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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.







  

    Chapter One


“Three?”


The scream from the north tower of the Palace of Divinely Tranquil Thoughts was loud and shrill enough to shatter seven stained-glass windows in the banqueting hall below—six of them among the handful of remaining works by the master artisan Oratio, dating from some fourteen centuries back, and the last a cheap imitation installed during the reign of Corulimus the Decadent, a mere millennium ago.


As shards of glass rattled across the table King Gudge, Lord of Hydrangea, looked up from his wine at the sudden influx of daylight and growled, “What in the name of the five ways to gut an ox was that?”


Trembling at his royal master’s elbow, Lord Polemonium replied, “I think—I think, Your Omnipotent and Implacable Majesty, that it is the ebullient and convivial exultation of Her Most Complacent Highness, Queen Artemisia, your connubial helpmeet, as she experiences the transitory distress of parturition, preparatory to the imminent joy attending the nativity of your supremely longed-for progeny.”


King Gudge plucked a sliver of blue glass from his goblet and munched it thoughtfully as he considered this reply. Then he drew his sword Obliterator and lopped off Lord Polemonium’s head, adding to the mess on the table.


“Now, let’s give that another go-around, all right?” the king said, wiping the gory blade clean on the lace tablecloth as he gazed at his remaining ministers. “I’ll ask one more time: What was that?”


“The queen’s having the baby,” said Lord Filaree, with all dispatch, watching Lord Polemonium’s head. It was still bouncing.


“Oh.” King Gudge thrust Obliterator back into its scabbard and picked up his wine. “About time.” He swilled down the measure, getting most of it in the black tangle of his beard.


Farther down the table, out of earshot and swordreach, Lord Croton nudged Lord Filaree in the ribs. “Is it just me, or did our royal lady holler ‘Three’?”


Lord Filaree shrugged, not really paying any attention to the question. Every time he was “invited” to one of King Gudge’s council meetings/drinking parties, he only had eyes and ears for His Majesty. It might have been the same sort of morbid fascination that made commoners stop and stare at a particularly gruesome cart-wreck, or perhaps just the fact that any minister caught not having eyes and ears for King Gudge alone wound up not having eyes and ears.


“I said,” Lord Croton repeated testily, “why would she scream ‘three’?”


“Maybe she and her handmaid are playing a round of gorf,” Lord Filaree hazarded without turning.


Lord Croton snorted quietly. “Filaree, the correct gorfing cry is ‘five on the loo’ard side and mind the pelicans!’ Any fool knows that. Besides, pregnant women never play gorf.”


“My dear Croton, you know how these women are when they’re giving birth. They say all sorts of nonsense. Didn’t your own wife…?” He let the question hang unfinished.


“Well, yes,” Lord Croton confessed. “While she was in travail, my darling Ione called me a bubble-headed, lust-crazed, self-indulgent, slavering baboon. And she swore I’d never lay a hand on her again as long as I lived. Which was not going to be too much longer because she was going to kill me as soon as she got her strength back. All very well, Filaree, but she did not yell ‘three’.”


“Well, perhaps Her Majesty has decided that our new sovereign-by-right-of-conquest already knows that he is a bubble-headed, lust-crazed, self-indulgent, slavering babboon,” Lord Filaree suggested.


“Knows it! He’d take it as a bloody compliment.”


Filaree nodded. “Indeed. Therefore, let us assume that Her Majesty is not exclaiming ‘three’ but ‘whee!’”


“‘Whee’?” Lord Croton echoed doubtfully.


“A cry of joy,” Filaree explained, “denoting that her labor has been successfully accomplished and that she no longer needs to remain in isolation in the north tower, according to ancient Hydrangean tradition governing pregnant queens.”


Lord Croton shook his head. “I don’t know, Filaree. Now that the baby’s here and she can come out of the north tower, it also means that she’ll have to go back to sleeping with King Gudge. That’s not the sort of thing I can picture any sane woman celebrating.”


“Well, it makes a heap of a lot more sense than caterwauling numbers!” Lord Filaree countered. “Anyhow, why on earth would Queen Artemisia shout ‘three,’ tell me that!”


Lord Croton thought about it. “Right,” he concluded. “No reason for it at all. ‘Whee’ it is. Was. Should be.” He doodled on the council table a bit with his penknife for awhile, then said, “Funny, Croton; this ancient Hydrangean tradition about isolating pregnant queens—”


“Um?”


“I never heard of it.”


“Three?” shrieked Queen Artemisia from the bed. “Oh merciful stars, don’t tell me there’s three of them!”


Old Ludmilla stood by the royal receiving cradle and looked helpless. “Oh, my darling lambikins, you know I’d never tell you the eentsiest thing as might trouble your dear thoughts at a time like this.” The green silk-wrapped bundle in the crook of her arm began to wail. “Certainly not, not when my precious Missy-mussy has just been through such a strain, bearing up like the adorable little brave trouper that she is when other girlies would be a-weeping and a-wailing and a-carrying on something disgraceful to—”


“Three!” howled the queen. “Three, three, three, pox take all Gorgorians and the horses they rode in on! There is—there is most definitely—there is going to be—”


All aflutter, old Ludmilla laid the swaddled newborn in the huge, ceremonial cradle with its scarlet hangings and gold-leafed dragon headboard and hastened to her lady’s bedside. “Lawks and welladay, sweet Missy-mussy, whyever are you panting so? And your face—! I do declare, it’s gone the most unbecoming shade of lavender, it has. Oh, wurra-wurra and—”


“—there is going to be a third one,” Queen Artemisia said with jaw taut and sweat drenching every inch of her body. “And here it comes now!”


Some time later, old Ludmilla lifted a beautifully formed little boy from the Basin of Harmonious Immersion—one of the oldest pieces of the Old Hydrangean royal house’s childbirth accessory set—and whipped a green satin swaddling cloth around his trembling limbs before showing him to his mother.


“There, now, Missy-mussy,” she said, as pleased as if she’d handled the business end of the birth herself. “All washed and neat and tidy. Isn’t he a lamb?” She bore the babe to the receiving cradle in triumph, but before she laid him down in it she paused and turned to her mistress. “Ah…not any more coming, are there, love?”


“No,” said the queen, lying pale and limp against an avalanche of overstuffed pink brocade pillows. She sounded near the brink of total exhaustion. She also sounded more than a little cranky.


Old Ludmilla cocked her head, the better to turn her one functioning ear in Queen Artemisia’s direction. “Quite sure, are we?”


“We are positive,” the queen returned.


“You were wrong before, you know. Of course, arithmetic never was one of your strengths. I remember saying to your dear, departed, decapitated da, King Fumitory the Twenty- Second, I said to him, ‘Our Missy-mussy has her charm, but she couldn’t add a wolf to a sheepfold and get lambchops.’ That’s what I said.”


“And I say—” Queen Artemisia’s clear blue eyes narrowed “—I say that if you call me ‘Missy-mussy’ one more time, I shall ask my husband—may his skull crack like an acorn under a millstone—to give me your liver roasted with garlic as a childbirth gift. What do you say to that?”


Ludmilla gave an indignant sniff. “I say there’s some people who’ve grown a shade too big for their breeches, that’s what. My liver roasted with garlic indeed! When you know garlic gives nursing mothers the wind something scandalous.”


She placed the satin-swathed infant in the cradle and turned on her mistress in a fury. “But that’s just my opinion, isn’t it? And who am I to you, eh? Just the woman who raised you from a nasty little snippet of a royal Hydrangean princess, is all! Only the one who stood by your side on the royal city ramparts while your dear, departed, decapitated da, King Fumitory the Twenty-Second, was doing his best to fight off the invasion of those loathsome Gorgorian barbarian hordes! Merely the loyal soul who helped you hide in the royal turnip cellar after that thoroughly rude Gudge person did for your daddy right there in the Audience Chamber of the Sun’s Hidden Face and got all that blood worked into the carpets so bad that three royal housekeepers have quit in disgust! Simply…”


“Three,” groaned Queen Artemisia, and yanked a pillow out from under her head to slam over her face. Still from beneath the downy bolster came the pitiful, half-smothered whimper, “Three.”


“Well…yes.” Ludmilla pulled her tirade up on a short rein, taken aback by Queen Artemisia’s obvious despair. The crone cast a myopic eye over the contents of the ceremonial cradle. “And the steadfast handmaid who saw her own darling Missy-mussy give birth to three beautiful, cuddly, perfect…”


“Death sentences,” said the queen, and threw the pillow at Ludmilla.


The ancient waiting-woman sighed. “I’ll make the tea.”


Later, as the two ladies shared a pot of well-steeped wenwort tea, Queen Artemisia recovered some of her self-possession. “They are beautiful,” she admitted, gazing into the cradle at the three drowsy bundles. Ludmilla had most thoughtfully lugged the heavy piece of ceremonial furniture near Artemisia’s bed so that the new mother could look at her babes in comfort. Instead of the dreamy maternal smile Ludmilla expected, the queen’s expression grew stern. “Too beautiful for Gudge to sacrifice in the name of his beastly Gorgorian superstitions!”


“Ah, well, you know how these men are, dearie.” Ludmilla poured more tea. “They do have their little ways. If it’s not leaving all their clothes in the middle of the floor then it’s believing that more than one babe at a birth means more than one father at a begetting.”


“It was bad enough when I thought I was only carrying twins,” Queen Artemisia said, nibbling a fortifying bit of seedcake. “It was during that savage Gorgorian holiday, the Feast of the Rutting Goat, when I started getting my insides kicked out by two sets of feet and hands. Three.” Never again would she be able to pronounce that number without twisting her finely-featured face into the most grotesque grimace.


“I never did understand the point of the celebration,” Ludmilla admitted. “Aside from giving all the apprentices a day to run around and cudgel the brains out of innocent chickens. All those ladies rushing through the streets with their biddies hanging out, waving bundles of dried ferns and cucumbers…”


“Women’s magic.” Queen Artemisia’s full lip curled disdainfully. “Gorgorian women. Limited, I have learned, to minor fortune-telling skills and the occasional attempt at influencing matters of love, sex, and fertility—or at least, so they all insist. The male Gorgorians have absolutely no use for it, Gudge told me, but as long as it keeps their females busy and out of mischief, they graciously permit it.”


Ludmilla sighed so deeply that the several layers of phoenix-point gold lace fluffing out the flat bosom of her gown fluttered like autumn leaves. “Oh, I do so miss them,” she said.


“Miss who?”


“Our magic. Our wizards, I mean.”


Queen Artemisia did not spare her handmaid any sympathy. “They were no use and you know it.”


“Oh! My lady!” Ludmilla clapped one scrawny hand to her mouth and made a slightly complex and very silly warding sign with the other. “Such disrespect for the great, the powerful, the masters of all arcane knowledge, the gentlemen whose mystic studies have made them privy to the secrets of…”


“Privy is the word,” the queen snapped. “And to the royal privy with them and all their useless spells and cantrips! Their magic was like a gold-dipped pig’s bladder: all flash and glitter, all wind, all worthless. What good did their so-called arcane knowledge do my poor father when the Gorgorians attacked? Where were our wizards and their sorcerous weapons then?”


“Hmph!” Ludmilla’s paper-thin nostrils flared indignantly. “Some of us know that worthwhile magic is not something you can just whistle up to do your bidding, like a sheepdog. Some of us know that preparations for a thaumaturgical assault of any real strategic value requires careful, one might even say meticulous, preparation. Why, a single wrong word, an improperly pronounced syllable, a pass of the wand from left to right, pinky extended, rather than right to left, pinky down, could mean all the difference between winning the battle and having your guts ripped out by the demons of the abyss. Throtteliar the Magnificent told me so his very own self, not twenty minutes before fleeing the palace—or trying to flee, at any rate.”


Queen Artemisia made a noise that in a person of lesser status might have been called a snort. “So instead of anything useful,” she said, “our wondrous wizards pottered around with a bunch of over-refined spells that are too complex and too damned long to be practical, and while they were still just warming up their preliminary incantations they wound up having their heads lopped off by my royal husband, may bats nest in his ears for the winter.”


Ludmilla nodded, sighing. “Since the wizards never did the man a lick of harm, I do wonder sometimes, why did he insist on executing them all?”


Queen Artemisia handed the empty teacup to her handmaid. “You know Gudge. So do I, more’s the pity. Ordinarily you’d imagine that if a thought ever managed to crawl into his skull it would die of loneliness and despair. Yet at the same time there is a certain primitive cunning to the creature. Just because our wizards weren’t able to get their wands up in time to prevent his conquest of our kingdom, he still saw their powers as a possible threat for the future. My louse-ridden lord is a simple, direct, and practical man: He decided that the best way to safeguard his future was to eliminate theirs.”


“Oh my, so sad, so sad.” Ludmilla took a purple handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed her eyes. “I know I shouldn’t weep—the public beheadings were almost a year ago, and it does so weaken my sight—but I can’t help it. It was such a moving ceremony.”


“Moving indeed,” Queen Artemisia observed drily. “The way some of those wizards kept moving even after their heads were cut off was quite impressive, which was doubtless why Gudge ordered his men to round up the truant parts and burn them all. I heard that they had to chase Master Urien’s head all the way to the Street of the Mushroom Vendors before they caught it and brought it back to the bonfire.”


Old Ludmilla grew more and more nostalgic and misty-eyed over the past. “Do you remember, precious lambikins, how beautifully Master Urien’s head prophesied just before King Gudge drop-kicked it into the flames? ‘Thine own downfall, O thou crawling blight of Gorgorian honeysuckle which doth strangle the fair and noble oak of the Hydrangean kingdom, shall spring from thine own—’” She stopped and wept afresh. “That was when your hubbikins punted the poor thing into the fire. I think it was very rude of the king not to allow Master Urien’s head to finish what it had to say.”


“Then it shouldn’t have called Gudge a honeysuckle,” Queen Artemisia concluded. “All I remember of the whole disgusting business is that the smoke from the burning wizard-parts made me throw up. That was when I first suspected I might be pregnant.” She closed her eyes and sank deeper into the pillows. “Well, what’s done is done. At least I was able to keep Gudge from finding out I was that pregnant by making up the whole ancient Hydrangean custom of secluding the royal mother-to-be. Not that he cared.” She made that same unladylike noise again. “For Gudge, women are either beddable or invisible.”


“My lady,” Ludmilla said softly, “shall I go ahead with the plan?”


“Yes, yes, do.” Queen Artemisia’s voice sounded weaker and weaker. “Only you’ll have to travel with two babies instead of just one. Are you up to it? You’re not as young as you used to be.”


“And who is, I’d like to know?” Old Ludmilla’s face was already a web of crepey wrinkles, but she carved out two more frown-lines right between the eyes as she glowered at the queen. It was wasted on Artemisia, whose eyes remained shut. “Don’t you worry about me, I’m sure. I know my duty, even if some people don’t know the first thing about courtesy to their good and loyal servants. I’ll take the babies straightaway to your royal brother, Prince Mimulus and…”


“Weasel,” came the faint comment.


“Eh?” Ludmilla cupped her good ear.


Queen Artemisia sighed faintly. “You’ll never find him if you blunder around in the eastern mountains asking for Prince Mimulus. Gudge’s soldiers did that for ages and came up empty-handed. The whole point of going undercover to lead the secret Old Hydrangean resistance movement is to keep everything about it a secret. You don’t want Prince Mimulus of Hydrangea…”


“Don’t I, then?” Ludmilla blinked in puzzlement.


“You want the Black Weasel, brave and dashing heroic leader of the Bold Bush-dwellers.”


“Right, then, my poppet.” Ludmilla nodded. “I go to the eastern mountains with the babies, then, and I ask around for the Black Weasel.”


“The Black Weasel, brave and dashing heroic leader of the Bold Bush-dwellers,” Artemisia corrected her. “It’s no use asking for him any other way, he’s given strict instructions to his followers that they are not to say one word about him to anyone who doesn’t use his full title. Do you remember the first message I sent him when I suspected I was carrying twins?”


“Yes indeed, my cherub.” Ludmilla smiled at the memory—not so much because it was a particularly pleasant one, but merely because it was there at all; many of her memories weren’t, these days. “We had young Pringus Cattlecart run up to the mountains with it. Such a pretty laddie, Pringus!”


“Looks aren’t everything,” Artemisia muttered. “He forgot to ask for the Black Weasel properly, and he was still wandering from one mountain village to another when Gudge’s patrol caught him. Lucky for me, the message was unsigned and in code. Unlucky for Pringus, Gudge got so annoyed when no one could translate the note that he gave the poor boy over to his Gorgorian bodyguards as their regimental…mascot.”


“Oh.” Ludmilla blanched. “Now that you mention it, the last time I saw the young man he didn’t look half so cheerful as he used to. Well, never you mind, my waddle-duckums, your Ludmilla will do everything right.”


“Ummmm,” Artemisia murmured drowsily.


“Now first off, let’s see…” Ludmilla began to gather herself together. “Where are those portraits? Whoopsadaisy, here they be, right where I left them. Dearie, rouse yourself a bit, there’s a good girl. You’ve got to name these sweet dollykits before I go, you know. Now here’s the miniature of Prince Helenium the Wise. Which one will you name for him?”


“My firstborn son,” the queen replied, her voice muzzy.


“Well, and which one’s that?”


“Oh, Ludmilla, the one that’s not a girl!”


“Hmph! There’s two of ’em as aren’t girls, and as like as two straws in a haystack they are. Or haven’t you been paying attention?”


Artemisia opened one cold, blue eye. “I shall pay the closest attention to your execution if you don’t stop dithering. Didn’t you tie the sacred red cord around the wrist of my firstborn?”


“Lawks! Well, I never—I am such a goose; of course I did. Let me just unwrap the babes a wee bit and…ah, there it is, red as red can be. So! I’ll just untie it a moment so’s I can thread this charm on the cord and we’re all—oh, it is a striking resemblance to Prince Helenium, isn’t it?”


Prince Helenium had died two centuries ago, but considering how old Ludmilla looked, it was entirely possible that they had been acquainted. She babbled on about the many virtues of the old Hydrangean prince until her royal mistress rather peevishly instructed her to get on with it. “We’ll never get these babies officially named and off to safety at the rate you’re going.”


“Oh! Now see what you’ve made me do, you willful girl! I’ve gone and dropped the naming tokens in the cradle. All righty, my little dovey-byes, let’s just get you all named spang-spang-spang, jig time, like you was no better than a litter of puppies.”


Ludmilla was in a full-blown snit. Artemisia fought to open both eyes in time to watch her handmaid fussing about in the ceremonial cradle, muttering darkly as she worked. “You are Prince Helenium, and you can just be called after Lord Helianthus the Lawgiver, and never you mind about the proper naming rituals! No, we’re in a hurry, we are! Now where did I put the cord for tying your token ’round your little wristy—? Ah, here it is. I’ll be forgetting where I put my own head next, we’re so desperate quick about things! And you, you can be named for Queen Avena the Well-Beloved—oh, bother these slipknots, I never could tie a decent…there! Fine. Done. All tagged with their proper tokens and with no more observance of the decencies than was they three sacks full of grain for the market. Will there be anything else, Your Majesty?”


Icicles hung from Ludmilla’s last words, but Artemisia was too tired to mind. “Just change into your disguise and take Avena and Helianthus to my brother. And let me get some rest before I strangle you,” said the queen as she drifted off into a well-deserved sleep.


  




  

    Chapter Two


Queen Artemisia could not recall when she last had enjoyed such a refreshing rest. It was the first decent sleep she’d had since the Gorgorian invasion. (It stood to reason that you didn’t catch too many catnaps while hiding down in the palace cellars from the barbarian hordes, she reflected, and witnessing your noble father’s beheading gave you such upsetting dreams for months afterward that you didn’t really want to sleep all that much.)


And then she had married Gudge.


The Gorgorian chief kept her up until all hours of the night, insisting that his new wife join him for all royal council sessions. He said it was to show the Old Hydrangeans that there were no hard feelings and that they would still have a voice in the government. That would have been a flattering command, coming from a sane man—but this was Gudge.


Artemisia soon learned that the real business of running the kingdom was transacted during the day. For the Gorgorian, nighttime council session meant long, sloppy drinking bouts with his cronies and any of the Old Hydrangean nobility stupid or unlucky enough to attend. Few of the native aristocracy survived some of Gudge’s more imaginative “Fun With Beer” games, especially the ones involving reptiles, squash, and holding your breath.


After the invasion was finalized, the late King Fumitory’s former prime minister, Lord Desmodium, tried to make the best of a bad deal. He suggested that there might be something valid or interesting about Gorgorian culture; it only wanted to be studied. He then spent several months visiting the tents of those Gorgorians who had flatly refused to live within city walls, asking them to tell him all the old legends.


There wasn’t one of them that didn’t include the gods getting disgustingly drunk just before perpetrating some unspeakably obscene and revolting “miracle” upon helpless humanity. About the time the seventy-third Gorgorian crone began the nasal chant, “The world came to be when Skufa, the Great Mother, needed a new place to void her blessed bowels and sacred stomach and holy bladder after drinking with her husband-son, Pog, Lord of Fermented Grain Products…” Lord Desmodium got the idea and retired to his country villa to raise goldfinches.


So it appeared that Gudge was a man true to his gods. To do him justice, he was willing to accept new ones. The Old Hydrangeans had long ago perfected the fine art of brewery, and Gudge’s first pious act had been to commission one of the court poets to write an epic in which the Gorgorian god Pog, Lord of Fermented Grain Products, fell madly in love when he first beheld the beautiful Hydrangean virgin goddess Prunella, Lady of the Five Hundred Local Beers. Then he raped her.


Gudge showed his religious nature by refusing to do anything at the nighttime council meetings until he had paid proper homage to Prunella. This he did by attempting to sample all five hundred of the Lady’s sacrosanct local brews. He made his council members do the same, and it wasn’t long before the moment of unparalleled horror came when the goddess’s influence convinced Gudge he had the best singing voice in all Hydrangea and yes he could so too sing the entire “Epic of Pog and Prunella” with a pitcher of beer balanced on his head.


Artemisia begged off the nocturnal council sessions as soon as possible, but still she was cheated of sleep when her lord returned to the royal bedchamber and…


Well, if it wasn’t Pog and Prunella all over again, it was a close blood relative.


It didn’t bear thinking about. She had greeted her pregnancy as a rescue from Gudge’s rough affection, but pregnancy turned out to be just as big a sleep-cheat as Gudge, especially after the first three months.


How wonderful it is to be able to lie on my stomach again! Artemisia mused between dreams. They were very pleasant dreams, mostly centering on the several futures of her children.


First her imagination painted an idyllic picture of her tiny daughter Avena, being raised in the merry greenwood. The Black Weasel would of course have a Hydrangean court-in-exile, with all the old rites and refinements that poor, dear, decapitated da had enjoyed. The only difference would be that the Black Weasel’s living palace of stately forest giants would have a leakier roof, a lot more fresh air, and a woodpecker problem. Surely there would be at least one lady of gentle birth among the resistance fighters, a proud, high-spirited woman who defied the invaders of her homeland, unafraid to face the hardships of exile. Yet this same woman would still be a model of Hydrangean culture and femininity, and to her tender care would the Black Weasel commend his infant niece.


Artemisia sighed with contentment as she dreamed of sweet Avena, wild roses in her hair, weaving daisy chains for the little bunny rabbits and reciting the immortal “Ode to a Nightingale’s Kiss” to kindly old Mister Bear. Then the child would dance off, singing, to finish embroidering collars for all the pretty wolfies. Dwarfs might also be involved.


And standing guard over his sister’s embroidery, tall and strong, would be young Helianthus. Browned by the sun, hardened by good, plain food and wholesome exercise, a dead shot with the bow, a hunter of keenest eye and sagest cunning, he would become a legend among the Bold Bush-dwellers. While he was still a mere stripling, the Black Weasel himself would recognize the lad’s qualities and voluntarily resign the leadership of the resistance to him. There would be a short, moving ceremony, then Helianthus would leap gracefully atop a treestump to deliver his first speech to the troops. Inflamed by the boy’s spirit, the Bold Bush-dwellers would march down out of the mountains, gathering support wherever they went. At last a vast army—an Old Hydrangean army!—would stand arrayed before the gates of the city to destroy the Gorgorians and place the true king on the throne!


But they would be just a bit too late.


Artemisia squirmed deeper under the sheets and purred, dreaming of the fate of her other dear son, Prince Helenium. As firstborn, he was the only one of the three left to her. She would raise him well, as a true Hydrangean royal prince. No expense would be spared, especially not when it came to his military training. Wise in statecraft, Prince Helenium must also be powerful at arms. And then, when the time was ripe, his adored and adoring mama would tell him the whole nasty truth about Dad. Artemisia’s dream of her children’s reunion ended when Helianthus and his army of Bold Bush-dwellers arrived at the gates just in time to see his twin brother Prince Helenium chucking Gudge’s head over the parapet, to the cheers of the crowd.


And then the twin princes embraced joyfully and got down to the serious business of finding a husband for Avena.


Artemisia’s perfectly planned future was shattered into jagged fragments by the strident sound of a hungry infant’s cry. Smiling like a henhouse dog, she got out of bed and reached into the cradle. While she was back in bed nursing the baby, a thunderous pounding shook the door.


It couldn’t possibly be Ludmilla. The journey to the eastern mountains took days. “Probably one of Gudge’s trained apes, come to see if I died or not,” Artemisia muttered to the infant snuffling at her breast. She tossed her silky blond hair back as well as she could, sat up straighter against the pillows, and commanded, “Enter at Our pleasure!”


The door opened to a Gorgorian guardsman. Gudge had insisted on integrating the palace guard as a gesture of goodwill to his newly conquered people. The qualifications for a Hydrangean entering that service were that he bear no other arms but an ornamental lance tipped with a limp silk peony and that he be handsome. For a Gorgorian looking to be a guard, the man must be able to carry forty pounds of steely death in assorted shapes and sizes and agree to shave his back.


The guard dipped his head to the queen and said, “King Gudge’s compliments and how are you feeling?”


“Why doesn’t my lord come and see for himself if he wants to know?” Artemisia teased. She enjoyed baiting the Gorgorians; they never caught on. Their idea of subtle wit always involved large quantities of well-ripened pig droppings.


“His Majesty’s gone huntin’. Sorry,” the guardsman added as an afterthought.


“Isn’t that kind of him? No doubt he was afraid that if he had to listen to my cries of pain any longer, he might be so overcome with remorse, knowing that his love was the author of my woe, that he might heedlessly throw himself from the ramparts. This would of course result in a bloody war of succession, and being the wise monarch he is, King Gudge decided it would be best to get as far from the sounds of childbirth as a good horse could carry him.”


“Oh,” said the guard. “Yeh. Tha’s it in a nutshell. What he said. His ’zact words. So…” He looked around the tower room. “You all right?”


“Never better.”


“And, uh…” He nodded towards the suckling child.


“Go down the stairs,” Queen Artemisia directed, pronouncing each word with elaborate care. “Go fast. Try to slip and break your neck on the way down. If you can’t manage that, go to the stables, get a horse, and ride after His Majesty. See if you can fall off it in a painful, preferably fatal way before you find him. If you botch that, then do find him and tell him that he is the father of a prince.”


“A prince?” the guard echoed. “It’s a boy, then?”


“Princes generally are.”


“Right. Right, thanks, I’ll just be on my way, in that case. Uh—you want anything before I go, Y’r Highness?”


“No, no, seeing the back of you is all I’ll ever ask of life.”


The guard gave her another one of those shallow, meaningless bows. “Anything t’ ’blige.” Then he was gone. Shortly afterward the sound of galloping hooves wafted up to the tower room, fading away in the direction of the royal hunting preserve.


After nursing the baby, Artemisia was about to put it back in the huge, gilded cradle when an unmistakable odor hit her straight up the nostrils.


“My,” she remarked, shifting the swaddled bundle to her left arm and studying her damp right hand. “This is definitely not what my seven governesses trained me to do, but I suppose I can learn on the spot.” She carried the baby over to the big black walnut chest by the window. Here Ludmilla had thoughtfully laid out all the infant-care supplies that might be useful. There was even a soft blanket covering half the chest.


Artemisia placed the baby on the blanket and removed the green satin swaddlings. The child made an ugly face at her, all its limbs trembling. “There, there, I’ll do this as quickly as I can,” the queen soothed. “Soon we’ll have you out of that wet napkin and into a—goodness, these pins are hard to undo—into a dry and wrapped up snug and—this other pin is not coming out!—warm and—ah! There it comes—and…and…and…Aaaiiiiieeeeeee!”


This time the queen’s scream did for the other seven stained-glass windows in the banqueting hall.


“No,” said Artemisia, staring down at what the unfastened diaper revealed. “There must be a mistake. A horrible mistake.” The infant seemed to agree, for it set up a piercing wail. The queen gently siezed the baby’s wrist and gazed intently at the miniature portrait hanging there from its red cord. “But this is Prince Helenium’s face! You have to be Prince Helenium; you’re wearing his naming token,” she told the baby.


The baby told her in the only way it knew how that it didn’t have to be anything but warm, fed, and dry, and being only one out of three was grounds for screaming the roof down.


Queen Artemisia hastily tugged the soiled diaper from under the tiny banshee and wrapped her child up in the blanket. Appeased, the infant made comfortable I’ll-just-go-to-sleep-now-see-that-I’m-not-disturbed-thanks-awfully sounds into the queen’s shoulder. It remained unaware of its mother’s rising agitation.


“How could this have happened?” Artemisia demanded of the air. “How? Oh, that incompetent fool Ludmilla! So busy with her own petty tantrums, and half-blind into the bargain, it’s a wonder she didn’t tie one of the tokens around my wrist! She dropped all three of them into the cradle and then attached them just any old way. I’m surprised she didn’t tie two on one baby. But you’d think she’d at least have had the foresight to fetch different colored cords! Red, the tokens were tied on with red, every one, and the sacred red cord is supposed to be reserved for the firstborn. What am I going to do?”


She paced the tower room like a caged panther. All the weakness of a long and arduous childbirth had fallen away from her in the adrenal surge brought on by the discovery that either Ludmilla had screwed up beyond anyone’s wildest expectations and taken both the twin princes to the Black Weasel’s mountain stronghold, leaving their sister behind, or else there was a very odd sort of invisible thief on the premises.


“Oh dear, oh dear,” she muttered. “The messenger’s already gone to tell Gudge he has a son. If he comes back and finds he’s got a daughter, heads will roll! And not just heads. He’s a moron, but he’s no fool: If I said it’s a boy and I show him a girl, he’ll know that there must be a boy baby around somewhere. And that means there is more than one baby. And that means that I was the mother of twins, at least. And that, O ye gods, according to his benighted Gorgorian superstitions means that I must have slept with more than one man.”


She did not need to say what that meant. Adultery was a serious crime in Hydrangea, even before the Gorgorian invasion. A queen’s adultery was High Treason, with a suitably creative punishment to fit the crime. Badgers played a significant role. It was one of the few Old Hydrangean customs that Gudge had kept on entire and unaltered, for entertainment value.


Artemisia paced faster, growing more frantic. Every so often the queen would lay the baby down and unwrap it, just to check on whether anything missing had been replaced. She even said a prayer to Uttocari, Goddess of Objects Lost, Purloined, or “Borrowed” by the Neighbors. Nothing worked. The baby in her arms remained as was.


At last Artemisia sat down heavily on a delicately carved chair, the armrests shaped like mermaids with inset sapphire eyes and white enameled breasts, coral tipped. On one arm she cradled her daughter, the fingers of the other hand gouging deep, thoughtful holes in one mermaid’s head.


“Think, Artemisia,” the queen directed herself. “Don’t panic; think! Ludmilla bollixed things, but it’s nothing that can’t be undone. Gudge has been told that he is the father of a boy. This is obviously not a boy.” She looked at her daughter’s peacefully sleeping face and murmured an automatic “kitchie-koo” for no sensible reason.


“Very well, then,” she went on. “Ludmilla is careless, but not stupid. She will have to feed and change the babies soon enough, and then she’ll discover her mistake. She’ll turn right around and come back here to swap one of the princes for Princess Avena before long and everything will be the way we originally planned it. Good. Fine. So if Gudge comes bulling his way up here before Ludmilla can return, all I’ve got to do is present the princess to him as the prince! All babies look alike above the belly-band, and unless Gudge offers to change the infant’s diapers there is no way he’ll ever know that his son is really his daughter.”


Queen Artemisia smiled. There was more chance of the sun rising in the west, plaid, with purple fringe trim and shaped like a bullfrog, than of Gudge even getting near a dirty diaper. Or a clean one, for that matter.


“There, that’s all taken care of,” she told the sleeping infant. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought. Everything will be fine, Aven—I mean Arbol. Yes, that’s a good name for a prince, Arbol is.” The baby whimpered in its sleep. “Oh, don’t fuss, my love, you won’t have to put up with the name for long. Just until your Nana Ludmilla gets back. We can wait, can’t we? Yes, we can. We can wait…”


Fortunately for Artemisia’s current peace of mind, she had no idea just how long they would have to wait.


  




  

    Chapter Three


Ludmilla sat by the side of the road, resting her weary legs, and looked back the way she’d come. The pearly pink towers of the Palace of Tranquil Thoughts were gloriously backlit by the declining sun. Doves swooped and soared among the battlements. Golden pennons fluttered and snapped from the topmost pinnacles. These banners were all freshly embroidered with the new badge of the kingdom: On a field of gold, the sallet (an Old Hydrangean heraldic beast one third deer, one fourth dormouse, one eighth capon, and anything left over equally split between rabbit and poodle) was being used in a most painful and humiliating fashion by the Great Sacred Ox of the Gorgorians. Taken all in all, it was a heart-lifting spectacle.


“Hmph!” said Ludmilla to the royal babies. “We’re not clear of that hogwallow a moment too soon, my precious pixikins, and no mistake! Oh, I can’t help but pity your poor brother, stuck back there to be raised amid the nasty temptations of palace life while the pair of you will have all the advantages of a fine up-country education. Why, I came from the Fraxinella Mountains myself when I was a mere slip of a girl just—ah—neveryoumind how long ago.”


She reached into the huge basket resting on the grass beside her and lavished a fond smile on the two sleeping infants within as she adjusted their blankets.


A cold, black shadow fell across the babies. Ludmilla raised her head and looked up into a haphazard arrangement of yellow-brown eyes, greenish snaggle teeth, matted black hair and a nose like a dumpling that had been dropped on the outhouse floor. A charitable person might call it a face.


“Here, now, what’ve you got in there Granny, eh?” demanded the Gorgorian man-at-arms. Squat and bandy- legged from a lifetime in the saddle, obviously he had been demoted to footsoldiering as part of King Gudge’s mountain patrols and he wasn’t at all happy about it. Gorgorians were very good about sharing things with their newly conquered fellow-countrymen, the Old Hydrangeans; things like vermin, infections, bruises and bad moods. This squint-eyed chap looked like no exception, and he was backed up by four more equally unhorsed and unhappy comrades. They gathered around old Ludmilla and the babies like sharks around a hunk of bloody beef.


Ludmilla straightened her shoulders. “And who is it wants to know, you rude creature?” she demanded. Although she had abandoned her gorgeous court dress of dragon-scale silk and phoenix-point lace for the simple brown homespun tunic and apron of a Hydrangean countrywoman, she refused to put aside her spirit.


Backbone and backtalk usually had no place among a real peasant’s possessions—they didn’t help the crops a lick and they tended to cause unforeseen things like sudden death when exercised in the presence of the upper classes. Since absolutely everyone alive—and quite a few dead—outranked the typical Old Hydrangean peasant, Ludmilla’s show of courage startled the Gorgorian badly.


“Hoi! Never mind who wants to know,” he replied, getting a little red above the gills. Then, grabbing hold of his aplomb with both hands, he blustered on, “It’s me as wants to know, Granny, and that’ll have to do you. Else we’ll do you, eh, me hearties?” He winked companionably at his men, although given the number of old scars and new sword cuts hashing his face, it looked more like he was suffering some sort of spasm.


“Uhhrr…orright, chief.”


“If you says so.”


“I ’sposes.”


“We’ll do her what?”


The patrol leader scowled, which looked measurably worse than his smile. He drew a short-handled cat-o’-nine-tails from his belt and laid about his unenthusiastic followers with the butt end. “Look, when I say we’ll do her, the least you blunderation of misborn nanny goats can do is back me up! What’s wrong with you lot these days? Back when we was roving the plains or riding the wild wastes of the Litchi Plateau and I said ‘There’s a helpless villager; let’s do him good and proper for the honor of all Gorgorians,’ did you stand about with your thumbs up your arses asking ‘Do him what?’ and acting like you never seen a length of your enemy’s guts steaming at the end of your lances on a bright, fresh, frosty morning?”


The patrol, to a man, looked at the ground and made stupid noises in their throats. This enraged their leader even more, a bad idea.


“You did not!” he roared. “You sailed right in and you did the bugger, that’s all! Whatever happened to that old team spirit, hey?”


“S’norses,” said the youngest of the men.


His leader’s bristly hand darted out, closed around the young Gorgorian’s windpipe, and reeled him in. “What?”


“I said, sir—” his hapless captive gasped as a fine bluish patina crept over his stubbled cheeks “—I said that it’s not the same without the horses.”


“Think I don’t know that?” the leader bellowed in his face, then batted him into one of his comrades with the whiphandle.’Course it ain’t the same without the horses! It’s lonelier of a cold night, for one. But these mountains is sheep country. If we bring horses too much farther upcountry hereabouts, the land’s so steep and rocky and the paths is so narrer that we’d spend more’n half our time walkin’ the poor beasts ’stead of ridin’ ’em like civilized men. And even so, every time we’d turn ’round there’d be another sorry nag with his leg broke and no hope but a quick death at sword’s point. So what’s the use of draggin’ horses along?”


“Wull…we’d eat better, cap’n.”


The Gorgorian officer let fly with the business portion of the cat, deftly removing half the outspoken gourmet’s beard with one flick of the wrist. “My salty rump we would!” he shouted. “You ever tasted the ruination what these Hydrangean fibbity-fobs does to a good, honest slab of horsemeat? ’Senough to make a grown man cry.”


While this discussion was going on, Ludmilla pulled herself creakily to her feet, smoothed down her skirt, and picked up the basket with the babies. “Excuse me, young man,” she said, pushing past the Gorgorian soldier who had been so summarily shaved. “This has all been quite charming, but I have business to attend to. However, if you should ever find yourselves in the capital, do stop by the Duck and Crusty Things Inn. I have strong reason to believe that the cook there knows just what to do with a good slab of horsemeat. He calls it beef and sells it at veal prices, that’s what. Good day.”


“Now wait just a minute!” The Gorgorian captain lunged after Ludmilla and seized her by the elbow, making the basket swing wildly. “You ain’t goin’ nowhere, Granny.”


Ludmilla regarded him coldly. “Obviously not. You are a very rude person and I shall complain about you to King Gudge as soon as practicable.”


“Haw! You complain ’bout me to His Majesty? There’s a laugh! Why, an old bit o’ leatherwork like you wouldn’t get into the city gates, let alone the palace. ‘Course—” his eyes got smaller and nastier “—there’s good chance as you might get into the palace after all, on my say-so. The palace dungeons!”


His threats cut no ice with Ludmilla. She merely sniffed once, delicately: a mannerism intended to express her disdain for him and all his ilk. Unfortunately it was likewise a mannerism that compelled her to smell him and all his ilk. The aged handmaid turned pale and sat down with a thud. The sudden jolt woke both the babies, who began to cry.


“Hoi! What’ve we got here?” the Gorgorian captain inquired jovially. He grabbed the basket away from Ludmilla and peered inside. The infants bawled lustily, squirming in their swaddlings.


“Cheeses,” said Ludmilla shortly, and yanked the basket back.


The captain did not let go of his grip on the handle. Ludmilla was old, but she was wiry, and her unexpected recovery came so strongly that when she jerked the basket handle down to her level, she brought the captain down with it. He hit the ground on his stomach, driving the full weight of his thick leather belt and ponderous ornate gilded buckle sharply into his solar plexus.


“Gar!” exclaimed one of the patrol, observing his captain’s subsequent bout of roadside retching. “Woss brought that on?”


“Think as it must’ve been that brunch what we ate,” opined the second.


The third man disagreed. “Naaah. Onliest time it’s dangerous to eat a brunch is when they hasn’t been proper cleaned and cooked. ’Sonly the subcutaneous membrane what’s poison, and once that’s removed…”


His fourth comrade looked at him suspiciously. “Subcuwhat? Here! What kind of language is that for a soldiering man? Got too pissing many syllabubble…sillybib…sullabull…’Sgot words what’s too damn long, ’swhat! You been having it on with that Old Hydrangean hedge-trollop up to Stinkberry village again?”


The patrolman so accused blushed. “She’s the onliest one as gives a military discount hereabouts. And it’s part o’ the Old Hydrie tradition for the jolly-girls to have a little, y’know, mutually enriching conversation and instruction with their esteemed clientele as a, what-d’you-call-’em, intellectual prelude to subsequent physical interaction.”


The captain rose from his knees just in time to deal his glib underling a sound buffet to the skull just below the rear brim of his short-helm with the cat. His victim was knocked from his feet and sat rubbing the back of his head in an aggrieved manner.


“There’ll be none o’ that sort o’ talk in my patrol!” the captain thundered. “And from now on you’ll keep clear of the Stinkberry slut. Good fighting men catches things that way, y’know.”


“Like an education,” old Ludmilla put in, unasked. “You wouldn’t want that to happen.” She was on her feet again and strolling calmly away up the mountain path for a little ways before the Gorgorian patrol overtook her a second time.


“Now you hold it right there, my fine old toad!” the captain commanded, laying a hand on her shoulder. “The penalty for lying to your natural overlords is death by eatin’ a badly cleaned brunch! What’s all this pigflop about what you’ve got in that basket, hey?”


“I told you,” Ludmilla said, keeping her voice unruffled. “They’re cheeses.”


“That explains as why our chief was took so bad, then,” one patrolman whispered to his fellow. “Cheese gives him the heave-ho something desperate.”


The captain reached for the basket handle, thought better of it, and settled for yanking aside the blanket covering the infants. They were still crying. “Cheeses, eh?” he sneered.


Still cool as a duck’s bottom, old Ludmilla replied, “I take it, then, that for all your talk of being familiar with King Gudge’s palace, you have never seen an authentic Old Hydrangean Weeping Cheese?” She said this so sweetly, with such easy confidence and condescension, that the captain was taken aback. Ludmilla had never received any formal combat training, but she was experienced enough in the ways of the world to know when to follow up an advantage on a stunned opponent.


“But of course you wouldn’t,” she went on. “The Weeping Cheese is a delicacy reserved for only the highest of the highborn, and then served solely on occasions of the utmost sanctity. The custom dates back to the time when child sacrifice was just beginning to be thought in rather bad taste, particularly since it was the practice for the reigning monarch to eat whatever portions of the victims the gods rejected as not lean enough. Queen Jargoon the Dyspeptic is credited with substituting a specially made cheese for the babies previously offered, although it remained for her great-grandson, King Scandium the Decorous to perfect the rite by the inclusion of crackers and a dry white wine.”


By this time the Gorgorian captain was blinking like an owl at a firefly convention. His tiny eyes went from Ludmilla to the babies and back, desperately seeking some inspiration for a counterargument. “Uh…if they’s cheeses, what’s this, eh?” He passed a horny finger over one infant’s cheek and showed the glimmer of wetness.


“Whey,” the old retainer replied.


“But—but they looks just like babies! Look, all them tufts of fuzz and a nose, and eyes, and—”


“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Ludmilla beamed proudly at her two young charges. “A triumph of the cheesemaker’s art in every detail. We haven’t had a single complaint from the gods from the first day we substituted the Weeping Cheeses for the real infants.” She lowered her voice and added confidentially, “Between you and me, sometimes the gods aren’t too bright.”


The horrified Gorgorian made the sign of the sacred oxhorns at the old woman’s blasphemy. His voice cracked just a bit when he said, “Yerrrr, but…but…but they’re noisy! What kinda cheese, never mind how pretty it’s made, makes a sound like that?”


Ludmilla sighed. “If they did not make that noise, we would have called them Quiet Cheeses. In the cheesemaking process, a good deal of air is trapped with the curds. All you are hearing is the normal sound of that air escaping.”


“Oh.”


The patrolman who had lost half his beard now came forward to help his captain in what was fast becoming a tight spot for the wrong people. “Just a minute!” he declared. “If they’re cheeses, how come they’re wriggling about like that, hm?”


Before Ludmilla could come up with an answer, the captain stepped in and growled, “Oh, there’s a fine question to be asking! Make us all look like a bunch of moonwits, why don’t you? Or greenhorns as never saw the inside of an honest Gorgorian messtent. Tell me this, me wide-eyed virgin tifter: Ain’t you never seen good food move?”


“Wull…there was that load o’ bread we got last week. It was rough going, keeping it from getting away ’til it was proper eaten.”


“’Course it did have all them legs,” one of his companions prompted. “From the weevils.”


“Natural!” the captain concluded, triumphant. “And if we can have us eats what brings a little action to the table, think these high-and-mighty Old Hydries won’t? Why, I’ll wager they was being served chicken-neck stew what was crawling off the plate while we was still galloping over the Litchi Plateau living on oxtail soup and brunches!”


The half-shaved Gorgorian looked dubious, but refrained from further comment. He ventured to take a look at the cheeses under discussion. It was then that an unmistakable aroma, even more pungent than his own, reached his nostrils.


“Agh!” he exclaimed, fanning the air as he backed away. “That settles it. Cheeses is what they be all right.”


“Like I told you,” his captain concluded smugly. To Ludmilla he said, “Now be on your way, Granny, and get them Weeping Cheeses where they’re bound. Judging from the sound they’re making, I’d say they’re just about ripe.”


Ludmilla dropped him a pretty curtsey. “It’s always such a pleasure dealing with a real man of the world,” she said, and sashayed off.


She was really too old to sashay very far. It wasn’t a gait that lent itself to long distances carrying a basket full of babies, especially when the babies were still bawling and definitely needed to have their diapers changed. Ludmilla reflected bitterly that she had lost a lot of time on the road with the Gorgorian patrol. The plan she and Queen Artemisia had worked out called for her to spend the first night in the home of her distant cousin, Gowena, a widow whose loyalty to the Old Order was the best that money could buy. Now it didn’t look as if Ludmilla would reach the prearranged safe haven. It grew dark earlier in the mountains; already the shadows along the road were fading into the general gloom.


Ludmilla clucked her tongue. “No help for it, I suppose,” she said aloud. “We must make what shelter we can, my dollybits, and go on to Gowena’s house in the morning. Stinkberry village is hereabouts; we’ll try for that.”


She continued up the road, which soon became a poorly paved path, which in turn devolved to a dirt track that grew progressively narrower the further she went from the lowlands. “How odd,” Ludmilla said, panting as she trudged on. “I don’t recall the way to Stinkberry village being this rough, and I ought to know! I was a girl there scarcely, oh, not a handful of years since.” It did not trouble her conscience at all that she’d have to substitute the word “decades” for “years” to get within spitting distance of the truth.


The babies didn’t care how badly Ludmilla lied about her age. They were hungry and wet and soiled and tired of being passed off as dairy products. Ludmilla thought to assuage them with a sugar-tit, but when she searched the bottom of the basket for that pacifier it was gone, most likely fallen out during her recent tug-o’-war match with the Gorgorian captain. The children didn’t care about excuses. Both of them had excellent lungs and used them nonstop. The effect was rather wearing on their aged nursemaid.


“Oh dear, oh dear,” she muttered, peering into the dusk with eyes not all that sharp in full sun. “Is that a light I see? Perhaps I was closer to Stinkberry than I thought. There, there, my poppets,” she spoke softly to the wailing babes. “Soon you’ll have a nice warm place to stay and all the comforts. Look, my lovies, that light’s the lantern out in front of the village tavern or I’m a goose, and there’s the blacksmith’s shop next door, just as I recall it, and—whoops!”


Ludmilla tripped over a sheep.


The basket went flying, the babies’ yowls for food turned to shrieks of excitement to find themselves airborne. They landed a short distance away in the tall grass of the finest grazing lands on that side of the capital. They also landed smack in the middle of a herd of plump, fluffy sheep who took to their heels with bleats of terror at this sudden invasion from on high. It was purely a miracle that the royal infants weren’t trampled.
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