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Introduction

 


There's a problem with sequels, as anybody who has seen The Empire Strikes Back knows.   The first book sets up the world, the third one shows us the final battle and the wrap-up afterwards... but the second book is left hanging.   I had the same problem with The Oathbound Wizard, but luckily my editor, Lester Del Rey, worked me through it.   Among many other things, he suggested the title, and the plot twist that generated it.

My first published novel (and first published story) was The Warlock in Spite of Himself, in 1969.   Lester Del Rey was a reviewer at the time, and was kind enough to devote some space to my book.   His review began with the words, "This novel definitely has the worst title of the year."   My heart sank down to my boots—but the second sentence was worse, proclaiming that I had committed the grave mistake of trying to use fantasy in the same book with science fiction (an amazing comment coming from the author of Day of the Giants, in which a Minnesota farmer is drafted into the army of the Norse gods just in time for Ragnorak).

However, he went on to say, "Somehow, though, Stasheff makes it all work."

I picked up my heart and put it back in place.   Then Mr. Del Rey went on to list my story's good points, ending with the immortal sentence, "There is room for a sequel.   I hope Stasheff is working on one," a phrase which, if I had St. Peter's job, would certainly have qualified him for a halo.   I wasn't working on a sequel at the time, but I began working on King Kobold that day.   When it appeared in print, I watched the pro-zines eagerly, holding my breath and hoping for a favorable word from the man who, I now realized, must indeed by the most insightful and knowledgeable alive.

I found his column—and put on the brakes.   He first reviewed a novel by another author, beginning with words that have engraved themselves in my memory: "This novel has all the mistakes of a second book by a talented writer."   As I read it, my heart sank, realizing that I had committed every single one of those errors in my sequel... although when Del Rey went on to review King Kobold, he was kind enough not to point them out.   He did, however, catch me on several other errors, and ended with a sentence that showed he was trying to be kind: "It's not a bad book of you don't expect too much of the evening spent with it."

That, I think, was when I learned what the phrase "damning with faint praise" meant.

A few years later, though, the Garland Publishing Company hired Del Rey to put out a twelve-volume treasury containing the top classics of science fiction—and The Warlock in Spite of Himself was one of them!

I had to thank the man.   A few years later, at a convention, I had the opportunity—I actually shook his hand!   When he saw my name tag, he smiled and said he hoped the Garland edition had done me some good.   I assured him it had.   He then asked me why he hadn't seen any more of my work, and I explained that the editors weren't interested.   He said, "Well, then, send it to me!"   Considering that Ballantine had just appointed him to run his own publishing imprint, that was quite a compliment.

I hammered out a fifty-page proposal for what would become Her Majesty's Wizard.   He sent back a three-page reply, complimenting me even more, but pointing out a few things that didn't jibe, such as Stegoman's inability to fly.   He also made suggestions that made it a much better book.   I revised the original outline wholesale and sent it back to him.   The Stegoman of the original outline was supposed to speak baseball English, but in the draft I sent him, I had decided to make him speak Shakespearean instead.   A lesser editor might have turned it down.   Del Rey kept it.

Thanks to his patient guidance, the book sold well—very well for a very young author like myself.   I found this out at the next convention, when one of his assistants told me just how well, and suggested I write a sequel.   Keeping in mind the lessons in sequel-writing I'd learned from Del Rey's book review years earlier, I carefully wrote the outline for the first Wizard in Rhyme sequel and sent it to Del Rey (I think the working title was The Witch Doctor, but that's another story).

Del Rey, and his wife Judy-Lynn, were every writer's dream—editors who encouraged you, supported you, praised you as often as they corrected you, found your every mistake and persuaded you to change it.   He replied with just as many helpful ideas, such as Matt having to find his way back from a foreign kingdom because, in a rash moment, he had sworn an oath to do so—thus, the wizard being oathbound was Del Rey's doing.   It fitted perfectly with one of my main ideas—that words have power, so you have to be careful how you use them.   He also suggested an imaginary creature he'd invented—a hybrid of a dragon and a gryphon, who spoke baseball English.   Narlh joined Stegoman as a misfit monster who prefers human company—and speaks baseball English, so I finally delivered my promise from the original outline.   There were other ideas he gave me for free, so many I had trouble keeping up.   Finally it was finished.

This is the result.   The Oathbound Wizard is one of those novels given the gilded touch of Lester Del Rey.   If you haven't read it, I hope you enjoy it—and if you don't, you can always leave me a note on the forum in my website, christopher.stasheff.com.   I won't change this book—it's already published—but your comments might influence the next one.

I'll look forward to hearing from you.

 

Christopher Stasheff, July 2012

 

P.S. — My friend Peter D'Alessio has made up for my change in Stegoman's speaking style.   If you haven't met the baseball-English dragons in his novel Uncle Merl's Bar and Grill, I highly recommend you do.







CHAPTER 1

Lovers' Quarrel

 


The horse was steaming, and Matt was fuming.  They clattered in over the drawbridge and past the guards with nothing but a perfunctory grunt.  They exchanged a glance and shook their heads.

Matt pulled up by the stables and tossed the reins to the first groom who came running, then turned away on his heel, stalking toward the towering bulk of the keep.  The groom stared after him, shocked—the Lord Wizard was unfailing in his politeness, with always time for a cheerful word or two.

But Her Majesty's Wizard was anything but cheerful, and in no mood to be polite to anyone, least of all Her Majesty.  The fact that he had to ride a mere horse only made things worse.  Of course, he had had to be content with ordinary mounts since his dragon friend Stegoman had gone gallivanting off with his other friend Sir Guy on an errand of errantry, a gallant mission to save the kingdom of Ibile from the wretched stew of sorcery it had simmered into over the last two hundred years—and, at the moment, Matt wished most ardently that he had gone with them.  The danger seemed of relatively little importance compared to the simple fact of a mission worth undertaking.  Not like this last little fracas, which...!

He stormed up to the doors of the royal apartments, but as he laid hold of the handle, a sentry leaped forward, albeit with trepidation.  "Nay, my Lord Wizard!  Her Majesty hath not given leave!"

"Too right she hasn't!" Matt snarled.  Alisande seemed to have developed an aversion to Matt's company lately, probably because every time he saw her, he pressed her to set a date for their wedding.  But they had been engaged for three years now, so it wasn't surprising that Matt was getting a little impatient.  It was time to have it out with her.  He yanked the door open and stormed into the corridor, trailing a howling wake of horrified sentries and servants.

The queen looked up from her writing, blue eyes wide in surprise, then in outrage.

It almost stopped Matt—not her rage, but her beauty.  The oval face was framed in a cascade of blond hair, unbound here in her private apartments, and set off perfectly by the mauve of her casual gown.

Almost.

"Why don't you just say you don't want me around anymore?"  Matt slapped his gloves down on the table.  "That last trip was something any village magician could have taken care of.  No, strike that—he would have sent his apprentice!"

"I did not deem a plague of locusts a trivial matter, Lord Wizard!" Alisande said in a voice that would have frozen penguins.  "It may be of little moment to you, but the poor peasant folk thereabout thought it disastrous!"

"Sure, because their village magician had dropped dead two years ago, and their baron was too cheap to hire a replacement!  And don't tell me you didn't know that!"

"Assuredly, I did—and thought it your office to see to it!  What, must I undertake every smallest matter myself?  Have I none to aid me?"

"Oh, come off it with the wounded violet routine!  You could have told me why the baron didn't have a magician, and I would have sent one out."

Alisande's gaze faltered.  "Mayhap, yet still 'twas thy duty to see to his installation."

"And just conveniently put myself out of your way for a fortnight, so you didn't have to worry about my importuning you!"

Alisande tried to bring her gaze back up to his, but didn't quite manage it.  "Wherefore ought I find concern..."

"Because I keep pressing you to set the date!  Which is scarcely surprising, considering how long we've been engaged!  But every time I bring up the subject of marriage, you keep putting me off—and off, and off.  Meanwhile, I hang around here like your tame poodle—just another ornament for your palace, never getting to do anything I really want to do!"

"Not what you wish!  Pray Heaven any of us could do what we wished!  And what is it you wish to do?"

"Marry you!"

Alisande took a deep breath, fighting for patience and trying to still her beating heart.  "It shall come some day, Lord Wizard."

"Yes, I understand it will.  I seem to remember some sort of promise to that effect..."

"Promise?"  Alisande's gaze sharpened.  "I made no promise!"

"Oh?"  Matt cocked his head to the side.  "Then what would you call those words we exchanged on Grellig Plain?"

"My appeal, and your response.  As I mind me, 'twas yourself who did give promise that day, not I—and somewhat unwillingly at that."

"Well, I'm more than willing now!"  Matt swallowed down outrage.  "And you may not have actually given me a promise, but there certainly seemed to be something implied."

Alisande tossed her head impatiently.  "In a moment of weakness, I gave you a kiss, naught more—and, Lord Wizard, a kiss is not a promise."

Matt held his face impassive while he absorbed the hurt.  Alisande saw, and quailed within, but met wooden face with flint.

Finally, Matt said, "If that kiss happened in a moment of weakness, then you have a weakness for me—which means that, underneath your mask of duty, you're really in love with me, and hopefully, want to spend your life with me."

Alisande bridled, the more so because it was true.  "You overreach yourself, Lord Wizard.  Yet whether I love you or not, I may not act upon it."

Matt just stared at her.

Then he said, "Let me get this straight.  You love me, but you can't do anything about it?"

Alisande kept her face hard.  "You must needs know that a queen cannot marry for love—but only for the good of the kingdom, using her marriage as a way of forming an alliance, or in other ways benefiting her people."

Matt felt his stomach sink—he did indeed know.  So, of course, he tried to fend off the vision of a lifetime of hanging around the court as the bachelor least likely to succeed, by going on the offensive.  "That means that if I were the king of some other country, you'd marry me?"

"Aye, if the goodwill of that land were of need to my own."

"Okay—so I'll go win a kingdom."  Matt started to turn away.

"Speak not so foolishly, Lord Wizard!" Alisande snapped, with her first hint of real temper.  "Kingdoms are not to be had for the asking!  To say such is nigh to sacrilege!"

"Oh, come on!"  Matt turned back.  "There has to be a kingdom somewhere near that has a rotten king, and needs a new one."

"Aye, both Ibile and Allustria—yet I do well but to ward against them, with all my horses and all my men!  How should we conquer them?"

"I'll find a way."

"You cannot!"

"I swear to God I will!" Matt shouted.  "I'll kick that Ibilian monster-monarch off his throne or die trying!"

Alisande blanched, and the throne room was suddenly as silent as a tomb, even the guards staring in scandalized shock.  Matt glanced at them out of the corners of his eyes, and something inside him said, in a very tiny voice, Oh.  I should not have said that, should I?

Then Alisande caught her breath and shouted, "Guards!  Seize that man!  Bind and gag him!  Chain him to the thickest wall in my deepest dungeon!"

Matt stared, unbelieving.  His one true love?  Sending him into solitary?

Then the guards hit, and he believed.  Two men hugged his arms and two more his legs, picking him up bodily, ignoring his struggles.  He opened his mouth to shout a spell, but somebody's glove jammed in between his teeth.  Enraged, he tried to spit it out, but someone else was already wrapping a sash around his face and tying it tight.  He couldn't speak, he couldn't gesture!

"Well done," Alisande said, discreetly disregarding the guards' ashen faces.  "Now bear him to the dungeons, and chain him to the wall.  Then mount guard over him, inside the cell and out—and if he should even attempt to speak, give him so shrewd a knock alongside the head that he loses consciousness again.  Oh, be sure, he must not speak!  Or he will cast a spell!"

Matt felt his stomach sink, as the guards turned him about and headed for the stairway.  Alisande was right, unfortunately—and the guards had hit too fast for him to get his mouth working.  He was well and truly trussed this time—and not liable to get out of it.

But his one true love!  How could she do such a thing to him?  Humiliate him so?  Not to mention the discomfort!

Easy—she didn't love him.  He'd just been a valuable asset.  A heavy mass seemed to weigh down upon his spirits, as the guards hauled him down, down through the keep and into the dark of the dungeon.  Dark, yes, but no darker than the mood that descended over his soul.




CHAPTER 2

Free Thinker

 


The blacksmith finished riveting the manacles chaining Matt's wrists behind him and stepped back with a look of trepidation.  "You know we wouldn't have done this on our own, Your Lordship."

Matt glowered at him, but he couldn't keep it up.  Reluctantly, he nodded.  It wasn't just fear of his magic—the common folk all liked him too well to do anything against him.  Most of them, anyway.  He gargled something that sounded like grudging acceptance.

Relief washed the smith's face.  "Godspeed you, Lord Wizard.  Heaven knows, you have served her Majesty too well to deserve such as this!"

" 'Tis not for you to say, Smith!" the captain of the guard snapped.  "Out with you, now.  'Tis enough for you to know the Lord Wizard will not seek revenge."

Matt muttered and nodded.  He couldn't really blame a man for doing his job properly.  He shrugged.

The smith broke into a grateful smile, hoisted his portable anvil, and went out the door.

"We shall leave you now, milord," the captain of the guard said.  "Yet I, too, would have you know, 'tis not by my wish you are here."

Matt didn't know whether he was trying to mend his fences, or give support—but again he shrugged the apology away.  The man was just doing as he was bound to do, by his oath of service.  Alisande was his queen, after all.

The captain seemed faintly relieved.  Had he understood Matt's thought so well as that?  But no, Matt hadn't recited a telepathy spell.  How could he, bound and gagged?

"Even so, I mislike coming between a man and his leman," the other guard growled.

Matt understood—domestic disputes were always rough on the cops.  But don't worry, boys, I won't hold it against you, he thought as hard as he could.

Again, the look of relief.  "Is there aught to make you comfortable, milord, ere we go?"

Matt nodded, working his mouth around his gag, then miming the act of drinking water.

"Aye."  The captain hefted a wineskin.  "There must be two of us for when you wish to drink henceforth, must there not?  Unstop his mouth, soldier—and stand ready to smite him if he should speak a single word."

The guard nodded as he untied the sash, face hard.  "I would I did not have to, Lord Wizard, yet such is the queen's command."

The gag came out, and Matt drew a long breath of clean air with relief.  The captain held out the wineskin, and Matt leaned back and drew a long draught.  Eyeing his jailers warily, he decided not to try speaking even to thank them, and opened his mouth with a sigh.

It was a new and more comfortable gag they put in—no doubt the captain wanted his glove back—but to say a gag is "more comfortable" is to say a torture is "less painful."  Matt resigned himself and slumped back against the wall with a sigh.  It was going to be a long existence, with a very dry mouth and aching jaws.

The guard finished tying the gag back in place, Matt sat down with a groan, and the captain nodded, turning to go.  "May all be as well for you as it may, Lord Wizard."

The door slammed shut, but there was still a torch, since the remaining guard needed light.  After all, there wasn't much point stationing him there with his short cudgel, if he couldn't see whether or not Matt had worked his gag loose.

And Matt was certainly in a mood to try, feeling angry, vengeful, betrayed, rejected, and bewildered.  Where had he gone wrong?  How had he lost Alisande's love?  Or had he ever had it in the first place?  Was it class paranoia, the nobleman's antipathy toward the social climber?  Or was it just friction between man and mate, telling her what she wanted to hear but in the wrong way?

No, it couldn't be that.  He had told her he loved her in fifty different ways, fifty times at least in the last three years, some of them as ardent and romantic as any woman could want—and she had certainly responded; he could have sworn she was burning to answer his fervor with her own.  But something had held her back...


 

Alas, my love, you do me wrong,

To treat me so discourteously,

When I have loved you oh, so long,

Delighting in your company!

 


She had even worn green sleeves when they were questing together!

The guard shifted nervously and glanced down at Matt, commiserating.  Matt felt an irrational flash of gratitude toward the man, and tried to smile reassuringly.  But his mind strayed back to Alisande—didn't it always?  He tried to pull himself out of the slough of despond, but the betrayal weighed on his spirits too heavily.


 

What ails thee, captive Knight at arms,

Compelled to enforced loitering;

Where niter gathers on stone walls,

And no birds sing.

 

I saw pale kings, and princes too,

Pale warriors, death-pale were they all,

Who cried—"La Belle Dame Sans Merci

Hath thee in thrall!"

 


Again, the guard turned to him, and this time his expression would have done credit to a bloodhound.  Matt tried to smile bravely, but he wasn't really up to it.

This was ridiculous!  Here he was, just making the guard and himself both miserable.  He had to jolt himself out of this self-pity and get back in action!  It was a time to be doing, not moping!

Do what?

Good question.  In Merovence, magic worked by chanting poetry, sometimes reinforced by gestures—and he couldn't chant very well if his mouth was stuffed with a gag.  Gesturing was possible with chains on his wrists, but somewhat limited.  Besides, gestures couldn't do anything alone.


 

For a life to dwell

In a dungeon cell

Growing thin and wizened

In a solitary prison...

 

He broke off with a shudder.  He had a momentary vision of his future...

 

My hair is gray, but not with years,

Nor grew it white

In a single night

As men's have grown from sudden fears.

 


The guard sniffed and wiped a tear as he glanced at Matt out of the corner of his eye.  Matt plucked up his spirits to wink, and take a playful kick at the man's knee with the ankle that was not fastened to the wall.  The guard looked surprised, then grinned down.  "Eh, your Lordship!  I should ha' known naught would keep 'ee down for long!"

Matt winked again, though he felt like crying, before his attention strayed back to his dilemma.  Finally, he began to feel indignant, a very healthy sign.  Definitely better than moping.  The ignominy of it!  He, the topmost wizard in the land—thanks to all the verses he knew that this land had never heard of—chained in dungeon vile and not able to do a thing about it!  And all because Alisande had been quick enough to think of a gag before he did!  She may have tired of him, but she wasn't about to let him go—oh, no!  Salt him away in storage in case he suited her whim again!  How like a woman, always to want a new beau for her string!

For a moment, his resentment submerged in admiration of her.  What a woman!  Such presence of mind, such quickness of wit, to realize in a split second that, gagged, he couldn't work magic, and so couldn't escape.  Such determination, such tenacity, such selfishness!

Well, that wasn't really fair.  Her kingdom came before herself, in her own mind—that's why she was a good monarch.  But could he really manage having a wife who thought her kingdom was more important than her husband?

She appeared again before his mind's eye, and he knew in a moment that he could.  After all, that devotion to duty was part of what made her admirable.

But did she always have to be so damned right?

Yes, she did—at least, in public matters.  The "Divine Right of Kings" really worked, in this universe.  Nice to know he ranked as a public issue.  On the other hand, it might have been nice if, to her, he'd been more than a national asset.

Or was he?  Come to think of it, if she was in love with him, it was a personal matter—and, in personal matters, her judgment could be flawed.

The old scientific instinct stirred in him.  How about the empirical test?  After all, who knew for sure that he couldn't escape?

Everyone, that's who.  In this universe, magic worked—and it worked by poetry.  But a spell had to be recited aloud in order for it to work—everyone knew that!

His spirits slumped again and, for the first time in three years, he found himself wishing ardently that he was back in the old, familiar, dead-end college-campus life he'd known before.


 

I am a man of constant sorrow,

I've seen trouble all my days.

I'm going back to East Virginia,

The place where I was born and raised.

 


The guard turned to him, startled, alarmed.  Matt frowned up at him.  What was there to be alarmed about?

Matt's going.

Excitement spun through him.  The guard had picked up his sadness before—that's why he'd been looking sympathetic.  And he was resonating Matt's feelings of longing to go, now!

And why not?  Matt had been thinking in verses!

Then why didn't all his thoughts make spells happen?

Because they usually weren't in verse—and when they were, they were fleeting verses like these, all emotion with no action, no imperative!

So if he did silently say a verse with an imperative...

But everyone knew a spell had to be recited aloud.

Sure—but just because everyone knew it, didn't always mean it was true.

Matt set himself and tried to think of the verse that he had used to free himself and Alisande from imprisonment in this very castle, those long three years ago.


 

I know a bank whereon the wild thyme blows,

Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows,

Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine,

With sweet musk-roses, and with eglantine.

There shall I fly, to celebrate the light,

Freed in these flowers with dances of delight.

 


He waited expectantly for the disorientation of physical projection, waiting, waiting...

Disappointed.

He glowered up at the guard, feeling an irrational resentment of the man for still being there.  Apparently verses did have to be spoken out loud.

Then a still, small voice seemed to speak within him, encouraging, but with a suspicion that some other power was operating here, that his spells would have to be in harmony with that other power before they could work.

It made sense.  He knew very well that he would have gone down in defeat more than once, if his magic hadn't been supported by the spiritual guidance of Saint Moncaire, the patron of Merovence.  And if Saint Moncaire had other plans for him right now than just breaking free to go wandering around feeling sorry for himself...

On the other hand, did he really want to do Saint Moncaire's work for him again?

Well, he could at least find out what the contract said before he signed it.  He threw himself on the figurative mercies of the angels, asking where they wanted him to go.

The answer welled up in him, feeling uncomfortably like a compulsion.  But about all you can do for a geas is go where it tells you, so Matt shrugged in surrender and recited an old folk hymn:


 

"Servant, go where I send thee!"

"How shall I send me, Lord?"

"Well, I'm going to send thee one by one,

One for a little bitty baby,

Was born, born, born in Bethle—"

 


Light glared, and he found himself somewhere else entirely.  This time he stayed still, but his stomach flipped over.  He staggered, taking a deep breath against nausea, and put out a still-manacled hand to steady himself.

He felt rough bark beneath his palm.  He turned, surprised, to see a tree behind him, and decided he wasn't in the dungeon anymore!  He was free, in the sunshine and the open air!  He took a deep breath of breeze, grinned wide, and looked about him.

Then he saw his surroundings, and his stomach felt a little queasy again.




CHAPTER 3

Forward, Lady!

 


"Yet there must be some way in which a vow may be revoked, my Lord Archbishop!  Can Heaven truly wish a man to act upon words spoken in rash passion?"

"It can," the Archbishop said, with a sad smile.  " 'Tis therefore we must be chary of our words, Majesty, and not swear oaths in vain."

They were still in the great hall, the sunlight striking through the stained glass of the western windows in tints of rose and blue, making the flagstones glow—but those colors seemed, to Alisande, to be the embers of her hopes.  "But to court death and damnation, Lord Archbishop!  Surely Heaven cannot wish a man to do so!"

"As to the danger of death..."  The Archbishop turned thoughtful, then slowly nodded.  "I can see that Heaven might wish it so—if our good Lord thought the man had some sure chance of succeeding in his holy purpose.  We must all do God's work on earth, Majesty, as much as He does want of us, in such fashion as we may.  The stronger must do greater tasks—and mayhap this is Lord Matthew's."  The "Lord Matthew" stuck in his throat, but he forced it out.  "And as to the danger of damnation, why!  Does not each of us walk in that danger every moment of our lives, Majesty?  And each of us is tempted, but none beyond his strength to resist.  Be assured, if God has sent... Lord Matthew into a place of such temptation, He will give your wizard strength enough to resist."

"That is cold comfort," Alisande said, morose—but the Archbishop could see she was at least a little reassured.  Then she looked up at him with a scowl.  "Yet you have no need to be so cheered at the thought of his absence!"

The anger of a monarch stabbed like a sword; the Archbishop's heart skipped a beat in fright.  Nevertheless, he spoke up bravely.  "Pardon, Majesty—yet this self-exile is the most hopeful news that I have heard since you came once again to this throne."

"Hopeful!" Alisande spat.

"Hopeful," the Archbishop said firmly, drawing himself up.  "That the man who so strongly aided you in casting out the forces of evil from this your kingdom should now be sworn to a quest to overthrow the vile sorcerer-king of Ibile?  Aye, 'tis cause for great hope!  Nay, I cannot truly be sorrowful to hear such news."

"Nor to think that this candidate for royal consort may soon be dead," Alisande said, acid in her tone.

"Your Majesty truly must make some provision for the succession," the Archbishop answered.  "I entreat you!  For what should hap to us all if you were to die before your time, without an heir?"

He thought he had done a rather good job of avoiding the question.


 

[image: * * * * *]

 


The guard heard the boom of imploding air, and turned to stare at the place where Matt had been.  The manacles jangled, empty, against the stone.  He gazed wide-eyed for a moment, then pushed his jaw back into place, heaved a sigh, and turned away to knock on the wicket and call for the captain of the guard, shaking his head.

The captain of the guard duly reported to the seneschal, who wasn't having any and told him it was his job, so the captain settled his sword belt, squared his shoulders, and turned to face the throne room with a heavy heart, reflecting that he hadn't really thought he was going to get out of it anyway.


 

[image: * * * * *]

 


"The brightest hope for my providing a succession, has just been cast into my dungeon, Lord Archbishop," Alisande retorted.  "An you do wish me to bear an heir, you had best bethink you of ways to assure his return!"

The Archbishop seemed dubious.  "Misunderstand me not, Majesty—Matthew Mantrell is a good man and noble.  Natheless, he is not of royal blood."

"And is therefore unfit to be consort to a queen," Alisande finished for him.  "Yet it is ironic, milord, that though that doubt has lingered in my heart these three years, I find it banished of a sudden—but only by the knowledge that Lord Matthew may be taken from me!"

The Archbishop felt his heart sink.

"Nay," the queen said, "be assured, I'll marry no one else—and surely, his service to the crown, and his finding favor in the eyes of Saint Moncaire, should have made me see his worthiness!  He is the hope of Merovence, now and in the future."  And of herself, she added silently.  "I prithee, Lord Archbishop, tell me this understanding I have gained is the accomplishment God wished, by this vow of Lord Matthew's.  There must be some way to negate his oath—for surely, he did not truly intend to take arms against Ibile, alone!"

The Archbishop sighed, with a sad shake of his head.  "Majesty, I cannot—for why else would a wizard, one who knows the nature of geas and compulsions, have so bound himself?"

"He had forgot the power of words, here in Merovence," Alisande replied, "for they have no such strength in that other world he hails as home.  In the heat of his passion and his anger, he thought words to be idle, only an expression of his feelings."

"Would you have me believe that the highest wizard in the land had forgot that what he swore to, in this land of Merovence, he was bound to?"

"Aye."  Alisande's smile curdled.  "If we had told him so, he would have protested that we did take his words too literally."

The Archbishop nodded, understanding.  "Yet on reflection, Majesty, he would know that was the precise nature of the problem."

"Problem!"  Alisande looked up, the color coming back into her face.  "Why, 'tis but a riddle after all, is't not?  And has a solution like to any other!"

"Majesty?"  The Archbishop definitely didn't like the sound of what he was hearing.

"He cannot be bound by that oath!  For three years ago, he did swear to serve me!  How then can he leave my presence, if I do require his service here?  For I most earnestly do!"

The Archbishop pursed his lips.  "You mean that, at the worst, his two oaths might counter one another?"

"Nay, better—I mean that the second can have no effect, for it cannot displace the first!"  Alisande actually smiled.  "He cannot undertake a quest unless I command it—and I do not."

But the Archbishop was giving her the sad smile again, and shaking his head.  "I regret, but I must inform you, Majesty, that the vow cannot be broken, unless Heaven and the saints really do not wish Lord Matthew to attempt the purification of Ibile.  In truth, if God did wish, this later vow would overbear the first—yet I think the occasion does not arise."

Alisande's scowl was enough to make his heart quail.  "How so?"

"Why," the Archbishop said, "Ibile has ever been a threat to the welfare of Merovence, to her borders and her people, since ever the first sorcerer Grosso overthrew the rightful king of Ibile and brought the reign of evil down upon the whole kingdom.  Nay, Majesty, by seeking to fulfill this oath, Lord Matthew does not only God's work, but yours also!"

"Yet it is not my will!" she cried, as if it were torn out of her.

"It is Heaven's, though."  The firmness of authority came back into his voice.  "And you are sworn to uphold the will of Heaven, Majesty, so far as God reveals it to you."

Alisande slumped, a moment's despair evident in every line of her body.

The Archbishop acted almost automatically, reaching out to the aid of a soul in need.  "Be of good cheer, Majesty.  Lord Matthew goes not alone into this kingdom of wickedness—he goes with the might of Heaven to strengthen him.  I doubt not that Heaven will give him all the aid it can, of saints and angels, for they must surely want him to erase from Ibile this foul blot of a king, yea, Gordogrosso and all his minions."

"Yet will he prevail?" she moaned.  "For Heaven works through us, Lord Archbishop, in this world—but so can Hell, if we wish it to.  Has Matthew enough goodness to stand against the sorcerers?  For he was never a saint!"

"He may become so, in this striving," the Archbishop pointed out, "or come much closer to Heaven, at least.  Besides, Majesty, be mindful—if Matthew Mantrell can topple Gordogrosso and purge the wickedness from Ibile, he will most surely have proved his worthiness to be a lord—and your consort."

Alisande lifted her head, a strange light coming into her eyes.  "True," she said, "if he still will love me."

The captain of the guard stepped through the archway, caught her eye, and bowed.

Alisande's mouth went dry; somehow, she knew he had bad news.  "Approach, Captain!"

The young knight strode forward, trying not to look for a place to hide.

"What news have you for me?" she demanded.

The Captain bowed, and reported, wooden-faced, "Your Majesty, the Lord Wizard is not in his cell."

Alisande took it well, you had to say that for her—she sat still as a statue for a minute, then asked, "Was he bound?"

"Aye, Majesty."

"And gagged?"

"Aye, Majesty!"

Then Matthew had managed the impossible again, working a spell without speaking it aloud.  Admiration for the man welled up within her, with an almost covetous longing for him—but too late, too late.  Still, she managed to push the thought aside while she nodded crisply and said, "Thank you, my captain.  You may go—and the rest of your guardsmen with you."

"I thank Your Majesty."  And the captain meant it, nodding to his soldiers with relief and turning to march out.  They followed unhappily, feeling that they should have done something more—but who could have, against the Lord Wizard?

Alisande turned to the Archbishop and inclined her head.  "I thank you for your words of comfort, milord.  And I will entreat you to pray for Lord Matthew."

"With every Mass."  The Archbishop bowed and turned to go—he knew a dismissal when he heard one.

The great doors closed behind him, and Alisande let herself collapse, with the fleeting, vagrant thought that Matthew could at least have waited until after she had dined, so that he wouldn't have spoiled her appetite.

Then the fact of his absence really hit her, and she felt the anger mount.  Good, good!  It would help her through this, might almost drown the feelings of desertion and remorse...

But what else could she have done?  Really?  As queen, she was blessed—cursed?—with Divine Right, always knowing which course of action was best for the welfare of her people, and never hesitating to take it—even if any action would prove useless.  It was just her bad luck that what had been the best decision for the monarch had been the worst for the woman.

Or was it the other way around?




CHAPTER 4

No Refund, No Return

 


Matt stared at the unfamiliar landscape around him, stumbled, then caught his balance and managed to right himself.  Still agog, he decided he could see why magicians said their spells aloud.  It definitely gave better results!

Then it hit him—well or poorly, the spell had worked!  Even without reciting it aloud—the gag was still in his mouth.  It had worked!

Why?

No time to figure it out now; he filed it away for analysis when there would be a moment of leisure—i.e., one not filled with trying to stay alive—and got down to the serious business of getting that gag out of his mouth.

His hands were chained behind his back, and his mouth was filled with dry cloth.  Free his hands, and he could untie the gag—or free his mouth, and he could make up a spell to get rid of the chains.  Which to do first?

Make sure there were no enemies about to pounce on him—that did kind of take first priority.  "Enemies" included mountain lions, wolves, and other mountain dwellers that might consider him to be just the right snack.  He turned around slowly and saw that he was alone on a hillside.  He relaxed a little—then realized that he hadn't had any trouble turning.  His ankle had been manacled to the wall, but apparently the manacle hadn't come with him.

That made sense—the end of it being attached to the wall, it counted as part of the castle he had been trying to get away from.  Therefore, it had stayed behind—but his wrist chains, being attached only to him, had come along.

Well, he was grateful for every little bit of progress.  Free feet were better than nothing.  Then a light bulb turned on inside his head, showing him a scene of himself as a child playing the old game of trying to step through the circle of his own arms, with his hands clasped together.  As he remembered, he'd managed it—but he'd been considerably more agile at ten than he was at twenty-seven.

Or was he?  His first few weeks in Merovence had put him back into very good shape, and he hadn't lost much of his muscle tone in the last three years—Alisande had kept him very busy going from place to place in the kingdom, trouble-shooting and wiping out leftover pockets of sorcery.  Most of it, he had to admit, had been necessary, at least for the first two years.  The third year, though, had been full of make-work errands.  The memory galled him, especially since he was pretty sure what had instigated them—Alisande's need to be away from him.

The thought scored his heart, so he thrust it aside and got down to experimenting.  Carefully, trying not to lose his balance, he bent his knees, getting his wrists as low as he could and stretching the chain as far as it would go.  Then, slowly, he lifted his left foot and tried to push it over the links.

His toe caught.

For a second, he teetered, madly trying to keep his balance, then fell crashing to the ground.  He lay still for a second, trying to contain the burst of anger—it wouldn't do any good to let it out at the moment, anyway.

Why not just make up a spell?  If he could get out of a prison, he could get out of a chain.

Two reasons.  The first was that the transportation spell had worked well enough, but not perfectly.  In fact, Matt's spells frequently tended not to have quite the effects he had planned, anyway, and the imperfections that came from reciting the verse silently might have very painful results.  The second was that magic had a way of attracting the attention of other magic-workers, and Matt would just as soon have his hands and mouth free before having to try to deal with any wizardly tracers Alisande might manage to have her second-class magicians try on him.

Or any hostile locals, for that matter...

On the other hand, now that he was on the ground, he had no balance to lose.  The idea made sense—so much so that he thought he should have tried lying down in the first place.  Well, now that he had, voluntarily or not, he could try stepping through the chain with a bit more leisure.  He pulled his left foot up, jamming his knee against his chest, and very carefully moved his toes past the chain.  Then he straightened the leg—with a feeling of victory.  Now, if he could just do it with his right...  He rolled over onto his left side and slowly, carefully, raised his knee and pulled his right foot through.  Then he sat up, smiling around his gag as he looked down at his hands, there in front of him.  He felt an immense sense of accomplishment.

He stretched the chain tight again and lifted it over and down behind his head.  His fingers pulled at the knot in the cloth.  It wasn't easy—the guard had tied it to stay, as tightly as he could.  A fingernail snapped, but Matt had needed to trim it, anyway—and, finally, the gag was off!  He pulled the wad of cloth out of his mouth, spitting out lint, then working his mouth to bring saliva, moistening his tongue and lips.  Finally, he opened his mouth again, to sigh with relief—and to recite a quick verse that made his manacles spring open and fall to the ground.  Then, at last, he could stand up again, and really look about him.

Matt took a breath of cool air as he gazed at the high slope before him.  Then he stilled—that air had been cool, hadn't it?  Funny—it was high summer, in Merovence.

Therefore, he wasn't in Merovence.

The thought sent prickles along his scalp.  The first spell—the one that hadn't worked—had been the same one he'd used when he'd spelled Alisande out of prison, three years before, and he'd still expected to wind up next to a little brook, under a canopy of musk roses, eglantine, and woodbine.  This place, though, looked to be at a much higher altitude, and the evergreens certainly didn't resemble the deciduous bower he'd had in mind.

Well, you couldn't expect a spell that had only been thought to be as effective as one that had been recited aloud, could you?

Or had somebody wanted him someplace else?

He went back to looking at the scenery, trying to ignore the hollowness in his stomach, and decided that the landscape was definitely uneven—not in quality, as pine forests and alpine meadows are always beautiful, but in terrain.  He was hard put to find a horizontal line anywhere, and the ground rose up toward the edge of the sky like the back of a giant stegosaurus, shadowing half the little valley in which he stood.

Behind his back stood the sun.

He hauled his stomach back up from the gulf it was trying to sink into and reflected that it could be much later in the day—he could have traveled really far.  But somehow, he doubted that he'd moved more than a few degrees in longitude—one time zone, at the most.  He'd arrived at Alisande's castle right after dawn, and would have escaped no later than midmorning.  That meant the sun had still been in the east—so if it was on the far side of those peaks, he was on the western side of the mountains.

In Ibile.  The kingdom of black magic.

He put the qualms behind him—he was the one who had said he was going to invade Ibile and capture its throne.  In fact, he'd sworn it—and he couldn't blame the Powers That Be if they had taken him at his word.  He should have been more careful with his language—in his anger, he'd fallen back into lifelong habits and used expressions that were a trifle more emphatic than they should have been.  By the rules of this nutty universe, that meant he was bound to do what he'd said.  Totally unfair, he decided, but not all that unjust.  It was a great way to break a man of swearing, but it seemed a trifle extreme.

He put the issue aside and forced himself to smile, enjoying the simple pleasures of the moment, drinking in the wild beauty of the place, and he allowed himself to feel a bit of guilt over having left Alisande so suddenly.  But only a little—he had to admit it had begun to pall on him, having a girlfriend who could handily order his head chopped off if she wanted to.  The notion was decidedly intimidating, even though he knew Alisande would never do such a thing.

Unless it was in the best interests of her people, of course.

He grinned, his spirit feeling as though it had wings.  These mountains were so free!  He hadn't realized how confined he'd felt.

And soiled.  Alisande might have been good and a force for right, but the forces of corruption were always at work, and the backbiting at court had been growing nastier lately.  After only three years, too.

Well, he was out of it, now.  He started walking up the valley.

The land rose up, and the woods opened out, until he could see that the path led up to a notch between peaks.  At a guess, he was in the mountains that formed the border between Ibile and Merovence—the Pyrenees, in his own universe.  Probably called that here, too.  He stopped, looking about him, and saw a few fallen trees lying by the path.  He went over to them and picked up a likely looking one, held it up, and thumped it on the ground.  It bent too easily for inch-and-a-half thick wood, even though it looked sound.  He frowned and cracked it over his knee.  It crumbled, and he nodded in vindication—rotten inside.  He tossed it away, picked up another, and thumped its butt hard on the ground as he looked up at its twisted top.  It was hooked and gnarled, but it held.  Matt smiled in satisfaction and turned back to the path, then attacked the slope with his new staff in hand.

The problem, he reflected as he panted to the top, was that he hadn't had time to magic a horse away with him.  He could conjure one to him, of course, but that would be just as good as putting up a sign that read "wizard here," if any of the magical brethren were looking—which they were bound to be; Alisande would surely waste no time hunting up a minor magus for a bloodhound.  And, of course, not to mention the sorcerers of Ibile...

He wished he hadn't; the thought gave him a chill.

Of course, he didn't have to stay here.

Certainly the Powers of Right wouldn't hold him to an oath he'd made in anger, on the spur of the moment!  Especially now that he'd had a chance to realize what he'd really gotten himself into.

Would they?

Surely not!  So he could go back to Merovence easily, just by reciting the right spell!  He thought one up, started to speak it—then paused, with the words on the tip of his tongue, remembering about Alisande's journeyman wizards being able to detect his use of magic—and Ibile's sorcerers as well.

Well, it wouldn't matter if he was out of there.  He took a deep breath and chanted,


 

"Send me back to Merovence,

Where the flying songbirds dance,

And the dawn comes up serenely,

Giving sinners one more chance!"

 


He held himself braced, waiting for the momentary disorientation, for the sudden jolt of ground against his feet...

Nothing happened.

He swallowed against a sudden thickness in his throat and tried again.  After all, maybe the Powers just didn't like his choice of destination.

 


"Take me back to Bordestang,

Where the swinging church bells rang.

Let me stand by the cathedral

Where the outdoor choir sang!"

 


He held himself braced and ready, knees flexed, breath held...

Nothing, again.

He let his breath out in a sigh, relaxing and reluctantly admitting to himself that he wasn't going to get out of this one that easily.  He'd been dumb enough to swear to unseat Ibile's evil tyrant, and Heaven had taken him at his word.  He couldn't really complain.

Actually, he didn't dare.  What might happen, if he let loose a stream of profanity about the situation?  He was going to have to be very careful what he said from now on.

Well, if Heaven wouldn't help him get back to Merovence, he'd have to do it on his own.  He turned toward the sun, noticed a trail that seemed to go more or less in the right direction, and set out toward the east—and Merovence.
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He'd been hiking for an hour, and he could have sworn the mountainside hadn't come any closer.  Optical illusion, no doubt—the roadside brush had been passing at a steady rate, and when he looked back, he saw a long trail of footprints.

Then he heard the shouting.  And screaming.  And the clash of arms.

He was sprinting before he knew it, lurching over the uneven ground, just barely avoiding the occasional pothole.  The sound was coming from the other side of a hillock, off to the right of the path.

He darted up the side of the rise and saw the outcrop of scrub at the top.  Discretion put the brakes on valor, and he dropped to his belly, wriggling up under the bushes, pushing them carefully aside till he could make out the scene below.

It was a little village of round huts walled with wattle and daub and roofed with flame.  Every thatch burned, and the flames were starting down the walls.  Two soldiers were still running from house to house with torches, laughing and touching the flame to anything that would start a blaze.  Four other soldiers were catching women and girls as they ran out of the houses, herding them toward the village common, while a dozen more cut down the old men and big boys who were valiantly trying to hold off the soldiers with clubs—but sticks against swords stood no chance, and several grandfathers and a boy were down in pools of their own blood, while the others were on their knees, or staggering back, clutching wounds that spread red stains over their tunics.  They had delayed the soldiers long enough, though—the men of the village were coming in from the fields at a run, their scythes waving.

The soldiers turned, their halberds flashing, and the men fell, bellowing in anguish, clutching at stumps of arms or welling gouges in their chests.

The four men on the round-up squad herded the women and girls into a circle.

Only four of the husbands still stood, so three soldiers turned away from the carnage to start sorting through the pile of pitiful possessions ransacked from the houses.  The sergeant turned away, too, and started sorting through the women.

He pulled the younger women out, tossing them to his men.  He seemed to have an unerring instinct for the unmarried.  One young farmer saw, howled, "Dolores!" and turned, plunging toward her.  A halberd flashed, and he rolled on the ground, his eyes glazing.

"Corin!" his sweetheart screamed, and ran toward him, but a soldier caught her and swung her about, catching the back of her head and planting his mouth over hers.  She gave a muffled scream, writhing and striking at him.  He lifted his head to laugh and ran a hand over her body.

The last farmer fell.

The soldiers had three of the women down, their skirts above their waists; they fumbled with the fastenings of their pants.

"You cannot!" a mother screamed, wrenching herself loose and dropping to her knees to try to shield her daughter.  "She is too young!"

"Never too young!"  The sergeant shoved her aside; she fell, sprawling.  He guffawed, then bellowed, "We have been too long besieging your lord's castle, woman, and my men have grown bored.  I mean to find them some diversion—and what could be better than raping virgins?"

"We are no virgins!" a terrified girl shrieked from the ground.  "None of us in this village!"

"Why!  Do ye hear that, Sergeant?" cried one of the men, with a gap-toothed grin.  "Seems like we're invited."

"Aye.  Never turn down hospitality, says I," the sergeant answered.

The girl screamed.

"She lied!" the mother cried, pale-faced.  "All these lasses are virgins!"

"Why, the greater pleasure for us, then," the sergeant retorted.  "No woman is ever too young for this sort of game."

The mother scrambled up, but the sergeant stopped her with a hand under her chin.  "And perhaps not too old, neither.  Nay, you've looks enough left."  He shoved her back; she fell sprawling, and two of his men caught her ankles, tossing her skirt up.  The sergeant fell to his knees, unbuckling his belt.

Matt had had enough.  The spells he'd tried should have already attracted any pursuit that was coming—and if he brought down any more, he'd just have to deal with it when it came.  He pulled a leather thong loose from his shirt and began to tie knots in it, chanting,


 

"Let there be no blade in your scabbard,

Let your lust become much the laggard,

And that which should stand to attention,

Lie low, like a coward's intention!"

 


Below him, the soldiers stilled.  Then one of them began to fumble frantically, but another quickly tied himself back up.  One or two men howled, and the sergeant bellowed, "Witchcraft!  Which of you old hags has done this?"

"Done what?" one of the oldest women asked, her face blank.

"You know well what!" the sergeant snarled, and whirled to backhand her across the face.  "But it won't work, granny!  If we can't hurt you one way, we'll hurt you another!  Have at 'em, men!"

His soldiers turned to with a bellow of loosed frustration.

Matt realized, all over again, that rape really was a crime of violence more than of sex.  Without even thinking, he chanted:


 

"Seek out—less often sought than found—

A soldier's grave, for thee the best;

Then look around, and choose thy ground,

And take thy rest!"

 


The soldiers froze.  Then, one by one, they toppled over, eyes glazed.

The women stared, uncomprehending.

Matt didn't stay to watch the sequel.  They'd figure it out, fast enough—and for himself, he didn't know whether the soldiers' rest was temporary or permanent.  Not that it mattered—those women had a score to settle, and no one could blame them if they did it.  Especially because, if they didn't, and the soldiers revived, they would take the revenge they had just now intended.  No, Matt couldn't blame the ladies for self-defense—and he didn't think anyone else would, either.

He was about a hundred feet away on the other side of the hill, and going fast, when he heard the huge, massed scream of rage behind him.  He went faster.

Half an hour later, he figured he was clear, no matter who came—even if it was a sorcerer homing in on the location of a spell.  Matt didn't dare rest long, but he sat down by a stream to take a deep breath and let the shakes hit, then pass.  After his insides had almost quit quivering, he began taking slow, deep breaths, striving for calmness, but shaken to realize just how evil the land had become.

He was filled with remorse—which, he told himself, wasn't merited.  But he should have stopped the soldiers sooner—and found a way to do it without killing them.  Oh, sure, he might have only stunned them as it was—or he might have killed them.  And if he hadn't, he had no doubt the women of the village had finished what he'd begun.  No, for either side, he'd botched it.

He wondered at his own hesitation, but was afraid he knew the reason.  It was, quite simply, that he hadn't really taken sides until it was too late.

After what felt like half an hour but was more likely only ten minutes, Matt pulled himself to his feet again and set off down the road.  The walking helped him regain his composure.  He didn't dare stay too long in one place, especially not near a site where he had worked a spell.  He trudged on down the trail.

Or up.  Finally, the path began to rise.  He labored upward, wiping the sweat from his brow and wondering how he could possibly have thought the day was cool—but that had been a while ago, now.  He glanced at the sun, figuring it was a little after noon—but was surprised to see that it was halfway down the sky.  Of course—an hour of hiking, a few minutes to interfere and take sides in a local quarrel, and another couple of hours on the road again—it did add up, didn't it?

He couldn't help but think he was a fool.  On top of not doing a good job of interfering, he'd put his own neck in the noose.  It hadn't been his fight, and it did increase his chances of trouble with the local authorities—those men had been uniformed, and well armed; they were no mere bandits.

Bandits!  The thought left him uneasy; he scanned the steep sides of the trail and the hillside above.  He found himself beginning to evaluate every upcoming landform as an ambush site—not a bad precaution.

So, with his hackles raised, Matt marched east, feeling as though every man's hand was turned against him.

Finally, his shadow was so long that its top was high above him, and the dried grass on the hillside before him was gilded by the setting sun.  He plowed to a halt, dog-tired but satisfied—he'd made it almost to the top of the mountain pass.  It was a good place to stop for the night—there was just enough daylight to hunt out a spring and a cave.  He looked around, saw a glitter off to his left that might be water, took a step toward it—

And the world suddenly swam about him.  Giddy and nauseous, he dropped to his knees, putting a hand down to stabilize himself, thinking, Heatstroke.  Exhaustion.  Then the world steadied; he straightened up with relief that the spell was over...

And saw the hillside.  Miles away.

He looked around in a panic and saw the pine groves bordering the alpine meadow.

He was back where he'd started.

And it was dusk—down in the bottom of this little valley, night had fallen.

Somebody didn't want him going back to Merovence.

He had a notion Who, and for a moment was on the verge of saying some very nasty things about that Somebody.  Then he remembered what had gotten him into this mess in the first place, choked back his anger, and heaved a sigh.  Then he turned to begin looking for berries.  Or maybe a rabbit.
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He woke with the sun, glowering at the embers of the tiny fire.  He'd had a lousy night, waking at every tiny sound, worried about enemy sorcerers—but apparently they didn't have a fix on him.  Probably because he'd been bound away from this location when last he'd worked magic.  Or because they didn't think he was anything to worry about.

You'll change their minds about that, something said inside him.

Matt almost laughed.  Right now, he didn't feel as though he could be a threat to anyone.  An uneasy night's sleep, the chill of the morning, and a handful of berries just didn't make for high morale.  He rolled up to his knees, scooped some dirt onto his burned-out campfire just in case, then pushed himself to his feet and started out toward the rising sun again.  This time, though, he angled away from the path, heading toward what looked to be the nearest hillside.

As he went, he wondered about that "siege" the soldiers had mentioned yesterday.  It could mean that there were a lot more of their kind about.  He'd have to be careful.

So he was—and the day passed without incident.  Also without food.  If there was small game on this mountainside, it was very good at hiding.  Either that, or the siege had cleaned out everything edible.  So what with one thing and another, he was in a very glum mood as he toiled up the hillside, glowering at the golden glow of sunset behind him, his tall, stretched-out shadow looming before him...

And the world went crazy again.

This time he didn't even manage to keep to his knees; he just fell, tucking in his chin and rolling.  He lay on his back, waiting for the dizziness to pass.  It did, and the evening sky became clear—roseate at the edges, and with the first dim stars beginning to show.  Pine boughs fringed the edge of his field of vision.  He didn't need to get up and look around—he knew he'd see the alpine meadow again.

Hunger gnawed his belly, but he had managed to find some berries during the day, and even a hoard of nuts that last year's squirrels had disdained—so, what with one thing and another, he was even more exhausted than hungry.  He just closed his eyes and let sleep take him.
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He woke in the false dawn, cold and wet with dew.  He sat up, stiff in every joint, and braced himself on an elbow as he regarded the beautiful mountain meadow with glum certainty.  Yes, he was back where he had begun, and two days' hiking had been wasted.

Well, not entirely wasted—he had established that Somebody definitely did not want him going back to Merovence.  That Somebody would probably be very happy to let him go farther west, though, into Ibile.  He just hoped that Somebody didn't regard him as being completely replaceable.

He shoved himself to his feet with a sigh, stumbled to the stream for a drink, then set off into the forest to see if there were any more obliging squirrels who hadn't come back for last year's nuts.  He was sure he'd be drawn to them, if they were there—he was beginning to feel like one of their kind.

He did find a handful of nuts, and a few more berries.  Dizzy and weak with hunger, he struck off again—but parallel to the mountains, this time.  He wasn't about to go any farther into Ibile than he had to—but maybe he could find a village with an inn somewhere in this valley, or at least a farmhouse willing to part with a bowl of porridge.  It did cross his mind to go back to the little village and ask for a handout, but it occurred to him that the surviving women there might not have a very high opinion of strange men, just at the moment—so he stayed in the valley, and away from the trail.  Hopefully, he'd find a new village—or maybe even a road.

Half an hour later, Providence finally smiled on him—he bumped into an apple tree.  Literally.  In fact, it took him a moment to realize what had hit him—he was that far gone.  He looked up, saw the red fruit, and plucked one with a howl of joy.  Eight bites and two apples later, it finally occurred to him to wonder what a lowland tree was doing in the evergreen zone.  He decided to take it as a sign that Heaven wasn't completely abandoning him, and took another apple.  Then he remembered what overeating could do after a long fast, and pulled off his cloak to wrap up a dozen apples.  He set off southward again, resolutely resisting the temptation of the weight on his back.

He didn't have to resist very long—all of a sudden, the weight was gone.

He stopped, appalled, then swung the cape in front of him, opened it, and looked in—at its lining.  That was all.  It was completely empty—not a stem, not a pit.  He sighed and threw the cloak over his shoulders again, remembering the Hebrews in the desert, and the manna—how they were to take only as much as they needed for a day.  Apparently, he was only supposed to take enough for one meal.  The Lord would provide, it seemed.  He set off again, resigned to his fate.

But he did feel much better.
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