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Introduction

I wish I could claim that the stories in this volume were written as part of a continuing effort to conquer new literary territory. After six Covenant books, I’m fairly well established on my own ground; so some efforts in a different direction would be appropriate. In addition, the desire to extend oneself into new terrain - technically, thematically, imaginatively - is an admirable quality in a writer. And, in fact, I am ambitious along those lines. For that reason, I’ve always wanted to publish a collection of short stories. After all, the short story - and hence the short story collection - has several attractions rarely attributed to novels.

First, the short story is short - a fact which speaks for itself. Given the choice between a 15,000 word short story and a 1,000,000 word novel, few people will experience any doubt as to which is easier reading.

Second, in many circles the short story is regarded as a higher art form than the novel. A novel is to a short story as beer is to champagne. In a novel, the writer simply stands back and throws words at his subject until some of them stick - an ordeal from which the subject generally emerges spattered but unbowed. But in a short story the words, being so few, must be carefully placed on the subject (in the pockets, so to speak, or perhaps behind the ears) in order to have any impact at all. Thus the short story appears to demand more of both reader and writer. The reader must become adept at perceiving the writer’s meaning as it peeps past the lapels of the subject - or the writer must become expert at tucking his intent here and there so that it still shows.

Third, a collection of short stories is attractive because it allows the writer to approach a wide range of subjects with a variety of disparate skills. For example, very few novels can discuss intelligently the moral implications of both genetic engineering and  witchcraft. And a similar number can successfully combine the techniques of first- and third-person narration. But all that can be done in only two short stories. In a collection of, say, eight tales, a writer can even go so far as to tackle the same theme more than once without appearing either impoverished in imagination or destitute in seriousness.

Well, I’m no fool. I’ve always wanted to publish a collection of short stories.

Unfortunately, it hasn’t been as easy as wanting for me.

One problem is that I have a one-track mind - and Covenant  has been on the track for the better part of the past ten years. I don’t regret this; the sheer intensity of digging into one subject for ten years was an experience not to be missed. But that degree of concentration has left me few opportunities for short stories. As a result, all the pieces in this volume (with the exception of ‘Gilden-Fire’) were written either in the spring and summer of 1977, when the first Chronicles of Thomas Covenant were finished and the second were still in gestation, or in the summer and fall of 1982, after The Second Chronicles had achieved parturition. With only eight tales, I don’t exactly qualify as a literary Marco Polo - but they’re all I’ve had time for.

In addition, I seem constitutionally incapable of conceiving an exploration into any kind of terra incognita for its own sake. I’m a storyteller, not a literary pioneer. I don’t write short stories to chart new facets of my prodigious-but-purely-speculative abilities. I work to teach myself whatever new skills are demanded by the stories I want to write. So I’m afraid that any new territory conquered in this collection has been overrun almost accidentally, as a half-unconscious side effect of other intentions.

Two of the stories here were written especially for this volume. The first, ‘Daughter of Regals,’ is a fairly straightforward novella of fantasy and intrigue with an untraditional conception of ‘magic.’ The second, ‘Ser Visal’s Tale,’ uses a more traditional idea of magic in some unexpected ways.

As for the rest—

‘Gilden-Fire’ comes with its own sufficient introduction. I  include it here for the sake of completeness.

‘Mythological Beast,’ ‘The Lady in White,’ and ‘Animal Lover’ were all produced in 1977. Behind its simpleminded telling, ‘Mythological Beast’ is a quasi-sf story with a theme I happen to feel strongly about. ‘The Lady in White’ is a more classic fantasy, complete with tests and unattainable love. By contrast, ‘Animal Lover’ is ordinary sf action-adventure. But don’t be misled: the undercurrents aren’t accidental.

‘Unworthy of the Angel’ was produced for Nine Visions, an anthology billed as ‘religious fantasy.’ I mention this detail to explain why I permitted the story to be a bit more overt than usual. At the other extreme, ‘The Conqueror Worm’ isn’t precisely fantasy at all. It’s a tale of ‘psychological horror’ composed under the blandishments of its editor, Charles L. Grant. It contains some of the methods or apparatus of fantasy, but no magic.

In spite of their diversity - real or imagined - all these pieces have one thing in common: I wrote them because I fell in love with them. I’m too lazy to work this hard, except for love.




Daughter of Regals


Through a small, narrow window high up in one wall of the manor’s great ballroom, I watched the last of the lesser guests arrive. They were families of consequence, scions of made or inherited fortune, maidens like myself and otherwise, searching for excitement or marriageable partners. They were dressed and decked in all their splendor, as befitted people who attended any ball given at the manor of the Regals. But only the youngest and least cognizant among them came here simply to dance and dine under the chandeliers ablaze with candles. Most attended this night’s festivities to witness the Ascension of a new Regal to the rule of the Three Kingdoms. Or - if the Ascension failed - to play whatever parts they chose for themselves in the collapse of the realm.

I was surprised to find that I did not wish myself among them. They were safer than I - and I was not blind to the value of safety. But I was willing to forgo such luxuries for the sake of my chance. And - a point which frankly dismayed Mage Ryzel - I was willing to risk the realm along with myself.

He stood near me at another window, watching the arrivals as I did: the Mage Ryzel, my teacher, guardian, and guide - and for the past half year, since the death of my father, regent of the Three Kingdoms. He was a short man with a hogshead chest emphasized by the fit of his Mage’s cassock, hands better suited to work at a smithy than to display at table, and a bald pate on which sweat gleamed at any provocation: not a prepossessing figure. But his worth showed in the keenness of his eyes, the blunt courage of his features - and in the crooked and rough-barked Scepter which he gripped at his side.

His Scepter was true Magic, a branch of the Ash which grew high up in the forests of Lodan. Anyone with any education knew  that the Ash was the only remaining Real Tree in the Three Kingdoms; and everyone who trusted or feared Ryzel wondered how an ordinary man, who was not Real himself, had contrived to claim a limb of the last Tree.

The Mages of the realm dealt in images of what was Real. These images had substance and effect; they could be shaped and controlled. Therefore they were powerful. But they were no more Real than simple wood or normal flesh-and-blood; true Magic could not be touched. Only the ancient Creatures were Real: the Cockatrice, Basilisk, and Gorgon, the Phoenix, Wyvern, and Banshee - only the Wood of the Ash - only the Fire buried in the mountains of Nabal - only the Wind which caressed or ruined the plains of Canna. Only the men who had founded and secured the line of the Regals, men who were somehow Creatures themselves, Magic men, the Basilisk-Regal and the Gorgon-Regal his son and the Phoenix-Regal my father. And only Mage Ryzel had a Magic Scepter.

He told no one how he had come by such a Scepter, or what uses it served. Secrecy helped secure his position. But I had the story from my father: the Phoenix-Regal himself had obtained that power for Ryzel when I was a young girl, in reward for the Mage’s earlier regency.

As was to be expected in the Three Kingdoms, some had considered Ryzel a poor choice to stand as regent after the death of my father. After all, his detractors argued, did not the realm degenerate nearly to chaos during his previous regency, those awkward and perilous years between the failure of my grandmother and the Ascension of the Phoenix-Regal? Yet he was primarily resented because he was strong rather than because he was weak. In truth, no other man could have done what he did as regent for my father: he preserved some semblance of unity over the Three Kingdoms when every pressure of history and personality impelled them to warfare - preserved the realm despite my grandmother’s failure of the Magic which alone had compelled the contending monarchs and factions to peace.

That failure had not been foreseen - the line of Regals was then  too recent to have established precedents - and so the kings had taken scant advantage of it at first. With the Gorgon-Regal newly dead, no one had contested the Ascension of his daughter. And she had been a woman in middle life, her son just four years short of age. In her failure - and the realm’s need - Ryzel had shown himself able to contain, if not quench, the hot struggle for power which followed. First he had demonstrated that my grandmother’s son possessed the latent capacity for Magic which she had lacked, and then he had contrived to keep the youth alive and safe until my father grew old enough to attempt the Seat.

Then as now, it was Mage Ryzel who gave the line of Regals the chance to rule.

I was a young woman - this night was the eve of my twenty-first birthday - with no power and scant sources of hope. I was grateful to Ryzel from the bottom of my heart. But he had counseled me to flee rather than accept the hazard of my heritage, and I did not take his counsel. My father had warned me against him.

As indeed the Mage himself had warned me against everyone else. Below me, the influx of guests had ended to prepare for a more considerable arrival. Jeweled and lovely women were paraded by their escorts or admirers to stand against the warm wood of the walls. Families cleared the center of the ballroom, taking auspicious vantage points among the other spectators and leaving the polished tile of the floor to gleam its response to the bright chandeliers. Young gallants - some of them wearing rapiers in defiance of the etiquette which required that no weapons be brought to the manor of the Regals - posed themselves as advantageously as possible below the high windows and balconies. Then, when the doors and the hall were ready, the trumpeters blew a flourish; and my heart stirred because I dreamed of hearing such brave fanfares sounded for me. But this tantara was not mine: it belonged to the people who more than any others wished me dead - to the rulers of the Three Kingdoms.

As the doors rang open, the three entered together, unable to determine who among them should take precedence. On the right strode Count Thornden of Nabal, huge and bitter, and as shaggy  as a wolf, with a wolf’s manners and appetites. In the center, King Thone of Canna moved with more dignity: he was rotund, urbane, and malicious. And on his left came Queen Damia of Lodan, sylphlike and lambent in her unmatched finery, as well-known for beauty as for cunning. Into the silence of the assemblage they walked, commanding the respect of the guests. From my window, they appeared to catch and hold the light proudly. Variously and together, they seemed far more fit to manage the realm than I.

Behind them came their Mages, famous men in their own names: Cashon of Canna, Scour of Lodan, Brodwick of Nabal.

Any one of them would have attempted my life already if Ryzel had not stood by me since my father’s passing - and if they had not secretly feared that I would yet prove myself a Creature, capable of holding the realm against them all.

The Ascension for which these festivities had been prepared would be the test. At midnight this night, I would rise to the Seat which the Basilisk-Regal had created for his line. Into that Seat had been set a piece of Stone, a Real span of slate on which nothing that was not also Real could rest its weight. If the Seat refused me, I would die at the hands of the forces arrayed against me - unless Ryzel contrived some means to save me. Perhaps I would be dead before dawn.

Ryzel believed that I would die. That was the source of his distress, the reason for the sweat on his pate. He believed that I would fail of Magic as my grandmother had failed. And I would not be rescued by the factors which had spared her life - by the surprise of her failure, and by the presence of her son.

Therefore the Mage had spent a good portion of the afternoon arguing with me in my private chambers. While I had pretended indecision concerning what I should wear to the feast and the ball and the Ascension, he had paced the rich rugs from wall to wall and rehearsed all his former efforts to dissuade me. Finally, he had protested, ‘Chrysalis, give it up!’

But I had only smiled at him. Not often did he call me by my given name.

‘If the thought of death will not sway you,’ he continued,  glowering, ‘think of the realm. Think of the price which your fathers have paid to achieve some measure of peace for this contentious land. It is not yourself alone that you risk. We must act now. Now, while we retain some leverage - while the thought that you may yet succeed still causes fear. Once your failure is assured, we will be left with nothing - neither fear nor doubt, coercion nor promise - by which we may secure your life. And the Three Kingdoms will run to war like mad beasts.’

I was tempted to retort that his point had not escaped me. He and the Phoenix-Regal had taught me well to consider such questions. But I held to my purpose. Fingering the elaborate satin of gowns I did not mean to wear, I replied only, ‘Mage, do you recall why my father chose the name he did for his daughter?’

In response, Ryzel made a rude noise of exasperation.

Again, I smiled. Among other things, I loved him for his lack of ceremony. ‘He named me Chrysalis,’ I answered myself, ‘because he believed that in me something new would be born.’

A thin hope, as I knew. But the Mage saw it as less. ‘Something new, forsooth!’ he snorted. His Scepter thumped the old stone of the floor under the rugs. ‘Have we not labored for five years in vain to discover some ground for that hope? Oh, assuredly, your father was a Creature, not to be questioned. But in this he was misled or mistaken.’

I turned from my wardrobe to challenge him; but he was too angry to relent. In truth, he appeared angrier than the case deserved. ‘My lady, we have tested you in every possible way. I have taught you all that lies within my grasp. You are not Magic. You have no capacity for Magic.

‘It is known that the ability which makes a Mage is not born to everyone. And where that ability is born, it may be detected, be it active or latent. No surer test is required than that you are unable to place hand to my Scepter.’ That was true: my fingers simply would not hold the wood, no matter how I fought for grip. ‘Thus it is shown that you are not Real in yourself - not a Creature such as your fathers before you - and that you lack the blood or flesh which enable a Mage to treat with the Real. But we have not been  content with one test. We have assayed every known trial. You fail them all.’

‘All but one,’ I murmured falsely. ‘I have not yet attempted my Ascension.’

‘My lady,’ he replied, ‘that is folly. The need of the realm does not forgive folly. Do you doubt that the crisis is upon us? You cannot. Your father did not rear you to be a fool. Count Thornden openly musters his forces into readiness for war. King Thone hides his harvests in secret storages, defying the command of the first Regal so that he may be prepared to starve both his foes and us. Queen Damia designs new ploys of every description. Uncertainty alone keeps these fine monarchs from our throats.’

As he spoke, I sifted through my trays of jewelry and ornaments, holding baubles to the light and discarding them. But my apparent preoccupation only served to whet the Mage’s anger. That was my intent: I wished him angrier and angrier - angry enough, perhaps, to betray his covert thoughts.

He did not, however, reveal anything of which I was ignorant. Grimly, he continued, ‘And that is not the full tale of the peril. Kodar and his rebels mount fiercer attacks with every passing season. They desire an end to all rulers, forsooth. Fools!’ he growled. ‘They are blind to the fact that throughout history the Three Kingdoms have known no freedom from violence and bloodshed except through rulers - powers strong enough to impose peace.’

I had no need to hear such lessons; but I let him go on while I sought the chink in his secrets.

‘Canna has no wood. Lodan has no metals. Nabal has no food. This wild Kodar believes that each town - or each village - or each family - or perhaps each individual - will do well to fend alone. Does he credit that Canna will gift its harvests to all Lodan and Nabal? It will not; it never has. It will sell to the best buyer - the buyer of greatest resource. And how will such resources be obtained? Hungry towns and villages and families and individuals will attempt to wrest them from each other. Similarly Nabal with its mines and ores, Lodan with its great forests. Kodar seeks anarchy and ruin and names them freedom. The first Regal did  not found his line in the realm because he sought power. He was a Creature and had no need for such trivialities. He brought the Three Kingdoms under his rule because he grew weary of their  butchery.’

And Mage Ryzel himself hated that butchery. I knew him well enough to be sure of that. Yet my father had warned me against him. And I had seen my father rise from his man-form into a Creature of wings and Real glory, almost too bright to be witnessed. I could not believe that he had lied to me in any way. Even Ryzel’s long-proven fidelity was less to be trusted than the least word of the Phoenix-Regal.

My father was vivid to me, never far from my thoughts. Remembering the whetted keenness of his eyes - as blue as the sky - and the wry kindness of his smile, my throat ached for him. I could not bring him back. But he had promised me - had he not? - that I would follow him in splendor.

No. He had not. But his hopes had the force of promises for me. He had named me Chrysalis. And he had spoken to me often concerning Ascension.


A Regal is both human and Creature, he had said - fully human and fully Real. This state is not easily attained. It may be reached in one way, by the touch of Stone to one whose very blood and flesh are latent Magic - not merely capable of Magic, but Magic itself. In that way, the first Regal found himself. And for that reason he built the Seat, so that his heirs might be transformed publicly and formally and the realm might acknowledge them.



But this blood and flesh must be ready. It must be mature in its own way and touched by the influences it requires, or else it will not transform. His smile was bemused and dear. It would have been well for the realm if I had Ascended when your grandmother failed. But the Magic latent in me was not ripe, and so for four years Mage Ryzel was needed to sustain the peace of the Three Kingdoms.

Was it wrong that I saw a promise in such talk? No. How could I not? I was his daughter. And he and Ryzel had reared me to be what I was. I was full of memories and grief as I turned at last to face the Mage.

Softly, I replied, ‘All this is known to me. What is your counsel?’

My father had said of Ryzel, He is the one true man in the Three Kingdoms. Never trust him. Now for the first time I began to sense the import of that caution.

He mopped at the sweat on his pate; for a moment, his gaze avoided mine as though he were ashamed. Then he looked at me. Roughly, he said, ‘Propose marriage to Count Thornden.’

I stared at him so that he would not see that I had considered this path for myself. From Thornden I might get a son. And a son might prove to be a Creature where I was not.

‘Assuredly he is a beast,’ said Ryzel in haste - the haste of a man who liked none of his words or thoughts. ‘But even he will not dare harm to a wife who comes to him from the line of Regals. Some at least in the Three Kingdoms know the value of peace, and their loyalty will ensure your safety. Also their support will enable Thornden to master the realm. Already he is the strongest of the kings, and the boldest. If you name him your husband - and ruler in your stead - Canna and Lodan will be taken unprepared.

‘He will be an ill monarch’ - Ryzel grimaced - ‘but at the least he will hold the realm from war while we pray for the birth of another true Regal.’

I measured his gaze and watched his soul squirm behind the dour façade of his face. Then, slowly, I said, ‘This is strange counsel, Mage. You presume much. Have you also presumed to suggest such a course to Count Thornden, without my word?’

At that, he stiffened. ‘My lady,’ he said, striving to match my tone, ‘you know that I have not. I am no fool. To be managed, the lord of Nabal must be surprised. He prides himself too much on his force of arms. Only surprise and uncertainty will bend him safely to your will.’

‘Then hear me, Mage Ryzel,’ I said as if I were the Regal in truth rather than merely in aspiration. ‘I say to you clearly that I count death a kinder resting place than Count Thornden’s marriage-bed.’

If he had allowed me time to soften, I would have added, So you see that I truly have no choice. But at once he swore at me  as if I were a child - as if I had denied him something which he prized. And before I could protest, he said, ‘Then you have but one recourse. You must attempt the Seat now, before the coming of the kings. You must learn the truth of your heritage now. If you succeed, all other questions fail. And if you do not—’ He shrugged abruptly. ‘Perhaps you will be able to flee for your life.’

Now I let him see that I was not taken aback. That, too, I had considered. How not? From girlhood, I had dreamed repeatedly of Ascending the Seat - in public or in secret, according to the nature of the dream - and becoming Regal. The right to do so was the gift from my father which I most valued. And he had spoken so often of the transforming touch of Stone.

But I did not tell the Mage the truth - that I had already done as he advised.

The previous night in secret, I had entered the Ascension hall. Commanding the guards briefly from their posts, I had crossed the strange floor and mounted the marble steps to the Seat. But the Stone had refused the touch of my hands.

Yet I met Ryzel on his own ground without flinching, though in my heart I winced - betrayed by myself if not by him. ‘And if I fail and must flee,’ I asked, ‘will you accompany me?’

He lowered his head. His grip was hard on the wood of his Scepter. ‘No, my lady. I will remain where I am.’

I took a moment to wonder what he might hope to gain from my flight - what dream of his my abdication might make possible - and also to let him observe that I wondered. Then I said simply, ‘My father commanded that I Ascend the Seat at midnight on the eve of my twenty-first birthday, under the light of the full moon. You have said that I am not Magic, and in all truth it would seem that I am not. Yet I would heed the plain word of any Creature. Still more will I obey the wishes of my father, the Phoenix-Regal. At midnight and not sooner I will attempt my Ascension, let come what may.’

My regret that I had already disobeyed was fierce in me; and it held me to my purpose in the place of courage and confidence.

Ryzel’s eyes were bleak as he saw that I would not be swayed.  He began pacing again between the walls of my chamber while he mastered himself; and his bald head shone wetly in the light of the lamps. The one true man in the Three Kingdoms. I studied him as he moved, but did not know how to disentangle his fear for me from his fear for the realm. Never trust him. His helplessness did not sit well with him. Often I had believed that I would still be able to take my place as Regal and rule the Three Kingdoms even though I was not Magic - if only the Mage Ryzel would put forth his full power to support my claim. For what other purpose had my father given him his Scepter? But his talk of flight showed that my belief was vain. If I Ascended the Seat and failed, he might attempt to save my life - but he would not pretend me Regal.

In my turn, I would not trust my decisions to him.

And I gave him no glimpse of the pain my aloneness caused. I could not now afford to let him know how much I needed him.

By degrees, he regained his familiar gruff balance. Still shaking his head, he came to stand before me. ‘Soon the arrival of the guests will begin,’ he said as if my refusals had not trapped him among his bitter secrets. ‘My lady, what will you wear?’

That was very like him. Often he had told me that no detail of behavior, attitude, or appearance was irrelevant to the craft of rulers; and he had shown his belief by advising me on everything - how to bear myself at table, how much wine to drink, when and where to laugh. I was not surprised by his desire to know what I meant to wear. Beauty, like power, was vital to the position for which he had trained me.

I showed him my choice. Bypassing the wealth of beribboned and revealing and ornamental gowns which I had been given to mask my obvious shortcomings, I took from the wardrobe a simple white muslin dress, almost a shift, and held it for his inspection.

His exasperation came back with a snarl. ‘Paugh! Chrysalis,’ he rasped. ‘You are already the plainest woman in the Three Kingdoms. Do not seek to flaunt what you should disguise. You must at least appear that you are fit for Ascension.’

There he hurt me. It was fortunate that I had been well-taught  for self-command. With great care and coldness, I replied, ‘Mage, I will not conceal what I am.’

Twisting his Scepter in his rough hands, he gave me a glare, then turned and strode from my chambers. But at the last he did not slam the door; he did not wish to give any public hint of his distress.

And when I joined him to watch the coming of the guests, his manner toward me had become the proper bearing of a Mage toward a woman who would soon Ascend to take her place among the Regals.

Below us, the three rulers entered together. Then they separated, moved with their Mages and courtiers to opposing places in the large hall - as far as they could be from each other. Count Thornden’s retinue was unmistakably military in character, obviously armed. By contrast, King Thone had come accompanied by sophistication and gaiety - by style-setters and known wits of every description. But Queen Damia had surrounded herself with the most beautiful maids she could glean from the comely people of Lodan, showing by the way she outshone her entourage that her own loveliness was astonishing.

Doubtless that accounted for Count Thornden’s loathing of her. Doubtless he had once made advances toward her, driven by one of his many outsize lusts - and she had laughed in his face. But the antipathy of these two altered nothing: the one thing I did not need to fear this night was that any two of the three rulers would league together against the third - or against me.

When the arrival was finished, the great doors were closed, and the musicians struck up a lively air of welcome. The sounds of talk began to rise toward my window. The rulers stirred where they stood without changing their positions; and the other guests flowed in conflicting directions around the walls, seeking safety, favorites, or excitement. Not raising his eyes from the scene, Mage Ryzel murmured, ‘It is time, my lady.’

Is it, forsooth? I responded to myself. From the moment when I joined that gathering, my future would rest squarely in my open  hands, exposed to every conceivable assault - and preserved by no power or beauty or love, but only by my own resources. An altogether fragile estate, as Ryzel had often deigned to inform me. Yet I had found that I did not envy those who were not in my place. When the Mage at last looked to me for my answer, I discovered myself able to smile.

‘Time indeed,’ I said. ‘Let us go.’

Glowering because he did not approve - perhaps of me, perhaps of himself - he turned and strode along the passage toward the head of the formal stair which stretched from this level down into the ballroom.

I followed at a little distance, so that I would not be seen from below before he had announced me.

His appearance cast an instant silence over the assemblage. The music stopped; all conversation ended; every eye was raised toward him. He was beyond question an unprepossessing figure, yet his influence was felt in every corner of the Three Kingdoms. And the Scepter he held would have compelled respect in the grasp of a child. He did not need to lift his voice to make himself heard down the length of the stair and across the expanse of the hall.

‘Monarchs and Mages,’ he said in a dry, almost acerbic tone. ‘Lords and ladies. All true friends of the Regals - and of the realm. This is the night of Ascension, when old things become new. I give you the lady Chrysalis, daughter of the Phoenix-Regal and by his command heir to the rule of the Three Kingdoms.’

A brave speech: one calculated to fan the doubts of my illwishers. It was not a flourish of trumpets, but it pleased me nonetheless. When Ryzel began to make his lone way down the long stair, I waited where I could not be seen in order to reinforce those doubts - waited until the Mage had descended into the ballroom, walked out into the center of the hall, and turned to present his Scepter toward my coming. Only then did I go to stand at the head of the stair.

The guests reacted with a sudden murmur - muffled expressions of surprise, approval, disapproval, perhaps of my person or dress, perhaps of myself. But it was quickly stilled. And in the silence I  found that I could not say the words of welcome and confidence which I had prepared for the occasion. Hidden by white muslin, my knees were trembling; and I knew that my voice would betray me. Mutely, I remained motionless while I promised the memory of my father that I would not stumble as I descended the stair.

By no shift of his hands or flicker of his face did Ryzel express anything other than certainty. He almost seemed to dare the gathering to utter one breath of impatience. Grateful for that, I summoned my courage and started downward.

With such slow dignity as I could muster, I went to meet those who wished me dead.

When I saw that in fact I was not about to stumble, I smiled.

As I gained the foot of the stair, a man concealed at the rear of the crowd called, ‘Hail the coming Regal!’ But no one seconded his shout.

Then Mage Ryzel’s expression did change. Frowning dangerously, he lowered his Scepter, folded it to his chest, and began to clap applause for me.

At first tentatively, then with more strength, the guests echoed his welcome. Unsure as they were of me - and of their own future standing - the consequential people of the Three Kingdoms feared to insult me directly in Ryzel’s presence.

As the applause faded, I looked to him, letting him see in my eyes that, whatever transpired later, much would be forgiven him for what he had done here. Then, before the assemblage, I said, ‘Mage, I thank you. The Phoenix-Regal held you to be the one true man in the Three Kingdoms. I am gladdened to learn that there are others like you here.’ I spoke brightly, so that no one would miss the threat I implied toward those who did not support me.

Bearing my smile and my plain white dress in the place of Magic, I moved to greet King Thone and his party, choosing him because he stood nearer to me than the other rulers.

Around the hall, another murmuring arose and subsided. Everyone wanted to hear what would pass between me and my principal enemies.

Thone considered himself a sophisticate, and he bowed over my hand in a courtly and suave manner, kissing the backs of my fingers - the only public display of homage which the Regals had ever required of the three rulers. Yet his eyes disturbed me as much as ever. They appeared milky, opaque, as though he were nearly blind. And their color concealed the character of his thoughts. As a result, the simple quality of his gaze seemed to give everything he said another meaning, a hidden intent.

Like several of his adherents, he wore at his side a slim sword as if it were merely decorative, a part of this apparel.

Nevertheless, I greeted him with an air of frankness, pretending that I had nothing to fear. And likewise I greeted his Mage, Cashon of Canna, though that man perplexed me. He was tall and straight; and until the passing of the Phoenix-Regal his repute had matched his stature, for both strength and probity - and perhaps also for a certain simplicity. Though his home was in Lodan - and though his arts would have been highly prized in Nabal, for the smelting and refining of ores - he contented himself with Canna, where the most arduous work asked of him was the clearing of stubbled fields, or perhaps the protection of frost-threatened orchards. This he did because he had wedded a woman of Canna. Doting on her extremely, he had set aside numerous opportunities to stand among the foremost folk of the realm. So I had been surprised - and Ryzel astonished - when Cashon had suddenly declared his allegiance to King Thone, displacing the monarch’s lesser dependants. We had not thought that this Mage would have stomach for Thone’s invidious pursuits.

He greeted me at his chosen lord’s right hand and kept his gaze shrouded, hiding his thoughts. But he could not conceal the lines which marked his face. Some acid of sorrow or futility had cut into his visage, weakening his mouth, causing the flesh to sag from the line of his jaw. He had an aspect of secret suffering which both moved and alarmed me.

‘My lord Thone,’ I said, still smiling, ‘I have not yet had opportunity to congratulate you on winning such a man as the Mage Cashon to your service. You are indeed fortunate.’

‘Thank you, my lady,’ Thone replied in a negligent tone, as if he were bored. ‘I have great need of him. He has made himself a master of Fire, as you know.’

By this he meant, of course, that Cashon cast images of the Real flame that melted and flowed deep under the mountains of Nabal. There was much debate in the realm as to which form of magery was most powerful. The images of the great Creatures were certainly potent, but many argued that in practical application either Wind or Fire was the sovereign strength. No one comprehended the uses of Wood - no one except Ryzel, who said nothing on the subject - and Stone appeared too passive to be considered. King Thone’s milky eyes gave the impression that he had offered me a hint which I was too obtuse to follow.

When I simply nodded, he changed his topic without discernible awkwardness or obvious relevance.

‘Have you heard,’ he said in that same tone, ‘that Kodar and his rebels intend to commemorate this night with another attack? My spies are positive. They report that he means to put Lodan’s largest warehouse to the torch. An entire season’s timber will be lost.’ His fleshy lips smiled slightly. ‘Would it be wise, do you think, my lady, if I were to warn Queen Damia of her danger?’

‘It would be useless, my lord of Canna,’ I replied. ‘I am certain that she has received the same report.’ Indeed, I suspected that every spy in the realm knew Kodar’s plans and movements as well as Thone did.

‘Have you observed,’ I went on, seeking to turn this king’s hints and gambits another way, ‘that Kodar’s many attacks are strangely ineffective? He challenges the Three Kingdoms often, but to little purpose. Word of his intent precedes him everywhere. Is it possible, do you think’ - I mimed his tone as exactly as I could - ‘that his purpose against Lodan is a feint?’

His eyes revealed nothing; but one eyebrow twitched involuntarily. The storages of Canna were certainly as vulnerable as Queen Damia’s warehouses.

Before he could reply, I bowed to him and moved away to give my greetings to Count Thornden. At the edge of my sight, I  glimpsed Mage Ryzel. He looked like a man who frowned so that he would not smile.

But Count Thornden was more obviously a threat to me than either of the other rulers, and he demanded my full attention. He styled himself ‘Count’ because he proclaimed that he would not be ‘King’ until all the realm acknowledged him. But I considered that position to be the subtlest he had ever taken; he was not a subtle man. He stood head-and-shoulders over me and scowled as if I affronted him. When he spoke, his lips bared his teeth, which were as sharp and ragged as fangs. Pointedly, he refused to take my hand.

That insolence spread a stirring and stiffening of tension among the onlookers; but I ignored the lesser people who watched me, in hope or dread. Straightening my back, I met Thornden’s stare. ‘My lord of Nabal,’ I said quietly, ‘I bid you welcome, though you offer me no good greeting. This night is the time of my Ascension, and many things will change. I suspect that before tomorrow’s sun you will be content to name yourself King.’

For a moment, I watched him grin at what he took to be my meaning. Then I had the satisfaction of seeing his brows knot as other possibilities disturbed his single-minded wits. His only retort was a growl deep in his throat.

For the sake of good manners - and good ruler-craft - I saluted Thornden’s Mage as I had Thone’s. Brodwick of Nabal was a shaggy lump of a man, large and misshaped, whose fawning was exceeded only by his known prowess. He appeared oddly dependent, perhaps because he shared appetites with Count Thornden which only the lord of Nabal could satisfy. Following his master’s example, he refused my hand.

I dismissed the slight. Whatever motivations ruled Brodwick, he was still dangerous. Deliberately, I resumed my progress around the ballroom, nodding to those people who looked at me honestly, gauging those who did not - and moving toward the encounter I could not shun with Queen Damia.

Perhaps I had unconsciously left her to the last, hoping foolishly to avoid her altogether. In all truth, she daunted me - she and that quick ferret who served her, the Mage Scour. Perhaps I could  have borne it that her loveliness and grace gave me the aspect of a scullion by comparison. Or that her finery would have made the grandest gown I might have worn appear frumpish and shabby. Or that even Ryzel was unable to speak of her without an undercurrent of longing in his voice. I envied such things, but they were not necessary to me. To those strengths, however, was added another which made my blood run cold in my chest because I was not equal to it. I could play games of implication and inference with King Thone and not lose my way. Count Thornden was obvious; therefore he could be thwarted. But Queen Damia’s cunning ran far deeper than theirs - deeper and more dangerously. And I feared that I lacked the wit to fathom her. Certainly I lacked the experience to walk unscathed through the mazes she built for the bafflement of her antagonists.

In such matters, she was ably aided by Mage Scour. He served her, it was said, because she put her nearly limitless wealth at his disposal, enabling him to pursue his experiments and researches wherever he willed. And it was also said that he came here this night prepared by what he had learned to alter the entire order of the realm.

Ryzel had scoffed at that rumor, but in a way which conveyed uncertainty. The casting of images of what was Real was a known art, varying only according to the skill, dedication and inborn capacity of the Mage. But Magic itself remained a mystery, transcending that which was known, mortal, or tangible. And the rumors surrounding Scour claimed that he had gone beyond images of the Real into Magic itself.

I felt myself more a lost girl than a lady of state as I drew near to Queen Damia and her retinue.

Her smile was as brilliant as one of the chandeliers - so brilliant that it made me feel the fault of manners was mine rather than hers when she declined to accept my hand. But the gracious sound of her voice - as haunting as a flute - covered the social awkwardness of her refusal. ‘Lady,’ she said sweetly, ‘I have seen the portraits of your line which hang in the gallery of the manor. Surely no paint which is not itself Real can hope to portray the  virility of the Regals. But the painting of your grandmother well becomes her - or so I have heard from those who knew the mother of the Phoenix-Regal. You are very like her. Your dress is so simple and charming, it displays you to perfection.’

As she spoke, I found myself watching the movement of her décolletage as if I were a man. It was an effective sight; I was so taken by it that a moment passed before I grasped that I had been insulted in several ways at once.

‘You flatter me, my lady,’ I replied, schooling myself to calmness so that I would not redden before the guests of the manor. ‘I have seen my grandmother’s portrait often. She was altogether handsomer than I am.’ Then the success of my efforts gave me enough reassurance to return her compliment. ‘In any case, all beauty vanishes when Queen Damia appears.’

A small quirk twitched the corner of her soft mouth; but whether it indicated pleasure or vexation, I could not tell. Yet my response sufficed to make her change her ground. ‘Lady,’ she said smoothly, ‘it ill becomes me to discuss the business of the Three Kingdoms upon such a festive occasion - but the need of my subjects compels me to speak. The next Regal simply must reexamine the pricing structure of Lodan woods against the ores and gems of Nabal and the foods of Canna. In particular, our mahogany is scarce, and growing scarcer. We must have a higher return for it, before we sink into poverty.’

To follow her cost me an effort of will - and of haste. With the same words, she prepared for any outcome to my test. If my Ascension to the Seat succeeded, she would turn to me sweetly and say, ‘May we now discuss the price of Lodan mahogany, my lady?’ And at the same time she contrived to suggest to all who heard us that the next Regal would be none other than Queen Damia herself.

I could not match her in such conversation. To escape her - and also to show her that I was not swayed - I attempted to laugh. To my ears, it sounded somewhat brittle. But perhaps it did not entirely fail.

‘Surely you jest, my lady of Lodan. Your people will never know want while you have jewels to sell for their succor.’

From the gathering, I heard a muffled exclamation, a low titter, whisperings of surprise or approbation. With that for victory, I turned away.

But I felt little victory. As I turned, I saw clearly Mage Scour’s sharp face. He was grinning as if he had the taste of my downfall in his mouth.

To his credit, Ryzel allowed the monarch of Lodan no opportunity for riposte. He made an obscure, small gesture which the servants of the manor knew how to read; and at once a clear chime rang across the hush of the ballroom.

‘My lords and ladies,’ he said casually, as though he were unaware of the conflicting currents around him, ‘friends and comrades, the feast is prepared. Will you accept the hospitality of the Phoenix-Regal’s daughter at table?’

With an unruffled demeanor, he offered me his arm to lead me to the banquet hall. I gripped it harder than I intended while I continued to smile somewhat fixedly at the people who parted before us. Entering the passage which connected the ballroom and the banquet hall, he whispered softly to me, ‘Thus far, it is well enough. I will wager that even that proud Queen has been somewhat unsettled in her mind. Do not falter now.’

Perhaps I could not trust him. But he was still my friend; and while his friendship lasted, I clung to it. In reply, I breathed, ‘Ryzel, do not leave me to dine alone with these predators.’

‘It is the custom,’ he said without turning his head. ‘I will regale the Mages while their masters feast. Do not fail of appetite. You must show no fear.’ A moment later, he added, ‘Perchance I will glean some hint of what has wedded Cashon to King Thone’s side.’

With that I had to be content.

At the doors of the hall, he dropped his arm. I walked without him ahead of the guests into the feasting-place of the Regals.

It was resplendent with light and warmth and music and savory aromas. In the great hearths fires blazed, not because they were needed, but because they were lovely and comforting. Long ranks of candelabra made the damask tablecloths and the rich plate gleam. Playing quietly in one corner, musicians embellished a sprightly  air. The scent of the incensed candles gave each breath a tang. But this night such things provided me neither pleasure nor solace. As it was custom that Mage Ryzel would not attend me here, so also was it custom that I must take my feast uncompanioned - at a table set only for me and placed in full view of all the guests. The long tables had been arranged in a rough semicircle; but my seat rested on a low platform within the arms of the formation, solitary and exposed, so that all in the hall might study me as we ate.

A barbarous custom, I thought sourly. Yet I understood it. Always better - so my father had often told me - to rule by confidence of personality than by display of strength. And how better to show my enemies that I did not fear them, than by taking a calm meal alone in front of them?

Gripping what courage I had, I moved to my place and stood there while the three kings and their followers, the chief families and minor nobility of the realm, all my principal friends and foes found their proper seats. For a moment as I watched them, I fervidly wished myself a Gorgon as my great-grandfather had been, capable of turning to stone those who sought my ill. But then I shook the thought away; it did not become one who aspired to Ascension. The Gorgon-Regal had been a grim and fatal monarch - and yet there was no record that he had ever used his Magic to harm any of his subjects.

When all the guests were in their places, I made the short, formal speech expected of me, inviting the company to feast and happiness in the manor of the Regals. I was steadier now, and my voice betrayed no tremor. According to custom, I stood until the people around me had seated themselves. Then the steward clapped his hands for the servants, and I lowered myself gratefully to my chair.

At once, the feast appeared. Again according to custom, the steaming trays and chafing dishes, platters of meats and flagons of mulled wine and tureens of rich soup were brought first to me. And with them came a servant to act as my taster. He would taste for me; and I would taste for the guests; and so both caution and courtesy were satisfied.

But there I was somewhat surprised. The man who came to serve me was not my accustomed taster, an old retainer of the manor whom I had known and loved from girlhood. Rather he was a tall and excellently made fellow perhaps ten years older than I. I knew him little; but I had noticed him about the manor since the death of my father - indeed, I could not have failed to notice him, for his handsomeness was extreme, and it plucked at my heart in a way no man had ever done. His name was Wallin. Now, in the light of the candles and the aura of the music, he appeared more than handsome: he seemed to glow with perfection.

Looking at him, I thought that girls dreamed of such men. Women would be well advised to distrust them.

The blessing of my isolated seat and the music was that I could speak without being overheard. Softly, I said, ‘This is not your accustomed duty, Wallin.’

‘Your pardon, my lady.’ His composure was a match for his appearance. ‘Do not be displeased. Your taster was taken ill this evening - a slight indisposition, but enough to keep him from his feet.’ He smiled self-deprecatingly. ‘I begged for his place until the steward granted it to me so that I would desist.’

‘You have curious desires, Wallin,’ I said, studying him narrowly. In all truth, I distrusted him less than my attraction to him. ‘Why are you avid for such perilous duty? The task of taster is not altogether ceremonial here. There is a tradition of poison in the Three Kingdoms.’

Speaking as quietly as I did, he replied, ‘My lady, your guests await their feast.’

A glance showed me that he was right. Many of the men and women at their tables were watching me curiously. Others appeared restive. But I made a dismissive gesture. ‘Let them wait.’ It would serve to heighten their uncertainty. ‘You interest me.’

‘Then I must answer you frankly, my lady.’ His manner suggested diffidence, yet he was entirely unruffled. ‘It is said of the Regals that they take their mates from the common people rather than from the high families - or from the adherents of the three rulers. This is unquestionably wise, for it avoids any implication  of favoritism or preference which might unsettle the realm.’ He glanced around us, assuring himself that there was no one within earshot. Then he concluded, ‘My lady, when you come to the choice of a mate, I wish to be considered. I serve you to gain your notice.’

He astonished me. I was not the sort of woman whom handsome men found desirable - or any men at all, handsome or otherwise, in my experience. Somewhat bitterly, I responded, ‘Are you hungry for power, Wallin?’

‘My lady’ - his composure was extraordinary - ‘I am hungry for your person.’

For an instant, I nearly laughed. But if I had laughed, I might also have wept. Without my will, he inspired a yearning in me to be loved rather than feared or hated; and the pain that I was not loved welled against my self-command. Mustering all the severity I possessed, I said, ‘You are bold. Perhaps you are too bold. Or your grasp of the risk you run is unclear. I have not yet proven myself Regal. If I fail, any man who dares ally himself with me will share my doom. In permitting such hazard to your life, I would demonstrate myself unworthy of the rule I seek.’ Then I relented a degree. Some weaknesses require utterance, or else they will seek admission in other ways. ‘You may be assured that you have gained my notice.’

‘With that I am content,’ he replied. But his eyes said candidly that he would not be content long.

He nonplussed me to such an extent that I felt gratitude when he went about his duties, enabling me to occupy myself with the first of my food - and to avoid meeting his gaze again. His attitude defied reason. Therefore I could not trust it - or him. And therefore the strength of my wish to defy reason appalled me.

Thus it was fortunate that I had no appetite for any of the food placed before me. It required a great concentration of will to sample each dish as if I were pleased by it; and that discipline schooled me to master myself in other ways. As the servants fanned away from me to the long tables, bearing rich fare and rare delicacies to the guests of the manor - not my guests, though Wallin had termed  them so - I became better able to play my part with proper grace. Let those who studied me for signs of apprehension see what they willed.

Yet whenever I felt Queen Damia’s gaze come toward me, I did not meet it. I was prepared to outface all the rest of the gathering it need be, alone or together. But I was not a match for Lodan’s queen.

So the banquet passed. No toasts were proposed to me - a breach of good etiquette, but one easily forgiven, considering the vulnerability of those here who wished me well - and I offered none in return. Hostility and tension were covered by the gracious music, the plenty of the feast, the flow of superficial conversation and jests. And then the musicians set aside their instruments to make way for the minstrels.

The minstrels were perhaps the only people in the hall with nothing at hazard except their reputations. War provided them with material for songs; peace gave them opportunity to sing. As did this night, whatever the outcome of my Ascension. So they had come to the manor from around the Three Kingdoms, that they might establish or augment their fame, their standing in the guild. In consequence, their singing was exceptional.

Custom declared that the minstrel of the manor must perform first; and she regaled the guests with an eloquent and plainly spurious account of how the Basilisk-Regal had wooed and won the daughter of one of Canna’s farmers, in defiance of the man’s deathly opposition to all things Magic. Then came the turn of the minstrels of the three rulers. However, only two men stood forward - Count Thornden had no minstrel with him, either because he had none at all, or because he had not troubled to bring his singer here. King Thone’s representative took precedence by virtue of his ranking in the minstrel’s guild, and he delivered himself of an elaborate, courtly ballad, highly sophisticated in its manner but rather crude in its intent, which was to flatter the monarch of Canna. I felt no offense, however. I was willing to listen to him as long as possible. Even crude minstrelsy beguiled me as though it had power to hold back the future.

But Queen Damia’s singer gave the banquet a song which caught in my throat. It was one I had not heard before, and it was at once passionate and poignant, fiery and grieving, as only the best songs can be. In brief, it described the slaying of the last Dragon by the Basilisk-Regal, my grandmother’s grandfather.

That thought was frightening: Creature at war against Creature, kind-murder which bereft the world of something Real and therefore precious. In the known history of the realm, only the Magemade images of the ancient Creatures fought and slew. The Magic beings themselves lived lives of their own, apart and untouched, ruled by interests and needs and commitments which took no account of that which was not Real. But Queen Damia’s minstrel sang that the Basilisk-Regal went out to rid the realm of the last Dragon because that great, grim Creature had conceived a corrupt taste for unReal flesh and had begun to feed upon the folk of the Three Kingdoms. Thus for the sake of his chosen people the Basilisk-Regal was forced to take the blood of one of his own kind, and the stain of that death had marked his hands until his own passing. It had soaked into his flesh until at the last he was compelled to keep his hands covered because they had become too hideous to be looked upon by ordinary human eyes.

When the song faded from the hall, I found myself with tears on my face and a hot ache in my heart. It is only a song, I protested against myself. It has no power over you. Do not act the girl in front of your enemies. But to myself I responded, The last Dragon! Oh, father of Regals! The last! How did you bear it?

I paid no heed to the banqueters who watched me in my weakness, and I heard nothing of the songs sung by the remaining minstrels. I thought only of the fine Creatures which had filled my dreams from my earliest girlhood - the fierce Wyvern and wild Banshee, the terrible Gorgon and subtle Cockatrice, the mystic Phoenix - of my dream that one day I would stand among them, a Creature myself. And of what the world had lost in the slaying of the last Dragon.

If the song were true.

At last I recollected myself enough to be firm: if the song were  true. Mage Ryzel had told me all he knew of the history of Magic in the realm - and he had not spoken of any bloodshed among Creatures. And who had sung the song which had struck so deeply into my lone heart? Who, indeed, but the minstrel of Queen Damia?

Was this song some ploy of hers?

If it were, I could not fathom it. As in everything she did, her true intent lay hidden beneath a surface of immaculate innocence. Perhaps she mocked me - or perhaps warned. Whatever her purpose, I feared I had already fallen to the snare. But now I no longer sought to avoid her gaze; when she looked toward me, I let her see that there was a darkness in my eyes which she would be wise to interpret as cold rage.

Perhaps I should have made shift to prolong the banquet. Each new phase of the evening brought me closer to the time of my trial. But instead I wished for an escape from the masque of confidence I was required to perform. My smile felt brittle on my lips, and I had need for privacy in which to shore up my resolve. So when the minstrels had done I rose to my feet and thanked them formally. At this signal, the servants brought around brandies and richer wines to complete the meal; and the guests also rose to stretch their legs and mingle and talk while the ball itself was made ready.

But as I turned to leave the banquet hall, a servant came to inform me quietly that King Thone desired an audience with me alone before the ball.

I swore to myself because beyond question I could not afford to shirk such a request. Then I set aside my ache for respite and asked the servant to guide Canna’s king to one of the private meeting-rooms near the banquet hall.

There were several of these rooms in the manor - places where the Regals might hold discreet conversation with kings and counsellors and messengers - and it was surely known to half the ambitious connivers in the Three Kingdoms that these chambers were not in truth private. A ruler who sought to hold sway without bloodshed preserved his own secrets while at all times suggesting to his opponents that their secrets were not safe. Therefore some of the meeting-rooms were behung with tapestries behind which  eavesdroppers might be concealed; others had listening slits cunningly hidden in the walls; still others possessed covert doors which might give sudden entrance at need to the guards of the manor.

For my audience with King Thone, I selected a chamber which displayed a brave weaving of the Ascension of the Phoenix-Regal. But I set no one behind the tapestry, neither Mage Ryzel nor any guard. Let King Thone believe himself overheard or not, as he chose; I had a need to show myself capable of facing him alone. And if Ryzel were indeed untrustworthy, I would do well to withhold as many secrets from him as possible.

Entering the room, I succumbed to my anxieties so far as to glance behind the tapestry for my own reassurance. Then I seated myself in the ornately carved chair reserved for the use of the Regals and awaited Thone’s coming.

He arrived shortly, unaccompanied by any of his courtiers or dependants. Since I did not invite him to sit, he remained standing. To make him wait and wonder, I instructed the servant to bring a decanter of the Gorgon-Regal’s choice brandy, and I did not speak to the monarch of Canna until after the brandy had come and the servant had departed again. Then deliberately, I poured out one glass of the deep amber drink - for King Thone, not for myself - and said as obtusely as I could, ‘My lord, you asked an audience. Do you have some complaint? Does the hospitality of the manor displease you?’

He held his glass and gazed at it in silence for a moment. I had given it to him as a test, to see how he would choose between the courtesy of setting the brandy aside and the discourtesy of drinking when I did not. So my heart sank somewhat when he raised the glass to his mouth and sipped delicately.

His milky orbs betrayed nothing as he looked toward me at last; but his way of savoring the taste of the brandy hinted at other pleasures. ‘My lady,’ he said slowly, ‘the hospitality of the manor is without flaw, as ever. You do not believe that I would trouble you on such a pretext.’

‘What matters the pretext,’ I replied, seeking to unsettle him, ‘if it gives us opportunity to speak openly to each other?’

His gaze held me as if he were blind, proof against what I did. Still slowly, he said, ‘My lady, what do you wish to say to me?’

I gave him a smile to suggest any number of possibilities; but I answered only, ‘My lord of Canna, you requested this audience. I did not.’

‘My lady,’ he said at once, as if nothing lay hidden behind his words, ‘at such balls it is often done that the Mages of the realm give demonstration of their prowess. I ask permission for my Mage to entertain you.’

He surprised me, but I did not show it. ‘Cashon?’ I asked in mild curiosity. ‘You have termed him a master of Fire.’

Thone’s plump lips implied a smile.

‘Then his demonstration will be hazardous in this crowded hall, among so many guests. Why do you wish him to display his skill here?’

‘My lady, you are not Regal. You are merely aspirant. You would be wise to understand the significance of my Mage’s power.’

His tone made me stiffen. I knew now that I was being threatened, but I did not yet grasp the nature of the threat. Carefully, I responded, ‘It is undeniable that I am merely aspirant. But I am also the daughter of my father, the Phoenix-Regal. I need not risk harm to the guests of the manor in order to understand Cashon’s magery - or the meaning of Fire.’

He played his gambit well. His voice was that of a polite man who sought to disguise his boredom, and his eyes gave away nothing, as he said, ‘Perhaps if you better understood the uses of Fire, you would not risk the entire realm on a foolish attempt at Ascension. Perhaps if your eyes were opened, you would see that there are others better placed than yourself to assume the rule of the Three Kingdoms.’

You dare? I wished to retort. You dare say such things to me? I will have you locked in irons and left in the coldest cell of the manor, and you will never threaten man or woman again. That  power I still have while this evening lasts!

But I uttered none of those words. I kept my anger to myself. Instead, I said quietly, ‘You speak of yourself, my lord Thone. Please continue.’

As if he had already won, he emptied his glass, then refilled it from the decanter. The faint twist of his mouth suggested that I was a fool not to share this excellent brandy.

‘My lady’ - now he did not trouble to conceal his sarcasm - ‘I had not thought you in need of such instruction. Mage Ryzel has taught you ill if you do not understand me. But I will be plain. Canna feeds the Three Kingdoms. Lodan and Nabal provide them with luxuries; Canna gives them life. And I am served body and soul by a Mage who has mastered Fire.’

I did not let my gaze waver from the milky secret of his eyes. ‘That much is plain. Be plainer.’

King Thone could not stifle a grin. ‘My lady, you are charming. This girlish innocence becomes you. But it does not render you fit for rule. However, you have commanded plainness, and while this evening lasts, you must be obeyed. Plainly, then, you must not attempt to Ascend the Seat of the Regals. Rather, you must give way to those better suited for rule. If you do not - I speak plainly at your command - if you set even one foot on the steps to that Seat, my Mage will unleash his Fire.

‘Not upon the manor,’ he said promptly, as if I had questioned him. ‘Assuredly not. That would be hazardous, as you have said. No, he will set Fire upon the fields and crops of Canna. My secret storages will be spared, but Nabal and Lodan will starve. They will  starve, my lady, until they see fit to cede their crowns to me.’

Happily, he concluded, ‘You will find yourself unwilling to bring that much death upon the realm by defying me.’

He made me tremble with shock and anger; but I did not show it. For an instant, I feared that I would. I had been trained and trained for such contests - but training was not experience, and I was not yet twenty-one, and until this night Mage Ryzel had always stood at my side. The peril to the realm, however, demanded better of me. Here the only question which signified was not whether I would later prove Regal, but rather whether I would be able to serve the realm now.

From my seat, I said softly, ‘You are bold, my lord. Apparently you care nothing that by these tactics you will make yourself the  most hated man in the history of the Three Kingdoms. And apparently also,’ I continued so that he would not interrupt, ‘you have given careful thought to this path. Very good. Perhaps, my lord’ - my courtesy was precise - ‘you will tell me how you intend to respond if I summon the guards of the manor and have you thrown without ceremony into the dungeon.’

He stared through me as though I were trivial; but his mouth betrayed a smirk. ‘That would be ill advised,’ he replied. ‘My commands to my Mage have been explicit. If I do not shortly appear at the ball to restrain him, he will commence the razing of Canna.’

‘I see.’ I nodded once, stiffly, acknowledging his cleverness. ‘And if I imprison Cashon also, what then?’

‘My lady,’ Thone said with elaborate patience, ‘I have told you that he is a master. And surely Ryzel has taught you that a Mage need not be free to wield his power. Neither distance nor dungeon can spare the realm from my will.’

I paused for a moment, marshalling my thoughts. Thone’s plotting depended upon Cashon - a man whose integrity and scruples had never been questioned. Yet the monarch of Canna was certain that Cashon would commit such massive wrong. The idea was appalling. Still I preserved my composure. Facing my antagonist squarely, I asked, ‘Would you truly commit that abomination, my lord of Canna?’

‘My lady,’ he replied in his tone of patience, ‘do not insult me with doubt.’ His eyes concealed everything. ‘I mean to rule the Three Kingdoms, and you will not prevent me.’

Waving my hand, I dismissed this assertion as if my ability to prevent him were sure. ‘And Cashon?’ I inquired almost casually. ‘He has earned a goodly reputation in the realm. Will he truly obey your atrocious commands?’

‘You may rely upon it,’ said the king. I had not ruffled him.

‘That is preposterous!’ I snapped at once, probing hard for a point of weakness. ‘We speak of Cashon, my lord - not of Thornden’s sycophant or Damia’s ferret. He was not shaped in the same gutter which gave birth to your lordship. Why will he obey you?’

King Thone’s response lacked the simple decency of anger. Pleased with himself, he said, ‘He will obey me because his wife and his three daughters are in my power. He knows not where they are - but he knows that I will have them slain if he fails me. And he fears that I will find other uses for them before they die. Do not doubt that he will obey me.’

His wife and daughters? I wished to cry out. Are you so base? And do you call yourself fit to rule? The nature of Thone’s machinations horrified me; his revelation explained much.

But the sheer intensity of my outrage served as self-command. ‘In that case,’ I said, my heart pounding, ‘perhaps you will be so kind as to summon a servant.’ I indicated a bell-pull near him.

A slight faltering exposed him. Behind the veil of his gaze, I felt him study me closely. But I offered him no reason, and my countenance told him nothing. Perhaps now he sensed his peril, yet he had come too far to retreat. After a moment, he shrugged slightly and gave a condescending tug to the bell.
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