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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.







1


THE MANTICORE HAD RUN, PURSUED BY the silent and deadly dogs, up the ridge through the rhododendrons. Trampled bushes marked its passage. I spurred my horse, Cosmo, and ducked branches as he scrambled up after it. Even I could smell the pungent stink of my quarry, which drowned the homelier scents of pine and soil in an unpleasant overlay of dung and ammonia. Ahead, there was a snarling and a roaring.


A sandstone outcrop at the top of the slope had forced the manticore along rather than down. I turned and followed it; the outcrop became higher and developed into an overhang. The sounds of the dogs and the beast grew louder. There were boulders scattered around, a narrow foot-track threading between them, and the trees were fewer, straighter, and taller. The overhang was quite deep now, almost like a cave; fire circles on the sandy soil and soot stains on the roof showed where hunting parties had sheltered in the past. There were large splotches of blood in the sand also, punctuating the tail- and footmarks, and the sounds of the fight were immediately ahead.


Abruptly the ground dropped down steeply, and there before me in a broad open place beneath the overhang, I saw the manticore set on by my dogs. One, apparently dead, was fastened to its near hind leg, jaws locked; several others dead lay about on the ground, crushed or disembowelled by swipes from the beast’s claws. The manticore was the biggest I had ever seen. I lifted my lance. Cosmo pranced and sprang forward at the touch of my spurs.


We call them manticores here in Argylle, but they are not the same as the manticore known more widely in Pheyarcet and Phesaotois. For one thing, they are more lizardlike; for another, they are less intelligent. The latter trait makes it possible for a single skilled hunter to kill one, rather than the usual coordinated group activity.


Cosmo stepped lightly and quickly around the beast, just out of its reach, as I whistled to my hunting allies. The dead dog on the hind leg had been trying to hamstring it. I decided that this was a good time to handicap my opponent further and whistled again piercingly. The manticore was annoyed by this and lunged toward me, hindered in its homicidal intentions by the overhang. Cosmo danced back out of range and I continued to urge him back and to one side, luring the beast out into the open. It swatted at dogs with its claws, but the remaining bunch were smart enough to avoid them and rush in for bites at the belly, harrying it after me, but hampering fast pursuit.


We emerged from the semi-cave area and the level ground dropped away steeply below me. I signalled the dogs to hold the manticore where it was now and whistled again. Before the manticore could snarl and bounce forward over the dogs, a black-and-gold war-hawk plummeted down onto its head and pecked at its left eye.


The moment for which I’d been waiting came. Screaming and flailing, the manticore reared back. Cosmo knew; he leapt when I kicked him and we raced forward. The hawk, as well-trained as the dogs for this work, disengaged and took to the air as we shot in on the manticore’s left. It snatched at the hawk and then turned, too late, to us; one claw ripped through my cloak and scratched Cosmo’s flank as my lance drove up beneath its chin into the brain.


I had developed manticore slaying to a fine art of late. They are somewhat more intelligent than a wyvern, but they have their patterns like everything else.


I let go of the lance and drew my sword as we circled away from the tail. No need, though; it was a good strike, and the animal was flailing about in death agonies. I called back the dogs and they collected in a pack nearby, out of range of the monster’s thrashing. We watched while it continued dying. Meanwhile, I took out a Key, a bell, and a candle stub and performed a Lesser Summoning in the shadow of the overhang. My sister Belphoebe, who dwelt here in the forest Threshwood and is in a way its guiding genius, should be informed at once of my success in the hunt.


“Phoebe,” I said, “I have made a kill.”


“Where are you? Is that Beza Ridge?” I saw her in the globe of light from my candle-flame. She squatted by a stream on a broad, flat stone. Her short straight hair, russet-brown and pushed back behind her ears, was damp, as were her brief leather tunic and her lean, muscular legs. Evidently she’d been swimming. A string of fish in various stages of gutting and cleaning were in front of her, and she had taken her arm out of its sling for the moment.


“Yes,” I replied.


“Hah, you will want me to come and help you clean up then.”


“No, I’ll fire the corpse myself. I wanted you to know, though, that I have never seen one so big.”


“Measure it,” she directed me.


“Very well.”


“Gwydion,” Phoebe said, stopping me before I disrupted the spell’s line from me to her, “these things oppress me.”


“They worry me also,” I said. “We’re seeing more of them these days, and they’re stronger. I don’t know why. I just don’t know.”


Phoebe nodded. “You said that you thought an Eddy might have ruptured.”


I folded my arms, relaxed my stance. “I still think that’s the most likely explanation, but it will take much work to test its soundness. We have not had such a rupture here.”


“Perhaps we did not notice.”


“I believe we would notice. Theoretically the natural state of the Spring—unlike the manipulated and unnatural Well of Fire in Landuc—should mean that we never see ruptures, because the Spring’s forces move liberally.”


“Yet it would account for the monsters intruding. And we have been, relatively recently, under great stress as regards the Spring.”


Belphoebe knows a little—more than most laymen do—about sorcery, but she’s no adept. I sighed. “I don’t know whether the stress on the Spring was so great that it made an Eddy or that an Eddy so created would rupture rather than disperse gradually.”


“The monsters are—” she began.


I interrupted her. “You know that I agree that the circumstantial evidence, the creatures intruding here, is strongly in favor of a nearby Eddy-world exploding very recently, but I don’t have any idea why that would have happened all of a sudden.”


I was frustrated by the problem. It certainly showed in my voice and expression. Everyone knows Eddies occur in Pheyarcet in the currents of Landuc’s Well because those currents have been dammed and channelled to benefit Landuc; they hold worlds in their swift-swirling grips, worlds which come into being and go out of it unnaturally rapidly. When an Eddy flies apart under its self-induced stress, the vitality of the Well which has been pent in it is released and the world or worlds in the Eddy are destroyed. Some things from those worlds always survive and are cast willy-nilly into the surrounding area. However, we of Argylle do not bind or force our Spring’s flow, and therefore the Spring does not spin such volatile Eddies, though they are common to the Well. Eddies from Argylle’s Spring are uniformly slow and stable.


“Gwydion,” said Phoebe, and her voice was like our mother’s in its gentleness and tone, “I do not think you are negligent.”


I blushed. “I don’t either,” I said.


“I have not felt any Eddy either. Yet I still deem it might happen without our noticing. I recall when an Eddy last ruptured near Landuc, the whole Empire was plagued by those horrid red long-clawed rats; none knew whence they came, for there was no other sign of the Eddy breaking.”


“Phoebe, we agree on that. I am sorry to blow a stale wind at you. Certainly the characteristics of the creatures we’ve seen—the distortion, the strength—they are like those of the Eddy-worlds.” We had reprised everything either of us had thought for the past half-year. Yet we might, sometime, see a new face in the old review.


“It is a canker-problem.”


“When your arm heals—”


“Yes. I will go out, along the Roads from here, and follow the Spring’s flow to see if there are any Eddy-like distortions. It seems that to go and see is all there is to be done.”


“Thank you, Phoebe. I would go myself—”


“You have much on your mind. This is work for me.”


“Enjoy your fish.”


She grinned quickly. “Hah, caught in my disobedience by the physician himself.” We nodded cordially to one another and I terminated the spell by snuffing the candle. I uncoiled a piece of rope from around my body and waited for the manticore to finish dying. It took a long time.


When the carcass had burnt out, foul oily black smoke rising high into the deep-blue evening sky, I started for home. The dog pack trotted around me, businesslike and satisfied and untroubled by the loss of four of their fellows. I chose to take the long way home, going through the forest and then along the Haimance highway; there was no convenient Ley or Road anywhere close, and I wanted to unwind and think en route.


A good day’s work. Phoebe, her arm broken, could not kill this one herself and had asked me to do so before it wandered from wild Threshwood to the nearby farmlands and really caused trouble. I had been more than happy to oblige. It is good to get out and kill something foul once in a while. It purges me.


The hawk circled over the trees; I could not see her now because of the darkness and foliage, but I knew she was there over the canopy. Little night noises began as the air cooled; the trees seemed bigger and darker, and their litter muffled our sounds until we reached the highway. It was a good five hours’ slow ride home through the wood and fields. I had plenty of time to consider the manticore, all seven-and-a-half ells of it. Phoebe herself would have had trouble with that one on foot, I suspected. It had killed six of my dogs altogether, and they were all experienced with such creatures. It was bigger and faster than the usual monsters we saw here.


Usual monsters. That was the real problem: there had been too many of the cursed things wandering around, and Belphoebe had soberly told me when I had set her arm for her that she was now perfectly sure not all of them were left over from the problem we had lately had with Tython, whose ill-nature had drawn such creatures to him en masse. There were new permutations on the old standbys appearing, she said, and the old standbys had acquired a heightened viciousness and boldness. Her arm had been broken by a wyvern which had taken a fancy to sleeping in a farmer’s stone barn in the south. Wyverns are usually shy and retiring creatures, occasionally nesting in abandoned buildings, but preferring caves, and shunning inhabited areas as much as possible—though occasionally a herd of goats or flock of geese will tempt them out of the wastes.


I resolved to spend the next day or so winnowing through the records and making a study of exactly what unusual things had been happening lately. I might find some pattern that eluded me now, discover some overlooked source besides that of a hypothetical Eddy’s unlikely rupture. And once I knew what had caused this I would be able to rectify it. That was what Mother would have recommended. Collect information, think, and act.


After I had done my collecting and thinking, though, I must consult my elders before acting—my siblings, uncle if possible, and grandfather. This was more than a courtesy; any action would doubtless require cooperation from them, for one thing, and for another, they might see things I did not.


The City was peaceful, smelling of cooking and smoke. Golden light glowed from windows, bluish from the streetlamps’ faceted balls, lighting my way from the Haimance gate to the Citadel’s Island. I cleaned up and fed Cosmo myself and settled the dogs in for the night. The hawk soared up to the top of the East Tower. I felt I had accomplished something; in reality, of course, the greater problem was still there, lurking in the forest with the uncouth things like manticores.


Behind the tall rose-and-lily decorated doors, the Citadel was quiet. Guards saluted me and a few domestic staff nodded politely. I climbed up the winding central stair, intending to go to my study, but took the long way around the residential wing instead of making the sharp left that would put me by my rooms. I passed my older brother and sisters’ rooms, Alexander and Marfisa and Phoebe’s (never used), my mother’s untenanted, locked bedchamber …


Gaston’s apartment, connected to hers, was closed and silent. He was travelling, or so we hoped. It had been long years since anyone had heard from him. My grandfather Prospero, whose rooms were beside his, was down the Wye, in the seaport Ollol, having gone there this morning to meet Walter and the envoy from Landuc. I was the only family member currently in residence at the Citadel. There were many other people there, there always are, but it feels a bit lonely when I’m on duty, as I think of it, by myself. I unlocked and entered my own rooms.


Lonely, but not alone; when I was very tired, I often felt as though someone else were in the room with me. I felt it now: a silent companion’s amiable, invisible presence somewhere just behind me or beside me in my blind spot, never directly intruding. Every family has its ghost, or ghosts. My siblings and Prospero had mentioned similar feelings. I had never dared ask Gaston when he was still here.


My foot hit something flat which had been slipped under my door: a concert advertisement from my brother Walter with a note on its reverse.




Gwydion, I’m home again. All went well. When I left Landuc about twelve days ago Avril asked me to give you this: personal, not official correspondence, he said. Come to the concert! You’ll enjoy it. I have new music to show you. Small-ensemble works—just what you like best. Come see me tomorrow or I’ll come see you and pry you out of here with true brotherly devotion. Walter.





There was an envelope folded inside the announcement, sealed in three places with substantial blobs of red wax and impressed with a familiar ring. I opened the concert advertisement first, standing in the hallway and leaning on the vine-carven doorjamb to use the hall light for reading. Hm. Something called a brandenburg concerto by one Bohk. What might a brandenburg be? I sounded the word out. A horn, perhaps? Walter had wandered into the ever-changing outlands of Pheyarcet in his recent travels before this errand, and the music and instruments he had brought back were getting a varied reception. My own feelings were mixed. Some of it certainly was garbage, but some was very good, at least when adapted to the taste and instruments of Argylle. The stuff from Faphata, played on twelve-tone glass-belled drums, was popular in Haimance now, I’d heard.


The heavily-sealed note was unaddressed. I broke the seals and opened it.




Unto Lord Gwydion of Argylle from the Emperor Avril his Uncle, Salutations. Walter’s visit to us has brought to our full realization how long it has been since last we spoke with you. We hope that all goes well and request the favor of speech face to face, that we might but change a few words between us and assure ourselves (and Her Serenity, who agitates at times) of the health and well-being of our kin. By our hand with all affection, Avril.





I didn’t believe a word of it, except perhaps the part about Her Serenity (the Empress Glencora) agitating to know how we all fared. Walter would surely have passed on to them any recent news when he was there. He had conveyed our cousin Ottaviano here from the Empire of Landuc at the burning heart of distant Pheyarcet. In addition to negotiating a trade agreement with Prospero and the merchants, Otto would certainly be absorbing as much information about Argylle as he could and transmitting it back to the Emperor. Avril wanted something else, and I thought I knew what it might be: something he could not ask of Walter.


I put the note on my desk and sat down on the bed. The City’s mellow lights studded the darkness beyond the broad river Wye which flows around the island on which the Citadel is built. The hour was now very late; there were only a few isolated windows lit, and no coachlights moved along the roads. The moon was bright, a white oval above the countryside, but I lit a candle anyway for the friendly flame. Then I pulled off my boots and socks. Taking the candle, I went into my workroom to do a little sorcery.


Lenticular glass, firepan, sand, water, flower-shaped crystal bell, Keys, and the antithetical forces: put them together in the right way, with all due respect, and watch.


It was doubly difficult because Avril was in Pheyarcet, beyond Argylle’s border. I had to call upon the Well of Landuc in my spell, but at this distance the power to be gotten was immeasurably small—the invocation served to expedite the process of getting across the Border and to ease my workings through Landuc’s demesnes. One balances the three Forces when casting spells which reach past the Border or the Limen. People who have not assimilated another force cannot cast such spells into that force’s domain.


My vision blurred slightly, as if a patch of mist had drifted into the room, and the mistiness clotted above the flame and thickened on the glass. Folding inward, but not moving at all, it began to make the image, full of color and brightness stolen from the fire. A soft bell sounded, sustaining itself, and took on other notes as the image formed, to become words, my words.…


“… Summoning seeming and speech reciprocally.”


Avril, the Emperor, looked back at me, settling down in a high-backed chair even as our eyes met.


“Ah, Gwydion.” He nodded to me, smiling. He was at a table with his implements around him in artistically calculated disarray. Also a tall, deep-blue vase of dusty-gold roses. His robes were gold-bordered scarlet, a bit ostentatious—but that’s Avril.


“Uncle Avril,” I greeted him, also smiling.


“How are things in Argylle lately?”


“Nothing out of the ordinary has happened since last we spoke,” I said. “And in Landuc?”


“Smooth sailing, as far as I can see. Yet you may guess that I didn’t merely wish to trade pleasantries.”


I nodded. “Not such smooth sailing, then.”


“It is about your father. We have not heard from him in years. I am a little concerned.” He sounded testy. “I suppose I do not need to know where he is; he’s a private man, he keeps to himself, that is all very well. But I would just like to know he is alive. If you are in touch with him …?”


I had guessed Avril’s intention aright: he wanted Gaston. I said, “I understand. I have not spoken to him in a long time. He has been incommunicado.”


“I know. How long a time has it been since you last saw or heard from him?”


“Years, I guess. At least …” I thought carefully. “Between twelve and thirteen years. I could make it more exact if it mattered … Yes, he came early in springtime thirteen years ago.”


“You are not worried.”


“Gaston has dropped out of sight for extended periods in the past, as I understand it. And he was … you know he was not happy. He said little before he left last time. He had not been here often anyway, just dropping in and out once or twice a year or sending a message.”


Avril nodded, then sighed and ruffled his hair, not disarranging it in the slightest. “I see. I hope he is all right.”


I debated within myself for a moment. Generosity won. “If you really need him, Avril, there are ways of finding him. But if it is not an emergency …”


“I know. Let us let the man grieve in peace. But his absence is felt here and, I am sure, there too.”


“He has been gone longer,” I repeated. “I am not concerned. The Wheel always turns, and it is best to let it turn in its own time.”


“All right. People talk of searching for him.”


That would probably be Uncle Herne and Prince Josquin, and perhaps Aunt Evote. “Tell them to hold off,” I said. “He would not be particularly grateful to be found, I am certain of it.”


“I suppose so. Very well, Gwydion. I shall bid you good night. And thanks.”


“You’re welcome,” I replied, and snuffed the fire with sand, which broke the spell’s current and darkened the glass. I began putting things away.


Indeed it was as I had thought: Avril would not pry at Walter for news of Gaston, because Walter could not help him get it, but he would indirectly suggest to me that I set myself to discovering what he could not.


I wondered if Avril’s nudging inquiries about Gaston and the trade agreements could be related. There was no obvious connection. Gaston had never been involved with our government. Probably Avril would like it very much if I did take the hint and look Gaston up, but if there were no pressing need to do so, I wanted to leave him alone. Also, though I was my Emperor-uncle’s junior, I was not his lackey, and carrying out a request like this might make him think I was easily manipulated or dominated and inspire him to use me other ways. If I had believed him fonder of Gaston and sincerely concerned for his well-being, I might have heard his implicit request more sympathetically.


The Dominion of Argylle and the Empire of Landuc have stiffly polite relations. That two such different places, antithetical as the Fire and Spring that perpetuate them, have relations at all is a wonder, and it is unsurprising that we find it difficult to maintain them. There are historical reasons for the stiffness and also personal ones, and the politeness is mainly because we need each other and can’t really afford to be at odds—again for historical and personal reasons. My late mother, however, always maintained that they needed us more than we needed them and had made her point in blood by winning the Independence War—one of the historical reasons for the cool relations between the realms now. Prospero considers the Empire an evil we could probably do without but are better off doing with. In Landuc they think that we need them more than they need us, but the trade between us is largely one-way. Partly that’s intentional, because my mother didn’t want the Dominion becoming dependent on foreign goods, and partly it is just that Landuc has little to offer that we cannot get locally more quickly and cheaply. Trade is controlled by strictly-enforced (on our end, anyway) treaties, and Walter had brought our cousin Ottaviano here as the Empire’s representative to negotiate a new one, since the latest was due to expire.


My stomach growled, interrupting my meditation, and a sudden hollow feeling in my middle reminded me I hadn’t eaten since my late afternoon snack while riding. I left the workroom and found my slippers by the window.


The night was lovely. I opened the casement and leaned out, elbows on the sill, looking around, down at the autumnal gardens. The near-full moon, the lively air, the liquid restless feeling of the Spring pouring over everything revitalized me. I began to think of staying up all night, though I was tired, and going for a walk in the City or outside. I hadn’t done that in a long time: not going to bed because the world was too awake and exciting to leave … A shadow passed my head. I ducked, and something whumped onto my left shoulder.


“Ouch!”


“Prrrrt,” said my familiar owl, Virgil.


“That hurt,” I said coldly.


He bit my ear gently.


“Yes, it is a fine night. Why are you loitering here?”


Virgil fluffed and settled his feathers. He was feeling sociable, I supposed, and I pulled my head back in and straightened (the owl compensating for the change). My stomach growled again. It was time to raid the kitchen. Accompanied by Virgil, I went and did that, and then I went out and walked in the gardens for an hour or two, and then, as the night dew became cold and not just freshly chilling to my feet, I went in and climbed up to my bedchamber.


I turned in and dreamt of happier days, though I woke with tears in my eyes.
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MY BROTHER WALTER HAS PICKED UP a bit of the routine drudgery of running Argylle. He really enjoys wandering around, talking to people, staying in touch with what they think. My forte is more in long-range planning, watching for changes, for potential trouble, for new opportunities. Accordingly, the next day I walked over to his tall stone-and-brick house, which is in the most densely populated part of town. There are always people around there, musicians, itinerant and settled peddlers, storytellers, carpenters (Walter is forever renovating or repairing), artists, all kinds of people, emphasis on creativity and good humor. It’s a happy place, noisy and lively day and night.


Walter was pleased to see me, as usual, and we sat on a balcony in the warm autumn sun to watch the world flow by below, drinking a light Northern wine. Above us, an open window poured the sounds of a jazzy trio over the street. “I’m glad I returned yesterday. It’s a song of a day,” he declared, beaming.


“It is gorgeous. Not many more of these this year.”


“Fine weather for hunting,” he said. “But there’s no one who knows that better than you.”


“Yes. You heard about my manticore?” Phoebe must have told him, I thought.


Walter tipped his head to one side. “Rumor has it there is a great dragon come to the wood.”


“It was just a manticore, but it was a big one. Seven and a half ells.”


Walter whistled. “The damned beasts breed ever larger,” he said.


“Yes. Walter, I came to ask you to start racking your brains. I am looking back to see if I can pick up any pattern in these monsters occurring. So if you could be combing your memory for talk about them—when did people start really noticing them?—and keeping your ear tuned for current news, I would be grateful.”


“Gladly, brother. And anything else curious, I’ll pass on as well. There is a certain—I don’t know, a tension—in the air. People laugh too quickly.” Narrowing his eyes, he stared into the bright sky, following a cloud’s shape changes.


“Hmph.” I tipped back my chair and watched an old woman making lace on the balcony across the way. Tension. People around the Citadel had been edgy lately. Utrachet, the Seneschal, had actually snapped at my secretary Anselm this very morning. Most uncharacteristic. “Yes. That is true. —Avril’s note was to ask that I Summon him for personal speech.”


“Speaking of tension …?”


“No, no. Nothing is wrong. He was wondering if we had heard from Gaston.”


Walter sighed and shook his dark head. “He has probably found an impossible but just war somewhere in a hellish stagnant backwater of the Well’s or the Spring’s Roads and is fighting nineteen hours a day to keep himself from getting insomnia. Burning himself out.” He became sad, wistful. “We were too happy too soon, Gwydion.”


“Not Gaston.”


“No. But the rest of us. Spoiled. Now the real work of life has begun and we must bend our backs and labor for our joys.”


I thought about this. “You think happiness has to be earned?”


“Not like that, no. Not as the payment due for suffering. But it does seem that every life has sorrow and joy, some more of one or another, and we had much joy first. Mother’s goal was joy for everyone all the time. I don’t know how possible it is. Fortuna’s Wheel does turn, as they say.”


“It may not be possible, but it is a good goal. And I work for it joyously.”


He smiled again. “As long as it is joyous work to you.… Are you going to look for Gaston?”


“No. I do not wish to intrude on him.”


“Of course not.” He looked down into the street, leaning on the balcony railing. “And our uncle?”


“What of him?”


Walter gestured loosely. “To find him …”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly.


Walter squinted back at me for a moment and then nodded. “Sorry, Gwydion. I do not mean to goad you.”


“I know.” To prove it, I sat with him a while longer and we talked about the City and countryside. Walter is a gossip sponge, a travelling newspaper, collecting and reporting rumors and news faithfully. Tactfully, he circled back indirectly to the subject of our missing relatives.


“I was talking to the Empress in Landuc,” he said, watching me carefully, “and she said that she thought Gaston had perhaps gone off, as Prospero did, and found something … new.”


“No,” I said flatly.


“I do not know enough about it to say yea or nay,” Walter said diffidently.


I regretted my somewhat abrupt answer. “It is possible, theoretically, but to liberate such a force as Prospero did here with the Spring, as Panurgus did with the Well of Fire, cannot be done without creating certain perturbations which are not undetectable. We know now what those are like, and I would recognize them, I am certain. Neither he nor our uncle has done anything like that. Besides,” I went on softly, “Gaston … for one thing, he has never concerned himself with more than the quotidian applications of the most basic sorcery, what we use every day.”


“That’s so. He distrusts magic.”


“And for another thing, Walter, I cannot see him … I suppose I could have gravely misjudged his character, all these years … I cannot see him doing that alone. It might be possible that he would have done it with Mother, something for the two of them, but not alone, not as a solitary endeavor. It is not like him.”


“I suppose you’re right. People will do odd things when they are distressed, but they usually do them in keeping with their characters and past actions. Our uncle—”


“Again, I … I just don’t think he would do it either, not in the state of mind he was in. More destructive than creative.”


“You know him best. I yield to your superior knowledge. It was a pleasing notion.”


I shook my head. “I am afraid it must remain only that. I do not think Gaston is enough of an adept for it, and I do not think our uncle is … in the mood. Besides the purely sorcerous evidence against it.”


Walter changed the subject. “At Shaoll’s house the other day—did you meet her? Oh, yes, that party—I had a good Romorantin wine, from the estate bordering this one actually, but I cannot recall the name …” and he indicated the bottle of Fidan we had been drinking.


I welcomed the change. Walter is a diplomatic man. “Those vines have flourished. Mother swore they would.”


“And who would dare disagree? Yet they’ve been long in producing drinkable wine. I confess I had begun to think that perhaps for once she had erred, and it’s reassuring that she was right.” Walter emptied his glass and refilled it. He toasted me. “Your health, Gwydion!”


“Your happiness, Walter. I have seen no good Romorantin wine on my table, although I am pleased to hear you are seeing it on Shaoll’s.”


He chuckled. Shaoll was a weaver newly arrived in Argylle, and Walter was much seen with her. “I think they’re keeping it in reserve, and a polite note reminding them of their obligations might bring some your way.”


After perhaps half an hour of wine chat, I turned the talk back to business, to our ambassador cousin Ottaviano.


“How is the Baron of Ascolet these days?” I said. “Did he sizzle and steam as you brought him through the Border Range into Argylle?”


Walter laughed, throwing back his head and roaring. “Ah me, I’d nearly forgotten that one.” When I was a very small boy and had just heard that the Well embodied as fire, I had gone to Walter and demanded to know if this were true. He assured me it was, and he went on to explain gravely that when people from Landuc or the greater Pheyarcet around it tried to come to Argylle, they would vanish in a puff of steam, quenched by our watery Spring. Since I was old enough to know that people from Landuc never did come to Argylle, though not the genuine reason for it, this sounded wholly plausible to me. Only when I learned in a chance overhearing that Gaston was sometimes called the Fireduke was the truth of the thing explained to me; I ran in terror of his imminent demise to Mother and she had great difficulty sorting it out—and then blamed her father Prospero for filling my ears with fancies.


I laughed with Walter and then said, “But Walter, how is Otto?”


“Steamed. He sizzled indeed. He’s affronted at being put under house arrest while he’s here,” Walter replied.


“He knew it would be so.”


“Still, affronted. Not that he showed it, but I could see. He’s going to be here for months, and he’ll find it close confinement.”


“He is only here until New Year. Mother would not have liked it,” I said, “and Prospero certainly is annoyed.”


“Avril wouldn’t have dared send him to talk to her nor indeed to Prospero; he sent him because everyone there thought you would chaffer for Argylle,” Walter pointed out, which was true. “Now that he’s here, he’s a diplomatic guest. It is nearly an insult—”


“I agree,” I said, “but on the other hand Prospero will not want him roaming around, and at any rate he is bound by the same laws that govern others from Landuc when they are here, seldom though it is.”


“No, I agree wholly with you … so we agree that he can’t be kept prisoned in the guesthouse while he’s here, and he can’t be allowed free amble—”


I felt put on the spot. “I suppose we can allow him to leave the premises with a family member. You, me, Prospero, or Phoebe if she were inclined.”


“That’s still stringent—”


“It is more than Mother would have done,” I said. “Tell him I said that, if he takes issue with the restraint. Don’t tell him this: if he behaves himself we might loosen up. Let him go out with guards or a diplomatic escort. It would be better courtesy. And what reason has he to misbehave? —I don’t know why Avril sent him and not Josquin. Josquin knows Argylle; people remember him kindly still from that visit years ago. I wish it had been Josquin.” Josquin and I were good friends, and I had not seen him in too long. He was, in my opinion, the best of our Landuc family, the most like an Argylline. Temperamentally ideal for diplomatic work, he was witty, intelligent but not condescending, and his conduct and discretion were inerrant.


It could almost be construed as an insult, had I wished to be insulted—the Emperor sending to treat with his peer, not his Heir the Prince of Madana, but the Baron of Ascolet, his bastard son. Not that bastardy, as an idea, is current in Argylle—but Ottaviano had done things in the past which had given him a sulphurous aura, and though my uncle Dewar had a kind of rivalrous, hearty professional friendship with him, my mother and Prospero would not suffer his presence gladly.


I had picked up something of both attitudes. When I had met Otto in Ascolet with my uncle, he had seemed a good enough fellow, but all through my childhood before that I had heard his name spoken with coldness. I had decided to give him some benefit of the doubt: it seemed hard to forever damn a man for ill-doing he must himself regret, and by all reports Otto had repented heart and soul of the ungentlemanly conduct which had led the Emperor Avril to accuse Gaston of treason during the Independence War. Gaston did not commit treason; he lost the war because Freia was assisted by a mysterious woman named Thiorn who commanded the military actions. For Gaston, the truth of a matter sufficed. Prospero and Mother, however, both knew how to cherish a grudge, and had.


Walter, mollifying me, said, “I would rather have had Josquin as a guest again too.”


“I would rather have done it in Landuc, but His Majesty made it impossible for me to refuse,” I said, irritated with the memory of that discussion.


Walter spread his hands. “He’s a vexatious man,” he said soothingly, “and difficult to talk to. There’s none who’d disagree with that. And he does have a point, albeit a small one.”


“It is the point of a wedge. We must be careful.”


“Yes. I will not allow Otto to stray into mischief, and Prospero will keep him leashed and muzzled straitly. But we cannot intern the man like a criminal when he is a guest. So this is just enough, all elements weighed and assayed.”


“Just or not, it will have to do.”


I went back to the Citadel and left him to rehearse an ensemble and choir.


Belphoebe was waiting for me on the steps. This was an enormous surprise; she rarely leaves her woods if she can help it.


“Brother Gwydion,” she greeted me, not smiling.


“Belphoebe, what brings you here?” I had a sinking feeling. More bad news, surely.


“I come on the wings of ill tidings.”


I led her to my private office and closed the door, leaning on it. “Tell me.”


“There is a dragon on Mount Longview.”


“A dragon?” I remembered Walter’s rumor. “You’re sure?”


Phoebe nodded, pacing around the room, up and down by the tall arch-topped windows. She’s never at ease inside. “I have seen him myself. Gwydion, this is not one of the pesky little worms we have been plagued by of late. He is enormous. My hair stood on end when I glimpsed him.”


“How did you see him?” I uncorked a bottle of wine from the sideboard and poured us each a cupful. It was not yet midday, and the morning had been long indeed.


Belphoebe sat on the corner of my desk as I sat behind it. “I had gone up to Beza Ridge to see where you slew your manticore and to bury the carcass, but you did a clean job and so I decided to hike out to the end of the ridge. There is a good view from there.”


“Yes, you can even see Longview on a clear day.” Longview is the highest mountain in the Southern Wall of the Jagged Mountains, which comprise the mostly uninhabited, rugged country between Argylle and Errethon.


“Just so. I had my spyglass with me and used it, scanning the forest. I have been thinking about establishing a base at Beza, although ’tis exposed in winter, and then as I stood there looking at the mountains of the Southern Wall it occurred to me that, although distant from the more habited areas, Longview would be a good place to set up a watch-post, to try to keep a lookout for these troublesome intruders in Threshwood.”


“I suggested that to Mother more than once—I am sure Gaston did as well.” In fact, the ruins of a gigantic tower lay tumbled on the stony, bare top of Longview. Someone had fortified the place once upon a time.


She shrugged. “There are reasons it is unfeasible … So I stood there looking along the range with the glass and I saw something moving behind Longview. I watched and watched and finally he drifted around, riding the thermals up from the valleys I suppose.”


“The dragon.”


“Yes. I could not guess at how big he must be, Gwydion, but I could see him quite clearly in the glass. He is very pretty: indigo tail, blue-violet-purple on his back, shading to darker, deeper violet and blue on his head, possibly white underneath.”


I sat in my chair and leaned back, looking up at her sun-bronzed head. “Sun and stars, Phoebe—if you could see him coasting around Longview from the ridge, he must be simply gigantic.”


Belphoebe nodded. “Exactly. As I stood looking at him, he turned his head and, I would swear, looked back at me, directly into my eye. Then he soared around the mountain again. I watched, but saw no more.”


We were quiet for a moment. Then I slammed my hand on my desktop, frustrated. “Damn it, Phoebe! Where is this stuff coming from? The manticores, the erltigers, the wyverns, the karyndrasks, that damned pack of satyrs last spring … It is like when Tython was causing us all that trouble.”


She just nodded again, her grey eyes serious, a furrow between her level brows.


“A dragon,” I said under my breath. “Just what we need! They don’t hibernate, do they?” It was autumn; if we could get it during the winter …


Phoebe, seeing my thought, shook her head ruefully. “The lesser ones do. The greater do not. That is a rule of thumb. There are exceptions. I know but little of the magical kind. I have never seen one.”


“They tend to be fairly individualistic,” I told her, “although there are common traits among them all.”


“Such as?”


I rummaged in my memory for gleanings from tales and anecdotes. “They all tend to hoard something, although it varies from dragon to dragon. Gold and diamonds are most popular, but they will settle for other precious stuff. I once read of one who favored titanium. They like their prey kicking and screaming; perhaps it is the fear. And they get off on eating other sentient animals.” I paused, thought. “I should add that everything I know about the intelligent ones is from books and hearsay. I have never encountered one myself. Just garden-variety dragons. The intelligent ones are very rare and are distinguished from the ordinary by size, habits, and naturally intelligence.”


“And how intelligent are they?”


“I don’t know. Probably no one has tested them.”


She scowled at me. “Be serious! This is nowise laughable!”


“I know. At least he’s fifty miles away at Longview. Let us pray he stays there until we can work out what to do.”


“Kill him, naturally.” Phoebe tossed back the wine.


I lifted my eyebrows slightly and looked at her. Oh, so? I thought, but did not say it.


“ ’Twill be no joust, no child’s play,” she conceded, setting her cup down. “Marfisa and Alex will be delighted to have a share in the hunt, certes.”


“There are so few opportunities for genuine heroism these days,” I agreed drily. “Phoebe, it is very likely that one of our family is going to be dead before that dragon is.”


She thinned her mouth. “How do you know?”


“The odds are for it. It is not like killing a wyvern in Jurlit’s barn. Great dragons know who’s who and what’s what.” I pulled a sheet of paper toward me. “I shall close the southern roads, I think.” In an emergency like this, I couldn’t wait to consult the Council, and legally I didn’t have to.


“At once?”


“At once. It is autumn trading season and that road is heavily used. He may already have taken someone and questioned him. If not, we can make it harder for him to find anyone. Nobody is much around there, just a few mountain men … Perhaps,” I went on, “I should route everything around him along Leys and the Road.” That would require that I send Phoebe and Walter out to lead caravans of merchants …


“That seems a sound precaution.”


“But he may well be able to follow anyway. If he is a real dragon, a magical one, he sees the Road and Leys as clearly as you see the lines on your palm; they are his natural paths. He knows without looking how they lie and where in the fabric of the world the pocket-worlds are stitched and how the Road leads in and out of them, among other things.”


“Such as?” my sister prompted.


“Extensive knowledge of magic.”


“Oh.” She didn’t say anything else for a while. I wrote a list of roads in that area and drafted a closing order and a mobilization and a few other notes to Gracci the Castellan and his subordinates. Anselm, my secretary, would draw the order up prettily, and Gracci would take some of the City Guard up toward Errethon border to enforce it.


“Should we talk to the others first?” Phoebe suggested diffidently as I pulled the bell.


“This is the best way to start. I will call a meeting for tonight.”


“Then I’ll tarry here. Till then I shall go watch the archers practicing.” And sting them to better performance, I thought. She met Anselm coming in. I gave him my draft and told him to hurry. I wanted the closing official by sundown. The Councillors would squall; they were used to being consulted, but in times of emergency Mother had always gone straight over them, and I thought this was an authentic emergency.


I went to my workroom and assembled the materials needed to perform high-quality Lesser Summonings for my family, had a cup of bitter thick tea to fortify me for the physical drain involved, and began with Prospero.


The familiar preliminary words rolled off my tongue smoothly. The fire in the iron dish leapt up and showed me to myself in the mirror, the underlighting playing odd shading-tricks with the planes and angles of my cheeks and nose. I smiled at my reflection just to reassure myself. When I sprinkled three drops of water on the flames, my face was obscured in the disproportionate steam they made. I breathed on the glass, whispering. As the mist cleared, my image was replaced by Prospero’s. We look much alike, so the change was not particularly dramatic; I seemed to acquire a beard, a few lines around my eyes, and a floppy blue velvet hat.


Prospero scowled when I told him about this latest headache. He was on a moored ship; the ocean and another ship moved asynchronously behind him, and a spit of land with a high white tower, the Ollol light, seemed unstable by its contrasting stability. The image yawed, too—he must have lit one of the gimballed lamps to bring my Summoning image as well as sound.


“What in the blistering hells—! A dragon? Whence comes this bestiary plague?”


I smiled in spite of myself. “I don’t know. I killed a seven-and-a-half ell Argylle manticore on Beza Ridge yesterday.”


He frowned more deeply. “Aye, and that wandering wyvern but a few days past. ’Tis one damned thing hot on t’other’s heels, as they say. Tython’s legacy haunts us still, may he twist in agony eternally and his deviant minions with him! I’ll make my excuses here and be there forthwith; I must ride, as I rode hither and I’d liever not leave Blitzen.”


“Good. I will call the others. By the way—”


“Yes?” he snapped, halting in mid-reach toward the focussing light.


“I know I ought to have asked you first, but I have already issued an order closing the southern roads. The Council will be complaining.”


He nodded, and more mildly said, “Well thought on. You need not beg my permission, Gwydion, nor theirs; you are the Lord of Argylle.”


I shrugged. Prospero’s style was always high-handed. He smiled scantly and cut the connection. I cast my line upon the currents again. Punctiliously observing seniority protocol, I Summoned my eldest brother Alexander next.


“Alexander,” I said as he appeared in the glass.


He was far away, in a green-draped alcove, looking at me via a mirror flanked by candles. It made a beautiful receiving focus. Behind him I could see a white marble corridor. His clothing looked formal. He glanced over each shoulder before speaking softly. “Gwydion. It has been a while.”


“Not that long. Three months here? Yes …”


“Ah. What is afoot?”


“Not afoot, but aloft. We have a genuine dragon in Threshwood, on Mount Longview.”


“A dragon?” He began to smile.


“Phoebe, using a spyglass, saw him quite clearly from Beza Ridge.”


“Fifty miles away! Gods! It must be enormous!” He looked interested, excited.


“Precisely. I’m fairly sure, just based on the size, that he must be one of the real ones, not one of the mundane ones.”


“Magical, you mean? Ley-finding faculty and so on?”


“Yes.”


“Oho! But it can still be killed, no doubt.” He smiled. “I misdoubt he’ll move on simply at the asking. Who’ll evict him?”


“If you can come to a meeting here, tonight, the topic will probably be touched on.” Something about his eagerness to get the dragon to the taxidermist rubbed me the wrong way, but I had to be careful not to annoy Alexander. “I know it is very short notice, but we must move fast.”


“Catch it off guard, perhaps. Yes. I’ll be there.” He glanced aside, shook his head, and turned away. I snuffed out the fire.


My next call was to Alexander’s twin sister Marfisa, his junior by half an hour, like him in almost everything save sex. This unnerved people, who often took her for his brother, especially when she was armored.


“Marfisa?”


“Ah—Gwydion.” She was far, far away. Her voice was thin and remote from the lily-shaped crystal trumpet.


“You are wanted here, Marfisa. In Argylle. Can you come?”


“Now?”


“Yes. Or in the next few hours.”


“Ah.”


I thought we had lost touch for a moment, and then the glass fogged completely and cleared again and the image in it improved markedly. She was seated at a low table, cross-legged, in a loose smocklike shirt and trousers, in a tent it appeared. Her short-cropped curly hair was rumpled, her face expressionless in its classical regularity. A matchstub was between her fingers. There seemed but one light there, the one receiving my Summoning, and it stood some distance from Marfisa.


“Some emergency?” she inquired.


“Yes,” I said, guessing that I had interrupted something.


A sigh. “Very well. What?” A line between her even brows, just like Alex’s—“Father?”


“No. We have a very large dragon on Mount Longview. We are going to have to do something about it.”


Her eyes narrowed and a spark of interest came to her face. “Such as kill it.”


“Something like that, yes.”


“When?”


“We will discuss and decide at our meeting here in Argylle this evening.”


“How long from now by your clock?”


“About eight hours.”


“I shall attend.”


She pinched out the flame.


I sent a messenger to Walter with a note about the meeting and then went back into my workroom and tried to raise Gaston and my uncle.


No answer, of course. Just wanted to feel sorry for myself, I guess.


We sat in the same order around the same oval table in the same long green-panelled room where Prospero had officially declared that I was the new Lord of Argylle. He had declared here to us once that he was worried about Mother, too, and announced a full-scale search. Mother had turned up on her own, apologizing for the fuss—she had miscalculated the speed of an Eddy’s spin and overstayed. His son Dewar had been missing twenty-two years now, and Prospero hadn’t bothered being officially worried. He had wandered the Road searching in every world he passed for a long time, and still went off periodically when he had a new idea about some place, but not even a rumor had he found. I had hunted around too, but if people want to hide, they can, and it is hard to find someone who does not want to be found, particularly an adept like my uncle. We knew he had bolt-holes, strongholds, retreats; we did not know where even one of them was.


This time I chaired the meeting.


“Belphoebe, please describe what you did today.”


She obliged. I then tapped Walter and asked him to repeat the rumors he had heard about a dragon in Threshwood. He repeated them with cautions that they were rumors only; he hadn’t traced any back to eyewitnesses.


“The timing is something we must ascertain,” I said. “How long has he been there? What has he been up to?”


“Has he given our citizens cause for complaint?” asked Prospero.


“Farmers missing offspring or livestock and suchlike devilry? No. Not even a sighting as definite as Phoebe’s,” Walter said firmly.


“So he is but newly lighted here, taking his bearings,” said Alexander. One long finger tapped the base of his wineglass. He and Marfisa exchanged a glance, gold-sparked hazel eye to identical eye, a moment’s nonverbal communication, no more.


“What do you know for certain about such creatures?” I asked my grandfather.


Prospero stroked his beard. “Hmmm. Since you told me of this, they’ve been much in my mind. Never have I faced one, nor would I gladly, though I believe your father Gaston did so ages past when he was a hot youth.”


That was a long time ago.


“I did not know that,” Alexander said. Marfisa lifted her eyebrows a hair’s-breadth.


“ ’Tis but a tale I heard once, and the truth could be something wholly other. Histories alter day to day. Someone else in Landuc might remember better, or know more … There were dragons seen over the Palace of Landuc at Panurgus’ death, a brace of them I’m told. The lesser ones, those that are like unto the Elemental creatures in form though not in nature, are commonplace in Phesaotois, to wit Noroison and its vicinity. Certain folk are wont keep the dragonets for guardian-pets till they grow large and ungovernable. Are you certain this is of the Elemental strain?”


I hesitated. I was not sure. “The size is extraordinary. Although I slew a manticore of unnatural size the other day, dragons are another thing. This one must be inconceivably big, and even if he be of the common run …”


“All creatures have appetites scaled to their size.” Marfisa looked around at us all.


“Yes.” I let that sink in for a moment. “We must act against him before he acts against us or ours.”


“What kills those things?” Walter asked.


I spread my hands, shrugging.


“Father,” Alexander said, a touch of black humor we didn’t need.


“I can think of various things that would kill it, but many of them would have undesirable side effects on the landscape,” I said. “It is likely that he shall be well able to defend himself against conventional and sorcerous attacks and to counter them in kind.”


“Thus perhaps unconventional and nonmagical is the way to go,” Alexander said.


“You have an idea?” I asked. It sounded promising.


“No. I merely offer a line of inquiry.”


The discussion went on. Finally we winnowed out our choices:


One was do nothing and wait and see if the beast moved on. “Not likely,” I said. “Mount Longview is an ideal dragon’s roost. It’s a major Node, with a strong upwelling of vitality from the Spring, and they prefer such places, I’ve heard. It has caves and ruins and the Errethon highway runs through Longview Pass to the east. Easy pickings.”


Another was to attack him immediately with everything we had to hand, a preemptive strike before he had struck against us or established himself in his new abode. Alexander and Marfisa favored this, and Prospero did not conclusively speak against it. Phoebe chewed her lip and said nothing as they chaffered this back and forth, and finally looked at me and said, “You were serious before, weren’t you.”


“I usually am.”


“About one of us being dead before the dragon is.”


Everyone stared at me. I grew uncomfortable. “Fortunetelling is to neither my taste nor ability. But I think it quite likely.”


Alexander looked suspicious. “I disagree.”


“Your prerogative.” I inclined my head to him politely.


He glared at me.


A third option was to do research, both abstract and applied, and find out more about dragons in general before tackling this one in specific. I favored this choice. I pressed it by mentioning, during the debates over the others, how tactically sound it would be if we knew more about the thing we assaulted before we did so.


In last place was to attempt to coexist peaceably with the dragon. Belphoebe brought it up, she said, because Mother would have, although personally she didn’t think it could work. We all agreed and shelved that one right away. Mother’s ideas only worked, sometimes, for Mother.


More discussion and slightly-less-subtle leaning on my part resulted in consensus on the third choice. We would study, inquire of our Landucian connections, and find out what was definitely known about dragons. It was even possible that this individual would be known to someone. The draconid family in general live a long time. This decided, we adjourned to a sitting room and lounged around catching up on each other’s lives.


My sisters and brothers and I get along well, better than many, which is good because we are a very small family by Argylle standards. There are tensions, conflicts, but we pull together more than apart. Gaston and Mother fostered this in us and with them gone Prospero continued to try to do so, with great difficulty at times. With only five of us siblings, and none but Walter who sought close long-term bindings with others, any genuine quarrel would split us fatally. We have not the cushioning structure of a real, wider family around us, and the loss of even one member of the broader group, let alone three, could have destroyed our fragile unity.


It has seemed strange to me that in Argylle, where everyone is bound to lovers, blood-kin, trading partners, and fellow-citizens generally by affection and goodwill, our family are all distinct, insular individuals. Perhaps it is because we were reared severally—a handful of only children—or because of something in our genetic makeup, or because of the Spring and the Well in us. We are each conscious of standing apart from the others, and we must each continually strive to stay connected.


This evening we were in effortless accord, though; there was a problem to solve, something new and different and excitingly dangerous to confront, and we all love a good fight, except maybe Walter. So the conversation was animated, even cheerful.


It was quite late when we finished and turned in. Belphoebe knocked on my study door.


“I’m minded to head off toward Longview and camp nearby to keep an eye on our guest,” she said.


“Do it,” I said. “But for heaven’s sake be careful.”


“I understand. I’ll send tidings twice daily.”


“Or if anything noteworthy happens.”


“As you wish. I’ll leave at dawn.” She left silently. I kicked myself mentally. I should have thought of that at once.


I had another thought, and I went to Prospero’s door and tapped. He opened it immediately, a book in his hand.


“Prospero, do not speak of this to Ottaviano.”


“Hm. Good thinking,” he said. “I’ll be mum.”


“He may hear anyway—”


“From whom?”


I explained the decision Walter and I had reached that morning, to keep our emissary cousin mewed up in the guesthouse save when accompanied by one of us, with the possibility of more lenient treatment later—for the man had done us no wrong as an emissary. Prospero did not like it, but reluctantly assented. “If one of us escorts him, there’s little mischief he can work.”


“Just so. He speaks some Argos, I believe.”


“Aye. Some. ’Tis folly to hope his ‘some’ is not greater than you think.”


I shrugged. “At any rate, it’s our problem, not his. I want no … interference. I’d rather he heard about it when it’s over. I cannot think how, but he might find some way to use it against us when you bargain with him.”


“True,” Prospero nodded. “On the morrow I shall breakfast with Walter; I’ll instruct him of this then.”


“Thank you.”


I lay awake in bed, unable to sleep, and finally lit a candle, took up pen and paper, and began making notes on things I would have to do, things I would have to have other people do, and things that might happen—three lists. I was growing concerned about the general population’s reaction to this beast’s sudden advent. How could I break the news to them? Rumors at first, then facts? Argyllines are a fairly levelheaded, calm people, but a dragon is not an everyday occurrence. One of the fellows whose family’s barn had been adopted by the wyvern was deeply terrified by the incident, and his wives and brother had wanted to move. Luckily they had a lot of relatives in the area who wanted them to stay. On top of everything else, I did not need a panicked exodus of villagers and farmers whose lands bordered on Threshwood.


This was going to be an acid test of their faith in me: would they trust my word, would they be calm and not panic if I assured them that things were fine, that we would cope with this one for them?


Early the next morning I called on Walter again and discussed breaking the news with him. On anything to do with public relations, his judgement was better than mine. He sucked a reed—I had interrupted him practicing—and thought about it.


“Less than full honesty will work against us,” he said finally, around the reed. “Tell them everything.”


“But all we know now is that it’s there.”


“Then tell them that, and tell them you’re working on it. No secrets.”


“If they panic …”


“Bah. When he eats somebody, then there’ll be fireworks. Not before. Argylle always has odd things happening around the fringes. This is closer in, but it’s still fifty miles away in Threshwood.”


I walked back to the Citadel slowly, taking the river path, scuffling through leafdrifts under the big trees. What would Mother have done? I wondered, and decided, yes, she would tell them. She had never hidden anything that affected the realm, and the people had understood this and backed her up whenever she needed it—with one noteworthy exception, which had taught them the value of compliance. Yes, I could gamble on their solidarity. The Archives were on my way, and I looked in on Hicha the Archivist and asked her to give me, top priority, today, everything there was in Argylle on dragons.


“Dragons?”


“Yes.”


Hicha nodded thoughtfully, already mentally listing sources to check. “Whatever you want, Gwydion. Odd—Marfisa asked me that last night.”


Marfisa had slept at Hicha’s house, not in the Citadel. “Oh,” I said. “Give it to me, and I will share it with her.”


She smiled. “Very well. I’ll send you what I find.”


I found Utrachet the Seneschal looking for me at the Citadel. The highway closing had been received with bad grace and he suspected a lot of people were going to try to sneak around it, one way or another. The Councillors were offended because I hadn’t consulted them, but were giving me the benefit of the doubt. Since Alexander and Marfisa had been seen in town, people realized something was going on.


“I’ll make an announcement tonight in the Great Hall and explain why I’ve ordered it,” I told him. He went off to arrange this, informing the Council first and then spreading the word through the streets.


The other thing I had to do was get our southern neighbors to close their end of the highway also. Our relations with them had been strained, but still cordial, since the Tython business. I spent the rest of the day drafting and redrafting, meticulously, a message to the Headman of Errethon and finally sent it via postal barge to Ollol and then to Errethon on a special clipper ship. He would have it the day after tomorrow, barring disasters.


The Great Hall was packed. My stomach fluttered as I glanced out over the sea of candlelit faces while I crossed the black stone dais from the side entrance that leads to the Citadel proper. Utrachet preceded me, announced to the crowd that the Lord of Argylle would speak, and sat in his chair a few steps below.


I took the Black Chair. Its stone was chill but comforting; I felt more in control of things there and less alone—the Chair still reminded me of Mother, and I still felt as if I were just keeping it warm until her return. Tonight more than ever I wished it were so.


After allowing the crowd to quiet down for a few seconds, I announced that a large dragon had been sighted near Longview Pass, through which the Errethon road ran. Until further notice, traffic headed south would have to go by ship. I explained that this was an intelligent, maleficent animal, unlike wyverns and manticores, and that it liked to eat people best of anything. If it captured and questioned someone, I went on, the risk to all would be augmented.


One way of getting through to Argyllines is to emphasize common interests. I saw heads nodding.


Someone stood and asked me why shipping was safe if the roads were not.


“I do not know that it is, but the Errethon road is a good sixty miles from the shore. My hope is that he is too lazy to travel the distance for a small return.”


Another person asked if we were sure the dragon was hostile.


“Hostile is not what I said. But it eats people and it is intelligent and powerful. It is dangerous to everyone who would like to go on living. I think I speak for all of us there.”


Tense amusement.


What would it eat if it could not get people?


“Other meat.” I didn’t go into details.


There were a few more questions about when I thought it would be safe to travel and just what I was going to do. The answer to all of them was, “I do not yet know. We are working on it now.” The assembly broke up quietly and people went home, nervous but trusting me.


This was scary. They were trusting me to protect them from something I myself did not understand.


Prospero joined me for a late supper. The twins, Alexander and Marfisa, had gone off to dine with old friends in the City, Alexander at Shervé Miruin’s house and Marfisa with Hicha. We ate with little conversation until the fruit and cheese were served.


“Today I had a gossip with the fair Oriana,” he said, picking currants off the stem and stacking them in pyramids. “She’d like a look at this guest of ours. She said the description rang familiar, but could not think just how.”


“She said nothing definite, though.”


He chuckled a little. “Oh, no.”


“Perhaps,” I said. The sorceress Oriana of the Glass Castle was always ready to meddle with magic, and Mother hadn’t trusted her, although Prospero did and my tutor had. Sometimes. Oriana knows her sorcery, whatever else one might say about her. Mother wouldn’t say anything, but her sniff spoke volumes.


Prospero steepled his fingers and looked across at me over them. “Thereafter I made a few other casual calls, polling about. Avril says the most draconic thing he’s ever slain was a beast called a wantley, no dragon as we know them, when he was but a stripling: long ago. To my surprise, Prince Josquin says he’s slaughtered many dragons, large and small, but nearly was dinner to the only great magical one he faced—’twas quite by accident. He escaped with a trick and his heels scorched, along the Road. It was a fleeting, or fleeing, encounter; he learned naught save that a dragon-slaying career is glorious but brief, and renounced his. He too believes your father Gaston conquered one, but knows no further.”


I laughed as Prospero described Josquin’s experience. My cousin was the last person I could imagine as a dragon-slayer; I would twit him on it when we met again. “You prompted him …”


“Nay, he volunteered the tale, rue-faced. Fulgens has never met a great dragon, although he’s dressed a few of the other kind and their cousin sea-monsters. Herne has seen them on occasion, but says they’ve shunned his purlieus—wise creatures. He’s athirst for a chance to prove himself ’gainst one; said naught of Gaston’s prowess, but averred Ottaviano has spoken with a dragon.” Prospero tried to keep the note of respect from his voice and did not succeed.


I was impressed. “Truly. And lived to tell the tale.”


“Methinks if anyone in Landuc could, he were the man. Herne said ’twas his notion that Otto had done it of necessity, not curiosity. However, he did not kill it … else surely we’d heard more of it ere now.” Prospero turned his attention to the currants, eating them stack by stack. “Herne’s sifting the story behind Gaston’s fighting one; thought it sounded likely when I spoke of it, but knew no particulars.


“Oriana has never slain nor seen one, but she said she’d made Gaston a gift of a book about them when she heard of his marriage to your mother.” Prospero’s mouth twitched slightly, an impenetrable expression, and he continued blandly, “I supposed his collection of such books has largely fallen to your lot, so I begged of her generosity naught but the title: On the Ways of the Lords of the Air.” He swept the remaining currants into his palm and ate them all at once. “The great difficulty that comes of your father eschewing our company,” he said after we had sat for a while longer, “is that his memory goes back further than nearly any living man or woman I know, and largely in his head he carries matter that’s nowhere found in books. I’m in no mood for necromancy to question, say, Panurgus. ’Twould be dear-bought information, too dear.”


I picked apart a pomegranate. “I think our present resources are adequate,” I said slowly. “Your experience and our—enthusiasm—”


He chuckled.


“Seriously, Prospero. Among us we share all the talents needed to kill this thing. I don’t think we must beg help from Landuc. I don’t think we ought to do a Summoning of the Dead. And I don’t think we must hale Gaston out from his retreat.”


Prospero drank wine, looking out the window at the city lights. “There I’m of one mind with you. We must honor his wish for privacy. He’d be a puissant ally against this creature—none better—but if his heart were here, here would he be, and have been.” He tipped his chair back, lit a pipe, smoked thoughtfully. “You ought not to hesitate so, Gwydion.”


“Hesitating?”


“You’re groping, creeping cautious ’long the walls. Follow your humor. Don’t falter so; don’t wait for the world to choose for you your deeds, your plans, your thoughts. If you stumble, the fall will seldom be so great as to allow no recovery.”


“I feel young for the job.”


“You are young for the job. But you’re carrying it right well.”


We sat and drank the rest of the wine slowly. The sky was clouding over. The autumn storms would be settling in soon, and then the short dark days of winter would close around us. The wind rattled the glass as Prospero and I talked about the Landuc–Argylle trade pact. He had been in Ollol to pick up scuttlebutt on what the merchants thought of the present agreements and what they wanted to change.


“The conviction’s widely held that Freia was overgenerous to Landuc. But I mind that at the time the Emperor cried we were most miserly—howbeit Gaston himself advised her to be more frugal with our wine.” Prospero smiled. “He was not without selfish motives, stocking his cellar by betraying his own Emperor as ’twere … Yet it’s played against us, too; our cellars are full, with fine wines ripe and peaking, and every crevice with a bottle in it.”


“The wine is what Landuc really wants. I understand it’s become very popular.”


His smile grew wider, gloating with satisfaction. “Exceedingly. They’re hard-pressed and we can squeeze them dry. The bottleneck is that no one agrees on what we ought to get for it.”


“Here, you mean?”


“Yes. Tobacco, coffee, silk: vice for vice. Perhaps ’twill become clear in time.” He shrugged.


“Much does.” And much does not. Where was Gaston now? “We have all winter to talk it over. And more pressing issues to consider.”


“Such as the habits and physiology of dragons.”


Having to spend the morning listening to the Council fuss meant I had no time to sit down and read in my study until the following afternoon. To my great relief, things held quiet; I heard no reports of murder or destruction from Longview Pass. Against reason, I hoped the dragon had moved on, but as I ate lunch Phoebe sent in a report that he was still there.


Hicha had turned up only eight books with substantial material on dragons. She also had a long list of references, but most of them were just a few words here or there. I curled up in the deep blue-cushioned window seat of my study and began to read.


Two of Hicha’s books were ones I myself had added to the Archives; I already had gone over the copies in my own collection. I flipped through these just in case, but no, all was the same.


The others were more interesting. Prospero, Uncle Dewar, Freia, and Gaston were all book lovers of wide-ranging taste and had added freely to the Archives, collecting material from all over. One of the manuscripts I looked at now was very old and in Latin with a translation in my mother’s minuscule handwriting on tissue paper between each page, the translation being sandwiched between two more sheets of tissue. She had also made editorial comments. I read a few lines and then closed it; her voice, evoked in my thoughts by the handwriting and the characteristic style, made me shake.


Two others were in archaic script, probably from Noroison via Dewar. I set them aside.


Oriana’s gift to Gaston was a scroll in a pictogrammatic-looking brush-writing I didn’t understand with an attached Lannach précis in Gaston’s writing: “On the Ways of the Lords of the Air (dragons) with a description of their habits”—thanks, Gaston. Just what I needed, but no, he didn’t translate the whole thing. Damn. Maybe somebody else could read it. The pictures were very pretty. They looked like someone working from a fifth-hand description had drawn them as accurately as possible.


One of the bound books was a standard hunting treatise and another was also a hunting treatise which contradicted most of the first’s assertions about life cycle, feeding habits, and so on. They also disagreed on the best way to kill a dragon. It was clear that the unintelligent and nonmagical variety was intended, but I read them anyway.


That was all. I sighed and settled in with the books from Noroison. Had Dewar, I wondered, ever run across a dragon? He had not mentioned it to me.


These books were very informative. One of them, by a man I’d never heard of named Lord Uvarkis, even cited the other in a few places, agreeing and expanding in detail on cursory observations by the earlier writer, Duke Nellor Trephayenne. Duke Nellor was a legendary hunter, dead for many centuries before Uvarkis had written his sequel. When I read, I tend to hear the writer’s voice, or to invent one for him; now I conjured up an image of the doughty, bass-voiced Duke Nellor and the dry, academic Uvarkis, who coughed occasionally and smiled a sidelong smile.




NELLOR: “The lesser dragon be sluggish in chill weather and as the year wanes he groweth insensible in the greatest cold, which be to his disliking so he will fly if he be not injured or ill to milder climes to avoid this if he possess no lair or be from it sundered by accident. Yet he endureth the cold if necessary in a wakeful dullness of sense which passeth if he be roused by attack and if he be sundered from his lair. And if he be in his lair he doth nought but sleep all the season until the sun returneth. And in the days of winter-sleep the females lay their eggs.”


UVARKIS: “Nellor states that the female of Draco sapiens will lay her eggs during hibernation. This is incorrect. She (and there are very few shes) lays them in the spring. Selecting a spot with good exposure to sun or other source of heat, such as a volcanic steam vent or hot spring, she will construct a sort of mound or heap and lay them in it, coiling herself about the pile during the incubation. The number of eggs can be many or few, but only one or two, possibly three, of the hatchlings will survive the cannibalistic feeding frenzy that follows hatching …”


NELLOR: “Purloining a souvenir object from a dragon’s hoard be ill-rede, should you chance to find the hoard unattended. For he will mark the lack forth-withal and hunt you a-raged through Ocean and Vapor, Earth and Hell, until he recover the object and devour the thief.”


UVARKIS: “Dragons brood over their hoards until they are intimately familiar with each item. In the case of the dragon of Li Changroven, the hoard numbered some eighty thousand jade objects great and small, each of which the dragon could apparently describe in detail, provenance and workmanship both, with a fair assessment of the item’s current market value. It may be possible to appease a dragon by offering him a unique or novel item for his hoard, but I would personally not rely on this.”


NELLOR: “The great dragon be solitary in his habit as a hermit, withal it liketh him to partake of fellowship of men of passingly quick wit. So from time to time will he suffer one with whom he hath held particularly pleasant discourse to escape uneaten.”


UVARKIS: “According to Nellor, the great dragons are solitary creatures. This is true, and it is because they are jealous of their hoards and their hunting territories …”
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