Aubrey vememberved Cyril’s
warning . . .

“Learn everything he teaches you so well you
can cast his own spells back at him,” the old wiz-
ard had said. “Glyrenden respects only those
stronger than he is, and those he hates. If you can-
not beat him, he will destroy you. Already you are
a better magician than he in many of the branches,
but if he sees he can best you in this one branch,
he will use his skill against you. So you must learn
everything, and forget nothing, and beware of
Glyrenden at all times.”

The Shape-Changer’s Wife is an adventure
that will take you back to a time wheve wizard
battled wizard . . . and love came in unex-
pected ways.
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For my mother






One

S

UNTIL AUBREY ARRIVED IN THE VILLAGE TO STUDY WITH
Glyrenden, he had no idea that the great wizard had
taken a wife. At the time, drinking an ale in the warm,
lightless tavern which was situated at the very center of
town (in fact, the heart of the small community), he did
not think it mattered one way or the other. Nonetheless,
he was surprised. From what old Cyril had told him,
Glyrenden did not seem like the kind of man disposed
toward the softer passions. But then, it was obvious
Cyril did not like the court magician, and perhaps his
unflattering words could be traced to professional jeal-
ousy.

It had not been Aubrey’s idea to apprentice with the
shape-changer. He had been certain Cyril could teach
him what he wanted to know, for Cyril was renowned in
this land and three lands farther west as the greatest wiz-
ard in seven generations. But Cyril, who had willingly
and with patient generosity shared with him the spells
and knowledge it had taken him eighty years to accumu-
late, flatly refused to instruct him in the matters of trans-
mogrification.

“But why not?” Aubrey had asked him, a dozen times,
a hundred times. “You know the spells. You have cast
them.”

1
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“They are barbaric spells,” Cyril had said, and would
say no more. But Cyril’s conscience had troubled him.
Alchemy of every sort was essential to the education of
any well-rounded wizard, and Aubrey was, even this
young, showing signs of being among the most gifted
wizards of this century. So he wrote to Glyrenden and
proposed Aubrey as a student; and Glyrenden wrote
back to accept the charge. Cyril had sent Aubrey on his
way with the briefest words of advice.

“Learn everything he teaches you so well you can
cast his own spells back at him,” the old wizard had
said. “Glyrenden respects only those stronger than he is,
and those he hates. If you cannot beat him, he will de-
stroy you. Already you are a better magician than he in
many of the branches, but if he sees he can best you in
this one branch, he will use his skill against you. So you
must learn everything, and forget nothing, and beware of
Glyrenden at all times.”

“You alarm me,” Aubrey said mildly, smiling. He was
a fair-haired, open-faced, sunny-tempered young man
who had a fearsome passion for knowledge and an ab-
solute faith in his own abilities. He had never yet come
across something he could not do; but this easy ability
did not make him arrogant or malicious. Rather, it
turned him benevolent and charming, happy with him-
self and his world. “Why do you send me to him, if he is
so menacing?”

“It would not do you much harm to face a challenge at
this point in your career,” Cyril muttered.

Aubrey laughed. “And why has he agreed to tutor me
if he is such an Ogre? He does not sound like the type to
gladly accept troublesome pupils.”

Cyril gave him a quick sideways look from his narrow
blue eyes, the glancing look like sunlight glittering
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across water, a look that gave away more than the spo-
ken answer if Aubrey could only read it. “Because he
cannot conceive that you will prove to be better than he,
and he wants a chance to prove it.”

Aubrey gave it up. “I had best be on my guard during
my whole stay at his house, then,” he said.

“Yes,” said Cyril. “I think you had better.”

So Aubrey had packed up his thin saddlebags and
tossed his threadbare green cloak over his shoulders, and
walked the three hundred miles to the wizard’s house
when he could not beg the odd ride from the peddlers
and merchants that traveled the North King’s Road. He
had arrived late one evening and elected to sleep
overnight at the town’s single hostel before presenting
himself at Glyrenden’s door. And in the morning, there
was the fair to see, and the pretty girls to flirt with, and
flowers to buy for some of them in the market; so it was
afternoon before he was ready to start on the final mile
of his journey.

He had fortified himself with a glass of ale at the tav-
ern, and it was then he learned that Glyrenden had a
wife. Aubrey had made friends with the tavernkeeper
over his lunch of bread and cheese, and had told the man
what he could remember about the condition of the
roads between there and Southport. And then he had
asked the man for directions to the home of Glyrenden,
and he had seen the strangest look cross the fellow’s
tanned and honest face.

“On the way there, are you,” the man had said, and
his voice became flat and distant, the voice of a man
talking to a customer to whom he must be civil and not
to a man he liked. “Well, you takes this road here, that
runs outside me door, and follows it to where it forks
left. After that, you’ll see three crossroads, and at each
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you takes the left cross. And when you comes to his
house, you’ll know it.”

Aubrey gave the man his easy smile. “Veering to the
sinister,” he said. “That seems to fit. It should be simple
to remember.”

The man’s dark eyes gave back no hint of a smile, no
hint that he had even comprehended the small joke.
“Will you be leaving soon?” he asked politely.

“As soon as my drink is done. Tell me, does Glyren-
den come to town often? Or does he move only between
his place and the king’s castle?”

“He comes,” the barkeeper said coolly, “but not often.
She comes even less.”

“She?”

The man lifted his hands involuntarily from the
rubbed-wood counter, then deliberately set them down
again. Aubrey wondered what gesture he had been going
to make; the man’s whole body was stiff with distaste.
“The wizard’s wife.”

“He’s married?”

“Aye. Or at least, the woman has lived there any time
these three years now.”

“Cyril didn’t tell me that.”

“Pardon, sir?”’

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Aubrey smiled again, laid a
gold piece on the counter, and smiled privately once
more to see the expression with which the barkeeper re-
garded the coin. Glyrenden was not much liked in this
place, it seemed, and those who trafficked with him fell
instantly under the same suspicion. “I hope I will see
you again,” he added pleasantly. “This is the closest vil-
lage, so I understand, to Glyrenden’s place.”

“Aye,” the man said somewhat dryly. “It is that.”
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“Then no doubt I will be down now and then when 1
am thirsty for a drop or two.”

“Of course. We'll be looking to see you again, sir,”
the tavernkeeper said.

Aubrey grinned. “Well, good. Till then, my man.”

“Till then.”

The walk through the village and up through the
forested foothills was a pretty one, the afternoon being
cool for summer, and the slanting sun giving to all the
late-green trees a luxuriant glow. Aubrey hummed as he
walked, and now and then broke out into actual song,
and he strode along at a brisk, healthy pace and laughed
at his own youth and eagerness. Neither Cyril’s dour
warnings nor the tavernkeeper’s hostility sobered him. It
was a fine day and he was in a fine mood and on his way
to a place he had never been, to acquire a knowledge he
had long coveted; and he could not imagine a time when
the world had seemed any better or full of more promise.

As the villager had told him, the house of Glyrenden
was impossible to miss. It was separated from the main
path by an overgrown track scarcely wide enough to
admit a cart to pass, and it was huge: three stories of
iron-gray rock piled together in a careless fashion. It was
somberly accented at the front entrance and at widely
spaced intervals with panels of dark wood which served
as doors and window shutters. Dead ivy striped the
southernmost turret, and live ivy curled possessively
around every other lintel, threshold and outthrust brick.
An untended garden ran wild in a border five feet deep
as far around the dwelling as Aubrey could see—roses
twining with the ivy up the walls, yellow sunflowers
heavy with the weight of their powdery brown hearts,
hollyhocks opening their lush and vulgar blossoms to
catch the last rays of the setting sun. The only sound was




6 Sharon Shinn

that of Aubrey’s boots crunching across the gravel, and
the bend and sigh of the low-hanging branches and
bushes that he pushed aside as he struggled up the path
to the house.

When he knocked, his fist created such a small sound
against the heavy wood of the door, he doubted it could
be heard by anyone inside those tumbled walls. He
knocked again three times before he noticed the rusty
chain hanging to one side of the door; then he crossed
the porch to pull that vigorously. Distantly, he heard the
clamor of warning bells inside the fortress and was sat-
isfied that someone would now be alerted to his pres-
ence. He hammered on the wood one more time just in
case.

He waited, but there was no response. Impatiently, he
stepped off the low, cracked stone porch to look up at
what he could see of the face of the building: a few
closed windows, and the fluttering ivy. From where he
stood, it was impossible to tell if there was any smoke
drifting up from the back kitchens or the front parlors,
and he had not bothered to look for any as he cleared his
way up the front walk. Perhaps no one was home. He
stepped back on the porch again and gave the bell chain
another hearty pull.

On the instant, the door opened. Aubrey turned
quickly toward the sound, his ready smile back on his
face. A tall woman stood framed in the doorway, hold-
ing the door open with both hands as though it were
heavy. Her hair, braided in a coronet around her head,
was as dark as the wood of the door, her gown was as
gray as the stone, and her eyes were a green so rich they
were a startling source of color in this drab place. On her
face was an expression of utter indifference.
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“What do you want?” she asked. She sounded neither
friendly nor unfriendly; she did not even sound curious.

Some of Aubrey’s smile had faded to be replaced by a
quizzical look. “Hello,” he said, starting with his mildest
grade of charm. “I am Aubrey. I was sent here by the
magician Cyril of Southport to study with Glyrenden. I
believe he is expecting me.”

“Is he?” the woman asked. “I didn’t know.”

Aubrey waited a moment, but that seemed to be all
she had to say. He turned his charm a fraction of a de-
gree higher. “Perhaps he has forgotten,” he said. “Is he
here? May I come in and speak with him?”

She was still holding the door with both hands, but
not as though she minded the weight. For a moment,
Aubrey thought she would refuse; then she shrugged,
and pulled the door wider. He stepped inside. “He’s not
here,” she said, as he crossed the threshold. “He ought to
be back tomorrow or the next day, though.”

Aubrey was looking around him in some astonish-
ment, and so at first did not catch the import of her
words. The neglect of the outer grounds had led him to
expect some deterioration inside as well, but from what
he could see of the front hallway and parlor, the house
was in utter disarray. Dust lay inches thick on every sur-
face; his boots had sunk in a pile of it, and the woman’s
tracks could be plainly seen in this corridor which she
had traversed to answer the door. Cobwebs competed
with cut glass as the most conspicuous feature of the
handsome chandelier hanging over their heads; the iron
suit of armor that guarded a niche down the hall was be-
ginning to rust over. A pervasive odor that seemed to
rise from the gray bricks themselves was compounded
half of dampness and half of dust.

He could not keep the amazement off his face when
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he turned to look at the woman who had let him in. Her
eyes traveled where his had wandered, to see what had
caused him to look so. “It is not so bad in the rooms
where we mostly live,” she remarked, seemingly unem-
barrassed. “Arachne does what she can, but the place is
too big. No one ever uses this part of the house, any-
way.”

It was then that he remembered what she had said
when he first stepped inside. “You say Glyrenden is not
here?” he repeated. “Is it inconvenient that I stay, then?”

Her eyes came back to him and noticed his travel-
stained clothes and the saddlebags he carried over his
shoulder. “Oh,” she said. “You were planning to live
with us, I take it?”

He felt suddenly awkward and foolish, both rare
things for him. “Well, as Glyrenden’s pupil—but, after
all, it is not far from the village, and I can just as easily
return each day—and if he is not here—"

What may have been a smile brushed across her
mouth and was gone. “Do not trouble yourself over ap-
pearances,” she said. “There are servants here. Of a sort.
And none of the villagers is likely to accuse me of enter-
taining a lover, even if they spoke to my husband, which
they don’t. You may stay here easily. I just did not know
that was what was expected.”

Aubrey’s eyes widened a little at this speech. So this
was the wife that the barkeeper had mentioned; and no
wonder he had looked so odd. She was blunt, graceless
and strange, and Aubrey, who could talk to anybody,
had no idea what to say to her. “Perhaps once your hus-
band returns . . .” he began tentatively.

“He will be angry with me if he finds you have come
and gone again,” she said, although that prospect did
not seem to disturb her much. “Stay until he arrives, at
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least. After that, you may want to leave again.” And she
gave him such a brilliant smile, which made her, for a
fraction of an instant, so vivid, he again almost missed
the sense of her words; and it was not until he had fol-
lowed her down the dusty corridor to the large and only
slightly less dusty kitchen that he realized what she had
said.

Here, two other inmates of the house were present.
One was a small, colorless, middle-aged woman, with a
thin and scandalized face half-hidden by a fall of stiff
albino hair. She bustled about the room working her
arms energetically, wiping at grimy surfaces and
snatching suddenly and sporadically at insects winging
by. If she was supposed to be cleaning the place,
Aubrey thought, she had made very little headway; she
seemed incensed at something, muttering inaudibly
under her breath, but what she railed against he could
not say.

The other inhabitant was squatting before the unlit
fire when they walked in, but rose to his feet with a
slow, unbalanced motion. He was quite six and a half
feet tall and covered with dark, rough hair on every visi-
ble portion of his body except for the flesh immediately
around his eyes and nose. His eyes were a dark, dense
brown, just now narrowed with concentration, and his
huge hands worked themselves into fists and then
opened one joint at a time. His mouth, parted to admit
his noisy breath, seemed overfull of teeth.

“Oh, sit down again, Orion. He’s obviously harm-
less,” said the lady of the house. Her voice was not as
sharp as her words. “He has come to study with Glyren-
den. You must be nice to him.”

The huge man kept his intense gaze on Aubrey’s face,
but seemed to relax slightly at the woman’s words.
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“Nice,” he repeated, enunciating the word with diffi-
culty. “Must be nice.”

Glyrenden’s wife gestured to the little woman still
scurrying around the room, head bent over her tasks and
indignation drawing her mouth tight. “That is Arachne.
She cooks and cleans for us. She fights a losing battle
with the dust and dirt, though, and as you can see, it
makes her very unhappy. I doubt if she will ever speak
to you. She seldom speaks to anyone.”

Aubrey was beginning to feel he had strayed some-
how into a madhouse, but he kept a courteous smile
upon his face. “And you are? Somehow [ never asked
your name.”

Again, that curious, brief smile touched her mouth
and was gone. “I am called Lilith,” she said. “What are
we to call you?”

“Aubrey, of course.”

“Very well, Aubrey of course, I will ask Arachne to
prepare a room for you. It will not be much improved
over the rest of the house, though, 1 warn you. But you
will not care about that. You have come to study.”

He was not sure if he heard mockery in her voice, and
if so, why she should mock him, but he replied at once,
“Yes, that is true. A roof and a bed are all I ask for.”

“How fortunate.”

Arachne did indeed show him to his room, scuttling
along before him down a dark and dusty hallway with
her head bent to mute the sound of her incessant mut-
tering. The chamber she left him in might not have
been cleaned since the day the stones of the house were
first piled together. Aubrey actually felt the grit of dirt
through the soles of his boots as he walked across the
floor to his bed. This was a huge, sagging affair cov-
ered -with a patched and rotting feather quilt; strips of
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frayed silk hung from the four fat posters which had
once supported a canopy. A delicate border of light
showed around one solid wood shutter, but none of
Aubrey’s energetic pounding could get the lock to yield
and the window to open. If the room offered any other
amenities, he could not see well enough to discover
them.

“A strange and wonderful place this is!” he mur-
mured to himself, as he stood in the middle of the shad-
owy room. He did not know whether to laugh and stay,
or despair and make good his escape. “How much of
this did Cyril know, I wonder? What a motley collec-
tion of disreputable souls are gathered under this dilapi-
dated roof! Can it be any better when Glyrenden
returns? And will I have stayed long enough to find
out?”’

The next day, however, Aubrey woke to find he
could not leave if he would. The previous evening’s
dinner had almost decided him against staying even one
night in this house, so bizarre and uncomfortable was it.
The food was not unpleasant, but entirely unrecogniz-
able as any stew he had ever tasted. Arachne served it
to them, nearly running around the table in her haste to
ladle out all the portions at once, but she did not sit
down and join the others. Orion immediately lowered
his head over his plate and began to shovel spoonfuls
into his mouth without speaking one word, eating huge
quantities of the foreign stew before the meal was over.
Lilith ate sparingly and very daintily, mostly nibbling
on apples and bread and drinking from a large goblet of
water. Aubrey ate without examining his plate too
closely, and made a few desultory attempts at conversa-
tion before surrendering to a silence too immense for
even his social skills.
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Oddly enough, he slept well in the ancient, moldy
bed, and woke up thinking he must have dreamt the
whole. He was lying in bed, lazily trying to remember
some of the events of the night before, when a chorus
of thunder alerted him to the fact that it was storming
outside. What little light filtered in past the barrier of
the shutter was gray and dismal; and now that he lis-
tened for it, he could hear the shriek and whine of
monsoon winds whistling about the fortress bound-
aries.

Trapped, he thought, and got up from bed.

Lilith confirmed his suspicions when he joined her
in the kitchen for a light breakfast. “We have storms
like this every so often,” she said, partaking of nothing
but some honey which she mixed in a glass of milk.
“It’s almost impossible to get the doors open against
the pressure of the wind, and it’s just as difficult to
keep to the road if you manage to get outside. Not to
mention that you’re soaked through in less than a
minute.” .

“Then I had best stay indoors, hadn’t 1,” Aubrey said
pleasantly.

She lifted those incredible emerald eyes to his. “Had
you thought about leaving?” she asked. The question
sounded innocent but the look in her eyes was wise, as if
she were privy to every thought in his head and had been
since he walked into her husband’s house.

“Not seriously,” he answered, giving her a winning
smile.

She was dressed in a gray gown identical to the one
she had worn the night before, and which in fact might
be the same one. Her thick brown hair was wound in the
same braid, and her face still wore the incurious, placid
look it had worn when she answered the door to him.
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Yet he found himself studying her as if he had not seen
her before. There was something in the plain lines of her
face and the startling beauty of her eyes that was mes-
meric, almost spellbinding.

“Tell me,” he ventured, “what do you do here for en-
tertainment when Glyrenden is gone and the weather
keeps you all in the house?”

“There is very little to entertain me even when
Glyrenden is not away from home,” she said.

He raised his eyebrows. “Surely you do not sit all day
and watch Arachne perpetually clean?”

The briefest hint of laughter crossed the full lines of
her mouth. “Even that loses its appeal after a while,” she
admitted.

“Then what do you do when it storms like this?” he
persisted.

“Mostly 1 stare out the window at the world denied to
me.”

“Do you play cards? Sew? Write letters? You must do
something.”

She tilted her head to one side, ever so slightly in-
trigued. “I cannot,” she said.

“Cannot what?”

“I have no one to write to, I have never sewn, and I do
not know how to play cards.”

His own smile became broader. “Are there cards in
the house?”

“I suppose s0.”

“Well, then! I will teach you. We shall spend the day
gaming.”

They sent Arachne, furious, on a hunt for a deck of
playing cards and any other diversions she could find.
She returned with three decks of standard cards and one
tarot deck which Aubrey tossed impatiently aside. Addi-
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tionally, she had found three pairs of dice, two of ivory
and one of onyx set with small rubies; these Aubrey
kept. The housekeeper had also unearthed a wooden
board game but none of its pieces. It consisted of trian-
gles and circles burned into inexplicable patterns on the
wood, and Aubrey had no idea what game was played
on its surface. This too he laid aside.

“All right, then,” he said, shuffling one deck and then
laying the cards out in suits. “We begin with fifty-two
separate cards—"

Lilith was a quick learner, he discovered, and by the
end of the day he had taught her simple games like
Drain the Well and more complex games like whist and
picquet. She gave her entire concentration over to the in-
tricacies of the game, fingering each card before she
drew or discarded, as if the small colored squares could
whisper advice or encouragement. She never lost by
much and even defeated him once or twice before the
day was over.

Arachne ignored them completely, moving around
them as if they were not present in the room, and once or
twice Aubrey was sure she passed her dust rag over his
back and shoulders. Orion, however, came to watch
them gloomily before the day was half through, and fol-
lowed the motions of the spades and clubs, diamonds
and hearts, with such palpable longing that Aubrey
began to lose his taste for the game.

“We must let him play,” he said to Lilith after Orion
had silently watched them for more than two hours.

“He is not very bright,” she said, which Aubrey
thought was unkind with the man sitting so close. “I
don’t know that he can learn.”

“One of the simpler games, then. Drain the Well,
don’t you think?”
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“I don’t mind.”

So they taught him to neaten up his third of the deck
before him and to turn over one card at a time, and they
told him when his queen took the trick (which filled him
with a ferocious elation) and when his two lost to the
four (which made him slump back disconsolately in his

- chair). Aubrey, who was after all a master of sleight of

hand, subtly rearranged the cards so that all the kings
and aces magically appeared in Orion’s hand, and the
big man won the game at last. At first he could not un-
derstand it; then he was beside himself with delight and
would not let Lilith take the cards back from him when
she tried to explain that he had won the game, not the
pieces.

“ told you he wouldn’t understand,” she remarked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Aubrey replied. “I’m tired of
cards anyway.”

It was clear that no one else was going to propose an-
other diversion, so Aubrey began to amuse himself with
a few of his simpler but more dazzling magic tricks. He
brought coins out of Orion’s ear (and then let the poor
simple beggar keep them); he caused Arachne’s apron to
lift over her head and temporarily blind her; he took a
kitchen knife and pretended to cut off his own hand and
reattach it to his knee. Even Arachne paused in her ac-
tivities to watch this comic performance, and Aubrey
thought he saw a real smile come to Lilith’s face while
she looked on.

They didn’t like fire, though. Arachne turned away
and returned to her sweeping when he brought blue
flame from his fingertips. Orion ducked under the table,
yelping, and even Lilith drew back and put her hands to
her face in sudden dread. Immediately, Aubrey extin-
guished the blaze.
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“I'm sorry,” he said to her a little blankly. “I didn’t
know you would be afraid of it.”

She uncovered her face but her cheeks were still
ashen. “I have always feared fire,” she said.

“How do you stay warm, then?”

Again, that ghost smile, almost not there. “l am never
cold, even in winter. It does not take a fire to keep me
warm.”

“You are luckier than me. I am always shivering.”

“Best not stay here through the winter, then,” she
said. “For this is a cold house.”

That was all that transpired during Aubrey’s first full
day in the shape-changer’s house.
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THE NEXT DAY, AUBREY WOKE TO FIND FIERCE SUNLIGHT
trying to beam its way past the barrier of the shutter at
his window; the air held the rich, hot scent of a truly fine
day. Once downstairs, he learned that Orion had already
left for a day’s hunting and might not be back till after
dark.

“Is he a good hunter?” Aubrey asked.

Lilith drank her honeyed milk and watched Aubrey
finish breakfast. “Very good. Even in bad winters when
there is no game to be found, Orion can find meat. Some
of the villagers even come to us when winters are hard,
and offer to buy his deer and rabbits. But they must be
very hungry before they come here for succor.”

It was the second time she had said something like
that, and this time Aubrey followed up. “They don’t like
Glyrenden?”

“They don’t like any of us.”

“Do you keep away from the village?”

She shrugged. “I have no reason to go there. Orion
goes in once a week or so to buy milk and vegetables
and things we cannot supply ourselves.”

Orion did not seem sharp-witted enough to be able to
carry on simple mercenary transactions, and Aubrey said
so. “But don’t they cheat him?”

17
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Lilith smiled. “Cheat one of Glyrenden’s servants?
They would not be so foolish. If anything, they are more
than fair to him. He does not like to go to the village,
though, so he does his best to find what we need in the
forest.”

“If he does not like to go, then why—"

“Glyrenden makes him.”

That was all, simply stated, but it gave Aubrey a chill.
Lilith did not seem to miss her husband when he was
away.

“Have you plans for today?” Aubrey asked her. She
shook her head. “Then walk with me. I find [ am cranky
and sore from yesterday’s inactivity.”

“More likely from last night’s sleep in an uncomfort-
able bed,” she said, rising. “Let me change my shoes.”

Five minutes later, they were hiking across one of the
forest trails that was only slightly less overgrown than
the woods around it. Aubrey in the lead, pushing aside
branches and debris and, set a spirited pace, seeking to
shake off some odd shadow of discomfort that clung to
him; Lilith kept up with him without complaint. They
spoke very little for the first hour or so, until Aubrey
slowed to admire a pretty, open view before them.

“Very nice,” Lilith agreed. She had rested a hand
against one of the big oaks that ringed the clearing, and
the brisk climb had brought a certain color to her face.
She looked much more alive and vibrant to him than she
had in the two days he had known her.

“Do you walk much in the forest here?” Aubrey
wanted to know. “It does not seem like these paths are
often used.”

“I prefer the trail toward the king’s palace,” she said,
“but I do not take it much. That is usually the road
Glyrenden follows.”
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And that was another odd thing to say. “What is there
to see on the trail to the royal court?” Aubrey asked.

“Nothing much; except, if you walk long enough and
far enough, you come to the King’s Grove, and that is
my favorite place in the whole realm.”

He turned to face her. She was not a beautiful woman,
but the flat, clear angles of her face continually drew his
attention; the depth of her green eyes troubled him.
“And what is the King’s Grove?”

She had changed her position to lean back against the
wide trunk of the tree, and she held her shoulders against
the wood in a pose that was almost sensuous. She had
half-shut her eyes, and she did not look at Aubrey when
she spoke. “The King’s Grove is a stand of trees from all
over the world, and nothing that grows in this kingdom
or any of the three kingdoms farther west is not repre-
sented in this preserve. No one may chop down any of
the trees in this grove, no one may carve his name in
their bodies, no one may even gather firewood from the
fallen branches, for this grove is sacred and belongs to
the king and will be untouched for so long as there are
laws which govern men. It is a beautiful place.”

“We must go there sometime,” Aubrey said, not en-
tirely sure of what he was saying. “How far is it to
walk?”

“Not too far, if you are willing to take a day or two to
get there.”

“Then we will go sometime.”

And she opened her green eyes and looked straight at
him, and he felt all his easy charm and all his light non-
sense fall away from him. “Perhaps we will,” she said,
and shut her eyes again.

Aubrey took a step backward and then a step away,
feeling unaccountably shaken. Blindly, he turned his at-
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tention to the landscape before him, a few picturesque
trees around a smoky gray lake, with ripe summer grass
making a clearing around it. As he watched, two squir-
rels raced down one tree and across the clearing and up
another tree; orioles made a black and flame-colored
pattern against the sky. The pond rippled with the
promise of fish, and the chirrup and drone of insects
made a pleasant background noise.

“No wonder Orion is so successful hunting,” Aubrey
remarked, just to be saying something. “The forest
seems full of game.”

Lilith opened her eyes again, and this time they were
ordinary eyes, except for their extraordinary color.
“Here, it is,” she said. “You must walk some distance
from our house to find much to kill.”

Aubrey considered, and could not remember seeing a
single bird or chipmunk near the house in the time he
had been at Glyrenden’s. “That’s true, isn’t it,” he said
slowly. “How odd.”

She shrugged. *“The animals are afraid of Glyrenden,”
she said. “They do not come close to the house nor any-
where he is. He cannot get near enough to them to hunt.
That is why Orion brings in all our meat.”

Aubrey frowned. “I have heard of dogs and horses
who keep back from certain men, but-—that is ridiculous.
You cannot have a whole forest full of wild creatures
avoiding one man. That makes no sense.”

“Does it not?” Lilith said with a very faint amuse-
ment. “Perhaps there is another explanation, then. He is
a wizard. Perhaps he has put up warding spells to keep
them from the place.”

“Yes, that is more likely,” Aubrey said. And did not
add, If it is even true.

He thought she was going to say more, but then a
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strange thing happened. The air, which had been still
and sun-warmed all morning, suddenly woke up to an
alarmed frenzy; a breeze so cool that it seemed to carry
dark colors on its back fled through the trees and went
skiing across the surface of the lake. Overhead, the
heavy summer leaves whispered of all the things they
had learned during two short seasons. The squirrels and
the orioles and the silver-backed fish had completely
disappeared.

Lilith had pushed herself away from the oak, although
she still kept one hand on its thick trunk. Her head was
turned back in the direction from which they had come,
and when she spoke, it was over her shoulder. “Glyren-
den has returned,” she said.

And the shadow of uneasiness, which Aubrey had
thought he’d walked off, hid again under the fall of
blond hair at the nape of his neck. “How do you know
that?” he asked.

“I know,” she said. “Come. We must be going back to
the house.”

They spoke not at all for the long walk back-—longer,
it seemed, than the walk out, for Lilith set no very hasty
pace and she was in the lead this time. She seemed to
have no fear of what her husband would say when he
found she had been touring the countryside with an itin-
erant apprentice wizard. Aubrey’s own steps slowed; he
was suddenly a little reluctant to meet the greatest
shape-changer in the memory of living mages.

But when they arrived back at the house more than an
hour later, Glyrenden greeted his wife with tenderness,
and Aubrey with a sort of hearty cheer. He was a tall,
thin and restless man in whom all the colors seemed to
be intensified. He wore a brilliant red tunic over jewel-
blue trousers and walked into a room with an actual
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force. His fine hair was such a sooty black that Aubrey
expected it to leave smudges across his cheek and fore-
head, but his face, instead, was a clean, marble-white.
His eyes were a black so pure they reflected points of
light from the doors and windows around him, and his
long, narrow mouth was as red as a girl’s.

He saw them enter the room and strode over to take
Lilith in his arms. “My dear,” he said, and kissed her
with a fine and loving gusto. She stood within the circle
of his embrace, unmoved, neither leaning into nor away
from his caress, and accepted the three kisses he care-
fully planted on her mouth. Aubrey, who normally
would have averted his eyes from such a scene, could
not look away; but the sight of the unequal kisses both-
ered him.

Glyrenden lifted his head and looked over at Aubrey
and laughed, and not until then did he release Lilith.
“Forgive me,” he said, and charged over to Aubrey with
his hand extended. “The servants told me you arrived
two days ago. I am sorry 1 was not here, but I trust they
made you comfortable?”

As comfortable as can be expected here, Aubrey
thought, and took Glyrenden’s hand. It was unexpect-
edly cold, as though the wizard had just returned from a
long winter ride; but no one should have taken a chill in
this fine weather. “Very comfortable, sir,” he said. “But
I hated to impose if you were not expecting me just
yet—"

Glyrenden released Aubrey’s hand to wave his own
dismissively in the air. “Nonsense. I expected you when-
ever you arrived. But I am gone often, you know. It will
be no simple, daily lessons you will be getting from me,
for my routine varies by the week.”
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“I will be happy to adapt myself,” Aubrey said, smil-
ing. “I am eager to learn whatever you can teach me.”

For an instant, the wizard looked skeptical, as if he
doubted that Aubrey would be able to learn much, and
then his own smile returned. Aubrey smiled back. He
had seen the skeptical look, but even Cyril had greeted
him with such an expression, when he first showed up
on the old man’s doorstep. Aubrey knew his attractive
looks and open face fooled people into thinking he had
not wit nor strength of purpose. But he did, and Glyren-
den had as much to learn about Aubrey as Aubrey did
about Glyrenden.

At first, it was not like learning magic at all. Glyren-
den piled up a stack of books and bade Aubrey read
them, then taught the younger wizard a few small spells
and told him to practice them, and Aubrey was heartily
bored. The books were dry scientific journals on a range
of topics: geography, mineral formations, ornithology,
human anatomy, meteorology and chemistry. The magic
exercises were simple ones of concentration and illu-
sion, involving will more than talent. Some of them
Aubrey knew already, and some he did not, but none of
them taxed his considerable abilities, and he began to
chafe at the slow unfolding of knowledge.

But Glyrenden, though he sensed his pupil’s impa-
tience, was not a man to be hurried. Over the next three
weeks he quizzed Aubrey on the facts from the text-
books; when Aubrey was not letter-perfect, he required
him to read the volumes again. He ordered Aubrey to
perform his spells while he, Glyrenden, attempted to dis-
tract him with more colorful antics and spells of his
own. When Aubrey’s illusions wavered before Glyren-
den’s assault, Glyrenden refused to teach him anything
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new. So Aubrey gritted his teeth and buckled down to
his studies again, vowing to have the books memorized
and the illusions so perfect, not even Glyrenden could
see through them.

“To successfully transform yourself,” Glyrenden told
him one night after Aubrey had managed to resist
Glyrenden’s efforts to pierce his illusion, “requires a
complete knowledge of the thing which you are to be-
come. It requires as well an ability to hold on to the
thing you have become, through every imaginable dis-
traction. Say you have transformed yourself into a hare,
and you are set upon by a wolf. If you forget you are a
hare, and that you can bound with great swiftness to the
small burrow which is too narrow for a wolf to enter—
or for a man, which is what you really are, to enter—if,
as I say, you forget you are a hare, you will be trans-
fixed. You will be unable to move. Or if you move, you
will not move like a hare but like a thing that is half
something else. And the wolf will be upon you, and the
wolf will devour you and you will taste just as good to
him as any hare that was not in reality a man.”

“If the wolf was after me, why couldn’t I just turn
myself back into a man?” Aubrey asked reasonably. “Or
better yet, to an eagle, and fly away?”

“Of course you could, and you would be wise to do so
if you did not think the hare could escape the wolf’s at-
tack. But if you do not study the books I have given you,
you will not know what it is like to be a man, what mus-
cles and bones and cells go into making a man, let alone
an eagle, and unless you learn how to concentrate, you
will not be able to cast the spells, anyway. The ability to
transform must be instant and almost by rote; and the
knowledge of that thing you are to be must be a part of
the subconscious level of your brain, or you will never
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be a great shape-changer. You may perhaps learn how to
change shapes slowly and under perfect conditions, but
you will not be able to change shapes when your life de-
pends upon it, and there is no other reason for knowing
how to change shapes. In my opinion.”

So Aubrey read the books again and asked for more
books, and learned about rocks and trees and mountains
as well as rabbits and deer and wolves. Eventually, he
hoped, there would not be a single thing, animate or
inanimate, that he could not transform himself into if the
need arose. If he ever learned the spells that would teach
him how to transform himself.

Glyrenden knew those spells. In Aubrey’s mind, there
was no doubt at all about that. Behind those black eyes
was a knowledge more comprehensive than Aubrey had
encountered anywhere outside Cyril’s unpretentious
house. And Aubrey, whose hunger for knowledge had
led him before down paths lesser men would have shied
from, making signs against evil, found himself famished
for the information Glyrenden possessed. It led him to
feel for Glyrenden an admiration bordering on the fanat-
ical or the ecstatic. He watched Glyrenden with a close,
obsessive attention; he tried to read the secrets in a face
clearly designed to keep secrets; he shivered with de-
light when Glyrenden praised him, and was swamped
with angry despair when Glyrenden was displeased.

And Glyrenden did nothing to discourage this. If any-
thing, he encouraged the younger man’s devotion. He
used the fluid gestures of his long, thin fingers to hypno-
tize the young man'’s eyes; he leaned forward when he
spoke, so that his black eyes came between Aubrey and
the rest of the world like a glittering curtain; he tanta-
lized with hints of knowledge soon, but not too soon, to
be revealed. He had the feast inside him but he kept



26 Sharon Shinn

Aubrey hungry, and Aubrey watched him steadily, daily,
without tiring.

A few times, in the evenings, Glyrenden would take
Aubrey into town. They spent hours in the tavern where
Aubrey had asked directions on his first day, drinking
tankards of ale and talking. The landlord or his daughter
served them courteously, but none of the other patrons
of the bar joined them or asked to share a pitcher with
them. Glyrenden did not seem to notice; Aubrey noticed,
but was not surprised. Country folk often feared wiz-
ards, and Glyrenden was just the kind of wizard to make
a simple man nervous and resentful.

In other circumstances, Aubrey would have set out to
charm the wary townsfolk, for he could generally win
over anyone when he tried, but when he had Glyren-
den’s company, he was satisfied. He was even glad that
no one interrupted them. He sat across from the shape-
changer in the small, dark tavern, drinking in the other
man’s stories. Often he grew more inebriated on the
conversation than on the ale. What he loved best were
Glyrenden’s tales of how he had used his shape-changing
to benefit the king, and of these stories Glyrenden had
an inexhaustible supply.

“There was the time the delegation from, let’s see, it
was Monterris, came to stay at the palace for a week,”
Glyrenden told him once. “Lord Evan Monterris had
come to discuss opening the northern ports to us, but the
king did not trust him. Did not trust him at all. But we
were to have a week of friendly activities—a hunt, a
ball, formal dinners. You know how the king enter-
tains.”

Aubrey did not know, but he nodded; he imagined op-
ulence.
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“That first day, for the hunt, I changed myself into a
falcon and rode on the fist of Evan Monterris. For him 1
caught three rabbits and a brace of quail. He was very
pleased.” Glyrenden smiled reminiscently. “But we were
surrounded by other petty lords all day, and Lord Evan
said nothing to compromise himself.

“For the rest of the visit I took whatever form seemed
to suit the occasion. I became a hunting dog, I became
one of the great golden fish swimming in the king’s or-
namental pond. Many times I turned myself into a fat
white sleepy cat, and I lay in Lady Monterris’ lap while
she sat in her bedroom listening to her husband rant. I
purred under her stroking hands to calm her, for her hus-
band was a violent man and he alarmed her. She became
quite attached to me—she asked the king if she could
bring me home with her when the time came to leave.”

Aubrey laughed. “I assume he said no?”

Glyrenden echoed his laugh. “He would have agreed,
I think, had I not already found out the information he
needed to know.”

“And that was?”

“Oh, that Monterris was planning an ambush the first
time we tried to use the northern ports. It was what we
had suspected all along, but we had had no proof until I
was able to capitalize upon my useful skills.”

“The king must have been very pleased with you.”

“He was indeed.”

“Other times. What have you done at other times?”

Glyrenden laughed again, back in his throat. “There
was the time | turned myself into a young and beautiful
woman to charm the secrets from a recalcitrant envoy.
He was susceptible to women, you understand, and he
told me a great deal more than he intended.”
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“A woman!” Aubrey was impressed. “But was that
not utterly alien to you?”

“More alien than a cat or a falcon?”

“Well—"

“Besides, I had some interest in learning how a
woman was formed. I thought the knowledge would be
useful to me.”

Aubrey shook his head in admiration. “*Amazing. To
be able to turn a man into a woman. I would not have
thought it possible.”

Glyrenden smiled and raised a hand, sngndhng for
more ale. “You have a lot to learn, young Aubrey,” he
said.

A minute or two later, the landlord’s pretty young
daughter brought over another tray of drinks. She nod-
ded coolly enough to Glyrenden, but gave Aubrey a
warm smile when he thanked her.

“It’s good ale,” she offered. “My pa brews it himself,
and his pa brewed it before him. He’s training my
brother now.”

“And will you work with your brother when this be-
comes his place?” Aubrey asked, smiling back at her.

She laughed heartily. “La, no, I don’t want to be a
working girl,” she said. “I’ve my eye on a good young
man, and we’ll buy a farm and raise chickens. And ba-
bies,” she added, with a sidelong grin.

“A young man picked out already, and I’ve scarcely
gotten a chance to know you,” Aubrey responded,
putting one hand across his heart. She was used to flirta-
tions; she laughed again and wrapped her hands in her
apron.

“Sweethearts in every town—you’re that type,” she
said shrewdly. “You don’t need to be making eyes at

»»

me.
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“But there are sweet women in every town,” Aubrey
protested. “How can I help myself?”

“Questions like that will get young men in trouble
every time,” she replied. A voice across the room called
out for another round; she waved a hand in that direction
and bobbed a curtsey at Aubrey. “Back to work for me.
Holler if you want more ale.” And smiling still, she left
them.

Aubrey tasted the ale, which was fine indeed, and
looked up to find Glyrenden watching him sardonically.

“My instincts tell me she named you rightly,” the wiz-
ard said. “Do you indeed boast a girl in every village?”

“Hardly that,” Aubrey said, grinning. “I flatter and 1
smile. It rarely goes beyond that.”

“But you like women.”

Aubrey laughed. “What man does not?”

Glyrenden nodded at the tavernkeeper’s daughter,
now talking happily with customers across the room.
“That one, now. She found you a fine, handsome fellow.
You could have your way with her tonight, if you were
so inclined.”

“No, I’'m sure I couldn’t. You heard her—she has a
man all picked out, a steady sort who will give her a
home and a family. She’s not feckless enough to trade
all that in for a penniless magician’s apprentice.”

“Magic makes even the most sensible girl feckless,”
Glyrenden observed.

“Magic? You mean love potions?” Aubrey sat
straighter in his chair, prepared to debate the point. “T’ve
mixed a few in my time, and I’ve seen their immediate
effects, but I confess I find them a poor substitute for
real affection.”

“Ah, you’re a romantic,” Glyrenden said, nodding
sagely. “You want to believe the protestation of desire.”
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“Well, ¢
Now, I realize a potion is not physical coercicn, and the
woman who has drunk the drug may feel an induced
passion, but I have a sense of justice about the whole
thing. 7 would not want to experience desire projected
onto me by magic, and neither would I want to believe
that no one would love me of her own free will.”

Glyrenden shrugged. “Even men without recourse to
sorcery practice a little magic in their seductions,” he
said. “It is, perhaps, merely a matter of degree. If a man
has a woman in his arms, and he whispers lies, and she
believes them, how is that any more honest than casting
a spell? Or say the seduction has been a protracted cam-
paign—a matter of roses sent and invitations issued and,
on one special night, the room prepared with musicians
and incense and wine—a woman might lose herself in
such heady surroundings and give herself when she had
no intention of yielding. Is not that a kind of magic?
And yet men use it every day.”

Aubrey was laughing again. “Yes, but a woman may
use the same magic on a man—Ilies and promises and
moonlight and perfume,” he said. “And each sex has
learned to defend itself against the other’s machinations.
But against true magic, who has a defense?”

“Only another wizard,” Glyrenden said.

“Exactly! That is why the potions are unfair.”

Glyrenden raised his mug of beer to his lips. “That,”
he said deliberately, “is why I am a magician.”

ourse! Who would enjoy the coerced kiss?

But intermissions like this were rare, and came only
after very full, very intense days of concentration. Since
Glyrenden had returned, Aubrey had seen very little of
the others living in the magician’s house. He and
Glyrenden were often at their exercises before everyone
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else had even risen for breakfast. Arachne brought them
their lunch daily, and very often carried in their supper
as well. During the few meals they ate with the others,
Glyrenden was gay and expansive, attentive to his wife,
and tolerantly affectionate toward Orion. They said little
in response, but kept their eyes upon him almost without
wavering, Orion in particular regarding the wizard with
a heavy, steady stare. Lilith would look at him, then look
away, then look at him again, almost as if she could not
help herself. Glyrenden watched her delicate, fastidious
movements with an expression of smiling infatuation.

Aubrey was impatient with the mealtime breaks, ate
rapidly and was always finished before anyone else.
These alien soups and stews were not the food for which
he was starved, and the strange undercurrents that
passed between the other men and women in the room
made him slightly uncomfortable. He would have fore-
gone the meals altogether, and told Glyrenden so, but
the wizard laughed and insisted they eat. And they ate,
and the instructions went on.
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AND SO IT WENT FOR THREE WEEKS, BUT AS THE FOURTH
week began, Glyrenden prepared to leave again for an
unspecified period of time. “l warned you, remember?”
Glyrenden said, laughing at Aubrey’s blank look. “I said
I would be in and out of the house and that you could
expect no set schedule from me. But do not worry. |
shall hurry back to you as quickly as I can.”

They were the words of a fond older lover to his im-
petuous mistress, but Aubrey brushed them aside. “Let
me come with you,” he said. “I could watch you work.”

“You could not.”

“I could. I wouldn’t get in the way.”

“I don’t want you with me when I work.” But Glyren-
den said it smilingly, so Aubrey was not offended.

“Next time, then? For there will be a next time, won’t
there?”

“And a next time and a next time. I make no promises,
my pet. | have grave doubts. But I will think about it.”

The next day he was gone, but when Aubrey woke in
the morning, that was not the first thing that crossed his
mind. Indeed, it took a very long time before he thought
anything at all, waking up in that oversized, lumpy,
molding bed. Every muscle in his body ached, as if he

had been exercising strenuously; his mind was unfo-
32
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cused and unfamiliar to him. The room itself looked dis-
proportionate, asymmetrical. Aubrey sat up and felt
dizzy. He dropped his head to his hands to clear his vi-
sion, then looked up again, more critically. Yes, this was
the room he had been assigned from his first night at this
house. Why, then, should it look so odd? It was as if
some drug had been administered to his system and had
suddenly worn off, leaving him uncertain of the balance
between reality and fiction, truth and fabrication. Or
perhaps he was coming down with some illness, which
had clogged his ears and fogged over his eyes. That was
certainly more likely, particularly since he had neglected
himself physically over the past three weeks.

He rose slowly, catching first at the bed frame and
then at the wall, but before he made it downstairs, his
disorientation was wearing off. No one was in the
kitchen, but today, unlike recent mornings, he was be-
hind the crowd and not before. Grumbling beneath her
breath, Arachne served him a late breakfast, and Aubrey
ate as one just lately awakened from a stupor.

He was good for very little that day, and neither Orion
nor Lilith bothered to make conversation with him at
dinner, but by the next morning he was much improved.
He came out of bed with a bounce and joined the others
at the breakfast table, and much of his old, easy cama-
raderie had returned to him.

“I asked you once what you did when your husband
was gone,” he said to Lilith. “And you said, nothing
much. I see why now. His presence certainly changes
the place, and his absence leaves one dull and lethargic.”

She surveyed him with those unlikely eyes, utterly
dispassionate. She still made no attempt to guard her
tongue with him. “Do you think s0?” she said. “I find



~

34 Sharon Shinn

just the opposite 1s true. I am much happier when he is
away.”

“Ah, that can’t be true,” he said heartily, pouring him-
self another cup of tea and sugaring it liberally. “He so
obviously adores you.”

“Do you think s0?” she said again.

“And you must have loved him once,” he pursued.
waving a slice of toast at her before biting into it. “Or
why else marry him?”

The faint mocking smile was back on her pale lips.
“Why, indeed?” she said.

He had seen almost nothing of her while Glyrenden
was there, but now he found he had thought about her,
for he remembered without needing to be reminded the
precise slant of her cheekbones and the rich summer-
green of her eyes. He thought it was strange that Glyren-
den’s presence in the house had blinded him so
completely to Lilith’s existence, but that was exactly
what had happened; the wizard had blotted out his wife.
There did not seem to be enough room in one man’s
head to be mesmerized by both of them, and Glyrenden
had been by far the closer these past days.

But Glyrenden was gone for more than a week, and
during that time, Aubrey felt some of his allegiances
changing again. He had always been a fairly straightfor-
ward young man, quick to like someone and slow to dis-
like, and he seldom changed his opinion once it was well
and truly made up. But with Glyrenden gone, Aubrey re-
membered that Lilith seemed to dislike her husband; and
now that he had met the wizard, it was important to
Aubrey to learn why. Although he could not have said
why this was so.

Lilith did not seem to mind that he had ignored her so
completely while her husband was home. With her usual
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mild civility, she accepted his attention again.- He played
games with her for hours, bringing out the onyx dice and
demonstrating how to gamble, carving out a cribbage
board and teaching her its rules. When they could not
bear Orion’s silent observation, they played children’s
card games with him as well. Then they escaped for long
walks in the woods, where sometimes they talked and
sometimes they were silent. Aubrey thought about it
once or twice, but never suggested they make the long
trek to the King’s Grove, and Lilith never again men-
tioned it.

One day they took the downhill path to the village to
buy spices and fruit and cheese. Orion had claimed to be
ill with a fever, although Aubrey could feel no heat in
his head, and they were nearly out of food.

“He just does not want to go to the village,” Lilith
said, standing beside Aubrey and looking down without
much interest at the sick man. She had not lost her habit
of speaking in front of the slow-witted giant as if he
were not there or was incapable of understanding her.
“I’'m sure he is perfectly fine.”

“Perhaps, but we can scarcely force him to go if he
really does not want to,” Aubrey said.

“Glyrenden would,” she said.

Aubrey ignored that. He laid his hand on Orion’s
belly, and the big man instantly drew his knees up and
emitted an unpleasant grunt. “Well, I’'m a passable
healer, but he doesn’t respond to any of the simple
spells,” he said at last, straightening. “So either he’s pre-
tending, or he’s got something worse than my routine
magic will cure.”

Lilith’s eyes sharpened with a certain interest. “You
mean, he might die?” she said. She sounded as if the
prospect pleased her. Aubrey was surprised; he had not
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thought she disliked the servants with whom she shared
her house.

“I didn’t say that. Probably he is just pretending.”

“That’s what I said from the very beginning.”

“But we can’t send him to the village in this state. Let
us go instead, you and 1.”

“To the village?” she repeated, as if he had proposed
walking to the next kingdom. “Why?”

“For food. And because 1 am bored. And because 1
am convinced a change of scenery would do you good.”

“A walk to the village would not do me much good.”

“Are you afraid to go?”

“Not at all. I will if you want me to.”

“Then let us go.”

So they walked down, and it was Aubrey’s first time
back in sunlight since the day he had left to find
Glyrenden’s house. At first, it was like the morning he
had awakened after Glyrenden left: Everything looked
strange to him. The farmers in their market best, the
peasants in their much-mended smocks, the pretty girls
in their colorful dresses, even the dogs and the horses
and the well-built houses looked out of place and ex-
otic. He had been too long with odd people in an odd
house, he knew that was it; yet it had been barely a
month since he had been alone among the folk of this
village. They should not have appeared so distorted to
him.

He and Lilith strolled through the marketplace like
any burgher and his wife, she with a basket over her arm
and he with the money Arachne usually counted out to
Orion. Lilith was not much of a shopper, for she had no
idea what they needed or how much things should cost,
but she seemed to get a mild pleasure from hefting the
ripe squash and sniffing at the shrunken cantaloupe.
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Aubrey picked the bread, and the herbs, and the wine
and the salt. Lilith bought a bunch of flowers with the
handful of change he gave her, and clipped the small
purple blossoms into the braid over her right ear. They
gave her a girlish, flirtatious demeanor he had never
seen before.

They had just left a small, gaily striped stall where
Lilith had considered, then rejected, a large watermelon,
when Aubrey looked back to check on some slight dis-
turbance behind them. The small, dirty woman who had
watched them buy nothing had thrown the melon
violently to the hard earth at her feet, and was in the
process of stomping its sweet ruby fruit into pulp against
the dirt. She looked up angrily to catch Aubrey’s aston-
ished gaze, and glared back at him remorselessly.

“Spoiled!” she called at him, shaking her fist.
“Spoiled it, she did!”

Aubrey took a step toward her, almost too shocked to
know what he was doing. “My good woman—" he
began, but Lilith tugged on his arm and pulled him up
short.

“Leave it,” she murmured.

“Spoiled it, she did!” the woman was shouting now.
“Naught else to do with a good piece of fruit than to
throw it away, once such as that has put her hand to it.
Rotten clear through, it would be!”

Aubrey shook off Lilith’s hand and came closer to the
woman, feeling his own anger stir. “How dare you say
such a thing about a respectable woman?” he said
sternly. “We pay you with proper money for proper
goods and you should—"

“Respectable!” she screeched back at him. By this
time, they had drawn the attention of most of the other
merchants in the immediate vicinity, and not a few of
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the customers as well. “She’s a witch, she is! A
changeling! Dogs don’t go near her, nor horses, nor
cats, nor even the rats of the village. Children run
from her, and all good men look away when she walks
by. She touches a thing and it’s spoiled for decent peo-
ple—"

“That’s enough!” Aubrey thundered so violently that
the fruit-seller fell silent in awe. There was such fury in
his body, such a torrent of wickedness, that it was all he
could do not to speak the incantations that he knew
could be used to punish her. “Not another word, do you
hear me? Or I swear 1 will make you sorry you ever
stepped foot inside this village, let alone insulted a lady
who—"

“Lady"” the fruit-seller repeated, regaining her voice.
“If such a one as that is a lady, then I'm—"

“Aubrey.” It was Lilith’s voice, cool and indifferent
as dew; she had come to stand by him but did not look at
the ranting shrew. “Leave it. Let us go now.”

But unfortunately, her interruption had drawn the
fruit-seller’s attention again. She whipped her two hands
before her and crossed the forefingers devoutly; and this
ward against the dark forces she held between her heart
and Lilith’s gaze. “Evil!” she cried. “Evil! Stay back
from me, evil one! Or come to you blood and destruc-
tion and hate—""

Without waiting for the woman to finish her curse,
Aubrey lifted his arms in a blind, unreasoning gesture.
But Lilith’s hand, urgent on his elbow, stopped him
again. He looked down and saw her as through a great
distance, rage blurring even her clear-cut face, and
thought on some calm, inner plane of his mind, How
odd. I would kill for this woman. And then sanity was
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restored, and the world collapsed quickly to its normal
proportions.

“Leave it,” Lilith was saying again. “We have what
we came for. Let us go now.”

He kept his eyes on her face and allowed her to turn
him so he would not be tempted to look again in the di-
rection of the woman he had very nearly spelled from
existence; and he allowed Lilith to pull him by the arm
from the marketplace and out of the village and back to
the path that led to Glyrenden’s house. And never once
did he look back, or down at his feet, or forward to the
path that lay before them, because all that time his eyes
were fixed on her profile, since she kept her face turned
from him. And neither of them spoke for that long walk
back, and never once did Lilith drop her hand from his
arm.

Glyrenden was gone for two more days. During that
time Aubrey attended diligently to his studies, back in
the room where he and Glyrenden practiced magic,
where Lilith and Orion and Arachne never came. He did
not want to act as though something extraordinary had
happened, so he made appearances at mealtimes and was
quite jolly. It was a waste of effort, he knew. Orion
gulped his food down and ran from the table; Arachne
scuttled around them, bringing in and removing platters,
and neither of them cared if he spoke or was silent.
Lilith responded with her usual carelessness when he ad-
dressed her, and obligingly kept quiet when he did not.
He was not even sure if she sensed in him the tension
her presence roused. But nothing had happened, really,
and Glyrenden would be back in a day or two.

Glyrenden returned in the middle of the seventh night,
and Aubrey knew he was back when he opened his eyes
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in the morning. He could not have said why he was so
certain, but he was; the air was heavier or the light
passed through a different filter when Glyrenden was
nearby. The first few days of the wizard’s absence,
Aubrey had missed him, and waited impatiently for his
return. But now he found himself filled with a curious
reluctance to go downstairs and join the mage at break-
fast or in the teaching room.

He went downstairs late, but husband and wife were
still at the kitchen table. Glyrenden had Lilith’s small,
slim hand in his and he was playing some comphcated
lover’s game with her fingers. From the doorway, it
looked as though he took one finger at a time and
pushed it back against the knuckle as far as it would go;
but Glyrenden was smiling and Lilith had no expression
at all on her face, so probably that was not what he was
really doing. As Aubrey walked self-consciously into
the room, Glyrenden planted a kiss on the back of
Lilith’s hand, then dropped it.

“Ah, my apprentice,” said the wizard, his lively black
eyes examining Aubrey. “You slept late. Have you been
holding splendid parties and drinking all night in my ab-
sence?”

“No, indeed. I have been most studious so as to im-
press you upon your return.”

“But I am already impressed with your powers; surely
I told you that before?”

“There is still room for improvement.”

“There is for all of us,” Glyrenden said, but Aubrey
had the impression he was not entirely pleased. “Except
for my beloved Lilith. She comes to us perfect.” He nod-
ded his head graciously toward his wife. Aubrey was a
little embarrassed.
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“You should be a judge,” Lilith said coolly. Aubrey
looked over at her, but said nothing.

Glyrenden rose to his feet. “Eat quickly, my young
disciple. I shall await you in my study.”

Aubrey sat down and hastily threw together a plate of
the leftovers on the table. To his surprise, Lilith stayed
with him after her husband had left the room, sipping
her milk and watching him eat.

“You are very eager,” she remarked, observing him
chew and swallow as rapidly as he was able.

“I don’t want to try his patience,” Aubrey explained
around a mouthful of food. “He can have a temper,
sometimes stirred by very small things.”

“Can he?” she said, amused. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“I’'m sure you have,” Aubrey said quietly.

“Perhaps I just don’t care.”

“That’s moderately obvious.”

“What else is obvious about me?”

She had never asked him for an opinion on anything
before, and he thought it strange that she would choose
to ask that question, at this time, with her husband not
twenty yards away. “Almost nothing,” Aubrey said with
a certain bitterness.

She smiled again. “You have a lot to learn.”

Aubrey was standing now, gulping his last sip of cof-
fee and feeling about as mannered as Orion at a meal.
“Yes, I think so,” he said, and left the room.

The morning’s lessons did not go well. Aubrey, won-
dering why this should be so, laid the blame on his own
confusion, his doubts about Lilith, his faint, nagging dis-
trust of Glyrenden. These things had built a gauzy wall
of resistance between him and his mentor, impossible to
articulate or discuss, but somehow there. He was clumsy
with the spells he knew the best, and slow to learn the
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new ones, and Glyrenden called a halt to the lessons be-
fore the afternoon was half over.

“You have not impressed me today, my pet,” the older
wizard said. “We can hope for better luck in the morn-
ing.”

And the next morning, things did go better. Aubrey
had firmly pushed from his mind all thoughts of Lilith;
he had entered the study room determined to do well. He
had come in upon Glyrenden creating fantastic colors in
a handheld ball of light, and a rush of admiration dizzied
him for a minute. Then Glyrenden turned and smiled at
him and held out the kaleidoscope of flame. Aubrey
took it in his hand and it was as cool as water in his
palm, although the gray smoke from the tiny fire drifted
into his eyes and stung them.

“Is it not pretty?” Glyrenden said. “And very simple.
Come. Can you tell me what it is made of 7

So Aubrey concentrated, and he felt again the liquid
icy contours against his palm, and he saw the blue and
rust of the burning minerals in the flames, and he knew
he held an ounce of the ocean in his hand. So he silently
recited the spell that would change an object back to the
thing it had once been, and the fire went out and became
water and dripped through his fingers to the floor.

“The sea,” Aubrey said.

“The sea,” Glyrenden said. “Now [ am a little im-
pressed.”

That was the first thing Aubrey had ever changed
from one thing to another, and he was very excited. To
change an inanimate object from one state to another,
even though the change returned it to its natural form,
was not the most difficult part of shape-changing, but it
was hard enough, and Aubrey was pleased with himself.
He had read the truth behind the altered facade and he
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had spoken the spell of transformation properly. And
Glyrenden was pleased with him.

That whole week he changed many things to many
other things and back again. It was easiest, as Glyrenden
showed him, to change something to something else that
it resembled or would eventually become. For instance,
it was a simple matter to turn a lump of coal into a dia-
mond, a caterpillar into a great, multicolored butterfly.
The essential truths and structures were in the items
themselves, only to be learned and carried out. Much
more difficult, Glyrenden said, was to take something
and twist it entirely from its purpose.

“But it can be done,” he said. “It is difficult and it re-
quires great skill and it can almost never be reversed, but
it can be done.”

Glyrenden kept in this room a carved wooden box
filled with a string of pearls, which, he said, had be-
longed to a mistress he had loved long ago and now
hated the very memory of. “She gave me the box and I
gave her the necklace and now I have both,” he said, and
the smile he gave Aubrey was touched with devilish-
ness. “She must have thought that was unfair, but it is
hard for a wizard to lose in the game of love. Or do you
know that already? I wonder sometimes what it is you
do and do not know.”

Glyrenden was talking as usual to try and distract
Aubrey from the task at hand, which was to change the
wooden box to a crystal one. Aubrey tried to block out
the smooth, hypnotic voice, putting all his attention on
the jewel case before him, but he could not help but hear
some of Glyrenden’s words.

“Love, now there is something I think you could tell
me about. We are both magicians—we look on these af-
fairs with eyes attuned to alterations. What do you
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think? Is love the ultimate illusion? Or is it what it
seems to be—the greatest transformation of all?”

Without Aubrey’s willing it, Lilith’s perfect face
took shape at the back of his mind. He was so sur-
prised that Glyrenden would frame such a question,
his concentration slipped. The box remained wooden
and obdurate. Glyrenden smiled with a certain satis-
faction.

“Do you know what an attractive boy you are? | feel
certain you must, but you don’t trade on it often. I sense
a certain naiveté beneath your earnestness and a certain
shyness behind your easy charm. Let me tell you, there
is more than mere shape-changing I could teach you if
you had the heart for the initiation.”

Aubrey resolutely closed his mind to the sense of
Glyrenden’s words, though his voice was so well-trained
and perfectly pitched that it was impossible to ignore it
completely. He focused instead on the silky, polished
grain of the cedar box, the veins in the wood that
marked its age and its history, fifty years old before the
lumberjack had arrived with his axe and saw and laid a
charcoal marker across the line he intended to cut.
Aubrey felt, as if his fingers were upon them, the oily,
creamy texture of the pearls inside, piled on top of each
other with a sort of sensuous abandon, the braided silk
wire running through their hearts on a perfectly symmet-
rical plane. As if he had chopped down the tree himself,
as if he had been a grain of sand that layered itself lov-
ingly into this cocoon of white, he understood the
essence of the wooden box, the string of pearls; and as
he understood them, he changed them.

“—But you’ll never know, will you?” Glyrenden said.
“Because you haven’t heard a word I've said.”

Aubrey looked up at him and grinned. He realized he
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was sweating across his forehead and his chest, but he
felt charged with energy. “Look,” he said, “I’ve done it.”

Glyrenden picked up the jewel case, now a delicate
structure of etched glass, and peered in at the choker of
emeralds inside. “So you did,” he said. There was a note
in his voice Aubrey had never heard there before, and it
startled him out of his smiling, so nasty and unpleasant
was it. Glyrenden opened the box and pulled out the
necklet of emeralds, big and heavy and ripe and cold,
and Aubrey knew that this was what had displeased him.

“I’ll change them back,” he offered quickly. “I had
just thought—to show you, you know—that I could do
two things at once.”

“I know exactly what you were trying to show me,”
Glyrenden said, and his eyes were still on the necklace.
When he lifted his gaze, Aubrey recoiled in sudden
alarm, so fierce and furious was that gaze; but even as
Aubrey stepped back, the wizard smiled. “Most im-
pressive again,” he said, in his customary, mellow
voice.

Aubrey was not sure what to make of this. “I’ll
change them back,” he said again, nervously.

“Nonsense, why should you? They are quite lovely—
much lovelier than the pearls, and I have no sentimental
distaste for them. We shall give them to Lilith. Won’t
that be nice? Thus we will wipe out forever the memory
of that other lover. Much better all around, don’t you
agree?”

But Aubrey, who had entered the room this morning
vowing to trust the wizard completely, was not de-
ceived. Glyrenden was enraged with him for the double
transformation; he did not want Aubrey to have mas-
tered that particular trick, or at least not yet. And that
seemed strange to Aubrey, who had always found Cyril
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delighted when he forged ahead in his studies. learning
by some fantastic leap of understanding the difficult
tasks when he had only been taught the easy ones.
Glyrenden perhaps did not want him to learn shape-
changing at all. But in that case, why had he agreed to
take Aubrey on to begin with?

Over dinner that night, Glyrenden presented Lilith
with the necklace of emeralds. “This is something
Aubrey made for you,” he told his wife, fastening it
about her throat with a certain lingering care. “Is it not
exquisite?”

She had bent her head forward and held her unbound
hair out of his way so he could secure the clasp at the
base of her neck. When she spoke, her voice was muf-
fled from her head being held in this odd position. “Why
did he make a gift for me?”’ she asked.

“Because you are very beautiful,” Glyrenden said. He
leaned forward and kissed the exposed column of her
neck just under the hairline. She did not move. He
kissed her again, bringing one of his hands forward to
cup around her throat, over the jewels, and hold her
steady against the pressure of his mouth. His eyes were
closed; his fingers tensed against her white flesh and
then relaxed, tensed and relaxed, while he continued
kissing her. She sat as though he had changed her into
marble. Not a single strand of hair fell from the im-
promptu knot she was holding together with her hand;
she did not shiver or draw away or respond. She seemed
not to be even breathing.

Aubrey watched though he did not want to watch,
and he felt a small stone form in his stomach and make
a deadweight. The scene did not last more than three
minutes but it seemed to go on for hours, the man
drunk on the flavor of the woman’s skin, the woman as
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still as a statue in his grip. Nothing had ever repulsed
Aubrey so much in his life and he did not know why
this should be so; but while the wizard kissed his wife
he could not look away. The knot in his belly was so
painful that he knew it would be days before it went
away.



Four
~

GLYRENDEN WAS HOME THREE DAYS AND THEN ABRUPTLY
gone. AS soon as Aubrey woke in the morning, he knew
by his curious sense of lightheartedness that the wizard
was no longer in the house. He did not want to analyze
his relief; he washed and dressed himself rapidly, all the
while resolutely resisting the impulse to think.

He came down to breakfast to find Orion and Arachne
involved in a near-silent dispute, while Lilith watched
disinterestedly from a chair at the table. Arachne was
gesticulating and chattering in her strange, furious way;
Orion was shaking his head and grunting out a clear,
stubborn negative.

“What’s wrong?” Aubrey asked, sliding into the chair
opposite Lilith’s and helping himself to a plate of food.

“We need supplies and Orion does not want to go to
town.”

“Haven’t we been through this before?”

“Often.”

Aubrey ate his meal, watching. Arachne, for all her
incoherence, could be very insistent: She held out the
empty canisters of rice and flour and stamped her foot
on the stone floor in rage. Orion huddled in a far corner
and covered his ears with his hands. “No,” he grunted.
“No. No. No.”

48
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When this diversion had gone on as long as he could
bear, Aubrey looked over at Lilith with his eyebrows
raised. She too shook her head. “I’'m not going,” she
said. “You can.”

Aubrey hesitated, shrugged and stood up. “I’d just as
soon not starve to death,” he said. “Orion! On your feet,
man. I’ll go with you.”

Within a few minutes, the two men were on their way.
Aubrey was certain they made an odd pair, he with his
frayed cloak and easy stride and blond hair; Orion a
good foot taller, hairy as a beast, moving with his dis-
jointed, lumbering stride. Orion was quiet, though,
padding through the forest on soundless feet; Aubrey
began to see how the big man could be such an efficient
hunter. His head swiveled constantly from side to side,
reacting to sounds Aubrey scarcely heard—a bird’s cry,
the rustling of a deer, the rattle of a pine tree. Orion
seemed not so much nervous as alert, keening the breeze
for every aroma and noise it could bring to him. Aubrey
had to admit he was impressed.

When they arrived in town, however, Orion definitely
exhibited signs of anxiety. As Aubrey led him through
the market stalls, the big man crowded up behind him.
Aubrey could feel him jerking away from sudden voices
and heard him whimper once for some unfathomable
reason. The wizard was torn between irritation and com-
passion. He wondered how Glyrenden had ever been
able to force Orion to come to town on his own.

“And a fifteen-pound bag of flour, and a ten-pound
bag of sugar, and one of those big sacks of potatoes—
yes, that size,” Aubrey said to the young girl waiting on
him. “No, I have a carrying sack, thank you very much.”

He took his purchases and turned, practically into Ori-
on’s arms. “You must stand back from me, just an inch
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or two,” Aubrey said, trying to keep the exasperation out
of his voice. “Here, load this up, can you? Getting too
heavy for you yet?”

Orion hefted the two large burlap bags they had filled
already. Aubrey carried a third one over his shoulder.
“Heavy,” Orion said.

“Too heavy? Can you carry it back?”

“I can carry.”

“Good. We still need fruit-—ah, yes, there’s a stand
down at the other end.” The crowd had grown thicker
between stalls, and Aubrey wanted to get this done and
over with. “Look. See this nice place here?” The wizard
pushed the servant over to a circular wooden bench built
around an oak tree. “You sit here. You stay here. I'll be
back in a moment or two. You don’t have to talk to any-
one, or do anything. Just wait. All right?”

“You hurry,” Orion said in his guttural voice.

“I will. I'm just going down there. I'll be right back.”

And Aubrey hurried off, slipping through the crowd
much more quickly than he could have with Orion at his
heels. Unfortunately, there were three women ahead of
him at the fruit-seller’s stall, so it was twenty minutes or
more before he was able to pick out the goods he
wanted. “Apples—and oranges—and raisins—and
pomegranates,” he rattled off, choosing the items his eye
fell on first. “Lemons. Wild grapes.”

~ “Will that be all, sir?”

“Yes—plenty, thank you very much.”

He had just laid his coins in the farmer’s outstretched
hand when a furious commotion from behind caused
him to spin around. He knew before his eyes even lo-
cated the disturbance that something had happened to
Orion; and he could tell, by the unruly mob forming
around the oak tree, that he was right. But the press of
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people was too thick. He could not see what had hap-
pened.

“Demons devour us,” he muttered (one of the oaths he
had stopped using when Cyril frowned upon profanity)
and snatched up his bundles. He was less gentle on this
trip through the packed marketplace, using his elbows
and hips to bump people out of the way. The shouts
from the oak tree grew louder and more ragged, and
Aubrey was not the only one moving in that direction.
But when a high, childish, terrified shriek stabbed
through the air, Aubrey dropped his packages, made his
hands into weapons, and tore through the crowd.

What he found under the oak tree for a moment petri-
fied him. Orion stood on the bench, his arms raised and
his great palms spread open, ready to slap downward.
Three men stood before him, one brandishing a pitch-
fork, one holding a large curved hunting knife, and the
third one swinging a length of barbed chain. On the
ground about four yards from the bench, a young boy
lay motionless and bloody. Two women bent over him;
one was sobbing. The rest of the crowd hung back, away
from the wild man’s overt menace, but there were plenty
of calls for violence and justice.

“Kill him, Joe! Drive it home.”

“Did you see? He threw that boy down, like to broke
his neck.”

“No better than an animal! An animal!”

Aubrey shoved himself between the man with the
knife and his partner with the chain and leapt up to the
bench beside Orion. Instantly, he felt the big man’s ter-
ror subside a little.

“What’s going on here?” Aubrey demanded—as if

he couldn’t tell, as if he couldn’t guess. He made his
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voice as stern and displeased as possible. “What’s
going on?”

“That crazy man knocked Kendal in the head—may
have killed him!” the man with the pitchfork called
back. “You get outta here. None of your mix.”

“This man is under my protection,” Aubrey said, not
yielding his place. “Nobody here touches him.”

Twenty or more voices cried out a negative response
to that. Aubrey made his own words louder. “I want to
know what happened.” he said. “Why did he try to hurt
the boy? What did the boy do to him?”

“Didn’t do nothing! Kendal was just standing there—"

“That crazy man slammed him against the ground—"

“Kendal was just standing there—"

Aubrey turned his head slightly so he could speak to
Orion. “What happened? Why did you hit that boy?”

“Hit me,” Orion said emphatically. “With rocks. Hit
me. Lots of rocks.”

Aubrey quickly glanced down. There were a handful
of common gray rocks lying around the perimeter of the
bench, but then, the whole street was littered with them;
hard to prove these had been thrown at anybody.

“That’s all?”

“And hit me. With a stick.”

Indeed, there was a long thin ash branch lying half a
foot from the injured boy’s head. Aubrey raised his
voice again.

“Did anyone see what happened? Orion claims that
the boy was teasing him—throwing rocks and such.”

“Well, and no wonder if he was!” a male voice
shouted back. “That big old half-wit doesn’t belong
here! Scares everybody, he does! He’s mean—and he’s
strange—""

“That doesn’t justify abusing him,” Aubrey said, but
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no one heard him; others had taken up young Kendal’s
case.

“That wizard’s got no reason bringing such odd crea-
tures here, this crazy man and that woman—"

“Boy’s got a right to come to town, see the market—"

“Kendal was just standing there—"

“Kendal never did a thing to this animal-—"

Suddenly a new voice made itself heard over the gen-
eral muttering of mob anger. “Kendal did so throw rocks
at this man—TI saw him and so did you,” said the speaker
briskly. Aubrey, quickly locating her with his eyes, rec-
ognized her as the tavernkeeper’s daughter. “Poked him
with a stick, too—here, this one. I saw him do it. No
wonder the poor simple man struck him. I’d like to hit
Kendal myself most days of the week.”

A few of the raised voices denounced her now, but
with a little less conviction. She had been kneeling be-
side Kendal, but now she was on her feet, hands on her
hips and a fierce expression on her face. “You all just go
on now, do your marketing,” she said. “The half-wit
isn’t going to hurt anybody else.”

“Yeah, well, what about Kendal?” someone called
out, and the cry was taken up by others. “What about
Kendal? How bad is Kendal?”

“Kendal will be just fine as soon as he gets a little
peace and quiet,” the girl said with asperity. “Go along,
now! Get out of my way!”

“Stay here,” Aubrey said briefly to Orion, and jumped
off the bench. Down among the disgruntled spectators,
he began to herd them back toward the market stalls,
smiling benignly to show that everything was all right,
laying his hand on an arm or a back in a show of fellow-
ship. He was not above using a bit of magic in this situa-
tion, a spell of well-being, encouraging the townspeople
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to cheer up and forget their anger. Within a few minutes,
virtually the whole crowd was dispersed.

Aubrey then quickly turned his attention to Kendal,
still lying with alarming rigidity on the ground. The
woman kneeling beside the boy was probably his
mother, Aubrey guessed, and he dropped down beside
her.

“How is he doing?” Aubrey asked.

She shook her head. “He’s breathing, he is, but I can’t
tell much else.”

Aubrey nodded and touched his hands to the boy’s
skull, throat and chest. He was not one of those magi-
cians with an inborn talent for medicine, but he knew the
basic healing skills; they were among the first that Cyril
had taught him. Healing is merely a matter of making
whole, Cyril had said; both illness and injury disrupt the
perfect and complementary circuits of the body. Find the
failed synapse, the broken vessel, the obscured and
cloudy patch of fever; remove or repair. Aubrey’s fin-
gers, skating over the permeable surface of the skin, de-
tected the surge of blood through the resilient tissues and
over the recalcitrant bones. He cleared some slight de-
bris from the sleeping brain, reknit an artery that had
split its seams, and made sure there was room enough
for air in the lungs. Kendal sighed and stirred, curling up
instinctively toward his mother.

“Looks like there’s nothing much wrong with him,”
Aubrey said, coming to his feet. “I’m sure he’ll be better
by this afternoon.”

“Thankee, sir,” the woman said. She leaned closer to
her son. “Kennie, darling, can ye hear me? Ah, that’s my
boy, I like to see those big eyes—"

Aubrey turned and stepped back toward Orion—and
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found the tavernkeeper’s daughter beside him. “He will
be all right, won’t he?” she asked.

“I think so. He wasn’t hurt badly.” Aubrey glanced at
Orion, who watched him fixedly, then turned to face the
young woman. “But I thank you for speaking up when
you did. Those men were in a mood to lynch my friend.”

She shrugged. “Folks here don’t care much for the
people the wizard keeps at his house,” she said. “They
don’t care much for the wizard either.” She smiled
quickly. “But you don’t tell a sorcerer you don’t like
him, or it may be the last thing you ever say.”

Aubrey smiled back, liking her more and more.
“There’s no harm in Glyrenden,” he said. “Or his ser-
vants. Or his wife. I admit they’re strange—or at least,
the servants are. But I don’t think Orion would have at-
tacked anyone without provocation. He’s more afraid of
other people than they are of him.”

“Well, there’s apt to be trouble if you send him to
town again,” she said. “I wouldn’t let him come alone.”

Aubrey laughed. “I’ve been escorting one or the other
to town the past few times we’ve been to market,” he
said, “and there’s been trouble each time. Maybe it’s
me, and not them.”

She flashed her pretty smile at him. “Try coming
alone next time and see,” she suggested.

“I might,” he said.

“And then stop by my pa’s place, and I'll give you an
ale. And maybe a bit of lunch.”

He grinned at her. “Now, didn’t you tell me you had
some nice young fellow picked out to keep you com-
pany?”’

She tossed her hair back. “All 1 was offering was a
meal,” she said, but she was smiling. “A girl can talk to
a man or two before she settles down and marries.”
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“Agreed then,” Aubrey said, smiling back. “Next time
I come, if [ come alone, I'll stop by for some of your
father’s home-brewed ale.”

She looked as if she would say something more, but
just then someone called out to her, waving from across
the road. Aubrey thus learned her name, which was
Veryl. “I've got to be going along,” she said. “Don’t
forget now.” She gave him that rogue’s smile again and
left him, running daintily through the heavy dust of the
road.

Aubrey watched her go, a smile lingering on his
mouth. He was startled to feel a touch on his elbow, and
swung around quickly to find Orion had climbed down
to stand beside him.

“Go now,” the big man insisted. “Go now. Home.
Now.”

Aubrey turned his hands up, empty. “I dropped the
fruit,” he said. “Let’s get another bag; then we’ll go.”

“Go now,” Orion repeated. He hesitated, searching for
a word; his dark eyes were pleading and doglike.
“Please,” he said.

Aubrey sighed, but he was not in the mood to be
heartless. “All right,” he said. “Let’s just go home. We’ll
get more fruit some other day.”

This time, as they walked along the forest road,
Orion seemed much less interested in his surroundings.
He plodded beside Aubrey with his head down and his
sacks clutched to his chest, saying almost nothing. Once
in a while he looked up, tracking some sound or scent
that Aubrey did not catch, but then he sighed and
looked down at the road again. Aubrey found himself
wondering how many times in the past, forced to go
alone to market, Orion had been ridiculed and perse-
cuted. Did Glyrenden know? How would he respond if
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he did know? Aubrey decided, without examining his
motives closely, that he would not be the one to tell
him.

But the next time they needed groceries, he would
go to town alone. And then quite possibly he might
stop at the tavern for lunch; it sounded like a pleasant
diversion, and a man, after all, must eat. And it would
be no bad thing, he thought, for him to flirt with an-
other woman, one who was pretty and lively and blond.
He had grown so accustomed to Lilith and Arachne
that he was forgetting what ordinary women were
like—he was forgetting, even, that they were the
strange ones, yes, even Lilith, with whom he found it
so easy to spend the greatest portion of his days. She
was strange, and she was married, and it would do him
good to go to town alone now and then. Perhaps he
would not even wait until the next time supplies were
low.

When Glyrenden came home two days later, he was
filled with a sly elation. Everyone noticed it, but no one
troubled to ask what made him so happy. Not until din-
ner was over did he volunteer his news, lifting his wine-
glass high as if to toast someone not present.

“Lilith, my love,” he said. “Guess where you will be
spending the harvest holidays?”

She looked over at him with perfect indifference.
“Here, I suppose.”

“Indeed, no. You and I have been invited to be guests
at Lord Rochester’s home. For the week.”

Lilith merely nodded and turned her eyes back to her
empty plate. Aubrey admitted to a feeling of surprise
and reluctant admiration. Lord Rochester was the richest
noble in the county, the king’s cousin, and a highly in-
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fluential man. Glyrenden, who had talked of the nobleman
often, had long coveted his favor.

“What do the celebrations entail?” Aubrey asked.

Glyrenden turned his fever-bright eyes on his appren-
tice. “Ah, the usual. Hunting, feasts, balls, musical com-
petitions.”

“I had not realized Lord Rochester was a religious
man,” Aubrey said, for in the kingdom where he had
been born, only the peasants and devout women cele-
brated the harvest holidays. There, as here, they were
observed at the very end of summer, to thank the gods
for a good growing season and to ensure a bountiful har-
vest to come.

Glyrenden laughed. “He is not. Far from it. We are
pagans here, or mostly. Faren Rochester certainly is. In
the eastern kingdoms, the harvest is not a sacred time,
but rather a festive one. I think you will enjoy your-
self.”

“Am I to go with you, then?”

“But of course! You are my apprentice, are you not?
You must learn how to comport yourself at the house of
a noble—for, believe me, when I am done with you, you
will be sought after by the wealthiest men on the conti-
nent.”

Smiling, Aubrey replied, “Well, when 1 was with
Cyril, I was in a palace or two. I did not behave so ill
then.”

“Old Cyril,” said Glyrenden with a strange inflection,
“would never take you to some of the places you could
visit with me.”

Aubrey was unsure of what reply to make to that.
“Well, he never took me to Lord Rochester’s,” was all
he could think of, but it was good enough; Glyrenden
smiled.
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“When do we leave?” Lilith asked. She was still look-
ing at her plate.

“A week from today. We had best begin packing
soon.”

She lifted her eyes. “I have nothing fine enough to
wear to the lord’s balls and dinners.”

. “My love, my angel, you could appear in rags and you
would put all the other women to shame.”

She shrugged and returned her gaze to the table.

“But as it happens,” her husband continued, “I have
anticipated your distress.” In an aside to Aubrey, he
added, “Women do so fret over their gowns and their
fal-lals.” Aubrey thought he had never met a woman
who cared less for her appearance than Lilith; but he did
not say so.

The wizard went on. “I ordered seven gowns made for
you when I was passing through town. They will be de-
livered in four days. You will be clothed magnificently.”
And he sat back in his chair with an air of triumph, as if
waiting to be congratulated.

Lilith looked over at him expressionlessly. “You or-
dered seven gowns for me?”

“Idid.”

“What if I do not like them?”

Glyrenden laughed merrily, as if she had said some-
thing amusing beyond reason. “Have I ever given you
anything you did not like, my precious?”

She seemed to consider. “One thing,” she said at last.

He raised his wineglass again, this time in tribute to
her. “And in time you shall come to value even that, my
dear. Even that.”

Aubrey had no idea what they were talking about, but
it seemed an oddly intimate conversation for married
people to conduct in the presence of a guest. He stood
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up hastily and excused himself. Glyrenden, still watch-
ing his wife, merely waved a careless hand in his direc-
tion; but Lilith looked over at Aubrey with an expression
so heavy and so unfathomable that for a moment it
stilled him where he stood. Then he muttered something
inarticulate and left the room.

Four days later the gowns were delivered while both
Glyrenden and Aubrey were out of the house. Aubrey
returned first, to find the dressmaker’s box sitting in the
front hall, still corded with the carter’s ropes. He went
back to the kitchen to find Lilith sitting at the table,
doing nothing.

“Why, don’t you know that your gowns are here?” he
exclaimed, laughing at her. “Aren’t you excited? Aren’t
you curious? Don’t you want to see what your husband
ordered for you?”

She looked up at him calmly. “All right,” she said.
“We’ll have to get a knife to cut the ropes.”

“Then get a knife!” he said gaily. Arachne, mutter-
ing under her breath, pushed him aside when he
reached for the cutlery, and dug through the tray her-
self. The knife she handed him was dull from much
usage and no whetting, but it would do, Aubrey sup-
posed, to cut a rope. “My thanks,” he said with some-
what ironic courtesy, and waited for Lilith to precede
him down the hall.

Lilith’s gray dress swept up three inches of dust as
she strolled to the front entryway; Aubrey’s boots sank
into it up to his ankles. “Isn’t there a clean room any-
where in the house?” he demanded as they reached the
trunk. “You can’t look at your new dresses here in the
hallway. They’ll be filthy before you’ve even worn
them.”
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“We can take the box to my room,” she said. “It’s
clean enough there.”

Aubrey bent to test his strength against the weight of
the trunk, cautiously lifting it by two of the crossed
ropes. “Is it too heavy?” Lilith asked.

Aubrey grunted and swung it to his shoulder. “Not
quite,” he said, managing to smile at her. “Lead on.”

The bedroom was upstairs, and the uneven surface of
the stairway treads gave him a little trouble. The trunk
itself was not heavy so much as cumbersome; he banged
it against the wall, and then against his throat, more than
once in the ascent, so that he was panting a little when
they finally gained the upper story.

“This way,” she said, and led him down the hallway.

Aubrey had never been in the bedroom Lilith shared
with Glyrenden, and once he set the box down, he
looked around with frank interest. It was an odd-shaped
room, with five walls, and a high ceiling that stooped to
a low point over an arched window. There was very lit-
tle furniture—a bed covered with a burgundy velvet
quilt, a washstand, a frayed chair, and a large oak ar-
moire. An open window admitted cool air but very little
light, as it was practically covered with a thick inter-
weave of ivy. In fact, the vines had curled over the win-
dowsill and crept into the room itself, snaking along the
imperfect seams of the bricks to the place where the
wide bed was pushed against the wall. A few tendrils
had even dared to twine across the headboard and wrap
around the pineapple-shaped ornamentation of the four-
poster frame.

“Look at that!” Aubrey said. “I’ve never seen ivy
come inside a house before.”

“That’s the side of the bed where I sleep,” Lilith
replied.
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Aubrey went closer to investigate. The tight green
vines seemed tough and sentient under his hand. “Aren’t
you afraid of waking up in the middle of the night to
find yourself being strangled?” he asked, only half-
jesting.

Her sudden smile gleamed and vanished. “Glyrenden
is,” she said.

“l wonder why he lets the ivy grow into the room,
then.”

“He doesn’t. He cuts it back all the time. But it keeps
growing.”

“Do you want me to cut it back for you now? 1 don’t
think Glyrenden will be home till after nightfall.”

She had come to stand beside him and her hand
rested, briefly, on one of the flat, heart-shaped leaves.
“No,” she said. I like it.”

A moment they stood so, side by side; then Aubrey
turned away. “So!” he said, his voice sounding a little
too hearty. “Let’s see what your husband has bought
you.”

He knelt beside the trunk and cut its cords, then stood
aside to let Lilith have the pleasure of seeing what gifts
lay inside. She hesitated a moment, then bent, and with a
single quick motion lifted the heavy black lid.

Glyrenden had indeed done well by his wife. One
after the other, Lilith pulled out the treasures—gowns
of green silk, of red taffeta, of black velvet. He had
bought her fringed scarves and lace gloves and deli-
cate satin slippers beaded with pearls. And more—
enameled combs for her hair, silver bracelets for her
wrist, bottles of perfume and boxes of cosmetics. One
by one, Lilith laid these items on the burgundy cover-
let, and when she was done she stood back and stared
at them.
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She did not look at all like a woman delighted at her
husband’s generosity. She looked more like a woman
who had been offered two poisoned cups, and had re-
signed herself to drinking one of them, and now was try-
ing to decide which would be the least terrible.

Aubrey picked up the gown he liked best, the one of
emerald silk, cut with a deep V-neckline and narrow
three-quarter sleeves. “This is pretty,” he said. “Don’t
you think s0?”

“Very nice,” she said.

“Of course you haven’t tried them on yet,” he said.
He felt that he was talking just to fill the space, that one
of them should be talking; one of them should be
pleased. “You don’t know if they will fit.”

“They will fit,” she said.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because Glyrenden purchased them for me, and he
knows how I am made.”

It was such an odd answer—and yet so typical of
her—that Aubrey could not any longer pretend he
sensed nothing wrong.

“Lilith, why don’t you want to go to Lord Rochester’s
festival? I would think you’d be happy to go. You never
get away from here, and you should—you should be
around other people, enjoying yourself, making
friends—”

“I enjoy myself most when I am not around other peo-
ple,” she said coolly.

“I think you’re just afraid of people,” he said.

She looked at him. “Do you?”

“Yes, you are afraid they will be hostile or sarcastic.
Many people are afraid of others, you know. You just
have to be nice to them first, and most people are very
willing to be friends.”
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“That has not been my experience,” she said dryly.

“But you are not very welcoming, as a rule,” he said
in a little rush. “I mean, you do not seem interested in
what others have to say, or—or to be interested in their
lives at all. It puts others off. If people have been unkind
to you in the past, perhaps it is because you have not
been warm to them to begin with.”

“Warm,” she repeated. “No, I would not describe my-
self so.”

“And at Lord Rochester’s—"

“At Lord Rochester’s, there will be a hundred strange
people, and 1 will be the strangest,” she interrupted, with
a curious passion very unlike her. “I will be gazed at
askance. 1 will be talked of in the hallways. I will be
more alone there than I am here. You will see.”

“You won’t be alone,” Aubrey said. “Your hus-
band—"

“My husband will be currying favor with Faren
Rochester and his friends.”

“Well, I will be there. Glyrenden said so. I will stand
by you.”

Again she looked at him, that measuring, considering
look that he found so disconcerting and so compelling.
“Will you?” she said.

“Of course! I will fetch drinks for you and fan you
when you’re hot and dance with you, if you’ll let me. Do
you dance?”

“Glyrenden taught me once,” she said. “I can’t re-
member why, because he never took me any place
where I might dance again.”

Aubrey had a momentary sense of blinding insight:
Was this her trouble after all? She was resentful that her
husband kept her immured at this lonely fortress, away
from all other eyes, forgetting the small social skills
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that made strangers acceptable to each other. It was not
that she was displeased with the invitation, the opportu-
nity and the new clothes—as it might appear—but that
she was angry these things had not come her way
sooner.

“Come,” he said, smiling, “tell me which of these new
gowns you love the best.”

A quick frown swept across her face; she watched
him briefly, as if surprised, as if he had somehow misun-
derstood her and she was disappointed. Then her face
cleared to its usual serene mask, and she turned her at-
tention to the items on the bed.

“I don’t love any of them,” she said.

“Well, which one do you like the best?”

She shrugged; now, he thought, she was being delib-
erately petulant. “They are all the same to me. I like the
one I’m wearing just as well.”

“The one you’re wearing!” he repeated. “Your old
gray gown that you wear every day!”

“It’s comfortable and I’'m used to it.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand you,” he said,
but he smiled, as if he were teasing her. “Any other
woman whose husband had brought her such things
would be thrilled. Any other woman I know—"

“T am not like other women,” she said sharply. “I do
not like the things they like or feel the things they feel.
And it is better so. I do not want to be like them. I do not
want to turn into one of them.”

Aubrey stared at her. He was incapable of replying.
She gazed back at him and he was shocked at the primi-
tive fury in her eyes. He did not know what he had said
to elicit such a bitter response; he could not guess what
things must have happened to her to make her say such
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a thing. He wanted to apologize, but he didn’t know
what to say. He lifted both his hands in a speechless
gesture of remorse, then turned and left her alone in the

TOoOm.




Five
S

THREE DAYS LATER, THEY LEFT FOR FAREN ROCHESTER’S
home. They were on the road two days and had trouble
nearly every mile of the way.

The problem revolved primarily around the horses.
Glyrenden chose to ride, as he usually did, but Aubrey
and Lilith followed behind in a hired coach. Aubrey
could ride, though not well, since his income had rarely
been large enough to allow him the luxury of owning
and maintaining a horse; and Lilith could not ride at all.
So they sat in the coach, along with their bundles and
baggage, and watched the countryside slowly unfold.

Glyrenden’s mount was a big, muscular stallion, black
and nervous, with a volatile combination of power,
speed and temper. Whenever there was a strange noise, a
fallen branch, an eruption of quail from cover or the
sound of an oncoming rider, the stallion reared back in
alarm, striking at the air with his ironshod hooves.
Glyrenden’s merciless hand would bring him down
again, and the black would invariably plunge forward,
racing ahead as if to outrun some unimaginable equine
horror. The stallion’s distress was duly communicated to
the coach horses, who would strain against their harness
and grow entangled or unmanageable. They changed
teams three times on the road during the first day of their

67
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journey, and each set of hired animals reacted with the
same panic and uncase when Glyrenden and his wild
beast galloped past.

“I can’t believe this,” Aubrey murmured the third or
fourth time they were forced to come to a halt because
the horses fouled their lines. “Why does he keep the
brute? That horse will kill him if he’s not careful.”

“Animals don’t care for Glyrenden.” Lilith replied.
“This horse isn’t as bad as some others.”

Aubrey glanced over at her, but she was looking out
the window and did not meet his eyes. They were pass-
ing through the westernmost edges of the forest near the
wizard’s home, and there was nothing to see but the end-
less line of interchangeable trees. Aubrey thought she
was still angry at him for something he had said, or not
said, or failed to understand when they examined the
gowns of Glyrenden’s choosing; but he could not very
well ask her what. And yet she seemed relaxed, her
palms open on her lap and her head resting against the
scuffed upholstery of the seat. He turned his head to
watch the identical view out his own window, and
slowly the miles passed.

At nightfall, they stopped at a small inn. Glyrenden
virtually had to wrestle his big black to a standstill in the
courtyard, while three ostlers stood in a tense circle, ready
to leap forward and help. The instant the sorcerer was
out of the saddle, the horse calmed; one of the young
stableboys led it away with no trouble whatsoever.

The hired coachman was less sanguine. He had barely
thrown his reins to a groom when he jumped from the
box and strode over to confront the wizard. “That’ll be
as far as I go on this road with you, sirrah,” he cried. He
was small and feisty, a workingman proud of his skills
and his self-reliance. “Never seen such a man for roust-
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ing up the cattle! One look at you and they all turn
white-eye edgy! That’s it, no further. You’ll have to find
another gig to take you on tomorrow.”

Glyrenden’s face grew cold. “I paid you in advance
for two days’ travel there and two days back,” he said
icily. “You will take us where I say.”

The coachman spit expressively. “That for your
money,” he said. “You couldn’t give me enough gold to
ride alongside you another day.”

“And yet I think I could,” Glyrenden murmured, the
tenor of his voice changing. He stared unwinkingly at
the hired man, who glared back in defiance. Eyes fixed
on the coachman, the wizard seemed to settle, to gather
darkness around him; his black eyes were drained of all
light and his pale face lost its faint color. The driver
shifted on his feet but refused to look away. Glyrenden
held the gaze another minute, another. The driver did not
move again. Aubrey and Lilith sat wordlessly in the
coach.

“Another twenty crowns should keep you happy,
don’t you think?” Glyrenden said at last, in a pleasant
conversational voice. “Ten now, ten when we complete
our journey.”

“Twenty crowns,” the man repeated, his own voice
oddly flat. “Should keep me happy.”

“Very good,” Glyrenden said, and handed over a roll
of gold coins. “We’ll expect you to be ready for us in the
morning. Quite early.”

“I’ll be ready in the morning,” was the dutiful reply.
“Early.”

Glyrenden nodded and strolled over to open the car-
riage door. “My dear,” he said, helping Lilith alight.
“Let us break our journey here for the night. Ah,
Aubrey. And how have you enjoyed the trip so far?”



70 Sharon Shinn

“As well as might be expected,” Aubrey said, answer-
ing in some confusion. He had turned to watch the

coachman scuffle off in an obvious daze. “Sir, what did
you—that man, he changed his mind so suddenly—"

Glyrenden laughed lightly and pulled Lilith’s valise
from the roof of the coach. “Just my persuasive powers,”
he said. “Nothing to worry about. You must be hungry.
Let's go inside and eat.”

Aubrey slept deeply that night, waking bewildered to
the unfamiliar sunshine. He could scarcely remember
the last time this had awakened him, although surely
there had been plenty of sunlit days since he had begun
sleeping at Glyrenden’s dark and silent fortress. He hur-
riedly washed and dressed, not wanting to be left behind
by an impatient master.

The journey resumed, and passed, much as it had the
day before. By nightfall, Aubrey was heartily sick of the
interminable forested highway, the ceaseless rocking of
the coach, and the stern unapproachability of his com-
panion. The few times he tried to make conversation
with her, Lilith was monosyllabic or, at times, silent.
Aubrey eventually gave up.

Then they turned from the highway to a country road,
and from that to a private drive, and Aubrey forgot Lilith
for a moment. The palatial Rochester estate was visible
from half a mile away, and it was magnificent.

The main body of the house was four stories high,
built of a cool gray marble that, under the moonlight, ap-
peared to be burnished smooth. Turrets rose from the
four compass points of the roof; flags flew from each
small tower, whipping briskly in the breeze. Every win-
dow facing the drive was ablaze with candlelight; the
massive front doors, thrown open to admit new arrivals,
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spilled yellow lamplight twenty yards down the mani-
cured lawn. Even from this distance, a faint hum of
music and laughter drifted out; shadows and colors
threw patterns against the sheer curtains in almost every
room. The harvest holiday celebrations, it would appear,
were already under way.

“Light, music and gaiety,” Aubrey said, forgetting
that Lilith was not speaking to him. “Don’t they lift your
heart?”

She actually looked over at him, although her face
was hard to see in the dark. “You are glad to be here,”
she said.

“] am,” he admitted. “I’ve always been a sociable
man. I forget how much I’ve missed the companionship
of others.”

“You have been with us too long,” she said. “We are
not much company.”

“That’s not what [ meant,” he said swiftly.

“Nonetheless, it is true. Perhaps it is time you left us.”

“No,” he said, without pausing to think about it. “I
couldn’t leave yet.”

“You still have so much to learn about Glyrenden?”

“From Glyrenden,” he corrected.

“Nothing worth learning,” she said.

“You know nothing about it,” he retorted, smiling a
little.

“More than you think,” she said.

“I am not ready to leave yet,” he said again.

She gestured at the Rochester mansion, so close now
they could not see the turrets or the upper stories from
the coach. “Even when you see a place like this and you
remember?”’

“Remember what?”
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“What other people are like. People who are not—
strange, like we are. Ordinary men and women.”

He had never heard her talk this way. Until the day
they had quarreled over her new gowns, he had not
thought she realized how different she was from other
women. “You speak as if you want me to leave,” he
said.

“It might be better if you did,” she said.

“Better?” he echoed. He was by now totally bewil-
dered, and any minute the coach would come to a halt
and Glyrenden would open their door. “You mean, bet-
ter for you? For Glyrenden?”

“For you,” she said. “For Glyrenden, it makes no dif-
ference.”

“And for you?” he asked, greatly daring, because he
heard the driver call out a soft “Whoa!” to the horses.
“Does it matter to you if I stay or go?”

She watched him for what seemed a long time; he
could just make out her face in the glow of the torches
being carried from the house. “Why should it matter?”
she asked at last.

He was conscious of a sharp stab of disappointment;
he thought he made a sound of protest, but it was merely
the whine of the unoiled door being wrenched back by
Glyrenden’s eager hands. “My love! We have arrived!
No, forget your things, one of these pretty boys will
carry in your bags and parcels. We are just in time for
dinner, the man tells me, so come quickly! Out you go!”

Her husband had taken both her wrists in his hands,
and Aubrey could see that, in his excitement, Glyrenden
had unconsciously gripped her much too tightly. She
still had not turned her eyes from Aubrey; she did not
seem to be aware that someone else was speaking to her,
or even touching her.
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“But it does,” she said, and allowed Glyrenden to pull
her from the coach.

Much of that first evening passed for Aubrey in a
blur. They were, in fact, in time for dinner, but barely.
Everyone else was seated and through the first two
courses when the three of them took their chairs at the
far end of one table. While he ate, Aubrey stared avidly
around. Between the opulence of the room, the magnifi-
cence of the guests, the richness of the food, and the
lushness of the music sidling in from a curtained alcove,
there was so much to see and hear and taste that he had
trouble sorting out details. So he ate and watched, and
hoped no one looked at him and thought he behaved like
an idiot.

After the meal, the whole crowd of close to a hundred
people adjourned to a huge room set up with velvet-
covered benches. Here the orchestra that had serenaded
them during dinner—or another ensemble brought in es-
pecially for this event—played lyrically beautiful music
for the next two hours. Aubrey sat back on his seat cush-
ion and listened, entranced. Cyril had taught him some
appreciation of the more civilized arts, taking Aubrey to
professional concerts whenever the chance arose, so he
knew enough about music to judge whether it was
played well or poorly. This music was played with all
the elemental elation he imagined would be attendant on
the birth of a saint, and it enthralled him.

Not until the players took a brief rest did Aubrey re-
member that he was acquainted with anyone else in the
audience, and he turned to look for his companions.
Glyrenden was standing in the back of the room, deep in
conversation with several serious-looking gentlemen,
but Lilith was sitting right beside him.
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“You liked that immensely,” she said.

He smiled at her somewhat vaguely. “It’s that obvi-
ous?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you?” he asked impulsively, then wished he
hadn’t. Lilith never expressed enthusiasm for anything,
and he did not want her cool dispassion to destroy the
lingering memory of the concert.

But she surprised him. “It was beautiful,” she said.
“It’s odd, but music is something I’ve always enjoyed.”

“Why would that be odd?” he asked, foolishly re-
lieved.

She seemed to consider. “Because I have had no train-
ing in it,” she said at last.

“Oh, neither have 1. But that doesn’t mean we can’t
have an appreciation for it. What do you think of when
you hear music like that?”

She considered again. “That music?” she said slowly.
“While they played, I saw images in my mind. I saw a
careless summer river, white with moonlight, racing
through a birch grove and splashing against its banks. I
saw the river grow still, and widen to a lake, silver and
silent, and in the lake I saw the reflections of every fruit
tree ever planted in the kingdom. The trees were heavy
with apples and pears and pomegranates, and their
leaves were fat and green, but the hour was midnight
and none of their colors could be seen. So they made sil-
ver shapes against the black sky and black shapes
against the silver lake, and when their images shook in
the water, you could not tell if the lake rippled or the
trees rustled in the wind.”

Aubrey felt like one of those trees for a moment; he
shivered, and did not know what moved him. “You’re a
poet,” he said.
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She gave him her brief smile. “I liked the music,” she
said.

Before Aubrey could speak again, Glyrenden was
upon them. Even in this setting, there was a brilliance to
him, an intensity that made it hard to look away from
him to other, lesser men. His waxy cheeks were faintly
flushed; his eyes were as bright as a fanatic’s.

“My love, there are people here I would like you to
meet,” he said. “Our host, for one. Somehow we slipped
into the house this evening without greeting him.
Aubrey, you too. You must meet Faren Rochester and
his friends.”

Glyrenden led them to a group of five men standing in
the back of the hall. The wizard, his wife and apprentice
were all dressed in their traveling clothes, a fact which
became more apparent to Aubrey the closer they drew to
their host, for Faren Rochester and his friends wore so
much lace and velvet, they would have been at home in
the king’s court.

“Lord Rochester,” Glyrenden said, bowing to a tall,
solidly built man of middle years. “Let me introduce you
to my wife, Lilith. And my apprentice, Aubrey. We are
all honored to be your guests.”

Faren Rochester took Lilith’s hand and made a shal-
low bow. His hair was fire-red and his eyes were a
metallic blue. He looked to Aubrey like so much ice
and calculation thinly covered with a veil of flesh.
“Madam,” he said. He dropped her hand and turned to
give Aubrey the briefest nod. “Sir.”

“And Lord Stephanis, Lord Maloran, Sir Calcebray,”
Glyrenden continued, indicating three of the remaining
men. Each of them repeated Lord Rochester’s perfor-
mance, and, to Aubrey, looked much like him.
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“Lilith, my dear,” Glyrenden said, “this is Sirrit. A
sorcerer. He serves Lord Rochester.”

The fifth man was decidedly different. Unlike Ro-
chester and the other lords, who were dressed in stiff,
well-cut velvets, he was attired in a flowing black robe
heavily embroidered with silver. He wore three silver
rings on one hand, a silver and onyx ring on the other,
and a bracelet of gold around one wrist. His hair was
white, threaded still with a hint or two of black, and
combed severely back from his high forehead; it fell to
his shoulders in soft tangles. He was a good twenty or
thirty years older than Faren Rochester, and every bit as
intelligent, and Aubrey knew two things before the in-
troduction was made. This was Faren Rochester’s house
magician, and Glyrenden did not like him.

If the tone of his voice had not been an insult, the
wording certainly was. Rochester’s cold blue eyes
gleamed, as he waited to see how Sirrit would respond
to the slight.

The older wizard merely smiled faintly and offered
his palm to Lilith. “Here’s my hand, if you aren’t of-
fended to take it,” he said, and Rochester laughed aloud.

“The magicians joust,” he said ironically. “I must
have been mad to bring more than one under my roof.”

“What does a man need with multiple mages?”
Glyrenden asked sweetly.

Rochester shrugged. “Why does a sorcerer need mul-
tiple masters?”” he responded. “You serve my cousin the
king, and you would tend to my wants, t00.”

Glyrenden’s smile widened. “I have power and more
to satisfy your needs and the king’s needs and the needs
of many other men,” he said.

“And yet, I have always been loath to share my trea-
sures with many other men,” Rochester said.
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“Myself as well,” Glyrenden answered. “Lilith, my
dear, you have not shaken good Sirrit’s hand.”

Indeed, whether by accident or design, Lilith had po-
sitioned herself as far from the sorcerer as the small cir-
cle of men would permit and turned her body so that she
was sideways to him. Now, as Glyrenden nudged her
forward, Sirrit smilingly extended his hand again.
Slowly, as if reluctantly, Lilith laid her palm against his.

Aubrey had not stopped staring at Sirrit since he heard
the name (it was a name Cyril had spoken often, with
some reverence), and so he was watching the wizard
when Lilith touched him. An indescribable expression
crossed that lined face and was banished; for a moment,
the man’s hand crushed the woman’s thin one in a far
from social grip. And then Sirrit released her and Lilith
stepped back, and suddenly everyone was talking about
politics.

But Aubrey noticed two more things: Lilith could not
bring herself to look at Sirrit, and Sirrit could not force
himself to look away from her. And this was so strange
that it did not occur to Aubrey for two more days that, in
that strange interlude, Glyrenden had neglected to intro-
duce him individually to the old wizard; although per-
haps it had not been entirely by accident.



THE NEXT MORNING, AUBREY JOINED ENTHUSIASTICALLY
into the entertainment planned for the day. For the men,
this meant a hunt through the fragrant green countryside;
for the women, it meant a walking tour through the es-
tate’s extensive gardens. The day was fine, Aubrey’s
borrowed horse was patient, and the hunting was good,
though Aubrey declined to take part in the actual kill.
Nonetheless, he enjoyed himself. He found himself in
the company of half a dozen young men who were
- nearly his age, and they conversed amusingly and ac-
cepted him without a second thought. As he had told
Lilith, he was a sociable man, and he had missed such
pleasantries in the last couple of months.

They were back from the hunt just in time to change
for dinner, which, this evening, was far more formal
than the night before. Aubrey wore his best clothes and
used the barest hint of magic to make them appear finer
than they really were. Then he hurried down to the great
dining hall to seek his place at one of the long tables.

He found himself between two women. One was old
enough to be his mother, but dressed to the highest stan-
dards of fashion; her face was made up and her hair was
so elaborately coiffed that he imagined she was afraid to
turn her head very quickly for fear of dislodging a curl.

78
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Nonetheless, she was charming in a gossipy, knowledge-
able way. She pointed out to him a few of the notables at
the table and filled him in on their latest scandals and
accomplishments.

His other dinner partner was young enough to be shy,
and pretty enough to be flattering; whoever had made up
the tables had obviously thought he deserved to have at-
tractive company. Her name, she told him, was Mirette.
She was blond as firelight and her eyes were a guileless
brown. When he smiled at her, she blushed and dropped
her eyes, but he saw a small answering smile teasing at
the corner of her mouth.

“You can’t have been invited here on your own,” he
said. “Who have you come with? A husband? A
brother? Parents?”

The small smile grew. “Oh—not my husband!” she
exclaimed, in a breathless voice. “I’m not—I have no
husband.”

“A family, then?”

She nodded. “Yes, my mother and father and my sis-
ters.”

“Sisters!” Aubrey repeated. “There are more of you?”

She laughed softly. “Two more.”

“And are they as beautiful as you?”

She laughed again, somewhat more breathlessly.
“How can you ask such a thing! I think you would say
they are far more beautiful.”

“Then I had best cover my eyes when I meet them,”
Aubrey said solemnly. “Mortal men are not meant to en-
dure such sights.”

This time she giggled, and shot him a quick sideways
look from under her fair brows. “Many mortal men have
looked at all three of us together and not gone blind,”
she said.

[
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“How can that be? I feel my eyesight failing even as
we speak.”

It was lighthearted nonsense and she took it as such;
she was not quite so unsophisticated as she first ap-
peared, Aubrey decided, but every bit as pretty. Once or
twice he caught another young man at the table eyeing
him with a certain envy. One of his companions from
the hunt actually winked at him when Aubrey glanced
his way, then spread both his hands in a brief parody of
wingflight. Aubrey knew this masculine signal from
days past: “Hunt like the falcon,” it meant, and it was al-
ways a sign of approbation.

Of course he could not claim Mirette’s attention for
the whole evening; the man on her other side wanted a
chance to flirt with her, and Aubrey too had another
companion to entertain. It was late into the meal when it
occurred to him to look around for his other friends to
see if they were faring so well. Glyrenden was not hard
to spot: He sat at the head table, only two or three places
removed from his host. It took Aubrey some time to lo-
cate Lilith.

But once he saw her, his gaze stayed for a long time;
he felt momentarily disoriented, out of place. She was
wearing the green silk gown that he had liked so much,
and she had taken some trouble with her appearance.
Her dark hair, braided into its customary smooth coro-
net, was pinned in place with gold combs. She wore the
emerald collar Aubrey had made for her from a strand of
pearls, and the jewels glowed against her white skin
with a startling vividness. Her face had been delicately
painted—a blush smoothed onto the flat cheeks, a deep
shadow applied under the high arch of the brows-—and
even from a distance, Aubrey thought he caught the
faintest patchouli scent of her perfume.
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And she sat at the brightly lit table with a hundred
people, and she watched her plate as she ate almost
nothing; and men sat on either side of her and across the
table from her, and no one at all looked in her direction.
She seemed utterly alone, abandoned, alien and strange.
She seemed to sit in a pool of darkness so deep no one
was willing to peer into its depths. Whether that dark-
ness sprang from her or was forced on her, Aubrey could
not tell, but everyone else at the table, consciously or
not, seemed to be aware of it, and to turn away.

Yet it seemed to him, as he watched her from twenty
feet away, that she was more dramatic, more glorious,
more alive, and more beautiful than any other human
being in the room. The angular face, the heavy hair, the
thin wrists, the pale skin, were as familiar to him as his
own features, his own body, but they struck him now
with an unbearable poignancy. He was pierced to the
heart by her troubled incandescence. It seemed impossi-
ble to him that no one else in the room noticed her, that
no one else stared at her with the same arrested fascina-
tion. He could not believe that she was not ringed with
men begging for a glance from her eyes or the lightest
touch of her fingers. He watched her and he felt vertigo
surge through him. If he’d been obliged to at that mo-
ment, he could not have risen to his feet and crossed the
room. She was the shadowed center in a garish and over-
bright universe; she drew him in with the power of her
darkness, and he could not look away.

“Aubrey,” said a soft voice in his ear, and he started
so violently, he almost spilled his wine. The voice
laughed, and he managed to turn his head and track
down the source. The blond girl beside him spoke his
name again.
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“Aubrey. Aren’t you going to speak to me again this
evening? What have 1 done to offend you?”

He heard the words but it took him a moment to sort
them out and even longer to respond. This girl he had
admired just a moment ago suddenly seemed to him
shallow and formless, constructed of meaningless bright
pastels and breathy laughter. Against Lilith’s darkness,
she shone too metallic; against Lilith’s stark beauty, she
was as insubstantial as water.

Somehow he made it through the meal. If Mirette’s
continued light laughter was any gauge, his sudden con-
version was not noticeable, and indeed he struggled to
keep up an appearance of gaiety. He wished he had not
been so successful, however, when the woman on his
left turned to him as the meal ended.

“Tonight we have dancing,” she said. “Faren loves to
show off his ballroom. You must excuse my forward-
ness on the grounds that I am so much older than you,
and tell me please if you would be willing to lead me out
for the first waltz?”

He had wanted to make his way immediately to
Lilith’s side, but courtesy forbade him to refuse his din-
ner partner. “lI would be delighted,” he said. “You antici-
pated my own request.”

Mirette could hear every word; there was no help for
it. “And you, most lovely lady,” he said, hoping he dis-
guised the effort it took to speak so lightly. “Would you
honor me with the second dance?”

She gave him her pretty sideways smile. “I would.
Thank you very much for saving me the trouble of ask-
ing.”

In a relaxed, disorderly fashion, the guests rose to
their feet and strolled to the ballroom, then stood around
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gossiping as the orchestra members worked together to
find a common pitch. Lilith somehow was on the oppo-
site side of the room, alone, her back resting against the
painted marble wall. She stood absolutely motionless,
her eyes fixed on some point halfway across the ball-
room floor. Her hands were behind her back, as if she
crushed them between the wall and her body to keep
herself from reaching or gesturing. Her face, tilted
slightly downward, showed no expression that Aubrey
could read. People brushed by her and did not see her;
no one spoke to her at all.

Aubrey almost started across the room to her side, but
just then the music began. His promised partner took his
arm. “Ah, ‘The Dance of the Naiads,” ” she said, naming
the piece for him. “It is one of my favorites. I feel cer-
tain you are an excellent dancer.”

In fact, he had only average skills, but this woman
was so good, his own deficiencies were unnoticeable.
Mirette, too, proved to be a flawless dancer, one who
had moreover perfected the art of flirting with her part-
ner without missing a step. He hoped he did not disap-
point her. He answered most of her sallies wholly at
random, and paid compliments so pallid as to be worth-
less, or so extravagant as to be completely incredible.
Nonetheless, when their dance ended, she honored him
with a smile and a deep curtsey.

“Perhaps later in the evening—?” she began, and
paused delicately.

“T will live for the hour,” Aubrey said, bowing. Her
hand was still gently clasping his when three young men
elbowed each other out of the way to present themselves
to Mirette as possible partners, and Aubrey escaped.

Lilith. Where was Lilith?

When he saw her, he endured his second profound
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shock of the night. She was dancing with her husband;
his arms were twined tightly around her green silk-cov-
ered waist, and her hands rested languidly upon his thin
shoulders. Her face was turned into his chest, but
Glyrenden’s expression was plain to read: exultant, pos-
sessive, enamored. Aubrey turned away, sick with an
unexpected emotion. He had, how odd, forgotten that
Lilith had a husband, and that her husband loved her.

Nevertheless, there was no one else in the crowd of
one hundred with whom he cared to speak or dance.
Like Lilith before him, he found a convenient, empty
stretch of wall and leaned his back against it. Misusing
private magic in a public space, he spoke a tiny spell of
misdirection and turned all eyes away from him, so that
he could watch the rest of the dancers undisturbed.

Although it seemed like an hour, Lilith’s dance with
her husband lasted only a few more minutes, but Glyren-
den did not return her to anonymity when the music
stopped. Greatly to Aubrey’s surprise, they were ap-
proached by a tall, dark-haired young man who made a
nervous bow to Glyrenden and asked for the favor of a
dance with his wife.

Glyrenden seemed amused, though of course Aubrey
could not hear what he said. Aubrey vaguely recalled
meeting the young man earlier in the day—Royel
Stephanis, that was his name. He was the third son of a
powerful lord, and considered an embarrassment to the
family because he was of a poetic, artistic nature. Royel
had not much enjoyed the hunt and had dropped far be-
hind the field as the dogs closed in on their prey. He had
straight, fine hair and a flushed, excitable face; he was
reed-thin and awkward, but clearly well-bred. And his
credentials were good enough for Glyrenden. The wiz-
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ard carried Lilith’s unresisting hand to his lips, then
transferred it to Royel’s outstretched palm.

It was another waltz, even slower than the last. Royel,
despite his other social lapses, knew how to dance. He
had taken Lilith in a careful and reverent hold, and he
drew her with authority through the intricate steps of the
waltz. As before, Lilith kept her head down. Her hands
on his shoulders seemed barely to touch him. Royel bent
his head over hers and spoke in her ear—judging from
his face, words of entreaty and cajoling. For the most
part, she did not appear to answer, or even to hear, ex-
cept for one time, when she responded with a quick,
negative shake of her head. Royel was not discouraged;
he asked again, and this time she made no reply at all.

Aubrey, watching from his self-imposed shadow, was
consumed by gradations of fire. He hated Glyrenden and
he hated Royel with a bitter, uncontrollable passion; he
felt a profound respect for Royel for perceiving and re-
sponding to the fey beauty buried in Lilith; he was
aghast at himself, furious and frightened, amazed at the
depth of feeling and at the obtuseness that had kept it
hidden so long. And he was seared by the sight of Lilith
herself, so beautiful, so vulnerable, wrapped in another
man’s arms. ’

Royel took two dances, though Lilith murmured a
protest the second time, and Glyrenden took the next.
Aubrey determined to take the following one. He dis-
persed the fog he had drawn around himself, and was in-
stantly accosted by the older woman who had sat beside
him during dinner.

“Oh, hullo there,” she said, smiling with genuine plea-
sure. “I didn’t see you. Where did you come from?”

“I’ve been right here,” he said, attempting to smile
back. “Are you enjoying yourself?”
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“Well, the dance I enjoyed most was the one with
you,” she said hopefully.

Aubrey forced himself to bow. “Then perhaps we can
repeat the pleasant experience now,” he said.

Of course she accepted, and they danced again. As
soon as it was politely possible, Aubrey relinquished her
to another partner and turned his attention to finding
Lilith.

There she was; alone again, once more standing
against a wall. Had she had an ounce of magic in her, he
would have suspected her of drawing a veil of invisibil-
ity around herself, for again she was ignored by the peo-
ple who stood closest to her. Even Royel, across the hall,
obviously searching the room with his eyes, seemed un-
able to find her. But no such spell blinded Aubrey’s vi-
sion, and he pushed his way through the crowd to her
side.

“Lilith,” he said, and her eyes came up to his. He had
expected to be as flustered as a schoolboy once he fi-
nally came face to face with her, but the opposite was
true. Sight of those fathomless green eyes steadied him,
gave him back a measure of rationality, even gaiety. He
found himself smiling down at her, wanting her to smile
at him in return. '

“You look so lovely,” he continued. “I think this is
the finest of your new gowns.”

“Glyrenden says so, too,” she replied.

“And your hair. And your face—you have made up
your face, have you not?”

“Glyrenden painted it for me. He set the combs in my
hair as well.”

“Then he made you beautiful.”

She did smile then, but sadly. “I believe that was his
intention.”
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He knew the answer, but he asked anyway. “Are you
enjoying yourself?”

“No,” she said.

“That young man. Royel Stephanis. He seemed quite
taken with you.”

“Did he?”

“You know he did. He danced with you endlessly and
whispered compliments in your ear.”

“How do you know what he said to me?”

“1 learned everything I needed to know by the expres-
sion on his face.”

She did not reply.

“Did you like him?” Aubrey persisted.

“Not particularly.”

That was good news. “He seems like a fine young
man to me,” Aubrey said. “But you should not flirt with
him too much if you don’t want to break his heart.”

“He is a poet, and he is drawn to the unusual,” she
said. “I cannot help it if I intrigue him.”

“] am not a poet, and you intrigue me,” Aubrey said,
the words slipping out before he could stop them.

She gazed up at him. “But then, you are a little un-
common yourself,” she said.

1t was the first time she had ever offered him an opin-
ion about himself, and he waited a moment to see if she
would say more. She didn’t. So he said, “The wizard
Sirrit is no poet, either, and you startled him. Why did
he stare at you so oddly last night? Do you know?”

She glanced away; it was hard to tell if anger or
shame brushed a faint color into her cheeks. “He thinks I
am strange,” she said. “I told you that most people
would.”

“And you seemed to be—wary of him,” Aubrey con-
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tinued. “Why? Have you met him before? Heard some-
thing to his discredit?”

She returned her eyes to his face. “I am wary of wiz-
ards in general,” she said somewhat dryly.

He smiled again, coaxingly. “You are not afraid of
me, I hope,” he said. “Say you do not distrust me.”

Briefly, a smile touched her lips, pleasing him beyond
all reason. “You are different,” she said. “I don’t know
why that should be s0.”

“Living in the same house with a man makes him fa-
miliar, perhaps,” Aubrey said casually.

“Does it?” she said, wry again. “And are you familiar
with any of us yet? Glyrenden, perhaps? Do you know
how his mind is patterned? Arachne, Orion—have you
puzzled them out?”

“You?” he continued, softly. “Have I solved that mys-
tery? No. I have to confess I have not.”

“It may take more time than you have,” she said.

“I don’t think so,” he said seriously. “I will not leave
until I understand.”

“And once you do,” she said, “you will be gone by
nightfall.”

He did not know how to answer that, but fortunately
he was provided with an easy change of subject when
the orchestra began a new number. “I have seen you
dance already with two partners,” he said. “Will you
dance with me now?”

“If you wish,” she said.

“Very much.”

“Then I will.”

He led her to the dance floor and put his arms around
her. She was light as an autumn breeze; she felt as
weightless as birchbark stripped from the tree. He could
feel the smooth fabric of her gown under his hands but
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there seemed to be no living form beneath the cool silk.
He knew her fingertips rested on his shoulders but he
could not feel them there. He tightened his arms and the
contours of her body became plainer, the brittle bones
prisoned in the soft, defenseless flesh. She murmured a
wordless protest, and he loosened his hold, but not as
much as he should have. He understood now why
Glyrenden always laid his hands on her with too much
force; for all the power and strength of her personality,
there was nothing to her physically. She seemed to be
fashioned from the idea of a woman, and not to be a
woman at all.

“Is this how you held the lady Mirette?” she asked
him.

He was so surprised that he laughed aloud. He had not
thought she had collected the names of his dance part-
ners. “The Mirettes of this world live for dalliance,” he
replied. “It’s very possible that I hugged her a little now
and then.”

“I'm surprised she could draw a breath to flirt with
you.”

“But she could, very easily,” he said. “You, now. You
don’t seem to breathe at all.”

“If you would not hold me so close—"

“But 1 must,” he whispered, and tightened his em-
brace again. This time she did not remonstrate, and so
the dance continued; and Aubrey wished that the waltz
would not come to an end at all, but would be played
over and over again from the beginning, and that he
could hold Lilith in his arms until the whole night fled
by.

But it did end. She stepped back from him, and
Glyrenden appeared from nowhere. The wizard had no
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glance to spare for Aubrey. His attention was all for his
wife.

“Ah, my dear,” he said, taking her hand and drawing
it through the crook of his arm. “I have looked for you
for hours. Come sit with me awhile and drink a glass of
wine and tell me how you are enjoying Faren
Rochester’s party.”

Obediently, she followed him from the dance floor,
her fingers entwined with his. Neither of them looked
back at Aubrey, who watched them go, feeling the earth
tremble beneath the solid floor of the fortress and won-
dering that no one else in the room appeared dizzy or ill
at ease.



Seven
N

THE NEXT DAY, AND THE NEXT, FOLLOWED MUCH THE
same pattern, though for Aubrey the world was changed.
During the day, the men separated to hunt or ride, while
the women painted and gossiped and beautified them-
selves; in the evening, there were more general enter-
tainments. Aubrey did not know which time was worse:
the hours away from Lilith, or the hours with her in
company. He did not know if it was more unbearable to
stand and talk to her, teasing her for a smile or some un-
guarded remark; or to watch her, alone and friendless,
surrounded by strangers; or to watch her, turning away
from the persistent attentions of Royel Stephanis; or to
watch her, encircled in her husband’s arms. Aubrey was
happy only when he was with her, but he knew the price
of happiness such as that—the harvest gleaned from an-
other man’s field—and he was afraid to be with her too
often.

The fourth day of their stay at the Rochester house
passed in much the same way. Like the others, it was a
sumptuous early autumn day, golden and warm; Aubrey
suspected Sirrit of tampering just a bit with the weather.
The evening festivities were to include a procession

through the woods lying on the east edge of the
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Rochester estate, all of the guests carrying candles and
singing traditional holiday songs.

“A return to the simple peasant rituals, how quaint,”
Aubrey overheard one man say to another as they sta-
bled their horses after the afternoon ride. “I had not
thought Faren would foist off such unsophisticated fare
on his guests and call it entertainment.”

“Oh, haven’t you been here before for one of Faren’s
festivals?” was the amused reply. “The ceremony is
quite effective. You feel like you’re walking through the
ancient forests of the first creation, having just discov-
ered the magic of fire, and you would swear every tree
had eyes and was watching you.”

The first man laughed softly. “You’ve been talking to
Sirrit again, haven’t you?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Oh, he’s one of the primitive cultists—you know,
one of those who believes everything is alive. Well, you
know, he says a dog has a soul and a rock can feel and a
tree is really a dryad. I’ve heard him go on and on about
these things.”

“Well, Sirrit. He’s a little strange.”

The men drifted on and Aubrey heard no more of
their conversation, but he was intrigued. Since his ar-
rival here, he had had no conversation with the house
magician, though he had meant to, if only to give news
of him to Cyril. So now, with time to waste before the
next scheduled event, he left the stables and went in
search of his mentor’s friend.

He found the old wizard in Faren Rochester’s library,
reading a novel. Sirrit was dressed as before, in flowing
black and dull silver, and he seemed wholly engrossed
in his occupation.

“I'm disappointed,” Aubrey said with a laugh. “You
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look so much the picture of the powerful sorcerer that I
was sure you would be in your study mixing potions, or
at least perusing a spellbook.”

Sirrit closed the novel with a smile, and indicated the
chair beside him. Aubrey sat. “I have memorized all the
spells there are to know, and so now I am free to pursue
trivial pleasures,” the older man replied. “Your name is
Aubrey, is it not? Your master did not trouble to intro-
duce you, but somewhere I overheard your name.”

“I have heard your name many places,” Aubrey said.
“But first from my former teacher, Cyril of Southport.”

Sirrit’s brows rose; he looked very slightly impressed.
“So! You are one of Cyril’s students. Then you must ei-
ther be very good or very bad.”

Aubrey laughed again. “Very good I can understand,
but very bad?”

“If he sent you away from him because you could not
learn.”

“No. In fact, I learned a great deal from Cyril. He
thought I would benefit from other teachers, however,
and sent me to Glyrenden.”

“That is just a little surprising,” Sirrit said dryly.

“Why?”

“Cyril and Glyrenden were never’—Sirrit shrugged—
“allies.”

“You do not have to like a man to respect his abili-
ties,” Aubrey said calmly. He was certainly learning that
for himself.

Sirrit smiled. “Even so. Cyril is usually more discrim-
inating.”

“You don’t like Glyrenden, either,” Aubrey said. “But
you must admit he has awesome power.”

“That does not make me like him any better,” Sirrit
said.
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Aubrey smiled and spread his hands. Professional
ethics prevented him from inquiring too deeply into that
remark. “Glyrenden is my master now, and I learn from
him,” he said. “I cannot malign him to you.”

“And I would not wish you to,” Sirrit said graciously.
“So, tell me, are you enjoying our festival?”

“Very much. I wanted most especially to compliment
you on the perfection of the weather.”

Sirrit smiled again. “Has it been so obvious?”

“No, it has been magnificent. I understand we are to
have a ceremony of some sort tonight, but I am from a
kingdom far from here. I do not know all your rituals.”

Sirrit settled back in his chair. “Well, this is a cere-
mony not often observed here, either, but Faren has de-
veloped an intense interest in some of the ancient
customs of the country folk, and this is one of them.
Back in more primitive days, people believed in the uni-
versal living soul. They worshipped the earth for its
bounty, the sun for its warmth, the corn and the wheat
and the growing things. They believed all animals had
souls, so when they killed deer or quail or rabbits, they
praised the spirit of the animal which had died to keep
them alive. Their lives were a constant struggle to strike
a balance with the other creatures—entities—who
shared their world. Everything was amazingly alive to
them—trees, stones, eagles, the stars and the moon.
Each had its own identity, its own personality, if you
will, and they accorded each entity the respect and cour-
tesy they would accord a fellow human being. More, in
fact, when you consider that they feuded with each other
on a regular basis,” Sirrit concluded with a smile.

Aubrey was fascinated. “And so this ceremony
tonight—"

“Oh, well, it’s highly corrupted. A thousand years
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ago, it would be a celebration to ensure a bountiful har-
vest—there would be prayers, songs of praise, an offer-
ing of the fruits of the fields. Although I have always
thought it strange,” Sirrit continued, turning philosophi-
cal, “that a burnt offering was considered acceptable in
any culture. Haven’t you? That is to say, if you are hon-
oring the spirit of the wheat for being a living thing, pos-
sessing intelligence and a soul, why would you want to
burn it? Wouldn’t that just be another way of killing it?
How would a killing propitiate the wheat gods, assum-
ing there were wheat gods?”

Aubrey laughed. “But the question is invalid, isn’t it?
I mean, there are no wheat gods. Wheat has no soul.
Does it?”

Sirrit spread his hands. They were heavily veined and
powerful; a wizard’s hands, used to magic. “Wheat—I
don’t know. Probably not. But animals? Yes, absolutely.
Rocks? My guess would be no. The earth itself? Some-
times I think yes, sometimes no. Trees? I am certain of
it. The moon? I don’t—"

“Trees?” Aubrey interrupted. “Animals, maybe—I
might grant you that—but trees? Living spirits? Like
men—Ilike thinking, breathing creatures? That does not
seem possible to me.”

Sirrit looked at him long and consideringly. Aubrey
had the distinct impression that he was debating whether
or not to say something, which he decided against.
“Have you ever walked alone through the forest?
Haven’t you felt surrounded by a presence much more
ancient and much more informed than your own? Have
you ever wandered through an acre of redwoods—
among trees so large you could not span them, not you
with your hands linked with the hands of four other
men? Do you know how old some trees are? Do you
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know what cycles of human life they have watched, and
outlived, and forgotten?

“Do you understand how they grow, with thelr roots
drawing up the substance of the earth itself and their
limbs stretched almost to the sun? What is a tree made
of—water and air and earth and the fire of the sun?
Those are the elemental components of the world, my
friend. If a tree is not alive, then men are not alive, for
we are nothing more than water and air.”

For a moment, Aubrey could not speak, and then he
took in his breath on a quick laugh. “Almost, you con-
vince me,” he said.

“Believe it,” Sirrit said, and his eyes were the enig-
matic, weighing eyes of a veteran magician. “One day, I
promise you, you will know I speak the truth.”

Dinner was late that evening, and informal. All of
Faren Rochester’s guests had dressed in the fashionable
version of peasant clothes—Ileather breeches and vests
for the men, simple skirts and blouses for the women.
The food suited the attire, plain and hearty; they all
drank ale instead of wine, and laughed at the novelty of
the meal.

When they were done eating, Faren Rochester led
them to the hallway, where servants were lined up wait-
ing. One by one the guests took wax tapers from the
hands of footmen, lit them in a small brazier burning
near the doorway, and stepped out into the velvety dark.
When all hundred were standing on the flagged court-
yard, candles cupped in their hands against any vagrant
breeze, a woman began singing a simple melody. One
by one the others joined in. It was not a song Aubrey
recognized, though most of the others seemed to know
it. There in the open air, under the huge arching bowl of
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the black sky, the erratic light of the candles seemed fee-
ble and inconsequential; the hundred voices made a thin,
plaintive sound against the overwhelming quiet of the
night.

There are not enough of us, Aubrey thought suddenly,
drawing his own candle closer to his chest and wonder-
ing where Lilith was in this crowd. There are not
enough of us to beat back the darkness and subdue the
spirits of the otherworld. And although he did not be-
lieve, as Sirrit did, that the inanimate world around him
was alive with individual souls, still he felt suddenly
small and watched and at risk.

Continuing with a new song, the crowd slowly un-
coiled from the courtyard and formed a processional
down one of the flagged pathways that led toward the
wooded sections of Rochester’s land. Aubrey, one of the
last to fall into place, watched the parade unfold ahead
of him, the single-file line of torches winding through
the twisting pathways of the forest, half obliterated by
tree trunks and low-lying branches. The fire flickered;
the hands holding the candles seemed disembodied; the
singing voices floated back to him, wistful and eerie as
the voices of the dead. He followed, caught up in a back-
lash of primitive superstition—enjoying the feeling, but
a little disturbed nonetheless.

After the procession snaked through the woodland for
half a mile or more, Aubrey began to be aware of a great
light glowing before them, defeating the dark. A bonfire,
he guessed, and discovered he was right as he came
through the final weave of trees into a wide clearing.
The other guests were bunched around the fire, which
was huge, as big as one of the bedrooms in the
Rochester mansion. They still clutched their candles, al-
though a little less tightly in the welcoming blaze of the
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firelight, and they were still singing. The heat from the
immense fire was suffocating. Aubrey felt it on his face
from three yards away, and stepped back.

The movement brought him up against another guest
hovering far back in the shadows. He turned with an
easy word of apology, to find himself practically stepping
on Lilith’s toes.

“Oh! You’re here,” he said foolishly, and just as fool-
ishly smiled. “I didn’t see you before.”

She nodded and did not reply. He leaned closer, in-
specting her face by the fitful fire. It was hard to tell, for
she rarely showed much expression, but her face seemed
set and strained. The very posture of her shoulders
seemed unbearably tense. She carried no candle; she had
wrapped her arms around her body and appeared to
shiver.

“Lilith,” he said, concerned. “Are you cold? Come
closer to the fire.”

She shook her head violently. “No.”

“But you’re shaking—are you ill?”

“No.”

He could not help himself. He touched her cheeks
with his fingertips to find them marble-cold. But he re-
membered something from his first full day at Glyren-
den’s house: Lilith did not care much for fire. “Here,” he
said, slipping off his cloak, which he had worn despite
the warm night. When she did not take it from him, he
settled it over her shoulders. “Is that better?”

“Thank you,” she said.

She had not looked at him all this time; her eyes
seemed fixed on the fire, and their expression was hope-
less. “Perhaps I should take you back,” he said, growing
seriously alarmed.
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She shook her head again. “Glyrenden wanted me to
come.”

“Perhaps he didn’t know you were ill.”

She spoke so softly, her reply was inaudible. Aubrey
thought she said, “He knew,” but surely he heard her
wrong?

She continued to watch the bonfire and tremble.
Aubrey moved behind her and put his arms around her,
adding the warmth of his body to her insubstantial heat.
She neither thanked him nor moved away, and so they
stood that way while the singers finished one pretty
carol and began another.

Soon there came the noise of booted feet thrashing
through the undergrowth, and a party of house servants
broke into the clearing. They were carrying a whole tree,
one of the tall cedars that were so plentiful in this forest.
By its smell and the raw look of its severed trunk, it had
been cut only a few hours ago. The partygoers parted
with a murmur of approval as the servants came closer;
the big tree would burn half the night. Braving the ex-
treme heat, the footmen positioned themselves on either
side of the fire, the log hanging between them, and then
they carefully lowered it into the waiting flames.

The shriek that rose instantly upon that act seemed to
come from the fire itself. It was full of such agony and
despair that dread swept the whole crowd; people drew
back from the fire, clutching each other’s arms and star-
ing fearfully about. A few women cried out. Several of
the men laid their hands upon their weapon belts. Lilith
sank to the ground in a dead faint. Aubrey fell to his
knees beside her.

“What is it? Who screamed?” Faren Rochester’s
words rose above the general hubbub.
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“The tree—" came a woman’s hesitant voice, and two
or three other voices echoed her.

“Nonsense, the tree didn’t scream,” Rochester said
testily. “It must have been an owl or some other night
creature. Are we all safe? Are we all recovered?”

“Someone swooned,” a voice said, and a few mo-
ments later Aubrey looked up to find Faren Rochester
standing over him. He had taken Lilith’s head upon his
lap and drawn his cloak more tightly about her. He could
not tell if she was still unconscious or merely too ex-
hausted to open her eyes.

“What happened? Did she fall?” the lord demanded.

“I think the scream—the noise—frightened her, and
she tripped—or something,” Aubrey said, improvising,
and not too well. “Maybe she hit her head. [’'m sure
she’ll be fine.” ,

“I’ll have some of the servants take her back to the
house.”

“No, I’ll take her,” Aubrey said, and rose to his feet
with Lilith in his arms. Faren Rochester eyed him uncer-
tainly for a moment, then nodded, and turned his atten-
tion back to his other guests.

“Everything’s fine, she just fainted from the heat,” the
lord said, seeming, by the force of his personality, to
shepherd the whole group back toward the fire. “Lady
Calcebray, would you lead us in the next hymn? And
Lady Millson, will you help her—?”

Aubrey heard the high, sweet strains of music lift be-
hind him as he hurried down the unlit path back toward
the house. Lilith lay in his arms as lightly as a pile of
brittle leaves; she had no weight at all. He had no hand
free to carry his candle, but he spoke an absentminded
spell and called forth a blue witchlight to illuminate the
way. Enough of this nonsense, anyway—strange old rit-
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uals in the forest, educated men and women parading
around in peasant dress. What slumbering gods was
Faren Rochester trying to wake? What ancient magic did
he hope to invoke? Aubrey increased the strength of the
witchlight till the path before and behind him glittered
under its sapphire glow. The exercise of his own skill
gave him back a measure of security. This was the magic
he understood; this was the way the world was meant to
run. In his own powers he had belief. He did not want to
meddle with the fey, forgotten spirits of the earth.

Lilith did not stir in his arms until he had carried her
into the fortress and up to her room. Glyrenden was
nowhere in sight. He had not been at the bonfire, either,
and Aubrey took a moment to wonder where he was.
Only a moment, though: As he placed Lilith on the
white satin coverlet, she murmured once and opened her
eyes.

The room was dim, lit only by a branch of candles on
the dresser at the far end of the room. Nonetheless, he
could see her face clearly enough. What color she nor-
mally possessed had returned; her expression was as
masklike as ever.

He bent over her still, his hands resting lightly on her
shoulders. “Are you better?” he asked. “I brought you
back.”

Her eyes traveled over the walls and across the ceil-
ing, as if she wanted to ascertain for herself where she
was. “Thank you,” she said. “Let me sleep now.”

“Do you need something? Water—wine—"

“No,” she said. “Just let me sleep.”

He leaned closer, lifting one hand to brush the hair
back from her eyes. “Lilith,” he whispered, although
there was no one else in the room to hear him, no one in
the whole fortress. “Why did you scream?”
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But she turned away from him, hiding her face in the
pillow. “Let me sleep, Aubrey,” she said, her voice muf-
fled and far away. “And do not talk to me again about
this night.”

Three days later, they left Faren Rochester’s house
and returned to their own. As before, they were two days
on the road, and the horses fought them the entire way;
as before, Lilith scarcely spoke for the whole, long
weary ride. Everything was the same; only Aubrey had
changed. He stared out his window at the rusty frieze of
trees and wondered what he would do.
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S

THE WIZARD’S HOUSE IN THE MIDDLE OF THE FOREST
seemed smaller, dustier and more solitary than ever,
once they returned. Aubrey and Glyrenden spent the
next few days in the teaching room, but the sessions
were not productive. Aubrey could not concentrate on
his lessons, and Glyrenden laughed at him.

“You miss your new aristocratic friends,” he said.
“We are too humble and dull for you.”

“That’s not true,” Aubrey said swiftly. “I would far
rather be here than at Faren Rochester’s.”

“So you say now, boy, so you say now.” The wizard
was making up a small pack of potions, for he was
preparing to leave again in the morning, and Aubrey
watched him select and mix herbal recipes. As always,
Glyrenden was secretive about his task and his destina-
tion; Aubrey had learned not to ask. “The day will come
when you will find lords and ladies to be the only com-
pany you enjoy.”

Aubrey smiled faintly. “I don’t think so. I don’t come
from a highborn house.”

“But power is drawn to power, and magic feeds on the
nobility,” Glyrenden replied. The older wizard appeared
amused. “You will dally with the king’s daughters yet.”

103
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“Do you really think I will ever be that good?”
Aubrey asked.

Glyrenden smiled down at him, a peculiarly nasty
smile. “You will be brilliant and powerful, or you will
be nothing,” the wizard said. “I see no middle ground
for you.”

Glyrenden was gone the next day, but Aubrey’s spirits
did not improve. He was so rarely depressed that he was
alarmed by his symptoms; he did not know how to re-
cover his lightheartedness. Even alone in Lilith’s com-
pany, he was not happy, though her presence was all that
made the house tolerable. Then again, her presence was
precisely what was making him so miserable.

“I think you are very bored these days,” Lilith ob-
served to him after he had moped around the house two
solid days. “Perhaps you should go hunting with Orion.”

“That does not sound especially enjoyable,” Aubrey
replied. “I’m sure he hunts like a savage.”

“Or go into town for a visit. We are low on supplies
anyway.”

The idea had instant appeal. “We are? It is market
day, I believe.”

“I’ll ask Arachne what she needs.”

Within a few minutes, he was on the road, pushing a
small three-wheeled cart before him. His heart lifted as
he drew closer to town. Perhaps that was all that was
wrong with him—a lack of company. He had grown ac-
customed to agreeable society during his stay at Faren
Rochester’s, and he missed it now. He was unused to
being alone—or nearly alone, with only two strange ser-
vants to chaperone him while he kept company with the
shape-changer’s wife. Any man would feel restless and
on edge under such circumstances. What he needed was
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interaction with ordinary men and women, just the sort
of people he was likely to find in the village.

As always on market day, the square was crowded
with farmers come to sell their produce and townspeople
shopping for household goods. Aubrey maneuvered his
cart carefully through the throng, apologizing frequently
for grazing someone’s ankle or hip. He took his time
about making purchases, engaging each entrepreneur in
a lengthy debate about the merits of red apples over
green, white rice over brown, yellow potatoes over
white.

“Well, for your pies—your pies, now, they’re best
made with green apples,” a fat-cheeked old woman told
him. “They’re a little sour for eating, but you sugar them
up right, bake them in a crust, and they’re just as sweet
as molasses. Can you make a pie, sir?”

“I7” Aubrey laughed. “Well, I never have made one.
I’'m not a stupid man, though. I suppose I could make
one if I tried.”

She smiled at him out of the smallest, bluest eyes he’d
ever seen. “Oh, you’ve got a woman as cooks for you,”
she said, nodding wisely. “Well, that’s the best way,
ain’t it? Having somebody to care for you.”

“Having somebody to care for,” he returned lightly.

She leaned closer and motioned him to bend down.
Aubrey brought his ear to her mouth. “Down there a
ways—see it? The stall with the black awning. Man
there is selling things you might want to look at.”

“What things?” Aubrey said.

“Ssh! Not everyone is to know. Pieces of gold, you
know, rings and bracelets that a man might give to a
lady. You’ve got a lady to give them to?”

Aubrey thought of Lilith, reflexively; then, with deter-
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mination, of the tavernkeeper’s blond daughter. “Yes,”
he said.

“Then go take a look. They’ve got mighty pretty
things there.” And she drew back and smiled at him; and
he straightened up and smiled back.

Of course, with her eyes on him, he had to wend his
way directly to the jeweler’s stall. He had no real inten-
tion of buying anything, but it couldn’t hurt to look. He
owed the old woman that much for telling him the se-
cret. '

On first inspection, however, the jeweler’s goods did
not impress him. There were a few cheap pewter rings
set with cut glass; wax beads had been painted with an
oily substance to give them the lustre of pearls. For
courtesy’s sake, Aubrey poked at a necklace or two, but
he shook his head when the dark young man behind the
counter asked if there was anything he particularly liked.

“I was told—the fruit-seller from down the way—she
said you had some gold jewelry I might like,” Aubrey
said. “But I'm afraid I don’t see anything here—"

“Ah, the gold pieces,” the young man said quickly.
He had an odd, indefinable accent; even Aubrey, who
had traveled some, could not place it. “We keep them in
back. Not everyone we meet can afford them.” The
young man disappeared behind a heavy curtain, reap-
pearing in a few moments with a black velvet tray in one
hand. “Were you more interested in something like
this?” he asked.

Aubrey’s silent admiration was answer enough. He
had learned enough about gold, in his studies of shape-
changing, to appreciate the quality of these items. The
thick chains lay almost languorously on the black velvet,
twisted here and there in voluptuous disarray. Aubrey
picked gently through the bracelets and braided rings
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and ankle chains, and finally rested his fingers on a short
gold necklace. It was wide and flat and sinuous; it would
lie like a band of light across a woman’s throat. The
clasp was studded with three diamonds set in a triangu-
lar pattern.

“I think this may be the one I cannot live without,”
Aubrey said, holding it up till it caught the sunlight. “I
warn you, though, that I am a wizard of great skill. If its
price is too high, I shall have to turn you into a monkey,
and then you shall look very silly trying to sell your
gold.”

The young man grinned, unalarmed, but he did look
interested. “Is that right? A wizard? Well, now—but
perhaps you aren’t willing to trade your talent for gold.”

Aubrey smiled and laid the necklace reluctantly aside.
“I’ve traded it for less,” he said cheerfully. “What do
you need done?”

The jeweler looked, all at once, much younger and
much less self-assured. “It’s my father. He usually
comes with me when we journey to the markets, but he’s
been ill—oh, a month or two. I hated to leave him, but
sales in the city are so slow these days. Well, you know
how it is, silver’s become the only thing the fashionable.
women will wear, and of course we haven’t any connec-
tions at the silver mines. So we come on the road, and
we sell the gaudy pieces to the peasant folk and the gold
to the lords and ladies. And I had to leave, but I hated to
go, with him being so sick—"

“Is it a potion you need?” Aubrey interrupted. “I can
mix you one, if you know what his sickness is.”

“Lung sickness,” the young man said. “He gets it
every year. But—could you do something more? I’ve
heard that wizards can look into a cup of water and call
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up visions. Could you do that? Could you tell me how
he is, right now, today?”

“Well, not in a cup of water,” Aubrey said. He
glanced quickly around the array of costume jewelry
spread out at the front of the booth. He remembered an
ugly pewter ring set with a huge glass marble; hardly an
ideal scrying crystal, but for something this simple, it
would do. Aubrey picked up the ring and slipped it over
the smallest finger on his left hand.

“Here,” he said. “Let’s see what we can discover.”

Scrying was the first thing Aubrey had learned. Cyril
was, by far, the best magician in the three kingdoms at
this particular skill, and Aubrey had found it an easy
enough ritual to master. Now he questioned the young
man (“Where are you from? What is your father’s
name? Describe your house to me”) while he passed his
hand over the smooth surface of the glass. Soon enough,
wavering colors formed in the heart of the globe and re-
solved themselves into shapes. Aubrey studied the tiny,
moving forms, then held his hand out to the jeweler.

“See for yourself,” he invited.

The young man, who had identified himself as Benni
Rosta, looked dubious a moment, and then leaned for-
ward to peer into the glass. He drew a sharp, quick
breath. “That’s my father!” he exclaimed. “And he’s—
he’s sitting up; he’s talking to someone. That must be—
oh yes, that’s my aunt there with him. She must be
caring for him while I’'m gone.” Benni looked radiantly
over at Aubrey. “He’s better,” he said.

Aubrey took off the ring. Instantly, the shadowy
shapes melted and disappeared. “It looks that way,” he
said. “You say he has this lung trouble often?”

Benni nodded. “Every year it gets worse,” he said.
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“The town doctors have given him drugs, but nothing
seems to help. This year—this is as bad as Ive seen it.”

Aubrey nodded. “Do you have a flask of water you
can spare?” he asked. “Something you won’t need on
your journey?”

“I suppose I do. Surely.” Benni looked inquiring.

“I can lay an enchantment upon the water,” Aubrey
explained. “Then your father can drink it, a little at a
time when he grows ill, and it will heal his lungs. It
should last him a long time—he shouldn’t have to drink
more than a cupful once a year to turn the sickness
away.”

Benni was regarding him with astonished, disbeliev-
ing eyes. “You can do that?” he breathed.

Aubrey smiled. “Yes,” he said, “if you have the flask
of water.”

What Benni gave him was a two-gallon jug made of
heavy clay and corked tight. “Very good,” Aubrey said,
and unsealed it. He inserted his finger into the mouth of
the jug, just dipping it into the water, and silently recited
the proper spell. This one, too, he had learned early;
Cyril’s favorite patron had been a kindly old woman
who suffered from troubled breathing, and Cyril had
been at pains to keep her healthy.

Benni, however, looked slightly skeptical. “And this
will really heal him?” he asked. “This—a drink of this
water—"

“It is not an herbal remedy such as the doctors make,”
Aubrey admitted. “It will look like water, and it will
taste like water. But it will ease him. I cannot prove it to
you now, but you may believe me.”

“I saw his face in my glass ring,” Benni said. “I be-
lieve you.”

When they were finished with magic, they turned to

-
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finance, haggling over the cost of the jewelry. Benni de-
clared that Aubrey’s services were worth the entire price
of the necklace, if not more; Aubrey insisted on paying
him a few coins, nonetheless, because he didn’t feel he
had worked hard enough to earn such a fee. In the end,
they parted happy, each of them convinced he had got-
ten the better part of the deal, and Aubrey additionally
buoyed by the gratification of having done a service to
another human being.

In this beneficent mood, he trundled his cart over to
the tavern, parked it outside, spoke a few anti-theft
words over it, and entered the warm, dark room. He took
a seat in a booth near the back, nodding at the other pa-
trons as he passed their tables. In a very few minutes,
Veryl approached him, carrying a tankard of ale.

“So! The wizard’s household needed supplies,” she
said. I wondered if you might be stopping by one day.”

“It seemed better if I came alone,” Aubrey said, smil-
ing up at her. “You were right.”

“So it’s lunch you want this time?”

“You told me you’d feed me. Don’t you remember?”

She laughed at him. “I remember. Will you have ham
or beef?”

Both sounded suddenly good. At Glyrenden’s, they
ate mostly game—venison and rabbit and quail, the meat
that Orion brought in. “Ham, I think,” said Aubrey.
“And anything that might go with it.”

She was back in five minutes, carrying two plates.
When she set the second one down, she slid into the
booth across from him.

“My lunch time too,” she said. “It’s hungry work.”

They ate in companionable silence for a few mo-
ments, but Aubrey was marveling inwardly at how much
she consumed. Lilith took in virtually no sustenance
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from morning till night, and he had yet to see Arachne
eat anything. He had forgotten that women had appetites
as hearty as a man’s.

“So what did you buy today?” she asked, when she
was through with the greatest portion of her food.

He thought of the short gold chain, curled sleepily in
its red velvet bag. “Oh, the usual items,” he said. “Rice
and sugar and potatoes.”

She shook her head. “Prices are terrible,” she said.
“Farmers lost crops in the drought, I know it, but they
think they can charge the townspeople absolutely any-
thing they want. We grow our own crops a few miles
outside of town, and lucky for us! I don’t think we could
afford to keep our doors open if we had to buy at market
prices.”

“T know very little about pricing vegetables,” Aubrey
said.

“Oh, we used to run a stall in the market, back before
my pa had the tavern,” Veryl said. “Mostly fruit and
corn, but then we started growing wheat when Pa bought
up old man Russet’s farm. I didn’t work in the fields—
Pa hired boys to do that—but I sure worked at the mar-
ket, I can tell you. Bright and early! Setting up the
awning, laying out the fruit. Don’t let anybody tell you it
isn’t hard work.”

Aubrey would not have believed that she could talk so
much. That anyone could talk so much. All he had to do
was murmur an assent now and then, or give a brief an-
swer to a sudden, swift question, and she was off again,
chattering away. He kept an expression of interest on his
face, but he was wondering how long he would have to
sit there listening to her. The exaggerated expressiveness
of her face annoyed him, too—she laughed, grimaced,
scowled and raised her eyebrows with nearly every sen-
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tence, as if she were enacting a pantomime to under-
score the sense of her words. Aubrey felt his face mus-
cles grow weary as he kept his smile in place.

“Not easy running around waiting on all the men of
the village, either,” she was saying. “But at least it’s in-
doors, so rain or shine doesn’t matter a bit! At the mar-
ket, we were there winter and summer, wet weather or
cold. And let me tell you, there were some cold, wet
days I stood in the stall selling apples.”

“Veryl!” The call came from the other side of the
room-—a man’s voice, surely her father’s. Veryl jumped
up and scooped her plate and glass into her hands.

“Looks like lunch is over,” she said, grinning down at
Aubrey. “But it was a fun one, wasn’t it?”

“Very pleasant,” Aubrey acknowledged. “I’'m glad
you could join me.”

“Oh, I get an hour off now and then,” she said airily.

“Veryl!” Her father’s voice sounded more impatient.

“Next time,” she said, and skipped back toward the
kitchen, laughing as she went.

Aubrey quickly drained the last drops of ale from his
tankard, laid his money on the table and extricated him-
self from the booth. As fast as he could manage it with-
out appearing to run, he was back outside and once more
on the forest road. He did not want to think about it, so
he closed his mind to the implications of the afternoon,
but he knew at least one thing for certain: He might re-
turn to town again and again; he might come for sup-
plies or drop in for companionship; he might even spend
another thirty minutes listening to the tavernkeeper’s
daughter telling him the story of her life. But there was
nothing here that held any lasting appeal for him, noth-
ing here he cared much about—nothing that could lure
him from Glyrenden’s cold gray fortress for more than
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an afternoon or make him forget its inhabitants even for
an hour.

That night at dinner, Aubrey gave the necklace to
Lilith. Orion had already finished his portion and lum-
bered back to his comer to sleep. Arachne was cleaning
around them, clucking and hissing at the mess they had
made. Once, as Lilith reached out for her glass, Arach-
ne’s hand slammed down on the table beside it, causing
Lilith to pause just a moment before she picked up her
honeyed milk.

“A fly,” Lilith said in unconcern as Aubrey looked
over, surprised. “Arachne hates them.”

Aubrey had thought of any number of ways to make
this presentation to Lilith, but in the end, they all seemed
foolish. I bought you this lovely gift because you your-
self are so lovely . . . I think of you, 1 dream of you, 1
want you to remember me—take this gift from my
hands. . . . He reached into his pocket and pulled out the
red velvet bag. ‘

“Here,” he said, handing it to her across the table. “I
bought you something in town.”

Incurious, she took it from him and spilled the con-
tents into her palm. The gold chain uncoiled and preened
in her hand. “A necklace,” she said. “Why, thank you,
Aubrey.”

“1 did a service for a jeweler at the market,” Aubrey
said. “He gave me the necklace in return.”

“Shall I wear it now?”

“Oh yes.”

She clasped it around her neck, having a moment of
difficulty with the diamond-studded clasp. It lay glitter-
ing and incongruous across the dull gray cotton of her
high-necked gown. “How does that look?” she asked.
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“Very fine,” Aubrey said. It did not; it looked ridicu-
lous and out of place. Yet still Aubrey felt an illicit plea-
sure in giving this woman a beautiful gift. “I hope you
wear it as often as you like.”

She fingered the fine satin length of gold. “Glyrenden
might wonder where I got it,” she said.

Aubrey laughed. “I’ll tell him I was practicing my
shape-changer’s skills and that I made it for you from a
length of string.”

“Will he believe you?”

“You mean, is that something I am capable of doing?”

“I suppose.”

“Certainly I can. He taught me how himself.”

“Then there is no reason he should not believe you.”

They did not talk about the necklace again that night,
or ever, but Aubrey was pleased to see that Lilith wore it
every day for a week. One morning, she appeared at the
breakfast table without it, and that afternoon Glyrenden
returned home. She did not wear it again for two more
days, by which time her husband was gone once again.



Nine

N

AUBREY COULD NOT TELL IF HE WAS GLAD OR SORRY
when Glyrenden told them that he had only come home
for a brief two-day visit. The distrust Glyrenden had in-
spired in him so early had become a settled and accepted
thing, at least in his own mind, and yet he still had great
admiration for the older wizard’s powers—and an un-
quenchable desire to learn everything Glyrenden might
be willing to teach him. Not only that, he was in love
with the shape-changer’s wife, which made it difficult
for him when Glyrenden appeared at the breakfast table
in the guise of a husband. Yet Aubrey, clinging still to
rational thought, realized it was no bad thing for him to
be reminded now and then that the woman had a hus-
band—for she did have a husband—and when Glyren-
den was gone, Aubrey was in danger of forgetting that
fact.

So he was able to summon up real dismay when
Glyrenden said he would be returning very shortly to the
king’s palace.

“So soon?” Aubrey questioned. “You are rarely here
these days.” _

“And will be gone again and yet again in the next
month or two, for events move rapidly at court,” the
mage replied. He was sorting through bags of crystals
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and looking up formulas in spellbooks; he seemed ab-
stracted but not irritated by Aubrey’s company.

“More shape-changing?”’ Aubrey asked.

Glyrenden looked over with a smile of excitement.
“Not this trip,” he said. “This is one of those times when
illusion stands me in better stead than alteration.”

“We have not practiced illusions since I first arrived,”
Aubrey said.

Glyrenden laughed. “Have we not? Then you must let
me show you a trick or two.”

The wizard strode to the doorway. “Orion! Arachne!
Come here a moment. I have need of you.”

Aubrey’s eyes widened, for generally Glyrenden in-
vited no one into his study except his apprentice. He
misliked the wizard’s mood, so maliciously elated, and
wondered what was really going on up at the royal court.
Not for the first time, he found himself feeling a certain
disapproval of the king and his methods.

Orion and Arachne entered, the man behind the
woman, neither of them looking pleased to be called.
Arachne cast furtive glances around the room, gauging
its disorder and dust content; Orion dragged his feet re-
luctantly across the flagged floor and kept his eyes on
Glyrenden’s face.

“Don’t be so apprehensive, nothing is going to happen
to you,” Glyrenden told the big man in a chiding voice.
“Just stand there, both of you—just like that. Fine. Try
not to move if you can help it. An unattractive pair,
aren’t they?” the sorcerer continued, scarcely dropping
his voice as he turned to address Aubrey. “Does it turn
your stomach to take meat from her hands or share the
table with him?”

Aubrey was so appalled at the casual cruelty, he
scarcely knew how to answer. “No! I mean—they look
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fine to me,” he said lamely. “Not every man or woman
is beautiful.”

“But magic could make them so,” Glyrenden said. “/
could have made them so. I can make them beautiful
now. Watch.”

The wizard had lifted his hands as he spoke; now,
with a single liquid motion, he flicked his fingers in the
air and dropped his hands. Both fascinated and repulsed,
Aubrey kept his attention on the two servants. For a mo-
ment, their faces seemed to waver, or to take on a faint,
luminescent glow; and then the haze evaporated and he
could see them clearly again. Or perhaps not . . .

Orion’s massive, hairy face had been remodeled,
slimmed down; he still had wide cheeks and a large
forehead, but he looked like any other brawny, full-
bearded man of moderate intelligence. Arachne’s small,
angry countenance had smoothed out and warmed up.
Her white hair had been pulled back and given an attrac-
tive golden sheen. Like Orion, she resembled any other
peasant one might pass on the road—not lovely, cer-
tainly, but hardly extraordinary. Not at all strange.

“What have you done?” Aubrey asked, as much in
fear as wonder.

“Oh, merely a little sleight of hand,” was the negli-
gent reply. “A deception, not a transformation. You
see?” Glyrenden spread his fingers again, and the illu-
sion vanished. Back in their familiar shapes were the
two homely creatures, still waiting patiently to do what-
ever their master bid them. Glyrenden smiled. “A mo-
mentary aberration only. You may go now,” he said,
addressing his servants, and the man and woman left the
room.

“Most impressive,” Aubrey said, because he must say
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something. “You are as good at that as you are at every-
thing.”

Glyrenden laughed again, almost indulgently, it
seemed. “Oh, I prefer out-and-out alchemy,” he said,
“but there are many instances in which it is not appropri-
ate. Then again, you would be surprised at how many
people believe an illusion, even when the illusion is
ripped away. They are as likely to believe that the false
face is the true one and that the true one is the one that
has been bewitched.”

“How is one ever to know the difference, then?”
Aubrey asked, keeping his voice even.

Glyrenden spread his hands as if to signify that he did
not know. “And does it matter?” he asked softly. “When
disguise is preferable to the hard bare bones of reality?”

“It matters,” Aubrey said.

“You had best be prepared for some unpleasant sur-
prises if you constantly seek the kernel of truth,”
Glyrenden advised.

“But magic is founded on truth,” Aubrey said. “With-
out an understanding of what a thing really is, it cannot
be either uncovered or changed.”

“But the heart of magic is illusion,” Glyrenden said.
“And without the cooperation of gullible men, there
would be no magic at all.”

Glyrenden was gone by nightfall, but his disturbing
words lingered, as did the memory of the masks he had
created for the faces of his servants. At the breakfast
table the next day, Aubrey found himself still brooding
over Glyrenden’s demonstration, and watching both
Orion and Arachne with closer attention than he had
given them for weeks. He was not sure why he was sud-
denly so intent, what he expected to read in their stub-
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born, familiar faces. They had not, after all, been perma-
nently altered in Glyrenden’s study. They were the same
as they had always been—and yet—and yet—

Arachne came around the table one more time with
her curious, sideways motion, her-arms working so
rapidly it almost seemed she had four arms, eight arms;
certainly more than her allotted two. Her bleached skin
was of the oddest texture, tougher than skin should be,
with a faint sheen upon it that was not perspiration.
Aubrey looked up at her face, trying to get a glimpse of
her eyes, but she was turned away from him, and would
not look in his direction. She whispered baleful words at
him as she whisked past, the strange garbled sentences
making no sense, as they never made any sense.

Orion, as usual, had finished his meal with an inde-
cent haste, then rose to his feet with a slow, unbalanced
motion as if the act dizzied him. He shook his head so
violently, his whole body trembled; then he gave a great
yawn that exposed his large, sharp teeth. No one spoke
to him; Aubrey’s troubled gaze aroused his anger and he
stared back menacingly enough to cause the young man
to look away. Orion waited a moment, as if expecting
orders. When none came, he shook himself again, then
lumbered over to his cot and stretched himself out on it
full length. Within minutes, he was asleep.

Together they were a strange woman and a strange
man, but as Aubrey stared down at his plate he felt an
awful conviction steal over him, and he laid down his
fork, no longer hungry. A strange man and a strange
woman; but he had been studying the essence of things
these past weeks, and he'did not think either of them had
come into the world human. They had not at the core of
themselves the things that humans had; their bodies
seemed to have grown all the necessary organs and their
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faces to have been carved with the right features, but
these were not the bodies and the faces they had once
owned. They had been changed; and Aubrey knew of
only one man in this kingdom who practiced the art of
shape-changing.

“You look ill,” Lilith said, her voice breaking through
the wave of nausea that had caused Aubrey to grip the
table with both hands. “Shall I send Arachne for some
medicine? I believe my husband keeps a full comple-
ment of herbs on hand.”

Assuredly he would, but Aubrey was leery of taking
something Glyrenden had mixed and left behind. He
shook his head. “Nothing, thank you,” he said in a stran-
gled voice. “I think perhaps I will lie down again,
though.”

So he did; and he forced himself to sleep. But when
he awoke, the knot of nausea was still in his stomach, a
little larger now. “I have imagined it,” he said aloud. “I
am coming down with a fever and I am imagining
things.” But there was no unwarranted heat in his body
and he thought his mind was clear, and in his heart he
knew he had stumbled on the truth.

He spent most of that day and the next one away from
the house, using one of Glyrenden’s smooth, well-oiled
rifles to hunt for game. There were in the house, Lilith
informed him, only two firearms, and Glyrenden had
told her long ago to allow Aubrey free use of them. So
Audrey had inspected the rifles and found them both in
pristine condition, then asked Lilith which one Orion
preferred to use when he hunted.

“You must ask him,” she said. “I have never seen him
leave the house with a gun in his hand.”

But Aubrey did not ask him, because he did not want
Orion to tell him that he caught game with his bare
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hands. He selected one rifle at random and left the
house, only returning when it was too dark to see. He
had missed the communal dinner, so he ate very rapidly
in the kitchen by himself, and slipped away to his bed-
room. Where again he forced himself to sleep, and
where he woke up in the morning with the stone still
lodged in his stomach.

He breakfasted early, reloaded the gun and set off at a
brisk walk. They had no need of meat, for both he and
Orion had been successful the day before, but Aubrey
did not think he could sit quietly in that house for an en-
tire day, not while he was haunted by such terrible
thoughts. Therefore, he would hunt, or he would pretend
to hunt; and Glyrenden would be back tomorrow.

He had hiked as far as the lake he had found one day
with Lilith, before some of his serenity returned to him.
When he made it to the clearing, he rested the rifle -
against a tree trunk and sat on the top of the hillock
which overlooked the pastoral scene below. As before,
the squirrels played games that required them to chase
each other from branch to branch; the birds made color-
ful patterns against the washed blue sky. A deer tiptoed
to the edge of the water to drink. Aubrey sat so quietly,
so lost in thought, that none of the wild things there
feared him or ran from his presence.

If a man could turn himself into an animal, then he
could turn an animal into a man. For some reason, the
logical extension of the shape-changing spells had never
occurred to Aubrey. It might not be true, of course; he
had no proof, and it was not the sort of thing you could
ask a mage—if he had cast spells of transmogrification
upon helpless beasts basically for his own amusement.
But the incantations were simple enough—once you
knew the makeup of body and blood and tissue—
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Again, the deer at the lake lowered its head to take a
cautious swallow. I could do that, Aubrey thought, the
idea coming to him uninvited but fully formed. I could
be that deer and take that drink. I have studied him long
enough.

The thought filled him with the first true excitement
he had felt for days, and he fought to keep himself calm,
to truly assess his abilities. Well, he had been taught
some of the spells. He had not practiced them under a
master’s supervision, and that was always the require-
ment the first time a dangerous spell was spoken; that
was only common sense. He perhaps could transform
himself into a stag, but could he transform himself back?
Could the animal remember what the man knew and fol-
low the same complicated processes of reason? Perhaps
not; perhaps not yet. He would be foolish to try it.

But he rose to his feet anyway with his mind made up.

Quickly, he stripped himself naked, making a small
pile of his clothes and laying them neatly with the rifle
by the tree. Then, moving into the patch of sunlight that
had evaded the screen of the leaves overhead, he
dropped to his knees and placed his hands on the ground
before him. He closed his eyes and remembered every-
thing he had read in Glyrenden’s books, remembered the
exact placement of every muscle and bone in a deer’s
body, the precise weight of the antlers on its head, the
length of the jaw and the hardness of the pointed hooves.
He did not speak the spell aloud, because any true wiz-
ard can cast a spell in silence, and he spoke it only once.

He did not open his eyes until the changes were com-
plete. So different did the world appear to him that at
first he thought he had spoken the wrong incantation and
removed himself to some entirely different wood in a
kingdom far from this one. But then he saw the rifle
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against the tree and the pile of man’s clothes beside it,
although the rifle looked three times its normal size and
the clothes quite unfamiliar, and he knew that he was a
deer.

He glanced forward again. Yes, that was water,
though he no longer saw it as a simple, pleasant gray
lake. It was larger and more perfect in outline; even
from here he could make out the rocks below the surface
of the water and the fish swimming in a particular cur-
rent. Each separate tree between him and the body of
water below took on its own significance; he found him-
self judging the distance between them, seeing each tree
as a friendly shelter in this clearing with its potential
hazards. But although they were trees, and harmless,
they looked different than they had before. There was no
red or yellow in their leaves, no shades of difference be-
tween the browns of the aspen and the oak. In fact, there
was very little color anywhere, although every outline of
every object and animal in this wilderness was distinct
and sharp, and he knew what each one was even though
there were some he had never seen before or noticed if
he had seen.

He lifted one foot daintily, the foot that had been his
left hand, and he felt the peculiar ripple of muscle ex-
tend from the joint at the hoof to the low, outthrust
shoulder and across his chest. He carefully laid it on the
ground again and lifted the other foot; then, one by one,
his hind legs. Then, even more cautiously, he moved
forward, feeling the odd interplay of bone and sinew,
and catching in his nostrils as he moved the keenest mix
of scents he had ever encountered.

He remained a deer most of the day, moving with
gradually increasing sureness up and down the hillock
by the lake and around the lake itself. It was a delightful
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sensation, he discovered, to run with a body meant for
running; the air was alive with such rich odors that
merely to smell the breeze was to feast. Sounds were
complex, and even from far away brought messages to
him, but nothing in the forest spoke of danger. He saw
other deer come up to drink, but he stayed back from
them, solitary in the forest, not wanting to alarm them.
They would sense his strangeness, he knew instinctively.
But some day he would be able to take their form, and
run with them and drink with them, and they would
never know he was not one of them.

He remained a deer till nearly sunset, and then he re-
turned to his rifle and his pile of clothes. This should
have been the hard part, but it was not. Aubrey had
known since he first opened his deer’s eyes to see like
an animal but think like a man, that he would be able to
cast the spell in reverse. He had to think it through care-
fully, slowly, not wanting to make a mistake, but it came
to his mind even more easily this time, and then he was
once again a man. He was crouched on his hands and
knees, naked and wild, in a slowly darkening and bril-
liantly colored forest, and all the smells and sounds that
had been so clear all day were muffled or swept away.
He shook his head once to clear it, then fell back to a sit-
ting position and stretched his legs out before him as far
as they would go.

He was a shape-changer.

When Glyrenden returned the next day, he was in
such a foul mood that Orion hid from him and Arachne
stayed in the kitchen, and both Lilith and Aubrey held
their tongues. Aubrey had decided the day before to
make no mention of his own remarkable progress, and
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indeed he did not speak to Glyrenden at all until break-
fast the following morning.

“Your last expedition did not go well?” he asked re-
spectfully, as Glyrenden’s scowl showed no signs of dis-
appearing.

“Well enough,” the wizard shot back. “Why do you
ask?”

The teaching sessions did not go smoothly that day,
for Aubrey had a hard time concealing that he had al-
ready moved beyond simple exercises; and this attempt
to lie made him mispronounce even the spells he knew.
But his maladroitness restored to Glyrenden some of his
good humor, so Aubrey felt perhaps the deception was
proving useful.

“Old Cyril told me a thing or two about your clever-
ness before he sent you to me,” Glyrenden said as they
stopped to take the afternoon meal that Arachne brought
into the study. “I confess, I have only once or twice seen
evidence of it. But perhaps it is a slow thing to learn, eh?
I have been a shape-changer so long, I cannot recall how
long it took me to learn the skills.”

Aubrey was piqued by the slighting reference to his
ability, but he tried to hide it. “Have you had many stu-
dents besides me?” he asked. “And have I been the
slowest one to learn?”

Glyrenden took a swig of light ale and gave Aubrey a
somewhat malicious smile. “You are the first,” he said.

“Am I really? But why?”

“I have never been interested in taking students. They
waste one’s time and interrupt one’s schedule.”

“Why did you agree to take me, then?”

If anything, the smile became more malevolent. “Be-
cause Cyril convinced me that you were special.” There
seemed to be no answer required to that.
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Aubrey was delighted to learn that Glyrenden was to
leave again in two short days, and this time be gone more
than a week. More time to exercise his newfound abili-
ties. He did not say so, of course. “Perhaps someday you
will take me with you,” he said instead, though by now
he knew Glyrenden would never invite him. By now he
was glad of it.

Glyrenden laughed. “It would inconvenience me
greatly to have you at my side—this time, at least.
Maybe sometime in the future. If you beg me hard
enough.”

Aubrey forced a smile to hide his distaste. “I begged
once or twice when I first came here, and you never ac-
cepted my escort. You are not moved by begging.”

“Indeed, you are wrong. I enjoy it very much.”

“Perhaps then, if I plead hard enough, you will teach
me something new,” Aubrey said, to turn the subject. “I
have not been successful yet today, and I would like
something fresh to practice while you are gone.”

Glyrenden regarded him narrowly for a moment, and
then his mouth drew back in a feral smile. “I know just
the lesson,” he said, and moved over to the narrow
ebony desk pushed against the back wall. After a mo-
ment’s debate, he picked up a small silver statuette in
the shape of a nude woman with her arms stretched lux-
uriously above her head.

“I have a fondness for this piece,” he said. “But its
color no longer pleases me. Can you turn it to gold?”

Smiling, Aubrey took the figurine from Glyrenden’s
hands, feeling the silken metal cool and smooth against
his fingers. “I can try,” he said, and silently invoked the
spell.

Despite his earlier failures this day, he was astonished
when the silver woman did not immediately metamor-
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phose to gold. Having learned to change the complex
circuitry of his body, he had not expected to have trou-
ble altering any mundane inert material. How had he
miscued the speli? He tightened his fingers and tried the
enchantment again.

Glyrenden, as usual, was talking. “A perfect woman,
is she not?” he said, in his light voice. “Such detailing in
the face, in the breasts—you can almost imagine the
color and texture of her skin, if she were alive, if she
were human. What does she reach for, with her hands
lifted up like that? For the kiss of a man? For the heat of
the sun? I think she just likes to feel the suppleness and
elasticity of her own body. I think she has just risen
from her bed, where her lover lies sleeping, and she is
thinking that now, in the daytime, her body is her own
again. But at night it is his, and she knows it is his—it
was his the night before and will be his again this night,
but for now she feels solitary and purified and free.”

As always, Aubrey was distracted by the sense of
Glyrenden’s words, for the wizard generally indulged in
strange, seductively sinister monologues when he was
trying to destroy Aubrey’s concentration. Yet even so,
had he been alone in the room and Glyrenden nowhere
nearby, Aubrey knew he would have been unable to
change the silver statue to gold. He could send his mind
to the simplest, deepest level of the cast metal; he could
feel the molecular bindings that held one infinitesimal
fragment to the other, but he could not dissolve those
bindings and rearrange them. The woman resisted his
alchemy. The knowledge made him furious, but he
would not let Glyrenden see. Glyrenden was teaching
him something—or proving a point, it was hard to tell—
and only meek deference would allow Aubrey to learn
which.
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He set the statue back on Glyrenden’s desk. “I cannot
change her,” he admitted. “She is impervious to my
magic.” ' ,

Glyrenden smiled, well-pleased. He fondled the fig-
urine, letting her stand where Aubrey had placed her.
“And yet, she is receptive to sorcery,” the wizard said.
“For she was not always a woman clothed in silver.”

Aubrey understood then. “She has been changed al-
ready,” he said.

Glyrenden nodded. His fingers still played lovingly
over the curves and surfaces of the metallic body. “A
beautiful piece,” he said. “Carved from cherrywood dark
as port. The striations of the tree made black loops
around her waist and ringed her wrists with bracelets.
But I stroked her breast once and found a splinter in my
hand, and that was the end of that wooden girl.”

Glyrenden laughed; some irony, not apparent to
Aubrey, amused him. “Now who would want a woman
made of wood?” he asked. “Who would embrace a
dryad? Give me flesh and blood any day.”

Aubrey was tired of this posturing; he wanted to know
the moral. “So the silver lady,” he said. “Will she be sil-
ver forever? Or might you make her gold?”

Glyrenden gave him a quick, sharp look from those
lightless black eyes. “I could make her gold, if I chose,”
he said haughtily. “I changed her, and her shape re-
sponds to my calling. But you cannot. For you she will
never alter.”

So Glyrenden was proving a point after all. “Never?
Can you not teach me the spells to change something
that has been shaped from something else?”

“They are the same spells,” Glyrenden said, “but what
has been transfigured by one man cannot be modified by
another. What I have converted to stone or silver or dia-
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mond will remain stone or silver or diamond, no matter
how many spells you cast.”

“Once, long ago, you changed a piece of the ocean to
fire, and I changed it back to water,” Aubrey said. “Why
was that possible, while this is not?”

“Because I meant you to find the ocean in the flame. 1
put no baffles in my incantation.”

“You are far more powerful than I am, and I realize
that,” Aubrey said in a level voice. “But might a
stronger wizard circumvent your spells?”

“No,” Glyrenden said. “Because the shape-changer’s
magic is incontrovertible.”

Aubrey met the black eyes, keeping his own limpid
and submissive, and knew that the man was lying. It
scarcely mattered; Aubrey had failed to counteract
Glyrenden’s spell this time, and it was likely he would
fail again if he tried once more. But that did not mean
the magic was unalterable. It did not mean Glyrenden
could, with impunity, change every last object that came
within his sight. It just meant that, to defeat him, Aubrey
needed to find a better wizard—or to become a better
wizard himself.



Ten

A

IN THE MORNING, GLYRENDEN WAS GONE. TWO DAYS
later, Royel Stephanis came to visit.

That morning, Aubrey and Lilith were lingering late
over breakfast. Since returning from Faren Rochester’s
house, Aubrey had made it a point to spend as little time
alone with Lilith as possible, but he could not force him-
self to give up those intimate morning meals. Sometimes
they sat at the breakfast table until nearly noon, saying
very little but loath to leave the room. This day, it was
close to the hour of ten o’clock when a rusty, discordant
clamor tumbied through the house.

“What in this world—" Aubrey began, starting up
from his chair, although Lilith still sat serenely in hers.

“The bell. On the front porch. Someone has arrived.”

Aubrey sat down again. “A visitor? But who? You
never have visitors.”

She shrugged, and picked up her glass of honeyed
milk. “Someone for Glyrenden, most likely.”

She sipped at her milk. Arachne, who was cleaning up
after the meal, continued to scrub furiously at the coun-
tertops. Orion had long since left the house.

“Aren’t you going to answer the door?” Aubrey asked
finally.
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“Perhaps whoever it is will go away,” Lilith said.
“Perhaps he has already.”

Indeed, the horrendous clangor had died down and fi-
nally ceased. Aubrey wondered who could have come to
seek out the wizard.

“It could have been someone from town,” he said.
“Glyrenden might have ordered more gowns to be made
for you.”

“I don’t think so0.”

“Perhaps it was a tradesman, then, with a bill that
Glyrenden forgot to pay.”

“We are never dunned here.”

“Well, then—"

But before Aubrey could offer further speculation, the
wretched noise started up again, filling the house with
its hoarse summons. Aubrey came to his feet. “A persis-
tent someone,” he said. “I'll go see who it is, shall 17

Lilith shrugged, and Aubrey left the room. He no-
ticed, as he stepped gingerly through the dusty front
hallway, that there was no longer any sign of the foot-
steps he and Lilith had left there the day her gowns had
arrived. In this house, traces of human habitation were
silted over quickly; even the stone and brick seemed to
resent their occupation and to attempt to obliterate their
presence.

The massive front door was not locked, but the catch
was stiff, and it took Aubrey a moment to pry it open.
When he had finally managed to throw back the door, he
wished he had not bothered; he wished he had stayed in
the kitchen with Lilith. He had no desire to invite Royel
! Stephanis inside.

“My lord,” Aubrey said, his words polite but his voice
edged. “The master of the house is not at home. Is there
something I can help you with?”
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Plainly, Royel was as chagrined to see Aubrey as
Aubrey was to see him. “I-—that is—no, he isn’t at
home,” the young man said, stuttering in his discomfort.
“He is at the king’s court. I know he is. He arrived a day
or two—you see—that is, my father has sent me to court
to serve the king, so [—”

“Well, then, you’d best go back there,” Aubrey said
unkindly.

He made as if to swing the door shut, but it was as
hard to close as it was to open, and Royel moved more
quickly than Aubrey expected. He was inside the dis-
graceful hallway before Aubrey could stop him.

“Is she here?” he asked quietly.

“The wizard’s wife?” Aubrey asked with some em-
phasis. “Yes.”

“She is the one I want to see.”

It was not Aubrey’s house; he could not deny another
man entry unless Lilith or Glyrenden told him whom to
turn away. He sighed inaudibly and headed toward the
kitchen. “Back this way,” he said over his shoulder. He
heard Royel scuff along behind him through the dirt.

In the kitchen, nothing had changed. Arachne still at-
tacked invisible stains on the wooden countertops, Lilith
still sat at the table and took tiny swallows of her milk.
The shape-changer’s wife looked neither surprised nor
annoyed when Royel tripped into view; nor did she look
pleased or embarrassed or self-conscious. She did not
care at all.

“My lady,” Royel said, giving her an unearned cour-
tesy title and a bow deep enough to impress a queen. “I
have hoped that I could see you again.”

Scowling, Aubrey dropped into the chair closest to
Lilith and waved at an empty chair across from him.
“Well, since you’re here, you might as well sit down,”
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he said, supremely ungracious. “Have you eaten? Are
you hungry?”

Royel did not take his eyes from Lilith’s face; by feel,
he found a chair, pulled it out, and seated himself. “Hun-
gry?” he repeated. “I don’t—it doesn’t seem that I'm
hungry.”

Again, Aubrey stifled a sigh. “Arachne, if we have
any food left, would you serve him a plate?” he asked.
Arachne’s muttering grew momentarily louder, a form
of protest, and then she clattered some utensils together
to prepare Royel’s meal.

“You are as beautiful as I remember,” Royel was say-
ing to Lilith. “T have thought about you constantly for
the past few weeks. I have thought of nothing else but
your white skin and green eyes.”

Aubrey rose abruptly. “I have things I must do,” he
said. “Royel, you might remind yourself that the lady is
a married woman. There are servants in the house, and I
will be within call. Do not do anything to dishonor your
father’s name.”

Lilith’s eyes lifted to his when he stood. She had not
said a word since Royel entered the room, and she said
nothing now, although Aubrey hesitated, thinking she
might. But she merely watched him for the briefest mo-
ment, then looked down at her plate again. Aubrey left
the room.

As he had promised Royel, he stayed within earshot
of the house for the next few hours, chopping wood and
making an ineffectual effort at weeding the flower gar-
den that circled the house. He did not, however, really
expect Royel to attempt any physical declaration of pas-
sion; the boy was too innocent, for one thing, and too
well-bred, for another. But Aubrey was troubled by
wondering what Lilith would say or do if such a situa-
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tion arose. Would she cry out for help? Struggle in the
young man’s arms? Grab some convenient weapon and
assault her assailant in turn? Or would she shrug and
submit, as she submitted to so many indignities in her
life, not seeming to care who held her, who desired her,
who loved her; having no respect at all for the limits of
her body or the requirements of her soul?

It was nearly twilight, and Aubrey was getting hun-
gry, when Royel emerged from the house alone. The
young man glanced around as if checking for the famil-
iar reference points of earth and sun; when he spotted
Aubrey, he came over to join him. Never had Aubrey
seen a face so sorrowful and disconsolate.

“She will not listen to me,” the young man said with-
out preamble. As if, Aubrey thought in some exaspera-
tion, I am his confidante and his abettor; as if he expects
me to commiserate. “I tell her that I love her, and she
turns away.”

“What did you expect her to do?” Aubrey asked. “She
has a husband.”

“She does not love him.”

“She shared this information with you?”

“No.”

“Then what great insight told you so?”

“It is true. I am sure of it. She does not love him—she
could not.”

Aubrey had said much the same thing to himself
many times, but he had no proof of it. “She stays with
him,” he said coldly. “And she has ample opportunities
to leave.”

“Perhaps she has nowhere else to go. But—if she
could come to me—"

“Perhaps she will,” Aubrey forced himself to say, “if
she knows she has the choice.”
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For a moment Royel did not reply. He stared down at
his expensively shod feet and toed the dry dirt. “I have
thought of nothing else but her,” he said at last, his
voice low and hopeless. “Since she first walked into
Faren Rochester’s fortress, I have had the picture of her
in my mind day and night. I cannot talk to the other
women at my father’s house or in the king’s court—their
voices sound harsh to me; their shrill laughter falls on
my ears and gives me actual pain. I have spent maybe
one full day in her presence, and maybe three minutes
out of those hours has she met my eyes with hers, and
yet the memory of her face is so clear to me that I know
nothing else will move me so greatly until the day that I
die. I feel drugged. I feel bewitched. 1 know that her
husband is a sorcerer, and I wonder if he has laid a
charm on me. But I would not ask him to undo the
words, revoke the spell—and I would not ask him to
make me forget her. Even if I cannot be with her another
day in my life, I have had this much time, and it will do
me—it will see me through the other blank, empty days
of my life.”

Aubrey absolutely could not respond to that extraordi-
nary speech. He felt as if the young poet had found a
halted, stumbling text printed in his own brain, and
turned the sentiments into verse. Royel shot him a
hooded look from under his thin, dark brows.

“I know,” the young lord continued, a little more
rapidly, “that there is something odd about her. I know
she is not like other women. All my life, I have been
drawn to people who were disfigured or crippled or
strange. At my father’s house, there was an old hunch-
back, a terrifying man—all the children hid from him,
all the women shrieked when he came near. But he was
my friend, and he taught me many things. I have been

-
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drawn to the witchwomen of villages and the peasant
boys who were born simpletons though they had amaz-
ing abilities with animals. If a beggar on the road accosts
me, he is sure to have six fingers or one eye blue and the
other black. I know there is something in me that is out
of key—that responds only to others with the same bro-
ken music. But I cannot help it. I cannot change. And I
love her.”

Aubrey lifted a hand and gently laid it across the
boy’s back. “Your love for the wild and the strange
does you credit,” he said softly. “You were born to be a
saint, perhaps—certainly a poet. But it does you no
good to love this one. You would do better not to return
here.”

Royel pulled away from him, a fresh surge of deter-
mination routing his momentary despair. “She does not
love him,” he said with conviction.

“I don’t believe she loves anybody,” Aubrey replied.

Royel Stephanis left at nightfall, although Aubrey felt
obliged to offer him a bed, which he refused. Lilith
watched him go, a dark shape against the lingering red
line of sunset, but she did not seem to be sorry.

They had eaten dinner, and watched Arachne clean
the kitchen, and played three games of Drain the Well
before Aubrey broached the subject of the young lord’s
visit.

“He seems like a nice young man,” was his opening
gambit.

“Who?”

“Royel Stephanis. Who else would I mean?”

She shrugged.

“Do you like him?” Aubrey pursued.

“I don’t dislike him,” she said.
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“That’s not saying very much.”

Her swift smile came and went. “What is it that you
want me to say?” she inquired obligingly. “Just tell me,
and I will say it.”

“I want you to tell me what you thought of him.”

“He seems like a nice young man,” she replied, giving
him back his own words.

Aubrey shook his head, but he could not help smiling.
“He thinks he is in love with you,” he said.

“So he told me.”

“Did you not care about that—one way or another?
Were you pleased or angry or flustered or touched?”

“No,” she said.

He did not want her to love Royel Stephanis, but the
cold answer disconcerted him a little. “But it means so
much to him,” he persisted. “Surely you could find it in
your heart to be kind to him because he cares for you so
greatly.”

Lilith laid her cards down and let him see the skepti-
cal, ironic look on her face. “I do not know what men
mean when they say they love me,” she said. “I have
heard the words ‘desire’ and ‘passion’ and ‘lust,” and
they are just words to me. I know the word ‘love’ is sup-
posed to encompass these things and more—tenderness,
you would say, some kind of empathy for the object of
the emotion. I feel none of these things, therefore I do
not know how another feels when he says he is experi-
encing love. What am I supposed to say to him? It does
not maiter if he loves me or not.”

“That is a dreadful thing to say,” Aubrey said, very
quietly.

“Well, it is the truth. I thought that is what you were
interested in.”
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“You say you don’t know what a man’s love feels
like,” Aubrey said. “And yet your husband loves you.”

“My husband’s love,” she said, “is the most suspect of
all.”

“So you do not care for him,” Aubrey said.

“No. I do not care for him.”

“Why did you marry him, then?”

She regarded him steadily and did not answer.

“And you care for nobody? In the world?”

“I told you,” she said, “I do not know what the words
mean.”

“But,” he said, very slowly, afraid to say it but want-
ing to know the worst, “you told me. In the coach, as we
arrived at Faren Rochester’s. You told me it mattered to
you, whether I stayed or went. You said that. Did you
not mean it?”

She did not drop her eyes, but her expression
changed, became thoughtful, as if she was just now re-
calling her own words and deciding what they meant.
Aubrey waited, utterly motionless.

“You make my life more bearable,” she said at last. “I
meant what I said.”

It was more than he had expected. “You consider me
a friend—is that it?” he asked, feeling himself breathless
as he said the words.

“I have not had much experience with friendship, ei-
ther,” she said. “Is that what you are? A friend?”

“I care what happens to you—I would do what I could
to help you,” he said, stammering a little. As bad as
Royel Stephanis, but more adept at guile. “If there is
something you would have me do, ask me—"

“I can think of nothing you can do for me,” she said
curtly. There was silence between them for a moment.
Then she said, as if the words surprised her even more




THE SHAPE-CHANGER’S WIFE 139

than they surprised him, “But I thank you for the
offer.”

Perhaps it was because of Royel Stephanis’ impas-
sioned words, or perhaps it was because the air was so
fine the next morning; for whatever reason, Aubrey
could not bring himself to leave Lilith alone at the
breakfast table the following day.

“I’m restless and tired of my own company,” he said.
“Would you walk with me in the woods today? We have
not gone exploring together for weeks.”

“I would be glad to,” she said, rising at once to her
feet. It was the first time he had ever heard her claim to
feel any emotion at all.

So they spent the whole day together, strolling the
green pathways of the forest. They said very little, but
their silence was companionable. Lilith, when ques-
tioned, proved to know the name of every bush and tree
that grew together in disorganized fashion throughout
the length and breadth of the woods, and she named
each one for Aubrey as they passed. About wildflowers,
however, she was strangely ignorant, and she had no in-
terest in the names of the birds or the habits of the foxes
or the formations of the clouds. Aubrey told her what he
knew, but he did not flatter himself that she bothered to
remember his lecture.

He was afraid to spend another day alone in her
company, for that day had been, without exception, the
most pleasant day of his life. He did not know what to
do; he was sure his heart would break. He could not
stay, he could not go, and he did not believe that if he
asked her, Lilith would come away with him. It was
not that she harbored any affection for Glyrenden. Oh,
no. She had made her detestation of her husband plain
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enough—and yet, she seemed strangely unwilling to
forsake him. Any other unhappy wife, abandoned for
days at a time in a remote house on the far reaches of
civilization, would have surprised her husband with an
empty house one day when he came back from his
wandering; but Lilith stayed. And never spoke of leav-
ing.

The same was true of the other inmates of the house,
a fact that puzzled Aubrey almost as much, and wor-
ried him as well. For Orion was clearly afraid of the
wizard; he cowered when Glyrenden came too close,
and never stayed in any room with him longer than was
strictly necessary. Arachne seemed to have no emo-
tions of any kind, but she kept herself always more
than arm’s length from the shape-changer, and ducked
her head nearer to her chest any time he walked into a
room. So they had no love for him, and as far as
Aubrey could tell, he paid them no wage. So why did
they stay?

Because they want him to change them back.

The thought came to Aubrey late that night, far past
midnight, as he lay sleeplessly listening to a storm
crashing through the forest. It clawed at his closed shut-
ter and raged across the eaves and turrets, and it made
him restless enough to stand, light his candle and begin
pacing his uneven floor. Lately, it took magic to make
him sleep through the night, and even in his dreams his
stomach held a stone in it, heavier each day and darker
in color.

They want him to change them back.

Surely that could not be true; surely his wild suspi-
cions were lunatic, unfounded. A strange man and a
strange woman, who had been made briefly beautiful
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with magic; why did he believe they had ever been any-
thing other than what they were now?

But the stone rocked and turned in his stomach. They
want him to change them back.

Aubrey spent the next three days alone in the forest,
undergoing a variety of transformations. He became a
deer again, and then a hawk, and he caught one night’s
supper in that winged and taloned form. He made him-
self a cougar, sleek and deadly; an owl, wide-eyed and
impassive; a fish, mindlessly joyous. He thought of
Orion and made himself into a bear, slow-witted but
cunning; he thought of Arachne, and changed himself
into a spider, quick and industrious. That last transfor-
mation was the most difficult of all and the hardest to re-
turn from. He came back to his own shape nauseous and
sweating. The spider was too far removed from the
human shape to allow for easy interrelation, but at least
the experiment had been valuable; it had answered that
question and stretched his ability. The next day he made
himself a moth and an ant and a firefly, and that day it
was easier.

He became, in a few short days, so skilled that he
could move from one form to another without becoming
a man in between, although he could not do it rapidly.
He made himself a dove, a cardinal and a jay; a squirrel,
a weasel and a beaver; a wolf, a hound and a fox. He
made himself every kind of animal he could think of; he
was within a very few days almost every species known
to the kingdom, but none of them felt familiar to him.
Not one of them reminded him of Lilith, and the stone in
his stomach grew larger.

For he was in love with her and she would break his
heart; she had not been born a woman but even now he
did not know what she was.
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It was then that Aubrey decided he needed to visit
Faren Rochester’s home again, to talk with the lord’s
sorcerer.

“I’ll be gone a day or two,” he told Lilith.

She did not ask where he was going; did not care,
probably. “What shall I tell Glyrenden if he returns be-
fore you do?” she asked.

“I don’t think he will,” Aubrey replied. “If he does,
say you have no notion where [ am.”

He had walked half a mile along the road toward
Rochester’s before he paused and began to ready him-
self for travel. Having given this a good deal of thought
in the past few days, he was prepared. He took off his
clothes, the thinnest ones he owned, and carefully folded
them into a flat, lightweight pack. He slipped the pack
over his shoulders, tying it carefully under his arms and
around his waist till it did not bind anywhere. Once it
was in place, he spoke the spellwords, and melted into
waolf shape.

He took a few tentative steps, and then tried a light
run, but the pack was still inconvenient. He turned
himself to a man and tried again, this time tying the
bundle so that it lay against his chest. Back in wolf
shape, he trotted forward again, his stride settling into
an easy lope as the ropes of the pack grew more famil-
iar.

The colorless miles flashed by; the acres of forest that
he had found so uninspiring on his first trip this way
now seemed thick with noise and incident and odor. He
stopped for water at a running stream. When he was
hungry, he caught an indolent rabbit and ate it raw. His
mind turned on the most immediate problems: the pres-
ence of game, the sensation of thirst, the occasional




THE SHAPE-CHANGER’S WIFE 143

whisper of danger. Toward nightfall, he heard men’s

voices far ahead and caught the pungent whiff of their

campfire. He altered his course and ran invisibly around
them.

When he tired, he turned himself into a man again,
and slept. He would have liked to remain in animal
form, but it was still too new to him; he could not be
sure his borrowed instincts would keep him safe in the
night. It seemed more sensible to sleep as a man, to face
only the dangers a man might face, so that if he woke in
peril he could respond in the ways with which he was
most familiar.

He rose early the next morning, resumed his wolf ap-
pearance, and raced on through the forest. It was still a
few hours before noon when he arrived on Faren
Rochester’s land and came to a halt. His legs grew
thicker and his eyes remembered color; he felt his skin
turn smooth and thin. He changed back into a man.

He did not want to present himself at the door.
Faren Rochester seemed like the sort who would won-
der why one wizard was seeking the counsel of an-
other, and Aubrey did not particularly feel like
explaining. So he caught a morning breeze and en-
dowed it with a message, and sent it skirling into the
magician’s chamber. Then he dressed himself and
smoothed down his hair, hoping he did not present a
ragged appearance. He felt as if a trace of wildness
lingered somewhere in the slant of his eyes or the
fierceness of his posture; the longer he stayed a wolf,
the more difficult it would be to become wholly
human again. '

Sirrit did not make him wait long, but came strolling
through the forest within an hour. He picked his way
through the undergrowth with the aid of a silver and
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ebony cane, and he navigated without circuit to the
glade Aubrey had chosen.

“Good morning,” the elder wizard greeted the
younger, nodding as casually as if they were in the habit
of meeting for conferences in the woods. “You’re travel-
ing some distance from home.”

“I felt the need for company,” Aubrey said with a
quick, cursory smile.

Sirrit glanced around, but Aubrey was sure it was a
deliberate charade. “Where’s your horse?”

“I came on foot.”

Sirrit glanced down to see Aubrey’s feet covered only
in thin woolen socks; his boots had been too heavy to
carry in his pack. “Not on those feet, I'll wager,” the
wizard said dryly.

“No,” Aubrey said. “I have been practicing my
newest skills.”

“Ah.” Sirrit pointed with his cane, and led Aubrey to
the trunk of a mammoth fallen tree. They both sat. “So
Glyrenden is in fact teaching you to be a shape-
changer.”

“That is what I came to him to learn.”

“Well, he is the master. But he has not been overfond
of taking students, in the past.”

“I wonder why he took me, then.”

Sirrit gave him a sidelong look and seemed to con-
sider. “Glyrenden believes in getting to know his
enemy.”

“His enemy? I was never that,” Aubrey said—and
then fell silent. For he knew that was, now at least, a
lie.

“Some years ago,” Sirrit said, settling himself more
comfortably on the log, “we were better friends. Glyren-
den, and Cyril and I, and men whose names you would
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not know if I told them. Cyril, who could always fore-
cast better than any of us, took his scrying crystal and
told us each our futures. I was to grow old and fat in
some lord’s service, Cyril was to win respect and ac-
claim, Mintele was to travel to foreign lands to battle
some ancient magical creature. Prophecies like that.
Glyrenden was told that his fate lay in the hands of a
young magician whose name he would recognize when
he heard it.”

“His fate,” Aubrey repeated. “What does that mean?”

Sirrit shrugged. “Who knows? Was this young man to
save Glyrenden’s life or make his reputation or utterly
destroy him? Cyril could not be more specific.” Sirrit
gave Aubrey another sideways glance. “But I have to
believe your name sounded familiar to Glyrenden, and
s0 he took you on when you applied.”

“It was Cyril’s idea that I go to Glyrenden,” Aubrey
said. “He would not teach me the shape-changing spells
himself.”

“But Glyrenden has shared them with you?”

“Some of them. Some I have puzzled out on my own.
Some of them—" Aubrey hesitated, shrugged and then
burst out: “Sirrit, I am learning some things I wish I had
never known.”

“Knowledge is always double-edged,” the sorcerer
replied.

“That cannot be true.”

“Believe it,” Sirrit said. “There is not a spell you will
learn from now until you die that cannot be misused or
misdirected.”

“I have learned the most barbarous spell there is,”
Aubrey said, very low.

“And that is?”’



146 Sharon Shinn

“How to create a human being from something that
was not human at all.”

Sirrit planted his cane between his feet and rested his
clasped hands on its silver handle. “Oh,” he said, “that is
not so barbaric.”

Aubrey turned shocked eyes to him. “How can you
say that? You were the one who lectured me about the
existence of the universal soul—"

Sirrit held up one hand to silence him. “Very well.
Barbaric, then, but not surprising. The oldest urge in the
range of human desires is to create another being in a fa-
miliar image. To create another being to love. That is
why you were born, why I was born—why any of us is
alive today and traveling from city to city—because the
human drive to procreate is as strong as the drive to
live.”

“Yes—but—that is a natural act, an inevitable pro-
gression of the race. But to make something—a being, a
man or a woman—from material that was something
else—"

Sirrit shrugged. “Wizards take shortcuts,” he said.
“And they like to improve upon the imperfect human
process.”

“It is outrageous!”

“No doubt, but it’s not amazing,” Sirrit said. “The
second-strongest human urge is to find something help-
less and control it.”

“That’s not true!” Aubrey said hotly.

Sirrit regarded him for a moment with a half-smile.
“Well, perhaps you’re right,” he conceded. “But for
some men it is an irresistible urge.”

Aubrey stared at him. If this man was as unprinci-
pled as Glyrenden, if the whole race of wizards was
addicted to such games of power, then he had cast his
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last spell; he could not bear to practice magic another
day. “Have you ever,” he asked, his voice almost a
whisper, “called forth such a creature? Done such a
thing?”

“This was not a branch of magic that appealed to me,”
Sirrit said dryly. “I never learned the spells.”

Aubrey felt a rush of relief; he knew it colored his
face rosy.

“Cyril knows them but he will not use them, nor will
many of the other great sorcerers. But you have learned
them,” Sirrit said softly. “And having learned them, you
cannot unlearn them. That is one of the other dark prices
of knowledge.”

“I did not come here to ask you to teach me how to
forget,” Aubrey said.

“Why, then?”

“To ask you how to undo another magician’s spell.”

There was a long silence. “The easiest way,” Sirrit
said, “is to kill him.”

“That is not the way I would choose.”

“No, and it is not always effective, either,” Sirrit said
with a certain amount of regret. “Usually it is! I was in
Cannewold when the sorcerer Talvis died, and I saw
with my own eyes the ocean surge through the dams he
had constructed to keep the city safe. I saw the houses
fall to the blue hunger of the waves, and I saw sea foam
swirl around the high spire of the viceroy’s castle. A
thousand men perished in that flood, and all because the
magic died with the man.”

“But when Soetan died, the roses still bloomed on
Virris Mountain, and it was his spell that had turned that
barren earth fruitful,” Aubrey said. “And no wizard, not
you nor Cyril nor Talvis himself, was able to reverse the
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spell that Soetan laid on King Reginald, and so the man
finished his days blind and mute.”

“Well, Soetan was a man of exceptional gifts,” Sirrit
said. “And it is hard indeed to break a spell when a pow-
erful wizard does not want it to be circumvented.”

“How is it done, then?” Aubrey said. “Because I must
know.”

“You have to be a better wizard,” Sirrit said simply.

Aubrey just looked at him.

“There is more, of course,” the old sorcerer continued.
“You must love the thing itself, the thing that you are
restoring—not the thing that it has become, which is
sometimes more beautiful and more useful than the
thing it was, but the thing that it was brought into the
world to be. The reason none of us could return King
Reginald to his former state was that none of us, really,
liked him, and we had all rather preferred the world
when he could not watch our doings or comment upon
them. None of us would have visited his infirmities upon
him, I believe, but we couldn’t quite bring ourselves to
correct his problems.”

“How can you love something you have never seen in
its primeval state?” Aubrey asked. He had grown chilly
at the wizard’s words; he knew what it was to prefer the
alteration to the original.

“That’s the first unanswerable question,” Sirrit said.
“There is another.”

Aubrey looked over with dread. “What?”

“When you release something from the grip of magic,
or when you reverse magic, you put that person or that
object at tremendous risk. Magic changes people—
things—it sometimes makes them unfit to exist on their
own. How do you keep from destroying the very thing
you are trying to restore?”
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“How?” Aubrey demanded.

Sirrit shook his head. “I don’t know. No one knows.
Magic, my friend, is even more capricious than love.
Only you know how much your own is to be trusted.”

“My own magic, or my own love?” Aubrey said, ris-
ing to his feet. He felt shaky, a little dizzy. He wished he
could believe it was the shape-changing that had so un-
nerved him, but he knew it was the conversation.

“Both,” said Sirrit. “Either.”



Eleven
X

AUBREY WAS BACK AT GLYRENDEN’S HOUSE EARLY THE
next morning, preceding the master of the house only by
a matter of hours. But even had Aubrey been absent
when Glyrenden returned, the wizard probably would
not have noticed: He brought company with him, and all
his attention was for her.

His new companion was a shy and frightened young
girl Glyrenden called his niece. She was very small and
very brown, with large liquid eyes and a dappling of
freckles over her nose. She moved with a startled fluid-
ity that was beautiful to watch. The slightest noise made
her jump from her chair or tense in her tracks. As she
moved from room to room she made her way cautiously
from chair to sofa to table, as if taking shelter behind
each piece before moving forward again. Glyrenden said
she did not know their country’s language, but Aubrey
suspected she had no human speech at all.

“We shall call her Eve,” Glyrenden said fondly, run-
ning his cold, thin hand lovingly down the silky river of
her hair. “Is that not a lovely name, my pet?”

She shivered under his touch but did not move away.
Indeed, at all times she fixed her eyes on his face with a
strange beseeching intensity whether he was near her or
across the room; she never missed a single move he
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made. For his part, Glyrenden was quite besotted with
her. He loved to sit by the girl, holding her small hand in
his and stroking her hair back from her face, or dropping
his hands to her shoulders and giving them a slight
squeeze.

“Is she not lovely?” he murmured to Aubrey, or to
Lilith, or to whoever was in the room. “Is she not per-
fect, in fact?”

It was obvious she was not his niece, but whether or
not she was his lover, Aubrey was not able to determine.
She looked to be barely out of her early teens, undevel-
oped and girlish, but even her slight charms were irre-
sistible to the shape-changer. He even neglected to pay
his usual cloying court to Lilith while Eve was in the
house; all his sinister attention was focused on the girl.

What Lilith thought about the introduction of Eve to
this household was impossible to guess. She treated the
girl as she treated everyone else, with a cool indifference
that was neither welcoming nor hostile. If she felt any
jealousy—or compassion—it did not show. She simply
did not care.

As for Aubrey, he walked around the house as a man
inflicted with the influenza, his stomach in perpetual tor-
ment and the weight slowly dropping from his body.

From the time that Glyrenden returned with Eve, all
lessons halted. The wizard was too taken with his young
prize to waste time with a troublesome student, and
Aubrey was too sick to ask for the shape-changer’s at-
tention. Although this was the busy season at the king’s
court, Glyrenden made no mention of leaving again
soon; there was no way to know how long he would be
at home this time.

So for several weeks they lived in a strange, uneasy
state of idleness, the two men and the four changed
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things, and each of them filled the days as best they
could. Arachne cleaned and cooked and kept to herself;
Orion hunted by day and slept noisily in the evenings.
Lilith and Aubrey played cards endlessly, match after
match of picquet and whist and cribbage, till even the
unmarked decks became familiar and predictable. And
Glyrenden gloated over his newest possession.

It was by sheerest accident that Aubrey and Glyren-
den came face to face one afternoon in the study where
they had once practiced exercises and which now they
seldom used at all. Aubrey was searching for a book
Glyrenden had once lent him; the older wizard was look-
ing up some wayward piece of knowledge. No one else
was present.

“Still studying, my pet?” Glyrenden asked him, with
that half-mocking smile that Aubrey had finally realized
was really a sneer. “And have you learned much of any
worth since I have neglected you so shamefully of late?”

“I have taught myself what I could,” Aubrey replied.
“But I have rarely found my own invention good enough
to equal a tutor’s guidance.”

“No—how should you, indeed? It is a pity I have been
gone so much, I know.”

Aubrey took a deep breath. “Perhaps it is time I left
you...” he said slowly. “If you have no time to teach
me—if I am in your way—"

Glyrenden smiled widely, his expression so wicked
that Aubrey felt the very bones in his body shrink in-
ward. “Do not pretend you will ever leave me,” he
drawled. “You will stay with me months and weeks and
years. You want so many of the things that I already
have.”

Aubrey turned cold. What, besides his knowledge, did
Glyrenden suspect that he coveted? “Why did you take
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me on as a pupil, Glyrenden?” he asked, for the first
time using the wizard’s name as an equal would.
“Merely from fear that I was really as good as Cyril said
I was?’

Glyrenden was still smiling. “It is a wise man who
learns his antagonist young,” he replied.

“If you consider me an adversary, why teach me the
spells at all?”

“Half the spells,” Glyrenden murmured.

Aubrey laughed shortly. “You think to leave me hun-
gry,” he said. “But you have gained no power over me
by treating me in such a way.”

“Have I not? Why are you still here then, Aubrey, my
pet, my lamb? What holds you here, if it is not desire?”
His smile, impossibly, widened. “Or is it fear?”

“I begin to think it is hatred, Glyrenden,” he replied
quietly.

“Ah,” the sorcerer breathed. “Then you have learned
something from me after all.”

That was the last private conversation that passed be-
tween the wizard and his apprentice for the next fort-
night. The mood at the house grew more strained as the
days passed; this was the longest period of time Glyren-
den had spent at his own house since Aubrey first took
up residence there. Everyone waited, with an unvoiced
hope, for the day some new commission would take the
wizard away again; but the days passed, and no such
commission came.

Aubrey and Lilith had ceased playing cards except in
the evenings. Now they spent much of their day walk-
ing, careless of what construction Glyrenden might put
on their obvious preference for each other’s company.
During those hikes, in the bracing autumn air, Aubrey
almost managed to be happy, almost managed to over-
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look the stone in his stomach and the continual, tortured
circling of his thoughts. He could not persuade himself
that Lilith felt any warmer feelings for him than mere
liking, but since she did not even like anyone else, that
was almost enough for him.

During those weeks, they talked only once about Eve,
whom they had come across that afternoon at the border
of the woods. They had found her with her mouth blood-
ied and her large brown eyes red with tears. Aubrey had
crouched beside her, though she drew away in alarm,
and healed as best he could the scrapes and bruises on
her arms and legs. She would not answer his gentle
questions, but as soon as he finished his ministrations,
she struggled to her feet and ran back toward the house.
The two of them watched her go, then slowly resumed
their walk toward the clearing in the forest.

“Did Glyrenden beat her?” Aubrey asked at last.

Lilith shook her head. “I doubt it. His abuses seldom
run that way.”

“Then what happened?”

Lilith shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably she climbed
the highest tree she could find and jumped from it, but
the fall did not kill her.”

Aubrey was horrified. “Was she trying to kill her-
self?”

“It would not surprise me.”

Now he looked at Lilith with a fear that he knew
would never leave him again as long as Glyrenden was
alive. “Have you ever tried to kill yourself? Since he
brought you to this house?”

She made a disinterested gesture with her hand.
“Once, I did. I was not successful. Glyrenden’s women
are proof against death.”




THE SHAPE-CHANGER’S WIFE 155

“Why do you stay with him?” he whispered, though
he knew the answer. “Why do you not run away?”

She looked over at him and suddenly the indifference
was gone from her. Beneath her unemotional mask he
sensed a longing so great that his own love for her was a
paltry thing beside it. “Because only he can give me the
one thing I want.”

He shook his head. “He will never give it to you.”

“] know. But I will get it nowhere else in this king-
dom.” They had arrived at the clearing that had become,
of every place in this entire forest, their place especially,
and she asked him, “Why do you stay? Merely because
you want to learn his terrible spells?”

He shook his head again, and spoke the truth with
some desperation. “I stay because I cannot leave you,”
he said. “I love you. Not even Glyrenden’s evil is
enough to drive me away.”

The clean lines of her face softened slightly, but she
shook her head in denial. “I have told you before what I
think of the love of men,” she said. “I do not know what
to do with it when it is offered to me, and I have none to
offer in return. I thought you understood.”

“T understood,” he said. “But it did not change me. Do
not send me away as you sent away Royel Stephanis.”

He saw her lips shape themselves to ask, Who? but
then she remembered. “I would not wish you to go just
because you love me,” she said.

He had no answer for that, but the cool reply strangely
enough did not discourage him. He thought, if anything,
she was faintly pleased by his declaration; but he knew
better than to press his suit.

Instead, during the long walk home, he asked her the
question he had wanted to ask for so long. He did not
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know how she would react to the inquiry, so he ap-
proached it obliquely, with another question.

“Will she be all right, do you think?” he said first.

“Will who be all right?” Lilith asked.

“Eve.”

Lilith shrugged. “She will not be happy. She will not
be tame. I don’t think she will die of him, but I can’t be
sure. It looks as though she will survive the day, at any
rate.”

Aubrey looked away from her to study the overgrown
path before them, which—with their constant travel-
ing-—had come to resemble a trail again. “She is a doe,
of course,” he said calmly, “or a fawn, rather. Very
young. And I have learned the truth about Arachne and
Orion, or I think I have. But you are still a mystery. I
have studied the shapes of all the animals in the king-
dom and not one of them reminds me of you. What is it
that you really are?”

For a moment she did not answer, and he thought she
might not tell him—or, even more unlikely, did not
know. Then she said, and her voice was dreamy, “In all
this kingdom, there is only one place that I love and one
place that I would consider beautiful. It is called the
King’s Grove, and in it is planted one of every kind of
tree that grows. No man is allowed to hunt there, no gar-
dener to prune, and when the wind comes through on a
summer evening the singing of the mingled leaves is a
chorus so sweet that even the birds pause to listen. The
scent of cedar blends with the fragrance of the blossoms
on the fruit trees, and the white of the birch is no more
beautiful than the heavy auburn of the elm. When the
leaves are silent, there is no sound at all, and the only
word is the echo of the name for peace.”

And then he knew. He looked at her again and saw
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not the smooth brown hair and the coarse gray gown, but
a long full shape, limber and graceful and arched against
the sun. “A willow,” he said.

“Yes,” she replied.

Two days later, early in the morning, Aubrey was
awakened by an urgent knocking at his bedroom door.
“Just a minute!” he called out, dragging himself from his
bed and pulling on a threadbare robe. He could not recall
a time during the months he had stayed in this house that
someone had summoned him early from bed.

Lilith stood outside the door, already dressed in one
of her gray gowns. “Come quickly,” she said. He had
rarely seen her so stirred up; a wash of color accentuated
the line of her cheekbones.

“What is it?” he demanded, following her down the
steep steps.

“Eve,” she replied. “Hurry.”

They found the young girl in the last place Aubrey
would have expected—Glyrenden’s study. She lay on
the floor, curled tightly in upon herself, moaning
piteously. Her glossy hair was spread in tangled disarray
over the stone floor; her nightdress was torn and twisted
around her body. Arachne stood to one side of her, whis-
pering under her breath. The room smelled unpleasantly
of vomit—and something else even more malevolent.

Aubrey dropped instantly beside the girl. “What hap-
pened?” he asked.

“1 don’t know. Arachne found her a few minutes ago
and came to get me.” '

Aubrey touched the colorless face, then ran his fingers
lightly down from the girl’s throat to her abdomen. “Poi-
son,” he said grimly. “One of Glyrenden’s mixtures, no
doubt.”
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“Can you help her?” Lilith asked.

“I don’t know. It depends on what she’s taken.” He
looked up at her. “Where’s Glyrenden?”

She gestured. “Gone. In the middle of the night. I
don’t know where or for how long.”

Aubrey nodded and rose to his feet. “Heat some
milk,” he directed Arachne. “And some water. We’ll
want to clean her up.”

Lilith left with Arachne. Aubrey prowled the magi-
cian’s study, looking for clues. They were not hard to
find. Eve had apparently crept down to the magician’s
room as soon as he left, and put together a mixture of
whatever potions were easiest to hand. She had left the
jars standing open on the table, some of their contents
spilled nearby. Aubrey tasted and identified each one:
rue, belladonna, curare, and a handful of ensorcelled
herbs, given more potency by magic. Any one of these
would have been enough to kill the girl, but she had
mixed too well—they had reacted against each other and
made her so ill she could not keep them in her body. Her
eagerness to die had no doubt saved her life.

Nonetheless, some of the toxin was still seething
through her blood; her continued pain made that obvi-
ous. Glyrenden was not the kind of man to accidentally
drink his own poisons, nor to administer them and then
regret, so he had not bothered to brew antidotes for any
of the deadly potions on his shelves. Aubrey worked
quickly, combining ingredients for the cures he knew,
guessing at the ones he didn’t.

Arachne entered behind him, carrying a kettle of hot
milk. “Set it there,” Aubrey said. “And I’ll need a clean
glass, and a spoon—yes, thank you.”

Lilith had returned at Arachne’s heels, bringing tow-
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els and a pail of water. She had a clean muslin night-
gown thrown over one shoulder.

“Will she be ill again?” the wizard’s wife asked prac-
tically. “I don’t want to ruin another nightdress.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Aubrey said. “I think the
chemicals have already been absorbed too far into her
system. Now we have to counteract them, not expel
them.”

Lilith nodded and knelt at the girl’s side. Aubrey,
mixing the hot milk into his desperate concoction,
spared a moment to watch Lilith work. As he might have
expected, she was neither distressed nor repulsed by the
sick and filthy girl; she took the brown head onto her lap
and began wiping away the vomit and spittle. What sur-
prised Aubrey was her gentleness, what he would even
call tenderness if he did not know better. Eve cried out
once sharply, when Lilith began to unbutton the collar of
her nightgown.

“Ssh,” Lilith said, her voice almost a croon. “Ssh,
now. You will be all right. You’ll see. It is not as bad as
you think.”

No, it’s worse, Aubrey thought, turning back to his
stirring. He had never known Lilith to lie before, even to
offer comfort. In fact, he had never known Lilith to offer
comfort. He felt a small, irrational chill shiver at the
base of his neck, and he shook his head to dispel it.

By the time Aubrey’s potion was mixed, Lilith had
cleaned and changed the girl, even combing out the
knotted masses of her hair. Aubrey knelt down and
handed Lilith the glass of doctored milk.

“I’'ll hold her up,” he said, taking Eve into his arms
and raising her against his shoulder. “You help her
drink.”

Eve resisted, but they managed to pour most of the
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drugged milk down her throat. She still had not opened
her eyes, and she did not seem to be conscious, but she
thrashed in Aubrey’s arms and uttered intermittent cries
of horror. But the potion had its quick effect. Shortly
after she swallowed it, she calmed a little. Her body re-
laxed and she seemed to tumble down the precipice of
sleep.

“Now what will happen?” Lilith asked.

“Now I don’t know,” Aubrey said. “I am only guess-
ing with all of this.”

“Can we move her somewhere more comfortable?”

“Yes.”

Aubrey rose with Eve in his arms and carried her back
to the kitchen. It was the warmest room in the house, the
place where they could all hover round and watch her.
Orion had made up a bed for her on a cot by the stove,
and Aubrey laid her there gently. She turned to her side
and did not move again.

“Sick,” Orion said.

“Very sick,” Aubrey agreed. “But we hope she will
get better.”

“We should have Arachne clean the study,” Lilith
said. “Before he gets home.”

“We’d best do it ourselves,” Aubrey said. “I would
' not like to leave any signs of Eve’s trespassing.”

So they got more buckets of water and a handful of
rags and returned to the sour-smelling study. They had
worked about half an hour in silence when Lilith spoke.

“What will happen to her?”

“She will be sick a day or two, and she will have to
eat easy things, like soup and bread. And then she
should be all right.”

Lilith looked over at Aubrey sorrowfully. She stood
across the room from him, the very picture of a domestic
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servant—her dark hair piled on her head, her gray skirt
hitched up, a wet rag wrapped around both hands. And
yet she did not look humble or ridiculous to Aubrey.

“No,” she said. “What will happen to her, Aubrey?
While she continues to live in this house?”

He felt that stone in his stomach grow heavier. “What
will happen to any of you?” he asked in turn.

Lilith gestured and laid aside her cloth. “For the rest
of us, it does not matter so much,” she said. “Arachne
and Orion he does not trouble. They were not formed for
his pleasure, merely for his amusement. He created them
but he leaves them alone.”

“And for you? How can you say it does not matter?”

She shrugged. “It is not the same,” she said. “I have
no instinctual terror at the touch of a man’s hand. I was
not born hating and distrusting men—I was brought into
the world with no thought of them at all. But for her it is
different. It is worse. And she is so much younger. And 1
have had time to grow used to him.”

“What are you saying?” he said. “What are you ask-
ing me to do?”

She shook her head. “There is nothing you can do,”
she said. “I know that. Or you would.”

And his stomach lurched again. He carefully set down
the tiny glass jar he had been wiping clean; it was too
heavy for him to hold. “I would,” he said. “I would.”

She sighed and sat down where she had stood, appear-
ing, for the first time since he had known her, weary,
discouraged and sad. Human. “Perhaps,” she said
slowly, “we should have let her die.”

“She probably would not have died with the toxins
she had taken. She just would have suffered longer be-
fore she recovered.”

“Then perhaps you should have given her the drugs
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she wanted instead of the drugs that would allow her to
heal.”

He stepped around the damp places where he had
mopped, and settled himself beside Lilith on the floor. “I
have never killed a human being,” he said slowly. “I
don’t know if I could do it.”

“She has the shape of a woman, but she is not a
woman. You would kill a deer for food.”

“For food,” he agreed. “But not—not—" He gestured,
unable to complete the sentence.

“If you came across a doe wounded in the woods, and
you could not save her, you would kill her,” Lilith said
swiftly. “It is the same thing.”

“It may be the same thing,” he said, “but I cannot give
her the potions that will let her die.” He was silent a mo-
ment, thinking.

“I came to magic,” he said at last, “with joy. I thought
it was a splendid thing to take the well of power that I
found within me and shape it to marvelous uses. I
learned to call up wind and control fire, to draw flowers
from barren soil and divert rain to the desert. I learned
to exorcise madness from men’s brains and to banish
illness from their blood. I can create illusions, I can
make a scrying crystal give me visions that are literal,
that are true. And everything I learned made me
happy-—made others happy. And that is what I learned
magic for.

“But magic, I have discovered, it like any skill. It is
not inherently good in itself. And some of it—yes, some
of it is inherently evil. There are wicked spells, savage
spells, enchantments that are so black that even to know
them withers the heart just a little, taints the soul. And
yet to be a great magician, to be a sorcerer of any abil-
ity or renown, those spells must be learned as well. For
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if a magician does not know them, they can be used
against him—and what is magic, after all, but a man’s
power to change the world while it is incapable of
changing him?

“I came to magic with joy,” he repeated, “but even as
it turns joyless in my hands, I cannot look away from it.
I must know it all, its breadth and its depth and its dark-
ness. I am hungry for it, even as it sickens me. I am ad-
dicted to it.”

“There is no hope for any of us, then,” Lilith said qui-
etly, “if someone like you can be corrupted.”

He put out his hand and lifted her chin. Her eyes
stared back at his unwaveringly. He had never seen her
face so sad. “No,” he said gently, “let me finish. I must
have knowledge, but I do not have to use it. Cyril taught
me that a long time ago. There were spells that he knew,
that he would not use, that he would not even teach. He
was like a farmer who owned a cache of weapons and
kept them buried in the ground. I am that kind of person
as well. Glyrenden has taught me how to change my
shape, but I have always come back as the man I was be-
fore.”

“Leave us now, then,” she whispered, “before he
changes you as he has changed us all.”

“I have told you already,” he said, bending forward,
“why I cannot leave.”

He kissed her lightly, a feather kiss, feeling the shape
of her mouth long and distinct against his own. She nei-
ther responded nor pulled away. When he lifted his
head, she was watching him, her face puzzled and her
eyes questioning.

“I love you,” he added in case she did not remember.
“If you wanted to be a woman, I would try to make you
love me in return.”
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She came slowly to her feet, staring down at him.
“But I do not want to be a woman,” she said.

“I know,” he said.

He was not surprised when she left the room without
speaking again. He spent the rest of the day cleaning
Glyrenden’s study by himself.



Twelve
S

EVE WAS BETTER THE NEXT DAY AND GLYRENDEN HAD NOT
returned. “Two good omens,” Aubrey observed over
breakfast. “I am not a superstitious man, but I shall not
overlook the portents.”

Lilith glanced at him expressionlessly. It was proba-
bly his imagination, but she seemed wary of him this
morning, as she had over dinner last night. “You speak
in riddles,” she said.

“I have something I want to try,” he said. “This might
be a good day. I don’t know when I'll be back.”

She nodded and did not ask him where he was going
or what he planned. From her husband she had learned
that few men appreciate curiosity; or perhaps she had
never been curious to begin with. Aubrey accepted a
packet of food from Arachne and set out well before
noon.

He walked far and fast, deep into the forest, miles
from the glade where he had first learned to be a shape-
changer. For this particular exercise, he wanted to be re-
moved from any familiar place, any clearing or acre that
held the faint but unmistakable imprint of man.

It was noon before he stopped. He was three miles
from the nearest pathway that branched off the main
road; he had broken his way through heavy undergrowth
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for the last six hundred yards, and he had come upon the
smallest open clearing in the woods. Here, the close fra-
ternity of trees was broken, and sunlight splashed down
to the greedy grass beneath the thick interweave of
branches. Perhaps, decades ago, another oak or elm had
stood here shoulder to shoulder with its neighbors. Now
there was an empty circle here in the heart of the forest,
and Aubrey stood there, getting his bearings.

To change something back, Sirrit had said, you must
love the thing it had been before. Aubrey touched the
rough bark of the tree closest to him, and thought about
that.

A tree is composed of the elements, Sirrit had said:
earth, air, water, fire. A man, on the other hand, is only
air and water.

Aubrey lifted his face to the sun, deliberately analyz-
ing the feel of its heat across his bones, the sickle of his
cheek, the tight curve of his chin. Sirrit had been wrong
about that. A man is air and water, but he is also fire as a
tree is fire, taking his primordial spark from the distant,
essential conflagration of the sun.

And is he earth, too? Aubrey wondered. Man ate the
fruits of the earth, giving him some alliance. Might he
skip that intermediate step, and teach himself to take his
sustenance directly from the rich, unadulterated soil?

Quickly, Aubrey bent to strip off his boots and his
woolen socks; then he unlaced, unbuckled and discarded
every last item of his clothing. It was possible, he knew
(he had been practicing), to change shapes and not be
troubled by garments he had neglected to remove. But
for this transformation he wanted nothing in his way.

He dug his bare feet into the black soil, critically not-
ing its composition. Generations of leaves, bits of bark,
airborne debris, the remains of animals long dead;
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deeper still, the elemental compounds—nitrogen, nickel,
copper, iron. He burrowed farther, feeling the striated
layers of the earth ringing his ankles and his calves,
touching, far beneath the placid surface of the ground,
the secret, quick-running table of water.

He raised his hands above his head, stretching his
arms as high as they would go, and then higher, reaching
for the sun itself. He spread his fingers, multiplying the
surfaces upon which the sun could fall, till he offered
twenty fingers, fifty, a hundred, an uncounted number,
flat and shiny and marbled with heliotropic veins. He
felt the wind shake through him and set him to dancing
through his shoulders and his elbows; but his torso re-
mained stable, firm, rooted in the earth.

He felt the slow drag of chemicals through the entire
length of his body, pulled from the soil around his toes,
up through the arteries of his legs, past his heart, through
his shoulder blades, winding across his thin forearms,
and bursting out through the very tips of his fingers in a.
bright, joyous explosion. He could not see shapes or col-
ors, yet he was aware when the light faded, to be re-
placed by a blackness that was complete but unalarming.
Again, the light, growing slowly, until there was nothing
but light, simple and sufficient; then a gradual descent
again into the serene, uncomplicated night.

If his body had a pulse, it had slowed to this lazy, di-
urnal rhythm; the valves of his heart opened at dawn and
closed again at sunset. If he breathed, it was through
every pore of his body, and not through his useless, im-
prisoned lungs. He was not conscious of sleeping or
being awake, but merely of existing; and the existence
was composed of light and quiet ecstasy.

It was five days before he remembered what he really
was, and remembered how to become that again. The
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transformation was slow, reluctant and disorienting; he
lay on the ground a long time as he reaccustomed him-
self to the sensation of blood skittering across his bones.
Later, hiking back through the forest, he felt as uncoor-
dinated and clumsy as a child first learning to walk. His
breath came fast and short, and his heart troubled him
with its insistent pounding. He paused once to rest, lean-
ing his back against a massive oak, and he found his
body almost unconsciously molding itself to the con-
tours of that well-remembered shape. He forced himself
to stand upright again, quickly, and resumed walking
back toward the haunts of men.

He had come to love trees too well, he thought, in a
few short days. Or perhaps he had already loved them
for longer than he knew.

By noon, his own body no longer felt strange to him,
and he strode along at a rapid pace. As always when he
had mastered some new and difficult skill, he was
pleased with himself, and his pleasure colored his entire
outlook. The depression that had hovered over him lifted
perceptibly; he actually whistled a little as he walked.
He found that he was hungry, a rare state these days, so
he stopped to make a midday meal out of the rations he
had brought with him five days ago. The bread was stale
and the dried meat very tough. He would look for fruit
and other edibles as he continued through the forest.

He was back on the main road, but still a good two
hours from Glyrenden’s, when he spotted a fellow wan-
derer heading his way. “Hulloa there!” he called out,
waving his arm. In his present mood of exuberance, he
felt a universal benevolence and kinship with all
mankind. He was delighted to see anyone.

But the person he hailed recognized him first, and
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came to a dead halt in the roadway, waiting for him to
approach. It was Lilith, and her face was pale with suf-
fering.

Instantly, concern erased his cheeriness. “Lilith,” he
said in alarm, once he was close enough to see her face.
“What’s wrong? What’s happened?” He came up to her
and put his hand on her shoulder. She stared at him and
did not pull away. “Lilith. Are you all right?”

“You’re alive,” she said.

He laughed, but kindly, because she looked so
wretched. “Yes, of course I’'m alive. I’'m sorry—were
you anxious about me? I didn’t think—"

Suddenly she wrenched away from him. Her hands
had flown to her cheeks; she looked at him over the bar-
rier of her fingers. “You have been gone five days,” she
said flatly. “I thought you were dead.”

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t realize you
would worry. You have never worried about me before.”

“I thought you were dead,” she said again. And it was
then he realized that she was weeping—silently, hope-
lessly—surely for the first time.

He took one quick step forward and swept her into his
arms. For a moment he was conscious of the awkward,
angled arrangement of her bones, and then she relaxed
into his embrace. She seemed actually to melt into flesh
and blood as her body leaned against his, as if she
learned the textures and the substances from him. He felt
her shoulders shake, and he felt her terrific tension as
she tried to repress her sobs. He stroked her hair sooth-
ingly; he whispered wordless endearments and repeated
his apology countless times. Yet a traitorous elation
crept through him. She wept, and she wept for him.

Abruptly she pulled back, not quite escaping the en-
closure of his arms. Her expression was, at the same
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time, vulnerable and defensive. “You were gone five
days,” she repeated. “I thought you would not come
back.”

He freed one hand to brush the hair from her fore-
head. And the unbelievable wetness of tears along her
cheeks—he had to touch that, too. “Haven’t I told you
that I will not leave you?” he murmured. “And didn’t
you believe me?”

“What were you doing?”

He laughed softly. ““You wouldn’t believe me if 1 told
you.”

“What, though?”

“Learning to love you better.”

She shook her hand in automatic denial, but a faint,
self-conscious flush rose to her cheeks. He laughed
again. “I didn’t think it was possible,” he added, and
drew her close again.

He bent his head to kiss her, for the second time in his
life—a real kiss this time, full on her mouth. She was
tentative and shy as a girl who had never been kissed,
but she seemed to like it; her mouth was pliant under
his, willing to experiment. As he kissed her lips, they
seemed to grow fuller, richer, more plush. Heat rose
under her cool skin, almost vein by vein. She spoke a
muffled phrase and pressed her body closer. Her hands
were locked together behind his back.

And then suddenly, she flung herself from him again,
more violently this time. The force of her resistance
pushed Aubrey back three steps and actually brought her
to her knees.

“Lilith,” he began, starting forward, but she jumped
up and backed away from him. He froze.

If she had been wretched before, she was wild now.
“Oh, what have you done to me?” she cried.
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“What have I done to you?” he exclaimed. “What
have I done—"

“You have made my life intolerable!”

“Lilith!”

Kneading her hands on the front of her gray dress, she
began to pace. “He changed my shape, but he didn’t
change me,” she said over her shoulder. “Nothing
touched me, nothing moved me; I did not care for
Glyrenden or for any man. I looked like a woman, but I
was what I had always been. He could not make me feel
as human beings do.

“But you—from the beginning, it was different with
you. At first I thought it was just a matter of like or dis-
like—mild words, mild emotions. I thought you just
made my life more pleasant—and I had certainly come
to learn the difference between pleasant and unpleasant
in my three years with Glyrenden. I don’t know how it
happened that you became important to me. I don’t
know when it began to please me to know that you cared
for me. Or when it began to matter if you were alive or
dead.”

“T am glad that it matters,” he interposed quickly.

“Well, I am not glad!” she retorted. “How can I live
as Glyrenden’s wife—how can I stand to have him touch
me again, now—now that I have learned to feel?”

The sense of her words struck him like a blow; he saw
precisely how he had betrayed her. He started to speak,
failed, and tried again. “I did not mean—it was not my
intention—to hurt you,” he said, stammering a little. “I
was in love with you before I knew what you are. It is
human nature to try and win affection from the creature
that one loves. I did not mean to change you to do so.”

She had stopped pacing. Now she stood still, staring
-down at the thick carpet of pine needles beneath her
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feet. Her face had grown dull and homely again; he was
not sure she was listening to him. “Once the transfor-
mation starts, it cannot be stopped,” she said. “If I learn
to love like a woman, I learn all the other things women
know—hate and fear and passion, boredom and jeal-
ousy and all the rest. I become like all those other
women.”

“Never like them,” Aubrey interjected.

“And 1 slowly lose the things I knew before,” she
went on, still ignoring him. “I mistake the turning of the
seasons. I can no longer understand the language of
the wind. I cannot remember what it was like to stand
naked under the winter moonlight and be coldly beautiful.”

“But I love you,” Aubrey said. “What can I give you
that will make up for those other things?”

She shook her head; she would not look at him. “I do
not want the things you have to give me,” she said. “I do
not want to be changed, either by magic or by love.”

“But you have been changed,” he whispered. “What
will you do now?”

The intensity of his voice caught her attention. She fi-
nally looked over at him, and what she saw in his eyes
made her back away a step. “I will do what I have al-
ways done,” she said. “I will wait for him to release
me.”

“But he won’t! And it will kill you to live with
him!”

“What choice do I have?”

He bounded forward, catching her hands before she
could retreat again. “Come away with me,” he pleaded.
“Leave with me today—now. There is nothing I need
back at Glyrenden’s house—"

She was shaking her head. She was twisting her fin-
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gers against his hold, but she could not free herself.
“Aubrey, no—he will look for us—"

“We can be in the next kingdom in three days’ time.
~ Within a few weeks, we can be so far from here, he will
never find us. I am not so ill a magician—I can disguise
all traces of our passage—""

Her face had become obdurate; she made her trapped
hands into fists. “I will not go away with you. I cannot
leave him.”

“Why?” he demanded. “Why?”

“You can only change me more,” she said. “You
cannot change me back. You cannot give me what 1
want.”

He almost flung her hands back at her; she staggered
a little before regaining her balance. “He will not give
you what you want either!” Aubrey cried. “Would you
rather be a miserable woman with Glyrenden or a con-
tented one with me?”

Stubbornly she shook her head. “Hope was the first
human emotion I learned,” she said. “With him, I have
hope. With you, I have only love. It is not enough.”

He closed his eyes. He was suddenly exhausted. “I
have love, but no hope,” he said. “I cannot tell which is
worse.”

She came close enough to touch him, and he opened
his eyes again to look down at her. On her face was a
small, timid smile. “Please,” she said. “I do not want
to fight with you. I do not want to be angry with
you—or you with me. Let us—Ilet us be the way we
were.”

She did not know how to express regret or fear; she
did not even know that she was afraid of losing him.
Aubrey watched her, wondering what else she would
learn, without knowing it, against her will. “Do you
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want me to stay, then?” he asked slowly. “If I can only
make your life worse, [ will go now.”

“No,” she said quickly. “You make it more difficult,
but you do not make it worse. I don’t—I am not sure
how I would survive now without you.”

“I cannot stop loving you,” he warned. “If that prohi-
bition is to be a condition of my staying on, I will have
to go.”

The color rose again in her face, but she shook her
head. “I will not try to change you if you do not try to
change me,” she said. “Please stay.”

He wanted to kiss her again, or at least kiss her hand,
but instead he gave her a short, courtly bow. “I will,” he
said. Clasping her fingers in his, he led her back to the
road; and hand-in-hand they began the long walk back to
Glyrenden’s house. But Aubrey thought they had both
lied not so long ago, though neither would admit it. He
knew what it was to hope, and she knew what it was to
love.

Glyrenden was home when they returned, but he did
not seem to notice that his wife and his apprentice had
been gone. He sat in the kitchen, on one of the sturdy
wooden chairs, with Eve perched tremulously on the
chair beside him. Orion, seated on the far side of the
room, watched them both with his usual apprehensive
attention. Arachne, moving from table to countertop as
she prepared the evening meal, cast them frequent
furtive glances and whispered animadversions as she
worked.

Glyrenden had eyes for no one but Eve. “Ah, my
beauty,” he gloated, stroking her soft hair. “How I
missed you while I was gone! How I wished you could
have come with me. You are not ready yet for the com-
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pany of great men, but soon. Soon, you will travel with
me wherever I go.”

Eve stared up at him with her huge brown eyes, de-
spair and supplication mixed upon her face. She shiv-
ered under his hands, and said nothing.

-Aubrey stood on the threshold so long that Lilith
brushed past him to enter. She took her customary seat
at the table, glanced at her husband and glanced away.
She did not look again at Aubrey.

And Aubrey continued to stand at the door, incapable
of moving forward, incapable of walking out of the
room. How much longer can I endure this? he was
thinking. And what can I do?

Glyrenden had only been home for two days—during
which time almost no one spoke, almost no one ate, and
almost no one seemed to breathe—when a messenger
came to the front door looking for him. They were all
still at the breakfast table when they were summoned by
the broken music of the mistuned bells.

Glyrenden was spooning honey-sweetened cereal into
Eve’s mouth, and he scowled at the unexpected interrup-
tion. “Who could be calling here?” he demanded. “I am
not expecting visitors.”

Aubrey was glad enough of an excuse to leave the
room. “Shall I go see?” he offered, already on his feet.
Glyrenden waved his assent.

Aubrey hastened down the dusty hall, wrestled open
the heavy door and stared in displeasure at the figure of
Royel Stephanis. ‘

“Her husband is here,” was Aubrey’s curt greeting.
“You had best be on your way immediately.”

As before, the young lord slipped inside the doorway
before Aubrey had time to stop him. “It is Glyrenden I



176 Sharon Shinn

am here for,” Royel said. “I have been sent by the king
to fetch him back to court.”

Aubrey had forgotten that Royel had been appointed
to serve his liege. But even so. “I am surprised that the
king would treat a nobleman as a messenger or page,” he
said.

“I volunteered to come,” Royel said. “Now, will you
take me to him?”

So Aubrey led the young lord back through the hall-
way, past the rusty suit of armor and the cracked stone
stairway, into the kitchen, where the rest of the house-
hold waited. He wondered what Royel would make of
this scene—the wizard’s wife sitting calmly at the table
while her husband hovered possessively over a beauti-
ful, frightened young girl. If anything was needed to
convince Royel that Lilith should trust his love, thought
Aubrey in resignation, this particular glimpse of domes-
ticity should do it.

“Royel Stephanis, with a message from the king,”
Aubrey announced, stepping into the kitchen with
Royel at his heels. Glyrenden dropped his spoon and
whipped around, but no one else in the room seemed
much interested. Eve took advantage of Glyrenden’s
distraction to pull her chair as far back from his as pos-
sible. Lilith sipped at her milk and glanced at the figure
in the doorway. Arachne and Orion paid him no atten-
tion at all.

“A message from the king?” Glyrenden snapped,
coming to his feet. “I left him a few days ago, and he
said he would not need me for another two weeks.”

“A matter of some urgency has arisen,” Royel said
stiffly. He covered it well, but Aubrey suspected he was
rigid with shock. By a supreme effort of will, the boy
kept his eyes fixed on Glyrenden and did not once look
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in Lilith’s direction. “I have a parchment here, closed
with his seal.”

“Let me have it,” Glyrenden said, and snatched it
from Royel’s outstretched hand.

What he read there apparently satisfied him—even
pleased him—for he laughed shortly and folded the
" paper twice. “I will be with you in ten minutes,” he said.
“There are sorcerous objects I must collect.”

The wizard left the room. Royel’s eyes went instantly
to Lilith’s face. “I have wondered—I wanted to know—I
wished to know you were well,” the young man stam-
mered, though he had spoken with great coolness to the
mage. “I was glad for a chance to come here—to see
you again, however briefly—"

“I am fine,” Lilith replied. She met his eyes fleetingly
and looked away.

“Coffee? A meal?” Aubrey asked practically. “You
must have ridden all night.”

“I broke my journey late last evening in a village
nearby,” Royel said. “I did not want to arrive in the mid-
dle of the night.”

“Well, you may as well eat something while you’re
here,” Aubrey said, and pushed him toward the table.

But Royel, like everyone else in that house, had no
appetite. He took a chair close to Lilith’s and spoke to
her in a low, intense voice. “You seem unwell—un-
happy,” he said. “How can I aid you? Who is that
girl?””’

Lilith glanced at Eve. “My husband’s niece,” she
said.

“His niece!”

“Royel—" Aubrey said warningly.

Royel turned disbelieving eyes in his direction. “She
is not that man’s niece!” he exclaimed.
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“It is better for all concerned if we say so,” Aubrey
said. “Eat, and prepare yourself for a long ride back to
court in the magician’s company.”

Instead, Royel edged even closer to the wizard’s wife
and took her hand in his. She regarded him steadily,
with no expression. “If I return for you,” the young man
said, “would you come away with me? I could take you
to safety, I could take you to freedom—"

“No,” she replied.

“But I love you!”

She pulled her hand away and picked up her glass of
milk. Glyrenden stepped through the hallway door, back
into the kitchen.

“Ah, I see that my charming wife has fed you,” the
wizard said gaily. It was impossible to tell what he had
seen, overheard or suspected. “Come, young Stephanis.
The king’s message was sent in some agitation. We have
no time to waste.”

Royel came reluctantly to his feet and bowed impar-
tially to all those in the room. “The saints willing, T will
see you again shortly,” he said.

Glyrenden laughed. “Oh, I am sure you will become
intimate with all of us,” he said. “In time.”

The wizard bent to kiss Lilith on the mouth. When he
lifted his head, he kept his fingers cupped under her chin
for a moment. “Once again I am reminded how beautiful
you are,” he murmured. “Do not forget, I will be back
quite soon.”

Next, he took Eve in a close embrace, drawing her up
from her chair to hold her small, shaking body against
his chest. “My dearest,” he murmured into her dark
hair. “The next time, I swear it, you shall travel with
me.”

These farewells made, the wizard turned to laugh at
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the young lord, who stood waiting with his face utterly
immobile. “Shall we be on our way?” he suggested, and
led the boy out of the room. Royel risked one last, hope-
less glance back at Lilith. In a few moments, the noise of
their passage died away, and they were gone.

“There goes a very foolish young man,” Aubrey said
severely. -

“And a very cruel old one,” Lilith responded.



Thirteen
S

FOUR DAYS LATER, GLYRENDEN RETURNED. HE WAS RID-
ing his bad-tempered black stallion and leading a horse
that looked very much like the one Royel had ridden in
on. Behind them, running as though his legs were aching
and his muscles unused to so much work, pattered a
mixed-breed hound just past puppyhood. As the small
cavalcade reached the doorway of the wizard’s house,
the dog collapsed to its belly with an audible sigh,
closed its eyes and was instantly asleep.

Lilith and Aubrey, just back from their afternoon
stroll, turned silently to observe the new arrivals. Eve,
who had been sitting on the ground before the flower
garden, came to her feet uncertainly as the wizard dis-
mounted. The horses backed nervously away from
Glyrenden’s hands, creating so much disturbance that, in
the end, Aubrey came forward to take the reins of both
animals. He secured them to the hitching post and untied
Glyrenden’s saddlebags from the stallion’s back.

Then he turned and stared down at the hound now
sleeping at the door.

“Was this not an odd thing?” Glyrenden said, al-
though no one had questioned him at all. “We were not
halfway to the palace when a rattlesnake uncoiled from

the ground at our feet, and this excitable steed reared to
180
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the air and threw his master. Young Stephanis was killed
instantly, though I did my best to save him. When I took
the sad news to the king, he expressed great grief and
thanked me for my attempts to succor him. In reward, he
gave me the boy’s own mount, and his favorite hound as
well. I like the dog, but the horse is something of a
brute. If I cannot tame it, it will have to be gotten rid
of.”

Now Orion and Arachne had emerged from the house,
drawn by the nervous nicker of the horses or some even
stronger portent of disaster. Orion had gone to the
beasts’ heads and miraculously calmed both; Arachne
had come to a halt before the dog and looked down on it
with a heavy frown. Hair to clean up from all the furni-
ture and who knows if it’s housebroken? she might have
been thinking, from the expression on her face. In her
hand she carried a long-bladed kitchen knife, for she had
evidently been interrupted while preparing the evening
meal, and this she wiped mindlessly on the dirty hem of
her apron. Eve had made herself into a small, shivering
pile on the front porch. Lilith, unmoved as ever, merely
watched Aubrey.

Aubrey stood with his head bowed and horror moving
through his veins like acid. He could not have said why
this was worse, but it was. It was so bad it could not be
lived with. The decision that he could not make had sud-
denly been made for him.

“Turn him back,” he said to Glyrenden without even
lifting his head.

Glyrenden had been sorting through his saddlebags
for something acquired at court, and when he brought
his gaze around to Aubrey he looked blank and preoccu-
pied for a minute. “I beg your pardon?” he said.
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Aubrey raised his eyes, looked levelly at Glyrenden,
and said a little more loudly, “Turn him back.”

The wizard dropped his bags and straightened, to re-
turn Aubrey’s steady stare with an unfriendly one of his
own. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Aubrey pointed. “The dog. That was once a man. And
the king’s man, at that. Turn him back.”

For a moment, Aubrey thought the wizard would deny
it again, but then suddenly the older man laughed. The
sound cut a discordant swath across the cheerful colors
of the autumn afternoon. “He amuses me as he is.”

“Turn him back anyway.”

“At your command? I think not.”

“Turn him back. Or I will transform him myself.”

Glyrenden seemed to grow thinner and tauter, and his
black eyes resembled the night sky, so full were they of
distant points of cold light. “You will have to kill me to
be able to counteract my spells.”

“Yes,” said Aubrey. “Turn him back, or I will do it
- myself.”

They were standing in the small clearing before the
house, hedged in on all sides by trees and overgrown
shrubbery and the house itself. As Aubrey spoke, the
space seemed to shrink down by half, as if all things liv-
ing within a mile of that arena drew closer to watch. Eve
stopped shivering, the hound lifted its head; but neither
of the antagonists noticed. They had attention for noth-
ing except each other.

- “You are good,” Glyrenden murmured, “but are you
that good? I have not taught you all I know.”

“But I have learned much without your help,” Aubrey
said calmly. Now that the moment had come, the cancer
in his stomach had melted away; now he would kill
Glyrenden or be killed. Either way, he would no longer
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have to live cozily with guilty knowledge, and relief
made his mind exultant and finely honed.

Glyrenden spat out a single syllable of contempt. “I
do not fear what others have taught you,” he said.

“It is not their education I intend to put to use,”
Aubrey replied.

“Well, then,” Glyrenden said, and not another word.
Almost before Aubrey realized Glyrenden had picked up
the gauntlet, the battle was joined. Glyrenden was sud-
denly no longer a thin, restless man; he was a huge,
wide-jawed wolf midway through a deadly lunge for
Aubrey’s throat.

But neither was Aubrey any longer a man. He had be-
come a hawk, and his wings beat the air a full two feet
above the head of the snarling predator. Then Aubrey
dove, his talons curved to hook into his enemy’s black
eyes. But the wolf had flattened to the ground, and was a
cougar, and sprang up again with a yowl, to leap for the
banking hawk. Aubrey felt the thinnest imaginable scim-
itar of the cat’s claw catch in the tip of his left wing, and
on the instant, he was changed. He was a bear, bigger
than Orion, with paws as huge as skillets, and he swiped
at the cougar’s squalling face with every nail extended.

But the cougar was gone. In its place was a rock, col-
orless and flinty, impervious to teeth and claws. Aubrey
fell on it from above in the shape of a metal spike, six
feet long and viciously pointed at the tip. A jagged line
cracked down the stone’s rough surface; then the two
combatants both fell to the ground. Briefly they were
men again, themselves, one dark and one fair. They
rolled to their feet with four yards between them and
measured each other with human eyes.

“So0,” Glyrenden said, “you have been practicing
while I was away.”
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“Cyril must have told you how quickly I learn.”

“He told me. I confess I did not believe him.”

“Have you never met any wizard more skilled than
you?”

“Oh, Cyril is a better illusionist, and better at calling
up visions in water or glass. And there are others with
talents I cannot quite match. But in this—no, my pet, I
have never met my equal.”

“Turn him back,” Aubrey said again. “Turn them all
back.”

Glyrenden merely smiled. His smile was so wide that
his face became all teeth, his whole body a grinning
face; he had grown monstrous, he was a dragon, his skin
the rusty color of autumn trees and his fearsome teeth
whiter than milk. The dragon growled deep in its throat
and reared back, then fell forward with the power of
falling rock to land in a heap upon the other wizard and
crush him.

But Aubrey was too small and too agile; he had be-
come a fly, tiny and inconsequential, riding on the drag-
on’s back. Dragon no more; Glyrenden melted before
him to a limpid pool of water, thrashing itself into a
rough sea that would drown the insect resting precari-
ously on its surface. But the insect dashed to safe ground
and grew ferociously, bursting into flame at the edge of
the stormy lake. The water rose, spilling its imaginary
banks to drown the blaze, but the fire was far stronger;
its heat drove back every watcher in the woods.

Like dew under summer sunlight, the pool evapo-
rated, but much more quickly; Glyrenden hovered over
Aubrey as mist in the air. The fire suddenly vanished
and in its place was a devastating chill, pursuing the
heavy cloud of moisture that was the wizard. Glyrenden
fell to the ground in a long white line of frost, diamond-
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backed; the crystals coalesced, and he was a snake,
copper-colored and hissing. Aubrey chopped at his head
as a descending axe, but the snake had become rust and
clung to the iron of the blade. Aubrey changed to glass,
fragile and slippery; Glyrenden shattered him as a bullet,
catapulted from nowhere. But the glass was now sand,
inches deep and unresisting. It smothered the cartridge
with its weight.

Metamorphosis: The bullet writhed once and became
a weed, able to grow in any soil, poking its shaggy head
above the ridgeline of the dune. Then a great wind arose,
focused and precise, whipping up the atoms of the sand
to animal height, chest height, man height; then it was
Aubrey again, on his feet but stooping over to snap the
weed off its stalk.

But in his hand the weed changed to a bramble, thick
with thorns; blood dotted Aubrey’s palm in half-a-dozen
places. He cursed softly, with an odd impatience, but
kept his hold on the briar. The air was so still that his
murmured words should have carried to all corners of
the forest, but he spoke so quietly that no one under-
stood what he said.

And then standing before him, dazed and uncertain,
stood Glyrenden, who had been changed by someone
else’s magic from one form to another. Just an instant he
stood there, fury and comprehension coming to him to-
gether, but Aubrey did not wait for his wits to regather.
He snatched the kitchen knife from Arachne’s hands and
dove for the black-haired wizard, and he drove the entire
length of the blade deep into Glyrenden’s heart. There
was a moment when everything in the world was utterly
motionless. Then, in a slow, elegant pirouette, Glyren-
den fell to the ground at Aubrey’s feet.

Then it was as if every beast in the forest let loose at
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once with whatever howl, cry or moan its throat would
carry; there was a cacophony of primitive elation that
rose from all sides, miles in each direction. Trees ca-
vorted from the force of a driving wind, or created the
wind themselves, whipping their branches from side to
side till they clattered and interlaced. Behind Aubrey,
slowly, as if stone by stone were being pried loose and
dropped, the sloppy gray mansion that was Glyrenden’s
house toppled to the ground and began to disintegrate.

In the clearing just in front of the decomposing porch,
the five living creatures that remained tried to keep their
balance on suddenly shifting ground and strained to re-
cover their numbed and disordered senses.

Aubrey woke from what seemed like a trance to find
himself still clutching the bloodied knife and staring
down at the crumpled figure of the dead wizard. It was a
frightening thing to watch. Glyrenden had been dead
less than a minute, yet all the scavengers of the forest
had already gone savagely to work on him, the ants, the
maggots, the fungi and the molds. Across each wrist and
ankle, and wound around the white throat, creepers
twined to bind him in place. His sooty black hair had
fallen back from his white face, and the shape and struc-
ture of the skull could be plainly seen under the besieged
membrane of the skin. By nightfall, not a bone nor scrap
of hair would be left; not a rock would mark the place
the house had stood. Glyrenden and his effects would
have disappeared.

Aubrey roused himself with a sudden fear, and before
he even looked to check who still attended him, he
raised his arms and spoke a quick spell of suspension.
All movement halted within the radius of his incanta-
tion; the trees stopped their swaying, the busy ants froze,
the grass lay quiet again. The bear, which had staggered
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to its hind feet, slumped down on its haunches. The tiny
brown spider, scuttling toward the promising overhang
of a felled gray brick, stopped in her sticky tracks. The
young man lying on his side, horror and bewilderment
on his face, settled in to sleep again. The fawn froze
with one foot curled against her chest.

But Lilith had not moved at all, and she only stirred
now when Aubrey came over to her.

“He’s dead,” Aubrey said to her unnecessarily.

She nodded. “For how long have you meant to kill
him?” she asked.

“I suppose ever since I realized what he had done, and
that he would not undo it.”

She gestured toward the others. “You have freed them
with his death. Is that what you thought would happen?”

“Most of a wizard’s magics die with him. They tell
stories of rubies turning to rocks and whole mountain
ranges melting back into meadows when the death of the
great sorcerer Talvis finally reversed some of his spells.
But a good wizard can make magic that lasts after his
death. He can speak spells that are so true they become
the truth, and then only new magic can reverse them
again.”

. Now she looked at him, and plainly in the green eyes
he saw the unspeakable longing he had only sensed be-
fore. Very simply, she said, “Can you change me?”

“I think so,” he said, “but I am not sure.”

She glanced at the body of Glyrenden, then back at
Aubrey. “You changed him against his will in the heat
of battle. I would think that would be a harder thing.”

Aubrey smiled with no mirth whatsoever. “My old
teacher, Cyril, always told me it was easier to kill than to
create,” he said. “I never understood what he meant, but
the only spells he taught me were spells of creation, and
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they were very hard indeed. By comparison, destruction
is much simpler. I have learned that for the first time
today.”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

Aubrey pointed to a pile of fallen stones and they both
sat. He carefully refrained from touching her. “To
change something from one form to another is a difficult
task, and the spells to do so are among the hardest things
I have ever learned. To change a thing that has been
made something else by magic is even harder, and the
risks are greater. It was possible that I would kill
Glyrenden by changing him back to his true form, but
since I planned to kill him anyway, I did not greatly
care. I run the same risk if I try to change you.”

“Oh,” she said.

“But I will try if you want me to.”

“Yes,” she said. “I want you to.”

Aubrey made no reply to that, hoping she might add a
word or two to soften the finality of her choice, but she
said nothing else. Finally, he rose to his feet again and
made his way to where the other creatures waited,
stayed in place by his quickly woven command.

He placed his hand over the bear’s eyes and took from
him all knowledge of what it meant to be a man. He took
away the memory of table and bedroom, village and fair,
the rudiments of speech and the taste of cooked meat.
He took away the hatred of mankind that he found in
Orion’s heart, but he left the sense of terror that even a
man’s faint scent could bring. “Go now,” he whispered,
releasing the bear from the spell that held him in place.
“Live well and happily, and avoid humankind for the
rest of your days.”

He knelt beside the small brown spider and laid a fin-
ger fleetingly on her hunched back. There was little
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room in that tiny brain for memory, but Aubrey cleaned
those cluttered cells as best he could of the shape and re-
membrance of womanhood. In her true form, she was a
dainty thing, no beauty but delicately made. Aubrey
stroked her back with the gentlest of motions. “Forget
everything,” he murmured to her, “except your fear of
men.” Then he lifted his hand and she hurried away,
moving as fast as her thin, fine legs would carry her.

The fawn watched him motionlessly, her great eyes at
their widest, and even under the spell of stillness, she
trembled. Aubrey put his palms to either side of her
pointed face and closed her eyes with his thumbs; and as
he closed her eyes he wiped away all the interior images
that caused her still to shiver. Almost immediately, she
quieted, and almost as quickly grew frantic again. For he
had not taken from her that instinctive distrust of man,
and here he was, a man and holding her. He let his hands
drop away and he undid his spell, and she darted away
through the welcoming forest without a backward
glance.

Last, Aubrey turned to the sleeping man, littie more
than a boy and wearing, even as he dreamed, a puzzled,
frightened look. Aubrey rested his hand upon Royel’s
brow and pulled from his thoughts all memory of the
past four days, the journey to Glyrenden’s house, the aw-
ful moment of transfiguration itself, the feel of the dog’s
feet, the foreign smoothness of the beast’s muscles, the
sound of the hound’s baying, so strangely liquid coming
from one’s own throat. He hesitated as he rummaged
through Royel’s mind and found image after image of
Lilith, but in the end, he allowed the boy to keep those
visions. Had positions been reversed, he would not have
wanted Royel to destroy his own pictures of the wizard’s
wife; he could be that generous in return. ‘
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To replace the memories he took away, Aubrey fash-
ioned new ones, of a fall from his horse, a dizzy day of
amnesia, and two days of being nursed to health by a
friendly peasant woman. The king might wonder why
Glyrenden’s version of the young lord’s disappearance
differed so radically from Royel’s own, but he would
soon have more to wonder about as Glyrenden’s disap-
pearance raised more questions. And those questions,
Aubrey thought, will never be answered.

He rose to his feet and glanced over at Lilith, who
watched him still. The boy at his feet continued to sleep.
“Is he dead?”” Lilith wanted to know.

“No,” Aubrey said. “But I think it will be best if we
are gone from here before he wakes up. I am not eager
to answer any questions he may have.”

She glanced around the clearing, which was less of a
clearing every moment that they stayed. Aubrey had
lifted his spell of suspension, and the forest was creep-
ing closer, almost as they stood there and watched. “He
may find this a strange place to awake if he sleeps too
long.”

“I have laid a protection upon him. He will not be
harmed.”

“And what news of Glyrenden will he carry back to
the king?”

“No news, but only the rumor that will soon be on
everyone’s lips—the great wizard is dead.”

She looked at the body of her slain husband with no
expression on her face. “There will be no proof of that.”

“No,” said Aubrey. “But he is still dead.”

She came to her feet and looked at him directly, and
he marveled again at how green her eyes were, such
beautiful eyes in such a plain and such a beloved face.
“And me?” she asked.
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“We will walk to the King’s Grove,” Aubrey said,
“which is a place I have long wanted to see. And then I
will leave, and you will stay, and the world will be as it
was before Glyrenden was ever born.”

“Not quite the same,” she whispered, and for a mo-
ment he thought he saw the faintest glitter of tears in her
eyes. “For you will remember and use the spells he
taught you. And I—I will live a long time with an alien
memory in my heart.”

Aubrey was silent a moment. “No,” he said at last,
very slowly. “You will be as you once were, with no
thought except what belongs to you, and no memory ex-
cept that of soil and season. I have made the others for-
get, and I will make you forget, and these three years
will be as if they never were.”

“But if I am made to forget Glyrenden,” she said, still
whispering, “does that mean I will forget you as well?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Then I do not want to forget.”

He was silent, for a wild hope laid a strangulating
hand across his throat, and speech was impossible. She
had felt nothing at all for Glyrenden, not love and not
hate, for she was fashioned of a living thing that had no
passions, desires or emotions. But she had been three
years a woman, treated as a woman and loved as a
woman by three very different men; she had speech and
reason and a soul. Perhaps the transformation she had
feared so greatly had finally come to pass.

“Lilith,” he said at last, his voice very low. “I know
what you have suffered at Glyrenden’s hands and that
you could never have come to love the man he was. But
1 am not like Glyrenden, and I have loved you for a long
time. I will do what you say—I will take you where you
want to go. But my life will be sere and empty without
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you. The world that once seemed so full of color and
promise will be gray and tedious. Say you will stay with
me. Remain a woman and become my wife. You do not
know how good that life can be. I swear I would die to
make you happy.”

She was silent a moment, her head bowed, her mar-
velous eyes hidden. Then she lifted her head and he
could see she was crying, even though she smiled. She
came closer and put her two hands on either side of his
face; and it was the first time he could remember that
she had reached out to him. “It would not make me
happy for you to die,” she said. “And if I could be happy
as a woman, I know it would be at your side. But you
forget so many things, Aubrey, my dear. You forget how
strange I am, and that even simple peasants recognize
that strangeness in me—"

“They would say nothing against you while I was
near,” he interrupted swiftly.

“You forget that I have no family, that I cannot make
friends, that I have no skills and no conversation. I could
not move with you in the world of men, in the exalted
circles in which you will someday move.”

“I do not care for the society of rich and exalted men.
I would be content in a cottage in an untracked forest, if
you were in the cottage with me.” ,

She smiled again. “You would not be content. You
are a great wizard, Aubrey, and you are destined to be
with great men. It would not help you to have me at your
side.”

“I love you,” he said helplessly. “It could not hurt me
to have you near me for the rest of my life.”

“But Aubrey,” she said, “can you not see how it will
hurt me?”

“But then do you not care for me at all?” he cried des-
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perately. “I thought—it seemed—surely you feel some
affection for me after all?”

“I think 1 must love you,” she said, her voice very
low. “For I feel as if this parting will break my heart.
And I did not think I had a heart.”

He flung himself to the ground at her feet. “Then stay
with me,” he begged. “A little while, stay with me. See
what it is like to be a woman in love with a man. After
that little while, I will ask you again, and then whatever
you decide I will do.”

She looked down at him unflinchingly. “And then you
will beg me again to stay just a little while, and again,
and again, and soon I will forget to be anything except a
woman and 1 will even be happy that that is what I am.
But Aubrey, that is not what I want to be. I have been
twisted out of my purpose, turned by black enchantment
from my true shape, and I have been unhappier than you
can imagine for three interminable years. There is a wil-
low missing from the King’s Grove where I was sup-
posed to stand and make the forest complete. The world
is out of kilter, just a little, because I am not where I
should be. And I want to be there, Aubrey. I love you,
but I do not love you enough.”

He dropped his head, and his shoulders seemed to draw
in against his neck and make his whole body smaller. For
a moment more he knelt before her, no longer pleading,
but unable to climb again to his feet. She watched him,
but did not touch him or speak again. At last, he looked
up, then stood again, and on his face was the forlorn look
of a man for whom all magic has faded.

“Let us go then to the King’s Grove,” he said, and his
voice, though soft, was steady. “We can forage for our
food. There is nothing here either of us needs to pack or
carry. Let us walk to the King’s Grove.”
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She could not help herself; she put one hand on his
arm and the other to his cheek again. “But let us make
the trip slowly,” she said, “so it takes us at least three
days.”

It took them four days to make the journey to the
King’s Grove. Those four days, Aubrey knew, would be
the last happy days of his life, and the only happy days
Lilith had known in her three years as a woman. Aubrey
hoped, though he did not voice his hope, that those four
days would make her reconsider her decision, for during
that time she loved him as much as any woman had ever
loved him. But on the morning of the fifth day, they
cluded the armed sentinels patrolling the borders of the
King’s Grove, and he knew that Lilith had not for an in-
stant wavered in her determination.

For as soon as they stepped onto that protected soil,
into that perfect and sanctified garden, she fell away
from him. Her hand dropped from his arm, her body
seemed to change and roughen; all her attention, which
had been fixed on him, focused elsewhere. She ran from
oak to elm to cedar with a childish delight, touching one
coarse trunk, then another, naming to herself their real
names, the names by which they addressed each other.
The wind had picked up and danced through the bare au-
tumn branches with an excited motion. They had no
speech men could understand, these trees, but Aubrey
almost thought he heard the fantastic, ancient language
of the dryads as the news flew instantly from one end of
the sacred grove to the other: She’s back, she’s back, the
one long gone has returned to us at last.

And when the woman finally rejoined him, and took
his hand impatiently to draw him to the right spot, the
special place, the oddly bare patch of land that was the
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one corner of the earth set aside for her particular use, he
knew none of the last-minute supplications he had pre-
pared would sway her. For she had changed already; it
was a stranger’s impersonal hand she laid in his, and her
fey green eyes held virtually no recognition as they met
his. He almost thought he could leave her in this place,
still in the body of a woman, and the very intensity of
her longing would gradually turn her back to the thing
she once was. That greatly had she altered during the
few short minutes they had stood inside this grove.

But speech was still left to her, though even with that
she was impatient, using as few words as possible to
convey her meaning. “Here,” she demanded. “Now. This
place.” She planted her feet and with a luxurious, sensu- -
ous motion, spread her arms as wide as they would go.

He used his sternest voice, trying to catch her remote
attention. “Lilith. Remember what I told you before.
This is a hard spell, the hardest, and it is possible I could
kill you instead of change you. You realize that, don’t
you? You still want me to speak the incantation?”

“Yes, yes,” she said, flinging her head back and clos-
ing her incredible eyes. “Now. Say it now.”

And he gazed once more at the coiled braids around
her head and the simple, elegant lines of her body, and
knew a craven moment of rebellion. If he did not speak
the spell, she would never be changed; not a wizard in
this kingdom could reverse Glyrenden’s magic except
himself. She would still be a woman. She would follow
him wherever he went, needing something from him she
could get nowhere else. She would be with him always,
for he would never change her. He loved her. She would
be his forever.

But he knew, even in that split second while the evil
thought took hold of him, that he would never hold her
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so against her will. That would make him no better than
Glyrenden; that was one thing. For another, he loved the
woman known as Lilith, and he would not be able to live
with her unhappiness. So he closed his eyes, so he
would not have to watch her while he spoke this spell, -
and silently he chanted the charm that would change a
woman to a willow. And he put into the enchantment all
the baffles he knew, all the protectors, all the safeguards.
He made the spell so strong not even Glyrenden, had he
been alive, would have been able to undo it.

And then he opened his eyes. It was the most beauti-
ful, the most awful thing he had ever seen, this transfor-
mation of a woman to a tree. Her body thickened and
grew brown, her legs lengthened and rooted slowly in
the earth. Her arms stretched and her fingers stretched,
and tiny twigs began forming on her fingertips. He had
missed the point where her brown head melted into the
silver-brown trunk, for suddenly her face was no longer
to be seen, and then none of her body was to be seen,
and her slim, wiry branches arched over him like a rain-
fall, splashing in all directions. It was nearly winter, but
she dazzled him with a repertoire of seasons; hard buds
formed on her long, delicate limbs, then unfurled to a
brief, heady green, then crinkled up and became old, and
fell lazily around his feet. The trailing, clinging branches
closed about him, brushing his shoulders and chest, and
he had to push them aside with some force to move
away from her, out from under her shade and into the
white sunlight.

She had told him she wanted to remember and so he
let her remember, but he did not think it would take any
spell of his to make her forget. As for himself, no magi-
cian in the world would be able to take this memory
from his mind; it had patterned itself over the intricate
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whorls and ridges of his brain and would be a part of
him till the day he died. He stood looking for one long
moment at the single willow in the King’s Grove, which
was more beautiful than any object he had ever seen;
then he stooped to retrieve something that had fallen
from her when she changed. It was the gold necklace he
had given her, which she had worn for the past four days
and had no use for now. Aubrey pocketed it and turned
away, and made his way as quickly as he could back
past the guards and out of the grove of trees.
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SOME SAY THAT IS THE END OF THE STORY, AND SOME SAY
it is not. For while much is known of Aubrey’s life, he
who became known as the Gifted, much still lies within
the realm of myth and speculation. Some say he never
again laid eyes on the woman known as Lilith and that
she remained as he had changed her until the king’s for-
est burned down and all life within it perished. Others
say that is not so.

These eager romantics will tell you that, as the forest
took fire, and one by one the trees succumbed, spicy
cedar lending its burning fragrance to the hot pitch of
the pine, one tree did not burn when the flames reached
it. That tree shook in the acrid breath of the approaching
fire, and collapsed in upon itself, and remembered, when
the need was upon it to remember, how to be a woman
and how to run. And that woman escaped the conflagra-
tion that destroyed every other living thing in the King’s
Grove; and she stole clothes from the first peasant’s hut
she came to, unwatched and untended; and she made her
way slowly from village to village, stealing food and re-
membering the language, until she reached a town that
was large enough to have news. They say that there she
inquired as to the whereabouts of a wizard named

Aubrey, and that she traveled to the place where he
199
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lived, which was a thousand miles and two kingdoms from
the grove where she had started. And that they were re-
united that one time and never again, for they were
never again parted from that day until the day they died.

It is true, as these storytellers say, that the King’s
Grove burned down; and it is true that in his later years,
Aubrey the Gifted had with him at all times a woman
companion who was reputed to be green-eyed and
strange. Any record of the magician’s life will give you
these facts. But as to the woman’s identity, there are no
clues. None of the histories record her name, and it is
hard to believe that a spell spoken by Aubrey the Gifted
could be so easily overturned. Moreover, she had once
preferred the risk of death to the prospect of life as a
woman, and she had had many years to forget that she
had once had feet and could run from the threatened fire.
But the stories persist, and no scholar has definitely re-
futed them.

As for the great magician, Glyrenden, the stories are
even stranger. It is said that you can spend your whole
life quartering the king’s domain and never yet come
across the wizard’s remains. That whole forested area, to
this day still wild and nearly impenetrable, is so over-
grown that it is impossible to find in it any of the paths
and roadways that once existed. The forest has taken its
revenge on Glyrenden, the villagers say, and obliterated
all traces of his existence, so that even those who have
heard about him from others who have heard about him
cannot prove he ever once lived and breathed and cast
malicious spells; and they cannot be inspired to emulate
a man who has disappeared so entirely from the memory
of the earth.
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