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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      








“Steeped in the vacuum of her dreams,
A mirror’s empty till
A man rides through it.”
–John Myers Myers, Silverlock













PROLOGUE: TERISA AND GERADEN



The story of Terisa and Geraden began very much like a fable. She was a princess in a high tower. He was a hero come to rescue her. She was the only daughter of wealth and power. He was the seventh son of the lord of the seventh Care. She was beautiful from the auburn hair that crowned her head to the tips of her white toes. He was handsome and courageous. She was held prisoner by enchantment. He was a fearless breaker of enchantments.


As in all the fables, they were made for each other.


Unfortunately, their lives weren’t that simple.


For example, her high tower was a luxury condominium building over on Madison, just a few blocks from the park. She had two bedrooms (one of them a “guest room,” fully furnished and entirely unused), a spacious living room with an impressive view west, a separate dining room which contained a long, black, polished table on which candles would have gleamed beautifully if she had ever had any reason to light them, and the kind of immaculate modern kitchen displayed in remodeling catalogues.


Her home cost her father what the people she worked with would have called “a small fortune,” but it was worth every penny to him. The security guards in the lobby and the closed-circuit TV cameras in the elevators kept her safe; and while she was living there she wasn’t mooning passively around his house, gazing at him and his business associates and his women with those big brown calf-eyes that seemed too inert, or even too stupid, to intend what he read in them: the awareness of unlove that saw all his pampering and expense as a form of neglect. So he was glad to be rid of her.


And she thought she was glad to be living where she was because the bills were paid, and she could afford to work at the only job she felt herself competent for, the only job in which she thought her life might count for something: she was the secretary for a modern-day almshouse, a mission tucked away in a small ghetto only a fifteen-minute walk from the shining windows and reflected glory of her condo building; and she typed letters of mild explanation and appeal, vaguely desperate letters, for the lost old man who ran the mission.


Also, she thought she was glad to be living where she was because she had been able to decorate her rooms herself. This had been a slow process because she wasn’t accustomed to so much freedom, so much control over her environment; but in the end what it came to was that her bedroom, living room, and dining room were decorated completely in mirrors. Mirrors had a seductive beauty which spoke to her—but that wasn’t the point. The point was that there was virtually no angle in her apartment from which she couldn’t see herself.


That was how she knew she existed.


When she slept, her mind was empty, as devoid of dreams as a plate of glass. And when she was awake, moving through her life, she made no difference of any kind to anybody. Even the men who might have considered her beautiful or desirable seemed not to see her when they passed her on the street, so blind she was to them. Nothing around her, or in her, reflected her back to herself. Without dreams—and without any effect—she had no evidence at all that she was a material being, actually present in her world. Only her mirrors told her that she was there: that she had a face capable of expression, with brown eyes round with thwarted softness, a precise nose, and a suggestion of a cleft like a dimple in her chin; that her body was of a type praised in magazines; that both her face and body did what was required of them.


She was completely unaware of the enchantment which held her. It was, after all, nothing more than a habit of mind.


As for Geraden, he was in little better condition.


He was only an Apt to the Congery of Imagers—in other words, an apprentice—and he had been given a task which would have threatened a Master. In fact, the opinion of the Congery was sharply divided about his selection. Some of the Masters insisted this task belonged to him because all their auguring seemed to imply that he was the only possible choice, the only one among them who might succeed. Others argued that he must be given the task because he was the only one of their number who was completely and irredeemably expendable.


Those who claimed that the act of bringing any champion into being was inherently immoral were secretly considered toadies of that old dodderer, King Joyse—and anyway they were only a small minority of the Congery. Apparently, all auguries indicated that the realm couldn’t be rescued from its peril without access to a champion brought into being through Imagery. But how that translation should take place—and, indeed, who that champion should be—was less sure.


The Masters who considered Geraden expendable had good reason. After all, he wasn’t just the oldest Apt currently serving the Congery: he was the oldest person ever to keep on serving the Congery without becoming skillful enough to be a Master. Though he was only in his mid-twenties, he was old enough to appear ridiculous because he had failed to earn the chasuble of a Master.


He was so ham-handed that he couldn’t be trusted to mix sand and tinct without spilling some and destroying the proportions; so fumble-footed that he couldn’t walk through the great laborium which had been made out of the converted dungeons of Orison without tripping over the carefully arranged rods, rollers, and apparatus of the Masters. Even rabbity Master Quillon, who had surprised everyone by casting aside his self-effacement and speaking out loudly (as King Joyse might have done, if he weren’t asleep half the time) against the immorality of wrenching some champion out of his own existence in order to serve Mordant’s need—even Quillon was heard to mutter that if Geraden made the attempt and failed, the Congery would at least gain the advantage of being rid of him.


In truth, this capacity for disaster rendered moot the central ethical point. Normally, the Master who had made that particular glass could simply have opened it and brought the champion into being. But Geraden had again and again shown himself incapable of the simplest translation. He would therefore have to do exactly what King Joyse would have demanded: he would have to go into the glass to meet the champion, to appeal for the champion’s help.


His advantages were a willing heart, ready determination, and a quality of loyalty usually ascribed to puppies. His short chestnut hair curled above his strong brow; his face would have well become a king; and the training of being raised with six brothers had left him tough, brave, and little inclined to hold grievances. But his expression was marred by an almost perpetual frown of embarrassment and apology, occasioned by the petty mishaps and knowledge gone awry that harried his heels. His instinctive yearning toward the questions and potential of Imagery was so potent that his unremitting dunderheadedness left a gloom on his spirit which threatened to become permanent until the Congery elected by augury and common sense to send him on the mission to save Mordant’s future.


When that happened, he recovered his ebullience. Where he had formerly worked for the Masters with a will, he now labored in fervor, doing the things their art demanded—mixing the sand and tinct with his own hands so that the glass would welcome him, stoking the furnace with wood he cut himself, shaping the mold and reshaping it a dozen times until it exactly matched the one that had made the mirror in which the Masters watched their chosen champion, pouring the hot liquid while blood hammered like prayer in his veins, sprinkling the specially ground and blended powders of the oxidate. At every failure of attention, error, or mischance, he groaned, cursed himself, apologized to everyone in sight—and then threw himself back into the work, hope singing to him while sweat soaked his clothes and all his muscles ached.


He had no more idea than Terisa did that she was under an enchantment. And if he had known, he might not have cared, so consumed was he by the opportunity the Masters had provided—an opportunity which might be a sentence of maiming or even death.


She wasn’t the champion the Congery had chosen.


She didn’t so much as inhabit the same world as that champion.


In theory, at least, Geraden’s mirror would have had to be entirely different.










BOOK ONE











ONE: CALLING



The night before Geraden came for her, Terisa Morgan had a dream – one of the few she could ever remember. In it, she heard horns: faint with distance, they reached her through the sharp air over the hills covered with crisp snow like the call for which her heart had always been waiting. They winded again—and while she strained to hear them, again. But they came no closer.


She wanted to go looking for them. Past the wood where she seemed to be sitting or lying as if the cold couldn’t touch her, she saw the ridge of the hills: perhaps the horns – and those who sounded them – were on the far side. Yet she didn’t move. The dream showed her a scene she had never seen before; but she remained who she had always been.


Then along the snow-clogged skirt of the ridge came charging men on horseback. As the horses fought for speed, their nostrils gusted steam, and their legs churned the snow until the dry, light flakes seemed to boil. She could hear the leather creaking of their tack, the angry panting and muttered curses of their riders: the ridge sent every sound, as edged as a shard of glass, into the wood. She yearned to block out those noises, to hear the horns again, while the three men abruptly swung away from the hills and lashed the snow toward the trees – directly toward her.


As their faces came into focus for her, she saw their fierce hate, the intent of bloodshed. Long swords appeared to flow out of their sheaths into the high hands of the riders. They were going to hack her into the snow where she stood.


She remained motionless, waiting. The air was whetted with cold, as hard as a slap and as penetrating as splinters. In the dream, she wasn’t altogether sure that she would mind being killed. It would bring the emptiness of her life to an end. Her only regret was that she would never hear the horns again, never find out why they spoke such a thrill to her heart.


Then from among the black-trunked trees behind her came a man to impose himself between her and the riders. He was unarmed, unarmored – he seemed to be wearing only a voluminous brown jerkin, pants of the same fabric, leather boots – but he didn’t hesitate to risk the horses. While the first rider swung his blade, the man made a sidelong leap at the reins of the mount; and the horse was wrenched off balance, spilling its rider in front of her second attacker. Both horse and rider went down, raising clouds of snow as thick as mist.


When a low breeze cleared her sight, she saw that her defender had snatched up the first rider’s sword and spitted the second with it. He moved with a desperate awkwardness which showed that he was unfamiliar with fighting; but he didn’t falter. In furious assault, he stretched the first rider out against the trunk of a tree before the horseman could strike back with his long poniard.


Watching, Terisa saw the third rider poised above the young man who fought for her – mount firmly positioned, sword hilt gripped high in both fists. Though she understood nothing of what was going on, she knew that she ought to move. In simple decency and gratitude toward her defender, if for no other reason, she should fling herself against the rider. He wasn’t looking at her: surely she would be able to reach his belt and pull him out of his saddle before he struck.


But she didn’t. In the dream, a small, vexed frown pinched her forehead as she regarded her passivity. It was the story of her life, that mute nothingness – the only quality she could ascribe to her uncertain existence. How could she act? Action was for those who didn’t seriously doubt their own presence in the world. During the more than twenty years of her life, her opportunities for action had been so few that she typically hadn’t recognized them until they were past. She didn’t know how to make her limbs carry her toward the rider.


Yet the man who fought for her did so for no reason she could see except that she was being attacked. And he didn’t know his danger: he was still trying to wrest his blade from the body of the rider he had just felled, and his back was turned.


Startling herself and the horseman and the sharp cold, she cried, “Watch out!”


The effort of the warning jerked her into a sitting position. She was still in bed. Her shout made her throat ache, and an unaccustomed panic pounded through her veins.


She recognized herself in the mirrors of her bedroom. Lit by the night-light plugged into the wall socket behind the bed, she was hardly more than a shadow in the glass all around her; but she was herself, the shadow she had always been.


And yet, while her pulse still labored and a slick of sweat oozed from her face, she thought she heard beyond the comfortless noises of the city a distant calling of horns, too faint to be certain and too intimate to be ignored.


Of course, nothing was changed. She got up the next morning when her alarm clock went off; and her appearance in her mirrors was as rumpled and wan as usual. Though she studied her face for any sign that it was real enough for men on horseback to hate so fiercely, it seemed as void of meaning as always – so unmarked by experience, decision, or impact that she was dimly surprised to find it still able to cast a reflection. Surely she was fading? Surely she would wake up one morning, look at herself in the mirror, and see nothing? Perhaps, but not today. Today she looked just as she remembered herself – beautifully made, but to no purpose, and slightly tinged with sorrow.


So she showered as usual, dressed herself as usual in the sort of plain skirt and demure sweater her father preferred for her, breakfasted as usual – watching herself in the mirrors between bites of toast – and put on a raincoat before leaving her apartment to go to work. There was nothing out of the ordinary about the way she looked, or about her apartment as she left it, or about the elevator ride down to the lobby of her building. The only thing out of the ordinary was the way she felt.


To herself, so privately that none of it showed on her face, she kept remembering her dream.


Outside, rain fell heavily onto the street, flooding the gutters, hissing like hail off the roofs of the cars, muffling the noises of traffic. Dispirited by the gray air and the wet, she tied a plastic bandana over her head, then walked past the security guard (who ignored her, as usual) and out through the revolving doors into the downpour.


With her head low and her concentration on the sidewalk, she moved in the direction of the mission where she worked.


Without warning, she seemed to hear the horns again.


Involuntarily, she stopped, jerked up her head, looked around her like a frightened woman. They weren’t car horns: they were wind instruments such as a hunter or musician might use. The chord of their call was so far away and out of place that she couldn’t possibly have heard it, not in that city, in that rain, while rush-hour traffic filled the streets and fought the downpour. And yet the sensation of having heard the sound made everything she saw appear sharper and less dreary, more important. The rain had the force of a determined cleansing; the streaked gray of the buildings looked less like despair, more like the elusive potential of the borderland between day and night; the people jostling past her on the sidewalk were driven by courage and conviction, rather than by disgust at the weather or fear of their employers. Everything around her had a tang of vitality she had never seen before.


Then the sensation faded; and she couldn’t possibly have heard rich horns calling to her heart; and the tang was gone.


Baffled and sad, she resumed her sodden walk to work.


At the mission, her day was more full of drudgery than usual. In the administrative office, seated at her desk with the ancient typewriter crouching in front of her like a foul-tempered beast of burden, she found a message from Reverend Thatcher, the old man who ran the mission. It said that the mission’s copying costs were too high, so would she please type two hundred fifty copies of the attached letter in addition to her other duties. The letter was aimed at most of the philanthropic organizations in the city, and it contained yet another appeal for money, couched in Reverend Thatcher’s customary futility. She could hardly bear to read it as she typed; but of course she had to read it over and over again to get it right.


While she typed, she seemed to feel herself becoming physically less solid, as if she were slowly being dissolved by the pointlessness of what she did. By noon, she had the letter memorized; and she was watching in a state that resembled suspense the line of letters her typewriter made, waiting for each new character because it proved that she was still there and she couldn’t honestly say she expected it to appear.


She and Reverend Thatcher usually ate lunch together – by his choice, not hers. Since she was quiet and watched his face attentively, he probably thought she was a sympathetic listener. But most of the time she hardly heard what he said. His talk was like his letters: there was nothing she could do to help. She was quiet because that was the only way she knew how to be; she watched his face because she hoped it would betray some indication of her own reality – some flicker of interest or concentration of notice which might indicate that she was actually present with another person. So she sat with him in one corner of the soup kitchen the mission ran in its basement, and she kept her face turned toward him while he talked.


From a distance, he appeared bald, but that was because his mottled pink skin showed clearly through his fine, pale hair, which he kept cut short. The veins in his temples were prominent and seemed fragile, with the result that whenever he became agitated they looked like they might burst. Today she expected him to rehash his latest letter, which she had already typed nearly two hundred times. That was his usual pattern: while they ate the bland, thin lunch provided by the kitchen, he would tell her things she already knew about his work, his voice quavering whenever he came back to the uselessness of what he was doing. This time, however, he surprised her.


“Miss Morgan,” he said without quite looking at her, “have I ever told you about my wife?”


In fact, he hadn’t, though he referred to her often. But Terisa knew some of his family history from the previous mission secretary, who had given up the job in defeat and disgust. Nevertheless she said, “No, Reverend Thatcher. You’ve mentioned her, naturally. But you’ve never told me about her.”


“She died nearly fifteen years ago,” he said, still wistfully. “But she was a fine, Christian woman, a strong woman, God rest her soul. Without her, I would have been weak, Miss Morgan – too weak to do what needed doing.”


Though she hadn’t considered the question closely, Terisa thought of him as weak. He sounded weak now, even when he wasn’t talking about his failure to do better for the mission. But he also sounded fond and saddened.


“I remember the time – oh, it was years ago, long before you were born, Miss Morgan – I was out of seminary”– he smiled past her left shoulder – “with all kinds of honors, would you believe it? And I had just finished serving an assistant pastorship at one of the best churches in the city.


“At the time, they wanted me to stay on as an associate pastor. With God’s help, I had done well there, and they gave me a call to become one of their permanent shepherds. I can tell you, Miss Morgan, that was quite gratifying. But for some reason my heart wasn’t quiet about it. I had the feeling God was trying to tell me something. You see, just at that time I had learned that this mission needed a new director. I had no desire for the job. Being a weak man, I was pleased by my position in the church. I was well rewarded for my work, both financially and personally. And yet I couldn’t forget the question of this mission. It was true that the church called me to serve them. But what did God call me to do?


“It was Mrs. Thatcher who resolved my dilemma. Putting her hand on her hip, as she always did when she meant to be taken seriously, she said, ‘Now don’t you be a fool, Albert Thatcher. When Our Lord came into the world, he didn’t do it to serve the rich. This church is a fine place – but if you leave, they’ll have the choice of a hundred fine men to replace you. Not one of those men will consider a call to the mission.’


“So I came here,” he concluded. “Mrs. Thatcher didn’t care that we were poor. She only cared that we were doing what we could to serve God. I’ve done that, Miss Morgan, for forty years.”


Ordinarily, a comment like that would have been a prelude to another of his long discussions of his unending and often fruitless efforts to keep the mission viable. Ordinarily, she could hear those discussions coming and steel herself against them, so that her own unreality in the face of the mission’s need and his penury wouldn’t overwhelm her.


But this time what she heard was the faraway cry of horns.


They carried the command of the hunt and the appeal of music, two different sounds that formed a chord in her heart, blending together so that she wanted to leap up inside herself and shout an answer. And while she heard them, everything around her changed.


The soup kitchen no longer looked dingy and worn out: it looked well used, a place of single-minded dedication. The grizzled and tattered men and women seated at the tables were no longer reduced to mere hunched human wreckage: now they took in hope and possibility with their soup. Even the edges of the tables were more distinct, more tangible and important, than ordinary formica and tubed steel. And Reverend Thatcher himself was changed. The pulse beating in his temples wasn’t the agitation of uselessness: it was the strong rhythm of his determination to do good. There was valor in his pink skin, in the earned lines of his face, and the focus of his eyes was so distant because it was fixed, not on futility, but on God.


The change lasted for only a moment. Then she could no longer hear the horns, even though she yearned for them; and the air of defeat seeped slowly back into her surroundings.


Filled with loss, she thought she would start to weep if Reverend Thatcher began another of his discussions. Fortunately, he didn’t. He had some phone calls to make, hoping to catch certain influential people while they were taking their lunch breaks; so he excused himself and left her, unaware that for a moment he had been covered by glamour in her eyes. She returned to her desk almost gratefully; at her typewriter, she would be able to strike the keys and see her existence proven in the black characters she made on paper.


The afternoon passed slowly. Through the one, bare window, she could see the rain still flooding down, drenching everything until even the buildings across the street looked like wet cardboard. The few people hurrying up and down the sidewalks might have been wearing rain gear, or they might not: the downpour seemed to erase the difference. Rain pounded on the outside of the window; gloom soaked in through the glass. Terisa found herself typing the same mistakes over and over again. She wanted to hear horns again – wanted to reexperience the tang and sharpness that came with them. But they had been nothing more than the residue of one of her infrequent dreams. She couldn’t recapture them.


At quitting time, she put her work away, shrugged her shoulders into her raincoat, and tied her plastic bandana over her head. But when she was ready to go, she hesitated. On impulse, she knocked on the door of the tiny cubicle Reverend Thatcher used as a private office.


At first, she didn’t hear anything. Then he answered faintly, “Come in.”


She opened the door.


There was just room in the cubicle for her and one folding chair between his desk and the wall. His seat at the other side of the desk was so tightly blocked in with file cabinets that when he wanted to leave he could barely squeeze out of his niche. As Terisa entered the room, he was staring blankly at his telephone as if it sucked all his attention and hope away.


“Miss Morgan. Quitting time?”


She nodded.


He didn’t seem to notice that she hadn’t said anything. “You know,” he told her distantly, “I talked to forty-two people today. Thirty-nine of them turned me down.”


If she let the impulse which had brought her here dissipate, she would have that much less reason to believe in her own existence; so she said rather abruptly, “I’m sorry about Mrs. Thatcher.”


Softly, as if she hadn’t changed the subject, he replied, “I miss her. I need her to tell me I’m doing the right thing.”


Because she wanted to make him look at her, she said, “You are doing the right thing.” As she spoke, she realized she believed it. The memory of horns had changed that for her, if nothing else. “I wasn’t sure before, but I am now.”


His vague gaze remained fixed on the phone, however. “Maybe if I call her brother,” he muttered to himself. “He hasn’t made a contribution for a year now. Maybe he’ll listen to me this time. I’ll keep trying.”


While he dialed the number, she left the cubicle and closed the door. She had the impression that she was never going to see him again. But she tried not to let it bother her: she often felt that way.


The walk home was worse than the one to work had been. There was more wind, and it lashed the rain against her legs, through every gap it could find or make in her coat, past the edges of her bandana into her face. In half a block, her shoes were full of water; before she was halfway home, her sweater was sticking, cold and clammy, to her skin. She could hardly see where she was going.


But she knew the way automatically: habit carried her back to her condo building. Its glassy front in the rain looked like a spattered pool of dark water, reflecting nothing except the idea of death in its depths. The security guards saw her coming, but they didn’t find her interesting enough to open the doors for her. She pushed her way into the lobby, bringing a gust of wind and a spray of rain with her, and paused for a few moments to catch her breath and wipe the water from her face. Then, without looking up, she headed toward the elevators.


Now that she was no longer walking hard, she began to feel chilled. There was a wall mirror in the elevator: she took off her bandana and studied her face while she rode up to her floor. Her eyes looked especially large and vulnerable against the cold pallor of her skin and the faint blue of her lips. So much of her was real, then: she could be made pale by wind and wet and cold. But the chill went too deep for that reassurance.


As she left the elevator and walked down the carpeted hall to her apartment, she realized she was going to have a bad night.


In her rooms, with the door locked, and the curtains drawn to close out the sensation that she was beneath the surface of the pool she had seen in the windows from the outside, she turned on all the lights and began to strip off her clothes. The mirrors showed her to herself: she was pale everywhere. The dampness on her flesh made it look as pallid as wax.


Candles were made of wax. Some dolls were carved of wax. Wax was used to make molds for castings. Not people.


It was going to be a very bad night. .


She had never been able to find the proof she needed in her own physical sensations. She could easily believe that a reflection might feel cold, or warmth, or pain; yet it didn’t exist. Nevertheless she took a hot shower, trying to drive away the chill. She dried her hair thoroughly and put on a flannel shirt, a pair of thick, soft corduroy pants, and sheepskin moccasins so that she would stay warm. Then, in an effort to hold her trouble back, she forced herself to fix and eat a meal.


But her attempts to take care of herself had as much effect as usual – that is to say, none. A shower, warm clothes, and a hot meal couldn’t get the chill out of her heart – a detail she regarded as unimportant. In fact, that was part of the problem: nothing that happened to her mattered at all. If she were to die of pneumonia, it might be an inconvenience to other people – to her father, for example, or to Reverend Thatcher – but to her it would not make the slightest difference.


This was going to be one of those nights when she could feel herself fading out of existence like an inane dream.


If she sat where she was and closed her eyes, it would happen. First she would hear her father talking past her as if she weren’t there. Then she would notice the behavior of the servants, who treated her as a figment of her father’s imagination, as someone who only lived and breathed because he said she did, rather than as an actual and present individual. And then her mother –


Her mother, who was herself as passive, as nonexistent, as talent, experience, and determination could make her.


In her mind, with her eyes closed, Terisa would be a child again, six or seven years old, and she would hobble into the huge dining room where her parents were entertaining several of her father’s business associates in their best clothes – she would go into the dining room because she had fallen on the stairs and scraped her knee and horrified herself with how much she was bleeding, and her mother would look at her without seeing her at all, would look right through her with no more expression on her face than a waxwork figure, and would make everything meaningless. “Go to your room, child,” she would say in a voice as empty as a hole in her heart. “Your father and I have guests.” Learn to be like me. Before it’s too late.


Terisa had been struggling to believe in herself for years. She didn’t close her eyes. Instead, she went into her living room and pulled a chair close to the nearest wall of mirrors. There she seated herself, her knees against the glass, her face so near it that she risked raising a veil of mist between herself and her reflection. In that position, she watched every line and shade and flicker of her image. Perhaps she would be able to keep her reality in one piece. And if she failed, she would at least be able to see herself come to an end.


The last time she had suffered one of these attacks, she had sat and stared at herself until well past midnight, when the sensation that she was evaporating had finally left her. Now she was sure she wouldn’t last so long. Last night, she had dreamed – and in the dream she had been as passive as she was now, as unable to do anything except watch. The quiet ache of that recognition weakened her. Already, she thought she could discern the edges of her face blurring out of actuality.


Without warning, she saw a man in the mirror.


He wasn’t reflected in the mirror: he was in the mirror. He was behind her startled image – and moving forward as if he were floundering through a torrent.


He was a young man, perhaps only a few years older than she was, and he wore a large brown jerkin, brown pants, and leather boots. His face was attractive, though his expression was foolish with surprise and hope.


He was looking straight at her.


For an instant, his mouth stretched soundlessly as if he were trying to shout through the glass. Then his arms flailed. He looked like he was losing his balance; but his movements expressed an authority which had nothing to do with falling.


Instinctively, she dropped her head into her lap, covered it with her arms.


The mirror in front of her made no noise as it shattered.


She felt the glass spray from the wall, felt splinters tug at her shirt as they blew past. Like a flurry of ice, they tinkled against the opposite wall and fell to the carpet. A brief gust of wind as cold as winter puffed at her with the broken glass, then stopped.


When she looked up, she saw the young man stretched headlong on the floor beside her chair. A dusting of glass chips made his hair glitter. From his position, he looked like he had taken a dive into the room through the wall. But his right leg from mid-calf down was missing. At first, she thought it was still in the wall: his calf and his boot seemed to be cut off flat at the plane of the wall. Then she saw that the end of his leg was actually a couple of inches from the wall.


There was no blood. He didn’t appear to be in pain.


With a whooshing breath, he pushed himself up from the floor so that he could look at her. His right calf seemed to be stuck where it was; but the rest of him moved normally.


He was frowning intensely. But when she met his gaze, his face broke into a helpless smile.


“I’m Geraden,” he said. “This isn’t where I’m supposed to be.”










TWO: THE SOUND OF HORNS



Without quite realizing what she was doing, she pushed her chair back and stood up. Involuntarily, she retreated. Her feet in her moccasins made faint crunching noises as they ground slivers of glass into the carpet. The wall where the mirror had been glued was splotched and discolored: it looked diseased. The remaining mirrors echoed her at herself. But she kept her eyes on the man sprawled in front of her.


He was gaping at her in amazement. His smile didn’t fade, however, and he made no attempt to get up.


“I’ve done it again, haven’t I,” he murmured. “I swear I did everything right – but any Master can do this kind of translation, and I’ve gone wrong again somehow.”


She ought to be afraid of him: she understood that distinctly. His appearance there in her living room was violent and impossible. But instead of fear she felt only bafflement and wonder. He seemed to have the strange ability to bypass logic, normalcy. In her dream, she had not been afraid of death.


“How did you get in here?” she asked so softly that she could barely hear herself. “What do you mean, this isn’t where you’re supposed to be?”


At once, his expression became contrite. “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t frighten you.” There was tension in his voice, a fear or excitement of his own. But in spite of the tightness he sounded gentle, even kind. “I don’t know what went wrong. I did everything right, I swear it. I’m not supposed to be here at all. I’m looking for someone –—”


Then for the first time he looked away from her.


“— completely different.”


As his gaze scanned the room, his jaw dropped, and his face filled up with alarm. Reflected back at himself from all sides, he recoiled, flinching as though he had been struck. The knotted muscles of his throat strangled a cry. A fundamental panic seemed to overwhelm him; for a second, he cowered on the rug, groveled in front of her.


But then, apparently, he realized that he hadn’t been harmed. He lifted his head, and the fear on his features changed to astonishment, awe. He peered at himself in the mirrors as if he were being transformed.


Spellbound by his intense and inexplicable reactions, she watched him and didn’t speak.


After a long moment, he fought his attention back to her. With an effort, he cleared his throat. In a tone of constrained and artificial calm, he said, “I see you use mirrors too.”


A shiver ran through her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I don’t have any idea what you’re doing here. How do you know I’m not the right person?”


“Good question.” His grin stretched wider. He looked like he enjoyed the sight of her. “Of course you can’t be. I mean, how is that possible? Unless everyone has misunderstood the augury. Maybe this room pulled me away from where I should be. Did you know I was going to try this?”


Terisa didn’t want to repeat herself. Instead of continuing to mention that she had no idea what he meant, she asked, “Why don’t you get up? You look a little silly, lying there on the floor.”


One thing about him pleased her immediately: he seemed to hear her when she spoke, not simply when it happened to suit his train of thought. “I would like to,” he said somewhat sheepishly, “but I can’t.” He gestured toward his truncated right leg. “They won’t let go of my ankle. They better not let go. I would never get back.” His expression echoed the mercurial changes of direction in his mind. “Although I don’t know how I’m going to face them when I do get back. They’ll never believe I haven’t done it all wrong again.”


Still studying him for some sign that what was happening made sense, she inquired, “You’ve had this problem before?”


He nodded glumly, then shook his head. “Not this exact problem. I’ve never tried to translate myself before. The fact is, it isn’t commonly done. The last one I can remember was when Adept Havelock made himself mad. But that was a special case. He was using a flat glass – trying to translate himself without actually going anywhere, if you see what I mean.”


He looked around again. “Of course you do. Flat glass,” he breathed as though her mirrors were wonderful. “It’s lovely. And you haven’t lost your mind. I haven’t lost my mind. I had no idea Imagers like you existed.


“At any rate,” he resumed, “the theory of inter-Image translation is sound, and there are lots of cases recorded. Most people just don’t want to take the risk. Since I made the mirror – if I step all the way through, they might not be able to bring me back. Only an Adept can use other people’s mirrors – and Havelock is mad.


“But never mind that.” He pushed his digression aside. “It just looks like I haven’t been able to make it work.


“The fact is,” he concluded, “I’ve never been able to make anything work. That’s why they chose me – part of the reason, anyway. If something went wrong and I didn’t get back, they wouldn’t lose anybody valuable.”


Baffled as she was by this conversation, her training with Reverend Thatcher came to her aid. He had taught her to ask the questions he expected or wanted. “Where are you supposed to be?” Again she shivered. “Who am I supposed to be?”


He thought for a moment, chewing his lip. Then he replied, “I’d better tell you. The augury could have been misinterpreted. An Imager like you might be exactly what we need. And if I’m right –” He shot a gleam at her and began to explain.


“Everyone has studied the augury. Some of what we see in it can’t be wrong. It shows over and over again that the only way Mordant can be saved is if someone goes into a mirror and brings back help. For some strange reason, that ‘someone’ is me. Unfortunately, the augury doesn’t show me bringing any ‘help’ back. Instead, it shows an immensely powerful man in some kind of armor – a warrior or champion from another world. It doesn’t show whether he’ll save or destroy Mordant, but he’s unmistakable. And about the time of the augury he just happened to arrive in the Image in one of Master Gilbur’s mirrors. Judging from what we could see, he was about twice your size – in his armor – and he had enough magic weaponry to tear down mountains. He looked perfect.


“Of course, Master Gilbur could have just translated him to us. Several of the Masters thought we should do that – and defy the King. But the augury is explicit. We’re supposed to send me somewhere. Something about me is crucial. Apparently.” He lifted his shoulders. “There was a lot of argument. Master Quillon said I should go. But Master Eremis said that forcing me to translate myself out of existence was as good as a death sentence – and he isn’t usually that serious about anything. That surprised me. I don’t like Master Eremis, and I thought he didn’t like me. But in the end the Congery decided to let me try.


“So I made the mirror – I made it and made it, until we could all see the champion in it perfectly, and the Masters said it was right.” He frowned in bafflement. “I worked on that so hard. I swear it’s an exact duplicate of the original. But when I stepped into it”—he met her gaze and shrugged—“I came here.”


She waited until he was finished; but she already knew what she was supposed to say next. “So now you think the augury was misinterpreted. It said you had to go get someone. It didn’t say who that someone was.”


He nodded slowly, watching her face as if she could make what she was saying true.


“This time the Congery might be wrong.”


He nodded again.


For no good reason, she still wasn’t afraid. “So when you did what the augury showed, you came where you were supposed to be, not where the Congery decided.”


After a moment, he said softly, “Yes. It doesn’t make any sense, does it? It’s impossible. A mirror can’t translate something it doesn’t show. But no matter how badly I foul up, I can’t stop thinking things like that. You must have done something. You must have brought me here.” He glanced away, then looked up at her strongly. “You must have had a reason.”


This remark restored the logical reality of the situation, took away the illusion that she was having a comprehensible conversation. A comprehensible conversation with a man who fell into her living room out of nowhere, shattering one of her mirrors in the process? She wanted to answer him, None of this has anything to do with me. But she had never learned how to say things like that out loud. Often she felt a quiver of shame and a personal fading when she thought them. Looking for an escape from the dilemma – or at least from the room, so that she could try to pull herself together away from the influence of Geraden’s intent brown eyes – she said instead, “Would you like a cup of tea?”


She had his undivided attention. “I think I would” – his smile was at once abashed and pleased – “but unfortunately I don’t know what ‘tea’ is.”


“I’ll get some,” she said. “It’ll just take a few minutes.” Keeping her relief to herself, she started toward the kitchen.


Before she had gone three steps, he said in a completely different tone – a voice strong and formal, and yet strangely suppliant – “My lady, will you accompany me to Mordant, to save the realm from destruction?”


In surprise, she stopped and looked back at him.


At once, his expression became contrite and embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t have the right to place demands on you. I just suddenly have the strongest feeling that if you leave this room you won’t come back.”


As soon as he spoke, she realized that one reason she wanted to go into the kitchen was to reach the phone. She wanted to call security and tell them there was a crazy man in her apartment babbling about mirrors and translation and champions.


“Do you have these feelings often?” She was stalling while she tried to figure out what to do.


He shrugged; his expression held the shape of his formal question. “Not often. And they’re always wrong. But I trust them anyway. They have to mean something.” He hesitated for a moment, then said, “One of them made me apprentice myself to the Congery. I don’t know why – it certainly hasn’t done me any good. I’ve been an Apt for almost ten years, and I never get any further.” His tone was quiet; she heard anger rather than self-pity in it. “But I still have the strongest feeling that I must become a Master. I can’t stop trying.”


“But you said you wanted some tea.”


“I didn’t know what I was afraid of until you started to leave.”


“I’m not going anywhere,” she responded slowly. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


Again, she headed toward the kitchen. She was definitely going to call security. This had gone on too long.


“My lady!” he called immediately. His voice was strong, strangely commanding. “I beg you.”


She tried to continue, but her steps slowed of their own volition. In the entryway to the kitchen, she halted.


“If I twist and pull suddenly, my lady,” he said quietly, “I can probably free my ankle. Then I’ll be entirely here, with no way to return. And the Masters won’t know where I am, since what they see in this mirror is the champion. Then I’ll be lost here forever, unless by some chance or miracle they shape a mirror which shows me to them. If, in fact,” he added to himself, “I am anywhere at all, and not lost in the glass itself, as Master Eremis insists.


“But I’ll do it,” he went on more intensely, “before I’ll permit you to leave without hearing me.”


For a moment, she remained where she was. She felt herself leaning forward, trying to take the next step which would carry her out of his sight and into the sanctuary of the kitchen. Yet his appeal held her back as if he had a hand on her shoulder.


After all, she asked herself in an effort to think logically, normally, what would happen if she called security? The guards would come and take Geraden away. If they could – if they could wrench his leg free. And then they would have to let him go. He would be free to haunt her life. Unless she pressed charges against him. Then she would have to see him again as his accuser, making herself responsible for what happened to him. Perhaps she would have to see him several times. And she would certainly have to explain him to her father. Either way, she was stuck with him.


She had no desire to stand up in court – or in front of her father – and say that a man she had never seen before had broken into her living room through one of the mirrors and had asked her to save something called “Mordant.”


Slowly, she turned back to face the young man. For the first time since he had startled her with his unexpected arrival, she was scared. But he was a problem she had to solve, and security wasn’t the solution she wanted. Trying to keep her voice level, she said, “None of this makes any sense to me. What do you want me to hear?”


“My lady –” At once, embarrassment and relief made him look ten years younger. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I’ve done this all wrong. The way I’ve been talking, you probably think your mirrors have destroyed my mind. Which is what they should have done. I still don’t understand it. But please –”


He had risen to his hands and knees. Now he pulled his torso upright, so that he was kneeling erect among the splinters of glass. Forcing down his confusion and abashment, he achieved a semblance of dignity.


“Please don’t judge Mordant by me. The need is real. And it’s urgent, my lady. Parts of the realm have already begun to die. People are dying – people who don’t have anything to do with Imagery or kings and just want to live their lives in peace. And the threat increases every day. Alend and Cadwal are never exactly quiet. Now they’re forming armies. And King Joyse doesn’t do anything. The heart has gone out of him. Wise men smell treachery everywhere.


“But the gravest peril doesn’t come from the High King of Cadwal or the Alend Monarch. It comes from Imagery.” He gathered passion as he spoke. “Somewhere in the realm—somewhere where we can’t find them—there are renegade Imagers, Masters of mirrors, and they’re opening their glasses more and more to every kind of horror and foulness. They’re experimenting on Mordant, trying to find in their mirrors those attacks and evils which will be most virulent to the peace, stability, and life that King Joyse forged in his prime. And these Masters seem to have no fear of the chaos that comes from unleashing powers that cannot be controlled.


“Before this winter ends, the realm will begin to crumble. Then there will be war on every hand – war of every kind – and all good things will be in danger.


“My lady,” he said straight to her, “I don’t have any power to compel you. If I did, it would be wrong to use it. And you aren’t the champion the Congery expects. I’ve been such a fumble-foot all my life that my presence here might be just another one of my disasters.


“But I might be right. You understand mirrors.” He gestured around the room. “You might be the help we need. And if you are, we’re lost without you.


“Please. Will you come with me?”


She stared at him, her mouth open and her mind dumbfounded. Dying. War. Every kind of horror and foulness. We’re lost without you. What, me? She had never heard of Mordant – or Cadwal, or Alend. The only countries she knew of that still had kings were thousands of miles away. And nobody anywhere talked about mirrors as though they were doorways into different kinds of reality. You may be the help we need. What was he talking about?


As carefully as she could, she said, “This doesn’t make any sense. I know you’re trying to explain something, but it isn’t working. None of this has anything to do with me.” You don’t even know my name. “I can’t help you.”


But Geraden shook his head, dismissed her protest. “You don’t know that for sure. You don’t –”


Abruptly, his gaze narrowed as if a new thought had struck him, and he scrutinized her face. “Are you happy here?”


“Am I –?” The unexpected question made her look away from him, as though he had insulted her – or shamed her. Without warning, her fear was replaced by a desire to cry.


She peered hard into the nearest mirror, trying to reassure herself. Geraden occupied all the reflections, however, although she didn’t want to see him. From where she stood, there was no glass or angle that didn’t cast his image at her.


In spite of his strangeness, his reflection appeared more real than her own.


“Are you necessary?” he asked.


What a question. She stared deep into her own eyes in the mirror and pinched the bridge of her nose to hold back the tears. She was probably the most replaceable fact of Reverend Thatcher’s life. If she evaporated, he would notice her absence immediately; but his concern would last only until he found a new secretary. And days or even weeks might pass before her father became aware that she was gone. Then he would raise an enormous hue and cry, offering rewards, accusing the police of negligence, having security guards fired – but only to disguise the fact that he really didn’t care one way or the other what had become of her. And she belonged to no one else.


“Are you –?” He faltered for an instant, then persisted. “Forgive me. I’ve got the strongest feeling you aren’t happy. You don’t look happy. And I don’t see anyone else here. Are you alone? Are you wedded?” At least he had the decency to sound embarrassed. “Are you in love?”


She was so surprised – and he was squirming so badly – that she began to laugh. She remained close to tears; but laughing in front of him was an improvement over crying. The fact that she wasn’t crying enabled her to turn from her reflection to face him directly.


“I’m sorry.” She had some difficulty suppressing her laughter. “I guess it’s not easy being in your position. You should have had them tie a rope around your waist, instead of holding on to your foot. That way, you would at least be able to stand up.”


“My lady” – again he spoke formally, and again his voice seemed to catch hold of her – “you are not happy here. You are not needed. You are not loved. Come with me.” He extended a hand toward her. “You are an Imager. It may be that my glass was formed for you from the pure sand of dreams.”


“I’m not an Imager,” she replied. “I don’t dream very often.”


Her protest was automatic, however, not urgent. She was hardly listening to herself. Because her dreams were so rare, they made powerful impressions on her.


And in her dream she had remained passive and unimportant while three riders had charged forward to kill her and a man she didn’t know had risked his life to save her. A man like Geraden. Everything she disliked about herself held her back – her unreality, her fear of her father and punishment, her inability to have any meaningful effect on her own life. But Geraden still held out his hand to her.


She couldn’t help noticing that it was nicked and bruised in several places, and one of his fingernails was torn. Still she thought it was a good hand – sturdy and faithful.


It made her think of horns.


Their call carried her fear away.


“But,” she went on, and each word was a surprise to her, conjured by unexpected music out of the ache in her heart, “I think I would like to find out what’s been hiding on the other side of my mirrors all this time.”


In response, his face lit up like a sunrise.










THREE: TRANSLATION



“I don’t believe it,” Geraden murmured to himself. “I don’t believe it.” Then, an instant later, he said excitedly, “Quick, before you change your mind. Take my hand.”


She didn’t believe it either. What was she doing? But his excitement made her want to laugh again. And in her memory the horns called clearly, ringing out over the cold snow despite distance and the intervening hills – called to her.


Quickly, so that she wouldn’t have time to change her mind, she moved closer to him and put her hand in his.


At once, she became self-conscious. “Is that all there is to it?” she asked. “Don’t you have to wave your arms or say magic words or something?”


His grin grew wider and happier as he clasped her hand. “That’s all. The invocations and gestures have already been made. And the ability is born, not made. All you have to do is move with me.” Balancing himself on the knee of his truncated leg, he got his left foot under him. “And” – his expression sobered slightly – “watch your step.”


He began to push himself backward, drawing her with him.


As he did so, his right calf disappeared by inches: the flat plane remained stationary, so that as he slid his knee backward more and more of his leg was cut off. He seemed to be using his foot and leg to probe a place behind him – a place that didn’t exist.


When his right leg reached far enough, he was able to straighten his knee. Smiling and nodding to Terisa, slowly pulling her after him, he raised himself until he was almost upright. “You might find it easier,” he said, “if you close your eyes.” Then he shifted his weight to the other leg.


At that moment, his face went wide with dismay as he lost his balance and started to fall.


His plunge wrenched her forward, toward the wall – toward the plane where first his leg and now his entire body seemed to vanish. Instinctively, she tried to jerk free. But though he flailed for support, his hand held hers in a grip she couldn’t break. She tried to cry out, flung up her arm to ward off the impact—


The last thing she saw of her apartment was the splotched plaster where her broken mirror had once been glued. While she was still trying to release the cry of panic trapped in her throat, her marginal grasp on actuality failed, and she faded out of existence.


At once, she passed into a zone of transition where time and distance contradicted themselves. She felt eternity in an instant – or maybe she felt an instant that took forever. Her fall became a vast and elongated plummet down from or up to the heights of the world, even though the plunge carried her no more than half a step forward. She studied the sudden darkness intimately, despite the fact that it was so brief she could hardly have noticed it.


And then, with the same sensation of instantaneous eternity, of huge brevity, she saw Geraden again: he seemed to snap back into existence as though he had been lit to life by the abrupt orange illumination of the lamps and torches.


She recognized it – and immediately forgot it.


He was still falling, his face stretched in consternation; he had misjudged the step behind him. And his hand still gripped hers. She couldn’t recover. Even if she had been braced, she might not have been strong enough to stop his collapse toward the gray flagstones.


So she landed on top of him. Because she was trying to get her arms between herself and the impact, she accidentally planted an elbow in his stomach as she hit. His mouth gaped pain, and the breath burst from his lungs. But his body protected her: she flopped onto him and then off again. As a result, she came to rest on her back beside him, her face turned toward the massive old vaulted stone ceiling.


For a moment, the perceptual wrench had the effect of blindness: she stared upward as though she hadn’t observed the difference between this place and her apartment. Past her feet, and up two steps from her sprawling position, stood a large mirror in a polished wooden frame. The glass was nearly as tall as she was; it was tinted with a color that only showed at the edges of its surface; instead of being made flat it had been given a faintly rippling curve. On some level, she was aware that what she saw reflected in the mirror wasn’t the ceiling above her or the wall behind her. It also wasn’t the living room of her apartment. Yet in other ways she was no more conscious of the mirror than she was of the stone on which she lay.


Then, distinctly, she heard someone say, “Where did you get her?”


“You were invisible in the mirror. How did you do that?”


“Where did you go?”


Slowly through her stunned surprise leaked the information that she was stretched on the floor in the center of a circle of men.


What? She thought dumbly, her throat choked with astonishment. A circle of men. Where?


There must have been twenty or thirty of them, all staring down at her. At a glance, she saw that some of them were old and others weren’t: all of them were older than she was. They wore a variety of cloaks and robes, cassocks and jerkins – warm clothing to compensate for the coolness of the air. Each of them, however, had a chasuble of yellow satin draped around his neck.


Some of them peered at her in amazement and horror. She felt that way herself. “Fool!” one of them rasped. Another muttered, “This is impossible.”


Others were laughing.


At her side, Geraden gaped for air. A delicate shade of purple spread up from his corded neck over the tight lines of his cheeks.


“Well, Apt,” one of the laughing men said through his mirth, “here is another fine disaster.” He was tall, strongly built in spite of his leanness. His nose was too big; his cheekbones were too narrow, too flatly sloped toward his ears; his black hair formed an unruly thatch on the back of his skull, leaving his forehead bald. But the humor and intelligence in his pale eyes made him keenly attractive. He was wrapped in a jet cloak, which he wore with an air of insouciance. The ends of his chasuble hung as if he might start twirling them at any moment. “With all the realm in danger, we send you questing for a champion to save us. But for you this is nothing more than an opportunity for dalliance.


“My lady,” he went on, addressing Terisa, “it may be that you found young Geraden appealing enough to lure you here. But now that you are here, I think you will discover that Mordant has better men to offer.” With a laughing flourish, he bowed over her formally and extended his hand to help her to her feet.


Mordant, she echoed in the same dumb, choked surprise. He did it. He actually brought me to Mordant.


Geraden whooped a breath and began to pull air past the knot in his stomach.


Instinctively, Terisa turned toward him. At the same time, however, one of the men who hadn’t been laughing crouched beside Geraden. This man had a face the color and texture of a pine board. His eyebrows were as thick and stiff as bracken, but there was no other hair on his head anywhere. His girth appeared to be nearly as great as his height. “Shame, Master Eremis,” he muttered, reaching one heavy arm under Geraden’s head and shoulders to support the young man as he hacked for breath. “Find some other cause for amusement. What has happened here is either disaster or miracle. Certainly it is unprecedented. It needs seriousness.”


Master Eremis’ smile reached halfway to his ears. “Master Barsonage, you have no sense of play. What can any man or Master do about Apt Geraden’s pratfalls and confusions except laugh?” He turned his attention back to Terisa. His offer of help hadn’t wavered. “My lady?”


“We can weep, Master Eremis,” a guttural voice responded from the circle. “You have admitted yourself that we are doomed if we do not find the champion augured for us. I care nothing for King Joyse and his petty realm” – at this, the thick man supporting Geraden made a hissing noise through his teeth – “and I do not care who knows it. Let him sink into senility, and let Alend and Cadwal butcher each other for the right to replace him. But we have no other hope, the Congery of Imagers. This blighted Apt has just failed us.”


Terisa wanted to turn to see who had spoken. But she was held by the smile and the eyes and the extended hand of Master Eremis. He was looking at her, at her, as if she were real – as if she were really present in this high chamber of cut stone, where the air held a tang of winter and the light came from oil lamps and a few torches; impossibly present here when she had no physical right to be anywhere at all except back in her apartment, staring at herself alone in her mirrors.


The magnetism of his look compelled her. She couldn’t refuse him; he gave her the tangible existence she had always doubted. Gazing back at him in surprise and wonder, she let him take her hand and draw her easily to her feet.


“You’re wrong,” Geraden coughed. His color was improving. With Master Barsonage’s help, he tried to sit up. “All of you. She’s the right one.”


The reaction was loud and immediate: most of the men started talking at once.


“What? A woman? Impossible.”


“Are you blind? Look at her. She isn’t even armed.”


“This is not the champion you were sent to bring. Do you think we are as foolish as you?”


“But this proves it! Think of the implications. King Joyse and Adept Havelock are right. They are alive.”


“Leave the boy alone. I’m sure this was just another accident.”


The guttural voice added, “What nonsense. Do not be irresponsible. You have made a ruin out of our trust. Do not try to disguise your failure by pretending success.” Terisa saw the speaker now: he was a heavyset man with a crooked back, hands that looked strong enough to break stones, a white beard spattered with flecks of black, and a fleshy scowl etched permanently onto his face. To the other Masters, he concluded, “I argued and argued that we should not pin our hope on this hapless puppy, but I was outvoted. This” – he pointed a finger as massive as the peen of a hammer at Terisa – “is the result.”


Master Eremis laughed again and made a placating gesture. But before he could reply, Geraden protested, “No, Master Gilbur.” Coughing, he struggled out of Master Barsonage’s hold and pushed himself to his feet. “It isn’t my fault this time. Think about it –”


Unfortunately, the attempt to stand, talk, and cough simultaneously confused his balance. He stepped on one of his own feet and fell to the side, pitching heavily against two Imagers. They were barely able to catch him. Several men guffawed; this time Terisa could hear their bitterness. They had seen him do things like this before.


When he regained his balance, he was flushed and glowering with embarrassment.


“Apt Geraden,” Master Eremis said kindly, “you have not had an easy time of this. But what is done is done – and we are no nearer to the champion we need than we were when you began. It might be wiser if you did not vex the Congery further by arguing against the obvious.”


Grimly, Geraden straightened the disarray of his jerkin. “What’s obvious,” he began sourly, “is that I haven’t gone wrong the way you believe. You haven’t considered –”


“Boy,” Master Barsonage growled behind him, “watch your tone. We are Masters here. We are not required to hear the insolence of an Apt.”


At once, chagrin rushed over the anger and embarrassment in Geraden’s face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean –” He flung a look of misery and contrition at Barsonage. “But this is so important.”


“We are aware of what is important,” rasped the heavyset man, Master Gilbur. “Credit us with that minimum of intelligence. The rest we will be able to reason for ourselves.”


Terisa was only marginally attentive to what was being said. As soon as Eremis stopped looking at her, she was nearly overcome by a sense of unreality. None of this was possible. Where was she really? Was this what happened when her tendency to fade away was pushed to its conclusion? Deliberately, she concentrated on what she could see, trying to convince herself of her surroundings.


She had her back to the mirror on the stone dais: instinctively, she felt that was one glass into which she didn’t wish to glance. Master Eremis had positioned her in an almost proprietary way at his side; the rest of the Imagers were clustered around Geraden, Barsonage, and Gilbur. And they all stood near the open center – the dais itself occupied the center – of a large, round chamber with a flagstone floor. Crude-hewn gray granite formed the walls and ceiling. Several huge torches burned in sconces set around the distant walls; but most of the light came from oil lamps hanging from the four thick pillars that supported the high vaults of the ceiling. Within the area marked by the pillars, the center of the chamber was ringed by a carved wooden railing with benches like pews outside it, facing inward. The benches could have seated forty or fifty people.


This, she guessed, was the official meeting hall of the Congery of Imagers. That seemed reasonable – which was good. If it were reasonable, it might also be real.


She would have liked to wander away from the group of men, do a little exploring on her own. But part of her did hear what the Masters were saying. She heard the appeal in Geraden’s voice, the weight of sarcasm with which Master Gilbur responded. Though she had only known Geraden for – what was it? ten minutes now? twenty at the most – she felt loyal to him. He had talked and listened to her and smiled as if she actually existed. Meeting the flustered contrite-and-urgent supplication in his eyes, she said to the Masters, “I think you ought to give him a chance. There must be some reason why I agreed to come with him.”


At once, she winced inwardly and wanted to apologize to Geraden, because Master Eremis let out a peal of laughter. “There must indeed, my lady,” he chortled. “I was wrong to speak of dalliance, for that surely was no part of this Apt’s appeal. He has many virtues, but grace and wit are not among them. Since we have no reason to believe that you were brought by force, there must indeed be some reason why you are with him.” Several of the Imagers chuckled at Eremis’s jest; but Geraden could do nothing except duck his head to hide his misery. “Well, speak, Geraden,” the Master went on. “What is it that you believe we have not considered?”


For a moment, Terisa thought that Geraden would refuse to answer. She had watched her father embarrass her mother on any number of occasions, and the only outlet her mother had found for her resentment had been a refusal to speak. But Geraden set aside whatever humiliation he felt. Excitement surged into his gaze, and he took a step forward almost as if he were jumping.


“Master Eremis”– he turned his head—“Master Gilbur”—again, he faced Eremis, Terisa, and the mirror—“you know I’m only an Apt, and you laugh because I make a lot of mistakes. But you haven’t thought about what she means.” He made an openhanded gesture toward Terisa. “Why is she here? How did she get here?


“Master Gilbur, you taught me how to shape that mirror. It’s exactly like the one you made. You know they’re exactly alike because what you see in this mirror is the same as what your mirror shows. They’re the same.


“Master Eremis, have you ever heard of a mirror that could translate things it didn’t show?”


This question took several of the Masters aback. Gilbur scowled like the clenching of a fist; Eremis’ mouth twisted thoughtfully; Barsonage raised his eyebrows so far that they appeared to grow back over his skull. A small man with a face like a rabbit’s nodded vigorously.


Now Geraden was speaking to all the Imagers at once. “The greatest Masters we know of have never been able to make mirrors that show one thing and translate another. Adept Havelock in his prime couldn’t do it. Even the stories about arch-Imager Vagel don’t mention any power as strong as that.


“Think about it, Masters. Either I’ve stumbled by accident onto the greatest achievement in the history of Imagery. Or I’m already the greatest Master since the first mirror was shaped.” Abruptly, he stopped, fixing his gaze squarely on Eremis.


“Or what, Apt?” Master Gilbur growled. “Surely you do not expect us to stomach either of those alternatives?”


“Or,” Geraden said slowly, still holding Eremis’ eyes, “another power intervened. Maybe it was the same power that shaped the augury. It took me to a place I could not have reached with that mirror. A place where I could find the champion the augury intended instead of the one you chose.”


He was nearly whispering, and his brown eyes shone intently. “She’s the one I should have been sent to bring back. She’s the one who can save us.”


For an instant, all the Congery stared in silence at Geraden and his assertion. Then the rabbity Master announced in a high, thin voice, “I said so. I have said so from the beginning. This proves it. They are real.”


“Oh, forsooth,” retorted Gilbur trenchantly. “The Apt speaks cleverly, but he defies reason. She our augured savior? She the power to rescue us from Imagery gone mad? Look at her, Masters. What are her powers? How will she fight in our defense? In what way is she superior to the champion we have chosen?”


As he spoke, he aimed a thick forefinger at the glass behind Terisa.


Several of the men shifted their attention there. Even Master Eremis turned and gave the mirror a glance.


Involuntarily, Terisa obeyed Gilbur’s pointing.


Her first impression was confirmed: the mirror didn’t reflect anything that she could see here – or that she had ever seen.


The tinted and faintly rippled glass showed a scene distant enough to be quite large, but not distant enough to weaken its primary figures. In the middle ground of a stark and alien landscape lit by the scarlet glow of an old, red sun stood a metallic shape which her mind instantly labeled a “spaceship.” Forming a defensive perimeter around the ship were a number of manlike forms, also metallic: a moment passed before she realized that they actually were men, men in armor. They were under attack; but the destructive beams that chewed pieces off the landscape only glanced from the helmets and chestplates of the defenders. She couldn’t see the effect of the fire they returned, but it must have been adequate: they weren’t driven back toward their ship.


The central figure of the scene, however, wasn’t the ship or one of the fighters. Rather, it was another metal-clad individual who occasionally waved his arms or shifted his attention as though he were directing the battle. He was heavily armed: strange weapons hung on his hips, and strapped to his back was a rifle the size of a small cannon. But more than his armament, it was his stance that conveyed a staggering sense of power through the glass. He stood the alien ground as if he meant to decimate whole populations in order to claim it.


Terisa understood at once that he was the champion, the strong and violent being Geraden had been sent to find.


That was the kind of help Mordant needed? The danger was that severe? And Geraden wanted these men to take her seriously as an answer to their problem, an augured savior? Suddenly, she realized that Master Gilbur was right. If Geraden considered her a sane answer to a problem of that scope, he was out of his mind.


What kind of lunacy had possessed her to take his hand? She should absolutely have gone to the phone, called security, and accepted the consequences. The strain of having to face her father would have been preferable to the impossibility of where she was now.


It affected her like dizziness. What was she doing here? She turned away from the mirror in a blur and seemed to lose her balance. Then she found herself gazing up into Master Eremis’ face as if she were asking him for help. Though she didn’t know him at all, she felt his intelligence, his strength, his effectiveness. His humor was built on confidence, and it promised results even when he was jesting.


He met her appeal for a moment, and the corners of his eyes crinkled as though he were about to start laughing again. But he didn’t. Instead, he let a good-natured frown crease his high forehead. “Masters,” he said in a musing tone, “it is a subtle question. We must not dismiss it lightly. Apt Geraden makes a point which deserves consideration.”


Over Master Gilbur’s growl of exasperation, Eremis went on, “That his taste in champions is suspect I grant you. But there is simple truth in his words. Either he has stumbled by chance into a miracle. Or he has secretly made himself greater than us all.” Master Eremis put aside the protests of the Congery with a delicate wave of his fingers. “Or there is a power at work here which we do not comprehend – and which we must take into account.


“I propose,” he continued promptly, “that we adjourn for the present. We must have time to think. Mordant’s need is urgent, but it does not require foolish haste. What say you? Perhaps tomorrow we will understand these things better.


“Master Barsonage?”


Terisa was faintly surprised to hear him suggest rather than announce an adjournment: she had assumed automatically that he was the leader of the Congery. But that role seemed to belong to the thick, bald man with the eyebrows like scrub and the pine-yellow skin. When Eremis addressed him, he glanced around the Masters for a moment, taking a consensus. After most of them had indicated their assent, he said, “It is likely a wise idea. I doubt that we will gain much insight into whether Apt Geraden is the victim of accident, genius, or intervention. But we must determine what we will do about it. Those of us who are already weary of argument will need rest before facing that debate.”


Brusquely, he concluded, “Let us meet again tomorrow.”


Master Eremis grinned his approval. “Very good.” Then he turned to Terisa and extended his hand. “My lady, will you accompany me? Someone must offer you the hospitality of Orison. I will see you honorably quartered, as befits a woman of your obvious importance.” He gave the word importance a slight, jesting stress, teasing either her or Geraden. “And there are many things of which I wish to speak with you.”


He was looking squarely at her again, and she doubted that she could have refused his offer even if she had wanted to: his direct attention was seductive and compelling. It seemed to make her throat dry and her knees unsteady. Involuntarily, she reacted to him as if he were the first man who had ever looked at her in that way. As far as she knew, he was the first.


But when she raised her hand to take Eremis’, Geraden suddenly said, “My lady, I prefer that you accompany me.” His manner had become formal.


At once, an astonished silence dropped over the Masters; they stared at Geraden as though he had just insulted Eremis. The flush on Geraden’s skin betrayed that he was conscious of his audacity. Nevertheless the muscles of his jaw bunched stubbornly, and his eyes didn’t flinch.


Master Eremis raised an eyebrow; Terisa felt his concentration shift from her to Geraden. But after a brief flick away his gaze returned to hers. “Come,” he said in an appealing – and commanding – tone. “The Apt has played his part in these matters, but now he must leave them to those of greater rank, ability, and experience. You will not complain of my company, I think, my lady.”


She almost went with him. She wanted to – or thought she wanted to – or perhaps she had no idea what she wanted, but if she went with him he might be able to answer that question for her.


The Apt wasn’t prepared to let her go, however. “My lady,” he said, his voice clenched around his anxiety and determination, “Master Eremis believes that you do not exist.”


His assertion fell into the silence like a personal challenge, as if he were daring the Master to battle.


And a small sting of panic touched Terisa’s heart.


Vexation replaced the humor in Eremis’ face. He swung scowling away from her; his tall body seemed to poise itself for a scathing retort. But an instant later he drew back a step, his self-control restored.


“That is not properly true, my lady,” he said coldly, without a glance at her. “I believe that you did not exist until you were translated from the mirror.”


“And therefore,” Geraden went on, “he believes that you are an object, my lady, an artifact of Imagery – a thing to be used, not a woman to be respected.”


That was too much for Master Eremis. “Faugh!” he spat. “I will not debate the meaning of Imagery with a puppy too hapless to earn a chasuble and too witless to respect his betters.” He dismissed Terisa. “Go with him. He will drive me to distraction if you do not.”


Turning away, he strode through the crowd of Masters. A moment after he disappeared behind one of the pillars, Terisa heard the thud of a heavy wooden door.


Geraden didn’t look at her. His gaze was fixed on the flagstones. He was so hot with embarrassment that beads of sweat stood on his forehead.










FOUR: THE OLD DODDERER



“Arrogance,” one of the Imagers muttered. Another smiled his relish for Eremis’ discomfiture; but most of the Congery felt otherwise. Master Gilbur gave a heavy shrug of disgust. The rabbity man twitched his nose.


They were glaring at Geraden.


Trembling inside, Terisa studied him too. Softly, hesitantly, she asked, “What do you mean, he believes I don’t exist? Or I didn’t exist until I was translated from the mirror?” That idea hit her too hard, too deeply. Was the uncertainty of her being so plain that even strangers could see it? “It doesn’t make any sense. None of this makes any sense. You don’t even know who I am.”


At once, Geraden began to apologize. “I’m sorry, my lady. I keep treating you badly, when that’s the last thing I want.” He met her gaze with an expression of brave distress – unhappy about his talent for doing or saying the wrong thing, but determined to face the consequences. “I should have let you go with Master Eremis. I don’t know what came over me.”


Before she could protest, That isn’t what I meant, Master Barsonage intervened. “Apt Geraden,” he said, “we have little patience for your contrition just now.”


“I’m sorry,” said Geraden again, reflexively.


“It is a tale,” the Master went on in a tone like a bar of lead, “we have heard many times. Silence it, therefore, and heed me instead. I will not command you not to speak to the King, since I know you would not obey me. I will say this, however. She is here through your agency. She is your responsibility. Give her the courtesy of Orison’s hospitality as well as the Congery’s respect. She is a mystery to us and must be well treated.


“But”– he clamped a hand onto Geraden’s shoulder – “do not answer her questions, Apt.”


At that, Geraden’s eyes widened. Ignoring Terisa, Barsonage tightened his grip and his tone. “As a mystery to us, she is dangerous. Do not betray Mordant or the Congery to her until we are sure of her.”


Geraden’s gaze slid away from the Master’s. He studied the stones under Terisa’s feet and said nothing.


Very quietly, the thick man asked, “Do you understand me, Apt? I am the mediator of the Congery. If I dismiss you, you will never again be considered for the chasuble of a Master.”


None of the other Imagers made a sound. Some of them looked vexed; some seemed to be holding their breath. The air in the room was still too cold for comfort.


Geraden’s shoulder twisted under the mediator’s grasp; then he straightened himself against the pressure. “I understand you, Master Barsonage.” He sounded faraway and forlorn. “The lady is my responsibility.”


“In all ways.”


“In all ways.”


Slowly, Master Barsonage released his hand. “Admirable,” he muttered. “Good sense becomes you.”


“Ha!” snorted Master Gilbur. “Admirable, indeed.” He was glaring blackly at Geraden. “If you believe that he will keep his word, Barsonage, you have become old in your wits.”


At that, Master Barsonage put his hands like barrel staves on his sides. “Let me caution you against such statements, Master Gilbur. We are little trusted now – and less when you speak with such contempt. Apt Geraden springs from the honest and honorable line of the Domne. The sons of the Domne have always been true.”


Abruptly, then, he turned away from Geraden and Terisa. “These meetings consume too much time,” he said in a friendly way to no one in particular. “Again I am late for my noontide meal.” Slapping at his girth, he asked, “Masters, will you join me?”


Several of the Imagers assented; Gilbur and others declined with varying degrees of courtesy. The Congery began to break up as Masters left the open center of the chamber, moving toward the doors beyond the pillars. After a few backward looks and a murmured comment or two, they left Terisa and Geraden alone.


He continued staring at the stones under her feet as if he were ashamed.


She blinked at him, feeling vaguely stupid. No one was going to answer any of her questions? No one was going to tell her why Master Eremis thought she didn’t exist? Surely she had a right to protest?


As a little girl, however, she had occasionally made the mistake of protesting, of trying to stand up for herself. It isn’t fair why do I always have to go to bed you never want me around! The reactions she had received taught her at an early age the folly of what she was doing. Her parents had wanted her to impinge on their consciousness as little as possible. Her father, in particular, had seldom been gentle when she had called his notice down on herself. Following his example, most of his servants had treated her with bare tolerance. And the numerous private schools to which she had been shuttled at his whim all had specific instructions where she was concerned. A passive child was only dismissed from attention; an assertive one was punished. And it was punishment that had first convinced her that she might not be real. Over the years, she had learned to let herself feel less and less of the emotions that led to demands and rejection.


So instead of indulging herself in some kind of outcry, she did the next best thing: she watched the flush of Geraden’s shame and said nothing.


When he finally raised his head, he looked miserable.


“I’m sorry, my lady. This isn’t what I thought was going to happen at all. I knew they would have to be convinced – especially Master Gilbur. But I didn’t think they –” He grimaced. “It isn’t fair to drag you into this and then refuse to answer your questions. It just isn’t fair. And it’s my fault again, of course.”


To keep him talking, she asked, “How is it your fault?”


Glumly, he muttered, “I didn’t tell them about your mirrors.”


There seemed to be no point in reminding him that she couldn’t possibly understand what he meant, so she said, “Why didn’t you?”


He shrugged. “I meant to. But at the last second I had the strongest feeling –” His voice trailed away, then came back more strongly. “I just don’t trust Master Eremis. Or Master Gilbur either, for that matter. I don’t want to tell them anything.”


Terisa considered him for a moment. “But you’re still not going to answer my questions.” Thanks to her years of training, her tone betrayed almost no bitterness.


With a wince, he replied, “No. I can’t. You heard him. I think he’s wrong, but that doesn’t make any difference. He can have me dismissed. I’ve been trying to become a Master since I was fifteen. I can’t give it up.” Again he said, “I’m sorry.”


Glowering, but unable to meet her gaze, he stopped. His dire expression made him look younger than he was – in fact, younger than she was herself. Unexpectedly, she found that she wasn’t angry at him, not even down in the secret places of her heart where she kept her dangerous emotions hidden. He seemed to be upset as much on her behalf as on his own. That was a degree of consideration to which she was unaccustomed.


In response, she surprised herself by inquiring, “Do you think I exist?”


He looked at her sharply, the glower suddenly gone from his face. “Well, of course. Isn’t it obvious? In fact, you’re the proof of what King Joyse and Adept Havelock have been saying all along. Masters like Eremis and Gilbur believe the mirrors create what we see in them. Those things only exist when they’re translated out of the glass. But that never made any sense to me. And now it sounds like nonsense – now that I’ve gone into a mirror for myself and met you.” Excitement improved his appearance considerably. “That was a shock – when I stepped into the glass expecting to find the champion and found you instead – but it convinced me you’re real. Everything in the mirrors is real.”


Then he caught himself; the excitement faded from his face. He became distant and wary, ashamed again. “But I’m not supposed to answer your questions.”


Terisa almost laughed. Out of nowhere, he made her feel good – better than she had felt for a long time. Already, he had convinced her that if she kept him talking he wouldn’t be able to refuse her. He took her too seriously to refuse her. “Apt Geraden,” she said, “if I’m real, I must be important. Even if I’m an accident, I must be important. Don’t you think it might be a good idea to ask me who I am?”


His eyes went wide: mouth agape, he stared at her. Apparently, he had been so wrapped up in her translation and his argument with the Imagers that he had forgotten the simple courtesy of asking for her name. The realization made him tremble on the brink of more contrition and misery; more apologies.


But an instant later he caught the spirit of her question. His face broke into a grin; he began to laugh. “Oh, good for you, Geraden,” he said, shaking his head in amused horror. “You’re really doing well today.” Then he took a step backward, assumed a pose of mock dignity, and bowed extravagantly. The effort tripped him; he barely avoided stumbling. “My lady,” he intoned, “I prostrate myself before you most humbly. Will you deign to grant me the sublime honor of your name and station?”


“Don’t be silly,” she replied, trying to conceal her enjoyment. “I don’t have any ‘station.’ My name is Terisa Morgan.”


“My lady Terisa of Morgan,” he continued sententiously, “you are too kind. I am your most unworthy servant. But if you will accompany me, it will be my great joy to make you acquainted with Joyse, founder of the Congery, lord of the Demesne, and King of Mordant.”


Then he changed back to his normal manner. “I think it would be a good idea if you met him right away. He needs to know about you, no matter what some of the Masters say. He’ll understand how important you are. And he might be willing to tell you what’s going on around here.”


When he said this, her mood soured. The reference to “how important” she was restored her sense of the reality of the situation. One way or another, she was a mistake: she was the wrong person. In consequence, she felt a sudden, irrational reluctance to meet King Joyse. He might laugh like her father at the idea that she was important.


“Geraden,” she asked awkwardly, “is there really a reason for all this? You’re not just doing an experiment on me, are you? Practicing your translations?”


Somehow, he looked straight into her face and saw what she was feeling. At once, his expression sobered; empathy softened his gaze. “My lady, I swear to you on my heart that the need is urgent. King Joyse would have the head of any Imager who did frivolously what we’ve done to you – though there are some,” he digressed momentarily, “who might attempt it, if they weren’t restrained by the Congery.


“In addition, I swear to you,” he went on, “if your translation is an accident – a mistake of any kind – I’ll do everything anybody can do to restore you to your own world.


“And one thing more, my lady.” His tone and his gaze grew sharper. “I’ll find a way to get you back to your own world anyway, if King Joyse or Master Barsonage or somebody doesn’t decide to start treating you better soon.”


Meeting his eyes, Terisa found that she believed him, in spite of herself. The whole idea was secretly amazing – that any man, however accident-prone, would look at her and make promises so seriously. To cover her astonishment, she turned a little away from him. Then, as distantly as she could, she said, “You’d better call me Terisa. I’m not anybody’s ‘lady.’ I don’t want the King to get the wrong idea.”


She felt rather than saw his approval. “Thank you. I think you’re doing the right thing. I have a good feeling about this.” He put one hand tentatively on her arm. “Shall we go?”


His attention was focused on her as though he wanted to make more promises. In reply, she gave him the polite, noncommittal smile she had perfected by the time she was a teenager – and groaned to herself because her response to him was so much emptier than his to her. But she went on smiling that way while she nodded her assent.


He gestured past one of the pillars. “This way, then.”


She was thankful that he let go of her arm as he guided her toward a door.


The door was a massive wooden construction supported with iron struts and bolts: it looked like it had originally been intended to seal people out of this chamber – or seal them in. In, she decided when Geraden opened the door, swinging it outward. But its bolts were arranged so that it could only be locked from the inside.


As he led her through the doorway, they met two guards in the corridor.


The men were both large, rough, poorly shaved veterans with the look of hard service about them. They wore mail shirts and leggings over their leather clothes and close-fitting iron caps on their heads. Each had a longsword at his belt and gripped a pike in his right hand. One of them was marked by an old scar that ran from his hairline down his forehead, between his eyes, and beside his nose almost to his mouth. The other had lost several teeth.


The one whose teeth were missing stared at Terisa in a way she didn’t find reassuring; but the other addressed Geraden like a familiar comrade, asking him if there were any Masters remaining in the chamber.


When Geraden shook his head, the guard relaxed his stance. “Then we’re off duty for a while. Listen, Geraden. Argus and I have a small keg of ale waiting. What do you think? Would you and” – he flicked a suggestive glance at Terisa – “your companion like to join us for a drink?”


“I think, Ribuld,” Geraden replied good-humoredly, “that you and Argus forgot how to think the day you decided to be soldiers. For your information, my ‘companion’ is the lady Terisa of Morgan, and she isn’t likely to spend her time swilling ale with the likes of you. The King is waiting to meet her right now.”


“Too good for us, is she?” muttered Argus. But Ribuld gave him a solid elbow-jab in the ribs, and he stepped back, a look of apoplexy on his face.


Grinning, Geraden drew Terisa on down the passageway.


“Don’t let them worry you,” he said softly as they walked. “Those two look terrible, but they’re good men. They trained with my brother Artagel. I’m going to try to get them assigned to keep an eye on you.”


“Why do I need guards?”


“Because –” he began. This time, however, he realized what he was doing right away. “For the same reason I’m not supposed to answer your questions. Mordant has too many enemies. The Congery has too many enemies. And King Joyse –” Again he stopped, a look of unconscious pain on his face. “Whether you’re here by accident or not, you already have enemies yourself. As long as I’m responsible for you, I want to be sure you also have guards – guards who’re going to take you seriously. Ribuld and Argus will do that for me because I’m Artagel’s brother.”


After a moment, he muttered, “Master Barsonage made a big mistake telling me not to answer questions.”


In silence, she walked with him down the corridor.


The corridor was built of the same gray blocks of granite that had formed the walls and ceiling of the Congery’s chamber; and it led to several turns, a few doors, a stair, and then into an enormous square hall large enough to be a ballroom.


This place had a smooth floor, the stones closely fitted so that there were no gaps; balconies around the walls, where musicians might sit to play, or from which high lords and ladies might watch the dancing; several huge hearths for warmth. In each corner, broad stairways curved gracefully upward out of sight. But the place was lifeless. It had an atmosphere of disuse, even of neglect: the people and musicians, the excitement and color that might have given it gaiety had gone away. The hearths were cold; and the only light came from narrow windows high above the balcony on one wall, with the result that the hall was full of gloom. The windows permitted a glimpse of sullen clouds.


Terisa shivered as Geraden headed her toward one of the stairways. “This isn’t the direct route,” he commented. “But we wouldn’t be able to get across the courtyard without ruining your clothes.” She was fortunate to be as warmly dressed as she was. What she could see of the sky through the windows looked like winter.


The stairway took them up one level. From there, he led her through a sequence of passages, short stairways, and halls that created a haphazard impression, as if the massive stone pile through which they moved had been constructed randomly, by lumps. But his instinct for mishap didn’t include any uncertainty about where he was going: he knew this place intimately.


As they walked, they began to encounter more and more people. Many of them were guards, on duty or on errands; but many more seemed to be the inhabitants of the building. Old men leaned on their brooms in the corridors, stirring small piles of dust with diligent inattention. Girls scurried here and there, carrying linens or buckets or mops. Boys sprinted past, probably pretending that they were involved in something urgent so that no one would stop them and put them to work. As for the men and women—


Terisa found that she could easily estimate their rank by their clothes. Everyone was warmly dressed; but the sweeps and chambermaids wore woolen skirts, wool shawls over their blouses, and heavy clogs, where the ladies had on floor-length gowns of taffeta or satin and supple leather boots, with jewels in their hair or about their necks. The charmen and grooms dressed themselves as Geraden did, in jerkins, pants, and boots, perhaps with a long dagger sheathed at their belts, but the lords wore elaborately woven surcoats over flowing shirts and tight hose, with sabers in ornamented scabbards on their hips. And the intermediate degrees of station could be defined at once by the presence or absence of a sword or a décolletage, by the length of a gown or the embroidery on a surcoat.


In spite of their elegance, however, even the finest lords and ladies didn’t look like they had ever been to a ball. Almost without exception, they comported themselves like people who lived under a shadow.


Several of the individuals Terisa and Geraden encountered greeted him, either by name or by title.


All of them stared at Terisa as openly as they dared.


After a while, self-consciousness made her realize that they had probably never seen anyone like her before. The idea was startling – and unsettling.


Shortly, Geraden led her up a series of stairs that doubled back and forth as if they occupied the inside of a tower. They led to a high, carved door with a guard stationed on either side. These men were better kempt than Argus and Ribuld, though they appeared no less experienced and dangerous; but they acknowledged Geraden with the same familiarity.


“This is the lady Terisa of Morgan,” Geraden said. “Will you announce us? I think the King will want to meet her.”


The guards made halfhearted efforts to conceal the way they ogled her. One of them shrugged: it was his duty to ward the King, but he clearly couldn’t think of any reason to believe Geraden was dangerous. The other knocked on the door, let himself into the room beyond, and closed the door behind him.


A moment later, he returned. “You can go in. But be careful. The King and Adept Havelock are playing hop-board. If the Adept decides you’ve disturbed his concentration, he might do something unpleasant.”


Geraden gave the man a sour smile. “I understand.”


His hand lightly touching Terisa’s arm, he moved her toward the half-open door.


The room they entered surprised her. It was the first richly appointed chamber she had seen in this place, and although it was about the size of her living room and dining room combined, it was warm. A thick rug, woven in an abstract pattern of lush blues and reds, covered most of the floor. Blond wood paneling had been set over the stone walls, and each panel was elegantly decorated, some with carving, others with fine black inlay-work. Candles burned in brass holders set into the walls; small five-branched candelabra stood on ornamental tables in the corners of the room and on both ends of the mantelpiece above the hearth. Hot coals glowed under the flames in the fireplace.


Two old men sat opposite each other at a small table in the center of the room. One of them wore a purple velvet robe that covered him like a tent. He appeared lost in it, as if it had been made for him when he was young and powerful, and no longer fit him now that his frame had withered. That impression was reinforced by his stark white hair and beard, by the faint blue tint his veins gave his skin, by the arthritic swelling of the knuckles of his hands, and by the watery azure hue of his eyes. A thin circlet of gold held his hair back from his face.


“King Joyse,” Geraden whispered to Terisa.


The other man had lost most of his hair, and what was left of it stuck up from his pate in unruly tufts. His hawk nose gave his face a fierceness which was belied by the constant trembling of his fleshy lips. His eyes seemed to be looking in slightly different directions. He wore a plain, dingy surcoat, which had once been white, with – as far as Terisa could tell – nothing under it. But over his shoulders was draped a yellow chasuble.


“Adept Havelock,” breathed Geraden. “Some of the Masters call him ‘the King’s Dastard.’”


Both men were concentrating intently on a playing board set between them. It was composed of alternating red and black squares, but only the black squares were in use. On them sat small round counters: the King’s were white; Havelock’s, red. As she noticed the board, Terisa saw Havelock make a move, hopping one of his men over two of the King’s and removing them from the board.


They were playing checkers.


A jolt of recognition went through her, upsetting her disproportionately. After all, it was only a minor game – one of the few she had ever played. One of her father’s valets had taught it to her in his spare time when she was ten years old; and they had played together at intervals for nearly a year, until he lost his job. He had been a square-cut young man with an odd kindness in his eyes and an infrequent grin. The truth was that she had never really enjoyed the game itself: she had played so eagerly because she had a tremendous crush on him. His attention and his little courtesies to her had charmed her completely. When the man was fired, she had somehow mustered enough courage to ask her father why, but he had refused to give any explanation. “It’s none of your business, Terisa. Go and play. I’m busy.”


Remembering that valet now, she felt an unexpected sense of loss, as if in her small world she had just suffered an important bereavement. The life she was used to had been taken away from her as easily as one of her father’s whims, and nobody would tell her why.


The game disturbed her for other reasons as well, however. It was something familiar in a place where nothing was familiar. What was it doing here? What was she doing here? Precisely because it was familiar—because it didn’t fit—it seemed to make what was happening to her less real.


Geraden took a step forward, but neither King Joyse nor the old Adept looked up from the game. After a moment, he cleared his throat. Still neither of the players took notice of him. He glanced back at Terisa and shrugged, then ventured to call attention to himself.


“My lord King, I’ve brought the lady Terisa of Morgan to you.” He hesitated briefly before adding, “I’ve told her you must meet her.”


Adept Havelock remained hunched over the board, unheeding of everything except his game. But the King raised his head, turned his moist blue gaze toward Geraden and Terisa.


He seemed to take a moment to focus his eyes. Then, slowly, he began to smile.


Terisa thought immediately that he had a wonderful smile. It contained none of the artificial good humor or calculation she might have expected from a ruler. Instead, it lighted his face with a clean, childlike innocence and pleasure: it made him look like a young boy who had unexpectedly found a secret friend. Irrationally, she felt that her entire life would have been different if she had seen anyone smile like that before. She couldn’t stop herself from smiling back at him – and didn’t want to.


With a slight quaver of age in his voice, he said, “If you have told her that I must meet her, Geraden, then surely I must. It would be unforgivably discourteous if you spoke anything less than the truth to such a lady – and so it would be equally rude if I failed to make what you have told her true.”


Carefully, he pushed his chair back and rose to his feet. His movements were unsteady; standing, he appeared more than ever lost in his voluminous robe. But his smile remained as pure as sunlight. “My lady Terisa of Morgan, do you play hop-board?”


Terisa was fixed on King Joyse, but at the edge of her attention she thought she saw Geraden wince.


For the moment, his reactions were irrelevant to her. Buoyed by the King’s smile, she replied, “I haven’t played since I was a girl.” That was true – if she didn’t count all the games she had played against herself in the years after the valet was fired, games she had played in an effort to be content with her own company. “We called it checkers. It looks like the same game.”


“‘Checkers’?” King Joyse looked thoughtful. “That seems an odd name.” Then he smiled again. “But no matter. Perhaps when Havelock has finished giving me his customary drubbing, you will consent to play a game or two with me? I would be delighted to be able to hope – however briefly – for an honest victory.”


“My lord King.” Geraden sounded tense and worried, as if his introduction of Terisa to King Joyse were going seriously wrong. “I told the lady Terisa you would want to meet her because she came here by translation.”


Geraden’s interruption appeared to sadden the King. His smile changed to lines of fatigue and melancholy as he looked toward the Apt. “I see that, Geraden,” he said quietly. “I’m not blind, you know.”


“I’m sorry,” Geraden murmured. “I just meant that she’s important. I had to bring her to you.” He was hurrying. “The Congery sent me into the mirror this morning to try to get the champion they wanted. But I didn’t find him. I found her instead. She might be the answer to the auguries.”


Adept Havelock continued to ignore Geraden and Terisa. Scrutinizing the board, he reached out finally and moved one of the King’s men, hopping one of his own. Then, triumphantly, he responded by demolishing a whole line of opposing pieces and arriving at the last row, where he crowned himself with severe emphasis.


Grimly, forcing himself to speak in spite of his embarrassment, Geraden went on, “She proves you’ve been right all along. The mirrors don’t create what we see. The Images really exist.”


King Joyse studied Geraden for a moment. Then he sighed wearily and turned to Terisa. “My lady,” he said, “please pardon me. It appears that this urgent young man will not allow us the freedom to play hop-board just now.


“Be reasonable, Geraden,” he continued, shifting his attention back to the Apt. “You know that I agree with you. But what does her presence here truly prove?” The quaver in his voice persisted: he sounded like he was rehearsing an argument so old that he would no longer have gotten any satisfaction out of winning it. “Surely it’s possible that you found her instead of the champion you sought because of one of your unfortunate mishaps? Or perhaps you’ve touched on an unsuspected strength in yourself, and you found her instead of the champion because she was what you wished to find? In what way does her translation demonstrate the fundamental nature of Imagery – or of mirrors?”


Geraden looked first startled by the King’s argument, then vaguely nauseated. “But I saw –” he protested incoherently. “It wasn’t the same.”


King Joyse watched him mildly and waited for him to pull his thoughts together.


With an effort, Geraden said slowly, “I made that mirror myself. I saw the champion I was supposed to find in it. He was right there in front of me when I stepped into the glass. But during the translation everything changed. I arrived in a room that was totally different from the Images. She is totally different. What you’re saying is that I made her up – by some kind of accident, either because I didn’t know what I was doing or because I didn’t know my own strength. How is that possible?”


In reply, the King shrugged – a bit sadly, Terisa thought. “Who can say? Centuries ago, no one believed that Imagery itself was possible. Even a hundred years ago, no one believed that Imagery might threaten the existence of the very realms which made use of it.


“Geraden,” he said to the pain on the Apt’s face, “I don’t claim that she does not exist. I only observe that her presence here doesn’t settle the question.”


Geraden shook his head and tried again. “But if you think that way – and you push it far enough – you can’t prove anything exists. You can’t prove I’m here talking to you. You can’t prove you’re playing hop-board with anybody but yourself. You might not be playing it anywhere except in your own mind.”


At that, the King smiled, then grimaced humorously. “Unfortunately, I’m confident that my games of hop-board are real – and my opponent as well. The drubbings I receive are too painful for any other explanation.”


“Very wise,” remarked Adept Havelock unexpectedly, without raising his eyes from the board. In lugubrious concentration, he moved two or three of King Joyse’s men to other squares; then with his crowned piece he jumped them all, hitting each square emphatically as if to compensate for his wall-eyed vision. “Only hop-board is real. Ask any philosopher. Nothing else” – he fluttered one hand in dismissal – “signifies.”


Without meaning to, Terisa smiled at the fond grin King Joyse directed toward Havelock. The Adept’s way of playing checkers made it clear that he wasn’t in his right mind; nevertheless she found the King’s affection for the old Imager catching. Watching them, she forgot for a moment that the present conversation had anything to do with her.


But Geraden was too vexed and unhappy to enjoy the King’s playful attitude. “My lord King, this isn’t a joke. The realm is tottering, and all of Mordant is waiting for you to do something about it.” He gathered momentum as he spoke, until his urgency seemed to clear away his smaller uncertainties, contritions, and anxieties. “I don’t know why you haven’t, but the Masters finally couldn’t wait any longer. They –” He caught himself. “We are doing our best to find an answer. And we have. I think we have, anyway. The lady Terisa isn’t the champion we were expecting – but that probably doesn’t matter. There’s a reason she’s here instead of what we were expecting, and I don’t think it has anything to do with accidents. I’m not an arch-Imager in disguise. And mirrors don’t have minds of their own.”


As she studied his intent expression, Terisa caught a glimpse of what made him so accident-prone. He was too many things at once – a boy, a man, and everything in between – and the differing parts of himself seldom came into balance. She found him attractive in that way. Yet the perception saddened her: she herself wasn’t too many things, but too few.


The King was watching Geraden as well; and the lines of his old visage seemed to hint at a sadness of his own. But they also suggested interest and perhaps a kind of pride. “So much confidence is remarkable,” he commented. The quaver in his voice made his nonchalance sound unsteady, feigned. “You’ve spoken of what you’ve seen, Geraden. Tell me what you’ve seen that gives you this confidence.”


Geraden hesitated, glancing at Terisa in appeal as though he believed she knew what he was about to say; as though he felt it would be more convincing if it came from her. But of course she had no idea what he had in mind. After a moment, he returned his gaze to King Joyse.


“My lord King,” the Apt said, his own voice shaking with determination and alarm, “she is a Master of Imagery.”


At that, the King fixed a watery and unreadable look on Terisa – a look which could have indicated surprise or boredom.


Without a glance at the other people in the room, Havelock swept all the men off the board and began to set up a new game.


“I believe,” Geraden went on softly, “her power pulled my translation away from where I thought I was going.”


The assertion was so absurd that several moments passed before Terisa realized she was expected to answer it. Then, helplessly, she began to blush under the scrutiny of the two men.


Close to panic, she replied, “No. No, of course not. That’s crazy. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”


Carefully, Geraden said, “I found her in a room entirely walled with mirrors.”


“So what?” A distant, self-conscious part of her mind was surprised by how this ludicrous conception frightened her. “Everybody has mirrors. A lot of people use them for decor. They’re just pieces of glass – with something on the back to make them reflect. They don’t mean anything.”


In response to her alarm, King Joyse murmured as if he were trying to comfort her, “Perhaps in your world that is so. Here the truth is otherwise.”


But Geraden was already saying as definitively as he could, “Each of her mirrors showed her own Image exactly. They showed my Image exactly. And she isn’t hurt. I’m not hurt. I ought to be raving by now. Or my mind should be completely empty. But I’m all right. She’s all right.


“They were her mirrors.”


An amazed dismay stopped Terisa’s mouth. She felt she couldn’t understand what was literally being said to her. Each of her mirrors showed her own Image exactly. Here that wasn’t true. Suddenly, her grasp on the ordinary details of life – the plain facts which showed that she was in contact with reality – was threatened, denied.


And King Joyse peered at her with an intent interest that made everything worse. “Is this correct, my lady?” he asked as if she had just claimed to be some kind of exotic insect. “The story is told that an Imager once chanced to form a flat mirror which showed the exact spot on which he stood. Therefore he saw himself in the glass – and was immediately canceled. His body remained where it was until its balance failed, but his spirit had entirely ceased to exist. It was lost in translation. How do the people of your world avoid this fate?”


Groping for sense, she countered, “That’s impossible. Mirrors can’t hurt anybody. They just show you what you look like. Except reversed. Like a pool of water. Haven’t you ever looked at yourself in a pool of water?”


Both men studied her oddly. In a soft, musing tone, King Joyse said, “We’re taught from childhood to be wary of Images. We don’t seek them out.”


Without any particular forewarning, Adept Havelock pounded his fist on the table, then picked up the checkerboard and threw it at the ceiling. The checkers made a sound like wooden rain against the granite of the ceiling and fell back to bounce noiselessly in the blue-and-red rug.


Tottering to his feet, the old Imager roared, “Horror and ballocks!” His eyes squinted ferociously at both the King and Geraden; patches of scarlet burned on his face; his fat lips shook like wattles. “She’s a woman!” He struck a wild gesture in her direction with the back of his hand. “Are you and every man jack feeble-wit Imager of the Congery blind? She is female, fe-fe-fe-male.” Saliva sprayed from his mouth. “Oh, my groin!”


Because she didn’t know what else to do, Terisa stood and stared at him.


“Look at you!” Still using the back of his hand, he hit King Joyse across the chest – a blow which was more dramatic in intention than in effect. “And you!” With his other hand, he struck Geraden. “Or here!” Awkwardly but quickly, he bobbed toward the floor like a poorly constructed rooster, then pulled himself erect. “And here!” Another bob. “And here!” Each time he stood upright again, he brandished a checker in his open palm. “All men, every one! Every one of them!”


But when his hand was full of checkers, he flung them down again. “By the hoary goat of the arch-Imager,” he shouted as if the three people in front of him had insulted him beyond mortal endurance, “she is a woman!”


Moving with an attempt at vehemence which his frail limbs couldn’t support, he stamped/shuffled to the outer door of the chamber, jerked it open, and slammed it shut again without leaving. Then, somewhat unsteadily, he retrieved the checkerboard from the floor and set it squarely on the table. Oblivious to everyone else, he took his seat and began to study the empty board as if an intense game were in progress.


King Joyse sighed delicately.


Geraden said, “I’m sorry.”


Terisa wasn’t quite sure why. Her heart pounded as if she had somehow escaped a crisis.


“No matter, my boy,” replied the King, patting Geraden’s shoulder absentmindedly, as though the Apt had in fact committed some minor offense. For a moment, his gaze seemed to swim out of focus while he thought about something – or perhaps he was simply taking a quick nap on his feet. Then he nodded to himself. Smiling irrelevantly in Terisa’s direction, he said, “Geraden, it occurs to me to be surprised that the Congery released the lady Terisa in your company. She is here by Imagery – and some of the Masters, I know, are jealous. Also, I suspect that they would always prefer to keep what they do secret from me. Yet here you are. How do you account for that?”


Geraden made an effort to look at the King squarely; but his discomfiture was too strong for him.


“Did you tell the Masters that she may be a Master herself?”


The Apt swallowed thickly. “No.”


“Ah,” King Joyse said mildly. “That explains it, then. Of course they let her go, thinking her to be just another of your mishaps. But why didn’t you tell them?”


A slow flush spread over Geraden’s face. Muscles knotted in his forehead. His embarrassment was so acute that it nearly brought tears to Terisa’s eyes. But he clamped his jaws shut and didn’t answer.


“My boy, that may have been foolish.” The King’s hand still held Geraden’s shoulder; his expression was kind. “You’ve been trying for – what is it now? ten years? – to become an Imager, a member of the Congery. How can you hope to succeed, if you risk angering the very men who control the knowledge, skill, and position you crave?”


“My lord King.” Geraden forced himself to let the King see the sharp pain in his eyes; and a sudden dignity came to him. “If I had told them, they would have commanded me to keep all this secret from you. Then I would have been compelled to disobey them directly—and my hope of a chasuble would be lost forever.” There was an undercurrent of bitterness in his voice. “I can’t bear disloyalty to the King of Mordant. I can’t give up my dreams. So I act like a fool. They’ll believe I didn’t notice her mirrors—or didn’t understand the significance of what I saw.”


In response, another of the smiles that had first touched Terisa’s heart lit the King’s face. For a moment, his age, weakness, and uncertainty fell away, and he became simply happy.


“Thank you, Geraden. It pleases me to see such loyalty, especially in a son of my old friend the Domne. I’ll try to arrange that you don’t suffer for it.


“Now” – his expression grew thoughtful – “let us consider. How best to do it?


“Tell me.” Slowly, he lowered himself back into his chair across the table from Havelock. His robe settled about him like a tent with the ridgepole cut. “How did the Masters react to the lady Terisa of Morgan’s arrival?”


Relieved by the King’s attitude, Geraden relaxed visibly. “That’s easy. You could guess all of it if you wanted to. Everyone was astonished when she came out of the glass. Master Gilbur was furious. I’m sure he thinks I’m criminally perverse instead of” – he grimaced –“just unlucky. Master Eremis was, well, amused.”


“Among other things, I don’t doubt,” the King commented. “Master Eremis,” he explained to Terisa, “has an eye for loveliness which never fails him.”


Geraden nodded and went on. “Master Quillon saw her appearance the same way I did, as proof you’ve been right about Imagery all along. But nobody listened to him.


“Master Barsonage made me responsible for her. He told me to give her all the hospitality and courtesy of Orison. But he told me not to answer any of her questions. Here she is, taken out of her own world for no reason except because I asked her to come, and put down in a place she has no way to understand, and he commanded me not to give her the simple decency of an explanation.”


Terisa hardly heard him. She was wondering, Is that why he looked at me, looked at me as if I were real? The idea was so new that it seemed to be full of mysterious importance. Did he think I was lovely? Do you think I’m lovely? Is that possible?


“Unless, of course,” the King returned quietly, “she is a Master Imager and had already chosen us before you met her.”


Geraden scowled. “What difference does that make? Haven’t I been saying all along I think she’s an Imager? She still deserves –”


“No.” King Joyse’s tone was mild and certain. “You make an assumption which may be unjustified.


“Master Barsonage’s command was not unreasonable. When the Alend Monarch sends his ambassador to negotiate our treaties, and to probe my intentions, he understands much of his world and much of my own. We have that in common. Yet I do not make him privy to everything I know or think or hope, neither for policy nor for courtesy. I do not invite him into the secret places of Orison, or into the secret places of my heart. To do so would be dangerous – too dangerous for any responsible justification. Not knowing his secrets, I could not predict or control the use he made of mine. Still less would I answer any questions which an ambassador from the High King of Cadwal might venture to ask.


“The same reasoning applies to the lady Terisa” – he looked toward her – “if you will pardon me for speaking of you as if you were absent.” Returning his gaze to Geraden, he continued, “If, as she says, she comes from a world in which mirrors have no meaning, and is therefore ignorant of us, then it is at best unkind to refuse her answers. But in that case – mark this, Geraden – it is also folly to have brought her here at all. I speak not of morality now, but of the simple question of our practical need. If she is not an Imager, what use can she possibly be to us?”


Geraden held himself still and didn’t reply.


Adept Havelock continued to study his blank board, deaf to whatever was being said.


“Conversely, if she is an Imager – a Master of mirrors strong enough to wrest your translation away from its apparent Image – then she is here for purposes of her own, which we do not know. She is like an ambassador, similarly to be respected, and similarly dangerous.


“Would you say, my lady,” he asked Terisa unexpectedly, “that I’ve summarized the dilemma fairly?”


She stared at him, unable to follow his reasoning. In order to make sense of it, she had first to presuppose the existence of magical mirrors which didn’t reflect whatever was in front of them but instead showed alternative worlds or realities. Then she had to take seriously the notion that her own mirrors, the mirrors in her apartment, were like that, giving her, Terisa Morgan, power over the reality and even the sanity of other people. The whole argument collapsed into nonsense before it reached the lofty conclusion King Joyse asked her to endorse.


Instinctively, she turned to Geraden. He was her only connection to her own life, with its ordinary facts and limitations. You saw me, she wanted to protest. You saw my apartment. There’s nothing magic about it. You didn’t lose your mind. None of this has anything to do with me.


His attention was on the King, however. “But if she’s that strong,” he said slowly, “an Imager more powerful than we can imagine, then it’s folly for us to risk offending her. We don’t know her purposes – they might be good or bad for us. But they’re sure to turn bad if we don’t treat her well. We need her friendship, not her anger. We need to be open and decent with her.”


Smiling softly, King Joyse glanced back and forth between the Apt and Terisa as Geraden spoke. When he was done, the King replied, “Your reasoning has merit. It is fortunate that only rulers are required to make those decisions.”


“My lord King?”


“Apt,” said King Joyse, his tone still mild but now faintly rueful as well, “here is my command. You are no longer responsible for the lady Terisa of Morgan. Your King thanks you for what you have done – and relieves you of any further interest in the matter. Your duties lie with the Congery, to which you are pledged. You will have no more reason to see or speak with the lady Terisa, and certainly no reason to answer any of her questions.


“You may go. The lady Terisa will remain with me.”


Geraden’s face went white: if he had closed his eyes, he would have looked like he was about to faint. But his eyes contradicted his pallor. They flamed with a quick, unflinching anger that seemed to burn all the boyishness out of him.


Softly, he said, “You consider me unworthy.”


At that, the King’s features crumpled into a grimace. He made an abrupt, dismissing gesture. “Oh, get out.” For the first time since Terisa had met him, he sounded like a querulous old man. “You’re breaking my heart.”


The muscles of Geraden’s face twitched. “Yes, my lord King,” he said between his teeth. Roughly, he turned to Terisa and bowed. “My lady.”


She had no reply. He was too hurt – and his hurt was too real. She was lost in it. He needed a response from her; but her responses were hidden behind years of silence and passivity.


When he started toward the door, his foot came down on the edge of one of the scattered checkers. His ankle twisted, and he stumbled, nearly fell. Embarrassment darkened his cheeks. His ears were crimson as he made his exit.


Watching the Apt go, Havelock began to giggle in a high, mad voice, as if his mirth were a place where reason or compassion couldn’t reach him.


When he subsided, no one spoke for a moment. Then the King said, in an unsteady attempt at nonchalance, “Well, my lady Terisa of Morgan. We must give some thought to you. You must be made comfortable, with all the hospitality Orison can manage, as befits a guest of your station and importance. And then perhaps you’ll consent to a game or two of hop-board? I’m really very tired of Havelock’s incessant beatings.”


Geraden had been hurt for nothing. There was no reason for anybody to take precautions against her. To her own astonishment, she heard herself say, “I’m not your lady. My name is Terisa Morgan, and I’m not anybody’s lady. You didn’t have to do that to him.”


King Joyse tried to smile, but failed to lift the sadness from his face. “My lady, I am the King. I will call you by whatever name I choose. And I hope that someday you’ll understand.”


With as much sarcasm as she had ever dared use, she returned, “But you’re not going to explain it to me. You don’t want to answer any of my questions.”


Instead of replying, King Joyse slowly lowered his frail bones to the floor and started crawling around the room, picking up checkers.










FIVE: WARDROBES FULL OF CLOTHES



Like a baffled child, Terisa shook her head, blinked her eyes. Unfortunately, nothing changed. Adept Havelock went on peering at his board as if in his mind he were already playing future games. The King continued to collect the scattered checkers, moving on his hands and knees.


The panic which had been gnawing at the back of her mind suddenly got worse. She shouldn’t have spoken so sarcastically, so assertively. She was dependent on these people. With one cross word, she could be dismissed from existence. The King could have her thrown into another of those mirrors, and she might end up somewhere even more impossible. The world of the Congery’s chosen champion suggested itself to her imagination. Or she might arrive nowhere – might simply dissolve into the gray, unacknowledged, pointless nothing she had feared and fought for most of her life.


I’m sorry, she thought involuntarily, while her alarm increased. Let me stay. I’ll be a good girl, I promise.


At that moment, King Joyse braced his arms, levered his legs under him, and tottered to his feet. Moving to the table, he dropped the checkers he had collected in front of Havelock. Then he turned his clean, good smile on Terisa.


“Pardon me, my lady. What have I been thinking about? I’m rude to neglect you in this way. You must be fatigued from your translation, eager for rest and refreshment. Do you have any special requirements in sustenance or comfort? No?” His apology sounded sincere, but his questions were perfunctory. “Then I’ll summon someone to guide you to your rooms and care for you.”


Still smiling, he hunted around him with an increasingly aimless air until he happened to slip one hand into a pocket of his robe, where he found a silver bell with a wooden handle. He rang it vigorously. Almost immediately the outer door opened, and one of the guards stepped into the room.


“My lord King?”


“Ah, thank you.” For an instant, King Joyse appeared confused, as if he had forgotten what he was doing. His damp eyes blinked at the bell in his hand. Then, abruptly, he said, “A maid for the lady Terisa of Morgan.”


“At once, my lord King.” The guard saluted by tapping his mail shirt with his fist and left the room.


Havelock reset the checkerboard, although King Joyse hadn’t retrieved all the pieces.


“Again I ask your pardon,” the King muttered without glancing at Terisa. He scrubbed his hands over his face, sighed, and lowered himself back into his chair. “My wits aren’t what they were.” His smile was gone, replaced by sadness. “Be honest with me, my lady. Do you have family? Are there those who will be grieved by your absence? They shouldn’t be made to suffer for our necessities. I’ll command Geraden to find some way to translate a message for them, to reassure them. Poor boy, it will keep him out of trouble. What message would you have sent, my lady?”


“There’s –” she began, but her voice caught. There’s nobody. She didn’t say that, however. She was lost in this situation, and her fear and her ignorance fed on each other. Nevertheless an unfamiliar part of her was almost trembling with anger at the way she was treated. With an effort, she cleared her throat. “There’s only my father.”


“How can he be reached?”


Forced to the truth, she said thinly, “He’ll never notice I’m gone.”


When she said that, the King’s gaze flashed at her. For an instant, she couldn’t see the white of his hair, the weakness of his stature, the blue tinge of his wrinkled old skin: she saw only the direct strength of his eyes. He was looking at her as though she had somehow moved him.


“Then perhaps” – phlegm made his voice husky – “you may wish to consider it fortunate that you are here.”


Carefully, trying to keep her panic under control, she said, “I don’t know how to consider it. I don’t have enough information. When do you think you might be willing to tell me what’s going on?” Then she held her breath in the quick rush of alarm which accompanied temerity.


“Ah, my lady.” King Joyse sighed and spread his hands. His swollen knuckles made the gesture appear at once world-weary and decrepit. “That surely depends upon yourself. When will you make clear the truth of your origins, your skill in Imagery, your purposes?”


A weakness that felt like vertigo grew in her head. For some reason, it didn’t cloud her mind – it simply made her want to lie down. “You mean,” she said wanly, “you’re not going to tell me anything until I can prove that I exist – that I wasn’t created by any mirror – and until I show you everything I know about Imagery – and until I tell you why I pulled Geraden away from what he thought he was doing when he tried to translate that champion” – in fact, all the things she couldn’t possibly do in this crazy situation – “and until I make you believe it.”


Down in the pit of her stomach, she felt a giddy and unexpected desire to laugh.


The King didn’t shirk her gaze. Nevertheless the lines of his face became sadder and sadder. She was causing him pain which he didn’t choose to explain. After a moment, she had to turn away, unable to go on challenging his peculiar vulnerability. The sound of someone knocking at his door came as a relief to her.


The guard reentered the room, bringing a woman with him.


At the sight of her, King Joyse frowned involuntarily, as if he had made a mistake; but at once he rubbed his expression clear. “Saddith. Just the one I wanted.”


The woman was shorter than Terisa, with bright eyes, a pert nose, long brunette hair tumbling over her shoulders in natural waves, and a spontaneous smile. She wore a russet skirt that went down to her ankles and a shawl of the same color and material over her shoulders – like the other women Terisa had seen, she was prepared for the cold. But her blouse was open several buttons below the hollow of her throat, and her ripe bosom stretched the fabric. Looking at her, Terisa thought that she must be the kind of woman whom men noticed – the kind who never had any reason to doubt her own reality. The arch of her eyebrows and the angle of her glances suggested that she knew what she was doing.


She scanned Terisa quickly, her eyes wide as she noted Terisa’s unfamiliar clothes, a small frown between her brows as she took an inventory of Terisa’s face and figure. Then, almost instantly, she shifted her attention. “My lord King,” she replied, dropping a graceful curtsy. “You asked for a maid.”


“None better,” he said, making an effort to sound jovial, “none better. Saddith, this is the lady Terisa of Morgan. She is the guest of Orison. My lady, Saddith will attend upon you as your maid. I’m confident that you’ll be pleased with her.”


“My lady,” Saddith murmured, her eyes now downcast. “I hope that I will serve you well.”


Nonplussed, Terisa fell back on her customary silence. She hadn’t expected to be assigned a servant. On the other hand, she luckily had some acquaintance with servants. At least she knew how to live with them – how to spend her time without disturbing the rhythms of their activities, how to keep her requests for actual service to a minimum.


“The lady will be using the peacock rooms,” King Joyse went on. He sounded more and more distant – perhaps because of the distance in Terisa’s head, perhaps because his own interest was wandering. “She’ll need a wardrobe. The lady Elega will be able to assist you. Or better the lady Myste – they’re more of a size, I think. Whatever food or refreshment she asks, serve her in her rooms.


“My lady” – he had returned his gaze to the board and was studying the checkers – “we will speak again soon. I look forward to testing your prowess at hop-board.”


The guard held the door open. Saddith looked up at Terisa expectantly. It was obvious that she had been dismissed. But she felt too tired to understand precisely what that meant. The stress of strangeness was wearing her out. And now that she thought about it, she was probably long overdue for some sleep. She had spent a whole day at the mission, typing that letter over and over again, then returned to her apartment for what she had known was going to be a bad night. But she had had no real conception how bad—


Fortunately, Saddith came to her rescue. Terisa let the maid’s touch on her arm guide her out of the King’s chamber.


The guards closed the door behind her.


“This way, my lady.” Saddith gestured down the hall, and Terisa automatically started walking in that direction. The maid moved with her head demurely bowed; but she cast repeated speculative glances at Terisa. As they descended the stairs, she asked, “Have you made a long journey to Orison, my lady?”


Terisa shook her head. “I don’t know. I came through a mirror – I think.” How far was that? It seemed like forever.


“Imagery!” Saddith responded with polite astonishment. “Are you a Master, my lady? I have never known a woman who was a Master.”


In spite of her sleepiness, Terisa sensed an opportunity for information. “Don’t women do things like that here?”


“Become Imagers?” The maid laughed delicately. “I think not, my lady. Men say that the talent for Imagery is inborn, and that only those so born may hope to shape glass or perform translations. They believe, I’ll wager, that no woman is born with the talent. But what is the need for it? Why should a woman desire mirrors”– she gave Terisa a coy smile—“when any man will do what she wishes for her?”


From the stairs, they entered a wing of the immense stone building that Terisa hadn’t seen before. Many of the rooms off the long, high halls seemed to be living quarters, and the people moving in and out of them apparently belonged to the middle ranks of the place – merchants, secretaries, ladies-in-waiting, supervisors. Terisa pursued her question with the maid.


“So you don’t know anything about mirrors – or Imagery?”


“No, my lady,” replied Saddith. “I only know that any Master will tell me whatever I wish – if I conceive a wish for something he knows.”


“That must be nice.” Terisa thought she understood what she was hearing; but the idea was too abstract to seem real. No man had ever found her that attractive.


“My lady” – Saddith appraised Terisa’s figure again, nodding to herself at what she saw – “the same is true for you, if you choose to make it so.”


You mean, Terisa thought, if I unbuttoned my shirt King Joyse would tell me whatever I wanted to know? Helpless to stop herself, she started laughing.


“Perhaps,” Saddith said, “in your world women have no need of that power.” She sounded faintly distressed by the idea: jealous of it? threatened by it?


“I don’t know,” Terisa admitted. “I don’t have any experience.”


Saddith looked away quickly; but before her face turned it betrayed a glimpse of mirth or contempt.


After a while, she led Terisa up another series of stairs into what appeared to be another tower. Past a landing at the end of a short hall, they reached a wide door made of polished wood. Saddith opened it and ushered Terisa into her assigned rooms.


It took no great effort of perception to see why they were called the peacock rooms. Their walls were decorated with an ornate profusion of peacock feathers, some hanging like plumes over the dark mahogany tables, others displayed in rich fans where other decorators might have put pictures or tapestries, still others forming a kind of canopy over the large, deep, satin-covered bed. The sizable room Terisa had entered was apparently a sitting room or parlor, its stone floor masked by rugs woven into peacock patterns, its cushioned couch and chairs painted with peacock blue and almost-black purple; but the bedroom could be seen through an arched entryway to her right. A door to the left suggested a bathroom.


The lamps set around the walls were unlit, as were the candles in their holders on the tables; but the rooms were bright with afternoon sunlight which streamed in through several glassed windows in the sitting room and bedroom. That, however, was the only glass to be seen; though she looked for them almost at once, Terisa couldn’t discover any mirrors – not above the dressing table in the bedroom, not even in the bathroom.


She shivered. Both the sitting room and the bedroom had substantial fireplaces, but neither was lit. The sunshine on the rugs made their colors burn cheerily, yet outside the windows the sky looked pale, unwarmed. The air in the rooms was too cool for comfort. And the absence of mirrors seemed to have the force of a premonition. How would she be able to tell that she was still here, still real?


“Brrr,” said Saddith. “Orison did not know of your coming, my lady, and so no one thought to warm these rooms.” She went at once to the sitting room hearth and began setting a fire, using wood and kindling from a firebox close at hand.


Terisa looked around her quarters. In the bathroom, she noticed dully the basin, tub, and bucket (all apparently fashioned of galvanized tin), as well as the cunning arrangement of copper pipes which provided running water (none of it warm). In the sitting room, she tested the cushions of a chair. In the bedroom, she looked into two large wardrobes, which smelled pleasantly of dry cedar but contained nothing. She didn’t approach the windows, however. In fact, she refused to glance at them. What she had experienced was already alien enough; she wasn’t ready to find out what the world or the weather outside Orison was like.


She had been right the first time: there was nothing in her rooms that she could use for a mirror.


As she returned to the sitting room, the fire was beginning to crackle. Saddith rose to her feet. “With your permission, my lady, I will leave you now. The King speaks truly. You are near to a size with the lady Myste – although,” she commented with a coy smirk, “she lacks some of your advantages. I must speak with her about clothing suited to your station. And I am sure that she will be able to make some contribution to the things needed for your toilet.”


She looked at Terisa expectantly.


A moment passed before Terisa realized that Saddith was waiting to be dismissed.


This wasn’t how her father’s servants had treated her. Surprised, and rather gratified, she mustered her courage to ask, “Don’t you use mirrors for anything except Imagery? They don’t have to be made out of glass. How about polished metal?”


Unexpectedly, Saddith shuddered. “The Masters say the same – but how are we to believe them? Imagers have not always wished other folk well. Perhaps all Images are dangerous. Everyone knows that it is worse than death to see oneself in a glass. Perhaps the danger is not in the glass, but in the Image.” She made a gesture of refusal. “We do not take the risk.”


“Then how do you see yourself? How do you know what you look like?” How do you know you’re real?


At that, the maid chuckled. “My lady, I see what I need in the eyes of men.”


When Terisa nodded her permission, Saddith moved toward the door. In a moment, she was gone.


Terisa was alone for the first time since she had sat down in front of the mirrors of her apartment.


She was aware that she had some hard thinking to do, but that wasn’t what she did. She was overloaded with strangeness, and she wanted to escape. Still avoiding the windows, she went into the bedroom. The air wasn’t warm enough yet to encourage her to take off her clothes, so she simply slipped her moccasins from her feet and climbed into bed.
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