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Several of the chapters in this book are based on the following traditional ballads:

"Allison Gross"

"Matty Groves"

"True Thomas"

Another chapter is based on Keats's La Belle Dame Sans Merci.

 

I would like to thank the members of the singing group Clam Chowder, whose performances reminded me of the richness of this source.
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Introduction


My goal in Warlock and Son was to have Magnus's heart broken so many times that he finally loses all interest in love, sex, and women in general as anything other than friends (if you want to know why, you'll have to read Magnus's spinoff Rogue Wizard series).  As you can probably tell from the dedication, many of Magnus's negative romantic encounters were based on, or inspired by, traditional medieval folk ballads.

Why?  Well, first of all, they're excellent source material for love stories with a definite medieval flavor.  This, of course, helped me avoid anachronistic situations that might feel more like modern romance novels or soap operas than a medieval fantasy, which was a worry of mine when approaching how to write this novel.

A more important reason, however, is that traditional folk songs—especially the ones successfully passed down through the centuries—were more than just light entertainment.  Like Aesop's Fables, they were usually morality tales that passed on important social lessons.  On a darker note, much like today's urban legends, they were also cautionary tales warning listeners of dangers to avoid.  In the case of the folk songs that inspired Warlock and Son, they warned young listeners of the perils and pitfalls of romance, love, and sex—with dire, sometimes lethal, consequences.  Let's take a look, shall we?

The folk song Matty Groves has perhaps the most obvious lesson.  In this ballad, a young man allows himself to be seduced by his lord's wife.  Needless to say, the lord finds out about the infidelity, with terrible results—he kills both his unfaithful bride and her lover Matty.  The moral of this story is rather blatant: Don't have affairs, or an angry spouse will kill you.  Also, to a lesser extent, it's a warning to young people to beware of lecherous older people—or, in today's slang, to watch out for creeps and cougars.

Alison Gross is a song about an ugly witch who attempts to convince someone (possibly a child) to be her lover, offering expensive bribes.  When the person rejects her advances, she becomes furious and turns the object of her affections into a snake.  The moral of this tale is a bit more subtle, but ultimately warns listeners to beware the rage and retaliation of rejected suitors—and, as a corollary, that playing with someone's emotions can be dangerous.

 The lesson of True Thomas, however, is a bit more obscure and metaphorical.  It's a ballad about a young man who falls in love with a fairy.  She immediately spirits him away to the fairy world, of course, where he stays for seven years, during which time he is not allowed to talk to anyone.  When he finally comes home, he's been enchanted with the inability to lie—which, as he quickly discovers, causes a lot of problems.  The moral of this story is hidden in the subtext, but it's there: Don't fall in love with strangers, especially foreigners.  They'll whisk you away from your home and family, and into an unfamiliar and confusing world where you won't fit in, don't speak the language, and even if you do mange to go home again, you'll come back changed.

By now, I hope you can see why I considered these old folk songs such rich material for of a novel of romance gone wrong.  Sure, "boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl back" may be the standard plotline... but I personally find "boy meets girl, boy rejects girl, girl turns boy into snake" to be far more interesting, and "boy meets girl, boy gets girl, both get murdered by jealous husband" to be quite a bit more exciting.

I can only hope you do too.

 

— Christopher Stasheff, 2017





	





CHAPTER ONE

 

"By your leave, my father, I cannot agree," Magnus said.

Rod stared, a morsel of meat halfway to his mouth on the tip of his knife.  "Agree?  What's there to agree about?  The Duke of Loguire is building up his army!  That's a matter of fact, not opinion!"

"Aye."  Geoffrey laid down his spoon, scowling at his brother.  "Dost say the King's agent lie?  Then hie thee to the South thyself and witness with thine own eyes!"

"I do not doubt the report," Magnus said.  "I cannot agree that 'tis a threat."

Rod frowned.  "Why?"  He ignored the alarm and warning plea in his wife's eyes and pressed on.  "You know Duke Anselm fronted as the figurehead in a rebellion twenty-five years ago.  Frankly, I think his brother was a fool to let him inherit when their father died, even if Tuan is king."

"Surely that was for Their Majesties to decide, not thyself."

"Unfortunately, yes—and I think my worries are proving true.  Anselm's planning to rebel again."

"That," Magnus said, "is opinion—and 'tis there that I cannot agree."

"Why, thou great loon!" Geoffrey erupted.  "Dost think he gathers soldiers only to play with them?"

"Frankly," Magnus said, "yes.  And thou, younger brother, art ill-equipped to judge the workings of a man's mind."

"Save in matters of war!"

"But not in matters of play," brother Gregory pointed out.  "In that, I think Magnus hath insight in a fashion—for this Duke Anselm hath ever sought to make his daydreams gain substance by warping the real world into their semblance, hath he not?"

It still unnerved Rod to hear such perceptive comments coming from one so young, even though Gregory had crossed the border into adolescence, being thirteen.  He tried to think up something to say that would take the sting out of his son's precociousness, but he wasn't having much luck.

Neither was Geoffrey.  He stared, startled speechless, but Cordelia said, "Thou art right in that, Gregory—but Geoffrey is right to be wary, for Duke Anselm ever hath been eaten within by the worm of Envy, from all that Mother and Father have said of him.  Whiles his father lived, he burned to become Duke—and now that he hath the title, he doth choke on his own gall at seeing his younger brother in place above him, on the throne.  Nay, he may indeed seek to take what his brother hath, by force of arms."

"Why, how is this?"  Magnus turned on her.  "Thou, too?  I had thought the lass of quick compassion would see more to pity, and less to fear, in this man."

"Why, so I do," Cordelia said, "but if I have a gift for reading the hearts of people, I have also the gift of seeing their curdled bitterness."

"I think we may leave him to his royal brother," Gwen began.

Rod shook his head.  "Tuan has a good heart, but he always assumes the best of people.  That's why he's always so surprised when they turn nasty—especially his own brother."

"Yet Queen Catharine surely can see the malice within him," Magnus protested.

"Does she ever see anything else?"  Rod held up a hand to forestall protest.  "No, I take that back.  I'm sure she does see the occasional virtue—but I highly doubt that her royal spouse will listen to her."

"As some husbands ought," Gwen said darkly.  "Yet he cannot act without her concurrence, Magnus."

"Right."  Rod stabbed the air with his knife for emphasis.  "Which nicely paralyzes the Crown while Anselm builds up his forces."

"But he may not intend war!" Magnus protested.  "Must thou hang him for murder ere he hath lifted a dagger?"

"He shall hang himself, soon enough," Geoffrey assured him.

"I doubt not that he will show sign of his intent," Gregory qualified.  "He is small of mind and heart, and will be guided by his counselors."

"And they are more eaten by envy than he," Cordelia said.  "They burn to plunge our world into chaos."

"Why, thou art all leagued against me!"  Magnus shot to his feet, sending his chair clattering.  "Thou wilt not so much as hear me out, wilt thou?  Very well, have delight in thy converse, then—the dissenting voice will be silent as its owner doth depart!"  And he strode out of the chamber.

The family stared at one another in shock as his boots rang on the flagstones, fading.  A servant's voice rose in query, but Magnus virtually snarled in answer, and the door of the keep boomed shut behind him.

Then Gwen and Cordelia were on their feet.  "Quickly!  We must to him, ere he hath passed out 'neath the portcullis!"  Gwen stopped, staring at her husband.  "Wilt thou not go!"

"No."  Rod's eyes had taken on a faraway look.  "I think not."

"But his soul is in turmoil, Father!" Cordelia protested.

"Turmoil indeed."  Gregory looked up at Rod, frowning.  "Whence cometh such an outburst, Papa?"

"Why, for that his younger siblings have spoken back at him," Geoffrey said, with a hint of contempt.

"No," Rod mused, "I think it goes a bit deeper than that."

"Then since thou art the fount of wisdom in such matters, thou must needs go to calm him!" Gwen said, exasperated.  "Dost thou say this is a young man's heartache?  And wilt thou not then follow him to assuage it?"

"Yes," Rod said, "but not right away.  He needs a little while to cool off.  If I came after him right now, he'd snarl at me and head for the tall timber."

"Doth he not do so already?" Cordelia countered.

"Yes," Rod said, "but he'll come back.  If I go after him before he's ready to talk, he might go and stay."

Geoffrey looked up at him, frowning.  "Why, how is this, my father?  What malaise of the soul hath stricken my brother?"

"One that I remember all too well," Rod answered.  "It has something to do with being ready to take on the world on your own, but not seeing your way clear to leaving home to take a try at it."

"Thou wilt not tell him to leave!" Gwen cried in alarm.

"No," Rod said, "but I'm not going to tell him he has to stay, either."  He picked up his knife again and cut another gobbet of meat.  "One way or another, I think I have time to finish my dinner."

He had a notion it might be a while before he saw another one.

 

He found his son by the bank of the river, beneath a gilded canopy of autumn leaves, his horse tethered nearby and grazing on what grass it could find.  Rod reined in Fess and muttered to the robot-horse, "Stay near, okay?"  Fess only nodded by way of answer, honoring Magnus's mood with silence.  Rod dismounted and stepped quietly over to his son, who was staring into the swirling eddies and watching the fallen leaves drift away.

"Feeling like one of those leaves yourself?" Rod asked softly.

Magnus looked up, startled.  Then he relaxed a little, into a brooding wariness, but confessed, "Aye.  My life is like to that, is it not?  Bearing me where it will, the stream of events carrying me along to a destination I wot not of, and would not choose if I did."

"Maybe," Rod said slowly, daring to sit on the fallen log beside him.  "But you need to be able to control your progress in that stream, don't you?  Or at least be able to choose your own river."

Magnus looked up, surprised.  "Thou hast stood in my shoes before, hast thou not?"

"Yes, but for just the reverse reasons.  I'm the second son of a second son, so I had no place in the world I was reared in—but I couldn't get away, either."

"Whereas I cannot get away because I am the heir," Magnus said with bitterness.

"No," Rod said.  "That doesn't have to bind you.  You won't do any good in my office if you don't believe in it and want it.  Besides, you have two brothers to take up the burden if you don't want its privileges."

Magnus stared at him, shocked and, yes, hurt.  "Dost thou cast me out, then?"

Rod sighed; the boy was in one of those moods where you couldn't say anything right to him.  And, yes, still very much a boy in his heart, though he was a man in his body and skills and mind.  Twenty-one was old enough to be grown, too young to be mature.

At least, it was since he'd been held at home all this time.  A peasant of his age would have had a wife and two babies already—and the responsibilities that went with them.  He might be tied down, but he'd have taken those first vital steps toward real maturity.

"No," Rod said, "I'm not saying you should go—and I'd rather you stayed here, much rather.  But that's for my sake, not yours.  I'm only saying you can go if you feel the need."

Magnus answered with a sardonic smile.  "Why, surely, sir.  And could you not say the same for yourself?"

Rod bit back the automatic answer—that it was Magnus himself who held his father to Gramarye, along with his sister and brothers and, most of all, his mother.

His mother, whose beauty and sweetness made Rod want to stay, even now as she passed fifty, and who made the allure of the rest of the galaxy seem trivial by comparison.  He studied his son's face, debating what his response should be...

...and it came to him in a flash of inspiration.  "You've got a point there."  He rose.  "I can go, can't I?"  His teeth showed in a slow, wolfish smile.  "I can go kiyodling off wherever I want, if I feel the need.  Thanks, son—I think I will."

He turned away to Fess, mounted, and rode off into the night while Magnus stared after him, thunderstruck.

Then anger surged, and the younger man thrust himself to his feet, mouthing imprecations, and hurried off after his father.  He didn't doubt for a second that the old man knew exactly what he had done, or what he was doing.

 

They rode through a dark evergreen forest, dimmed even further by the lowering thunderheads over the treetops, and by the dying of the day.  Magnus rode behind, unable to hear the conversation between his father and the robot-horse he rode, since they communicated by radio waves, not telepathy.  Rod had a microphone implanted in his upper jaw, just above his front teeth, and an earphone behind his ear, in his mastoid process.  Fess's transmission gear, of course, was built in.

Then, too, they might not be saying anything—and Magnus didn't really think they were chuckling over the way he was following after them.  Even so, he seethed inside.  There was a great deal of resentment within him, and Magnus didn't try to pretend it wasn't there.  What right did his father have, to go dragging him off at a moment's notice?

Of course, Magnus hadn't really been giving up much—he hadn't had any interesting projects going.  In fact, he'd been half out of his mind with boredom and frustration, feeling that his whole life was going to be wasted in the back of beyond, with no great deeds to do nor any great loves to win.  He still felt that way—but it was annoying to have his father pull him along in his wake, anyway.  It was his duty as the eldest son to ride after his father and watch over him—not to mention anyone else he might encounter.

For a moment, it occurred to Magnus that perhaps only he knew this was his duty, that maybe no one else thought it was, and that it might in fact not be, that he could just sit back and let his father wander off on his own, this time.

As Dad probably would have preferred.

Magnus shoved the thought aside and hunched his shoulders, leaning angrily into the breeze that was freshening into a gale.  No matter whose idea it was, he was stuck with it.  Even if he was only a self-appointed guardian, the job still needed to be done.

Didn't it?

 

Rod risked a glance behind, and stifled a chuckle.  "He's still coming, Fess."

"I gather he has not taken the point, Rod."

"Oh, yes he has—on the surface level.  But then, he always has known his responsibilities to the rest of the family.  What he doesn't realize is that he's old enough to lay those aside for a while."

"How long do you think it will take him to realize he is free to go if he wants to, Rod?"

"A long time, Fess.  My boy is nothing if not determined."

"Did you say 'stubborn,' Rod?"

"Now, now, let's not season the conversational serial with synonyms.  But I expect it to take him an even longer while to admit to himself that he really does want to go."

"He certainly seems to be of such a mind right now, Rod."

"Yes, but he hasn't really started thinking about it seriously yet."

A blast of wind slapped across Rod's face.  He looked up, surprised that the day had grown dark.  "When did it start to rain?"

"Several hours ago, Rod, though never with great force.  There are still only occasional raindrops."

"Gusts of sleet, you mean."  Rod shivered.  "Next time I go stalking off in high dudgeon, remind me to wait for good weather.  How bad is it outside those pine boughs above us, Fess?"

"A steady rain, I should say, from the sound—and not much more light than we have here, under the canopy."

"Better make camp, then, while I can still see a little."  Rod pulled off the trail and dismounted.  The ground was even, carpeted with last year's needles—there wasn't much undergrowth in the pine forest; the dense canopy overhead kept out the sunlight that would have encouraged scrub.  Rod rotated his shoulders to ease the stiffness, heaved a sigh, and plodded off into the night to look for stones.  He came back carrying two large rocks, and saw Magnus rolling stones up to make a fire circle.

Rod stood a moment, taking the chance to watch his son unaware.  It was still something of a surprise to see Magnus's face atop that tall frame with all the muscles—a sight that startled, but also filled Rod with pride.  The boy had turned out well, though darker in both mood and feature than Rod would ever have guessed, from his bouncing blond baby.  He stood six foot seven in his stocking feet, and might still be growing.  His black hair surmounted a face long and lantern-jawed, broad across the cheekbones but tapering sharply to a square chin, with a wide, thin-lipped mouth and large, widely spaced, deep-set indigo eyes.  To look at him looming, tall and wide, in the dusk, gave the stranger a chill of wariness—until he saw the quirk of humor about the lips, the readiness to sympathize.  Not an ogre, no, but a gentle giant, whom no good person had any cause to fear.  Rod smiled, warmed by the thought, and looked directly into his son's eyes as the young man looked up at him, taken unawares—and Rod saw a smoldering resentment, dimmed now by surprise.

That jolted Rod.  When had his boy become bitter?  At what?  Who had hurt him?  For a moment, the old anger shot through Rod; he would cheerfully have converted his son's tormentor into spare parts and musical instruments, if he could just have found him—but there was the old, secret dread that he might have been looking for himself.

He choked the emotion down; it was probably groundless, anyway.  "You don't have to do that, son—I can still do my own hauling."

"Canst thou indeed?"  Magnus favored him with a sardonic glower.  "And am I any the less bound to haul for thee?  I, too, wish fire quickly!"

"Well, that's good sense, anyway."  Rod set the stones down and straightened, frowning.  "But as to your being bound—no, you're not.  You can pay the price of waiting a few more minutes for a fire, but you don't have to help.  Don't have to follow me, for that matter, either."

"Oh, do I not?"

"No, as a matter of fact, you don't."  Rod scowled, stung by Magnus's sarcasm.  "It was your choice to ride after me."

"Choice!"  Magnus spat the word out as though it were an obscenity.  "What choice have I, when all's said and done?  I am the eldest; if thou dost sally forth, I must follow."

"Oh?"  Rod pounced on it.  "Who told you that?"  And, before Magnus could answer, he added, "Your mother?"

Magnus reddened, but also looked away.  "She said no such word today."

"What—she gave you standing orders?  A little old for it, aren't you?"

That stung; he could see the anger flare in Magnus's eyes.  "A little old to be biding at home, am I not?  To still cling to her skirts—or thy house!"

"So go."  Rod spread a hand toward the forest.  "Nobody says you have to stay.  The whole country's open to you."

Magnus stared at him, dismayed and hurt.  Instantly, Rod regretted the sharpness of his tongue, realizing he'd pushed it too far—but before he could think of anything that might cancel what he'd said, Magnus snapped, "Well enough, then, an thou wilt!  If thou wouldst not bide at home, wherefore ought I?  Nay, thou hast loosed me, thou hast unfettered me!"  Then he recovered himself long enough to give Rod a mocking bow.  "I depart, obedient to my sire!  And I wish thee joy of thy leisure!"  He turned and strode away into the forest, leading his horse.

Anger whipped Rod, but so did dread and guilt.  Frantically, he reminded himself that his son was a boy no longer, but a man grown, and fully capable of dealing with any menace that might greet him.

Or so he thought.  Rod bit back the stormy words that came unbidden to his lips, and turned to set his foot in the stirrup.  He mounted, muttering, "Pushed that a little too hard, didn't I?"

"Not if you were deliberately trying to send him away, Rod."

Did the robot's tones imply censure, or was Rod only imagining it?  "No, I just wanted to make him feel free to do as he wanted.  I didn't mean to make it be real."

"Then it was only an error in judgment."  The robot's tone was neutral.

Rod frowned at the horse's head.  "All right, mentor—if you think I flunked the exam, say so."

Fess hesitated just long enough to let Rod know how close he had come to the point, then said, "Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that you should have spoken only as your emotions dictated, Rod."

Rod shook his head.  "You know a parent can't do that, Fess, or the race would have died out from rebellions and outrage long since.  We have to do what's right for our kids, not just what we want to do."  He shrugged.  "Maybe I just don't have the right instincts."

"Or perhaps you should have been more honest."

"Yes, perhaps I should have."  Rod sighed.  "But the fat's in the flames now, and I'd better go hunting for a fire extinguisher.  Follow him, Fess—but at a distance.  We can't let him know."

"He is old enough to care for himself," Fess protested.  "You spoke rashly and foolishly, yes, but you must not let your guilt push you into intruding upon him."

"I won't intrude—but I want to be close enough to come if he calls."

"There is no need..."

"Oh, yes there is—because the father may not be the son's responsibility, you see, but the son is the father's."

"I have never understood that attitude, Rod—but your father evinced it, and his father before him."

"Grandpa."  Rod's determination hardened at the memory.  "Yes, Magnus still is my responsibility—he always will be."

"But why, Rod?"

"Because I brought him into the world," Rod explained.  "If I hadn't, he wouldn't be in any danger at all—and he certainly wouldn't be so unhappy."  He shook his head.  "My son, my duty—and if anything happened to him, I'd go berserk."

"He is his own man, Rod, or is trying to be.  You must let him go."

"I know."  Rod nodded.  "So don't follow very closely, all right?  Just in his general direction.  After all, I wasn't going any place in particular, was I?  And his direction is as good as any."

"Do not overtake him, though," Fess advised.

Rod shook his head.  "Wouldn't think of it—and if I do, it'll be a total coincidence.  Right, Fess?"

"Right, of course."  Fess sighed.  "As you will, Rod."  And he moved off into the night.


CHAPTER TWO

 

Magnus rode into the deepening gloom, seething with anger, hurt and bewildered.  His father didn't want him?  Well, he didn't want his father!  For a moment, he was sorely tempted to go back, to go home—after all, Dad had given him leave.

Not that he needed it.  He was a man grown, and should have been living by himself now, not still at home.  Most of the young men of his age were already married, with their own homesteads and their own children.  Only the romantic failures, the old bachelors whom no one wanted, still lived at home with their parents.

At twenty-one, to be an old bachelor!

And, of course, in a medieval society, there was no alternative, no third choice—except the army, or the monastery.  You lived at home with your parents until you married.  Or went for a soldier.  Or to the cloister.  For a moment, Magnus wondered how many young men married simply to escape their parents' houses and become masters of their own homes...

Though some of them were anything but masters.  Magnus had seen quite a few who had escaped their parents' authority only to find they had become henpecked husbands, or if not actually subject to their wives, at least forever contending with a nagging termagant.  More than a few, from what Magnus had seen.  He shuddered at the thought of such a life with no escape in sight, then shuddered again at what it must do to the children.  Though most of the marriages he had seen seemed happy enough—the husbands didn't expect much, and the wives expected less, so neither was disappointed.

Was that the limit of his choices?

To be fair, he reflected, calming, he had never known the other young men of his generation very well—noblemen's children did not become intimate with commoners, and children who had no psionic talents seemed to avoid witch-kinder in any case.  The young espers, the ones who had answered the call to the Queen's Magic Corps twenty years before, had wed each other and had children, to the delight of his father and the Order of St. Vidicon, both having a vested interest in increasing the number of operant espers—but by the time the younger generation had generated offspring, Magnus had been ten.  Even his little brother Gregory was a year or two older than the other young magic-folk.  It had been a pretty lonely childhood, he supposed, though he and his siblings hadn't really noticed—they'd had each other's company, and that had usually been enough.  Friends their own age had been a huge treat—Their Majesties' sons, Alain and Diarmid—but only a treat.  They hadn't been a necessity.  What contact he'd had with other young men his age had been fleeting, and frequently hostile.  He hadn't missed the company—until now.

A scream tore through the treetops.  Magnus looked up, suddenly alert, blood pounding at the thought of danger—a fight would be an almost welcome diversion now.  Then a gust flapped his cloak, and he realized it had just been a sudden blast of wind.

Looking down, he saw a man standing before him.

Magnus started, shocked.  Then he scowled, anger rushing.  "Who art thou, who dost come so unmannerly in silence?"

It was a good question, he saw—for the man was like nothing he had ever encountered on Gramarye.  He wore a top hat and a Victorian caped coat, trousers, and Wellington boots—but all very tattered.  His staff was ornately carved, and he wore mutton-chop whiskers.  They were tattered, too.

"What art thou?" Magnus demanded again, hand going to his sword.

"Thine evil genius, Magnus," said the apparition.

Magnus's eyes narrowed.  "How knowest thou my name?"

"Do not all in Gramarye know the name of the High Warlock's son?"

That stung—the implication that he could not be known for himself.  Magnus shifted the subject.  "I ha' ne'er seen garb like to thine..."

"Thou hast," the stranger interrupted, "in thine history books."

"Save there."  Magnus tossed his head in impatience, though dread lurked within him.  What did this stranger know of his books?  "Whence comest thou?"

"From the London of thy books," the stranger answered.  "I am one who doth pick and sort among the rags and tags of other people's thoughts for that which might be of interest or value to me.  That which I cannot take, I buy—and that which I tire of and find to be of no worth, I give to others.  I have a present for thee."

"I want it not!"

"I think thou wilt, for 'tis a spell of invulnerability."

"To make my body impervious to weapons?"  Magnus's lip twisted in a sneer.  "There is no such thing, only illusion!"

"Thou art poorly suited to speak of things that cannot be," the ragpicker said softly.  "Yet 'tis not thy body I would make immune to harm, but thine heart."

That gave Magnus pause.  There had been enough young women in his life who had feigned love, but really wanted only to exploit him in one way or another, that he already realized the value of the spell the ragpicker spoke of.  "And what shouldst thou gain thereby?  What would I give to thee?"

"Why, naught," the ragpicker said softly, but with too great an air of innocence.  " 'Tis only as I've said—a rag of no great use to me, and therefore do I give it."

"I trust not one who doth profess to give in altruism," Magnus grunted, "and surely not one who doth seem alien to this time and place, while knowing too much of me.  I'll have naught to do with thee!  Avaunt!"

The ragpicker shrugged and smiled.  "Thou wilt change thy mind presently.  I'll visit thee anon, when thou hast greater cause to know this present's value."  He swept a hand between them in a gesture, and disappeared.

Magnus stared at the spot where he'd been.

Then he turned to ride on, more shaken than he was willing to admit to himself.  He strove for composure, regulated his breathing—and, in a short while, calmed enough to begin to become aware of his surroundings again.  The ground had risen beneath him; his horse had followed the deer track automatically, and Magnus realized that he had absolutely no idea of where he was.

Which was just fine.

Somewhere in the middle of the Forest Gellorn, of course—the largest wilderness in the land, its depths as much unknown as the Carboniferous Period mainland—and in the foothills of the mountains along its northern edge, at a guess.  More than that, he didn't know.  More than that, he had no wish to know.

Magnus realized he was shivering with the chill.  He pulled up, surprised to see that he was soaked through.  He had to find someplace dry, where he could build a fire, or he would have to teleport himself and his horse back to civilization—and he wasn't quite ready to deal with other people, yet.  Morose and melancholy, he was nonetheless enjoying the solitude, and wanted to make it last a bit longer.  He listened carefully, probing the night with psionic senses as well as hearing...

...and heard the dull, repetitious thrumming of a music-rock, somewhere not too far distant.  They virtually infested Gramarye now: The crafter Ari, who had been deceived into flooding Gramarye with rocks that made music leading young people to be victimized, had tried to correct his misdeeds by making more and ever more rocks that chanted music pleading for kindness and consideration.  But lesser crafters, once shown that the trick could be done, had begun making music-rocks of their own, though the tunes were rarely as compelling as Ari's.

This one, however, was the exception.  Frowning, Magnus made out the words:

 

The Hag o' the Tower—she must be

    The ugliest witch in the North Country

Has trysted me all day in her bower,

    And many a fair speech she made to me.

 

She stroked my head, and she combed my hair,

    And she set me down softly on her knee,

Saying, "If you will be my leman so true,

    So many braw things I would you gie..."

 

"Away, away, ye ugly witch,

    Hold for away, and let me be;

I never will be your leman so true,

    And I wish I were out of your company!"

 

She's turned her right and round about,

    And thrice she blew on a grass-green horn,

And she swore by the moon and stars above,

    That she'd make me rue the day I was born!

 

Interesting notion.  Magnus's attention strayed from the song as he found himself wondering if this was the work of some local crafter seeking revenge on a milkmaid who had turned him away—or if there might actually be some danger from some sour old witch who had a grudge against people in general.

If so, the fight would be welcome.  Magnus was in the mood for mayhem, and looking for an excuse.  Magical or physical, a good, brisk fight was just what he needed.

Unfortunately, no antagonist appeared.  Drenched, chilled, and shivering, Magnus looked around for shelter.  He reflected that animal trails usually led somewhere, and that even deer knew where to find a roof.  He clucked to his horse and moved through the night, along the track.

It was only a rocky overhang, not even a cave—but there was dry ground beneath it, and even some dead leaves and small branches blown against the rock face.  The deer had departed long since—at a guess, a doe had only used it to shelter her fawns last spring, and it was late autumn now.  Magnus gathered the leaves, piled twigs on top of them, and stared at the little pyramid, thinking of the molecules in the leaves at the center, thinking of their random, erratic movement, of that motion speeding up, growing faster and faster...

A coal glowed to life in the center of the pyramid.

The young warlock smiled.  It was always reassuring, knowing that his skills were still sharp.  Practice made perfect, after all; he had to keep doing the little things, in case he should have sudden need of the big ones.  He fed the fire kindling, and once it was a true blaze, went off and brought back some thick, wet branches, broke them into smaller lengths, and set them around his fire to dry off, draping his cloak over them.  That done, he unsaddled his horse, rubbed it down as well as he could, looped a nose bag of oats over its head, and dug into the saddlebags.  Hardtack, cheese, and sausage made a Spartan meal, but they suited his mood.  He washed it down with plain water from a skin, took the nose bag off the horse and splashed some drinking water into a hollow for the animal, then stripped and set his clothes to dry while he wrapped himself in the warmth of the cloak.  He unrolled his blanket, sitting down and winding it about his lower body, then took the small harp from his saddlebag and tuned it.

He plucked a few chords, letting himself fall into a reverie, dissolving the disappointment and anger, letting his mind drift where it would.

It moved with the longing that he usually kept hidden away.  Now, though, contemplation freed it to rise up, as young men's spirits will, into thoughts of the consolation and companionship of a woman he had not met.  Somewhere, she was waiting for him, or so the stories said—somewhere, he would find her; his sister believed this with religious conviction, their mother had sung to them of it when they were small, and he had never questioned it—only wondered, as he did now, what she would be like, when he would find her.  He did not wonder what it would be like to be with her—he knew that
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The Hsle of
wet Gramarye

She is not any common Earth,
Water or wood or air,

But Merlin's Isle of Gramarye,
Where you and I will fare.

Sourt

- Pucks Song

from PUCK OF POOK’S HILL
by RUDYARD KIPLING






