visit you in your hone."
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Despite herself, her eyes filled with tears.

"Until then Henry of Thalia." Then she turned and
strode quickly fromthe King' s presence.

The King and | stood thoughtfully watching her as she
sl owed her pace until she could wal k proudly through the
throng and exit by the door. | felt nothing but renorse for
having so m sjudged her and said with feeling, "She’'s a
fine woman."

"Yes, she is. Damm the war for its msery."

"I was very wrong about her, | thought her just an
enpty-headed girl full of fluff and vanity," | said, ny
heart full at having watched this brave wonen accept the
charge that the King had laid on her with such grim
det erm nati on.

"Did you now?" the King asked |looking at me wwith a wy
smle. Then he |l aughed and said, "So did I. W both
m sj udged her. 1 thought | knew what she would do right up
until she did the opposite.” He shook his head and said,
"People are full of surprises.”

Then he said, "Well Jam e, unless you have any ot her
business at this party | would excuse you to your roons.
You have a long ride tonorrow. |I know how you | ove to sl eep
in the saddle and | don't want you falling off your horse

and hurting yourself before you can light a fire under ny
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br ot her."

I laughed and said, "I'Il sleep nost of the way either
way. But, thank you. | think | may say good night to this
assenbly, | ama little tired." | bowed to himw th ny best
courtly manner and said, "Good night your Majesty.”

"Good night Jame."

Chapt er Twel ve:
The Haunt ed Castl e

| clinbed the circular stairs that led fromthe first
floor of the outer wall of the castle to the second, where

our apartments were contained, feeling happy that | would
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soon be holding Gizzy in ny arns and saddened that it
woul d be a while before I would be with her again after
tonight. Al though | had been within shouting di stance of
our roons a couple of tinmes, | hadn't found the tinme to see
her all day. Now, as the tine finally drew near, | felt a
little nervous and tried to slow ny thoughts.

My m nd had been racing all day. So nuch had happened
so fast in the |last week that | couldn't think about all of
it, so | decided to think about none of it. |I would have
plenty of tinme to think on ny way to Sabbia. My mnd stil
raced as | nounted the steps but it chased itself. | let it
come to rest nowhere, except to encourage it to be happy
that it would soon feel the arns of ny |ove.

| blew out ny candl e before |I entered our bedroom As
I crossed our threshold | saw again that falling in | ove
with a Jolian filled all the sense; every mnute spent with
themis a celebration of warmsnells and soft colors. They
are so creative in their approaches that it is like living
with a magician who is casting a spell to nmake you forget
that there is a world out there that you can't nake whol e
by being kind to it.

Three | anps had been arranged so that one cast a bl ue
gl ow, one yellow, and one pink. The blue one hung fromthe

ceiling off to the left. The yellow one sat on a smal
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table a little to the right, and the pink one sat in the
w ndow near Grizzy's little bed. The room was otherw se in
darkness. Gizzy stood in the center of the room all in
white, looking at me with a | ook on her face so full of
enotion that | thought she mght cry. She tried to smle,
but she couldn't hold it. She started to hold her arns up.
And then suddenly, a frightened | ook crossed her face.

In the instant of that | ook everything that had
happened since we had parted cane back with a weight that I
hadn't realized |I'd been carrying. Everything 1'd felt from
t he shock of the attack on the King to alnost dying in the
Hi gh Tower this afternoon cane over ne in a rush

I had | ooked into Gizzy's smling face and known t hat
these things could hardly happen in the same world that
cont ai ned the person who stood before ne. Gizzy seened
nore solid and real than the wld tw st of events that |
had endured, as ny heart drew toward her and away fromthe
worl d outside, toward the | anps and away from nmadness. |
felt nyself pulled and | heard sonething tear.

My mind had tried to go between these opposi ng worl ds
too quickly and I lost ny balance. | had to sit down. |
staggered to a chair and fell into it.

Gizzy cane across the roomin a rush and knelt down

beside the chair. She called ny nane quietly, but firmy,
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and asked ne if | was all right.

| looked into that face so filled with | ove and
concern for me and | felt the weariness, each of the cares
of the last few days fall away; ny m nd becom ng cl earer
and clearer until all that was left was Gizzy, her three
| anps, and ny know edge that | |oved her conpletely.

| put nmy hand out and stroked her hair. She smled up
at ne.

"That is a powerful spell you ve cast,” |I told her. |
had neant it as a wit, but as soon as | said it | knew that
it was true. Living with Gizzy wasn't like living with a
magi cian; it was the fact of it.

"I may have overdone it," she said slightly chagrined.

"No, | doubt that, it’'s been a | ong week." | school ed
nmy face to ask the unspoken questi on.

“"I't’s all in the lanps," she answered, relieved that
she hadn't shocked ne too badly by being clunsy.

She said lightly, "There's nothing to it, all Jolians
can do a few bits of things."

"Then everyone should have a Jolian,” | told her,
grateful that | at |east had m ne

"Can you stand?" she asked ne softly.

"Yes," | said, still staring into her brown eyes.

She stood up and kissed nme lightly on the |lips and
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took both my hands in hers’ and |led nme across the roomto
the tub. "Get in there,” she told ne.

| clinbed into the tub, the water so cool that
thought | mght stay in there, with Gizzy beside ne, in
the quiet lanplight, until the world cane to an end.

| told her, "Speaking of spells, Wndy wants you to
clinmb up and learn a few that he knows."

"Leat her bands agai n?"

"Sonet hing awful ," | said before | sunk nyself
conpletely under the water. | laid there at the bottom of
the tub watching pink and yell ow and bl ue flow across the
surface of the water until nmy lungs threatened to expl ode.

When | could stand it no nore | sat up, gasping for
air as soon as ny head broke the water.

"Jam e | was just about to reach in and grab you; |
t hought you'd drown or sonething."

Gizzy | ooked frightened again.

| reached out and took her in nmy arns and pulled her
close. Then | held her and kissed the top of her head, ny
mnd filling wwth the sweet, nusky snell of her hair. My
lips told her through nore kisses, "I mssed you."

"Sonetines these roons are like a prison,"” she said
hugging me with all her strength, "there is nothing so

enpty as them w t hout you."
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I ran ny hands al ong her back. The white dress seened
to cone alive under ny fingers. It felt as snooth and cool
and as soft as her freshly washed hair.

"I wote you a letter, did you get it?"

"Yes, Lily brought it over herself. She was so excited
for me that she couldn't wait for nme to cone to the garden
for tea". Then she said slowy to ny chest, "I read her
sonme little bits of it. | hope you don't mnd."

| stood up in the tub and picked her up off the ground
until her face canme level with ny mne. | looked into it
for along tine, savoring it. Then slowy our |ips crossed
t he di stance.

| carried her across the roomand |laid her on the bed.

Gizzy and | made | ove. Then we lay in bed and
chatting and drinking sone wi ne and eating a sharp green
cheese she'd gotten fromthe cook. After we'd been |ying
quietly for a while | decided that I wanted to know a
little nore about this Jolian nagic.

"So what el se can you do besides put ny fevered m nd
to sleep?" | asked her.

"COh, just little bits of things," she replied mldly.

"What sorts of little bits?"

"Wl | maybe just sonme things |ike tonight, things to

rel ax you.
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"And?" | decided to press the point.

"Well, there are sone things that nost of us know
about healing, although so far your |ungs have def eated
mne and Lily's best efforts. | mght know if sonething bad
happened to you...l was very worried about you today and
now you tell nme that you got sick in the H gh Tower."

"Gizzy," | said sternly, "what else?"

"Well, if I plant sonething, it grows," she said
sm ling happily.

I knew that Jolians were great |overs of gardens.

She continued to stare thoughtfully at the ceiling. |
knew that Gizzy had not yet told ne the entire story, so |
asked her, "Is that it of magic?"

She roll ed over and kissed ne lightly and said
quietly, "Well, I mght be able to tell when sonething’ s
bot hering you or worrying you, even when you want nme to
think everything is fine." She finished by | ooking at ne
quite sternly, for Gizzy.

"Ch that," | said | ooking up at the ceiling.

"Yes that," she said poking nme in the ribs harder than
usual .

So, | told her everything that had happened since |I’'d
| ast seen her, including the enbarrassing parts. "Crap

Gizzy, the King says that he and Neko are to be the bl unt
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i nstrunment for pounding or sonething like that, and |I'm
supposed to be the brains out there. | stepped in shit
three tines in one day; | don't feel like the brains.”

"Don’t worry about it, you'll be fine."

"It was a lot of shit: I'll be forever cleaning it
up. "

Gizzy | ooked ne full in the face and said, wthout a
trace of sarcasmin her voice, "Jam e, anyone can show up
on a battlefield wthout their sword."

| | ooked at her sourly, and said, "Gizzy, if you're
trying to make ne feel better, stop.”

Gizzy lifted her head off the pillow and | ooked down
at me, her soft hair falling across ny face and shoul der.
She brushed it away absently and laid it over her back.
"I"’'mnot trying to make you feel better, |I’m scolding you,"
she said schooling her face and voice to be stern with ne.

| | ooked up into her face, "You a scold?" | did ny
best to appear incredulous and said flatly, "Gizzy, |
don't believe it."

At that she smled grimy and said, "It’s quite true,
neverthel ess. You re not to go around w thout your sword. |
found it in that trunk over there," she said, waving airily
at the corner; "under sone old papers. It is now very sharp

and very shiny. And it's to be used, not mslaid," she said
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i nperiously. Then she bent down and gave ne a light kiss on
the Iips, saying, "There, |’ ve scol ded."

If this was Gizzy scolding, | mght nake a botch of
things nore often. It was certainly a | ot easier than
havi ng Neko yelling at ne.

Then she said of fhandedly, "By the way Jam e, you do
know how to use a sword?"

"Yes," | said tiredly. "Deke taught nme. He said the
nost inportant thing to renenber was never to try to hold
it by the pointy end. ‘That’s the business end of the thing
Jame. You'll hurt yourself.’"

Rat her than | augh, Gizzy becane very serious.

"Jame, | don't want to scold you again, but | will.
The King will need his brains. It’s not sonmething to joke
about . "

Then she rolled over on her back again. W laid there
for a few mnutes, staring at the ceiling, thinking our own
t houghts. Finally, | had to ask, "Gizzy, no one’s going to
forget this sword thing any tine soon, are they?"

"Unlikely," she said sinply.

"I thought not," | said to the ceiling.

Gizzy turned her head and ki ssed ne on the cheek.

"Goodni ght my |love." Then she rolled over on her side

and faced the wall.
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"Good night Gizzy." | rolled over and ki ssed her ear.

"I appreciate that you cleaned the thing for ne"

"My pleasure, you'll find it standing by the door in
the other room Prom se nme you'll wear it."

| kissed her ear again.

"I love you Gizzy."

She rolled over and smled sleepily.

"I love you too, nowtry to go to sleep.” She sm |l ed
again and roll ed back over on her side.

| settled on ny back, watching the Iight and shadow
cast by the candle sitting on the bedside table flicker on
the ceiling while | listened to her light breathing becone
a quiet snore. &izzy was good at going to sleep and |
envied her that. It was never easy for ne. | did nost of ny
best thinking when it woul d have been better to be asl eep,
and probably ny best sleeping when it woul d have been
better to be awake, thinking.

Right now | was thinking that this of the sword wasn't
fair. I could never tell Gizzy that, it would sound |ike
meki ng excuses, but how was | supposed to know that the war
was going to start so soon? | nean | did know, but that's
not the point. I’'mthe King’s Counselor not a sword
fighter. The note the inpatient captain brought to the

"Lingering Traveler" said "Cone right away, | need you". It
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didn't say, "Cone right away, but rummage around for your
sword first."

I hadn't been quite truthful with Gizzy either. |
knew how to work a sword, had actually been quite good with
the thing, once upon a tinme, ten or twelve years ago. Now
t hought there m ght be a chance that, in the heat of
battle, I mght get confused and pick the thing up by the
poi nty end.

"Spend the rest of ny life trying to explain where ny
fingers went," | said out | oud.

Gizzy shifted in the bed and said sleepily, "D d you
say sonet hi ng?"

"No," | lied.

"I thought | heard sonething."

If I didn't know better I'd swear she was talking in

her sl eep. People are amazi ng, what they can do.

"It was just the Storm Gods warmng up,” | |ied,
agai n.

| got a snore for areply. "Msses nothing and is
asl eep again", | thought.

“I"l'l just have to do better," | decided as | rolled
my body over closer to her. "No nore stupid m stakes." |
put ny arm around her and resolved, "As soon as | get to

Sabbia, I’'lIl have ny father's Master at Arns go over a few
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noves wth nme. That’' |l be good and enbarrassing. My father
wi Il be on and on about the "Cushy life of a Court Magician
wi thering my sword arnf ..endl ess sarcasns |ike that. Better
that than make an ass of nyself again though. Sonewhere in
t hese dol druns | nust have fallen asl eep because suddenly

it was norning.

* k% *

But not without a visit fromAnnie the Wtch sonewhere
in the night. She stood at the foot of the bed eyeing her
i magi ned conpetition wi th undi sguised contenpt. | could see
that if she weren't already dead herself and incapabl e of
the act, she would murder Gizzy where she slept. Then she
turned to nme and said sadly, "So Jam e rides to war w t hout
his sword."

I was nonmentarily flustered by the | ook of unbridled
hatred in her eyes. "Could a ghost go mad?" | wonder ed.

"I was foolish,” | agreed, calmy admtting the worst.

"It won't happen again."
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Her face softened as she appeared to think about it.
"W’ || see," she said dryly.

Then she turned her unkind gaze upon Gizzy, "So how
isit wth this Breeze girl of yours? Does she satisfy?” As
she turned her face back to nme she | ooked al nost |ike a
caricature of soneone who was trying to get their mnd
around an i npossi bl e notion.

Rat her than rise to the bait, | alnost |aughed at her
di sconfort. | rolled over on ny side and put ny arm around
Gizzy and, draw ng on her strength willed the witch gone,
until she was.

I wished again that | could take Gizzy with ne. |
t hought it mght be better for both of us to be out of this

stuffy, haunted, old castle for a while.
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Chapter Thirteen:
The Mad Ki ng

Gizzy and | said our goodbyes in bed, over breakfast
before the sun canme up. Qur tinme together passed too

qui ckly and Gizzy was soon standing in the doorway

wat ching ne go down the hall. She | ooked so forlorn that I
ran back down the hall, kissed her goodbye again and told
her not to worry: "I’I|l be fine."

"I know," she said, "we both will." | |ooked into her

dark brown eyes for a | ong nonent and then, screw ng up ny
courage, hurried down to the stable.

I wasn't at all surprised to see the King standing
out si de the huge stable door in the light rain that was
falling talking to the Captain of the Escort when | cane
around the corner. The King pretended to be surprised to
see ne and said, "Good norning Jame, you're up early."

"Good nmorning Sire," | replied.

The captain | ooked at nme and said, "Good norning Lord
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Magi strate, whenever you're ready to | eave." He nodded
toward the other end of the stableyard and continued, "The
men and | will be waiting at the Parade Ground.” Wth that
he nodded to the King and said, "Sire." Then he turned and
hurried across the wet cobbl estones into the stable.

As soon as he was out of sight, | |ooked at the King
and said, "lI’mturning over a new |eaf, thought |1'd get up
with the sun, come down here and shovel up a little shit,
get nyself in shape for the |ong road ahead."”

Rat her than smle, he reached up and scratched his
head, trying to rub the last of the sleep out of it and
said, "It may be all of that." Then he | ooked ne over and
said, "I see you found your sword. | hope your Jolian had
an edge put on it."

"She did."

He | ooked at nme and said firmy, "I don't need to tel
you how inportant it is that Deke comes quickly.”

A groonsman cane out of the stable and wordl essly
handed ne the reins to ny horse while the King and |
studi ed each other thoughtfully.

I held the reins and said, "No sir."

I think we both felt that somehow a way of life was
comng to an end this norning as we stood there talking in

the stableyard. W'd happily taken all of this for granted.
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Maybe t hought we'd al ways be King and Counselor in a |and
that turned in predictable ways. Now, it seenmed, the Storm
Gods had us well in hand.

"Don't worry father, I’'ll be fine. And Deke w Il cone.
It’s his way to be a jackass, but he always cones al ong."

The King | aughed, saying, "He is a jackass, but Gey
will soon die. | need Deke. He is the bravest man | know,
al nost reckl ess. ™

He | ooked at nme for a |long nonent and then said, so
quietly that | barely heard him "Be careful Jame, |’'ve

just sent one of ny sons into the field; two is hard to

bear."

| began to feel overwhelned by the m x of enotions
that were passing all around us; | said, "I |ove you
fat her."

He gave ne a big bear hug and said, "I |ove you too
Jame."

When he et ne go | junped on ny horse and said, "I’1I
see you soon." And with that, |I and nmy escort set off for

Sabbi a.

* k% *
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My heart was full as the horses clattered their way
t hrough the awakening town: nuch qui eter than yesterday
when all and sundry had been out cel ebrating the return of
t he King.

The town even appeared to be sleeping off the worst of
| ast night’'s reverie this norning. A few nerchants were out
opening their shuttered wi ndows and setting their wares out
on large tables that appeared when the shutters canme |evel
with the street and supporting | egs dropped down.

A few veget abl e hawkers were already strolling the
streets pushing their little carts before them They,
usually so loud and insistent, saw no reason to try to push
their carrots and corn on a troop of passing soldiers. They
waved their best produce at us, but did not shout the
singsong praises of their vegetables, trying to convince
passersby that their produce was the only one anyone with
any sense woul d buy.

Only one of the many fruit stands that lined the main
street was showi ng any signs of activity at all. The
merchant had first gotten his apples ready: green, red and
yel l ow, they shone in the early norning sun as if the

vendor had been up all night polishing themrather than
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reveling with his kinsnen.

The old fellow who ran the stall shooed a young boy
out into the street to see if the soldiers would buy any of
his fine produce for an early breakfast. The boy junped up
and down beside the soldiers as he ran along with a
different colored apple in each hand. Several of the
sol di ers bought apples and it was worth the slight del ay
just to watch the boy juggle coins and appl es as he nade
his sal es.

As we neared the town gate we caught our first hint of
the sweet aroma of the King’s Bread ovens. Al of the bread
that was baked for sale in the town canme fromthis quarter
The huge bread ovens had been built and mai ntained by the
King's Order and were under the constant vigil of the
King's Steward. The revenue fromthe ovens rival ed the
sl aught er houses and the tannery for filling the treasury so
this section of town was kept in very good order. The
King's Steward cane down here often to weigh the | oaves and
insure that the assigned mark of each baker was properly
affi xed before the | oaf was sold. We be onto the baker who
tried to cheat a patron by selling a light |oaf.

The ovens were huge, ten feet across and shaped as
huge dones; they rested under the heavy | eaves of shade

trees planted to keep the hot sun off the bakers as |ong as
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possible. Alarge carefully tended fire roared in the
center of each done, and at this early hour the ovens were
a flurry of activity, all around the dones were snal
portals that nen and wonen with stout paddl e shaped "spats"
were busily pulling finished | oaves out, while another
baker behind himheld a simlar spat with a fresh loaf to
put in. It was as clever a dance as anything to be seen at
the reception last night. Running through all of this
activity were small boys and girls waving old spats at
birds that flew just overhead, trying to steal a little
breakfast for thenselves. Al of this baking would be done
| ong before the m dday neal when the hot sun nmade further
wor k i npossi ble for the bakers.

The freshly baked bread went straight fromthe ovens
tolittle shops that were arrayed around the ovens. These
sold every different sort of bread to be imagined: from
pastries, to rich | oaves and poor | oaves, to breads baked
wth fruits, neats, and nuts--to pies that were a neal in
t hensel ves.

The town was taking on a life of its owm as it grew,
chaotic, disordered, and often far too rowdy, the Mnor
Lords and even occasionally an exasperated King, conplained
that the town should be dismantl ed and the inhabitants

returned to their country ways. | enjoyed the town nyself
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and often found nyself arguing that the Kingdom could no

| onger do without it. Here a person could |ive confortably,
and for now peacefully, selling their wares as they

pl eased. Life would get pretty dull in a hurry if the town
were not allowed to grow the way it would. In his better
monments the King knew that, and he pretty nuch let the
thing do as it pleased, while collecting the taxes that

were his due.

* k% *

By the tinme we rode through the town gate the rain had
st opped and the cl ouds began to break up to reveal the
nor ni ng sun. Once we were out of the town we rode along the
w de road that narrowed soon enough as it branched off to
the several directions that fornmed the rest of the kingdom
Qut here everything that was sold in the town found the
place it was nurtured or natured. Fruits and vegetabl es
were grown. Horses and cows and pigs raised. Cotton

cultivated. And the Manor Lords ruled as they al ways had.



Lanbrecht / Chines, Part 5/ 34 of 46

Not hi ng much ever changed in the villages and that was the
way al nost everyone who |ived out here liked it. None of
the industry and wld changes that the town enjoyed found
their way past its gates.

Qur kingdomof Illumare is a long wde valley
bordered by nountains on three sides and the river on the
fourth. The King |liked to say that our valley was shaped
like the first queen, a buxom woman with a sl ender wai st
and hi ps made for having babies. The castle that we'd been
stuck in for the | ast several years of the war had been
built at the slender wai st where two nountain ranges
reached across the wde valley and cane within a couple of
mles of neeting. It pinched off the waist, was perfectly
def ensi bl e and had held the raiders out of the southern
realmfor all of its existence. That it was built for war
rather than confort nmade it a difficult place to live. It
is a stout castle that could be defended agai nst the Storm
Gods thenselves, but it was a little like living in one of
the town’s bread dones.

The fact that we'd confined the depredations of the
Wldnmen to the north with Deke to the west neant that nost
of the troubles were to the northeast. And that was the
direction that Neko had ridden out with the Duchess of Echo

Pond in tow before the sun cane up. His road had taken him
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northeast to the Oracle. Until now the raiders had al ways

given the Oracle at Echo Pond a wi de berth: for reasons of
their owm they seened to fear disturbing it as nuch as the
rest of us did.

My road went to the northwest. Anyone could find
Sabbia. Al you had to do was ride toward the unbelievably
tall steep-sided Jolian Muntains. The Storm Gods
t hensel ves coul d not have better designed a nore inposing
fortress than Alyssa the Gardner had when she threw up the
Jolian Mountains. Wth that huge range on one side and the
Jolian Ice Fields on the other, all it took was the raging
river flow ng through the steep sided cataracts that cane
fromthe ice fields to make a place that was only
accessible by invitation fromthe King of Jolie. Sonething
t hat had never been extended to anyone that |’ d heard of.
Wl |, sonme said Deke had been there once or tw ce. But |
t hought that nmore in line with his |egend than fact.

It was also said that in sone |ong ago war that the
Sabbi ans and Jolians had mi ngled their bl ood when they'd
been allies against the rest of the valleys. One of ny
father’ s conpani ons had even told ne that ny nother was
nore Jolian than Sabbi an. He had known her, and | had few
menories of her so | suppose | took himat his word.

What ever the rights of that, during the | ong war between
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Sabbia and Illumare in which the old King, WIlliamthe
Mad, finally wested Sabbia fromthe rightful owners and
gave it to Deke, the Jolians took no part, having already
retired fromaffairs in the rest of the valleys |ong
bef ore.

Whenever | thought about Deke the first thing that
al ways cane to m nd was his bull headed conviction that al
t hi ngs Sabbi an were the gift of Mchael the Travel er and
everything el se was a counterfeit of the Storm Gods. He
rai sed the best horses, whel ped the finest puppies. The
sweet est appl es canme from Sabbia and the wool fromhis
goats could keep a Jolian warmwho had a mnd to explore
the |cefields.

How Deke cane to Sabbia is a well known story. But why
Deke is still in Sabbia is not so well told. Deke is after
all the oldest son of Wlliamthe Mad and should by rights
be the King of Illumare. That he is not is his fault as
much as anyone’s. The father of Deke and Henry, WIlliamthe
Mad, had not been happy with the Lords as he had fought the
| ong Sabbian War. At every twi st and turn of the war, they
had tried to wing concessions fromthe old King that he
was in no mnd to yield. He was not a patient nman when
penned by circunstances not in his control, one of those

ci rcunst ances being that the rightful owners of Sabbia were
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putting up a nuch better fight than he'd planned on. At
whil es he could be nore frightening than Neko when his
tenper bested him But his anger availed himnot and the
Lords were able to strengthen the Council during his reign.

Wien the war finally ended and Deke had been safely
installed as Prince Regent in Sabbia, the old King decided
the tinme to avenge hinself on the Lords had cone. He'd had
enough of their harangues. Neither had he learned to |ike
the idea of a King sharing power. \Wen the opportunity of
anot her confrontation presented itself, he went ahead and
arrested the entire Council of Lords and ordered them
hanged for treason wthout trial. H's reasoning for going
to this extrene, he clainmed, was that he could no | onger
resist the voices in his head demandi ng that he hang the
scoundrels. He told all who opposed himin this that the
voi ces cane from somewhere near Echo Pond and therefore
must be heeded.

No one in the Kingdomcould bring thenselves to
beli eve that the goddess Alyssa the Gardner, |iving
somewhere on this side of the Oracle was advising the King
to do away with the Lords. That |left the authors of the
voi ces to be the Storm Gods trapped on the other side of
the Oracle. The kingdomwas in near revolt at the idea of

being ruled by those five m screants.
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"Sonet hi ng had to be done to prevent WIlliamthe Mad
from becomng WIliamthe Rope," the King told nme when he
took the tinme to explain to ne why he, rather than ny
father, was the King of Illum are.

Young Prince Henry thought to give Deke every
opportunity to intercede with their father to save the
Lords and maybe the entire kingdomfor the Thalia s, from
Wlliams ill-advised, at best, resolve to do away wth
Council. Deke sat it out in Sabbia, saying that the
decisions of a King, no matter by whom counsel ed, had to be
obeyed. "If father wants to hang the upstarts let him It
can do no harm and m ght even do sonme good. The next crop
may not be so stubborn,” was his advice to his brother
Henry.

Young Prince Henry waited patiently for the Mad King
or Deke to relent until the night before the norning that
t he executions were to take place. And then he went to the
dungeons, sword in hand, to make a bargain with the Lords.

"Depose the old King," he told them "and support ny
claimto the throne or hang."

"You wouldn't believe it," the King told ne, "but,
even at this extremty, sitting on foul straw mats in a
st eam ng dungeon, with their lives forfeit in the norning,

they tried to hang the thing on concessions--which
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absolutely refused. It was one of the rare tines in ny
ki ngship that | had them penned and need concede them
not hi ng. "

"Wt hout concessions, they refused to strike a
bargain,” he continued, "pointing out that Deke as the
ol dest had the claimto the throne. | told themthat Deke
is in Sabbia and seens willing to let ny father hang you.
That | eaves ne or the gibbet."

The King had tried to explain his action, "I didn't
want to take the crown from Deke. But | couldn't very well
| et the Lords hang on a whimof the Storm Gods, now coul d
|? And as far as your father goes, | knew that in his heart
Deke didn't want to be King and woul d make a bad job of it.
He’ s al nost smart enough, but the anbition isn't in him"

"The Lords had a hard tine seeing it that way and

seenmed to want to go by the book. | couldn't very well save
themif they refused to cooperate. So, | sheathed ny sword
and | aughed at them ‘Hang then,’” | told themand turned to

wal kK away, appearing to | eave the stubborn asses to their
fates. That was all it took."

"Of course when Deke found out what |’d done he nmde
quite a stink. Threatened to raise an arny of those Sabbi an
hill people of his and march in and take the throne.

Not hi ng ever cane of it. Deke didn't want civil war, or the
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throne for that matter; all he really wanted was to set
hi msel f up in Sabbia as his own master. He used his anger
as a shield to do that."

This confused state of affairs went on for years. Deke
and the King each possessed an equal share of the stubborn
Thalia tenper in common, if nothing el se, and that ensured
a feud that could | ast for generations.

Even before the succession crisis, Henry and Deke had
never been close: their tenperanents were too different to
ever be confortable with each other. But after this strange
succession they were not really enemes, they just for the
nost part didn't understand each other. The King could
never understand how his brother could have stayed in
Sabbia during this crisis and Deke never understood how his
brot her coul d have usurped the old King. The King thought
t hat Deke had forfeited the throne and shoul d act
accordi ngly. Deke thought that Sabbia should be i ndependent
fromthe upstart throne of Illum are.

Deke still sent his yearly taxes to the crown as a
matter of honor, being that he could never bring hinself to
make war on his own brother. But he obstinately resisted
fulfilling many of his further duties to his Lord the King.
That was why | had to go to Sabbia. To make ny fat her

attend to his duty.
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"The thing that put an end to talk of civil war was an
exchange of hostages,"” the King told ne. "Wen the pissing
contest was all over, the youngest sister of the old queen
had gone to Sabbia to be fostered. And you, a lad of five,
cane here."

No Thalia ever did anything to intentionally harma
child in their care. There is where the stal emate now

st ood.

Chapt er Fourteen:
The Barefoot Feet

Once the rain had et up and the sky cleared we rode
all the rest of the day through the hot sun. | thinking ny

t houghts, the Captain of the Escort drilling his dozen
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troops. He busied hinself riding up and down the |ine
drawing their swords fromthe scabbard to see if they were
sharp and polished and checking their bows to see that
there were no splinters and that the quivers they carried
on their backs were full of arrows.

Satisfied with their weapons he had them perform ng
cl ose order formation and practicing turning and chargi ng
in unison for all of the norning and part of the afternoon.
He finally took tinme to cone up and introduce hinself as
Captain Baily sonetinme later in the day. "These are fresh
troops," the captain told ne, "never been in the field
before. The Prince thought that this quiet ride through the
country woul d be good training for them"

At the phrase, "quiet ride in the country," his face
had reveal ed sonething that | didn't |like, so | asked him
"The raiders do not cone this far west then?"

"My lord, there is nothing of that here. The Prince of
Sabbi a keeps things well in hand."

I was still getting nothing Iike the truth so | said,
"We are three days ride fromthe castle to Sabbia. Prince
Deke never ventures too far from Sabbia, | hear." Although
there was agreenent that Deke patrolled these |lands, with
Neko to the north, no one was quite sure he did it. The

area remai ned quiet, with fewraids, so we all owed
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ourselves to believe that the hillnmen held our left flank.

The captain seenmed to believe this fact hinself. "The
rai ders fear himenough to keep a wi de furrow between them
and him" he reassured ne.

That at | east was true, but things were not yet
ringing right. "The raiders fear very little now They
attacked the King half a day’'s ride fromthe castle. If
they are to fear anyone, they ought to fear the King."

The captain | ooked enbarrassed. He could hardly say
that the raiders would not be nore afraid of a garrisoned
castle than they were of a tribe of hillnen, no matter how
fierce. So his next sally would have to aima little closer
to the truth.

"The fact is that Prince Ni koleaf took all the veteran
troops to be had to defend the Oracle. This |ot was al
that was left," he admtted.

| laughed, saying, "That is what | thought all al ong.
Sonething in your face told ne that there was nore to tel
than a training exercise for green troops. Now | have
al nost the full story, | think."

Having parted with this nuch of the truth, he decided
to let the rest out. "The fact is that there have been sone
reports of wildmen this far west: not in any great nunber.

We are to scout themout if there is tine. Report any sign
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that we run across. And check the villages for runor of
them The Prince did say that we were not to engage themto
t he point of getting ourselves, or you, killed. He seens to
think that you are quite an inportant fellow. W are only
to find out if danger lies this way and speed you al ong by
t he qui ckest possible route. That is all."

| told him "Runors have been a plague on the house of
Thalia this summer. |I'msure we'll find nore of themas we
go. "

| saw that he wore the device of Mchael the Traveler
on his shield. It was a huge bear with a garl and of
w | dfl owers around its neck that | egend said had been woven
for himby his |ady Alyssa.

"Maybe we shoul d appeal to your god to aid us on our
j our ney. "

He | aughed, and said, "That inscrutable god will do as
he wi shes. | respect his ways and hope that maybe, if his
sees his mark, he'll be kind to an old sol di er defendi ng
hi s honel and. "

"Better then to wear the device of his lady |ove,
Alyssa the Gardner. He goes to the ends of the earth to
defend her."

"He goes to the ends of the earth to see what is

there," Baily replied dryly. "Sone of the other nen wear
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the Mark of the Lady. W are well covered. If the gods are
anywhere about they will know that we are here."

A soldier rode up to us, saluted the captain and said
excitedly, "Sir, we found sone sign ahead on the trail. It
| ooks as if the barefoot feet of many nmen crossed through
here not | ong ago."

"Barefoot feet?" he said disgustedly to the soldier.
"I's that what you really want to say, Cotterman? Wul dn’t
it be better to say unshod feet of many nen? That at | east
makes sense."

The sol di er | ooked confused and then anended his
report: "Sir, it seens that many nmen crossed the trail up
ahead who had nothing of their feet."

"Better, but not quite,” the captain told him "The
point is son, if you are going to report to an officer, do
it calmy and say what you nean."

The soldier sat up a little straighter in the saddle,
but he didn't |ook any | ess nervous. He pointed up the
trail and said, “Sir, however you like it said, there is
possi bly trouble up the road."

"Good, Lord Magistrate, would you like to see these
barefoot feet that this man is so excited about?"

| laughed and said, "Certainly, lead on Captain."
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[ END OF 5'" | NSTALLMENT. ]



