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Lord Brother: Part Two of the Ryel Saga

Lord Adept
Ryel Mirai leaves the great Art-citadel Markul to rediscover the
long-lost spell that will release his mentor from the wraithworld
of the Void, but a malignant sorcerer likewise imprisoned has
enlisted the aid of Ryel’s strongest rival to find the spell first.
Amid dangers, joys and temptations, Ryel encounters unlikely allies
and unforeseen enemies, and learns that he may well gain all that
he wishes...although perhaps not as he wished it.

 



Chapter One

Redbane

 


Ryel had thought that Lady Srin
intended him to ride Northward, and reluctantly contemplated a long
stint on horseback despite Jinn’s Art-sped swiftness. As matters
turned out he was mistaken, as he’d been with so many things since
his return to the World.

“Time’s against you, lad,”
Srin Yan Tai yet again reminded him as they sat cross-legged on the
yat-platform, warming their hands on their chal-bowls as their
breath and the drink’s fragrant vapor mingled with the raw mists of
dawn. “Days are as good as months, now, what with so much awork in
the World. Only the Art in its purest form can best speed your
way.”

Ryel wearily blew the steam from his
chal. He hadn’t slept well the night before. “You know that my Art
isn’t that strong, Lady Srin.”

“Of course it isn’t,
whelp. But mine is.”

Rolling his eyes and stifling yet
another yawn, Ryel peered out through the chal-haze toward
Almancar, where now the tallest of the gilded towers—the spires of
the Dranthene palace, where the Sovrena Diara doubtless lay still
asleep, dreaming perhaps of him—began to glow from the light of the
dawn. Gradually the dawn shed its radiance over the great city,
lighting the temples and the mansions; dawn warm and
clear.

Ryel glanced from the city to the
wysardess at his side. “Was it you that sent Jinn to me, there on
the Aqqar?”

Lady Srin, seemingly absorbed in her
chal, shook her head as she drank.

“Then who?”

Ignoring Ryel’s impatience, Srin Yan
Tai meditatively licked her lower lip as she gave a half-shrug.
“Can’t tell you, lad.”

“You mean you know, but
won’t tell me?”

“Meaning I know, but don’t
believe it. Still, if I’m not being shamefully misled, matters
should do well, if all goes as it should. Not that it has to, of
course.” She, too, fixed her gaze on the great city below, that lay
now like a tumbled heap of jewels all agleam in the rising light.
“I dreamed of war last night. War down there.”

That explained her restlessness, her
frequent muttered cries and starts as she slept, which had kept
Ryel irritably wakeful. He was irritable still, and gave a surly
inward sigh. Part of it must have escaped, because Lady Srin turned
to him, drawing his entire attention into her lightless
eyes.

“Listen, whelp. Dagar has
other business to attend to at present, but I can assure you he
hasn’t forgotten about those who are dear to you. Wherever you go,
Dagar will follow, and therefore it’s most opportune that your
course leads Northward, away from your mother and sister, and the
Dranthene siblings.”

Ryel shook his head. “Even if I manage
to get there, I don’t know where to start. How to
begin.”

“You’ll have friends up
North, lad. Friends who’ll open doors for you. It was revealed to
me last night in a vision that a radiant spirit will guide you into
Hallagh.”

“Really.”

Lady Srin growled a thunder-chuckle at
Ryel’s nonexistent enthusiasm. “You’ll see. Well, let’s get
started. I’m glad you haven’t eaten anything yet, because this
spell is guaranteed to wring your guts.”

They descended the tree, and crossed
the moat to the meadow where Jinn stood with her head up and her
mane stirred by the morning breeze.

“Stand next to the horse,
and don’t move,” Lady Srin said.

Ryel eyed the wysardess warily. “What
are you going to do?”

“Something I shouldn’t.
Now be quiet, and let me remember the spell.” She shut her eyes,
silently murmuring awhile. Then she fixed Ryel with her most
quelling stare. “Here we begin, lad.”

“Begin what?”

“The Spell of Translation,
of course.”

“You can’t. It’s worthless
even to try.”

The wysardess shrugged, ironically
affable. “As I said, I get visions. My Art will work, trust me.”
She paused. “But if it doesn’t, and some ill befalls you—like
death, perhaps—I hope you’ll understand.”

“Oh, certainly. Of course
I will.”

Lady Srin smiled, as grimly ironic as
Ryel. “You’re young and tough—if the spell takes, you’ll survive
it. A good road be yours, lad.” Suddenly she came close, putting
both hands on his shoulders; pressed her cheek against his, hard,
before drawing away again. “Now it starts. Move a muscle and you’re
dead. Think a thought and you’re dead. Remember that.”

Ryel made no answer either by word or
gesture. At his side Jinn stood fully as immobile.

“Shut your
eyes.”

Ryel did so. He could hear the
guttural rumble of spell-words, none of them intelligible, as he
felt his body dissolve around his rai. It occurred to him that he
might indeed be dying, this time for good, and he tried to open his
eyes to give Lady Srin a last indignant glare. But he was utterly
unbodied now. He felt as if his rai were being catapulted like a
burning ball at some immeasurably distant target, and for a long
time he hurtled through nothingness; but then he hit. Hit hard,
then shattered.

 


*****

 


His rai pulled together like scattered
mercury, rolling bit by bit into wholeness. The wysard felt bright
light pressing on his eyelids like tormenting fingers, and groaned
for the pain of it. But little by little it grew easier to bear,
until eventually he could blink, and then see. Unfortunately,
everything he saw was spinning crazily, a great whirling nowhere of
gray and brown. Struggling to stand up—he had at some point
crumpled to his knees—he felt a sick rising in his gorge, and sat
down again lest he be wracked with retching.

Slowly he looked about him—only with
his eyes, for any movement of his head brought unbearable
dizziness—and found Jinn nearby, as tranquil as if no spell had
ever occurred. Beyond Jinn a great river flowed, murky brown and
swift with snowmelt from the great mountains afar off—peaks far
more massive and stern than the Gray Sisterhood, heavily mantled in
white.

Ryel shivered. He felt very cold.
“So,” he murmured through uncontrollably rattling teeth. “Where’s
that good spirit you told me of, Lady Srin?”

A sudden burst of song issued from
nearby, making Ryel start. Turning about—he could now move without
too much suffering—he saw a swirl of smoke issuing from behind a
clump of tall reeds. The smoke thickened, and now and then the
singing halted in favor of coughing, but then continued merrily as
ever. It wasn’t the kind of song Ryel expected from a spirit; far
from it. And surely a spirit’s voice would be sweeter, or at least
more on key.

Peering between the reeds, the wysard
saw that the singer was of no apparent gender. It wore male garb in
the Northern fashion, but its disordered beige curls fell nearly to
its waist, and the timbre of its voice was sexlessly shrill and
high. It crouched over a miserable excuse for a fire, trying to
coax a pile of damp twigs into a blaze. Out of pity Ryel said a
word, and the twigs leapt alight, to the singer’s astonished
pleasure. Deeply desirous of some of the heat he’d created, the
wysard emerged from behind the reeds. At first the singer stared
wide-eyed, but then it coughed a curse and snatched at its
head.

“Damnation take it, my
wig’s afire!”

In the next moment the smoldering heap
of unkempt curls was being energetically whacked against the grass,
and the singer was revealed to be a balding ginger-haired man,
closer to fifty than forty. Wig in hand, he squinted up at Ryel,
his teeth—yellowing where they weren’t missing—bared in either a
grin or a grimace. “You’re not a highwayman, I hope? No
pistols?”

Ryel had heard about pistols, and guns
in general, around the Risma fires. From what he could gather, they
were unreliable, inaccurate, clumsy and loud. The folk of the
Steppes scorned them as newfangled and outlandish, sure to be
discarded as worthless novelties. Remembering that scorn, Ryel
shook his head emphatically enough that his new acquaintance seemed
convinced. Blowing away the burnt hair, the highly unlikely agency
of good clapped his wig back on his head and stretched out his
hands to the blaze—hands with black-stained nail-bitten fingers
laden with garish rings of dubious worth—and rubbed them
gleefully.

“Come near and get warm,
by all means. I have a great knack for making fires—although of
course when I’m at home my manservant makes ‛em for me. I was just
heating some shaving-water, so that I might look presentable when I
enter Hallagh in triumph. Were you perchance listening to my song,
sir?”

Ryel nodded, likewise rubbing his
hands back to life. “I couldn’t help myself. May I use part of your
fire to heat some water for myself?”

“Certainly, if you’d be so
kind as to hold my shaving-mirror.” Ryel’s new acquaintance
produced that item and others needful from his horse’s saddlepack
as the wysard rested his chaltak on the blazing twigs, glad that
he’d filled the vessel the night before with water from Kalima’s
clean streams.

As the helpful spirit attended to his
toilette with Ryel’s aid, he sang the song’s concluding verses,
which were ribald in the extreme. “So you like my little musical
trifle, eh? ‘The Rambling Trollop’ it’s called, and all the town
will be singing it next week, but yours is the joy of its
maidenhead. My last song, ‛What The Chambermaid Saw,’ was all the
rage at court, but I much doubt you’ve heard it. I infer your
ignorance from your aspect, which is most exotically Southern. You
make for Hallagh, I suppose.”

“I do.”

“I’ll bear you company—but
let’s drink first, by way of acquaintance.”

“I’d prefer my chal just
now, for its warmth. Would you like some?” As he spoke, Ryel filled
his cup, and as always, the drink was sheer comfort.

“No tea for me, although I
thank you.” The musician drew a bottle from one of his capacious
coat pockets, uncorked it, and took a long swig. “What might I call
you, sir, should I be accorded the honor?”

“My name is Ryel Mirai,”
the wysard answered.

The poet seemed to reflect as he drank
again. “Ah. Of Destimar, perchance?”

“Of Almancar, not long
ago.”

The songster’s bleary eyes lit bright.
“Indeed! Almancar! My lord of Gledrim visited its whore-quarter
once, when a very young man. He said it cost a fortune and was
worth every penny.” He was about to drink again, but seemed to
remember himself, and passed the bottle to Ryel, who thought it
well to decline with thanks—a refusal cheerfully accepted, and
commemorated with another deep gulp. “Well, Mr. Mirai, you’re in
luck. Your traveling companion is none other than Thomas Dulard,
poet and musician to three successive sovereigns, and favorite of
the highest nobility—in point of fact, I’m just returning to
Hallagh after a week’s stay at the Earl of Gledrim’s country house.
And a mad week it was, the quintessence of debauchery. My head
aches like a bastard. Speaking of which, may I offer you a
drink?”

Ryel with thanks again declined the
proferred bottle. “Has Hallagh many poets?”

Dulard swigged, coughed, and smirked.
“Only one, sir, now returning in triumph. All the rest are false
mercenary scribblers, twopenny hacks, novel-botchers. Were I not
above such trash, it’d drive me mad.” He donned his coat, buttoning
it up to the neck to dissemble the less-than-pristine condition of
his linen, and reassumed his hat after an unsuccessful effort to
freshen its limp plumes, jauntily tilting the brim in compensation.
“Well, let’s ride, shall we? Glory awaits.” After putting out the
fire he packed away his needments and untied his horse, a pale and
unprosperous nag, then clambered into the saddle with a wince and a
muttered curse at his aching head.

“Three successive
sovereigns is luck,” Ryel remarked as they took to the
road.

“Not so much luck as sheer
brilliance, I like to think,” Dulard said, his nose pridefully
uptilted. “But I have been fortunate, I admit. The Dominor Ogrian
was first, and his son Regnier next and most generous; as for the
Domina Bradamaine, I am more a favorite of her courtiers than of
the lady herself. I suppose you are familiar with the history of
the ruling family? No? Well, the reign of Regnier—a reign
lamentably brief—was the great blossoming of the arts in the North,
such a flowering never seen before or since. Not that I’m an
unfaithful servant to the Domina Bradamaine; no poet who would
prosper has ever been false to the crown. But I’ll not pretend that
the present reign is a paradise. You should have seen Hallagh in
its glory, when Regnier ruled! Then
were wits, sir! Then were minds! But cruel unfilial
treachery brought it all to dust.”

Ryel had thought his knowledge of
Northern history fairly sound until now. “I don’t understand what
treachery you refer to.”

“Well, Mr. Mirai,” the
poet said, “the facts are these—but may I first say that you have a
most persuasive pair of eyes? They seem to seduce one to
confessions, which I’ve no doubt has helped you in your conquests
of whichever sex you most favor. Are you perhaps a spy? You’ll
learn nothing of me that is not public knowledge, I assure
you.”

“Please continue with your
narrative,” Ryel said. “I only seek to pass the time.”

“Gladly, sir,” Dulard
replied, taking another strengthening pull at the wine-bottle. “To
continue, then. During much of his reign the Dominor Regnier kept
his sister Bradamaine a virtual prisoner up in the mountains we
call the Falcon Rocks, lest she contest his power. But as time
passed, folk began to murmur at this unfeeling behavior, their
resentment sharpened by Regnier’s admittedly loose manner of
living; and these developments led the Dominor to have his sister
and her only too well-beloved lady-in-waiting the Countess of Fayal
brought back to court, that he might quickly marry Bradamaine off
to some hapless sycophant or other. But before any plans for
marriage might be made, Regnier died, and Bradamaine took the
throne.”

Ryel listened attentively, much
interested. “What was the cause of the Dominor’s death, if I may
inquire?”

“Fever, sir; a pocky
rotten fever that devoured him piecemeal,” Dulard said with a
shudder. “A terrible death, and he had only just turned of thirty.
It’s commonly supposed that Bradamaine contrived to have him
infected, that she might rid herself of her tyrant and become
tyranness herself.” The poet realized he was speaking in somewhat
too distinct a manner, and warily glanced about him. “But that’s a
stale story; let’s speak of you awhile. If I don’t trespass by
inquiring, what manner of person are you, Mr. Mirai? A poet like
myself, perhaps? Or, judging by your picturesque garb, a poetical
subject?”

“I’m a
physician.”

Dulard met Ryel’s nod with a wry leer.
“Indeed! An honest one? I mean no insult, sir, but most of the
doctors in Hallagh make their best money by curing claps, excising
inconvenient conceptions, and sewing up sword-cuts.”

They continued their progress into the
city, with Dulard offering various reflections on the town and its
denizens. Hallagh had outgrown its gates many years before, and the
wysard and his companion traversed a sprawl of ill-built houses
that lined the great road and grew ever more tightly packed as they
neared the river Lorn. On the other side of the river the old city
of Hallagh crowded onto a jutting wedge of promontory, while on the
opposite bank were great houses built around Grotherek Palace for
the Domina’s court and the most prosperous merchant gentry, so Ryel
learned of Dulard. Wide well-built bridges linked the promontory
and other points on the south bank of the Lorn to the northern
shore, but as the poet warned, one had to beware of the bullies and
cutpurses who thronged and jostled there.

Ryel listened with half-distracted
attention as he looked about him. A sharper difference between the
bright paradise of Destimar and this Northern capital he could
never have envisioned. Here were no delicate radiant spires, wafted
perfumes, suave civilities. Hallagh was a city of dull gray stone,
somber sooty brick and half-timber; of cobbled streets asplash with
mud and excrement, of teeming pushing jostling traffic; of cursing
drunkards, strolling doxies, screeching fishwives, whining beggars,
howling brats; of red-coated arrogant soldiers, and grim gray-clad
clerics; of fiddlers, jugglers, rope-dancers, ballad-singers,
zanies; of dark overhung alleys, riotous ale-houses, stark stately
temples. Street vendors cried their wares at the tops of cracked
lungs, offering ribbons, laces, almanacs, lanterns, pins,
sealing-wax, gingerbread, combs, eels and onions, their hoarse
yells vying with citizen’s contentious racket of politics, new
plays, and court-scandal. Constantly the peal of bells overcame the
general pandemonium, clanging out from steeples and towers that
stood out in sharp relief against the flat cold slate of the sky.
The wysard drank in the turbulent energy, wincing yet thrilling at
all those pungently mingled sounds and smells, so many of them
entirely new to his rattled senses.

“A lively place, this,” he
said to Dulard above the din.

The poet shrugged, but
with some pride, and made answer as they reached the relative peace
of what was clearly the nobles’ quarter. “Well, it’s not as subtle
as Almancar, nor as peaceable, and certainly not as sultry; but at
least it buys and sells no slaves, nor displays its
pleasure-quarter as a source of national pride. And despite its
rough edges, Hallagh possesses a rare briskness. The dour puritans
of the Unseen persuasion do what they can to squelch the brothels
and the taverns and the theatres and the booksellers, but never to
any great avail, I’m glad to say, else my songs and my plays would
perish. My latest comedy still holds the stage at the Bone Lane
Theatre, by the way—Love at a
Price, a biting satire on the town’s most
notable bawds.”

It was all so new and strange, this
world. Seeking some kind of orientation, the wysard singled out
faces in the crowd, as a dancer fixes on a single point to keep
from dizzying during a spin. Unlike Almancar, Hallagh’s citizenry
had no distinct stamp of feature save for a prevalent fairness of
hair and ruddiness of complexion, but now and again Ryel observed
men and women seemingly a race apart from the rest, conspicuously
tall and well-made and pale-skinned, with hair of silvery gold and
faces stern and strong. Remembering what he’d read long ago, Ryel
turned to Dulard.

“Are those
Hralwi?”

Dulard gave a sour nod. “Snow-folk we
call them; White Barbarians, to better name ‛em. It used to be they
kept where they belonged, up in the ice-regions, but ever since the
peace they’ve been swarming to the capital to gape and marvel—and
cause trouble. They’re good for little else than as door-guards and
paramours. The late Dominor Regnier was fully as fair in color, as
is his sister Bradamaine—rumor has it that their grandmother was in
her youth carried off, willingly enough I’ll dare swear, by some
Snow-folk braves, and when finally ransomed returned home
big-bellied with barbarian get.”

At that moment Ryel heard the measured
gait of harnessed horses, and turned to find a richly-gilded open
coach and four making deliberate progress down the broad avenue,
its driver and outriders clearing the way with whip-crackings and
oaths. Crowded into the vehicle was a group of young men and women,
some of them still in their teens, brilliantly and strangely robed
and bejeweled, their gorgeous finery jarring with their pasty blank
faces crowned with hair clipped and stiffened and colored in the
most strikingly strange of ways. They sprawled languidly, yet with
an air of restless expectation in their far-away eyes. The wysard
observed that all of these persons were either tattooed or scarred
on the cheeks and forehead with the device of a star within a
circle—not a star of five points or of six, but like the spokes of
a wheel, the spokes adding to eight. Some had the marks on their
hands, arms, necks; one of them apparently had his entire body thus
gouged and burnt. Such deep and pervasive markings must have indeed
been painful, Ryel reflected with a shudder. Dulard noted Ryel’s
expression, and nodded in sympathy.

“Servants of the Master,”
he said. “On their way to worship, so it looks. Often they’re a
great deal more noisy, but from the looks of them now they’re
drugged to the roots of their hideous hair. All of them are sons
and daughters of great lords and ladies, but here in the North
marriages are as cold and bleak as the weather, meant only to join
fortunes, and whatever progeny results is left to the care of
servants and other ignorant folk, and brought up very carelessly
for the most part. The priests of the Unseen are continually
inveighing against them, to no effect. Not even the thundering
denouncements of the Lord Prelate Derain Meschante can stamp out
the cult, so strong it’s grown.”

Ryel’s memory leapt at the name Dulard
spoke. “Meschante? I’ve heard of him.”

Dulard made a face. “I doubt you heard
much good. He’s a scolding lout, Ralnahrian to judge from his
accent. For some years he’s held great sway among the Unseen’s
believers—dull sober citizens without exception. If you’re curious
for a sample of his rant, he can always be heard during services at
the great church on Lyon Square. He’s no friend of mine, as you
might guess. Aha, we’ve reached the Owl and Ivy. Time for a glass
of ale and some breakfast—which thanks to your present company will
cost you nothing.”

To Ryel’s more than mild surprise, the
poet was as good as his word. Dulard seemed to know a great many
people on a boozily familiar footing. Hardly had he entered the
tavern and taken the first of many complimentary gulps and bites
than the poet was asked to sing, and he obliged with some of the
rankest smut Ryel had ever heard set to rhyme and music, which the
clearly delighted audience chorused at the top of their lungs. None
of his admirers’ good cheer seemed to make Dulard much drunker than
he already was, or diminished his cormorant voracity.

“You’ve many friends,”
Ryel remarked, as he and the poet left the tavern well-fed and
possibly too well-drunken, and began again to ride.

Dulard coughed away a belch. “They
love me for my art. All the folk in Hallagh—in the entire realm, I
would say—sing my songs and know my plays, except that puritan
Meschante and his glum followers, and a few other haters of wit.
And now that we speak of the latter, here’s an enchanted castle I’m
sure I’ll never enter.”

The poet jerked an exasperated
ink-stained thumb at a great walled keep of granite that overlooked
the river. Ryel observed red-uniformed armed sentries stationed at
the gates and atop the walls. “What is it?” he asked. “A
fortress?”

Dulard squinted assent. “An ogre’s
lair, where the grim Count Palatine of Roskerrek, general of the
Domina’s armies, has his residence.”

Ryel smiled. “I take it he’s not a
patron of the arts, then?”

“One of the most
open-handed,” Dulard replied. “But alas, his taste is deadly dull,
running to grave music and heroical tragedy and metaphysical verse
and the like trash. He has no sense of humor whatsoever, a failing
which infects his generosity—but that’s a theme too dismal for
conversation.”

“There seem to be a great
many soldiers lounging about the courtyard,” Ryel said, obligingly
changing the subject.

The poet regarded those soldiers with
lofty contempt. “They’ve nothing to do, the scum, what with the
wars over. Many a regiment’s been disbanded, but Hallagh still has
plenty of idlers in uniform. Those with the red coats are common
infantry footsloggers; they that look so haughty in their black and
silver, horse soldiers—long coats indicating regular cavalry, close
jackets meaning special forces, dragoons or hussars or whatever;
those in the blue, the city guard. They fight amongst themselves
like cats and dogs, murdering each other up on a regular basis.
You’d think Redbane would do something to stop it, but…”

Ryel heard only one word
that made his blood jolt, and he replied numbly over his heart’s
sudden uproar. “Redbane?
Redbane is the Count Palatine of
Roskerrek?”

“It’s an odd enough
sobriquet, I grant you,” Dulard said, only half noting Ryel’s
amazement. “But believe me, everyone in this land knows it well.
His true name’s Yvain Essern, with many a middle name else. He has
his soldiers whipped skinless at his merest whim, and loves war and
carnage the way others less savage and more sane love women and
drink. It’s a common saying that the reason his skin’s so ghastly
pallid and cold is because he has no heart in his body and only ice
in his veins, and his hair’s so freakishly red because he washes it
in his enemies’ blood. Were I him—which I’m heartily glad I’m
not—I’d hide those scarlet tresses with a periwig of some less
violent color, but soldiers scorn ‛em, no matter how high their
rank. He’s fanatically devoted to the Domina, although she makes no
secret of despising him—which I call wisdom on her part, not that
she ever shows much in her other dealings.”

Ryel felt his heart race. “I
understand that Redbane—or rather, the Count Palatine—has a
brother.”

“He had two, sir,” Dulard
answered. “The eldest died in battle, and the younger—Michael,
styled the Earl of Morvran—left Hryeland years ago, to study the
black arts some say. He likewise was a Red Essern, and never until
this generation were there two of them living at once. Many folk of
Hryeland believe it’s a portent of some great catastrophe to come.”
Dulard suddenly sat upright in the saddle for the first time. “But
now that we speak of Redbane—the enchanted castle opens! I swear, I
sometimes think I have magic powers. There’s Jorn Alleron, a friend
of mine. I’d speak a word with him, by your leave. Come, I’ll
present you.” And Dulard steered his nag toward the
black-uniformed, flaxen-haired, superbly-mounted cavalry officer
just riding out of the gate: a man middling tall and ruggedly
built, as lithe in the saddle as a Steppes brave.

Dulard bent toward Ryel, speaking in
an undertone. “We’re in luck, Mr. Mirai. Alleron is Redbane’s
equerry, and master of horse to the army. You wouldn’t guess from
his proud looks that he’s a mere commoner, would you? But he and
his family scorn all titled rank—their honor and pride is to serve
the house of Essern, which they have for generations. During the
Five Years’ War Alleron’s father Renaye gave his own life to save
that of Roskerrek’s sire, the famed Warraven.”

“Warraven.” Ryel felt
Edris’ cloak like a sheet of flame about him as he remembered his
father’s words. Warraven,
he thought. So it was
Redbane’s father whose cloak you stole, ithradrakis. Warraven, who
almost killed you—

Dulard continued blithely on. “—and
Renaye died stuck like a hedgehog full of Barbarian arrows when he
threw his body between his master and the attack—why, well met to
you, my brave Captain Alleron.”

The flaxen officer leveled a piercing
stare at Dulard, but not a muscle in his face revealed the merest
hint of willing recognition. A good honest face it was, young for
its near-forty years and neither plain nor handsome, but now
unrelentingly dour.

“So, scribbler,” the
captain said. “What do you want?”

At the sound of that voice, dry as
alum, Dulard cleared his throat. “Why, only to give you good day,
Captain, and ask the news.” He flashed a broad though not
especially mirthful grin. “As you’ve doubtless heard, I’ve been
away from the city the past week, as guest of his grace of
Gledrim.”

The captain’s facial immobility
twitched. “Gledrim’s a buggering wastrel.”

The poet flushed, but kept grinning.
“He entertains the best company, sir, and I was made welcome among
it.”

Alleron wasn’t impressed. “Meaning you
sang for your supper, ate it in the kitchen, and slept in a garret
with the footmen and their fleas. Tell me I lie.”

The poet chortled at what he plainly
considered Alleron’s merry jest. “I’m far too wise ever to gainsay
a swordsman like yourself, captain. But to somewhat freshen the
theme of our talk, how fares your noble lord, the worshipful Count
Palatine? Was he perchance diverted by the poem I made in his
honor? I spent an infinite time on it, polishing it to perfection;
not that I expect anything in the way of gratitude,
but—”

The equerry almost smiled. “Oh, you’ll
be well paid, fear not.”

Dulard sparkled. “Really, Captain! And
in what way?”

Alleron's near-smile widened a
fraction. “With a horsewhip across your shoulders, laid on smartly
and with interest.”

The poet swayed in the saddle. “You
jest, captain.”

“You know I never do,”
Alleron icily assured him. “I’ve seldom seen my lord more furious
than your arse-kissing doggerel made him. You’re damned lucky you
weren’t in town when he read it.”

Dulard goggled in drunken horror. “But
Captain, I especially composed that panegyric in the Count
Palatine’s honor! I made him a demigod, the dearest favorite of the
battle-deity Argane. I even put you in the poem, as the hero’s
trusty comrade.”

The officer glowered through slit
eyes. “And a fawning ridiculous slave you made of me; but I scorn
to let a scurvy jingler’s paltry doggerel do me insult. However,
the filthy insinuations you made regarding my lord and the Domina
won’t go unrequited. Expect your next play to be roundly hooted,
and yourself tossed naked into the sewer where you
belong.”

Dulard sputtered. “But sir, I never
intended to suggest that the Domina…”

Alleron thrust away the explanation
with a savage gauntleted gesture. “Never tell me you didn’t mean
bawdry, you scrawling lickspit. But stay awhile, for my lord will
be here any minute now to give order for your reward.”

Save for his ale-blushed nose, the
poet paled white as the sickly plumes of his battered hat, which he
plucked off his head with an unsteady hand. “Always a pleasure to
chat with you, Captain—but I’ve business at my bookseller’s, and
cannot linger.” He turned to Ryel. “I’m sorry we must part so
precipitately, sir. But I hope we may meet again, in more favorable
circumstances. And so, your servant—” As he spoke he urged his nag
away and effaced himself in the crowd until his bedraggled feathers
were lost to sight.

Alleron turned his head and spat. “I
can’t abide that halfwit. Don’t tell me he’s a friend of
yours.”

The wysard was surprised to find
himself addressed, and seized what he knew was a chance beyond all
expectation. “The poet is an acquaintance,” he replied. “We met on
the road by chance, this morning.”

“Stay clear of him. He’s a
fool.” The captain surveyed the wysard with the razor’s edge of his
steel-blue eyes. “What brings you to Hallagh,
Destimarian?”

Ryel thought very fast, seeing
unlooked-for chance opening wide its double door. “I heard that
Lord Roskerrek suffers from various complaints.”

Alleron shrugged with some impatience.
“Well, and?”

“I am a physician of some
skill in his disorders, and would attempt his cure, if he so
wishes.”

This news was met with utmost
indifference. “You wouldn’t be the first.” All the time they’d
talked, Alleron’s steely eyes had been making a nonchalant but
minute scrutiny of Ryel’s mare. “That’s a fair bit of
horseflesh.”

“I think so, too,” the
wysard answered, fully as casually.

“I’ll buy her of you, if I
like her price.”

“You wouldn’t, Captain.
Trust me.”

Alleron’s left mouth-corner leapt
upward. “You’re of the Inner Steppes, aren’t you? The Stormhawk
phratri, I’d guess.”

“You’re not far off,” Ryel
said, surprised and rather pleased. “I’m of the Elhin
Gazal.”

Alleron slowly twisted his flaxen
mustache with his gloved hand, his keen eyes still numbering Jinn’s
perfections. “The Triple Star. I’m something of a horse-scholar,
doctor. The great bloodlines are my especial interest, and those of
the Rismai I’ve committed to memory. Did I put faith in miracles,
I’d say your mare seems to be one of the true Windskimmer
breed.”

Ryel inclined his head. “You’ve a rare
eye, Captain.”

Alleron swore violently, but in a
reverent undertone. “What physician can afford to bestride a horse
so fine?”

Ryel smiled. “Not a bad one,
maybe.”

Alleron rode closer, pulled off his
glove and caressed Jinn’s mane with a tender connoisseur’s hand;
and Jinn gave an almost flirtatious whinny that nearly made Ryel
jealous.

“You beauty,” the captain
murmured, as warmly as if wooing a mistress; then addressed the
wysard, without taking his eyes from the horse. “Usually I carry
some sugar in my pocket for encounters such as these, but today I
forgot, damnation take it.”

“Just as well,” Ryel said,
perhaps a little shortly. “She’d never accept it.”

Before Alleron could reply, as he
certainly intended to, a soft yet incisive voice broke in, cold as
a blade. “Who is this man you speak with, Captain?”

Instantly Alleron wheeled about,
sweeping off his hat and bowing low to the horseman who’d spoken.
Ryel observed that the newcomer was a cavalry officer of great
rank, to judge from the extreme richness of his long-coated black
uniform. He was a coolly adroit horseman too, mastering with
impatient ease his unruly big roan. But even more singular than the
officer’s dress or his horse were his looks, which the wysard knew
at once. Dulard’s description had not exaggerated. Redbane’s hair
was indeed red as blood, his skin dead white—and those ice-gray
eyes with their all but invisible pupils were most certainly
unsettling, especially since they were now taking a minute yet
absolutely inscrutable inventory of every lineament of the wysard’s
every physical characteristic, and of Jinn’s as well. They lingered
long upon the wysard’s scarlet mantle, but with no emotion that
Ryel could unequivocally read.

“M’lord,” Alleron was
saying, “this is a physician of Destimar who has healed notables
and princes, and claims to be versed in ailments such as
yours.”

The gray eyes never blinked under the
broad shadow of plumed hat-rim, never ceased their cold surmise. “I
no longer wish any doctors, equerry. I believe I have told you so
before, more than once.”

“But m’lord,” Alleron
protested. “This man—”

“Rides a remarkably fine
Steppes mare, which you doubtless noticed first,” the Count
Palatine replied. “You’re an able judge of horseflesh, equerry. I
suggest you keep to what you’re best at.”

As Alleron drew back, clearly bruised
by the rebuff, Ryel spoke. “My lord of Roskerrek, I will ask
nothing for my services.”

The Count Palatine’s thin lips
twitched in icy derision. “Nothing, you say. That I greatly doubt.”
His strange eyes continued their unreadable examination of Ryel’s
cloak, and the wysard in his turn further remarked the
singularities that had so forcibly impressed him at first
glance.

Ryel had been much struck by the
contrast between Roskerrek’s figure and his face. Though the Count
Palatine’s garb might be rich and his body well-formed to wear it,
being both slender and strong, his countenance was ill-favored to
an extreme. A sour-lidded bitter-lipped face it was, shaven close
save for a narrow mustache adding yet more width to the mouth, and
a pointed beard further sharpening the tip of the chin—both
ornaments colored the same strange blood-scarlet as the hair of his
head, that fell in lusterless skeins to his shoulders. But now the
wysard knew that Roskerrek’s ugliness owed more to a lifetime of
continued pain than to any inherent flaw. Protracted suffering had
scored slashes deep upon the brow, etched harsh acid around the
eyes, carved long furrows athwart the mouth-corners. Even now
migraine made the eyelids twitch, and cramped the lines of the
lips. What Ryel beheld was defacement that drove to the very soul;
and for reasons he could not explain, he sorrowed for
it.

Roskerrek felt the wysard’s regard,
and maybe his emotions. Whatever he felt he was far from showing.
But his next words, though couched in the coolest indifference,
said all. “That is a military cloak you wear, doctor.”

Ryel levelly met that ice-gray gaze,
glad that his heart was hidden. “Is it?”

“The highest ranks of the
army wore such, years ago. The unfading richness of the color was
greatly prized.” Roskerrek glanced pleasurelessly down at his own
cloak, which was of deep gray edged with black and silver, then
back to the wysard’s. “I doubt you served in the Hryeland cavalry
when that garment was in fashion, doctor. My father owned one
virtually identical to yours—I remember it well. But shortly after
his death it disappeared, no one ever knew where.”

“I am sorry to hear it,”
Ryel replied. “But many things thought forever lost may be found
again.”

Alleron, clearly baffled by their talk
and impatient too, broke in. “M’lord, only let him try to work your
cure. I know he’ll—”

Roskerrek’s voice frosted. “Equerry, I
command you to hold your tongue.”

Alleron turned his face away, blinking
furiously as he muttered a curse. Roskerrek regarded the captain a
long impenetrable moment, and then addressed Ryel. He was smiling,
though ever so barely.

“Who I am, I believe you
know. Now I would learn your name, doctor.”

Ryel told him. Roskerrek seemed to
muse, as if in recollection.

“Ryel Mirai,” he murmured
at last. His pale eyes searched the wysard’s, observing the slant,
remarking the blue. “The Inner lands…and Almancar. You use only two
of your names—but I trespass. Tell me the true price of your cure,
physician.”

Astonished though he was by the Count
Palatine’s acuity, Ryel replied with calm. “I would have the answer
to a single question.”

“That could mean little,
or too much,” the Count Palatine said, again after a silence.
“Whatever you desire to ask, I refuse to answer until I consider
myself cured.”

Ryel bowed his head to conceal his
chagrin. “As you wish.”

In that interval Alleron muttered
fervent thanks to the goddess Argane. Roskerrek heard, and smiled
now with all his face, although faintly.

“You’re difficult to deal
with, Jorn.”

“And I’m damned glad I am,
sir,” the captain replied, his voice rough.

Roskerrek again addressed the wysard.
“At present I’m engaged at the Ministry of Arms, Ryel Mirai. But
come to me here at headquarters any time after four of the clock,
and we will discuss the terms of my treatment—unless you have other
appointments.”

“I will not fail you,”
Ryel replied, quietly stressing every word.

At that moment a rider dashed up in a
clamor of ringing steel, angry horse-noises and energetic cursings,
coming to a rearing halt at Roskerrek’s side and saluting perhaps a
little too smartly.

“Well met,
General.”

Roskerrek flinched at the racket and
its resultant cloud of dust, greeting the newcomer with a
resignation all too evidently habitual. “If you think so,
Lieutenant Valrandin.”

The young officer thus addressed
grinned, showing teeth very white and even. He was at most
twenty-three and of unusual good looks, with auburn ringlets
framing a beardless face almost a girl’s for delicacy, did not the
bold hazel eyes and firm-lipped mouth and decidedly arrogant chin
lend it strength. He was in costly civilian garb of maroon velvet
that well became his supple slimness, while fine lace at neck and
wrists drew the eye to mark the graceful poise of his head and the
elegance of his ungloved hands. Spurs of bright silver rang at the
heels of the lieutenant’s boots, his fingers glittered with rings,
diamonds flashed in both his ears; and from his entire body
emanated a delicate yet penetrating fragrance compounded of rare
and precious essences. To match this magnificence Valrandin had a
demeanor both prideful and insolent, traits well evident in his
next words, all the more cutting for being uttered in a voice so
attractively resonant and musical.

“You look even more
ghastly today than usual, General.”

“And I’m sure you’re sorry
for it, Lieutenant,” Roskerrek dryly replied.

Valrandin smiled. “It wrings my heart,
General.”

Long did they look on one another,
with the slit-eyed intensity of predators; but when Roskerrek spoke
again it was with no audible emotion. “I see you’re not in uniform.
Are you idling as usual, or have you some errand here?”

Valrandin became solemn. “I was sent
by royal command. The Domina desired me to observe and report to
her that place in the city where ruffians and knaves and other
worthless persons most congregate. So here I am.” Gazing coolly
about him, he whistled a tune between his teeth a moment. “Word has
it that you called for yet another round of torture
yesterday.”

“A few incorrigibles among
the ranks were disciplined as they deserved,” Roskerrek said. “What
of it?”

The lieutenant’s lip curled.
“Disciplined. That’s putting it sweetly. Flogged to death is more
like it.”

Roskerrek’s soft voice stiffened with
the rest of him. “You exaggerate, Valrandin.”

“And you lie,
Redbane.”

During that wire-drawn interval
Alleron cursed the lieutenant under his breath with rare
inventiveness; and Valrandin darted a glare at the captain, tapping
his sword-hilt. “You grunted something, dog-robber?”

Alleron set his jaw. “What if I did,
hell-imp?”

The Count Palatine incisively
interposed. “Equerry, I would have you show more
civility.”

“Why?” Alleron demanded.
“Don’t I rank the little braggart?”

Roskerrek’s quiet tones held a warning
edge. “Lieutenant Valrandin is the Domina’s especial favorite, and
as such deserves your respect.”

Alleron only snorted a laugh at that.
“Favorite. That’s putting it cleanly.”

Valrandin went white. “And that’s
enough of your mouth, stall-mucker. Let’s have it out here and
now.” He would have drawn his sword, but Roskerrek rode close and
grasped his arm with raptor suddenness.

“I’ll not have brawling in
my district, Lieutenant.”

Valrandin struggled and grimaced.
“You’re hurting me, damn it.”

“Am I? I beg your
forgiveness.” And to Ryel’s amazement, the Count Palatine carried
the lieutenant’s struggling wrist to his lips and kissed the veins
of its underside like an amorous suitor before flinging it away.
“Someday I’ll break it for you.”

At this extraordinary scene the
watching soldiers lounging about the headquarters entrance
snickered, and Alleron flung back his head and barked a laugh.
Flushed and furious, Valrandin shot murder from his eyes all about
him, but most of all at Roskerrek.

“We’ll see what gets
broken first, Redbane,” he hissed. “The Domina sent me to give you
a message.”

Roskerrek took his sobriquet very ill
indeed, but stayed calm; and now a warm hint of color allayed the
dull pallor of his ravaged features. “I await the Domina’s word
with all alacrity, Lieutenant Valrandin.”

“I know you do,” Valrandin
said with a meaning scorning smile. “Very well, she wishes that you
attend her tomorrow night.”

“Ah.” The pupils of
Roskerrek’s pale gray eyes dilated a fraction. “In what
service?”

Valrandin grinned wickedly. “A church
service, as it happens—worship of the Master, which too long you
have scanted.”

The Count Palatine’s bilious eyes
narrowed, and his splenetic lips twisted. “Apparently the Domina
has forgotten that I am no friend to that religion. You may return
her my thanks, and my respectful refusal.”

Valrandin’s white grin only widened.
“The Domina does not invite you, General, but commands you rather.
You know the place, and the hour.”

Roskerrek drew a long breath,
discernibly fighting a qualm. “Captain Alleron, we’re late at the
Ministry. Physician, farewell until our appointment.” Addressing no
further word to Valrandin, he departed, and his equerry followed
after dealing the lieutenant a final stabbing glare.

Valrandin watched their
departure with evil eyes, then spun around in rage to the onlooking
soldiers. “And just what are you
gawking at, you whoreson swine?”

The redcloaks had already begun to
disperse, and at the lieutenant’s question they slunk away
entirely.

“A burning devil take
Redbane, and his dog-robber, and these lousy scum,” Valrandin spat.
Then he furiously rounded on Ryel. “And just who are
you?”

Not in the least daunted, Ryel fought
back a smile. “I’m a physician, newly engaged in the service of the
Count Palatine.”

“In other words, yet
another scurvy quack.” The dashing youth assessed Jinn next, his
dark eyes avid and envious. “Did you steal that horse?”

“I did not.” As he quietly
replied, Ryel lightly drummed his fingers on his
sword-hilt.

“Ha.” But the lieutenant
noted the wysard’s look and his gesture, and became somewhat less
belligerent. “My name you know, for you heard Redbane speak it more
than once. But tell me who you are, and the land you’re from. I’ve
never before seen looks quite like yours.”

“You address Ryel Mirai,
of the Rismaian Steppes of Destimar.”

Valrandin’s hazel eyes lit up. “The
Steppes! Often I’ve heard of them, but you’re the first dweller I
have ever met. And you must be a noble one indeed, with a mount of
that mettle.”

Ryel smiled, for Valrandin despite all
his arrogance possessed undeniable charm. “The Rismai have no
lords,” he replied.

“Be that as it may, you’ve
a look about you that’s not ordinary or common, sir, and I like it
well. So you think you can actually cure Roskerrek of his megrims
and gripings? Have you any idea how many others have tried? More
than came to heal the Sovrena Diara of your land, I doubt
not.”

“Yet she was healed at
last,” Ryel said; and he smiled for the joy of that
memory.

Valrandin grimaced in return. “Oh,
yes, healed indeed—by a dark vile sorcerer, so it’s rumored. And
it’ll take a better magician still to deliver Redbane of the sweats
and spewings that have plagued him all his life, poor
devil.”

Ryel was surprised at Valrandin’s
change of tone. “You sound almost sorry for him, Lieutenant. I’d
not have expected such pity, after what I witnessed.”

The young gallant shrugged. “I take no
great pleasure in his suffering—most of the time. But there’s the
bells striking one. Perhaps you would bear me company to the
playhouse, if you’re at leisure; there’s much I wish to ask you
concerning your people.”

“I’ll join you gladly—as long as you
promise to keep the peace,” Ryel said.

Valrandin laughed, his diamond-sparks
flashing among his rich glossy curls. “You caught me at a bad
moment. Alleron and I loathe each other to the blood, and as for
Redbane… “ he trailed off, shrugging as his smile faded. “Let him
rot. What would you see—comedy, tragedy, tragicomedy or
opera?”

Ryel remembered Dulard. “I understand
there’s a comedy at Bone Lane—Love at a Price, I believe it’s
called.”

Valrandin had already begun to sneer halfway
through the wysard’s sentence. “Sit through Poet Dullard’s damned
nonsense a second time? I’d sooner lug guts to the bears. We’ll do
better than share a hard bench with reeking citizens; we’ll to the
Crown Street theatre with the rest of the gentry and see The
Enchanter Bewitched, Belroi’s newest opera. It’s based on
Destimarian epic, so I hear.”

“Oh?” Ryel said, surprised
and interested. “Which one?”

The lieutenant lifted a careless shoulder.
“I leave such abstruse knowledge to scholars. But I do know that
the music’s by none other than the great Ferrand Singrault
himself—a fact well worth the price of admission.”

As they rode to the theater, Valrandin asked
Ryel a thousand questions, some of them very odd, concerning the
Steppes and its people. The young lieutenant’s thirst for
information was of a remarkably sensational kind, and his grasp of
geography almost nonexistent. The wysard did what he could to
inform Valrandin of the approximate whereabouts of Destimar, and to
assure the young lieutenant that the Rismai did not live on raw
horseflesh, nor have their wives in common, nor routinely sacrifice
girl babies to the sun-god.

Crown Street was full of coaches of the
well-to-do come to see the play. However, the ostler of the inn
next door made room for Jinn and for Valrandin’s chestnut gelding,
and the doorkeeper of the theatre showed the wysard and the
lieutenant to a well-cushioned side-box with an excellent view of
the stage.

“He didn’t ask for
payment,” Ryel remarked.

“My credit’s good the city
over—and a lucky thing too. Let’s have a drink.” Comfortably
ensconced, Valrandin called for wine and fruit, and bowed to the
young gallants who shouted greetings to him from the pit and the
ladies who waved at him with their fans.

The theatre was a plain round wooden
building half-lit by narrow clerestories high up in the walls, and
hanging hoops of candles. Two tiers of boxes formed a semicircle
looking down on the stage and the pit. Chilly though the weather
was outdoors, here it was warm and frowsy from several hundreds of
human bodies less washed than the wysard liked, and more highly
perfumed than he could endure with pleasure. Spilled ale and wine
and fruit-peels made a pulpy litter on the wooden floor and added
their own overripe aroma to the farrago of odors, as did the
smoking tallow of the candles and the random unreproved dirtiness
of lapdogs and hounds. And select as the audience might be, Ryel
could have wished its manners less privileged.

“Who are they?
Courtesans?” The wysard indicated a boxful of women flauntingly
rigged and outrageously painted, their breasts all but falling out
of their gowns as they leaned over the railing shrieking with
laughter, pelting a clutch of half-drunken suitors in the pit below
with orange-rind and nutshells—a far cry from the rose-throwing
ladies of the Diamond Heaven and their elegant
clientele.

“Trollops,” replied
Valrandin with succinct scorn. “There’s always some dozens of them
here, plying their trade. You’re attracting a rare deal of interest
among them, with those outland looks of yours.”

Ryel at once turned his attention elsewhere
to a sudden outbreak of noise, and observed that the very best
seats in the playhouse were taken up by the bizarre group of young
people he’d seen earlier, who were now behaving even more
obnoxiously than the harlots.

“Servants of the Master,”
Valrandin said, having followed the wysard’s gaze. “Sons and
daughters of great houses, looking like a gaudy lot of branded
felons. He in the citron-yellow and gold who’s tormenting that
luckless apple seller is my own dear kinsman, the Count of
Quinnock. Thank Argane, they always fall quiet as the dead when the
music starts, especially when it’s as good as this will undoubtedly
be.”

Noting some glances not especially
favorable, Ryel regretted the Almancarian silks packed in his
saddlebags. “I should be better dressed in an assembly as rich as
this.”

Valrandin waved a sparkling dismissive hand.
“Your clothes are good enough, and you wear them with dash.
Although I doubt not you’d look well in Northern garb.”

Ryel nodded thanks. “I’d probably not show
to advantage in such finery as yours, though. Lace and diamonds
seem more suited to a gentleman of the court, as you are.”

“Gentleman?” Valrandin’s strong dark brows contracted fiercely
at that, but relaxed as soon in an oblique little chuckle.
“You are a
stranger here.”

Ryel blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You’ll learn,” the
lieutenant said. “But hush, the music’s starting.”

Even the sluts in the boxes quieted as the
overture began, played by a clavier and an orchestra of viols. It
was exceedingly beautiful.

“Fine, isn’t it?” the
lieutenant whispered. “That’s Singrault himself at the
harpsichord.”

Ryel closely regarded the musician in his
early thirties who directed the orchestra with nods and mobile
expressions, as his expert hands wrought magic from the keys of his
instrument. It was clear from the way he played that he was
double-handed, and had the Art within him; his music was sheer
enchantment.

Valrandin noted with approval the wysard’s
interest. “They call Singrault a genius, and with reason. Redbane
takes lessons from him.”

“The Count Palatine is a
musician?”

“Yes, and an able one,
too.”

Ryel would have remarked on this, but the
curtain rose before he could speak. For the next hour he was
bizarrely diverted by a vivid spectacle of dance, song, and verse
rendered all by supernatural creatures and superhuman beings. The
story treated of the loves of the sorcerer Redestens and the fair
Helendra, queen of the fabled realm of Anbarask, a tale drawn
piecemeal from several of the epics of Destimar and altered to suit
Northern tastes. The actors wore glittering Hryelandian court-dress
exotically embellished, and they spoke in rhymes. Interludes of
dance and song studded the action of the play, as when Redestens
conjured up the spirits of earth and air, or Queen Helendra called
for her maidens to entertain her guests, or when the enemies of her
brother the demigod Diomenor readied for battle and sacrificed to
their gods. Devils and witches whizzed about on wires, and appeared
or vanished in flashing clouds of smoke; the marvelous city of
Nissim Batur rose from the stage floor in a less than airy vision
of painted canvas, looking exceedingly like Almancar’s noble
district; at least ten men made up the armies of Diomenor and the
evil King Shral.

Perhaps it was all ridiculous, but Ryel felt
his heart beating hard at the music played and directed with serene
authority by Singrault, and at the verses uttered with distinct
conviction by what Valrandin assured him were the city’s best
actors. He blinked burning eyes, and could hear approving murmurs
from the men when the soldier-sorcerer Redestens swore loyalty to
Prince Diomenor:

“Alone I’ve lived, enrapt
in war and Art,

With soldier’s harness covered up my
heart,

With skills arcane kept bitter death at
bay,

Nor ever missed the life I threw away.

Yet your existence I have found divine,

And in its service learned the worth of
mine:

I, wizard lord that never bent the knee

To Sire or spirit, do so now to thee.

My sword I offer for your throne’s
defense,

My Art to drive your direst demons
hence;

But most of all my hand, to clasp your
own,

Dearer than brother to Redestens grown.”

 


The ladies sniffled into lace
handkerchiefs during the confession of Redestens to the
queen:

“I never loved till I your
brother knew;

But is this love, the pain I feel for
you?

Wonders I’ve known beyond all mortal
ken,

In realms beyond the sight and sense of
men,

Yet never could they move my heart or
mind,

Or make me stagger as if drunk or blind,

Or make me burn with fever hot as flame;

What is this agony? Tell me its name!

If it be sickness, you are death to me;

If magic, you surpass all sorcery.

Diomenor I’d die for; but for you

I’d live forever… if you wish me to.”

 


Ryel could not help but observe that during
this speech the lieutenant listened with all attention, his eyes
enrapt; and the wysard himself felt a clench in his throat as he
put himself in the actor’s place, and spoke his secret heart to the
Sovrena of Destimar.

The play ended with riotous applause, after
which Valrandin and Ryel jostled their way out of the theatre and
found their horses.

“You approved of the play,
from all seeming,” Valrandin said, clearly pleased. “I’d much enjoy
discussing it with you at my favorite tavern, but I’m already late
at the palace, in the Domina’s attendance. I hope we meet again; I
have rather a strong feeling that we will.”

“I look forward to it,
Lieutenant. But one question before you go, since I’m a stranger
here.”

“Ask whatever you like,
and I’ll answer as best I can.”

“Does the name Starklander
mean anything to you?”

Valrandin very visibly started.
“Damnation,”he whispered, whitening around his staring dark eyes.
“Starklander. What are you—his friend or his enemy?”

“Neither,” the wysard
said, surprised by such vehemence. “He and I have never met. I
don’t even know his real name.”

Valrandin did not reply, but mounted his
horse, motioning Ryel to follow him. When they’d reached a
market-square, he reined in, leaned near to the wysard and spoke
again, his voice an undertone clear at a near distance, but
otherwise lost in the crowd.

“Guy Desrenaud was his
name. Guyon de Grisainte Desrenaud, in full. He was of Ralnahr by
birth, Earl of Anbren there; and he was high in the Domina’s favor
once, but that ended badly. He left this city years ago, and if he
returns he risks death. What do you want with him?”

“Nothing of the least
harm. I only wish to learn where he traveled after leaving the
Barrier.”

Valrandin’s frown subsided. “As dearly would
I, and many another. But only the Domina might know, and if she
knows she’s never told me; and she tells me everything.”

“I see. Well, perhaps Lord
Roskerrek has better information.”

Valrandin’s eyes glinted, equivocally
amused. “If you’re looking forward to prying any truth from
Redbane, you’re braver than you know, doctor.”

Ryel smiled back. “As brave a man as
yourself, I hope, Lieutenant.”

To the wysard’s startled astonishment, the
young officer exploded. “I’m not a man, damn it! I’m the Countess
of Fayal, and you can tell Redbane when you see him that he’s
heartily invited to kiss my arse.” With a piqued slap of the reins
she departed, spurring her horse impatiently through the
bridge-traffic, scattering servants, citizens and vendors right and
left.

 



Chapter Two

Bradamaine

 


Ryel turned back with little regard
for the streets and sights he passed through, dazedly attempting to
envision Valrandin as a woman, and to imagine how he would have
treated her had he known. No physical hints had betrayed the
Countess’ sex—no swell of breast or hip, no softness whatever
either in her semblance or her manners. The clear timbre of her
voice, pitched neither high nor low, had been very pleasing, but
without any hint of femininity. But there were the diamonds in both
her ears, contrary to the custom of Northern males who wore only
one ear-ornament, if any; and that rich pervasive scent, and that
superlative abundance of lace at her wrists and throat.

“A woman,” he murmured to
himself. “And Roskerrek knows it well.” Again he witnessed the
savage eyeplay that had passed between the Count Palatine and
Valrandin, now realizing that beneath the seeming disdain ran a
current of unwilling esteem, and that under the apparent loathing
twisted something far to the contrary.

As he considered those events and all
the others that had befallen him since his arrival in the North, a
deafening peal of bells made him start, and fight to keep in the
saddle as Jinn reared in startlement. Glancing around, he saw that
the clanging din came from a great temple; and he further noticed
that had entered Lyon Square, to judge from the central stone
fountain’s maned beast. Recalling the poet Dulard’s mention of
Derain Meschante, Ryel paused to consider the sacred building’s
stark and unwelcoming exterior, and then tied Jinn to a railing
near the church door where other horses were fastened.

Climbing the steps, he entered into a
long bare hall grudgingly illumined by the wan Northern afternoon,
where his appearance was uncordially remarked by the congregation,
most of it sober middle class, who from long rows of hard benches
eyed his Steppes gear askance and murmured among themselves. Their
faint noise was the only sound in the great echoing room where
meager shafts of pallid light glinted on the dust-motes with chilly
disapproval. At length a rustling at the end of the room alerted
the congregation to stand; and a skeletal gray-robed priest
ascended the steps of the pulpit in the midst of the room’s end
with slow steps, setting down with a reverberant thud the great
book he held, turning its pages with dry cracklings and much
coughing. At last he spoke, intoning a prayer through his nose; and
the congregation seconded it with the same pious nasality.
Fervorless was that orison, which chiefly requested the utter
downfall of unbelievers; and the rest of the service was fully as
joyless and perfunctory. At some point a pair of gray-swathed
hangdog acolytes circulated about the auditory with wide brass
salvers, into which those assembled were all but constrained, it
appeared, to throw considerable amounts of coin; the heaped vessels
were then placed upon the bare stone altar under the grim and
unsatisfied eye of the priest.

Next followed a brief, bitter harangue
eloquent only in its denunciation of sin and assurance of eternal
damnation were not certain precepts of an exceptionally
self-denying nature followed to the letter. Distrust and loathing
of the flesh seemed to be the key, indeed the only, tenets of
belief. Ryel listened amazed, wondering how anyone could find
spiritual comfort in dogma so basely bare of any uplifting
philosophy, any tenderness, forgiveness, love; and he could not
help but remember the Temple of Atlan and its passionate
celebration of pleasure, the jewel-sparked nudity of the dancers,
the candlelight and wine and color and music. The worship of Atlan
might not be any more profound in its intentions than that of the
Unseen; but at least Destimar had other deities—Demetropa, Divares,
Aphrenalta—whereby a believer’s higher faculties might find
nourishment. Hryeland had only this one unforgiving invisible god,
to whom its worshipers were little more than vermin, and the world
a barren rock.

Bored to disgust, Ryel had no wish to
stay further. He was on the point of leaving when at that moment a
shiver went through the congregation, an eager current of
expectation. Turning his gaze back to the pulpit, Ryel saw that a
preacher was mounting the creaking steps with a heavily resonant
tread: a priest much younger than the first, his years less than
forty. He was almost as powerfully built as Michael Essern, and
nearly as tall despite his slack round-shouldered stance. Unlike
Michael he was meticulously washed, and immaculately clad in severe
gray robes, and all unlike Michael most disconcertingly repulsive
of visage. In a man of right mind and clean spirit, the priest’s
looks would have been unremarkable, and in a man of great intellect
and compassionate wisdom they might well have been deemed
significant. But Ryel only saw the pebble-hard mud-colored eyes,
and the bitter-lipped mouth. Even the hair was joyless, hanging in
thin lusterless strands of dull brown. Nevertheless, at the sight
of the priest the congregation seemed as close to ecstasy as it was
capable, and pressed forward to hearken unto his
teachings.

“Who is he?” the wysard
whisperingly demanded of the plump burgher’s wife at his left
elbow. When she did not reply, he asked again, more
insistently.

She glared him up and down, her
overfed cheeks wobbling with indignation. “He is none other than
the Reverend Prelate Derain Meschante, the most eminent divine in
the land,” she hissed. “And an outland reprobate you must be, to
intrude here with your idle askings!”

“So that’s Meschante. By
every god—”

He must have said the last words too
loudly, because appalled silence sheer as ice caught their echo.
Meschante stood upright at last, darting a furious glare directly
at the wysard.

“By every god? None but a
benighted heathen would swear so grossly—and such you must be, from
your outland looks. A slave to the dirty gods of Destimar, most
probably of that deceiving idol of whores and wastrels,
Atlan!”

Ryel faced Meschante unperturbed, and
only when the congregation’s spiteful murmuring had died down did
he speak, clearly and quietly. “You once frequented Atlan’s temple,
I believe. Not only the temple, but the Diamond Heaven.”

“You mean the brothel
quarter. And I did indeed,” Meschante replied, quelling his flock’s
bleating horror with a lowering scowl. “And there I preached the
truth of the Unseen to the shameless denizens of that filthy
wallow. I saved souls there, outlander.”

Approving murmurs met this
declaration, but Ryel only lifted his chin in scorn. “You basely
insulted a woman of purer spirit than you could ever begin to
comprehend, and drove into exile a man whose greatness you could
never hope to match.”

“I worked the will of the
Unseen,” Meschante said, sneeringly self-righteous. “Mine is the
triumph, and I glory in it.”

“The Diamond Heaven still
stands, for all your puritan ravings,” the wysard replied. “And
Belphira Deva is no less fair, despite your bigoted
insolence.”

At the mention of Belphira,
Meschante’s flaccid pallor colored dark with rage and something
more, and his voice rose over the congregation’s hissing hubbub.
“Never speak that whore’s name in this sacred place! Her damnation
will come at last—but not before time claws to pieces her painted
beauty and leaves her a broken crone! As for that harlot’s rakehell
paramour, he went from her reeking bed to this realm, only to be
driven forth in shame at last.”

“Driven where?” Ryel
demanded, fighting to contain his impatience.

Observing that his congregation was
dividing its attention between him and the wysard, Meschante made a
gesture of contemptuous dismissal. “To his doom, I devoutly pray.
But if I have any means to bring about judgment on that braggart
Desrenaud and his proud trollop, believe that I will use them to
their limit. Now get you gone, but know that the Unseen will punish
with eternal fire your impious invasion of Its
sanctuary.”

Revulsed and disappointed, Ryel
quitted the church under indignant glares, glad to be back in the
jostling muddy street. As he was considering a quiet glass of ale
in some snug tavern, he was surprised by the voice of Jorn Alleron,
its tone harsh and sharp.

“Damnation, I’ve been
looking for you everywhere, doctor. You’re to come with me this
instant.”

Ryel turned and looked up at the
mounted soldier, noting the drawn tension around his steely eyes.
“But I wasn’t to meet the Count Palatine until—”

“He requires you now. I’ve
never seen him worse. He was nearly falling off his horse when he
got back from the Ministry, and we had to carry him indoors. Come
along, and be quick!”

 


*****

 


Impatiently led by Alleron, the wysard
made his way to the headquarters and Roskerrek’s apartments. The
rooms of the lower floor were designated for military business, and
officers and soldiers came and went, filling the air with the tread
of boots, the rattle of weapons, and harsh peremptory commands.
Upstairs in one wing of the great building were Roskerrek’s private
chambers, all deserted and silent, chill as vaults, hung with faded
tapestries and darkened by ancient walnut paneling and heavy
graceless furniture black with age. It seemed as if the vast rooms
lay under some heartless curse that had banished all hope of
pleasure, and that laughter had never stirred the dank stony
air.

Alleron quietly pushed open a great
door. “In through here,” he whispered. “Be quiet as you
go.”

The chamber Ryel entered, ushered by a
wordless orderly, was almost oppressively warm. A great fire burned
in the hearth, throwing erratic shadows on the walls, where beasts
and birds and monsters carved in the wood took sinister life from
the wavering light. Heavy curtains muffled the windows and partly
surrounded the great tester-bed that stood close to the
mantelpiece.

“Over here, physician.”
Alleron’s voice, hushed and cautionary, led Ryel to the bedside. By
a branch of candles on a nearby table the wysard saw that Roskerrek
lay at length and seemingly asleep, but muttering and tossing as if
trapped in a nightmare. Alleron looked on with disquiet clearly
heart-wrung.

“I’ve never known him
worse,” the captain whispered hoarsely. “When he came back from the
Ministry he had a vomiting fit in the courtyard, and then fainted;
came to when we got him inside, and went mad almost from the pain
in his entrails and his head.”

Ryel looked closer not at Roskerrek
but Alleron, noting the equerry's cut lip and blackened eye. “Was
he the cause of your wounds, Captain?”

Alleron nodded, but shrugged too.
“Often my lord’s pain is so great that he loses his wits almost,
and lashes out not knowing what he does. I’m used to it—and glad of
it, because it always seems to soothe him.”

“You never give him
calmants?”

“No drugs avail him,
doctor, nor ever have.” Turning, Alleron beckoned to the waiting
orderly. “Bring the basin—he’s about to have another
fit.”

Starting up on an elbow, Roskerrek
began to retch, racked with spasms; and Alleron held his head,
pulling back the heavy red skeins of hair until the paroxysm was
over.

The silent servant brought fresh water
and carried away the basin, closing the door soundlessly behind
him. “Ah, Yvain,” the captain murmured brokenly, taking a moistened
cloth and gently wiping Roskerrek’s lips.

Roskerrek gasped and thrashed, hissing
a foul torrent of curses as he fought the equerry’s care with the
seeming last of his strength, backhanding a vicious blow that made
Alleron’s wounded mouth bleed afresh. Then he gave an anguished
moan, and lost consciousness. Lifting Roskerrek up, Alleron
gathered him into his arms, and for a moment hid his face in the
thick scarlet hair that absorbed his torn lip’s blood like clear
water. Then he regarded Ryel, his
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