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Chapter Eight:
The Canp Tal e

That night the King, Neko and I, Lord General G ey and
hi s ol dest son Peter, sat around the canpfire, getting
quite drunk and telling stories of |long ago battles and
nore recent ones. | related the history the Jolian had
given nme in the spirit of a drunken canp tale, with
appropriate enbellishnments and details to make it nore
interesting. Wien | finished up, we all sat in silence for
a long nmoment nulling it over, and then Neko said
phil osophically, "As the Jolians were nost |ikely once
W dnmen who worked with a will to drive whoever held these
val | eys back into the nountains when they arrived from

wher ever, |ooked 'round, and decided to call these valleys
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home." Then he returned to turning the matter over in his
m nd while he stared into the fire.

One by one we all stopped contenplating the fire and
turned to stare at Neko.

He nust have felt our stares because he | ooked up at
us, "What, it could have been the way of it."

The fire burned late into the night. Gey and then his
son had fallen asleep while the King told of a letter that
he had received fromone of the Lords before he left the
Castl e proposing that the Town be nanmed for the King in his
honor. The Lords could agree to call it "The Sake of
Henry". The King had witten back to respectfully inquire
who in their right mnd had conme to the conclusion that the
Town, at best an accident and at worst a nui sance, but
principally sonmething to tax needed a nane ot her than the
one it had come with, "The Town". "I told those rascals
that it appeared to nme that if there were two towns you
m ght want to nane one of them sonething other than "Town"
to distinguish one fromthe next. If I"'mto go to the
troubl e and expense of namng a thing I'mnot all that fond
of, then I'Il want a better reason to do it than the Lords
have finally found sonething that they can all agree on to
do. | hope that will put an end to this Lordly digression

fromfunding the war." He | ooked at Neko and said, "Don't
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you t hi nk?"

Still staring into the fire, deep in his own thoughts
of ancient Jolians and their enemes, Neko grunted, and
then said loudly, "Dam the Town, | thought you'd finally
made up your mnd to burn it.”

"When the war is over I mght, but right now | need
t he Town Tax."

"Well then it would be foolish to nane sonet hing that
you're just going to burn anyway once its use is
exhaust ed. "

"That's the way | see it," agreed the King.

The King and Neko fell silent again and | finally had
the chance to tell the King that | was happy to see that he
had survived the day. He | aughed drunkenly and said, "It
was good to be in a fight again, war is not half so
frightening when all you have to do is fight it." Then he
reached into the stack of wood that he was using for a
pillow and threw a chunk onto the fire while he asked,
"Speaking of things that tend to provoke conbat, how goes
it with your Jolian?"

"How is it that you knew about this before I did?"
said |, giving voice to a suspicion that, once uttered,
seenmed to be sonmehow t he case.

"Grizzy?" the King said thoughtfully, "I think I knew
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the day we found her. | knew sonething, maybe this was it."
He kicked the | og deeper into the fire and said, "Anyway,
I'"ve never believed that she just picked your horse out of
the train that day. | thought to give her into your
keepi ng, and nothing warned nme against it. So | did."

"Thank you, she has a fair hand with toast," | said,
and in so saying, any reservations that lingered in ny mnd
frittered away. "No use arguing with fate," | decided. So,
| told himeverything fit to tell of what I'd felt and done
since the last mdnight battle of the Storm Gods. He stared
into the fire, listening carefully, "I'm happy for you
then...and happiness is rare enough in this world." Then he
| ooked at nme and said, "I nmust trust to your discretion in
this, we have enemes that could turn information like this
to their owm use." The thought seened to dismay him

There was sonet hing that had been bothering nme for a
while, so |l put it to him "Sire, does the old Queen ever
visit you late in the night? Does she ever come around and
mention to you about the present Queen Lilli, things |ike
t hat ?"

He gave ne an odd | ook.

"The ol d Queen?"

Then, "Conme to nme in the night?" | think he was trying

to divert the question by pretending not to understand it.
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| waited himout.

Finally, his face lit and then not |it by the flanes,
"l suppose once in a while. It’s a consequence of the
talent. Did you know t hat?"

"I't’s how | figured it."

"I's there sonmeone bothering your sleep?' Then he
| ooked at ne, finally understanding.

" Anni e?"

| nodded.

He | aughed very hard at that, "I'll bet she's pissed.”

"I't’s not funny."

"No, | suppose not." Thinking about the spring that
our wives died seened to nmake himsad. "I |oved that woman
you know. Not your wife, mne." The drink seened to be
confusing him He fell silent, staring into the fire,
remenbering | suppose.

"Father," | said.

He roused hinself fromhis thoughts and said slowy,
"I"'msorry Jame. The first Lily has gotten used to the new
Lilli. She was angry in the beginning that |I'd gotten
marri ed again so soon after she died. But | had a kingdom
to run and Lords to satisfy." He frowned thinking of the
Lords.

He | ooked at ne across the fire and said, "I doubt
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there's anything to be done about Annie. She' Il never be
happy about Gizzy. If | renmenber Annie rightly, you can be
assured of that. She’'ll keep com ng around until...well,
that's a good question." He paused, then finished, "Annie
can do no great harm You'll just have to put up with her,”
he said airily.

The King stared deep into the fire for a while, then
mur mured drunkenly, referring to nost things | suspect,
"Soul | ess people do a | ot of danage, but sonething al ways

survives."

* k% *

"I wll not have our separate fates dependi ng on hasty
decisions made in the field," the King told us over dinner
the next evening. | had spent the day scouting the eneny
with Neko and Grey's son. Neko had gotten us up with the
sun and we'd ridden al nost back to the castle trying to
find evidence of WIldnmen, and found nothing. Then we'd nade

a w de sweep around the canp and found little nore, cold
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ashes and tranpl ed sl eepi ng spots nade of pine boughs, sone
small sign that the raiders had our canp under watch.

"The Muertra has set a trap for us nmuch nore dangerous
t han any he has set for Neko," the King continued,
chagrined at the words. "He has taken control of the war
with a runor. We will have no choice but to defend Echo
Pond now. And since we don't know where to attack this
Wtchking, we're forced to wait himout while we divide our
forces to defend ourselves and Echo Pond."

"So," he said as he prepared to set his decisions in
stone as he uttered them "we will stay here three or four
days doi ng sone hard planning and then go back to the
castle and raise the arny. We'll send this arny to the
Oracle under Grey’s son and then,"” turning to Neko, "you
can spend sone tinme with that fat wife of yours making ne
anot her grandchild. But in the end you'll be the one
sitting on your ass in front of the Oracle.”

"Why can't Jam e be the one to sit on his ass in front
of the Oracle? It’s nore than his turn to be m serabl e out
here for a while. He’'s quite capable of it, I'"'msure." As
soon as it was out of his nouth, Neko warned to the idea
ent husi astically. That he was willing to trust his arny to
me said a | ot about how badly he wanted to see his fat

Mel eeza again for |longer than a few days.



Lanbrecht / Chines, Part 4 / 8 of 48

"Jam e is going to Sabbia," the King said, cutting
Neko off before he could really get going on an idea that |
t hought had nothing to recomend--by stating one even
Wor se.

"To fetch uncle Deke, it will be good to see ol d Deke
again," Neko said; his enthusiasmeasily rekindled at the
t hought of seeing the old warrior that he so admred. He
nodded to ne.

"Lucky Jam e, to see old Deke again, bearing news that
he will not like to hear," he said, smling again, happy to
be conpensated for the short visit with his wife by nmy own
m seri es.

| returned his smle with a rueful one of ny own, "Ad
Deke again.™

"I have already sent dispatches to the Jolians, the
Joven, and the Perdido. | have told themas nuch as it
woul d be good for themto know of what we know. | haven't
decided howto tell the Lords of this yet. Those rascals
will just have to have their feet put to the fire when
find the tine," the King said disgustedly.

"And while | amnot exactly begging the others for
help, | tried to make them understand that no one can fight
this thing alone. W can't be found fighting each other

when the Miertra attacks Echo Pond."
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D nner then becane a dour discussion, noistened wth
al e, of what we m ght expect fromwhat allies we had. "W'd
best dism ss the Jolians fromour calcul ations,"” said
Ceneral Grey. "That | eaves the Perdido, the Jovens, and the
Pretender to the Throne of Sabbia, Deke," he concl uded.

"The Perdido are dandies in tunics, the Jovens hate
us, and there is no throne in Sabbia," Neko said, neatly
sunmm ng up his thoughts on our allies.

"Deke will be sorry to hear that Neko, he seens to
have woven hinself a tight crowm fromthe Sabbi an grasses,"”
the King said dryly.

"Deke and the Jolians would find the Wl dnen sore
nei ghbors should we fail. They'll cone around,"” | said,
stating what | thought to be the case. | knew Deke-and |
t hought | knew Aaron. They had no reason to want to see us
cone to a bad end. They would gain little fromit.
"Besides, all will rally to the Oracle. That is the key to
the whol e puzzle now," | said trying to put the discussion
on an even footing, best not to get too gl oony.

"Damm the Oracle,” said the King again, "I don't I|ike
bei ng pinned to a defense of the thing."

"Can't be hel ped," Neko said, "that horse is out of
t he barn.”

A d G ey nodded his head.
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"We'l|l just have to send a contingent fromeach of the
allies to Echo Pond. It wll have to appear |arge enough to
hold it while we raise the countryside to take the war to
t he eneny once we find him"

"The war will conme to us," said the King with
resignation. "W'I|l spend the summer defendi ng oursel ves
fromthe raiders. And this fall, we'll find ourselves on
the plain before the Oracle, fighting for our lives."

"Best get ready then," said Neko, standing up.

* k% *

Get ready we did. Neko rode out each norning, drilling
his troops and | ooking for Wl dnen. These seened to have
pulled in their heads after the attack on the King, and
except for the occasional track or small half-buried cold
canpfire, there was still nothing nuch to be found.

The King and | were equally busy devising strategies
for handling the allies, the Lords, and the soon to be

hysterical priests of the Oacle. The King sent couriers
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across and forth telling Queen Lilli to informthe Lords of
things as they stood. Mire |like how the King wanted themto
stand to be honest. He al so reversed his course and
instructed that the Queen arrange a reception for her

brot her, and any Jolian soldiers who had been at Gorgrieth
and could attend, to be held on the night of our return.
And with it gave a sanple of his wi shes as to whom he
required to attend anong the Lords and Gentry. He al so
want ed t he Anbassadors fromthe Perdi do and the Joven

| had a long foolish letter I wanted to send Gizzy in
the worst way. | had been working on it when | could find a
spare nonent ever since | had arrived at the WI dwoman. Now
it was sitting in ny pocket demanding that | find a way for
it to arrive at its intended.

Sadly, it was caught in a snare of ny own meking. |
couldn't send it through ny office because ny associ ates
were well-trained spies. One of the chief prerequisites of
the job is an abundant curiosity; Sara is a nosey old thing
who picks up an endl ess round of gossip that includes
al nost any interesting doings in the castle. And she seens
to have a nosey old counterpart in alnost every Lord' s
famly in the Kingdom sonetinmes we know what the Lords are
t hi nki ng before they do. Sara could get a bucket of

rai nwat er gossi pi ng about the Storm Gods. And | coul d just
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see Jospera sitting at his desk beside a candle, turning ny
letter over and over in his long thin fingers, dying of
curiosity to know why his boss was witing a long letter to
his servant.

One day, as he was assenbling correspondence to be
sent out, the King asked if |I had anything 1'd Iike sent to
the castle through his wife. | had just the thing handy and
gave it to him Wthout |ooking to see to whomit was
addressed he stuck it in with the rest and without a word
gave all to the courier.

Then he | ooked at nme and said, "And to answer your
guestion, Gizzy will not be going with you to Sabbi a,
you' Il have to dress yourself and eat burnt toast. It’s

going to be a long summer and | will be often in the field,

Lilli wll need soneone to show her roses to. Gizzy seens
to understand pretty things; I'd like you to ask her to
keep Lilli conpany."

W both knew that this was for the best. |'d been

trying to figure how to keep Deke and Gizzy separated. My
feelings were not a thing that | easily hid. And if Deke
suspected...well, that woul d be bad.

“I't wll be along sumer,"” | said feeling Gizzy's
absence nore than ever.

The Ki ng nodded and then picked up a map.
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"Go and find your brother please. | want to discuss
t hese troop placenents with him Woever found the Oracle

had no idea of ever having to defend it, a flat plain

surrounded by steep nountains...if we don't hold the
hei ghts we' Il be the |aughi ng-sport of every duck on Echo
Pond. "

* k% *

It was finally our last norning in canp and al t hough
woul d be happy to be hone before the M dday Meal,
realized that life in canp was starting to agree with ne. |
sl ept better out of the castle for one thing. | don't think
it had anything to do with all the ale we drank each ni ght
around the canpfire either. | would stunble off to the tent
| shared with Neko each night, crawl between the bl ankets
spread out on the ground and suddenly it would be norning;
shadows of |eaves dancing in the sunlight on the roof of
the tent, quiet sounds of nen planning their day over

coffee by the fire. 1'd lie on ny lunpy bed for a |ong
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nmoment wondering where Gizzy was with ny toast. Then |I'd
realize wwth a soft groan that there'd be no toast, no jam
and no Gizzy--only hard rolls and chewy bacon by a snoky
fire wth Neko.

In a second letter 1'd witten to Gizzy and snuck in
with the King's post, | had told her, anong other things
t hat she would not be going to Sabbia with ne. | wanted to
soften the blow for both of us. The facts becane real for
me witing themdown on parchnent. And Gizzy woul d have
time to get used to the idea before | got back. Gizzy
could be quite a trooper once she had a little tinme to get
used to sonething that she didn't like, and | really didn't
want to pass our only night together between this trip and
that feeling awful over freshly broken bad news. Gizzy
tended to cry over things |ike that and al though | enjoyed
not hi ng nore than conforting her, | wanted nore for our
only night together.

Gizzy and | had not been separated for any |ength of
time in the ten years we'd been together. And | realized,
t hi nki ng about the trip to Sabbia that | would have m ssed
her soft pleasant ways as a counterpoint to ny father even
if I hadn't fallen in love with her. She seened to bring
sunshine with all that she did.

Just when | realized that | was becom ng maudlin in ny
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enthusiasmto see Gizzy again, the King cane storm ng out
of his tent holding a piece of paper in his hands, red
faced and thundering, "The damm runor is all over that damm
Town skul ki ng around ny castle walls, | should have burnt
the thing when | had the chance. Lilli wites that the
entire Kingdomis in an uproar over the threat to the
Oracle and dancing in the streets that the Jolian heroes
will be there to help defend it." He | ooked at the piece of
paper in his hands as if to ask it where it had gotten such
an inpossible notion, crunpled it up and said with grim
determ nation, "I'mgoing to shove ny sword so far up that
fat - headed Aaron Holnmes’s ass he'll be able to butcher a
steer with his tongue. How did such a big-nouthed idiot
ever beconme a diplomat? I'mgoing to hang himin the Town
Square and then tax the Town out of existence.” This was no
idle boast. The King had the power to do it. His father,
WIlliamthe Mad, had threatened, and al nost done, worse.

"Hang himlater," | said, trying to divert the King's
wath. "Right now we have about three hours to figure out
how to cal mthe Town and get a packet of our own lies in
order."

"By the Storm Gods, Jam e, if one nore thing goes
wong this week, I'mgoing to abdicate and Lilli and | are

going to trade the castle for a hut way up in the nountains
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where | can fish and she can grow roses until they cover
the Kingdom" He stood | ooking regal in nothing but his
ni ghtshirt, watching the scrap of a note that he'd just
thrown into the fire burst into sudden flanme, "There are
times when | wish I'd left the Kingship to Deke."

"Deke woul d have made an awful King," | said. "You did
the only thing."

We consi dered each other for several heartbeats. The
Ki ng woul d no nore abdi cate these problens to Neko than
woul d quit my post to becone a priest of the Oracle. W
both | oved our posts; we were just having a bad week, or
t wo.

| told him "Your nmajesty, you should get dressed; we

have a lot of work to do."

* k% *

In the end, we decided to go with things as they were
and play dunb about the Jolians. The threat to the Oracle

had to cone out anyway. It would have been better if the
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King had let it out in whispers, rather than having soneone
el se trunpet it fromthe parapet. And as far as the Jolians
went, maybe they really would show up. It coul d happen. The
King woul d have to proceed on the assunption that they
wouldn't. It would never do to show up to defend the Oracle
with only half an arny, hoping that the allies would show
up when they had a m nd too.

As we were riding back to the castle, | put ny horse
beside the King's and told himthat it wasn't Aaron Hol ne
who bl abbed out the runored threat to the Oracle.”

He | ooked at ne as if he hadn't heard ne, although
was sure that he had, and inpatient at ny intrusion into
hi s thoughts said, "What do you say?"

"It was not The Jolian Anbassador who bl abbed, " |
r epeat ed.

“"Well then, who in the Seven Hells did?" he said, his
anger and frustration evident.

| shrugged ny shoul ders.

"When | talked to the Queen's brother he told no |ies.
There were m ssing things...and sone things that didn't
sound altogether the conplete truth. But | expected that
froman experienced diplomat. There were, Sire, no outright
lies. He believed that this was news that had nuch need to

be kept quiet."
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"Then | can't hang himin the Town Square and after
t hat burn the Town and bani sh the Lords to the Southern
Manor s?" He seened genui nely di sappoi nt ed.

"You woul dn't anyway, but no, you can't."

"Do not m stake ne Jame!" he said through clenched
teeth. "A King does what a King does for an entire Kingdom
I wll hang or burn anyone who stands between ne and ny
Ki ngdom "

"Be that as it may, you can't hang the Jolian
Anbassador and first son of her King for this
i ndi scretion.”

That left very few people to be hanged. The news of
the runmor had not cone fromcanp. W had nade sure that
only the King, Neko, Lord CGeneral G ey and his son Peter
Gey knew the full details. The King had told the Queen in
his letters of instruction to her. | could think of no one
else. It hardly seened reasonable that the Miertra had
bl abbed out his plans for a surprise attack on the Oracle.
There was a traitor and | was going to Sabbia to put the
spurs to Deke. The King had a traitor and I would not be
able to find the person before I left.

"I's this going to Sabbia necessary?" | asked the King
as we rode al ong.

"I"'mafraid so, | can send no one el se that ny brother
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will listen to. He would cone if Neko went, but | can spare
Neko only slightly Iess than | can spare you." He |eaned
over in his saddle and said, "Go quickly, shame your father
to his duty and get back here and find ne soneone to hang.”
He | aughed, "That's not so nuch is it?"

"Maybe we could just hang Deke," | said sourly.

The King | aughed very hard at that. He was still

| aughi ng when the H gh Tower cane into view.

Chapt er N ne:
The Lung Al | ment

We rode in through the Towmn Gates to a jubil ant
wel come; Queen Lilli had done her job well. The day had
been marked a Holiday to honor the victory over the
W dnen. The King and his escort were net at the Gate and

heral ded as brave warriors who had faced the eneny in
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battl e and cone away triunphant; small battle or large, it
didn't seemto matter

And by the roar that arose when the King rode through
the Town Gate, | was sure that the entire town and every
farmer frommles around had conme out to wel cone the King
back fromthe wars. Every shop, wth the exception of the
pubs cl osed for the day. Even the pasty faced clerks were
trying to shed their grimfaces to showa little cheer. |
wondered if they had heard of the King's threat to send
themto fight the raiders in chains and were foolishly
celebrating this small victory as the end of that
possibility.

Al'l along the route through the Town skinny clerks,
pudgy-faced tradesnen and well nuscled rustics were
hoi sting their beer steins to the King and his arny, beer
sl oppi ng out of the cups as they were raised high when the
Ki ng passed. \Wile young wi dows and grey-haired naidens
threw petals of roses and Angel thorn under the horse’s
feet. These flowers are thought to be the ones to best give
bl essing to returning warriors, so that their next battle
m ght be a long tinme com ng.

It was a good nonment for us. Neko and the King rode in
the front of the procession, followed by the soldiers who

had faced the Wldnen in battle, proud nen riding straight
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in the saddle, waving at the throng as they rode past.

I rode in anongst the soldiers beside General G ey,
who had been feeling the effects of his wounds the | ast
couple of days in canp and had ridden in a litter to the
edge of the Town. Then, at the Gate he'd insisted that he
be lifted on a horse so that he could ride in as befitted a
soldier. The old fell ow seenmed wel|l enough now, although
his eyes appeared to mrror the sun a little too fiercely,
often a sign of com ng fever

Even our horses marched al ong proudly, their hooves
clattering loudly on the cobbles that [ined the street as
it ran fromthe Gate to the Town Square and then to the
Castle. As far as | knew, the horses were the only ones in
t he Ki ngdom who hadn't heard the runor that the WI dnen
were planning to assault the Oracle. And yet, as we rode
along, it seened that the town had al ready forgotten the
t hreat .

Maybe it was just the holiday atnosphere, and the fact
that the beer and wine were flow ng so freely today.

The King lifted his noble head, appearing to shed his
concerns as he rode through the Gate. If he was surprised
at the free spirit that seened to i nvade the Town he never
et on. As we drew aside the Town Square a pretty young

serving maid in a bright yellow apron stepped through the
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crowd and handed the King a stein of beer, then dropped a
| ow curtsey. The King took it in his hand, drank off the
contents in one swift draft, waved the cup over his head
and threw it into the crowd. This was net by wld cheers.

At the Gates of the Castle the King turned one | ast
tinme to wave at crowd, then passed under the Royal Arch Mad
King WIlliamhad erected to cel ebrate the success of the
Sabbi an Canpai gn, and out of view of the throng into the
courtyard. As soon as he passed fromthe sight of the crowd
he turned forward to scan the crowd gathered on the steps
of the Castle, in search of his lovely bride | believe.
Assenbl ed there were the Council of Lords, ranged to both
si des of the Queen whose deep brown eyes were | ocked onto
her husband as he rode up.

| had begged the King's Pardon before hand, expl aining
that | had nuch to do before the reception and would m ss
the cerenony on the castle steps by his leave. If | was to
see ny Gizzy anytime soon on ny only day before | left for

Sabbia, | nust |ook to urgent business first.

* k% *
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First the O d Master.

| left ny horse with the G oonsman, excused nyself to
the King, and hurried across the God's Fountain Square to
the winding staircase that led up to the H gh Tower. Wth
each step on the famliar, endless staircase the hot air
| ong trapped in this dark cavern grew nore intense until
began wonder if | were clinbing down into the | egendary
Cave of Orion rather than up to see old Wndy. "How has the
man stood this clinb all these years?" | wondered to
nmysel f.

| had taken a torch at the bottomof the stairs to
light my way in the old man's dark tunnel, as there is only
one wi ndow on the entire ascent, admtting so little |ight
as to be worthless. And as | clinbed countless stairs, it
seened as if the heat festering in the stairwell began to
resent paltry heat fromthe torch as ny feeble attenpt to
cool it.

Finally, | canme to the | anding that nmarked the hal fway
poi nt; here was the small narrow wi ndow that admtted a
little light but no breeze. | rested for a mnute, trying
to collect ny thoughts as they baked in nmy brain. "I'll be

an idiot before | get to the top," | told the w ndow, "ny
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brain boiled."

| | ooked out the wi ndow, stuck ny face right up to the
openi ng, took as deep a breath of sun-washed as | coul d get
into ny lungs and waited for ny eyes to adjust to the
change in light--until | could finally make out a smal
slice of the castle wall and the novenments of the still
reveling town beyond, the brightly col ored costunes of the
cel ebrants and the gol den thatched roofs of the town
glowing in the bright sun. Further the view w dened out and
I saw crowns of green trees stretching out to the still
snow covered Jolian peaks. "I should have gone to see
Gizzy first, even for a nonent," | told the nountains.

The effect of being in this oven of a tonb after Dbeing
out in the forest for four days was becom ng too nuch and
my mnd rebelled. |I felt tightness grip ny chest for the
first tinme in days. A small itch of panic touched the back

of ny mnd at the sudden threat and | nearly ran back down

the stairs and out into the sun again. | forced nyself to
stand still and concentrate on the far nountain tops, at
the snow that still clung above Gizzy's original hone. |

willed nmy mnd cal menough to accept the idea that | had no
choice but to clinb the rest of these steps to talk with
the A d Mster.

"Once | do that, | can escape into the free air
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again," | reasoned.

| turned and trudged the rest of the way round, and
round again, up the narrow stairway.

I knocked at the door at the top of the Hi gh Tower and
it was answered by Jospera. My first thought was, "How did
this old man make this ascent?" If there was sone
contrivance that allowed himto ascend to this doorway
whil e avoiding the staircase | was going to wing sonmeone’s
neck. | wanted to ask himwhat he was doi ng up here when he
shoul d be downstairs scribing the King's decrees, but all
could do was | ean against the lintel and smle grimy.

"Good afternoon Jame," he said in his dry cracking
whi sper.

| wanted to remind himthat | was the Master. But,
here at the doorway to the O d Master's oven, | wasn't the
Master anynore. Here, | was "Jame" again. | let it go and
wheezed, "Hello Jospera, howis the old boy?"

Wth the effort of talking | was seized by a sudden
fit of coughing so violent that | collapsed to ny knees, ny
hands flying out in front of me to break ny fall. |
couldn't hold nyself on ny knees with all nmy strength
focused on forcing air into ny lungs and so fell to the
ground, huddl ed on the cobbles, struggling to breathe. My

chest felt |ike | eather bands had been stretched round and
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slowy tightened until | could get no breath in. The world
began to grow dark, it only but the spots that gl owed
before ny eyes. | realized that | was going to die of ny

old lung ailnment right here on the floor of the tonb that
al ready contained ny dd Master. | felt strong hands seize
my shoulders in a grip as tight as the one that held ny

chest; and then not hing.

Chapt er Ten:
The A d Master

My first thought upon awakeni ng was that someone nust
have smashed a wi ndow t hrough the solid rock of the Hi gh

Tower because | was breathing freely again: |eather bands
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gone, ny lungs young and fresh, as if breathing cool air
for the first time. Then | felt the famliar oppression of
a wet rag covering ny face, snelling of the underside of a
log rotting away deep in the forest. "Howis that I'mstill
breathing if they've buried nme under an old | og?" | nused.

M st akenly buried under a festering tree or not, |
took in a very deep breath that filled ny lungs, feeling of
the first breeze to ever ripple across Echo Pond and al npost
cried for joy when | felt it begin to soothe the pain that
seared through ny chest. | opened ny eyes, content that |
wasn't dead yet, and saw the face of ny A d Master. He
smled kindly and said, "Jam e, have you been taking the
medi cation | prepare for you? Your lungs nearly killed you
this time for good. | had to force ny preparati on down your
throat wwth a bellows to allowit do its work."

I must not have been as recovered as | felt because ny
m nd screanmed out an incoherent thought, "Wy would the old
fool have a bellows in this steam ng chanber? He has no
excuse for a fire." | laid there looking into his kindly
old face for a while-trying to cal mny panic. He | ooked
into ny eyes, clucked to hinself, and then renoved the wet
rag fromny face.

Rel i eved of the foul rag that Wndy thought so highly

of, I told himin fits, still having a hard tinme catching
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nmy breath, "I was in the forest with the King for days. |
left the castle in haste and didn't think to fetch it."
Movi ng ny tongue fromthe roof of ny nouth had brought back
the old sour taste of the rag with a force of ten. | was
nearly gagging as | talked.

He | ooked at ne reprovingly as he dropped the detested
rag on a table beside the bed and said, "Once in the
nor ni ng and once at night, and then whenever you need it.
It may snmell |like shit and | eave a bad taste in your nouth.
But, without it...well, these attacks, one of themw | be
the last. They are quite dangerous."

"I know," | replied, feeling helpless in the face of
my illness, ny master's reproof, and ny own stupidity.

"You go for days w thout ny preparation and then nake
aclinb to the Hgh Tower, it's a wonder that you made it
to the top," he scol ded.

Then he smled grimy and laid his hand on ny chest.
"Your lungs are shit, Jame. They' || be the death of you.
Enjoy your life while you can."” Then he thunped ny chest
with his fist and said, "As your physician | advise you
take your nedication, you stupid boy."

| laid there looking up at his honely old face and
felt like a small boy again. The attacks had began soon

after 1'd cone to Illumare fromthe foothills of ny
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father's lands. A d Wndy, his name was Wndom but he
preferred Wndy, had cone to ne after a particularly nasty
attack to tell nme that it was the change in the air from
the dry hills to the humd valleys that was pissing off ny
lungs to the point that they were trying to kill ne. It was
sonet hing that appeared to run in ny famly, although I had
never heard of it. He told ne that he had sonething | could
i nhal e through a rag that would pacify them It was nasty
and foul snelling, he'd warned. "But that's life," he told
me grimy, "everything cones with a price."

Then he told nme that he'd been procrastinating on the
King's order that he take over ny studies. But now that he
had nmet me and saw that | wasn't the stupid boy that he
t hought was the only type that could cone froma wtless
Prince |ike Deke, he m ght stop his procrastination, so
that, as soon as | felt able, | could join Neko in his
studies. | wasn't sure what he wanted nme to study. But the
stuff on the rag seened to clear ny lungs, so | thought it
best to do as he asked.

Od Wndy shifted in his chair, gave ne a withering
gl ance and said, "I'mgetting old. I"'mgoing to teach you
how to nmake it." He stood up slowy and wal ked over to the
shel ves that held his Apothecary.

"I't’s not too difficult, even a dimmt who neglects to
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use it properly ought to be able to nake up a batch." Then
he turned to ne, holding a clay vase in his hands said, "On
second t hought, send Gizzy to ne. You still have Gizzy
don't you?"

| nodded ny head on the pillow

He set the vase back on the shelf, "Good, I'll teach
Gizzy then. You' d nake a botch of it; probably conjure up
sonmet hing that would shrivel your penis. Never been good
wi th your hands."

He | aughed at his own lane wit, then hobbl ed over and
sat back down by the bed.

"Thi ngs nust have cone to a pretty pass if Henry sent
you all the way up here, eh?"

"Henry didn't send ne, Aaron Holne did."

"That’s interesting," said ny old master thoughtfully.
"And why woul d he do that?" he asked as he | eaned forward
on the chair and set his el bows on his bony knees.

"He told me that the old man who bakes in the High
Tower m ght know sonet hing about a thing called a Miertra.”

"Hunmph," huffed the A d Master

"Wl | ?"

"He’s making it up," he said dismssively sitting back
on the chair.

"Hol ne seened quite certain; and it was obvi ous that
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he wasn't lying."

"That’s odd then."

"What's odd?" | asked. Talking to himwas always |ike
this: annoying. It took tinme to get a straight answer to
t he sinpl est question.

"The odd thing is that there is no such thing as a
Muertra. It’s just an old wives’ tale told to frighten
chi l dren.

"Don’t go out in the barn after dark or the Miertra
will get you," he pantom nmed, throwing his arnms up in alarm
and generally carrying on. Then slightly cal ner than your
average rooster, he raised his hands to his ears and
fl apped themwhile he made a comcally frightening face.
Finally, having tired of this wit as neither Jospera nor
were enjoying it, he waved his hand di sm ssively and said,
" Bah".

"The King of Jolie believes it and he has taken the
effort to become a Lore-Master," | told the old fool,
trying to one-up him

"Then the King of Jolie is either a madman, or a fool,
or both," he rejoined flatly.

Rat her than argue with himl sat up on the bed. The
effort made ne dizzy and | dropped ny head to ny

br east bone.
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"Jospera, bring ne the |large brown book that sits on
the table by the |anmp.”

| didn't lift ny head; instead | |listened to Jospera's
qui et footsteps and then watched the A d Mster | eaf
t hrough the pages of the book at the top of ny vision.

"Here we are," he said to hinmself. Then | heard his
readi ng voi ce.

"Wth the founding of the Oracle, the nore powerful
Gods of the Light gathered, then banded together in that
pl ace and bani shed the | esser Gods of Darkness to the
Net her Regions." He slammed the book shut in his lap and
said, "There."

I lifted ny head, |ooked at himtiredly and said,
"Can't argue wth that,” with only a slight trace of
sarcasmin ny voi ce.

"Jame, if such a thing had escaped into the world, or
been conjured here, or sonehow or another been allowed to
pass through the Oracle, | believe | would have felt it,"
he sai d reasonably.

"Are you sure, this is inportant?"

"I would think so--it would be very potent, akin to
your feeling of not being able to breathe. And |ike the
bands of | eather around your chest it would be felt. Mybe

even by you--you're sensitive to influence."
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"And these things are not subtle,” he said as an
aftert hought.

Then he sat back on the chair and said. "Wat else did
this Jolian tell you? Did he nention his sister, the Jolian
Wtch...mybe she is blocking me fromthe denon."

W ndy had sonehow becone possessed of the idea that
Queen Lilli was practicing a subtle, but discernible form
of wtchcraft sonmewhere in the Castle. The idea was
conpl ete madness, but he wouldn't let it go. The King had
finally becone so exasperated with Wndy and his fears that
he had threatened to put the old man in the Stocks for a
day if he ever nmentioned this delusion in his presence
agai n.

"I would rather believe that if anything is bl ocking
you, it is the softening of the mnd in old age. That is
what the King believes; he has told you many tinmes that it
is much too hot up here to maintain a healthy mnd."

The A d Master sneered.

"The Jolian said of the Miertra then..."

It took a while to tell it all because | also told him
much that he could not learn fromhis too tal kative old
friend Jospera of the novenents of King and Kingdom |
managed to get it all out, but the effort was so taxing

that | told nost of it |eaning back on the bed with ny head
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agai nst the wall.

H s only reponse was, "Neko is not so dimmtted as
sonme like to think."

He sat, deep in thought for a few m nutes and then
| ooked up and said with asperity, "There's sonething you're
not telling ne."

When | hesitated he said inpatiently, "Gve Jame."

| flicked ny eyes at Jospera who was standing to the
si de hangi ng on every word.

The old man | owered his brow and pursed his lips, then
said into his beard, "That's interesting."

He | eaned back in his chair and said over his
shoul der, "Jospera--it will take all the Angelthorn I have,
and then sone, to fix up enough of Jam e's breathing
medi cation to last the trip to Sabbia. WIIl you go into the
Town and get sone for ne?"

Jospera didn't nove a nuscle; | think he thought his
| ong silence had allowed himto hide in the mddle of the
room He was certainly reluctant to | eave, his burning
curiosity singeing his long fingers. "I'mnot sure which
shop..."

The old master cut himoff inpatiently.

"W won't say a word while you're gone. You'll mss

not hi ng. "
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The old man was an acconplished liar. "It’s the shop
right out the gate, ’'Herbs and Watnots’; you know it."

"Fine," he said, and then shuffled across the fl oor
and out the door. |I waited until | couldn't hear his
footsteps receding down the stairs any | onger and said,
"The King has asked nme to be discreet.” | told himabout
Gizzy and ne.

He listened to the tale and said, "Sonething is very
odd here."

"And.." 1 said warily. | knew what was com ng.

He held his hands up and ticked off the first finger
of his witing hand with the pal mof his other hand.

"Think Jam e, the war suddenly takes a vicious turn."

He ticked off his second finger.

"Runors are spreading that can't be contained."

He ticked off the third finger.

"The peaceful Jolians rise up and show an unl ooked for
Battl e Standard."

He lost interest in fingers and dropped his hands to
his lap and continued, "And then a Jolian yarns you a fable
that his King believes. And you, and our stalwart King
Henry, the two nost powerful nen in the Kingdom are deeply
in love wth Jolians...mybe in the thrall of her powerful

spell." He | ooked at ne sharply.
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"What do you nake of it Jam e?"

"The King will not be patient if you start on his wfe
again, that is what | nmake of it, he is tired and di sgusted
inall things." I finally felt sufficiently confident in ny
renewed ability to breathe to stand. | got off the bed,
crossed to the door and stared at the little |ight that
cane in through cracks in the tinbers. | turned to himand
saw that he was watching me with an inquisitive |ook on his
face | could just nmake out in the dimlanplight that was
the only other illumnation in the room "I don't know
Wndy," | told him "I just don't know "

"Which is the spy, Jam e?" he asked, trying to force
me to share ny thoughts.

| felt sick again, could alnost feel the bands start
to tighten. | stood quietly for a long tine, thinking hard,
trying to feel ny way through this dark heat. Always after

one of these attacks | would feel incredibly tired, this

one was no exception. | felt too exhausted to think, but I
had to. | realized that the old man was waiting patiently
for an answer to his question. | had only one answer, the

rest | did not know.
"Not Gizzy," |I finally told him
The old man's voice cane slowy and heavily across the

room
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"When Henry plods his way up here tonorrow, he' |l tel
me, ‘Not Lilli,” with the sane sad certainty and then, to
make certain that | share his confidence he'll send ne to
the Stocks for the day to think it over. | can only hope

that he cones late in the day."

| re-crossed the roomand sat down on the bed in front
of him | could feel the anguish | eaking out ny eyes as |
asked, "What do we do now?"

For an answer he smled warmy and said, "You Thalia's
do not love lightly, maybe there is another explanation.”

| felt a sudden relief that he'd finally relented
after spitting me and roasting me in this oven. "Gizzy
couldn't lie to ne for ten years. | would knowit in a
mnute if she ever tried," | said, sure of ny talent and
some few other things Wndy didn't believe in.

"Sonmeone is |ying nonetheless. And you, with all your
talent, say that it is no one you know. "

| nodded ny head.

"And the King is no fool and he will tell ne, "Not
Lilli.""

"Just so," | said, feeling frustrated that things
al ways seened to hang by threads.

| heard Jospera's footsteps outside the door and W ndy

and | fell silent as he wal ked t hrough the door.
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The A d Master turned to himand his eyes tw nkling
said, "You see, very quiet. Jame and | ran out of things
to say to each other al nost as soon as you wal ked out the
door. Maybe you know a good joke or tavern ballad to |iven
up the party."

Jospera | ooked at himsourly, put the small urn in his
hand on the table and sai d not hing.

W ndy stood slowy and said, "Maybe you'll want to
have a word with Jospera while I m x up your crap. You' ll
be gone a while and you can't expect himto cone traipsing
up here day after day to be told what to do by ne."

So while the old man nuttered the recipe to hinself,
cursed things that weren't where he left them and
interrupted constantly to have Jospera hold sonething or
stir something, | gave detailed instructions on how Jospera
shoul d behave hinself, and mnd that Sara did sonething
useful, while | was gone. | finished up by saying, "If
sonmething refuses to fit in the way you want it, trudge up
here and ask Master Wndom " knowing full well that he told
the old man everything he knew at every opportunity.

At long | ast Wndy handed ne a stinky w neskin full of
the potion that kept ne alive and said, "M nd that you send
Gizzy up here. The recipe is witten down sonewhere around

here, but it would be better if | showed it to her proper.”
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I nodded and said, "Thank you--you' ve been a help if
not a joy."

"Always put the first arrow in the nmessenger, that's
my notto," he said gravely. "It’s not ny fault if you and
Henry have gotten yourselves in a tight spot.”

"It was good to see you, enjoy your day in the Stocks
you stubborn ass. You would do well to break a wi ndow into
this place," | said, giving hima hug that he accepted

gracefully. Then | turned and trudged out of his inferno.

* k% *

As | crossed the God's Fountain Square on ny way to
the small second floor cubbyhole that Jospera, Sara and |
used to do our work | realized two things--the first was
that with every fiber of nmy being I enjoyed the feeling of
the sun on ny face. In the short tinme | had been in the
steam ng cave that the A d Master called hone I'd m ssed
its bright face al nost as much as | mssed Gizzy's. And

the second was that | hated the Wtchking. Living or not,
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real or illusion, whatever the phantomwas, it would
probably drive me crazy or kill me before the riddle was
solved. The King of Jolie believed...and feared, if Aaron
coul d be believed. And ny talent had convinced ne that he
could. The A d Master made com cal faces and sneered at the
very idea. Both calling on the sane sources to give
testinmony for their side: old books, |egends, intuitions,
suspi cions that such a thing could, or could not, exist.

I had no nore to go on than these |earned nen and |
had to act in this nonent to thwart the designs of a
Phantom that may, or nmay not, have passed through the
Oracle into our world. And counsel the King on the best
nmet hods to conbat a being of uncertain existence. The Lore-
Master King of the Jolie wasn't going to come down fromhis
nmountain to our aid until he was sure that it was too |late
to do any good. And A d Wndy was just that now, not able
to influence events or be a part of them except at second
hand.

And there had to be a spy anong us, confidingly close
and | oved deeply, as incredible as that seened. Mybe |
woul d take Gizzy and go wth the King when he abdicated to
allow the Lords fight the war to the best defeat they could
manage. No, the Thalia's would never go that way: WArs once

begun nust be fought.
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The first thing I did when | sat down at ny table was
to wite a note to Gizzy telling her that | would be hone
|ate. The King would require ne until the |last mnute of
the day and regardl ess, she was to wait up. Wuld she
pl ease give the Page bearing this note sonmething for nme to
wear to a reception in honor of her brave peopl es?
couldn't very well go in clothes that | had worn in canp
for four days. Then in an aside, | inquired whether she had
any information about a certain sword that had gone
m ssi ng.

| gave the note to the page kept posted in the hal
out si de the door and then went back into the cubby to go
through a pile of correspondence that Jospera had told ne
needed ny attention. Al the while trying to think what to
tell the King about what Wndy had told ne. Henry Thalia
woul d want to know what | thought.

| still had no idea what | thought when the Page cane
back fromhis errand with a bright robe and a note from

Gizzy.

--Jam e,
"Il be awake. | have sonething for you.
Al ny |love

Gizzy
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Sinple and to the point, | like that.

* k% *

| dressed and went to attend the King and at the door
of his private apartnments | was told by the Chanberl ain
that the King and Queen were in the Queen's Garden. | found
themsitting on a bench talking with their heads cl ose
together, his hand resting on his knee with her hand on top
of it, so small, pale and delicate sitting on his massive
hand that it |ooked like a small fine white flower had
grown up in an earthwork of dark and firm soil

The Queen smled and greeted ne warmy. | thanked her
for playing the go-between for ny letters. She told ne
Gizzy hadn't witten back because she hadn't wanted to try
the patience of the King by requiring himto deliver post.

The King | ooked rueful and said, "A wi se woman for one
SO young."

Queen Lilli laughed nerrily at his sour npbod and then
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said to ne, "I'mso happy ny husband is returned. | don't

m nd bei ng Queen and taking over duties in his absence, but
anynore of this Lords and Council nonsense and | woul d have
felt it necessary to offer to | ead them on a Roya
Expedition to the Ice Fields to hunt Snow Tigers."

That woul d probably have sol ved sone of our problens.
The urge to hunt Snow Tigers is strong in these vall eys.
Anyone who goes off to hunt Snow Tigers and lives to tell
the tale spins a | egend around their nane that spreads from
the barren wastes of the Ice Fields to as far as there are
people to tell it.

"Could a Snow Tiger swallow a Lord?" | wondered out
| oud to the Queen.

"In a bite," the Queen said with one firmnod of her
head. "Sonetines when the snows are deep the tigers becone
hungry enough to conme off of the ice fields to raid the
goats of the herders on the high places. It takes a speci al
sort of warrior to fend themoff. Few are able to do it.
Even in Jolie there are few Snow Tiger pelts in the halls
of our people.” She smled at nme and said, "The Snow Ti ger
m ght find the Lords tough and chewy, but | think she could
get a few down before her stomach revolted."” Then the Queen
made a fierce face before her laughter filled her garden.

The King was not so easily cheered. "I should have |et
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nmy father hang the lot," he said disgustedly. "The Lords
were much grimrer than the festivities in the town when
they finally penned ne on the steps of ny hone."

I knew he had nore to say on the subject, so | waited
hi m out .

"The fools now believe that since the Jolians will be
beside us to defend the Oracle, | need not go so wild in
rai sing an arnmy of our sons to defend it," he said with a
trace of unbelief. "Howwill | convince the asses that you
don't go off to war with untrustworthy allies at your back?
There is no treaty, no negotiations, and no bargain with
Edshu. Not hing but an unformed prom se. The thing is
i nsane. There is madness here Jam e. They are frightened
and elated at the sane tine. | hate them"”

The Queen said slowy, "My father is a very
conplicated man. Everything | hear this week of him
troubles nme. | nust talk to Aaron."

Struggling to restrain his anger and frustration, the
King said, "Do not speak to nme of your brother. If it were
not for Jame's talent he would be..."

The Ki ng stopped speaking--it did no good to threaten
to threaten to hang your wife's brother if your own | aws
woul d not allow you to do it.

I nstead, he | ooked up at ne and said, "So, Lord
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Magi strate, what news of Od Wndy?"

| told himall that the O d Master had said of O acles
and Muertra.

The King | ooked benmused and said, "No Wtchking?"

"Od wves' tale," | said wthout the comcal face.

"Huh?" said the King.

Then he | ooked at his wife. "Lilli?"

"These are the stories | was raised on. My father
knows them He studies these things and believes them |If
Aaron says that Father believes there is a Miertra | oose on
the world, then that is what he believes. He is not mad."

She | ooked directly into her husband’s face and said
in appeal, "He is an honorable man."

"Is it possible that things could get any worse?" the
Ki ng wonder ed out | oud.

| wanted to say that this was a very bad tinme for ne
to be going to Sabbia, but we had been over it so nmany
times that | didn't want to test his patience by bringing
it up again.

Rather | said, "I think we nust continue to be seen to
be skeptical that the Wtchking exists, at least until we
have a conpetent answer to that vexing question. And we
need to prepare to defend the Oracle and hang a few Lords

if they don't owmn up to the bargain that was set at the
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| ast Council ."

The King nodded. "They’'|l|l be so afraid of the
Wtchking that they won't be able to fight," he said as he
stood up. "We nust prepare for the worst. That, at |east, |
know. "

He | ooked off toward the nmountains in the distance.
The sun was just beginning to set behind them sliding
behind a high peak as we watched the play of |ight and
shadow began to give way to darkness. The King spoke as he
wat ched t he passi ng of another day:

"The warrant gives ne the authority to do as | pl ease,
Lords or no. That is how !l intend to read it. W'l |et
them fear the Wtchking and make them feel stupid by
| aughing at themfor it. | believe we'll find out which is
right this Fall on the plain before Echo Pond."

The King seenmed to enjoy the irony inplied by this
st at enent .

Then, al nost as an afterthought, he added, "By the by,
there is a priest of the Oracle sonewhere in the castle,
arrived today."

He grew t houghtful ..

"Al t hough he need not have cone, | heard the Chines at
Echo Pond in ny sleep last night...sounding |ike brave

children singing a frightened chorus."
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He stood | ost in thought for a nonent and then roused
hi nsel f.

"He is not hysterical as | inmagi ned he woul d be, but
insistent...adamant that | send Neko to the Oracle tonight.
I am not summoned yet. The Oracle admts that | may be
needed here to nmake arrangenents for its defense and all ows
me time. But Neko is to | eave tonight. | managed to get him
a stay until just before the last bit of darkness is
di spelled by norning, but he is to | eave before sun breaks
upon the land. As long as he | eaves before there is |ight
in the sky I will not face the Fine."

Then he added ruefully, "The Fine would be nmy Ki ngdom
this time. | would be deposed and set on the road with as
much baggage as Lilli and | could carry on our backs. The
Lords woul d have that full day to find a new King
acceptable to the Oacle. If the Lords failed to agree in
that time, the Oracle's priest is to rule the Kingdomfor
the duration of the threat to the Oracle."

"The sane nessage is being sent to the Perdido and the
Joven. The Jolians do not fall under the power of the
Oracle, so they are let alone. Although a priest is being
sent to themto arrange their cooperation. He has about as
much chance of success as a field-nmouse in the belly of a

Hel | bat . "
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Then he took his wife's hand and said, "I sonmetines
have a hard tine believing that the Storm Gods have not
passed through the Oracle. They seemto have alighted on
the Hi gh Tower to shoot darts across the Kingdont. Then he
shook hi s head.

"Oh well, let's go to the feast, |'m hungry."

[ END OF 4'M | NSTALLMENT. ]



