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Dedication


For in art there is no such thing as a universal truth.
A Truth in art is that whose contradictory is also true.
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What thou lovest well remains,
the rest is dross
What thou lov’st well shall not be reft from thee
What thou lov’st well is thy true heritage
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PROLOGUE
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A SPLATTER OF RED ON A DISCARDED BOOT. MILKY blue glass lying shattered in a pool of water. Garlands of greenery swirling everywhere, with little eddies of leaves torn loose from them. And everywhere the sheets, torrents of white fabric lying in fantastic patterns, twisted and ruched, almost spinning, creating lines dipped in and out of shadow, now black, now white, following the logic of the candles placed above them, interrupted here and there by the crosshatching of random streaks of harsh, dull red.


The sheets spilled over the edge of a platform; in front of it, a naked man, streaked in the same red, his long hair matted with it, but clotted also with bits of ochre and vermilion, burnt sienna and indigo.


The woman watching him from across the room was silent. She was dressed from neck to ankle in a plain white smock, smeared in places with the same colors. Her hair was bound up with a twisted scarf, leaving her face a clear and perfect oval.


“Theron,” she said. “You moved. I have particularly asked you not to do that.”


With one hand he tore a sheet from the platform, sending spatters of paint flying in every direction. “What will you paint, then,” he shouted, “the aftermath, the destruction you have wrought?”


“I have wrought? I’m not the one who’s just torn the studio apart. Now, would you please take up the pose again?”


He froze, staring at her. “You have no heart.”


“I told you that, ages ago.” She dipped her finger in the paint of her canvas and sketched his lines into it. “You should listen to me. I said this would be the last painting I wanted you for. Stand still, I’m not done with you yet. I’m using you for the murderer as well as for the king. It makes a nice effect.”


Incredulous, he almost laughed. “You want me to pose killing myself.”


“I want you to put your body in some interesting positions—”


The laugh burst out. “Oh—haven’t I been satisfying you that way, either?”


“Theron.” Still sketching with naked fingers, she talked. “You have satisfied me entirely. I’ve got maybe twenty-five finished canvases, and dozens of studies. You have been satisfying in every sense. But I’ve run out of things for you to do. I’ve told you all along, no one can hold me forever. I can’t find any more ways to enjoy you.”


A year ago he would have shown her one or two on the spot. Now he said, “Ysaud. Please.” She shook her head as though the noise were a distraction. “Paint what you like, who you like—I don’t care. But don’t send me away.”


“I don’t want you if I’m not painting you.”


“You’re mad.”


“You’ve just wasted a lot of my materials, Theron.” She crossed the floor to take a dab of ochre from his chest with one finger.


“Don’t do this to me. I love you.”


“Please hold still.”


He lifted a hand to his chest. Where her finger had run over his collarbone, there lay exposed a pattern of vines and leaves. It had been etched into his skin with ink.


“You can’t take this back,” he said, “nor what it means. It marks me forever yours.”


“No,” she said. “It’s the paintings that mark you forever mine.” She returned to her canvas. “My vision of you will be alive when your pretty skin is turned to dust. That should make you happy.”


“Stop,” he said. “Stop painting and look at me.”


Now it was she who laughed. “All I’ve done is look at you. If you can’t stop talking, then put on your clothes and go.” He followed her, breaking an unspoken law of the studio, treading on forbidden ground, a space he entered only with her permission. The artist glared at him. Then, with a hiss of exasperation, she stepped back and let him go around the easel to see what stood there.


Coming alive in the candlelight was an image of death: a pale man splayed out on the bed, one hand lying open as if in invitation, the other still clutching a deerskin across his chest. Theron recognized himself, his own body in the languor after sex. The deerskin and bedsheets were speckled with blood. Next to them, she had begun another figure. His dark hair was a waterfall of grief spilling between the hands he pressed to his face with bloody fingers. A shadow of horns rose on the wall behind them, as if a phantom stag had lifted its head.


“This is different,” Theron said, “from the others.”


“Yes.” She observed the canvas and the man together. “This is the last of them; it has to be, you see, because it’s heading off in a new direction. That’s how I know the series is over.”


“I could be a new direction for you.”


“No, you can’t.” Ysaud pressed his chest gently with the brush’s tip. “Not you. Not for me. Go be a new direction for someone else, will you?”


He went out into the night, caked with her colors. He was very sure that he would never love again.
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chapter I
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FIVE HUNDRED YEARS AGO AND MORE, A KING RODE out of the North at the head of an army. He rode with a company of splendid men, all armed to the teeth. They rode not to war, but to a wedding. After centuries of conflict, the rocky North and the fertile South were at last to be joined into one kingdom in the persons of their King and Queen and their heirs perpetual, united against their common enemies and increasing in mutual prosperity.


The Southern Queen’s Chronicler, Valerian Hollis, had described the King’s army in horrified detail. Their armor was leather and hammered bronze. Under their helms, their long hair was braided with leather and bones and beads and even nuggets of gold. Every one of them was blood kin to his king, and as they came through the streets of the capital city, they sang.


In the eyes of the Southern nobles, the King’s Companions were strange enough, with their barbaric mien and their uncouth songs of war and the hunt. But they brought with them men that they called wizards, and the wizards were worse.


The wizards did not sing. Indeed, they barely spoke, except to one another. There were (according to Hollis) fifteen of them, riding horseback just behind the king. The King’s Wizards were robed in black or brown, russet or ochre: peasants’ colors, colors of the land. Some were cloaked in the skins of animals. Their faces were bearded, their hair unbound and crowned with leaves. From the hands of certain of them, tendrils of ivy grew.


Thus wrote Hollis in the final chapter of his Chronicle History of the Northern Kings, a work written at the behest of Queen Diane and her new consort, Alcuin, later called the Diplomat. It was a book every historian should own; Basil St Cloud had bought his when he was still a student, and lived on bread and cheese for the rest of the month to pay for the used, leather-bound volume. Now he was a Doctor of History, and the margins of its pages were lined with notes, the leather cover buttery with handling. But it had failed to enlighten him on the subject he was currently researching.


With a sigh, he set the volume aside. If only Hollis had not insisted on cluttering up his account with so much about the wonder of these so-called wizards. Wizards, indeed! The very word evoked nameless rituals and dark mysteries, when everyone knew that their “magic” had been nothing more than sleight-of-hand coupled with diplomacy. But they certainly had made an impressive show. As many times as Basil had read the description, it still gave him a chill: “. . . their hair so twined about with leaves of Ivie and of Oak, as to make them seem in themselves to be Trees and Creatures of the Wood come riding into our Citie to take it through the Greening of the verrie Stones. . . .”


Basil shook his head. Very pretty. Very fanciful. Charged with collecting facts from his new compatriots, but unable to understand most of what they said, Hollis had simply conflated history and legend. Still, the book was pretty much all modern scholars had to go by. The pre-Union North was known for the strength of its warriors, not its record-keeping. And Hollis really had witnessed the events of the Union. Now, if only he’d been more interested in laws of inheritance than in trees on horseback. . . .


A knock on his door interrupted his fulminations. “St Cloud!” He recognized the voice of his friend Thomas Elton, Doctor of Astronomy. “St Cloud, I know you’re in there, now open up!”


Without regret, the historian opened the door to his rooms. “How now, my fair one!” It was an old joke. Elton had the face and figure of a bull-dog, but his hair, which he wore long by University tradition, was an incongruously beautiful honey-colored mane that his friends loved to tease him about. “Have you come all this way to invite me to dinner, or do you just want to stick your ridiculous astral spyglass out my window again?”


Elton grinned. “I’ll accept your kind offer, if it ever clears up. You live so much closer to the heavens than the rest of us, and I want to get another good look at that comet. Stars with fiery hair, they don’t come around that often. And this one’s such a beauty, Basil.”


“Yes, you’ve said. But that’s not what you’re here for.”


“Right. If I thought you had any wine to offer me I’d make you produce it—but instead, I come to tell you that there’s been a sighting of Leonard Rugg in the fiery precincts of the Blackbird’s Nest, ordering the ingredients for a brandy-punch!”


Basil said archly, “I don’t suppose it was Cassius who spotted him?”


“And is saving us a couple of seats.”


“Blessed Cassius.” Basil finally found his cap and jammed it on his head. “A mathematician can always be relied upon to count the right number of guests. Onward, let us onward, like the invading Ophidian army on the Plains of Garrawan. Look out for the broken step.”


The streets of the University were the streets of the city, and some of the oldest. They lay on the east bank of the river, where, it was said, King Alcuin’s wizards had first taken up residence after the Union. Certainly the streets were close and twisty and notoriously difficult to navigate, particularly late at night. The school had been tiny at first, not much more than a few classrooms nestled in a warren of government edifices. But time and history had wrought their changes. Buildings that once had been halls of state were now lecture halls, and the dens of civil servants and kings’ companions had been turned to students’ quarters, rented out to as many aspiring young scholars as could fit in a room. The taverns that dotted every corner were probably the oldest structures that retained their purpose. Across the troubled maelstrom of time, people always need a beer.


The tavern known as the Blackbird’s Nest was awash in the dark-robed scholars who gave it its name. Its ceiling was low and black-beamed, its ancient walls as deep as a man’s arm from hand to elbow, its windows sunk in alcoves. The feet of untold generations of drinkers and debaters had worn troughs into the stone of its floor; their shoulders had polished the stone walls black and smooth. Basil had been coming there since he was a young student, fresh off the farm—not as many years ago as he liked to think. He’d met Elton and Cassius there, accomplished scholars of two years’ standing. They had advised him on University ways, from simple matters like letting your hair grow long to avoid looking like a country bumpkin and always giving way to a magister on the street to the intricacies of getting credit in a tavern and the maximum number of lectures he might attend without paying the magister a fee. And they’d invited him along with them to meet the brilliant young Doctor of Metaphysics, Leonard Rugg, known for his generosity with the punchbowl and his stimulating debates on everything from women to the meaning of the stars.


For all four men, the meeting had been a momentous one. The three young scholars had found a shrewd mentor; Rugg had found three kindred spirits. He was not surprised when each of them had resisted the world’s call for educated men to stock its law courts and schoolrooms, its nobles’ secretarial staffs and charitable institutions. Elton, Cassius, and finally St Cloud remained at University, become Fellows and then Doctors of their chosen subjects, and had been licensed to lecture by the Governors. The four of them had become a familiar sight: Basil St Cloud of History, sturdy and pale, with perennially stubbled cheeks and black, unruly hair; Thomas Elton of Astronomy, stocky and cheerful; Lucas Cassius of Mathematics, lean and saturnine; and Leonard Rugg of Metaphysics, not nearly as old as he pretended to be, his skin pink, his forehead high, his thinning reddish hair standing out from his scalp like new-shorn fleece.


“Time marches on,” Rugg was saying testily to Cassius, “but the boy with the brandy is slower than a tart with a noble client. And didn’t you say young St Cloud and Elton were coming?”


“On their way,” the mathematician answered. “Remember, patience is the virtue of the truly wise.”


Rugg snorted. “Nonsense. Patience gets you nothing but a cold bed. Who’s been filling your head with platitudes, eh? Your old mother?”


“Placid,” Cassius said smugly, “in his Of Manners and Morals. I remember you lecturing on it, Leonard. You were, of course, much more eloquent at the time.”


“Don’t you quote Placid to me, you damned cabbage-counter. Always thought Placid was a damned fool,” Rugg said, “when he wasn’t being a genius. Ah, here’s the brandy!”


Easing a laden tray onto the table, the potboy unloaded two steaming jugs, four heavy pottery mugs, and several little dishes containing sugar and spices. Rugg pushed back his bench, stood ponderously, cracked his knuckles and began to assemble the punch. A savor of cinnamon and cloves rose above the table in an alcoholic cloud.


“Is that brandy-punch I smell?” Elton said brightly, looming over them.


“It will be,” Rugg answered, “if you don’t jog my arm. Sit down, Elton—no, over there, with St Cloud. Basil, dear boy, where have you been hiding?”


“Nowhere I can’t be found,” Basil answered mildly, “as Elton has just happily proved.”


Cassius sighed with an exaggerated melancholy, and laced his skinny fingers in his lanky hair. “Would that all proofs were so easily made! Basil, I hear you’re writing another book, and good for you. In fact,” he caught Elton’s eye across the table, “very good for you, indeed.”


“Which means what, exactly?”


Basil’s question went unanswered as Rugg lifted the ladle high and made a brief speech about friendship and taverns and wine. Rugg favored the rhetorical style of the Gerardine metaphysicians, his current academic preoccupation. Basil cupped his hands around his steaming mug. Autumn was coming on chill this year.


The four friends toasted each other and the beginning of the Harvest Term, wishing each other plenty of paying students for all and a new, more faithful mistress for Rugg. They ordered up a dinner of roast chicken, greens, and buttered squash, and tucked into it as if they’d not eaten for days.


“The Horn Chair lecture’s back on, had you heard?” Elton asked through a mouthful of chicken.


“Impossible,” said Rugg. “The Horn Professor’s at death’s door. Has been since Midsummer.”


Cassius sipped his punch. “It’s not like you to be so far behind the gossip, Rugg. Doctor Tortua was at death’s door, but he’s better now. Not enough better, I’d have thought, to go about giving public lectures, but I’m no physician. You were Tortua’s man, St Cloud. What do you know about it?”


St Cloud shrugged. “Not much. We haven’t been friendly since my monograph on the Treaty of Arkenvelt.”


“I remember,” said Rugg. “You took his chapter in The Fall of the Kings and made mincemeat of it, didn’t you, against all advice and common sense.”


“But he got it wrong, and all because he didn’t go back to the treaty itself and relied instead on Delgardie’s report in A Mirror of History, which was already second-hand at best. As I said at the time.” He glared at Rugg, who looked ready to argue the whole point again. “It’s done, Rugg, and can’t be undone. Doctor Crabbe’s his heir apparent now, and much joy may he have of him.”


“You’re hopeless, Basil.” Elton looked over his shoulder into the Blackbird’s noisy, candlelit room. “Doesn’t Roger Crabbe drink here too?”


“I haven’t seen him,” St Cloud said. “Not since Spring Term, not here.”


“Well, his friends, then. You don’t need to like Crabbe, but there’s nothing to be gained by making an enemy of him.”


“And what would his friends tell him?” St Cloud demanded. “He already knows I don’t like him; I’ve told him as much to his face. And he’s welcome to hear that I’m sorry I quarreled with Doctor Tortua—well, not sorry, exactly, since I’d do the same again. But sad. I’d like to make it up with him.”


The eminent doctor had recognized in the young St Cloud a love of ancient things that matched his own. In Basil’s second year, he’d wooed him away from the law he’d come to the city to study and shepherded him up through University ranks. It was Tortua’s influence, as well as his own industry, that had made Basil the youngest man ever to achieve the rank of Doctor. He had loved the old man like a father, and had been proportionately wounded when Tortua had taken Basil’s monograph on the Treaty of Arkenvelt as a personal attack rather than a simple scholarly correction.


“Make it up with him!” scoffed Elton. “I doubt Tortua would even see you, especially as Crabbe’s his doorkeeper these days, they say.”


“I thought Crabbe was avoiding me,” St Cloud said.


“You flatter yourself,” said Cassius. “He was nursing Tortua.”


“Lobbying to be the next Horn Chair of Ancient History, if you ask me,” Elton said, and Rugg nodded.


“That’s disgusting,” exclaimed St Cloud. “Not even Crabbe would do a thing like that.”


His three companions exchanged the superior smiles of men who, knowing a friend’s weakness, love him in spite of it.


“So,” said Rugg after a pause, “are you still going to the lecture?”


St Cloud, with little else to stand on, stood on his dignity. “Of course I’m going. I’m in ancient history. I’d go whoever was giving the lecture, even if it were Crabbe himself.”


“We’ll see you there, then,” said Elton cheerfully.


“Yes,” said Cassius. “Sit with us. You can tell us when he’s getting it wrong.”


“You’ll just have to figure it out for yourselves,” Basil St Cloud told them. “I shall be sitting with my students.”




chapter II
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THE KINGS RULED THE UNITED KINGDOM FOR BETter than three hundred years before they were deposed by the nobles, who established rule by the Council of Lords. The later kings had been a byword for decadence and corruption, with special emphasis on assassination, rape, and excessive taxation. Of their special councilors, the wizards, the less said the better; progress and the Council of Lords swept even their memory aside. The country prospered. Technology advanced. Carriages were invented, and the nobles left their townhouses in the Riverside district behind, seduced by the broad avenues and terraced banks of the Hill that lay across the river-bank northwest of the Old City. There they built magnificent houses set in exquisite gardens sweeping down to the river.


The lords of the city did have a tendency to quarrel amongst themselves, though, especially in the Council’s early days. There were high walls around their gardens and guards at the gates. But even these were not enough to protect a man from the fury of his peers and their relations when blood feuds heated up. To keep the important people from killing each other off, a class of professional swordsmen evolved to take on the nobles’ challenges, and elaborate rules were constructed to keep them within the bounds of law. Some of the houses still boasted the traditional liveried swordsman, but not all. Times had changed, as times will. Like the swordsmen, the walls around the Hill’s great houses were chiefly decorative. But not all. The gates of Arlen House, in particular, were not easily breached. Behind them lived and worked the Serpent Chancellor of the Council of Lords, Geoffrey, Lord Arlen. Like the serpent, he was cunning and elusive and well-defended. No one entered Arlen House except by invitation. And even then, the Serpent Chancellor was not so easily seen.
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LORD NICHOLAS GALING LEANED HIS FOREHEAD against the window of Arlen House and watched the clouds rolling away over the river. It had rained all afternoon, and even now the occasional drop pocked the wet stone of the promenade outside. The room Galing was waiting in was warm and dry and furnished with a set of books on natural history. Still, he had been waiting there for three hours.


He turned from the window and examined the tray his absent host had sent in some minutes earlier. Old cheese, new bread, a decanter of deep red wine, a silver pitcher of water. An apple and autumn pears, along with a pearl-handled knife to peel them with: enough food to acknowledge that he’d been kept waiting longer than expected; not enough to indicate that he would be kept waiting all the afternoon.


He took the knife and an apple and peeled it in a thin, continuous spiral, which he arranged jauntily on the edge of the tray. Then he sat down with the cheese and the decanter by the excellent fire to refresh himself. When the summons came, it wouldn’t do to appear before Arlen hungry or—he replaced the decanter on the tray and filled his glass with water—inattentive in any way. This meeting could make or break him with the enigmatic Serpent Chancellor. Nicholas had spent the past year maneuvering his way into Lord Arlen’s sphere, and had obliged his mysterious lordship in one or two small matters of interest to the Council, matters in which discretion and the ability to ask innocent-sounding questions had proved useful.


Nicholas smiled into the fire. He’d had no idea, going in, how exciting it was simply to have a secret. His new profession transmuted balls, picnics, card parties, even morning calls on ladies whose lowered lids and low-cut gowns held no allure for him into backdrops for a drama understood by only a select few. Everyone knew that Lady Talbot was enjoying a liaison with the Montrose heir, but only Nicholas—and Emil Montrose, and now the Council—knew that Emil was also enjoying the revenues of Lady Talbot’s farm in Stover, which he was plowing into his own exhausted estates. What Arlen and the Council would do with this information, Nicholas neither knew nor cared. The thing at the moment was to know it.


The door opened, and the soft-footed servant who had brought the tray slipped inside and cleared his throat.


“Lord Nicholas. Lord Arlen will see you now, if you would be so good as to follow me.”


The servant showed Nicholas into a largish room lined with old books and panels of painted wood—portraits, Nicholas supposed, of Arlens dead and gone. He was about to take a closer look at one when a small noise froze him where he stood, breathing slowly to still the sudden pelting of his heart. When he was sure he had himself under control, he turned to face the shadowy corner of the room and bowed deeply.


“Lord Arlen,” he said. “How delightful.”


A deep chuckle came from the shadows, followed by the scrape and flare of a lucifer, which revealed a tall, white-haired man sitting behind a great carved desk. He put the flame to the wick of an ornate brass lamp and replaced the glass.


“Do you mean my making you kick your heels for hours, or do you mean my trying to startle you out of your skin?”


Nicholas reflected that it was more pleasant to play with tigers when you weren’t in the cage with them and said, “I mean, delightful to see you, sir, and your beautiful house.”


“I already know you are a plausible rogue, Galing,” said Lord Arlen. “You needn’t keep trying to impress me. Sit down, do. And take a glass of wine. I’m going to ask you a favor.”


Nicholas carefully poured himself two fingers of crimson liquid from a gold-chased decanter.


“Very good,” said Arlen when Nicholas was settled. “Your hand didn’t shake and your face showed no more than polite interest. You handled the Montrose affair very well, did I tell you?” Nicholas made a gesture expressive of modesty and pleasure. “I am your lordship’s to command,” he said.


“Yes,” Lord Arlen said. “I believe you are just the kind of man who will betray any confidence as long as he’s sure that it’s in the service of some greater good, preferably his own.”


Nicholas was able to school his expression, but felt an angry flush rising up his cheeks. “I believe I serve your lordship,” he said stiffly.


“Fifty years ago,” remarked Lord Arlen, “you could have cried challenge on me for that statement, hired a swordsman to do the deed for you, and the Court of Honor would have held you justified even as I wallowed in my gore. Times change. I have a swordsman in my employ for the look of the thing, and he’s very good. But I don’t expect I’ll ever need his services, not in the same way my father did.”


“No,” said Nicholas evenly. “I don’t expect you will. I can’t afford a first-class swordsman, as you very well know, and I’m not really inclined to cry challenge on you for speaking the truth, particularly as there’s no one else present.”


Lord Arlen smiled, his dark eyes bright in the lamplight. He was a handsome man, with the kind of long, lean face that ages well and beautifully curved lips, oddly sensual in his ascetic countenance. “It’s a pleasure to talk to a man who understands what he’s being told. It’s the only kind of fencing that custom allows us, eh?” He leaned forward, laid something on the desk in front of Nicholas, and sat back again. “Tell me what you make of that.”


It looked like an oak leaf, leathery and dry, curled at one end. When Nicholas picked it up, it proved to be carved out of wood. The workmanship was competent but not fine. There was a pin affixed to the back so that the leaf might be worn as a brooch. Nicholas turned it over in his hand. “Not your usual taste, Lord Arlen,” he said.


“Not my taste at all,” said Arlen shortly. “It belonged to a man from the North, from Hartsholt. I believe he carved it himself.”


Nicholas set the trinket on the desk, where it lay as if blown in through the window, incongruous and faintly disturbing. “It means a great deal to him, then.”


“He won’t be missing it,” Arlen said. “He bled himself to death by chafing in his chains. I wouldn’t have thought it possible myself, but the guards are sure no one entered his cell. The brooch was taken from him when he was arrested. What do you think of it?”


Nicholas picked up the brooch again and examined it closely. If it had any secrets, they weren’t to be read in the tiny marks left by the dead man’s knife. It was the brooch itself that was important. “A badge,” said Nicholas thoughtfully. “You said the man was from Hartsholt. I seem to remember the Duke of Hartsholt at Lord Halliday’s, complaining about troublemakers over dinner. Now that I think about it, I do recall something about oak branches.”


“Yes,” purred Lord Arlen. “Now, cast your mind even further back than Halliday’s dinner, to your schoolroom lessons. What was the most significant event in our history?”


Nicholas thought for a moment. “The fall of the monarchy.”


“Before that.”


“I never cared much for history,” Galing said. “I don’t know. Unless”—he groped at a distant memory—“you mean the union of the kingdoms.”


Arien smiled benignly. “Precisely,” he said. “And would you happen to remember where the old capital of the North Kingdom was?”


“Ah—Aldersyde? No, it’s Hartsholt, isn’t it—that’s why Hartsholt’s a duchy.”


“Very good, Galing. The capital was indeed in Hartsholt, or somewhere near it—there’s nothing left of it now. So tell me, Lord Nicholas, what do you deduce from available evidence?”


It was like pacing through honey, trying to figure out why Arlen was leading him this dance.


“I’m being most unkind, making you go through all this,” Arlen remarked sympathetically. “But really, it would be a shame for all that expensive tutoring your father gave you to go to waste. As I recall, you even flirted with the University for a year or two.”


“I went to a few lectures, to keep my friend Edward Tielman company.”


“Ah, yes. Edward Tielman. Secretary to the Crescent Chancellor. Very sound man. Discreet. His father was your family’s steward, wasn’t he?”


“He still is,” said Nicholas shortly. Did Arlen know he and Edward had been lovers? Was he asking whether they still were? Why should he care? Because Edward was somehow connected to the favor Arlen wanted from him, Nicholas answered himself—Edward and the old capital at (or near) Hartsholt and the oak leaf brooch and the dead man from the North. There was one thing missing, one fact connected to his schooldays, when his tutor had taught spelling and rhetoric and mathematics and history to him, to his older brother the heir, and to Edward, the steward’s son.


“The kings,” Nicholas said slowly. “Before the Union, the kings lived in the old capital city. There was a sacred grove, wasn’t there? An oak grove.” Lord Arlen nodded, very much as the tutor had nodded, glad to see his student performing well. “The man from Hartsholt must have been a royalist, and you think this oak leaf is a royalist badge. And you want me to use Tielman’s connections at the University to find out if there are royalists there, too.”


Arlen laughed. “That’s the bones of it. Very good.” Nicholas felt himself flushing again, this time with pleasure and something else, something he knew Lord Arlen was unlikely to return.


“Quite,” said the older man, disconcertingly. “Now. You are no doubt asking yourself why I am concerned about a handful of unlettered hobbledehoys whose ancestors have been diverting themselves with rebellions for five hundred years.”


Nicholas made a gesture designed to convey his complete confidence in the Serpent Chancellor’s political acuity.


“Nevertheless. The situation is this. The current Duke of Hartsholt’s a wastrel and a bad landlord. His steward is a thief, and his heir is as great a spendthrift as his sire. And it’s not only Hartsholt’s private estates that are suffering. There is famine all through the North, and great poverty. Young men are pouring down to the South, looking to better themselves. There’s nothing wrong with that—it’s what the ancient kings did, after all. But there are more of them every year, and all of them are angry. They wear their Northernness like a flag, flaunt their braided hair and their barbaric customs, shout out incomprehensible Northern slogans in City Sessions. This fellow”—Arlen touched the oak leaf—“was all too comprehensible. He got up in open Sessions before the Mayor and offered a formal petition for the king to be restored to the land.”


Nicholas felt as amused as shocked—it seemed like such a stupid, pointless thing to do. But Arlen was studying him gravely, no hint of amusement lighting his face. “What did he imagine it would gain him?” he offered diplomatically.


“I don’t know,” said Arlen. “All he would say under questioning was that the land needed its king again, and the time was at hand.”


“Is it a general uprising, then?”


“No. I don’t think so. It’s more like creeping sedition, with mystic complications. Call it an illness. We need to study it, to discover whether it’s a plague or a mild fever. I’ve sent men North. I need someone here, to determine the extent of the contagion and its severity.” He leaned forward slightly. The effect was of a dark lantern suddenly unshuttered. “I need to know if these royalists have a specific king in mind, and whether it’s one of them or one of us.” He lounged back in his chair again. “There’s what they would consider to be royal blood in all the noble houses, you know.”


A light tap heralded Lord Arlen’s servant, carrying a tray of cold beef. They sat in silence while he pulled the heavy blue curtains over the rainy darkness and lit the lamps. When he’d bowed himself out again, Nicholas helped himself to a slice of beef. “I didn’t know,” he continued, as if they’d not been interrupted. “As I said, I don’t know much about history.”


“You’d best learn, then.” Arlen yawned suddenly and rubbed his face. “Your friend Tielman may be able to help you. I understand he keeps up his University friendships.”


Nicholas smiled, glad to catch his patron out. “Tielman goes down to University twice a year to get drunk with his old friends and impress them with his being the Crescent Chancellor’s secretary—it’s his pet vice. If he suddenly started asking questions, it would occasion remark.”


“Do what you think best, then. If I didn’t trust your judgment, I wouldn’t have asked your help. This affair of the oak leaf may be nothing, but it may equally be very important. It would be a pity if you guessed wrong.” He fixed Nicholas with his hooded eyes.


“Of course, sir,” said Nicholas quietly. “I won’t fail you.”


“Quite.” Lord Arlen nodded, and rang for the servant to show Galing to the door.
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ACROSS THE RIVER, IN AN OLD, OLD HOUSE OF STONE, a young man slept, and as he slept, he dreamed. In his dream he stood in an oak wood, very old, with dusty sunlight pouring down in bars around him. He moved forward carefully, not sure of what he might find. There was a clearing ahead, a grove. As he entered it, his body was bathed in golden light. He heard a voice: “Welcome, Little King.” A man was standing in the shadows, by a pool of still water, amongst bushes of dark green holly. He was afraid of the man; but all the man said was, “Welcome. I have been waiting. You come on your time, and now we can begin.”


The man held up a deer’s skin, and a stone knife, sharp as glass. “Do not be afraid,” he said, but the dreamer was afraid. He shuddered, and the oak leaves fell around him.




chapter III
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THE HARVEST TERM HAD BEGUN. ON THE STREETS of University, students were suddenly everywhere, a constant tide of long black robes, rushing from tavern to lecture and back again. Window-stalls along the winding streets did a brisk trade in steamed buns and pens and penknives and tomato pies and other scholarly necessities. Excited male voices bounced off the stone of buildings and cobbles, arguing, bargaining, greeting friends.


To Basil St Cloud, the noise of the University streets was pure music: a concert of learning, of ambition and community. And the sight of the black-robed students, punctuated by the colored sleeves of the University Doctors (green for Humane Sciences, red for Physic, yellow for Natural Sciences, white for Law), was all he needed to gladden his eye. He moved through the lively streets on his way to the Great Hall and Doctor Tortua’s lecture like a fish swimming the ocean, answering greetings and ducking out of the way of the occasional heedless student with a smile.


The Great Hall was where the kings had once held their audiences; now, it was the place for public lectures—particularly appropriate, Basil thought, for a lecture on ancient history. Anyone could come to a public lecture, and this one was drawing quite a crowd. Under the frieze of watchful stone kings, the Hall’s broad steps were as crowded as the plaza outside a theatre. From stalls at the bronze feet of the Anselmian statues of Reason and Imagination flanking the steps, people hawked nuts and drinks and even green ribbons in honor of the Humanities. Basil pushed his way through a swarm of scholars, the bright sleeves of his doctor’s gown allowing him precedence, until he finally reached the floor of the Great Hall itself.


“Hey! Doctor St Cloud! Over here!”


It was one of Basil’s students, Benedict Vandeleur, waving his sleeve like a black flag.


“We’ve kept you a seat, sir!” Vandeleur’s confident baritone carried easily over the buzz and chatter of conversation. “Fremont,” Vandeleur ordered the man next to him. “Go fetch Doctor St Cloud.”


The seats in the Great Hall were built up in a horseshoe around three sides of the high, vaulted room, bench rising on hard wooden bench. The benches were full; even the steps were packed solid. Henry Fremont was adroit enough, St Cloud noticed, to step only on students; he followed him nimbly back up the same route.


Vandeleur must have been there for hours to get such good seats. St Cloud had a clear view not only of the dais and the high-arched painted glass window above it, but of one leg of the horseshoe and the men sitting there. He saw Tom Elton, Cassius, and Rugg, as promised, and below them a clutch of brightly-clad nobles. Gone were the days when the city’s young nobility would rather admit to drinking bad wine than to attending a serious lecture. Now there was a certain prestige in spending a year or two just learning something useless like mathematics or astronomy. When they became men of power and wealth, some still came to University to revisit the intellectual stimulation of their youth, or to attend public lectures by the distinguished doctors who held Chairs in their disciplines. Basil didn’t mind them; they were colorful, and when they attended his own lectures, they paid up.


In the front row, hard by the dais, was the narrow, dark face of Roger Crabbe, Doctor of History. He was chatting with a University Governor, but he stopped quickly when an old man began shakily mounting the stage.


“Is that Tortua?” Fremont asked. “He looks a hundred years old. Two hundred. He looks like he knew Gerard the Last King personally.”


St Cloud stared at Doctor Tortua with horrified pity. The old magister moved as if he were walking over smooth ice, and even from the other side of the great room St Cloud could see him trembling and nodding. Tortua arranged his notes on the podium, perched a pair of round spectacles on his nose, and began to speak.


In a few minutes it became painfully clear that rumor had only exaggerated a sad truth. Gone was the mellifluous voice Basil remembered and the great analytical mind that had driven it.


“Welcome to you all.” His voice was a barely audible mumble, but the lofty vault of the Great Hall caught it up and magnified it. “I wrote a book, you know, and I doubt I shall write another one. So I wish to share with you today . . . with you today. . . .” He fumbled with his notes. “Oh, yes. Now, this is very interesting. The court wizards were curious sorts. They made rituals out of everything—like women, eh?—only worse. Even the act of love. Especially the act of love. Vespas writes of goings-on between the first kings and their court wizards that would bring blushes to a dockman’s cheek. There was a reason for it all, he said, but the annoying bastard did not say what it was. Apart from the obvious, of course.”


Basil winced. It was all too clear that his illness had robbed Doctor Tortua of his discretion as well as everything else.


“Of course the kings were very naughty. And as we know, the wizards were worse. They encouraged them. How else could they do it? They didn’t fight—the king and his Companions did that. This was in the North, of course. I’m speaking of the Northern kings. Who were ruled by the wizards. A king who doesn’t rule . . . what, then, does he do, eh? Answer me that! He is ruled by powerful men who—who—well, I don’t like to say, but scholarship demands—who dominate him. . . .”


This was intolerable. The nobles left, not very quietly. A clutch of scarlet-robed Governors conferred in shocked whispers. Basil shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Pity and grief for his old magister’s public decline warred in him with acute embarrassment. He took refuge in studying the ancient stained glass window, brought, it was said, by Alcuin from Hartsholt in the North. It was very beautiful, a window onto a bright, sharp world. A hart knelt to a man robed in a bear’s pelt, who held a collar of gold suspended above the hart’s antlered head. A pool of blue water sparkled at their feet and a flat, golden sky arced over their heads.


The sun burned down through the colored glass of the window, flooding one bank of benches in green and brown and gold and blue. Basil’s eye was caught by a young man sitting there, a young man of remarkable beauty. He was slouched forward in his seat with his ankle on one knee, his elbow on the other, and his chin in his hand, looking very interested and somewhat puzzled. The light burnished his long fall of dark hair and gilded his pale skin, making him look as bright and sharp as the stained glass. As St Cloud stared, he looked up, and their eyes met across the horseshoe.


The young man smiled deeply at him and St Cloud hastily turned his gaze back to Doctor Tortua.


“So you see—you see—”


Between one word and the next, Doctor Tortua dropped all his notes and began painfully, terrifyingly to bend down to gather them up again. Then Roger Crabbe was standing beside him, holding him upright with one strong hand, gesturing angrily to a servant, who brought forward a chair. Doctor Crabbe eased the old man into the seat and at last, at long last, Doctor Tortua fell silent.


For a horrible moment, St Cloud thought no one was going to do anything. Then a furious clapping broke out on the lower benches. Soon the hall was ringing with somewhat hysterical cheering. Some men began to push toward the dais. Out of pity and ancient affection, St Cloud joined them. Flanked by his students, he made his way to the front of the crowd, and greeted the old man respectfully, braced against a rebuff.


“Welcome back, Doctor Tortua. It’s good to see you so well.”


Doctor Tortua peered shortsightedly at him, lifted his silver-rimmed glasses from his lap, and hooked them over his ears. “Thank you, young man. I don’t think . . .”


Roger Crabbe leaned over his shoulder. A short man, he didn’t have to lean very far. His features were large for his narrow face: a heavy nose, lips made for sneering, and shallow-set, heavy-lidded eyes of a curious pale brown that was almost gold. “It’s Basil St Cloud,” he informed Tortua. “He was a student of yours. He lectures now in Ancient History.”


Ignoring Crabbe, Basil said, “You took on a difficult topic, Doctor.”


The old man drew up all his wrinkles like a pleased tortoise. “Why, thank you, young man,” he said. “Thank you. Yes. The court wizards. Fascinating. I have been rethinking Vespas’s The Book of Kings. We’ve been misreading him all these years.” He munched his jaws as if chewing upon Vespas.


“Misreading?” prompted Basil.


“Misreading. Though Crabbe here doesn’t want me to talk about it.” The old man shot a sharp look at his colleague. “Read a lot over again, you know, when I was ill—Delgardie’s Mirror of History, Vespas; I even went back and read Hollis’s chronicles. And do you know, they all mention the same things: the intimacy between wizard and king, the mysterious ritual of coronation, the killing of a deer. What do you think of that, eh? All of them. Do you know what I think? I think it’s because it’s true!”


“What’s true, sir?”


“Why, that the wizards of the North really did work magic, you foolish boy!”


By now, all that was left of the lecture audience was crowded around them, listening to the discussion with breathless attention. Nobody denied that the kings had had their wizards, sinister and mysterious counselors with roots in ancient barbaric ritual that could be mistaken for magic. When they were children, their mothers had threatened them: “Be good or the nasty wizards will come and eat you up!” From their first teachers, they’d learned that the wizards had been cynical charlatans who coupled the skills of fairground magicians with an insatiable lust for power, who inspired the mad kings to greater and greater acts of tyranny and depravity.


Nobody believed that their magic had been real. Except, apparently, now, the greatest historian of the age. Who was probably gaga, but still. . . The Horn Lecture had suddenly become a lot more interesting.


“Doctor Tortua,” Crabbe interrupted. “I really don’t think . . .”


“A fascinating theory,” said Basil helplessly. “But there’s no way to prove it. The Council of Lords burned all the wizards’ books and papers, and declared all mention of them outlaw.”


“Aha!” Doctor Tortua’s wizened face became almost frighteningly animated. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” For a moment, Basil felt as if he were back in old Tortua’s lecture hall, and the moment of truth was upon him. “The Book of the King’s Wizard,” the old man hissed. “A complete book of spells, brought down from the North with Alcuin’s wizard, Mezentian. Hollis mentions it, and so does Vespas.”


Crabbe cleared his throat. “Trevor states categorically that it did not exist.”


“Trevor,” Basil St Cloud asserted crisply, “would have stated categorically that his mother did not exist if the Council told him to.”


Crabbe smiled thinly. “There again, Doctor St Cloud, we disagree. Trevor’s Of Decadence and Deceit is well-recognized as the most authoritative text on the subject of our country’s sublime history.”


“It hardly matters,” Basil said irritably. “What is indisputable is that the nobles burned the wizards’ books along with the wizards.”


“But even with this fabled Book of the King’s Wizard,” Crabbe went on aggressively for the benefit of the crowd; “even if we had right here before us a page of ancient text instructing us in just how to turn straw into gold—” He paused for the laugh he knew he would get. “Even then, there is no proof of actual magic. The wizards may have been charlatans, but they were also clever politicians. By itself, a Book of the King’s Wizard would prove only that they took care to persuade their royal masters of the reality of their charade.”


St Cloud smiled coldly and said, “Very true, Crabbe. Another possibility is that the wizards believed themselves capable of true magic.”


“Absurd!” bleated one of Crabbe’s students.


“Pay attention,” said Doctor Crabbe. “He’s not saying they were magic; he’s saying they thought they were magic. An original viewpoint, but not wholly unreasonable. Most of us believe that the magic they convinced others they performed was in fact mere trickery and legerdemain. But if, like our friend St Cloud here, you want to entertain the thought that the wizards themselves were victims of their own delusions . . .” He let a thin, pitying smile finish his sentence for him.


A young voice chimed in, “But if someone did find the Book of the King’s Wizard and cast one of the spells from it and it really worked, wouldn’t that clinch it?”


Basil recognized the voice of Peter Godwin, one of his own students, and wished, not for the first time, that youth were endowed with common sense as well as enthusiasm. Doctor Crabbe had a zealot’s light in his shallow golden eye, and his students were studying the hapless Godwin with predatory intent, like wolves studying a wounded hound.


“Godwin,” said Basil. “Please consider what you have said. If an old book of wizards’ spells were to turn up in someone’s attic, say, or in a job-lot of mildewed rejects from some nobleman’s library, there’s no guarantee that it would be recognizable or even readable. Hollis speaks of a secret language, for instance, and Vespas writes of all public rituals being conducted in a kind of gibberish.”


Godwin flushed to the roots of his curly brown hair.


“Even if you could read such a spell, it would prove nothing,” Crabbe added. “If the spell had no effect, it could be argued that it was too subtle to be immediately apparent, or that only a wizard would have the training necessary to cast it successfully.”


Doctor Tortua, who had to all appearances nodded off during this exchange, roused himself. “They were a disgrace, those wizards, no matter what else they were. All the same, it’s a pity we’ll never know.”


“We certainly know that there is no such thing as magic,” Crabbe said firmly.


“Oh, really?” Doctor Tortua looked at him keenly, a quick flash of the man Basil had loved. “And always have known, I suppose. And that would be why the Council of Lords outlawed all magic, eh? Because they didn’t believe in it? One of those little conundrums of history: why pass a law against something that never existed? It’s still on the books, you know: even saying that magic once existed is a civil offense. Forgot that, did you, Roger? I thought you were a scholar of modern history.” He chuckled wickedly to himself. “Well, never mind. Good thing nobody ever pays any attention to what happens at University, or we’d all be in trouble, eh?”
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NICHOLAS GALING HAD STUCK OUT THE LECTURE AS long as he could. Really, he thought, someone should have taken pity on the old fool and stopped him before he got started. Wizards and kings, indeed. It was mildly titillating to hear they’d been lovers back in the mists of time, but it shed no light on the Northern man who’d so upset the City Sessions. Ancient gossip wasn’t modern politics. Wizards were bugabears to frighten naughty children. If the University sheltered a royalist plot, poor, miserable, doddering Doctor Tortua certainly wasn’t at the center of it.
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WHEN THE MONARCHY FELL, THE NOBLES ABOLished nearly all of their particular titles. Everyone became a Lord, for to be styled a Lord of that free realm was felt to be honor and dignity enough. An exception was made for the three Ducal Houses: Hartsholt, Karleigh, and Tremontaine. For the great good they had done the country and the ancient lineage they bore, these dukes retained their titles, even though they no longer wore their coronets or took precedence in Council. The duchies did inherit seats on the Court of Honor and they retained the right to choose their own heirs from amongst their relations. The title usually passed conventionally to the eldest male; but there were exceptions. The present Duchess Tremontaine had inherited from her uncle, her mother’s older brother, still remembered as the Mad Duke. He had no legitimate children, nor was he dead when he fled the city under a severe cloud, leaving his sixteen-year-old niece in charge of considerable estates with even more considerable income, as well as fistsful of manor houses, hunting lodges, and city property that included one of the nicest estates on the Hill.


Katherine was a practical girl, but she never could have done it if he had not also left her his manservant, a boy named Marcus, who had been in charge of keeping track of everything the Mad Duke could not, from estate revenues to his lovers’ names. Very little unsettled Marcus, and he was happy to show the new Duchess Tremontaine the ropes.


Now, some forty years later, he was still her partner in the Tremontaine fortunes, and she still relied on him for friendship and advice. As the Duchess Katherine sat in her sunny study in Tremontaine House, reading a letter newly arrived from her cousin Jessica, she wondered what Marcus would make of it.


The letter had been written the previous spring. It was stained and crusted with sea salt. Dear Katherine, she read. The funniest thing happened and I thought you would like to know about it. I picked up a man who said he was your first swordsmaster. He remembered both you and the old Duke very clearly. He was in a bad way, being surrounded by bandits in Fulati Pass and also down on his luck. We took care of it. I brought him on board with me and was able to drop him in Chartil, where the sword is still honored. He told some very amusing stories. I had no idea you had almost killed Lord whosis in your youth. Too bad.


“Katherine? You look like you’ve just bitten into a green plum.”


It was Marcus, his hands full of papers.


“Jessica.” The duchess waved the letter. “She says she met Venturus—my old teacher, remember?—out over the sea somewhere, rescued him from bandits. I wonder if she’s telling the truth?”


He settled himself down on the windowseat. Middle age had thickened him, but his solidity was very much in keeping with his temperament, as though the outside man had finally caught up with the inside and was very comfortable there. “I don’t see why not. It’s not as though she goes to the trouble of writing very often. Is she trying to hit you up for anything?”


“Let me see.” The duchess scanned the letter. “No. I don’t think so. Just international gossip. Oh, wait—here’s a bit about wool prices in Chartil . . . I knew that. When did she write this, last year? Hold on—oh, this is too silly, Marcus. It’s wizards. Yes, indeed, a whole tribe of renegade wizards from hundreds of years ago who made their way east outremar, and established a school on a mountaintop . . . she ran into one in a marketplace somewhere in the Kyrillian Archipelago. She said he hailed her as—oh, this is too silly.”


“Sounds like her.” He grinned.


“He spoke our language with a fearsome accent, and asked for news of home. You will think this is even sillier than I did—Well, she’s right there. I told him we were all very well, thank you. He asked how the land prospered, without a king. I told him that we have a lovely duchess instead, who manages everything beautifully—A compliment! There’s a change!—plus a few lords and chancellors to make up the balance.—And does not the land hunger for a king? I said it was years since I’d seen it.


“What do you think, madam duchess? Does it? And, if so, do you have a candidate? Let me know at once if a coronation is toward, for I would certainly drop everything to celebrate a king of your choosing.” She folded the letter with an exasperated sigh. “Oh, Jessica.”


“You’d think she’d have gotten over baiting you by now.”


“I suppose I should be glad she writes at all. She can’t be expecting an answer. But poor Venturus! Imagine him still being alive after all these years! If it really is him, I should track him down and send him a pension. Ask Angela to step in here, will you? I’ll draft the instructions.”




chapter IV
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THE DAY AFTER THE TORTUA LECTURE, LEONARD Rugg sat in the Blackbird’s Nest, debating Placid’s classic text Of Manners and Morals with Roger Crabbe. Placid had touched on both metaphysics and history, so it was an even playing field. Their students, who were standing by, ready to pick up the rhetorical ball as needed, understood that what was really being debated was Doctor Tortua’s sanity and that Rugg was deliberately being provoking.


“Now, I’m no historian,” Rugg was saying, “and correct me if I’m wrong, but Placid wrote Of Manners during the reign of Anselm the Wise, some two hundred years after the Union, isn’t that so?” The historians nodded; the metaphysicians sniggered. “So when he says that wizards are, let me see, ‘perfidious, pernicious and given to unholy appetites,’ he’s talking about the ones he knows, the ones in Anselm’s court.” Everyone nodded. “These wizards are men he knows, men he’s observed, men he’s probably eaten with. Maybe one stepped on his toe, or spilled soup on him! How, then, can we take his opinion of them seriously? He’s biased. It’s not history, it’s not manners, and it’s certainly not morals. I think we should simply delete the chapter and be done with it.”


This sally was greeted by hissing and expostulations, but Crabbe’s students fell silent when the little magister raised his hand. “Say what you like about morality, Magister Rugg—and we all know that you are the expert there—” Sniggers, this time from Crabbe’s historians. “But whose opinion can we trust, if not that of a man who was present at the time and wrote so eloquently about the decadent world he witnessed?”


“The world he witnessed was in essence the same world we live in today. ‘Worlds do not change over time, nor the people in them,’” Rugg quoted sententiously.


Crabbe closed his eyes in weary disdain. “And it therefore follows that the study of history is a pointless exercise, I suppose?” He folded his arms across his chest and jerked his chin at the massive youth perched precariously on the end of the bench. “Blake, you answer him. You know my arguments, or you should.” The student he addressed nervously raked his sandy hair behind his ears, which were prominent and, just now, rather red. Justis Blake was a large, slow young man, with large, slow thoughts. He did not like to be hurried, nor did he have the smallest idea how Doctor Crabbe would answer such a statement. He had only been attending his classes for two weeks. But he licked his lips and tried anyway. “History teaches us that worlds do change. We don’t have wizards now. That’s a change.”


The metaphysicians hooted at this statement of the obvious. Rugg said, “Yes, the nobles took care of that. They burned the old charlatans like so much cordwood, and there’s an end to it. We still have nobles, though, don’t we? Nothing really changes.”


But Justis went on, “People don’t change their basic natures, perhaps, but their surroundings can change the way they see things. For instance, a year ago I was still myself, but I lived on a farm—” Somebody mooed; it might even have been a historian.


“Honestly, Blake,” Doctor Crabbe said. “If you can’t reason logically, at least you could remember my lectures. Or quote Trevor’s glorious words on the subject. You have read Trevor, haven’t you?”


Blake’s cheeks and ears burned. This was Doctor Crabbe’s way, he reminded himself. He’d endured it in class and he’d survived it. The history magister’s habit of leaping on you and shaking your ignorance out of you reminded him of his mother’s terrier, hunting rats. Justis Blake had chosen to attend Crabbe’s lectures because he thought it would be good for him to be shaken up a bit. Now he wasn’t so sure.


Doctor Rugg turned a comradely smile on him. “Take heart, boy. Scholarly debates draw no real blood. Try again.”


Blake took a deep breath. “Thank you, sir. All right. If the question is, what was the wizards’ real function, and Placid can help elucidate it, then his opinion is as good as anyone’s, isn’t that so? Placid knew the kings, he knew the wizards. He didn’t think much of their magic.”


“What Placid thought about magic was very much what we still think,” Rugg pointed out mildly. “‘Magic is like strong drinke,’” he quoted; “‘for the man who trusteth therein trusteth to the shadow and the image of power, that in itself is naught.’ Of Manners and Morals. Book IV.”


“Well, yes, but—” Justis swallowed. The whole room was looking at them. His mother had been so proud when he left to study in the city. He wondered what she would say when he appeared at her garden gate, cast out and utterly humiliated. He took a deep breath. “But we ought to look at other things besides Placid. It’s like a stool, you see, that can’t stand on one leg alone. Placid is one leg of the stool. He doesn’t like wizards and he doesn’t think much of their magic. Why isn’t he afraid of them, though? Because he isn’t, you can tell.”


Crabbe’s honey-colored eyes narrowed to little sharp points. “I had no idea what an original mind you had, Blake. Go on; I’m fascinated.”


As well be hung for a wolf as for a lamb, Justis thought, and forged on. “He’s more afraid of the king than of the wizards. Anselm curtailed their power. It’s one reason he’s called ‘the Wise.’ I think. Anyway, another leg of the stool is: Anselm enacted laws.”


“Laws?” Crabbe sneered. “What do you know about laws, after two whole weeks studying history? Yesterday, you didn’t know the names of the first Inner Council of Lords, and now you’re an expert on Anselm’s laws!”


“It was a monograph I found,” Justis went on doggedly. “About some documents to do with laws enacted to limit the wizards’ political role when Anselm came to the throne—”


“‘Some documents’!” Crabbe threw up his hands. “There you have it! You turn your back on the great ones, on Fleming and the immortal Trevor, and go picking through moldy papers, and what happens?”


“You get some remarkable insights.” The new voice came from over the heads of the ring of onlookers. Like rushes in the wind, everyone turned to face the speaker. He was a large, solid-looking man, with broad shoulders and springy dark hair escaping from its ribbon. To Blake’s country-bred eyes, there was something of the peasant about the way he stood, as if the Nest’s uneven floor were a ploughed field. But his green sleeves proclaimed him a Doctor of Humane Sciences. “You learn what lies behind the formal statements approved by the court censors for publication, for one.”


“Ah!” said Leonard Rugg happily, as though finding Basil St Cloud at his usual table at the Blackbird’s Nest was the most unexpected of chances. “St Cloud! Going to set us all straight, are you?”


“If you like,” Basil said mildly. “You, Rugg, of all people should admit that two-hundred-year-old gossip can still be valuable in evaluating historical data. Take the story about Placid dedicating On Thought to King Anselm. When Placid read the dedication out before the court, the king rewarded him with a purse of money and a writ of banishment.”


Leonard Rugg blew what in a less distinguished personage would have been a raspberry of disgust. “Yes, yes, we all know that story—if it’s true.”


Crabbe chopped at the air impatiently. “Of course it’s true, Rugg. Vespas reported it, and Trevor saw no reason to doubt the account.”


While Crabbe and Rugg bickered, Justis Blake studied his rescuer. At a table by the window, Basil St Cloud stood surrounded by his students, the usual band of black-robed men of various shapes and sizes. But there was something about them all that reminded him of a team of kickball players from another village: they had the ball and they knew it. And right now their ball looked a lot more attractive than Rat-Catcher Crabbe’s. On that impulse, Justis Blake did something very simple that would change the course of the rest of his life: he got up from the bench and made for the table by the window.


“Good idea,” Crabbe called after him, unwilling not to fire a parting shot. “Maybe St Cloud can knock some basic history into your thick skull. When you’ve learned what atrocities the kings committed when they came South, then you may be able to understand why they had to be deposed, and their performing wizards along with them.”


But Justis wasn’t listening. St Cloud’s black-robed throng closed ranks around him, shutting him off from Crabbe’s table—and St Cloud invited him to explain himself. Smarting from Crabbe’s needling, Justis was inclined to stammer at first, but Basil St Cloud’s clear, intelligent eyes never left his face, and soon he was constructing the kind of argument that had inspired his teacher in the village school to lend him book after book, and finally the means to make his way to the city and its university, where he’d been feeling like a prize fool ever since.


“So you see,” Justis concluded, “our society grows out of his. We cannot understand what we are if we do not understand where we came from.”


Basil St Cloud smiled, and Justis felt as if he’d just scored a difficult goal.


“I agree with you, Blake—it is Blake, isn’t it?” Justis nodded. “What do you make of that story about Placid and Anselm, by the way?”


“Do you really want to know?” Justis was incredulous; Doctor Crabbe was seldom interested in what his students thought of the material he taught them.


“Yes,” said Doctor St Cloud simply. “I do.”


“Trevor says . . .”


“I know what Trevor says,” St Cloud interrupted. “I want to hear what you think.”


“It seems pretty obvious, sir. Anselm must have taken Placid’s indictment of luxury and vice in Of Manners and Morals as a personal attack.”


“Pretty obvious indeed. What if I were to tell you that Anselm banished the man because he found him a sententious bore?”


“I’d say that you were just guessing,” Justis answered promptly. “There’s nothing like that in any of the histories.”


A man like a fence-post draped in black leaned over his shoulder and said truculently, “Careful. Someone might think you were calling Doctor St Cloud a liar.”


“Let him be, Fremont. It’s a fair point.” St Cloud turned to Justis. “But consider: you yourself have noted that Anselm was instrumental in limiting the power of the wizards, so he certainly wasn’t going to banish Placid for disliking them. Furthermore, papers do indeed turn up from time to time—in attics, in old chests, even in the University Archives.” A slight young man whose long, fine hair was the color of copper laughed appreciatively and was rewarded with a smile. “In this case, it’s a notation on the writ of banishment itself. I don’t think it’s been looked at since the Fall, but it’s in the Archives. You can see it for yourself, if you’re interested. In the margin, above the king’s signature, there’s a single word. Ass! It’s the same hand as the signature.” “And he was, too,” said the fence-post. “‘A man who would live well must live wisely.’” He minced out the words savagely. “What does that mean, anyway?”


“That you should think before you speak, Fremont,” said Doctor St Cloud repressively.


Justis shook his head. “If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, that doesn’t contradict what I said. On Morals and Manners was pretty hard on Anselm’s whole court, after all, not just the wizards.”


St Cloud looked at him so blankly that Justis began to wonder just how stupid he’d been, and then smiled slowly, like the sun rising over the Hill. “No more it does, Blake.” He slapped the astonished young man on the shoulder. “Overlooking the obvious can be as dangerous as not looking beyond it. And you’re not afraid to speak your mind. Good for you.”


Justis grinned. It was good to feel intelligent again.


“Someone else’s monograph doesn’t constitute evidence,” Fremont pointed out.


“Shut up, Henry.” The speaker’s voice was high and clear, like a girl’s, but full of authority. A boy, no more than fourteen, with a fine suit of clothes under his black robe.


“It does if the author went to the original documents,” St Cloud said. “Which he did. I know. He was one of my students.”


Justis was inspired with a sudden and overwhelming desire to have the young magister say the same of him someday. “Doctor St Cloud,” he said. “I. . . I’d like to attend your lectures formally, if you’ll accept me.”


St Cloud put his hand on Justis’s shoulder. “I’m flattered, Master Blake, but I need to be sure you’ve thought this through. You’ve already begun with Doctor Crabbe, who is interested in the Fall of the Kings; I am interested in their rise. And our methods of study are as different as our fields.”


“Yes, sir. I realize that. That’s why I want—”


“I wasn’t finished. I presume you are already studying some rhetoric, geography, and metaphysics?”


“Of course,” Justis said.


“Good man. Then you will come to my lectures. You will think about history and why you wish to study it, and how. You will read Hollis’s Chronicle History of the Northern Kings. It may read like a collection of fables, but is the closest thing we have to a standard text on the pre-Union North. You will read Vespas, if you haven’t already, and my own humble offering on the altar of scholarship, The Origins of Peace. You will attend lectures by Doctors Ferrule and Wilson, and weigh their ideas against mine. And at the end of—shall we say three weeks?—if you still find yourself yearning after kings and their doings, come to me and we’ll see if something can be arranged.”


Dazzled, Justis nodded. “Good man,” said St Cloud, and squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


He rose, threw some coppers on the table to pay the tally, smiled at the clustered students, and picked his way out through the tables and benches. He liked young Blake; a country boy with more imagination than discipline, but discipline could be learned.


By the fire, Basil’s path was blocked. A student with a long tail of sleek, burnished hair occupied a chair, his legs sprawled luxuriously out toward the hearth, taking up more than his share of room in the crowded tavern. His arms were folded over his chest and his eyes were closed, giving him the look of some beautiful young warrior of old, struck down in his prime and carved on a tombstone. As Basil’s shadow came between him and the fire, he looked up and smiled an indolent smile.


He looked familiar, but Basil could not place him. The magister continued to stare until the young man sat up and pulled in his legs to clear the path. He did not apologize, and Basil did not thank him.


Basil’s students watched their magister go, almost reverently silent; then someone shouted to the barman for more beer, and the redhead Lindley turned to Justis.


“Well,” he said acidly, “you certainly made an impression.”


It took Justis a moment to frame a response. The country was different from the city, with different rules of conduct. At home, he’d have fought anyone who’d baited him, and bought him a beer after. But he didn’t want to fight Lindley, who was half his size, and all too obviously hopelessly in love with the young magister. “My mother always told me I should be seen and not heard,” Justis said peaceably. “I wish I’d listened to her. I felt like a prize calf on market day.”


The redhead hesitated, then smiled more naturally. His eyes were a dense pastel blue, like dyed velvet. “I was thinking you looked rather like a prize calf myself, but I won’t say so now,” he said. “I’m Anthony Lindley, of History. That rudesby with the needle nose is Henry Fremont. The infant in the gaudy coat is Peter Godwin, and the stalwart gentleman to your left is Benedict Vandeleur. We’ve been studying with St Cloud for two years now, and consider ourselves his chief disciples.”


Justis shook Lindley’s hand and acknowledged his introductions with a nod. “Justis Blake, of heaven knows what, unless Doctor St Cloud takes me on. Some days, I think I’m getting the hang of it. Some days, I’ve got cowflops between my ears. Like today.”


Everyone looked at Benedict Vandeleur, who fixed the newcomer with a measuring eye. If every dog-pack has its leader, Vandeleur was clearly top dog here. A city man’s son, perhaps, twenty or a bit over, well-muscled, with a stubbly jaw, deep-set eyes, and coarse, dark hair bound back in a thin strip of linen. Him, Justis could have fought, but he smiled at him instead, frank and unthreatening.


There was a charged pause, and then Vandeleur nodded. “Crabbe’s a thug,” he said.


Taking this as a provisional acceptance, Justis recklessly ordered a round of beer for his prospective colleagues. The gesture no less than the beer loosened their tongues, and soon Justis knew that Peter Godwin was a nobleman’s son but nobody cared; that Henry Fremont liked insulting people but nobody cared; and that Anthony Lindley could be perfectly sensible when he wanted. He also knew that, as far as this particular group of historians was concerned, Roger Crabbe was a lick-boot toady who had insinuated himself into old Tortua’s good graces, and Ferrule and Wilson were idiots who hadn’t had a new idea since they’d traded their mothers’ breasts for tankards.


“Yes, yes, I believe you,” said Justis, “but Doctor St Cloud said to go hear them, so I will. One can learn something even from the barking of dogs, as my mother used to say.”


Vandeleur laughed. “You’ll do,” he said. “Tell you what. Come by my rooms later, and I’ll show you my notes.”


“Done,” said Justis. “I’ll bring a pie, shall I?”


“Oh, a rich man,” sneered Fremont. “Bring a bottle, too, and I’ll lend you my copy of Hollis.”


“Oh, a rich man,” said Justis, in perfect imitation, earning himself a rap over the head from Fremont. He hadn’t been so happy since he first came to University. To the Seven Hells with the rigors of Crabbe. Doctor St Cloud’s disciples knew how to enjoy themselves.




chapter V
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IF THERE WAS ONE THING BASIL ST CLOUD LOVED more than digging out long-forgotten knowledge, it was presenting that knowledge to his students. Years of rooting around in the University Archives had turned up treasures: royal proclamations, letters from decades of Councils to decades of kings, paymasters’ rolls for royal households, lists of King’s Companions, drafts of laws and treaties, signed and unsigned. These documents revealed a world that was far more interesting, more brightly colored, more real than the stately abstractions of the historians Trevor and Fleming, White and even Tortua. Basil remembered the almost sexual thrill he’d felt on first handling Anselm’s letters to the Dragon Chancellor and seeing the sweeping, confident signature above the royal seal. It was that more than anything else which had ignited his fascination with the mysteries surrounding the kings of the North and their descendants.


Of course Basil was perfectly acquainted with all the standard texts, or he never would have been made a Doctor of History. But where his fellow historians were content to rehash the writings of their revered predecessors, turning argument and analysis on increasingly tiny points of interpretation and shading, Basil was quietly reaching into whole new sources—some of them very old indeed. He mined ballads and ancient legends for the grains of truth they might hold; and where most historians relied on, say, Vespas’s summary of the Ophidian Treaty in The Book of Kings, Basil had been known to appear at a lecture brandishing the actual document like a banner, its red seal dark with the blood of ages, captured like a prize from the University Archives.


The small, drafty hall known as LeClerc where Basil St Cloud delivered his lectures was tucked away behind a stone wall and a small, cobbled courtyard, not easy to find. After the Tortua debacle, though, the early kings and their wizards were a hot topic, and this morning LeClerc was as full as a tavern at festival-time. Basil looked out over a floor packed with black gowns and eager young faces. More students perched along the gallery like untidy crows, elbowing one another and whispering and eating steamed buns.


It was an audience Basil could not resist. They’d come to hear scandal; well, he’d give them scandal. As it happened, he’d come across a particularly juicy morsel just yesterday.


“A treat for you today,” Basil said. “I’m going to skip over some three hundred years of councils and treaties and legislative acts, and talk about the reign of the last king but one, Mad Hilary, also called Hilary the Stag.”


He began dryly enough, with material drawn from Doctor Tortua’s Hubris, for the benefit, he said kindly, of any visitors who might not be familiar with the basic texts. But soon he was filling out the long-agreed-upon events of Hilary’s reign with the details he’d found in the hitherto lost memoirs of Hieronymus, Duke Karleigh, who had represented the Council of Nobles in Hilary’s court.


“Shortly after his coronation, Hilary began to show signs of the peculiar delusion that earned him his name. He spent more and more time in the compound where the royal deer were raised, and interested himself in their care and nurture to the length of feeding a young fawn pap and milk with his own hands, and bringing it into the palace to sleep in his own bedchamber. When Queen Amelia objected, he had her moved into another part of the palace.”


Laughter in the gallery, quickly shushed. Rows of dark and light heads bent over tablets with a small scratching of pencils, like hens after worms.


“It came as a considerable surprise to his court, therefore, when Hilary chose to revive the ritual, abandoned back in his great-grandfather’s time, of hunting a yearling buck and sacrificing it to the land. Hilary insisted upon hunting the deer himself and bringing it to the wizards and participating in the sacrifice, even though the ritual so disturbed him that he kept to his chamber for days after. The court wizards adored Hilary, even though almost no one else did.”


A movement caught his eye: a head shaking, as if in amused wonder. He focused on it to see slanting cheekbones, a long, fine jaw—faintly familiar, but unplaceable. Distracted, St Cloud paused to gather his thoughts.


Ah. He had it now. The young man from Doctor Tortua’s lecture, and from the tavern yesterday. The young man who had smiled at him then, who was smiling at him now. Basil hurriedly returned his full attention to King Hilary and his peculiarities. Which, in his later years, centered increasingly on beautiful young lovers of no birth and little common sense, who seldom had a choice in the matter. One of them had cut his throat for him. Hilary had been naked at the time, save for a fine deerskin. The young murderer had been discovered weeping over the corpse, his monarch’s blood smeared over his face and chest.


“The court wizards questioned him, of course,” Basil said, “but they could get nothing out of him save the babblings of madness: first he accused the king, and then the wizards themselves, of commanding him to do the deed. He died under the questioning, much irritating Hilary’s heir Gerard, who had been looking forward to executing the traitor. Not to be cheated of his revenge, King Gerard commanded that the murderer’s corpse be drawn, quartered, and burned just as if it had been alive. Gerard was a great believer in following ritual. The problem was that many of the rituals of the North were remnants of a harsher, more barbaric time, when the wizards had been a great deal more involved in government. Tomorrow, I will explain just what all this has to do with the kings of the early Union. Unless, of course, you can work it out for yourselves.”


The University bell tolled heavily over his last words, and there was a general rustle and scuffle as the students gathered up their effects. They’d always known the last kings were corrupt and mad: it was the foundation of every lecture on the monarchy they’d ever heard. But even Crabbe, who was accounted a good lecturer, never really made corrupt and mad as real as St Cloud’s account of Hilary’s death.


“Thank you.” It was the strange young man, standing below the lectern. “That was interesting, about King Hilary and his lover. All those details, about the slit throat and the deerskin on the bed, they aren’t in Tortua or Trevor, or even Vespas. But I know I’ve seen something like it, something very like it, and I’m trying to remember where. . . .”


Something about him—his voice, perhaps, or his arrogance, or his suggestion that St Cloud’s discovery was not as astonishing as he’d thought—put Basil’s back up. “Indeed?” he said. “When you remember where, you must certainly let me know. Independent corroboration is always important.”


“In case someone thinks you made it all up,” the young man agreed.


St Cloud considered ignoring this, but could not. “Will you hear some advice, Master . . .?”


“Campion.” The young man swept a courtly bow. “Theron Campion.”


“Master Campion. A scholar’s facts are a scholar’s honor. I was not made a Doctor of this University for inventing colorful details.”


“Of course not, Doctor St Cloud.” Campion’s glance flicked up mischievously. “But. . . how charming of you if you had!”


His eyes were greenish. Basil found that he was looking into them. Theron Campion smiled engagingly, and Basil felt his heart begin to hammer with what, under the circumstances, could only be outrage. “Truth is hardly a jesting matter,” he said coldly.


A moment later, the young man and his disturbing eyes were pushed aside by a group of students wanting to carry Doctor St Cloud off to the Blackbird’s Nest for a drink and more stories. They were disappointed, but not entirely surprised, when he laughingly informed them that being a magister did not absolve him from the exercise of scholarship.


“If I’m to be as immortal as Trevor and Fleming are, as Doctor Tortua will be, I need to write a text as great as theirs. Such texts are not written in taverns, my friends, not even taverns as stimulating as the Blackbird’s Nest.”
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ALL THE GREAT HISTORIANS HAD MADE THEIR REPUtations on a single defining work. Tortua, for instance, had written a study of the Inner Council and endless monographs on various pre-Fall laws and treaties, but Hubris and the Fall of the Kings was the thing he would be remembered for, just as Trevor was remembered for Of Decadence and Deceit and Fleming for The Tragedy of Kingship.


Basil St Cloud doubted that he would be remembered for The Origins of Peace. He considered it a journeyman work, competent but not inspired. The book focused entirely on the nobles’ activities around the Union. It was little more than a paean to the Council of Nobles for forging an alliance that would bring peace and prosperity to both kingdoms and put an end to the interminable border wars that harvested too many lives and not enough food. What finally brought them together was an invasion that threatened both kingdoms; what had kept them together was the marriage of the monarchs. He’d used only established sources, and had come to the unexceptionable conclusion that the barbaric North had gained more from the Union than the civilized South.


Basil had written Origins to suit the Doctors and Governors, before he’d discovered the heady joys of true scholarship. And before he’d realized the truth about the ancient kings.


For too many years, that truth had been buried; buried not only by courtiers and scholars eager to please their noble masters, but by the genuinely despicable behavior of the kings immediately preceding Gerard, who had quite rightly been deposed by the Council of Lords. It had been nearly two hundred years since the last king was slain; now, Basil thought, might be time to uncover the truths about the first ones, who ruled the land for hundreds of years: strong and beautiful warriors who had united the two kingdoms against foreign invaders despite the bickering of Northern and Southern partisans; men of daring and imagination who had left their mark on treaties and laws still in place, on stable borders and prosperous farms.


It was a truth that would be hard for anyone now living to accept. The assumption was that all the kings had been more or less as mad as Hilary, as wicked as Gerard. But Basil had read their very words, had touched the paper that they had touched, breathed the dust of their official documents and private correspondence, and Basil knew better. There was nothing of madness in Anselm’s letters to his councilors, no wickedness in the love poetry Roland the Stout wrote to his wife, Queen Isabelle, or in the clever sketches Orlando the Fair had scribbled in the margins of the draft of the Arkenvelt Treaty. For generations after the Union, the kings had ruled fairly and well, presiding over courts in which scholars and statesmen practiced their crafts, and young men danced, fenced, debated, jousted, dallied with the daughters of nobles and with each other. And before that, the Northern kings had kept their rocky little kingdom independent and prosperous against the twin threats of foreign invasion and famine. Basil loved the ancient kings. He loved them for their mystery, for their bright courage, for the love and poetry and art that they had inspired. He loved them because nobody else did, and because loving them seemed to be the same as loving buried truth. He loved them, and wanted justice for them.


The problem, of course, was evidence. Charming as he found Hollis’s Chronicle History of the Northern Kingdom, Basil understood it to be a piece of political puffery, commissioned by Alcuin the Diplomat and his queen to introduce the history of the king’s ancient land to their new subjects. Their descendants were better documented; but in his heart Basil knew that the key to it all lay in Alcuin’s predecessors in the North, in what they had brought to the Union and how it had worked its way into this land’s living heritage. The ancient North kingdom had yielded precious few written texts, and those that survived were so fragmentary as to be almost incomprehensible. Basil believed the history of the North lay encoded in ballads and poetic fragments, in legends of skin-changers and wizards and tales of glorious battles and hopeless loves—but that was not the kind of evidence even the most liberal-minded of historians would accept as authoritative.


The Treaty of Union, however, was a document whose historical authority even Roger Crabbe could not question. And an astute scholar could deduce a great deal about the laws and customs of the mysterious northlands from the provisions of that treaty. Inheritance, for example. Why should a whole section of the treaty be devoted to ensuring that the throne never pass to a woman? It set the queen’s nobles against the king from the beginning, flying in the face of their own traditions. What did the kings and their wizards have against women, and in whose interest was such a law? What tradition did it spring from?


In pursuit of answers, Basil devoted himself to sifting through the stacks of books and papers he found in the Archives, or bought from the rag-and-bone men who made their living combing through the city’s trash. Among the useless bills and tallies and notes, occasionally he discovered historical gold: letters from an ancient Lord Davenant to his son, or a half-filled book of private musings by a Lord Montague in the reign of King Alcuin’s great-great-grandson Rufus. He’d found that one in a box of old romances and household accounts belonging to an impoverished Karleigh cousin, which had also contained the diary of old Hieronymus where he’d read the remarkable story of Hilary’s death.


Basil was annoyed, but not surprised, to find the wizards mentioned everywhere. Davenant urged his son to seek their help with his wife’s infertility. Montague cursed them for interfering in a drainage scheme before he’d told anyone about it. Montague also quoted a certain Pretorius, who “performed a ritual of Sweet Water over the well at Hemmynge House. No more sickness there, the Land be thanked. But like the shepherd in the tale, now the King desires the river purified, and P. doubts the whole College of Wizards would have sufficient power for that monstrous task, and is much given to crying, ‘Alas for the days of Guidry!’”


At least, it looked like Guidry. There was a Guidry’s Well up north. But Basil supposed it could have been Cully. Or even Godfrey. Montague’s handwriting was scratchy and faded, but he was close to the king, and every sentence was precious.


Basil kept at the notebook until his ink ran low and the fading light reminded him that he was out of candles. Whereupon he noticed that his head also ached, his mouth was as dry as the Twelve-Months’ Drought, and his belly was as empty as his inkwell. Beer was what he needed, and some food, and more ink, and probably firewood and candles as well. Which meant that he was going to have to go out.


He swore, and put on his hat. If he had a servant, he wouldn’t have to interrupt his work for trifles. But a servant’s yearly hire was a half-dozen new books, a winter’s worth of wood. He simply could not afford it.


Basil blew out his candle and locked his door behind him. The Horn Chair of History paid a good stipend, he thought as he felt his way down the stairs. It would cover not only a manservant, but new rooms and bookshelves and wax candles and all the books he needed. His chances of capturing that prize were small, though; when Tortua stepped down, the Chair would inevitably go to an established historian, not a jumped-up country boy with a minor book and a couple of mildly controversial monographs to his credit. It was foolish to think otherwise, wasn’t it?


In the dank front hall, the scruffy boy who kept the door let him out. The evening was clear but cold. Shivering, Basil made for the nearest tavern, the Ink Pot, traditional gathering-place of poets and rhetoricians. Disinclined to company, he found an empty table by the wall and ordered burned ale and a fowl pie. The ale appeared almost immediately; Basil watched over the edge of his tankard as a hilarious group of students by the fire argued some fine point of rhetoric. One boy had his foot up on a bench, lunging like a swordsman with an accusing finger to his laughing opponent’s nose. Only eight years ago, he’d still been one of them. He sipped the fragrant brew and smiled to himself. And now he was dreaming of the Horn Chair. Still, why shouldn’t he dream? Because, he answered himself, he was not even thirty yet; an infant among magisters. Yet who were his rivals, after all? Ancient history was not a popular subject, and Doctors of History were few. Only Crabbe posed any real competition—but Crabbe had many enemies. As far as Basil knew, his only enemy was Crabbe himself.


The fowl pie came; he ate it and was contemplating more ale when a black-gowned student detached himself from the group by the fire and headed toward Basil’s corner.


“Doctor St Cloud,” said the young man brightly. “Good evening.”


This time, Basil recognized him immediately. “Campion, isn’t it?”


“May I sit down?” The green eyes were a little glassy with drink, the white hand heavy on the table’s edge.


Basil saw no reason why he should mince words with a man who was, after all, both drunk and rude. “No,” he said flatly.


Theron Campion staggered, catching himself against Basil’s shoulder. “Oops,” he said. “Sorry. Just sit here quietly. You won’t know I’m here.” He eased himself onto the bench next to Basil, thigh to thigh. Basil recoiled as though the touch had burned him.


“Sorry,” said Campion again, and moved away.


“Don’t you think you should go home while you can still walk?” Basil asked coldly.


“I’m not so drunk as all that,” said Campion. “I can still say ‘Seven seditious swordsmen sailed in exile to Sardinopolis.’ Shall I buy you a drink? The wine’s not so bad here, if you know what to ask for.” He smiled like a cat who knows where the cream is kept. “I know what to ask for.”


Basil laughed. “I’m sure you do. No, you shall not buy me wine.”


“Brandy, what about brandy? Or beer. Men who drink beer are seldom beautiful, but it’s the exception proves the rule, or so ‘Long John’ Tipton would have us believe.”


“‘Long John’?” Basil said, ignoring the reference to beauty. “Is that how you refer to Doctor Tipton? What do you call me, then?”


The boy smiled a very creamy smile. “Now, that would be telling. I would call you Basil, if you would permit it.”
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