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CHAPTER 1

"My son," said the King, "thy mother and | have decided that 'tis time thou wert wed."

"Asthou dost wish, my father and sovereign." Alain bowed. "I shall inform the lady straightaway."

And he turned and strode out of the solar, leaving his parents gaping after him.

Wooden-faced, the sentry closed the door behind the Prince. The sound jarred King Tuan and Queen Catharine out of their shock.
"Who can he mean?' he asked, round-eyed.

"Who but Gwendylon's daughter?" It was characteristic of Catharine that she didn't mention Rod Gallowglass, Cordelia's father.

"The High Warlock's daughter!" Tuan had the opposite problem. "He must be stopped!" He rose from his chair. But Catharine restrained him with a
hand on hisarm. "Let him be, husband. If he doth as | think he will do, he may learn amost signal lesson."

Much as she loved her son, Catharine knew him to be something of a conceited prig. Admittedly, the realization had only dawned on her this last
year, when the boy had turned twenty-one and she had finally begun to think of him as a swain going awooing. Looking at him in that light, she
had begun to realize that her son had some serious romantic defects. They all began with attitude, of course-but if she knew Cordelia, her son might
soon have that attitude corrected.

Alain rode the high way toward the High Warlock's castle with a high heart, enjoying the lovely spring day, the cascades of birdsong, and the ribald
chanting of his entourage-a dozen young knights in doublet and hose, their swords at their hips. He felt his whole being relaxing, surging upward in
delight. It was grand to be young and courting on aday such as this-it even made him feel moderately good-looking.

Actually, he was a handsome young man, though he had been raised with so much emphasis on modesty that he denied it to himself, relying instead
on hiswardrobe. But he was well muscled, blond, with large blue eyes, a strong chin, and a straight nose; his face was open and ingenuous, though
usually too serious.

On aday like this, though, he was perilously close to admitting that he was attractive. He certainly felt so, for al the world must love alover. And it
was such arelief to be away from Runnymede and his parents' court, from intrigue and the need to be formal and wary!

Alain didn't know it, of course, but the girl to whom he planned to propose was even more of a hot potato than a hot tomato. That wouldn't have
stopped him-he was a trouble-magnet himself; crown princes always are. Assassins and conspirators lie in wait for them, ready to seduce them into
plotting against their parents, or to kill them if they aren't seducible. That was why Alain travelled with a bodyguard of knights, and why his father
had made sure he was well trained with sword and battle-axe.

Cordelia, on the other hand, wasn't apt to have any bodyguards around; her parents cultivated the simple and humble image, as much as you can
when the King and Queen have insisted that you live in acastle. But she was easily more lethal than Alain could ever be, if she wanted to be-she

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Warlock's%20Heirs%2002%20-%20M'Lady%20Witch.htm (1 of 136) [10/15/2004 1:11:36 PM]



M'Lady Witch

was, in the eyes of the superstitious peasants, awitch, and a very powerful one.

Actually, she was an esper, a person born with powers of extrasensory perception and, in her case, extrasensory activity. She was a telepath, a
projective, atelekinetic ... and the list went on. About all she couldn't do was teleport.

Of coursg, it was possible that she might run into something that even she couldn't handle-say, an army or two. If that happened, all she had to do
was call for help from the Wee Folk, and a brigade or two of elves, pixies, and brownies would pop out of the woodwork to aid her. If anything
stopped them-such as too much Cold Iron, which tends to accumulate around knights-she could always send out a mental call for the rest of her
family, and her father would teleport to her, with her brothersright behind. Her mother would arrive alittle later, by broomstick. The family had not
yet encountered any enemy that could stand against them-provided, of course, that nothing kept them apart.

Rod Gallowglass wasn't quite as adept at using his ESP powers as his wife and children were, because he had spent half his life under the blithe
impression that he was an ordinary mortal. Shortly after the birth of his fourth child, he had found out the hard way that he could work "magic,” as
the local superstitious peasants called the results of his ESP work. He had decided that magic was catching.

Rod Gallowglass's |ate development was understandable, considering that he hadn't even known there was a planet where there were so many
espers, until he came there; he had been born and raised on a high-tech planetoid where the family business was the manufacturing of robots, and
had run away from home to spend his twenties bumming around the civilized, modern planets, looking for wrongs to right. Sometimes he wondered
how he had ever gotten into this situation. Then he would look at his wife, even now in her fifties, and decide it had just been good luck.

Being alittle more honest with himself, he would admit that it had been a matter of needing a purpose in life. He had found one by becoming an
agent for the Society for the Conversion of Extraterrestrial Nascent Totalitarianisms, an organization dedicated to spreading democracy by sniffing
out dictatorships and other forms of oppressive government, and steering their societies toward one of the many forms of democracy. Exploring the
galaxy for new totalitarian governments to topple, he had stumbled across Gramarye. Now he was assigned here for the rest of his life-because
SCENT knew how important Gramarye was going to be. Rod, on the other hand, had known how important the beautiful, voluptuous "witch"
Gwendylon was going to be, and had married her, cleaving unto her forever-and therefore, of course, to her planet and people, too.

The planet of Gramarye was the only place in the Terran sphere of colonized planets where so many espers existed. All the rest of the Terran planets
together had produced only afew rather weak telepaths-so Rod Gallowglass had a very important duty guarding the planet of Gramarye from
invasion and subversion by the agents of dictatorship and anarchy.

SCENT believed that one of the prime factorsin keeping a democracy alive was speed of communications. If it takes too long to get a message from
the parliament to the frontier planets, the frontier planets will eventually set up their own governments and break away. The only way to prevent this
isto do away with democracy and resort to some form of government that keeps such atight hold over its colonies that they can't break away-and
that tight hold always turnsinto oppression, in one form or another. So to keep democracy viable, the telepaths of Gramarye were going to be
absolutely essential.

Unfortunately, the future totalitarians knew that, tooand so did the future anarchists. Each of them had its own time-travel organization, dedicated to
fostering totalitarian governments (VETO) or to destroying governments altogether (SPITE)-and both were directly concerned with keeping
Gramarye from becoming a democracy.

Which meant they were out to kill Rod Gallowglass, if they could-and his family. Especially his children. They had found out, over the last couple
of decades, that they couldn't kill Rod-no matter how hard they tried, he always fought them off, and where he might have failed, his wife and her
ef-friends and children had beaten off his enemies for him. Together, they were unstoppable-but the Futurians could, at least, make sure his
influence didn't go on into future generations. They were bound and determined to kill his children if they could or, if they couldn't, to at least keep
them from having children of their own.

So far, the new SPITE chief, Finister, had succeeded in giving the eldest son, Magnus, a very unhealthy distaste for sex in any form, and especialy
for women as sexual beings. As aresult, he had left home to go traipsing around the galaxy, looking for wrongs to right and oppressive
governments to overthrow.

Now Finister had set her sights on Cordelia. How she would prevent Cordelia from ever being married, or even seduced, she didn't know-but she
would improvise. Half the fun of her job, she had decided, was in finding how things came ouit.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Warlock's%20Heirs%2002%20-%20M'Lady%20Witch.htm (2 of 136) [10/15/2004 1:11:36 PM]



M'Lady Witch

So Alain rode through a golden morning, blithely unaware of the Futurian witch who was setting her sights on himself and his beloved. Not
knowing, he was able to delight in the day.

"How shall you greet the lady, Y our Highness?' asked young Sir Devon.

"With cordiality and respect, Hall" It was such a pleasure to speak so freely, without all that ridiculous and unnecessary formality that the older folk
used. "Thee" thisand "thou" that, when asimple "you" would suffice! "As| would greet any fine lady!"

Sir Devon didn't seem so sure. "Mayhap, Highness, you should treat her in some degree warmer than that."

"What? And have her forget that | am her sovereignto-be? Pooh, Hal! 1t would be beneath my station!"

Hal started to say something more, then bit histongue. Alain saw. "Come, come! Y ou must speak your mind with me, Hal-for if my own friends do
not, who will? What had you in mind to say?"

"Only that it is a perfect day for so joyous an occasion, Highness," Sir Devon said slowly.

"Itisthat." Alainlooked around him with abroad grin. Yes, it was a perfect day to become engaged, to kiss alucky maiden for the first time. The
thought was somewhat heady-he had always more or less planned to marry Cordelia, and the notion of actually doing so made his heart sing, though
it also roused a nervous fluttering in his stomach. However, he could ignore that-as he could overlook the fact that she wasn't a princess.

He aso overlooked the possibility of sending a page ahead, to announce his coming.

Gregory looked up; pale light was beginning to lend color to the leafy roof overhead. He folded up his notes with a satisfied sigh; it had been a good
evening's watching, and he had learned quite a bit about the habits of the great horned owl. He rose to his feet with awince as cramped muscles
protested, and noted that he must not be doing enough yoga exercises. If only eight hours of immobility for a night's watch made him stiff, how
would he endure the round-the-clock spell of meditation that he knew was coming? His mind was working itself up to that-when it brimmed over
with new knowledge, he would have to go into atranceto sort it all out. He didn't dare do that when Mother and Father were home, of course-but
they travelled a good deal these days, so he was free to keep night-long vigils in the forest if he chose, or twenty-four-hour sessions of meditation.
He knew it would worry his sister Cordelia, but she would only hover over him, not interrupt.

And, of course, there was the problem of trying to contact his eldest brother Magnus, halfway across the galaxy.

He felt the need of that, too, from timeto time, and it was very demanding of both body and mind. Heaven knew the lad wrote seldom enough!

His body was making its needs felt in other ways, too. Gregory felt a pang of hunger, and decided, with regret, that he would just have to devote
half an hour to taking on some food. He made his way out of the forest and off toward the nearby village, where there was an inn that would be
serving breakfast.

As he came into the inn, the serving maid looked up, then gave him avery, very warm smile; her lips seemed to glisten, her eyesto grow larger.
Gregory gave her an automatic smilein return, instantly concerned-was the girl beset with afever? But no, on closer look, he could see no other
symptoms-the swellings in her bodice looked natural enough.

He sat at atable, asked her for ale and porridge, then instantly forgot her as he noticed the motion of dust motesin a sun-ray that hinted at a pattern

Something tugged at his attention; irritated, he glanced at the wench's retreating back. He noticed the exaggerated swaying of her hips, and
remembered his older brother Geoffrey telling him that when awoman walked that way, she was seeking a dalliance. Then Gregory finaly
remembered that the look on her face had been one that Geoffrey had told him of, too-but he also remembered his brother's caution that the lass
might have a shallow dalliance in mind, or avery deep one, or anything in between, and that a man had to move slowly, trying to read her
intentions, for frequently she wouldn't know them herself.
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It all sounded very tediousto Gregory, and singularly unproductive. He supposed that he would have to try it some day-but just now, he had far
more interesting matters to deal with. He was only sixteen, after al. And, to be quite frank, he couldn't imagine how the physical pleasures Geoffrey
described could ever approach the ecstasy of intellectual insight, the long hours of study and meditation that led to the rapture of new understanding
of natural phenomena.

Of course, women were natural phenomena, too-but somehow, he doubted that they wanted to be analyzed. And he was quite sure they didn't want
to be understood.

The drawbridge was down, the porter sitting at his ease on a stool in the shade of the gatehouse, cutting bits of apple and nibbling at them. He
stiffened abruptly at the cry of the sentry in the tower above; then the troop of horsemen came into view, and the guards snapped their halberds
down. "Who comes?"

"Alain, Prince of Gramarye!" cried the foremost knight, and behind him, the golden Prince himself sat, cocksure and smiling, head tilted back,
resplendent in cloth of gold and velvet, with aplumein his hat.

"Y our Highness!" The porter bowed, his expressionless face hiding his surprise, amost shock, at the suddeness of the Prince's arrival. "'l regret that
Lord and Lady Gallowglass are not within!™

"No matter, no matter," Alain said with careless generosity, "so long asthe Lady Cordeliais. Say, are there any others of the family present?"

"His Lordship and Her Ladyship are away for the day, sir. | regret there are none here but the servants, the steward, and myself, saving Lady
Corddia."

"A most excellent notion," Alain said with joviality. "Save her ladyship, indeed-and summon her!"

The porter blanched at the thought of "summoning" Lady Cordelia. He decided to summon the steward instead, and let him deal with the lady. After
all, porters were not paid that much.

Cordeliawas in the tillery, brewing medicines to replace the stock depleted by the winter chills and agues and fevers of all the peasants on the
Gallowglass estates. She enjoyed the work, but it wastiring, not to say messy-her apron was spotted with the extracts of various herbs and the
mauve and purple from the juices of various berries. Her hair was tied back in a severe bun, to keep loose strands from being caught in the
glassware. Her face, too, was smudged with touches of extract, bits of charcoal, and smudges of soot from tending the burners. The solution in the
alembic had just begun to boil up into the cooling tube when ...

...the steward stepped through the door and announced, very nervously, "Milady, Prince Alain has come to call on you. He awaits you in the solar."

"Blast!" Cordeliacried, instantly furious. "How dare he come unannounced! How durst he enter just as my brew has come to the boil!"

The steward stood mute, stretching out his hands in bewilderment.

"Well, there's no help for it!" Cordelia snapped, gaze going back to the cooling tube. Drops of distillate had begun to drip into a beaker. "Tell him |
will come directly." The steward bowed and left, relieved.

She would come as soon as the retort was empty and the beaker full, Cordelia decided-two hours' preparation would not be thrown away on aman's
oafish whim! Asto appearances, well, he would just have to take her as she was.

Still, she patted her hair, wishing she had time to arrange it properly-not to mention donning a pretty gown and washing her hands and face.

Actually, she had very little cause for concern. Cordelia had grown into a very beautiful woman, though she gave it very little thought. There was so
much to do-peasants with illnesses, children who must be taught, women who must be aided in their daily burdens. Now and then, she might snatch
afew minutes to think about a new dress, or even steal an hour to work at making one. There were even odd moments when she would experiment
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with anew hairstyle, though those tended to be very, very early in the morning, and only on Sundays.

Makeup? She never thought of it-and never thought it would do her much good, either.

She was half right. Her complexion was flawless, her cheeks rosy, her lips so red that no paint could improve upon them. Her features were those of
the classic beauty, and the curves of her body were generous and perfectly proportioned. Her legs were long, her posture straight, amost regal.

Of course, these last were almost always hidden under awork-dress of strong, serviceable fabric. There was, after all, so very much to do.

Even the rough cloth could not hide her loveliness, though-from anyone but herself. Cordelia, of course, did not know she was a beauty.

"How dare he?' she fumed to herself, watching the last of the solution boil out of the retort. "What the devil could send him here at such a bad
time?"

Alain paced the solar, fretting and chafing. What could be keeping Cordelia so long? His sunny mood was beginning to cloud over, exposing the
nervousness underneath. He was remembering that he was proposing a liaison that would last twice aslong as he had already lived, and was
beginning to wonder if he really wanted that. Still, his lieges, sovereigns, and parents had told him he should wed, so he would.

He consoled himself with the thought that Cordelia had no doubt rushed to dressin her finest and arrange her hair. It wasn't at all necessary, he
assured himself-but it was flattering.

So he wasjolted to his boot-soles when she bustled into the room, unannounced and without ceremony, in a stained white work-apron and blue
broadcloth dress, her hair disordered and her face smudged. He stared in shock as she curtsied, then managed to force a smile. He didn't know which
was worse-the annoyance that rippled over her face as she looked up at him, or her distracted air, as though she had something more important on
her mind. More important than him!

"Y our Highness," she said. "How good of you to come."

Alain stared. "Highness?' What way was that to greet an old friend, a companion of childhood? But the shock gave way to a cold wave of
calculation that was new to him, though quite welcome under the circumstances-the emphasis on his exalted station would make her even more
aware of the honor he was doing her. "Milady Cordelia." He forced a smile.

Cordelia saw, and withheld another momentary surge of anger. Not bad enough that he had let himself show his dismay at her appearance-now he
had the gall to go chilly on her! But she could play that game, too. She gave him a smile of her own, making it very obvious that she was forcing it,
and gestured to an hourglass-shaped chair. "Will you sit, my Prince?'

"I thank you, milady." Alain sat and, since they were being formal, gestured to another chair. "l pray you, sit by me."

"You are too kind," Cordelia said with withering sarcasm, but took the chair that he offered her in her own solar-or her own mother's, at least. "To
what do | owe the pleasure of this sudden visit, Prince Alain?"

Alain was surprised to feel relief at her use of his name. He decided to unbend a bit himself. "To the beauty of your face and the lightness of your
form, Lady Cordelia." He had rehearsed that line several times on hisway from his parents' castle, but the effect was somewhat marred by his
choking on the words as he gazed at her smudges and stains.

Inwardly, Cordeliawas fuming. How dare he praise her appearance when she knew she looked like last week's wet wash? "My thanks, Alain-but
you had little need to journey so far to so little purpose.”

"The purpose was scarcely small," he returned gallantly, "for you are fair asa summer's day." He said it without choking, thistime. "Indeed, 'tis
your beauty and sweetness that have minded me to honor you."
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"Oh, have you indeed?" she said softly, outrage kindling within her.

"In truth, | have-for my mother and father have deemed 'tistime for me to wed. 'Tis you who are my choice, sweet Cordelia, and 'tis you who shall
be future Queen of Gramarye!"

Cordelia sat quite still, staring at him as a maelstrom of emotions churned within her. True, she had always more or less planned to marry Alain, and
the thought of being Queen one day was an interesting added fillip-but to be treated with such cavalier disregard, to be the pawn of hiswhim rather
than the queen of his heart ... ! She felt the anger mounting and mounting, and knew she would not be able to contain it very long.

Alain frowned. "Have you nothing to say?"

"What should | say?' she asked in avery small voice, eyes downcast.

"Why, that you rejoice at your good fortune, that you are sensible of the honor | do you, that you acclaim me as your lord and master!”

| shall acclaim you as a pompous ass, Cordelia thought, but she didn't say so-yet. "Am | to have no voice in this matter, my lord?"

The return to formality was like a stiletto through him. "Assuredly, you are! 'Tisfor you to say yea or nay, surely!”

"How good of you to deign to allow methis,” she said, syrupy sweet.

Alain relaxed, complacency restored. She was sensible of the honor after all. "'Tis nothing."

"Oh, ave, 'tisnothing!" The anger boiled up, and Cordelia knew she could contain it no longer. "'Tis nothing to you, awoman's feelings! 'Tis
nothing to you if you humiliate where you should elevate!"

"How now?" Alain stared, thunderstruck.

"I am nothing to you, am I? Only a brood mare, to .be bought at your whim when you have a moment to spare from your great concerns? Nothing to
you, nothing but a minor matter that you attend to when the mood is on you?' She rose from her chair. "Nothing to you? Only a marriage, only a
lifetime's union, and 'tis nothing to you?"

"Nay, certainly not!" He leaped to hisfeet, stung to the quick. "Y ou twist my meaning!"

"Nay, | attend to the meaning of your tone and your actions, not to your words alone! Why, you great gilded popinjay, you puffed-up princeling!"

"I am your future sovereign!"

"Of my nation, but most assuredly-not of my heart! How could you be, when you have no thought of love or yearning?'

"Do you take me for a heartless wretch?' Alain cried. "Surely | must love you!"

"Oh, aye, surely you must, if your parents command it! Y et had you thought of it before | said the word? Had you never thought to say it, never
thought to woo, to court? A fine prince are you, if you can but command!"

The absurdity of the charge struck him. "'Tis the place of the prince to command, and of the subject to obey!"

"Oh, my apologies, sire!" Cordelia dropped an elaborate, exaggerated curtsy. "Assuredly, if you order me to marry, | must obey, must | not? If you
command, my heart must obediently adore you!"
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"Why, you heartless witch, you storming shrew! | am your Prince, and | do command you!" Alain shouted, then drew himself up and glared down at
her coldly. "I command you to answer me straight! Will you be my wife, or no?'

Cordeliadropped her prettiest curtsy, bowed her head, smiled up at him, and said, quite clearly, "No."

Then she turned on her heel and stalked off back to her stillery.

She slammed the door behind her, leaned against it, and burst into tears.

Alain stared at the doorway through which she had gone, thunderstruck, distraught, and dismayed. Then he remembered that a steward was apt to
step through that doorway at any minute, and masked his hurt in a scowl. The scowl raised up atorrent of anger in its wake. He stalked through the
archway, and the steward stepped up. "May | fetch you anything, Y our Highness?"

"A modicum of sensein awoman's heart," Alain snarled. "Aside, fellow! | shall seek my horse-'tis afairer creature than the Lady Cordelial™

"Surely, Highness!" The steward moved aside with alacrity, then signalled to a footman, who stepped to the stairs and signalled down to the porter.

Alain didn't see; he was aware of nothing but ared haze, his feet following the steps down to the Great Hall automatically. The porter yanked the
door open as the prince came to it, and he stormed out,' his face thunderous.

In the courtyard, his escort raised a cheer that cut off as though it had been sheared. Sir Devon stepped up, his face dark. "Have they offered you
insult, Highness?'

" "They'?" Alain cried. "No, not 'they'-only she! An arrogant chit of a girl who holds her liege and lord in little esteem!"

"Assuredly she has not spurned you!"

"Spurned me? Aye, as atyrant would spurn adog! | shall be revenged upon her, upon their whole house!" The leader looked shocked for a second,
then masked his sudden fear with narrowed eyes and a hard face. He turned back to his fellows. "They have offered our Prince grave insult, sir
knights."

He was satisfied to see the same momentary dismay on every face-all of them knew of the magical powers of the Lord Warlock and his family.
Moreover, al of them knew Cordelia's brother Geoffrey to be the best swordsman in the kingdom. But even as their leader had done, they all grew
stone-faced, and reached to touch the hilts of their swords.

"Say the word, Highness, and your revenge shall be executed," the leader said.

"Oh, not so quickly and easily!" Alain roared. "I shall see humiliation and shame ere | see blood! 'Tisinsult I've been given, and dire insult must
answer! Away, good friends! For | must think long and hard on the manner of this vengeance! Away!"

Out they thundered through the gatehouse. The sentry on the wall looked up, ready to give the porter the signal that would begin their revenge for
the insults given their young mistress. His heart sank at the thought, for he knew that if they raised their hands against the Heir Apparent, the Royal
Army would have them sooner or later, and they would all be drawn and quartered. But loyalty was loyalty, and Cordeliawas his young mistress,
and the daughter of the Lord Warlock, to whom he had sworn his alegiance.

Besides, he was more than alittlein love with the lady, as most of the younger men of the castle were.

The steward, however, was older, and a bit more practical. More to the point, he had seen enough of life to recognize rash words that would
probably be atoned for in time, and to know that young people frequently say things they do not mean. He only shook his head-so the drawbridge
stayed down, and Alain and his young knights rode. out unharmed, across the drawbridge, and down the road to the plain.
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"What revenge is this he speaks of ?* the sentry demanded. "For if | must choose between the Lord Warlock and the King, | know where my
loyaltieslie!"

"Your loyalty, and my lance,” the steward agreed. "Still, he does not speak of action yet, and the time has not come to draw blades.”
"But to speak of it to the lady?" the sentry asked, his face uncertain.

"Not to the lady," the steward rejoined. "If | know her at al, sheis probably in tears over so disastrous an encounter. Nay, we will. speak of it, to
Lord and Lady Gallowglass, or to either of their sons, should they come home sooner."

Geoffrey came home sooner.

CHAPTER 2

In the Great Hall, Geoffrey stood rigid, closing his eyes, visualizing Alain's face, trying to concentrate on it-but his emotions were in too great a
turmoil to allow him to teleport. His own sister! That the empty-headed, preening fool of a Prince should have had the gall to insult Cordelial He
could scarcely throttle his rage enough to detect the Prince's thoughts, there was such aroaring in his head. "I shall have to seek him on horseback!
Blast and be hanged! 'Tistoo slow!"

But there was no help for it, so he strode off to the stables and saddled his roan as a groom leaped to the bridle. Minutes | ater, the young warlock
was pounding out across the drawbridge, hard on the trail of the Prince who had insulted his sister.

"He spoke of what?' Geoffrey stared, incredulous. " Surely not even Prince Alain would be so great afool as to seek revenge on our house!"
"I speak only of what His Highness said, sir," the steward replied.

"And proper and loyal you areto do so." Geoffrey spun away. "l must speak to my sister!"

He boomed through the stillery door. "Cordelial What has Alain done to you!"

Cordelialooked up at him, tears streaking her face. "Oh, nothing! Only spoke adeal of nonsense, only been as |ofty and pompous as ever he was!
Do go away, Geoffrey! Leave meto cry in peace! Y ou shame me with your gaze! Go away!"

"Shame you!" Geoffrey spun on his heel and stalked out of the tillery, his face dark, fists clenched.

"Geoffrey, nol" Cordelia cried, leaping to her feet-but she was talking to the stout oaken planks of the door. "I had not meant-oh, blast! Men are
such fools!" And she collapsed onto her stool again, weeping afresh.

An hour later, Cordelia emerged from the stillery, face washed but haggard. As she came into the solar, the steward stepped up, all solicitation. "Are
you well, milady?'

"Aswell as one might expect," Cordelia sighed, and sat down beneath the clerestory window. "I am minded to take some tea, Squire Bruntly."

"Aye, milady." The steward nodded to the footman, who departed for the kitchen.
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"And, Squire Bruntly..."

The steward turned back to her. "Aye, milady?"

"Whereis my brother?"

"I cannot say, milady." Squire Bruntly did his best to look apologetic. "I know only that he rode off posthaste, an hour ago."

"An hour ago!" Cordelia stiffened. "Isit all of an hour since he came to see mein the stillery?’

"Itis, milady.”

"Where has he gone?"'

"I do not know." Squire Bruntly spread his hands, beginning to have avery bad feeling about all this.

"Then | fear | do!" Cordelialeaped to her feet and began pacing the floor. "Blast! Knows he no better than to meddle in my affairs?”

"I am sure that your brother is quite concerned for your honor, milady," Squire Bruntly said, vaguely shocked without knowing why.

"My honor, forsooth! When my honor needs such defending as a brother might do, | shall tell him! Oh, Squire Bruntly! In which direction did he
ride?'

"Why, | cannot say, milady-but | shall send for the sentries.”

"Y ou need not. Which way did Prince Alain ride?"

"West, milady, back toward Runnymede."

"Then you need not ask which way Geoffrey rode," Cordelia said grimly. "Blast! If only | could teleport, as he can! Well, there'sno help for it! |
shall return when | may, Squire Bruntly!"

"We shall keep the kettle hot, milady." Squire Bruntly stared after her as she caught up her broomstick and hurried away toward the nearest tower.
Now he knew why that feeling of dread had been building within him.

Asthey had ridden west, the day had darkened, and Alain had calmed a bit, from anger into moroseness. A strange, hollow feeling had been
growing inside him; where butterflies had been struggling out of their cocoons, there was now only echoing darkness.

Very dark indeed. There was alethargy, a hopel essness, that had never been there before. Could Cordeliareally have meant so much to him?

Yes, herealized. For year after year, she had been his playmate, when the two families had met for feast-day or parents conference. She had played
with the boys as vigorously as any, and Alain had fallen in love with her before he was seven. Of course, he had told himself, that had been only a
child'sinfatuation-but when she had undergone the teen-age metamorphosis from child into young woman, he had been taken all over again; his
head had seemed lighter whenever he had looked at her, watching her move and hearing her talk had become entrancing again. Of course, he had
been tongue-tied, unable to talk with her then, except in the old, familiar ways of friend ship, never as boy to girl, so he had never told her of his
feelings. Instead, he had consoled himself with the thought that, since he was a Prince and Heir Apparent, he could have his pick of any of the girls
in al his parents kingdom, and of course he would choose Cordelia. It had never occurred to him that she might say no.

However, with a new and brutal self-honesty, he realized that he had never seriously thought that she could be in love with him. Oh, yes, he was
Prince and Heir, and would some day be King-but he was lumpen compared to her. She was afairy, light and dancing; he was an ox, plodding
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through life with nothing but a dogged determination to do what was right-right for his subjects, right for the kingdom, and right for her. Not for
himself, of course-that was one of the most important principlesin being a knight and a nobleman, let alone aKing: to sacrifice one's own comfort
and pleasure for others' good. So his father had taught him, and it had never occurred to him to question it, in spite of his mother's jaundiced looks
and jibing. She had never truly denied it, only joked with Father that he was too intent on duty, to the point of being dull and boring. Her sallies
always resulted in his giving aball, and spending half the evening dancing with her, jesting and chatting and listening to her, in a strenuous attempt
to prove he could be exciting and romantic still.

He had never done very well at it, Alain thought. He had heard that his father had been handsome and gallant in his youth, and the son could
certainly believe it when he looked at the sire-but he noticed that no one had ever said his father was dashing or romantic, and he could easily
believe that Tuan had never been so. Always solidly dependable, aways serious and devoted, but never much fun.

Nor was his son, Alain reflected-and never would be, in all probability. Worse, he didn't even have the advantage of being handsome.

But he could be gallant. Iron resolve hardened within him; he would treat Cordeliain the future as though she were a goddess; he would bow to her,
he would speak her fair, he would shower compliments upon her. He would even send word ahead.

A shout broke the air behind him, inarticul ate, angered. "Highness!" Sir Devon snapped.

Alain looked up, startled, and turned around, to see Geoffrey Gallowglass pounding after them down the road, cloak flying behind him in the wind.
Alain turned his horse, aglad cry of welcome on hislips, but Geoffrey was roaring, " Caitiff! Hound and swine!"

"How dare you speak thusto our Prince!" Sir Devon bellowed back at him, and the other five young knights took place behind him, forming aliving
wall between Alain and Geoffrey.

Suddenly, Alain remembered that Geoffrey was the brother of the lady who had so lately scorned him, and that in his hurt, he might have spoken
more harshly to her than he had intended.

Geoffrey crashed in between Sir Devon and Sir Langley, throwing his weight against Sir Devon in a bodyblock. Horse and rider shuddered; the
others were knocked aside, and the horse stumbled.

With an inarticulate roar, Geoffrey whirled to chop down with his sword at Sir Langley, who was just recovering his balance from the unexpected
shock. He looked up, appalled, then brought up his sword barely in time to parry. Then Geoffrey whirled his sword down to slam against the
knight's shield. The strength of his blow knocked the blade back against its owner, slashing Sir Langley's forehead. He fell, senseless.

Then Geoffrey was beyond the group of knights again, turning and halting his horse, glaring at them, eyes narrowing. They shouted and spurred
their horses-but two of the stallions collided with each other, and the third knight's sword suddenly wrenched itself from his grasp, then rapped him
sharply on the head with its hilt. He slumped in the saddle, and his horse slowed, feeling the loosening of the reins. He fell, limp as a sack of meal.
The horse, well trained, stepped over him to shield him with its body.

The other two young knights had steadied their horses and regained control-but one's shield suddenly yanked his arm up high, then knocked him on
the head. He fell.

Thelast knight paled as he galloped toward Geoffrey, but he didn't rein in; he even managed a battle cry of bravado-a cry that turned into ayawn as
Geoffrey glared at him. His eyes fluttered closed, and he fell forward in his saddle, sound asleep.

Sir Devon struggled back up to his feet, weaving and woozy, but game.

Geoffrey turned to him with narrowed eyes.

"Hold!" Alain wasjolted back to his senses. "'Tis me with whom he fights! Stand aside!"
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Geoffrey turned toward the Prince. "But, Highness..." Sir Devon cried.

"Aside!" Alain stormed, and the thrill of battle sang through his veins. He turned to his erstwhile friend Geoffrey with an ailmost savage delight; this
would be the perfect outlet for the rage and frustration of Cordelids rejection. "He is mine!"

"Then have at thee, boorish Princeling!" Geoffrey bellowed, and slammed his horseinto Alain's.

But Alain had aready seen the maneuver used against Sir Devon, and was braced for it. He rocked in the saddle but held his seat, and parried
Geoffrey's overhand slash, then parried another, and another ... the blades rang, strokes fast and furious, the horses dancing around one another, the
knights of the bodyguard crying out in anger and alarm.

Geoffrey was staring in surprise, and Alain felt athrill of satisfaction; the Gallowglass had not expected him to be so able an opponent! The
satisfaction was strong enough to urge him to use Geoffrey's own trick against him-he spurred his horse and slammed it into Geoffrey's mount with
a suddenness that took the young warlock by surprise.

So did Alain's shoulder in his short ribs.

Geoffrey reeled in the saddle. Alain reached over to shove with hisleft hand, and with a very ungraceful scrabbling and grasping, the young
warlock fell off his horse. He landed and rolled up to his feet, sword still in his grasp, face red with embarrassment and fury-to see Alain
dismounting and turning to him.

"Oh, very chivalrous!" Geoffrey snarled, and was on him.

Now the blows flew thick and fast, thrust and parry and slash and counter. There was no use of horses as weapons now, but only naked steel, sword
and dagger against sword and dagger. But Alain was quickly on the defensive; he gave ground, and gave ground again, astounded to realize that he
was fighting for hislife, that his sword was beaten back again and again, that Geoffrey's blows came so thick and fast that it was all he could do to
parry, hot even having time to riposte.

Sir Devon cried out and spurred in.

"Hold off, Sir Devon!" Alain cried, but not soon enough; Geoffrey leaped aside, whirled, and caught Sir Devon's foot as the knight galloped by. He
heaved, and Sir Devon came crashing down from the saddle. Geoffrey spun back, ready to ward off Alain's blow, but the Prince was standing on
guard. "I would not dishonor myself by striking at afoeman's back!"

"Would you not?' Geoffrey snapped. "Then your sense of honor shall cause you to be slain some day, Highness!" And he leaped in to the attack
again.

Alain saw his one chance to regain the offensive, and took it, leaping aside from the blow and thrusting at full extension-but Geoffrey twisted to
parry in agyration that Alain would have thought impossible, and slashed backhanded at the young Prince's chest. Alain parried in the nick of time,
then parried again and again, giving ground with each stroke. His companions howled their alarm and pressed in, but Alain bawled at them to hold
their places.

Then, suddenly, Geoffrey's blade swirled around his own, his hilt twisted in his hand and wrenched against the fingers, and his sword went flying
away through the air.

Aghast, he stared at the point of Geoffrey's blade, six inches from his face.

The young knights cried out in alarm and spurred their horses.

"Back!" Geoffrey roared. "Or my hand might slip!" The knights reined in, hard.
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"Now," grated Geoffrey, "you shall apologize to me on my sister's behalf, Y our Highness, and swear to take your apologies to her in person, or |
shall witness the color of your entrails with my own eyes."

Alain tried to glare back at him, but he remembered the rash words he had snapped at Cordelia, and dropped his gaze in chagrin. "I do most humbly
apologize, for those were rude words indeed that | spoke, and the lady deserved them not in the slightest.” He lifted his head, looking back into
Geoffrey's puzzled gaze. "Asto fear of yourself or your blade, why, if you think me a coward to have apologized at sword's point, then stab with
that point, and be done! Y ou have sneered at the notion of honor, so | shall not be surprised you have so little of it yourself, that you would slay an
unarmed man!"

Sir Devon gasped, gathering himself for a desperate spring-but Geoffrey's eyes only narrowed to slits. Before he could speak, Alain went on. "Y et
be advised, young warlock, that your sister's words had a sting of their own, and did stab me most unexpectedly."

"Did that warrant your insults and threats of revenge?' Geoffrey countered, grim-faced.

"I spoke in anger, hurt, and shame,” Alain replied. "I spoke rashly and foolishly. Surely, Geoffrey, you know that | would never dream of hurting
Cordelia-and to realize that | have done so is cause for great shame! | shall apologize as honor dictates | must, apologize to the lady most abjectly!"

"Why, how now?" Geoffrey eyed him warily. "Will you do what honor dictates, when your station contradictsit?"

"Honor is of more import than rank," Alain returned. "In truth, | cannot honestly claim royal station if | have lost honor. Nay, | shall apologize to
your sister as soon as | may cometo her."

Geoffrey tried to maintain the glare, but had to let it drop, and his sword's point with it. He eyed his old friend with disgust. "Why, how can | stay
angry with you, if you behave so admirably? Y ou are a most aggravating opponent, Prince Alain!™

"And you amost astounding one," Alain returned, suppressing atremor of relief. "l have never been beaten before, save in childhood duels with
yourself. Y ou humiliated me, for you were two years my junior-and you have done so again now."

"You have deserved it," Geoffrey said grimly.

"I know that | have." Alain frowned. "Y et we have not duelled since we were twelve, for my father forbade it."

"Aye." Geoffrey smiled. "He forbade it as soon as we were old enough to be truly a danger to one another. One must not imperil the heir to the
throne."

"Y ou would not have slain me!"

"Not with purpose, no. Accidents have happened with swords ere now, though, and will happen again. 'Tis a dangerous game.”

"But how could you win so easily?' Alain protested. "Partly by my own skill." Geoffrey's anger had largely abated. "The other part was your
overconfidence."

"None have won against me save you!"

"Of course they have not." With friendly exasperation, Geoffrey explained, "Who among your courtiers would dare to defeat the Heir Apparent,
Alain?'

Alain stared. "Y ou do not mean they have let mewin!"

"Certainly they did! Would any man in the Court dare to antagonize the future King, whose favor will determine each man's fortune?'
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Alain looked away, numb and confounded. "1 had thought myself the epitome of courtesy and chivalry!"

"Well, mayhap in your daily conduct.” Geoffrey relented. "Y et surely not when you are angered. Y our speech with my sister was somewhat less
than charming, Alain." The Prince looked up again, alarmed. "Less! How rude was |, Geoffrey? | came so filled with enthusiasm and excitement
that | may, ah, have overlooked the niceties."

"Niceties?' Geoffrey grinned. "Forsooth, Alain! Y ou did not send word of your coming, you did not ask to be admitted, you virtually commanded
the lady to appear and, worse, informed her that she was your choice! A lover should plead and sue, not command!"

"Should he indeed?' Alain stared. "I know naught of this."

"That," Geoffrey said drily, "is somewhat apparent” Alain's gaze wandered again. "1 had never thought to court alady! Princes marriages are
arranged for them; | did not think to have choice, nor to have to woo, and therefore never learned the way of it."

"No, you surely have not." Geoffrey felt a stab of sympathy for hisfriend. "A lad does not dictate nor condescend to the lady whom he loves, Alain,
and well she knows it. She must be sure that he yearns for her so greatly that he will cherish her aways."

Alain frowned, puzzled. "How do you know so much of it?"

Geoffrey answered with aknowing grin. "Ah, well, my friend, | am not a Prince, nor do | have so exalted a sense of forbearance as you seem to
have."

"Y ou do not mean that you have courted ladies!"

"Well, not ladies," Geoffrey allowed. "With them, | have only flirted, stealing no more than a kiss or two. With ladies of one's own station, oneis
apt to be constrained to become a husband, if one seeksto dally. With commoners, though, there is less expectation, and greater willingness.”

"You have flirted with chambermaids and milkmaids, then?"

"I will own to that," Geoffrey admitted, "and to having won their favors."

Alain ached to ask just how extensive those favors had been, but it would have been rude. The sudden, overwhelming realization struck him: any
favors he had won from women had been almost by accident-and intoxication. "Alas! If | am not the chivalrous knight | had thought myself,
however am | to win your sister'slove?

"Chivalry does not always have a great deal to do with it," Geoffrey allowed. "Do you truly wish to win Cordelia, though? Or isit only that you
have been ordered to?"

"I have not been so ordered!" Alain cried vehemently. "Sheis my choice, my heart's desire! | have known that | loved her since | was fourteen!"

Geoffrey sat still amoment, absorbing the fact of hisfriend's passion. Then he said quietly, "Well, well. Y ou have kept your own counsel well, have
you not?'

"So have | been bred." Alain looked away. "My father has taught me that a king must indeed do so, for his bosom will need to hold many secrets.”

"Y ou have kept this one too well. | doubt that my sister knows anything of it."

"But how am | to tell her?' Alain cried. "I cannot merely step up to her and declare it!"
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Now it was Geoffrey's gaze that wandered. "No-0-0-0," he agreed. "That would be unwise. Y ou must create the right mood for such an
announcement, if you wish her to believe you."

"Why, how isthis?' Alain stared, astounded. "Is there no love arising by itself, from awoman? Might not she fall in love with me ere | have even
spoke aword?'

"She will, if sheisyour onetruelove," Geoffrey said. "If sheis not in love with you, no persuading of yourswill ever create that love, though your
conduct and bearing may inspire it. When al's said and done, it is what you are that will win the lady-and if you wish to win her, 'tis a matter of
what you can become."

"I cannot be anything but myself!"

"That istrue," Geoffrey agreed, "and you were best to wait for the lady who loves what you are, rather than try to become what she loves. But you
may have sterling qualities that would inspire her love, if only you could show them. When all's said and done, winning alassis a matter of how
you present yourself. That, and learning to be romantic.”

"What is this ‘romance'?" Alain asked, frowning. Geoffrey spread his hands, at aloss. "'Tis as much afantasy as areality, my friend. The
troubadours know it'tis not a matter of lying, exactly, but of making the plain facts more appealing, of surrounding the bare bones of life with a
pleasing form. 'Tis this that awakens desire in alady-candlelight, and viols playing, and a dance that whirls her away."

"Y ou speak of deliberate planning, of cozening," Alain protested. "Must | persuade her that what | say istrue?' Geoffrey shrugged. "Her future, her
entire life, depends upon it, Alain. She must be sure.”

"Then however am | to win her?' Alain cried in despair. "For | have no gift in persuasion, no silvered tongue, no ability to charm! I am only ablunt,
plain-spoken soldier who knows how to guard his words!"

"Guarding one's words is not altogether what the ladies want," Geoffrey advised him, "though you must choose those words well. They wish you to
be borne away by aflood of passion so strong that tender, caring words burst out of you."

"And all my training has been to keep words in!" Alain turned away in misery. "l shall never win her love, then! | shall never win any woman's
love!"

Now Geoffrey felt the first faint twinges of alarm-of concern for his friend but, moreover, for his sister. He knew Cordelia had always thought of
Alain as her personal future property, and frankly, the young Prince was the only man whom he thought worthy of his sister-not because he was the
future King, but because he was as dependable as arock and, beneath all his pomposity, goodhearted and warm. Geoffrey didn't doubt that, if they
were married, Alain would treat Cordelia like the precious thing she was. He felt a sudden need to boost his friend's ego. "It is nothing inborn," he
said, "no quality within you. It isonly that al your life, al your experience, has been spent in the safe confines of your parents' castle, the controlled
and artificial world of their court."

"Artificial!" Alain looked up, amazed and affronted.

"'"Tis quite awork of artifice, athing made by people, not by God," Geoffrey explained. "Hunger and ugliness are banished and kept out; oppression
and cruelty are veiled and harnessed by custom and manners. Y ou have never faced real danger without others to ward you, nor dealt with the world
on its own terms.”

"What terms do you speak of ?* Alain demanded sharply.

Geoffrey realized that there were suddenly more concerns than Cordelia on his mind. "Terms of danger, my Prince-the danger of cruel men who
murder and steal, the dangers of famine and disease. Y ou have never seen how your future subjects live, nor to what authority they must answer.
Y ou have never gone through your kingdom solely as Alain, not as the Prince."

"Why, thou dost paint me as a stock of a man, a painted stick, a hollow effigy!"
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"Even so; you have said it."
"How dare you!" Alain cried, the anger of his defeat finally bubbling over. "How dare you speak so to your Prince!"

Geoffrey nodded with grim satisfaction. "Even now you do it-even now you seek refuge behind your title. Asto how | dare, why-I have only
answered the questions you asked. Do you truly ask me how | dare to answer them honestly?"

Alain stared at him, then spoke, seeming numb. "No. | cannot fault you for that, can 1? Indeed, | should praise you for the truthfulness all others near
me do lack."

Suddenly he turned away, once again in despair. "But how can | ever face her again? If | am truly so shallow, so puffed-up and pompous, how can |
ever hope to win Cordelia's heart? How, if | am so superficia and vain?"

"Become atrue man," Geoffrey answered, "one of flesh and bone, with hot blood in your veins.”

"Why, how can | do that?"

"Go off on aquest of your own, friend, to discover what you truly are-with none to ward you, and no sign of your true rank."
"I would not know how to bear myself, nor where to go,” Alain protested.

Geoffrey threw up his hands in exasperation. "Why, then, | shall show you! Come, and we shall go adventuring, you and |-but come straightaway.
Do not go to your home to shift your clothes, nor to pack your gear, but come away now!"

"'Tis even as you say; my parents would never hear of it." With sudden resolution, Alain said, "Why, then, | shall learn the way of it-of courting, of
living, of being true! Come, old friend, let us go!"

Sir Devon watched, amazed, as the two young men rode off into the forest side by side. Clearly, the Prince had forgotten Sir Devon. The knight felt
amoment's rage before he remembered how preoccupied Alain had been, how sunk in gloom; then Sir Devon's resentment melted likeicein tea, for
he had been raised on romances like any other young gentleman of Gramarye, and knew that all can be forgiven the lover who is driven to
distraction. He allowed himself a moment for a sad smile, then sighed and called his horse. Alain might have been forgiven, but Sir Devon still had
his duty-to report what had happened to Their Mgjesties.

He rode away down the road. Scarcely had he passed beyond the first bend when Cordelia came shooting into view on her broomstick. From her
higher vantage point, she could see a break in the trees, where Alain and Geoffrey were riding away together. For amoment, she stared; then a hot
surge of indignation reddened her cheeks, and she banked into a sharp turn, heading back toward Castle Gallowglass, growing angrier and angrier
with every mile she flew.

CHAPTER 3

"How could he! How could he go gallivanting off with one who has but lately given his sister insult!"

Cordeliawas pacing the floor of the solarium, fuming, tiny slippers tapping. Rod and Gwen sat by, watching their daughter and biting their tongues.
At least, Rod was biting his.

"Perchance," Gwen suggested, "thy brother had already rebuked Alain, and punished him."
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Cordelialooked up, instantly dismayed. "Oh, say not so! | know the manner of Geoffrey's rebuke." She frowned. "Nay, he could not have, or there
would not be enough of Alain left to sit a horse!"

"Unless Alain apologized," Rod pointed out.

Cordelia stared. "Alain, apologize? That stuffed, selfimportant popinjay, lower himself to apology?'

"I think thou dost wrong him in that, daughter,” Gwen said gently. "He is chivarous enough to apologize, if he could be brought to see that he had
wronged you."

"Even if he had, 'twas to me he should have apol ogized-not Geoffrey!"

"Why, that is s0," Gwen said, puzzled. "Wherefore would he not seek thee out?"
"Scared," Rod opined. "l would be, too, if apretty girl had just rejected me flat out."
Cordeliaturned to him, puzzled. "Why should this be?"

"Just a quirk of the male mind. We're sensitive about being told we don't matter."
Cordeliafrowned. "But | did not."

"Sure-you just told him "no." Right? No explanations, no excuses-nothing but aflat "no.' "

"There was more than that." For the flrst time, atrace of guilt crept into Cordelia's expression.

Rod was silent, waiting-but Cordeliawas silent, too, lost in recent memory, and mortified.

Finally, Gwen broke the silence. "Thou hast ever been quick and sharp of tongue, daughter."

"Oh, but | so rarely mean what | say in the heat of the moment!"

"Aye-'tis naught but the telling remark, the barbed retort, that matters, ist not? Y et hast thou thought of the hurt thy hasty words may do?"

"Surely he knows that rash words are not meant!"

"Alain? No," Rod said. "I don't think he knows anything of the kind. Very serious young man, that. In fact, | wouldn't be surprised if he thinks angry
words show how a person really feels."

"Oh, but he cannot!" Cordeliawrung her hands. "He cannot truly think that | meant what | said!”

"Are you sure you don't?"

Cordelia stilled, considering. Then she said, "He is somewhat pompous..."

"And insensitive," Rod agreed. "Are you sure he's right for you? Shouldn't you be going after a man with a bit more of a sense of fun?'
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Gwen flashed him aglare.

"But he could be changed!" Cordeliacried. "I could make him see histrue nature, lessen his conceit, teach him to think of others' feelings!"

Rod shook his head. "Never think you can change a man, daughter. Oh, he will change, in time-but not necessarily into what you want him to be."

"Marriage itself will change him!"

"Aye, marriage will," Gwen agreed, "but not on the instant, and not always in the way thou wouldst wish." Rod cast her arather guilty glance.
Fortunately, she wasn't looking.

"But | have always known | would wed Alain!"

"Thou art not pledged to him," Gwen said sternly. "L ook at the man he has become, daughter, and say if thou truly dost wish him."

"I do! Oh, I know | do! Have | not lain awake thinking of him? Have | not watched him year by year, and considered him?"

"Hast thou ever asked thyself if thou dost love him?'

"We will love one another in time!"

Rod shook his head. "Don't ever bet on that."

"Are not all royal marriages so made?"

"Catharine'swasn't,” Rod pointed out.

"Aye," Gwen agreed. "She married for love, and | doubt not she doth hope that her sonswill also.”

"I know that | want him!" Cordeliacried. "Is that not enough?"

And, "No," both her parents said together.

"Oh, be still!" Cordelia stormed. "Y ou understand nothing, you are too old! Y ou have forgot what 'tis like to be young!"

Her parents ground their teeth, and tried to remember what Cordelia had just said about not meaning what she said in anger.

"Theworst of it isthat | must now follow them." Cordelia started pacing again.

"Follow them?' Rod stared. "In the name of Heaven, why?"

"It might not be the course of wisdom, daughter,” Gwen hinted.

"Wisdom is for crones, old men, and Gregory! | must follow to see that no harm befalls my Prince!"

"Surely heis safe with thy brother," Gwen objected. "Naught could touch him there."

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Warlock's%20Heirs%2002%20-%20M'Lady%20Witch.htm (17 of 136) [10/15/2004 1:11:36 PM]



M'Lady Witch

"Naught but Geoffrey's soldierly nonsense! He will fill Alain with swagger and bluster, | doubt not-tell him that no man's a man unless he can drink
agallon of wine and still bed awench!"

"Cordelial" Gwen gasped.

"He will, Mother-you know he will!"

"Maybe not quite in those terms," Rod hedged. "Terms! What matter the terms?' Cordelia stamped her foot. "Nay, 'tis what he may do that worries
me! By your leave, my parents, | must fly!" She turned and strode out of the solar without waiting for an answer.

It was very still behind her, for afew minutes.

Then Rod released along breath and said, "Well! What do you think she'sreally planning to protect him from, dear?"

"Wenches who are pretty and willing,” Gwen retorted. "What else?"

"I think she'll find that her usual array of witch powers doesn't do her much good there. Think she can learn new techniques?”

"How to enchant alad? | have no doubt that she can, if she wishesto."

"Y es, but knowing our daughter, she's too honest to want to, if sheisn't in love herself."

"Dost thou truly fault that?"

"Not in the dlightest,” Rod sighed. "But | can't help wondering if she's going to be enchanting for Alain. What do you think of the chances?’

"I think that she may make the greatest mistake of her life," Gwen answered, "or the wisest choice."

"Let's hope for wisdom, in spite of what she thinks of it." Rod shook his head. "I'm only glad that in my case, wisdom and love happened together.”
He squeezed her hand and smiled into her eyes.

Gwen smiled back, reflecting that it had taken her a great deal of effort to make him understand that.

"Heisgone! What! Off into the forest? Alone?’

Tuan forced down a surge of irritation. He understood that to his wife, "alone" meant with fewer than twenty bodyguards. "Be of good cheer, my
sweet. He could not be more thoroughly warded if he had an army with him."

"Oh, thou dost place far too much faith in this boisterous boy of Gwendylon's! How could they stand against a whole troop of bandits, they two
alone? And they are quite like to meet such, there in the greenwood!"

She had been carrying on like this since Sir Devon had reported what had happened.

"To dare to strike at the Heir!" Catharine ranted. "'Tis treason, 'tis a crime most foul, 'tis..."

"'"Twas a disagreement between two youths," Tuan interrupted, "and our own lad was not blameless, if thou wilt consider."

"Well ... aye, he may have spoken rashly and in haste! But the Crown Prince may not be assaulted!"
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Privately, Tuan thought it had probably done his son aworld of good, and was rather proud that he had stood up for so long against Geoffrey
Gallowglass-for King Tuan was a knight born, bred, and trained, and knew well the warrior-worth of the middle Gallowglass boy. "Blows or not,
they are friends again..."

"Through our son apologizing! A Prince, to apologize! 'Tis unheard of, 'tis humiliation, 'tis..."

"Most chivarous,” Tuan finished for her. "Howsoe'er it may or may not have become him as a prince, it is most fitting for him as aknight, and | am
proud of him for it."

"Oh, thou wouldst be, thou! Men! Hast thou no care but thy game of honor?"

Tuan stiffened. "That honor is the protection of many alady, and giveth her the respect that is due her. If our son hath transgressed in this, at least he
hath had the grace to make amends..."

"Or shall, if he doth live! Husband, art thou a fool ? Canst thou not see his danger?'

"Danger, when he is a swordsman most excellent himself, and is accompanied by the best in the land?" Tuan smiled. "Be of good cheer, my swest.
He shall come forth from this wood hale and sound, and more sure of himself than ever he hath been."

"Oh, to be sure! That iswhat our son Alain most truly doth need-an even greater opinion of himself!"

"In truth, he doth," said Tuan quietly, "for though he may believe himself to be good, he cannot know. He is untried, and therefore unsure of his own
worth."

"Men!" Catharine threw up her hands in disgust. "As though naught but thy ability with the sword proves thy worth!™

Tuan reflected that she had been glad enough of his ability with weapons, when she had stood at war with her noblemen. "There is aso the matter of
his being an object of desire in the eyes of the lady he loves-and he hath but now found that in that regard, he is naught."

Catharine stopped abruptly, frowning down at her knotted hands. She was silent a moment, then said, "Doth he love her, then?"

"Be sure that he doth," Tuan said softly. "Hast thou seen his eyes when he hath watched her at a banquet or aball, and thought she did not see?"

"I have," Catharine said, her voice low, "and have watched Cordelias face, too, as she watched him when he was engaged in talk-or in dance, with
another damsel."

"Isshetooin love?"

"I cannot tell,” Catharine said slowly. "Sheisjealous, aye, though whether it isfor love, or for others' interest in something that she doth regard as
belonging to her, | cannot tell."

"If 'twere only a matter of property, would she have cast him off but now?'

Catharine shrugged. "If he came upon her unannounced, when she was in such disarray? Aye, any woman would have turned him away."

"I know so little of women," Tuan sighed, "but to me, that hath more of the sound of love than of covetousness." Catharine shrugged, irritated. "
fear, husband, that our sonislacking in gallantry."

"Heis," Tuan admitted, "as heis lacking in knowledge of his people."
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That stung Catharine in one of her most tender spotsfor she was, in spite of her willfulness and temper, a diligent ruler who tried her best to rule for
her people's good. "Thou dost speak truth. He hath never been among the folk." Then hysteria surged again. "But how can | risk him?"

"You must," Tuan said, gently but inexorably. "He cannot be a good man if he hath not tested his true mettleand he cannot become a good King if
he knoweth naught of those whom he would rule.”

"But the pricel" Catharine cried, anguished.

"The price must be paid." Tuan still strove to be gentle. "He must come to know at least alittle about his people, and what their lives are truly like.
He must rule more folk than the noblemen he hath grown to know, after all, nor must he govern only for their benefit.”

"I know that thou hadst some months among the poor," Catharine said, low-she still felt guilty for having banished her lover, even though he had
forgiven her instantly. He had smuggled himself back in from exile, and lived in hiding among the commoners of the capital town. Then he had
proved himself in war, for her sake.

Tuan nodded. "'Tisfor thisthat | have ever had as much sympathy for the poor as thy tender woman's heart hath given thee. But our son will not, if
he goeth not among them whilst he can."

"Itistrue," Catharine admitted, "and | have been glad of the caution and respect for the common folk that thou hast brought to accompany mine
ardent wish to better their lot." She looked up at Tuan. "Dost thou truly believe he must undertake this quest, to become a good monarch?"

"And agood lover," Tuan amended. "Aye, it is most hecessary indeed."

"Why then, let it be!" Catharine threw up her handsin surrender. "But if he must go, husband, thou must needs assure he will not go unguarded--or,
at the least, no more so than is necessary."

"I shall have a squadron of knights ever at hand, in case of need," Tuan promised.

"But how shalt thou know if there is such need!"

"That," said Tuan, "I shall leave to Brom O'Berin."

Brom O'Berin was the Lord Privy Councillor, but in secret, he was also the King of the Elves. To his human friends, he was a dwarf-but to his elfin
subjects, he was a giant. He managed to straddle both worlds without being torn apart-but his love for a diminutive mortal woman had nearly rent
his soul, when she died. What had kept him going was the child she had left behind, whom he had seen raised in secret, not knowing he was her
father, for he feared she would be ashamed of him. He swelled with pride when he saw her with her husband and her children, for she was
Gwendylon, now Gallowglass, and her halfelven blood made her the most powerful witch of her generation.

A few years later, his caring for his natural daughter was supplemented by his love for his foster daughter-for he was the King's jester, and took the
little princess under his wing. She had grown up to become Catharine the Queen.

So Brom had a double interest in the current quest-his grandson, and the son of the woman that he loved almost as much as his daughter.

He made sure they would be very safe.

"Still, my lord," said Puck, "the Prince should concern thee as much as the warlock."

"Should hetruly, Robin?' Brom turned a dark gaze upon his right-hand elf. "Geoffrey is my grandson, after all-and more to the point, Cordeliais
my granddaughter."
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Puck’s brow puckered in puzzlement. "Aye, my lord, she is-yet wherefore is that more to the point? Sheis not at risk on this quest.”

"Nay, but her happinessis. | find myself wary in regard to Alain-moreover, in hisfitness as a suitor.”

"He has ever been summat of a spoiled brat," Puck admitted.

Brom nodded. "He spoke with far greater anger to the lady than a gentleman ought.”

"Well, true-but she had refused his suit, and quite abruptly, with no graciousness to cushion the blow. Still, I will own that even a squire should
have shown more selfrestraint, let alone a prince.”

"Isit so easy, then, to believe that Alain is unworthy of her?' Brom demanded.

WEll, now, Puck wasn't related-and more importantly, he had been baby-sitter for the Gallowglass brood when they were children. He knew their
inner selves quite well. "I love the lass dearly, as do any who know her-yet | must own that she, too, has her faults.”

"Oh, aye, atemper ever too ready! Y et should she not thereby wed a man with great inborn patience?' Brom shook his head. "I had thought Alain to
be such."

"Why, so heis, like his father before him," Puck answered, "under most circumstances. Y et we speak now, my lord, of awound to the heart-and,
though 'tis not easily seen through the maze of Alain's vanity, heisin love with her."

That brought Brom to a halt. "Aye, heis, and hath been since that he was a child. It iswell thou dost bring it to mind, Puck, for | am like to forget it,
he hath learned to hide it so well."

"What else might he do?" Puck sighed. "The lady hath ever been bright and cheery with him, but hath never shown a single sign of being a-love
with him. Thinking him to be her property, aye, but in love?'

"Mayhap | should not be unhappy to see them parted,” Brom mused. "Indeed, even a prince of mortals may not be worthy of alasswhois herself a
princess of Faerie, though she knoweth it not."

And of course, asthey both knew, the folk of Faerie were worth far more than mere mortals.

"Worthy or not, were he to die, her heart would break," Puck pointed out.

"Aye-but would it not also break if she kept a pet dog that were slain? For she hath a most generous heart." Brom's visage was dark.

Puck knew the kind of storms that darkness could presage, and quailed within-but he spoke up bravely. "There is no question, then, my lord-they
must be warded, protected.”

"Even so," Brom said heavily. "'Tis my duty to the Queen..."

"If aKing of Faerie could be said to have duty to any other monarch,” Puck muttered.

"I have sworn allegiance to her, Puck, and | love her, though not so intensely as mine own daughter. Nay, we must protect her son-and my
grandson. Go thou to watch over them, and summon alegion of elvesif need be."

"I go." Puck bounced up-then paused. "Y et how if need not be?"
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"Then | will rejoice to hear it. Send word of their journey daily, Robin-most particularly as regards the bearing and conduct of the Prince.”

Puck eyed his sovereign with foreboding. "And if his comportment doth not meet thine expectation?

"Then," said Brom grimly, "I shall find some way to bring his suit to disaster.”

A devilish grin lit Puck's face.

"Aye, thou hast had a dozen manners of mischiefbringing spring into thy mind on the instant, hast thou not?' Brom said, with dry amusement.

"No, my lord," Puck said truthfully. He had only had six schemes for sabotaging Alain's courtship burst fullblown into his mind.

"Hold them in abeyance until | bid thee," Brom commanded, "and ponder on ways to aid his suit, should | decide heisfitting."

Puck made aface; helping lovers was far lessto his taste than sabotaging them.

"Away, now, to ward!" Brom commanded.

Puck darted away down the tunnel, and was gone. Brom turned back to the long stone staircase that would take him up to the secret door into the
royal castle. He still had to command the seneschal to send out atroop of knights to follow an hour's ride behind the prince. As he climbed, he
considered Puck's reliability, especially considering the elf'sinability to refuse a chance to play a practical joke, should the occasion offer. No,
everything considered, Brom decided that he should occasionally go himself, to check up on Alain's welfare and progress.

Tuan had similar concerns, though he wasn't about to voice them to Brom, and certainly not to Catharine-she would have denied his comments
hotly, taking them as an attack upon her son and, more pertinently, on her ideas about rearing him. But Tuan was the offspring of a country lord,
and had been hardened by combat in the field. He had been worried for some time that his son was becoming a court fop, removed from the realities
of life, concerned more with the cut of his hose than the sufferings of the poor or the political machinations of the aristocrats. Everything
considered, the chances of any real harm befalling Alain seemed quite small compared to the beneflts he might gain from the excursion-not the least
of which was the companionship of Geoffrey Gallowglass, who had grown up to be everything Tuan had hoped his sons would be. Admittedly,
Geoffrey was several things Tuan would not want Alain to be, too-he had heard tales of the boy's roistering and wenching-but he trusted to Alain's
good breeding and inborn sense of rectitude to help him resist those traits.

Above all else was the invaluable knowledge that Alain was travelling with a swordsman who could beat him handily, and who had no more respect
for his station than if he had been the lowest beggar on the road. Indeed, if that beggar had been able to put up a good fight with his quarterstaff, it
was quite possible that Geoffrey would have had more respect for him than for the Prince. Geoffrey respected the man and hisinner qualities, not
the station. Tuan wasn't entirely sure that was a good attitude, but in the present circumstancesit wasideal.

No, al in all, the King had high hopes for the trip-it might be the making of Alain, both as aman and as a human being.

Still, there was danger.

He couldn't come right out and say any of thisto Rod Gallowglass, of course, but he could propose afriendly hunting trip.

"Let usleave the ladies to their own devices for awhile," he said as the two of them walked in the courtyard of Rod's castle. "It istoo long since we
rode the greenwood together, to remember the true troubles of the world."

Rod couldn't remember their ever having gone hunting together, but he knew a cue when he heard one. "After all, what could be more natural than
that the King and his Lord High Warlock should go hunting together?"

"My thought exactly!" Tuan grinned. "And on the way, Rod Gallowglass, we might discuss our mutual concernsperhaps even our hopes.”
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"And just happen to be going in the same general direction as our sons." Rod nodded. "Of course, it would be beneath our dignity to travel with
fewer than a dozen knights as an honor guard.”

"Quite so0," Tuan agreed. "Certes, 'tis true that each of us hath oft gone abroad among the common folk alone, and disguised-but this would be more
in the nature of a meeting of state."

"Of course. Any time we get together officially, it's always a meeting of state-and the fate of our children just happensto fall under that heading,
too."

"It does. Thou art not opposed to the match, then?”

"Cordeliaand Alain? Not at all-though | would have appreciated it if Alain had followed the social formula of asking my permission before he
proposed. Might have staved off the current disaster.”

"Aye." Tuan nodded heavily. "l have told him aforetime that being royal doth not allow him to trample on custom. .."

"But his mother has told him that princes are above tradition, eh? Well, | think he'll begin to see that customs grow up for reasons.” Rod frowned.
"But there's another side to it, too, my liege."

"Aye." Tuan's face darkened. "Arethey in love?'

"Such a short little word," Rod sighed, "but it can create such difficulties, can't it? Especialy if it's not there." Tuan shook his head, perplexed.
"How can he have gone to ask her to be hiswife, if he did not know her to be in love with him?"

"Oh, they have more or less grown up with the idea that of course they'll get married some day," Rod sighed. "After all, how many young folk of
their age are there among the nobility of Gramarye?'

"A hundred, perhaps," Tuan said slowly.

"Y es, and a properly inbred bunch they are! Besides, half of them regard Alain as a hereditary enemy, simply because their fathers rebelled against
you and Catharine at one time or another."

"Aye," said Tuan, "and the other half live so far from Runnymede that 'tis awonder we have seen them once in ayear. Still, my boy hath seen other
lasses his age. | wonder that his devotion to thy Cordelia hath never swerved.”

"It would be normal,” Rod admitted, "but Alain is an unusually conscientious lad, and very loyal." He did not add "humorless and dull,” though he
might have. "He may feel that once he has pledged himself to Cordeliain his heart, he can't even look at another lady."

Tuan shook his head. "If it is not love, then the Archer will smite him soon or late."

"Better to have it sooner," Rod agreed. "I'll tell you frankly that I'm not all that sure that the match would be best for either of them; they may not be
right for each other."

"Cordeliais certainly of acceptable rank to be a queen,” Tuan said quickly, "and more than acceptable in her own person. Indeed, | would be
honored to call her my daughter-in-law.”

"And | couldn't ask for amore worthy or more responsible mate for her." Rod tactfully didn't mention that he really didn't want his daughter to
marry a selfish prig like Alain. Of course, if she had really been in love, he wouldn't have argued. "However, though they may be of the right quality
for each other, they may not be right in personality. After all, so far as| know, neither of them has ever fallen in love with the other."
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"Oh, | have seen the odd glance between them,” Tuan said, "and the lilt to her voice when she speaks, and the toss of her head."

"Flirting, sure," Rod said, "but even that might have been due more to a shortage of other young folk their own age than to any real interest."

"So we must watch them in more ways than one, eh? Well, | shall tell Catharine of my departure. | doubt not she will be relieved to have some
small time to herself."

Catharine might have been pleased if she hadn't seen through the ruse in an instant. Fortunately, the Lady Gwendylon had come to discuss the
situation with her. They were sitting in Catharine's solar when Tuan breezed in and dropped his little bombshell.

"Surely thou wilt not be too aggrieved, my love? Thou shalt not? Why, there's awench for you! Come on and kiss me!"

Catharine's protests were smothered, and by the time she caught her breath, Tuan was out the door and gone. "Oh! Theidiocy of men!" she fumed.
"Thinks he that | cannot see through his ruse? Hunting, forsooth!"

"In amanner, they do," Gwen sighed, "though 'tis our sons they hunt, not the deer."

"And the dear knows when we shall see them again! Pray they do not let the boys know they are followed!"

"I shall-and | shall pray the same for Cordelia." Catharine turned to her, stunned. "Surely she doth not follow them, too!"

"She doth," Gwen returned. "She hath little trust in her brother."”

"Well, therein may | agree with her," Catharine said judiciously, "for Geoffrey is more filled with masculine non sense than most-if thou wilt
forgive the observation, Gwendylon."

"When did truth need forgiveness?' Gwen returned, though she could have added, "Frequently."

"They are so ridiculous!" Catharine fumed. "They will likely follow a day's pace behind-too distant to protect 'gainst assassins, too close for the
boys to know they must trust to themselves!"

"Aye, 'tismost ridiculous," Gwen agreed, "but then, so are Geoffrey and Alain. Still, I doubt not that Brom's forces will be near. The young men
will be protected, never fear." She knew, far better than Catharine, exactly how ubiquitous and effective Brom's troops were-his personal forces, at
least. She had been raised by the elves, and they had no secrets from her, except the name of her father.

"Well-I warrant the men can do the boys no harm," Catharine grudged.

"We must let thisissue pass, as we do so many that are really of no consequence,” Gwen agreed.

"Still..." Catharine turned to her with aglint in her eye.

Gwen braced hersdlf. "Aye, Mgjesty?”

"Why should not the followers be followed?' Catharine said, with awicked smile.

Slowly, Gwen's own smile matched the Queen's. "Aye, Mgesty. Be assured, | shall look in now and then on mine husband-and on thine, too."

So Alain and Geoffrey went a-wandering wild and free, two knights errant in search of adventure, on what must surely have been the best-
supervised quest of al time. In fact, it was avirtual parade, with Puck shadowing his lord's grandson (not to mention his granddaughter's suitor), a
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dozen roya knights following afew hours behind the Heir Apparent, the two fatherstrailing their sons with a score of knights, and the Lady
Gwendylon keeping an eye on the two husbands.

But in front of them all, of course, went Cordelia

CHAPTER 4

They rode in under the trees, Alain saying, "But where shall we..."
"Hist!" Geoffrey turned to him with afinger across his lips, then beckoned. He turned his horse off the trail -and pushed through the underbrush.
Alain stared, taken by surprise. Then he pushed on after Geoffrey, aching to ask what they were doing, but keeping his lips pressed tight.

The underbrush thinned out, leaving room for the horses to walk, though Alain had to duck under boughs. Fortunately, he could watch Geoffrey in
front of him, and be ready for the next low-hanging limb. They had to skirt afew trees that had branches down to the ground and step carefully over
fallen logs, but they kept on going.

Finally, Geoffrey's horse half-dlid, half-walked down to a stream. He stepped in. Alain followed, dying to ask what they were doing-or rather, why;
the "what" seemed obvious.

They walked upstream for a quarter of an hour or more; then Geoffrey turned his horse to climb back out onto the same bank from which they had
come, though a good way farther into the forest. He reined in and waited for Alain to come up with him.

"Wherefore have we perambulated so?' Alain asked. "To lose pursuit,” Geoffrey told him. "1 doubt not that knight of your bodyguard may waken to
find us gone, but will follow our trail into the wood. We do not wish him to be able to trace us far."

Alain turned thoughtful. "Aye, even so. Sir Devon would take it as his charge to find me, whether | wished it or no."

"And he will be most reluctant to return to your parents with word that he has lost us," Geoffrey agreed. "Nay, he will seek to follow-and when he
cannot find our trail, he will take word to the King and Queen."

Alain's mouth tightened. "No doubt he will, and they will send awhole troop of knights to dog our footsteps.”

"Therefore shall we leave them no footprints." Geoffrey grinned. "Mayhap we shall muddy our trail even further, then double back to watch-them
casting about to find us. Would that not be pleasant?”

Alain'sfirst instinct was to protest against taking pleasure in troubling good men who were only trying to do their duty-but Geoffrey's smile was
infectious, and he found himself grinning. "It would be amusing to watch."

However, Geoffrey could read his mind--only figuratively, thistime, though he could easily have doneit literaly. "Be easy in your heart-they will
not be greatly upset. Still, if we are to be accompanied by a small army, there is scant purpose in wandering."

"True enough,” Alain admitted. "Nay, let us lose ourselves thoroughly.”

They did.
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An hour later, Geoffrey reined in and pronounced them properly hidden. "Now, Alain, we must set to work disguising ourselves."

"Wherefore?' The Prince frowned.

"Why, because you wish to go knight-erranting, do you not? To seek out wicked folk to punish, and good folk to aid, and damsels in distress to
rescue?'

"Indeed | do! | must prove myself worthy of your sister!"

"Well, what wicked knight would dare to win against you, if he recognized you as the Crown Prince Alain?' Alain's brow creased as he thought it
over, then nodded. "Aye, thereis sensein that. How shall we disguise us, then?"

"Well, to begin, you might take off your coronet and hide it in your saddlebag."

"Oh, aye!" Alain sheepishly tucked away hislow crown. "Now, asto your garments,” Geoffrey said. "They must be leather and broadcloth, not silk
and velvet. Y ou must be dressed for long journeying, not for court-a good woolen cloak against the chill of night, and stout high boots."

Alain glanced down at his low but very fashionable boots and nodded. "Where shall we find such?"

"Inavillage, if it be large enough. Let us fare forth to the nearest town."

They rode on through the forest, and as they did, Geoffrey tried to explain the nature of courtship. "Y ou must begin by flirting," he counselled, "and
do not yet be serious.”

"But," said Alain, "if | compliment alady and seek to kiss her..." He blushed. ". . . what shall | do if she saysyes?"

"If the offer's made, you may treat it only as one more flirtation, and respond with some gallantry, such as "Ah, would that | could! But if such
beauty as yoursisliketo blind me, | shudder to think what more would do!" Then touch her and draw back your hand sharply, as though from a hot
griddle, crying “Ah, fair lady! Only atouch, and my blood boilsto burn me!™

Alain goggled. "Where did you learn that bit of extravagance?'

"Why, it came to me even now, as we spoke."

"Alack-a-day!" Alain sighed. "I have no such gift of silver to my tongue!"

"Y ou will be amazed how quickly it comes, Alain, most thoroughly amazed-if you begin to play the game, and enjoy it."

Alain reddened. "I could not!"

"Of course you could, and shall. But remember-'tis only a game, but fully agame. Enjoy it, as you would enjoy tossing a ball-for the words are like
the ball, and you've but to toss such compliments back and forth."

"Tell me afew more, | beg you!" Alain implored. "For | would not go unarmed into my first fray!"

Geoffrey shook hishead. "Y ou must not think of it as afray, mind you, but agame. If alass eyesyou, so..." He made a moue and batted his
eyelashes.

Alain burst out in laughter that mingled shock and surprise.
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"Aye, that isthe spirit!" Geoffrey grinned. "If she looks at you like that, then you must look at her like this!" His eyes widened alittle, seeming to
burn as his mouth curved dlightly. "Then she will respond, thus... " He made sheep's eyes at Alain. "And you must sigh and reach out to touch her
hand, ever so gently." He pantomimed a delicate touch.

Alain laughed heartily. Then, gasping, he said, "I never could! | never could do so in seriousness!”

"Oh, do not! A straight faceis like the side of a cold fish, and seriousness might be mistaken for ardor! No, you must let your amusement show, but
likethis. .." He gave alow and throaty laugh.

Alain tried to imitate him, but it came out as arusty chuckle. Nonetheless, Geoffrey nodded encouragement. "Well begun! Now, you must speak of
her eyes and her cheeks, saying the former are like stars and the latter likeroses. .."

"Even | have heard those a thousand times!"

"So has she, friend, and will protest such, but in truth, she never grows tired of hearing them. Still, if there is more novelty in your saying, she will
likeit all the better. Mayhap you should take her hand upon your own, and tickle the palm whilst you nip the fingers with your lips... "

"Surely | could not!" But Alain's eyes were glowing now, the color was rising in his cheeks, and his seriousness seemed banished for the moment.

Encouraged, Geoffrey went on. ". . . and you shall tell her that her skin is smoother than the current of aplacid stream and as cool, though it
inflames your blood..." And on he went, manufacturing extravagant compliments by the yard. Alain clung to his every word, filing each away for
future use. They rode through the forest, Geoffrey explaining the multitude of gallantries available for the courting of alady, up to and including the
way in which the knight Don Quixote had sent his vanquished enemies to hislady Dulcinea as proof of hisvalor and the purity and intensity of his
love.

However, he did not tell Alain that Don Quixote had been mired in delusion. All lovers are, so it did not matter. Of course, Geoffrey was not in love
when he flirted-but he hoped ardently that Alain would be. For, although love had touched Geoffrey only once or twice, he knew the signs, and
knew also that he saw them in Alain. In fact, he knew that he had seen them for several years.

On the other hand, he also knew that Alain had been busily denying them. He seemed to think that such emotion, being swept away on such atide,
was unworthy of a man destined to be aking. Histutors had done their job too well. Geoffrey was determined to undo it.

Then awoman screamed, ahead of them on the trail. Men shouted, and there was the clack of quarterstaves. Alain and Geoffrey stiffened. Then
Alain gave agleeful shout. "So soon!" He drew his sword.

"Be sure which sideisin the right before you strike!" Geoffrey was already spurring his horse.

"Do not slay unless we must!" Alain called back from half alength ahead.

They crashed through the brush screen just as some outlaws knocked the quarterstaff spinning from a carter's hands. One of their number leaped in
to seize hiswrists and force them up behind him, bending him almost double. Two others were pulling awoman down from the seat of the cart with
lascivious, gloating laughs. She was still screaming.

There were at least a dozen bandits, and only the one carter with hiswife.

"No doubt who has set upon whom!" Alain whooped and rode into battle with Geoffrey a step behind him. The outlaws turned, startled, but set
themselves quickly. Most had swords-badly nicked or honed down thin, but swords nonethel ess, with bull-hide shields.

The others had bows.
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Arrows flew about the two knights. They ducked and dodged. Then they were in among the bandits, laying about them with their swords.

Alain knocked a blade aside, then stabbed down. The bandit, ayoung fellow in ajerkin with a mane of black hair and a beard, raised his shield to
block, as Alain had expected. The Prince's sword pinned the target, holding it up as he kicked afoot free of the saddle and lashed it lightning-quick
into the bandit's jaw. The outlaw's eyes rolled up as he fell, almost wrenching the sword from Alain's grasp.

But quick though the Prince had been, another bandit had been quicker. He landed on Alain's back with a howl, arms hugging the Prince's neck,
pulling him backward. Alain fought to keep his seat even through the choking and swung back with his blade-back and around. with the flat of it.
The outlaw cried out, and abruptly the pressure was gone. Heart singing, Alain turned-to see a sword jabbing up at his belly with a grinning bandit
behind it. He rolled aside, but the blade sheared through his doublet, staining it with blood. Pain stung hot along his ribs, and fueled fear-but also
anger. Alain shouted and caught the blade in a bind as the outlaw tried to riposte, circling his own sword, twisting and sending his enemy's blade
whirling away. Other outlaws cried out, ducking the spinning steel, as Alain turned to the next opponent.

A staff cracked against his skull.

The world spun about him; pain wreathed his head. Alain fought to stay in the saddle, to keep his hold on his sword. Dimly, he heard ayell of
triumph, felt hands seize hislegs...

Fortunately, they seized both legs, and the tug-of-war lasted long enough for the world to steady about him. Then he slapped down with his sword
and pounded down with hiseft fist. Both blows connected, and the outlaws fell away. Alain turned to follow up with the point of hisblade ... And
saw al the outlaws rolling about on the ground, groaning and clutching their heads, or out cold.

Alain sat still and stared for a minute that seemed to stretch out to ten. Then he looked up across the collection of moaning men to Geoffrey, sitting
smugly across from him, winking. Alain grinned like anidiot.

Then he remembered his duty and his dignity, and composed his face gravely, turning to the carter and his wife. "Are you well, goodman,
goodwife?'

"Aye, thanksto thee, Sir Knight." The middle-aged couple huddled together, his arm about her. The woman was weeping, but through her tears
cried, "Blessthee, bless thee, good sirs!" Then she saw the red streak along Alain's side and gasped, "Thou'rt hurted!"

"Hurted?' Alain looked down-and stared, shocked. He had never seen his own blood before. But he remembered himself, and forced asmile. " 'Tis
naught, belike."

"Aye, but let us be sure!" The woman hurried over to him, drying her tears on her apron. She pushed the slashed cloth aside and probed carefully.
"Nay, naught but the skin is cut. Still it must be dressed, good sir!"

"| shall tend to that," Geoffrey assured her.

She looked up at him doubtfully. "Knowest thou aught of nursing, Sir Knight?"

"As much as a knight must know," he assured her. "Y ou may trust him to me, goodwife."
She subsided, stepping back to her husband, but didn't look convinced.

"Tell usthy name, that we may boast of thy deed and spread thy fame," the man urged.

Alain opened his mouth to tell him, but felt a nudge in his short ribs. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw Geoffrey frowning, with a shudder
that could be interpreted as shaking his head. That was right, Alain remembered-they were supposed to be incognito. He turned back to the carter. "
may not tell you my name, good folk ... um. .."
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"Until hisquest is done." Geoffrey stepped smoothly into the breach.

"Even so," Alain said with relief. But how then were they to gain glory?

"Say that 'twas the Knight of the Lady Cordelia who gave you rescue.” Then Geoffrey remembered that his sister had not given Alain permission to
claim her as his sponsor, and that their last meeting had certainly indicated anything but. "Or one who would be hers, at the least.”

That made the woman look up to stare in wonder; then she began to smile, softly.

Women and romance, Geoffrey thought with exasperation, but reflected that his more clumsy friend was scarcely any better off. He turned to the
outlaws. "What shall we do with these?"

That brought Alain to his senses. He turned; staring down. "What indeed?"

"They must be gaoled,” Geoffrey prompted.

"But we are on quest! Must we ride guard upon them, to the nearest sheriff?"

"We cannot leave them to wander the countryside and prey upon travellers again, my friend.”

"No, we cannot," Alain sighed. "Ho! Blackbeard!" He leaned down to prod the biggest outlaw with his sword. The man moaned, but forced himself
to sit up, one hand pressed to his head. " "Twas aright shrewd blow, Sir Knight."

"Be glad he did not use the sword's edge," Geoffrey snapped. "What is your name?'

"Forrest, sir."

"I require your name, not your haunts! Speak truly!"

"Why, so | do, sir. 'Forrest’ is the name my mother gave, and my father blessed." The bandit grinned, showing awide, even expanse of white teeth.
"Belike 'twas the name that gave me the thought of the life in the greenwood.”

Alain surveyed the man, something about the bandit catching hisinterest. Forrest wastall, six feet or more, and broad-shouldered. His face was
open and regular-featured, with thick black hair and a black jawline beard. His eyes were large, well spaced, and deep blue, his nose straight and
well formed. He wore hose and cross-gartered sandals, instead of the usual peasant's leggins and buskins, and in place of atunic wore only a
sleeveless jerkin that showed a broad expanse of chest and the bulging muscles of arms and shoulders. Alain found himself wondering if it was by
luck that he had defeated this man.

"Y ou are a gentleman gone wrong," Geoffrey stated. "What is your family's name?"

"None of any consequence, for | doubt not they have disowned me."

"Mayhap they have not. What name?" Geoffrey added iron to the question.

"Elmsford," the bandit sighed. "How came you to this pass?'

Forrest shrugged. "I am ayoungest son of ayoungest son, who had need to seek his living however he might."

"Y ou could have found away more honorable!"
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"I did; | pledged my sword to alord. He took us all to fight his neighbor, and we lost.”

Geoffrey frowned. "Here is no shame."

"So | thought-but the neighbor sought to smite down all who had opposed him. | fled to the greenwood for, my life, and lived as best | could.”

"Wherefore you did not throw yourself upon the King's mercy?"

The bandit grinned, teeth startlingly white in the expanse of beard. "The King is a Runnymede, sir, and though 'tis near to us here, 'tis far from the
estates of my former lord. | have been many months seeking this greenwood, but have now so many crimes on my conscience that | dare go no
farther."

"Certainly the King's shire-reeve was near enough!"

"Aye, and under the hand of the lord who sought my life."

"Y ou shall go to the King now, and woe betide him who would stop you! Do you speak for all of this band?' The bandit looked around, but nobody
seemed to want to disputeit. "Aye, Sir Knight."

"Then go to the sheriff at..."

"Nay." Alain stopped him with atouch. "Go to Castle Gallowglass... "

Forrest looked up sharply, and Geoffrey whirled about to stare at Alain. The bandits scrambled to their feet with groans of fear. "The witch-folk!"

Geoffrey turned to scowl at them. "Aye, the Lord Warlock and his family. Mind your manners about them, or you'll have no heads to mind with!"
He turned back to Alain with alook that clearly said his friend was mad.

" "Tis even as your Don Quixote did," Alain reminded him. Then, to Forrest, "Go to the Lady Cordelia, and surrender yourself to her there. If she
bids you go to the King's prison, then you must go-for trust me, you do not wish to transgress against her."

"Besurel do not!" Forrest bobbed his head, not smiling now.

"Be cautious and filled with respect,” Alain admonished him. "Say to her that ... that he who hopes to prove himself worthy has sent you."

The carter's wife clapped her hands, eyes shining. Geoffrey restrained an impulse to look up to Heaven for help.

" "He who hopes to prove himself worthy.' " Forrest nodded, lips pursed in puzzlement. "Y et why not send your name, good sir?"

"Because ... because | shall not useit again in public, till she has heard my suit!" Alain smiled, pleased with hisflrst attempt at improvisation.
Geoffrey nodded judicious approval.

The bandit bowed, his face wooden, and Geoffrey guessed he was hiding his reaction to the quixotic gesture. "Asyou bid me, sir."

"Go straightaway, and do not stray from the path," Geoffrey told him. Then he raised his voice. "Y ou, who thread the forest's roots and stitch the
green leaves for your garments! Come forth, | pray thee, by the pact of kindred blood!"

The outlaws stared at him as though he had gone mad, but the wife drew back against her husband with alow moan. For afew seconds, the whole
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forest seemed to be waiting, still and silent.

Then leaves rustled, and a foot-high mannikin walked out along a branch. "Who art thou, who dost seek to summon the Wee Folk?'

Now it was the outlaws who moaned and shrank away, while the wife and husband watched, spellbound.

"I shall not use my name openly again until my companion uses his," Geoffrey told the elf, "yet | ask the favor by the bond 'twixt he who rides the
iron horse, and the king who goes about among his peers disguised.”

The outlaws glanced at one another and muttered, but none knew what he was talking about.

The elf, though, must have recognized the references to Rod Gallowglass and Brom O'Berin, for he said, "That will suffice. What would you have
usdo?'

"Accompany these men to Castle Gallowglass,” Geoffrey said, "with awhole troop of your kind-and if they stray from the path, | prithee discourage
them."

The elf's eyes glittered. "Aye, gladly, for never has a one of them left a bowl for abrownie! How strongly would you have us "discourage’ them?”

"WEell, I would not have you slay or maim them," Geoffrey conceded. "In all other respects, whatever mischief alows, why, do."

"Hereis no work, but play! Aye, surely, young warlock, that we shall do!"

Forrest's head lifted; he glanced sharply at Geoffrey. "Y et do not allow any othersto detain them," Geoffrey said. "I wish them to arrive at Castle
Gallowglass, not to be taken on the way."

"We know the lord whose lands lie between this forest and that castle, and he knows us, to his sorrow," the elf said. "None shall trouble them, save
us."

"I thank you." Geoffrey inclined his head.

"It will be our pleasure." The elf bowed, stepped back among the leaves, and was gone.

Geoffrey turned back to the outlaws. "Get you gone, then-and seek to despoil none, nor to flee an inch from the path. | doubt not you have some
coins about you; what food you need, see that you pay for. Be off!"

Forrest bowed again, barked a command to his men, and set off down the road. They straggled after him reluctantly. A whistling sounded from one
side of the road, a hooting from the other.

The bandits jumped, and started moving considerably faster.

"Well thought, Geoffrey," Alain said. "l thank you." Geoffrey shrugged. "The gesture was perhaps extravagant, but will no doubt prove effective.”

"I doubt it not." Alain turned back to the carter and his wife. "Go your way, now, without fear of these brigands. They shall not trouble you more."

"Ayel" The carter ducked his head, touching his forelock. "I thank you, Sir Knights!"

"And | you, for the chance of glory." Alain inclined his head, and Geoffrey was tempted to tell him chivalry could be taken too far. "Farewell, now,
and travel safely."
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"And you, good sirs." The carter turned to help his wife climb up onto the seat, followed her, sat down and picked up the reins, then clucked to his
mule, and the cart ambled off down the forest road. The couple turned back to wave before the |eaves swallowed them up.

" "Twas well done, Alain, and a good beginning!" Geoffrey clapped him on the shoulder. "Come, let usride."

"Ayel" Alain cried with zest. "Adventure waits!"

Theroad curved, and an elderly knight wearing a hooded robe stepped out to bar the outlaws' way. At his back stood a dozen knights.

The outlaws halted. "We have done as you bade, Sir Maris," said Forrest.

""Tiswell for thee," the old knight said grimly. "Y ou are free of the King's dungeon now, and thy poaching and thievery are pardoned. Seeto it you
do not fall into such error again.”

All the outlaws muttered denials and avowals of future honesty, and Forrest said, "We will not, | assure you."

"Ceasethistak of “you' and 'your'!" Sir Maris snapped. "Canst not say 'thee' and 'thou’ like honest men?" Forrest composed his face gravely.
"Pardon my offense, King's Seneschal."

Sir Maris eyed him narrowly, not missing the implication that if Sir Maris weren't the King's Seneschal, Forrest would thumb his nose at the old
knight's demands. But Sir Maris was the royal seneschal, and had had long experience of arrogant young men, Prince Alain and Lord Geoffrey
among them. "What did the young knights bid thee do?' he demanded.

"To surrender ourselves to the Lady Cordelia, at Castle Gallowglass,” Forrest responded.

Sir Maris heaved a sigh of exasperation. "The folly of youth! Well-a-day, then, thou must needs go! But think not to take a single step off the road,
or my men shall fall upon thee like hawks upon sparrows."

Forrest bowed, poker-faced. "Even as thou dost say, Sir Maris." He straightened up, called to his band, and led them on their way. Why should he
tell Sir Maris that they were flanked by atroop of elves? Let his knights find out for themselves-preferably the hard way.

Ever so carefully, he opened his mind, listening to the babble of thought that surrounded him. Y es, the elves were still there, and rather indignant
about all the Cold Iron that was going to be keeping them company. He was rather sorry that he had had to throw that fight with the two young
knights-he was reasonably sure that the stockier one had been Geoffrey Gallowglass, and he would have welcomed the opportunity to try his own
"witch powers" against those of the Lord Warlock's son.

Sir Maris watched the band of ruffians out of sight. He did not trust Forrest or his band an inch beyond his sight. Unfortunately, they would be
many inches beyond the sight of himself or his knights; it would not do for little Cordeliato see her suitor's trophy-offering being escorted by Royal
retainers. He sighed and turned back at the creaking of acart. Now for the carter and hiswife.

"Hereis another florin to match that which | gave thee aforetime," he said. "Didst thou do thy part well?"

"Oh, aye!" said the wife. "The two young men believed all that we did, by the look of them."

"By the saints," said her husband, "I believed it myself!"

Sir Maris's gaze sharpened. "Did those bandits offer thee harm?"

"Nay," said the woman quickly. "Well, no more than was needful. They did not truly hurt us, sir, nor would they have meant to."
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"Not with thee and thy knights so close by," the carter grunted.
Sir Maris nodded. "So | promised-so | did. But did they affright thee?"'

"Aye, sir, even though | had known them from their cradles." The goodwife shuddered. "They have become rough men indeed! And all for
poaching-'twas that which sent them, every one, to the greenwood! S$till, | did not truly fear them-naught save that black-visaged scoundrel who was
not of our village, and did call himself 'Forrest.' "

"What did he?' Sir Maris snapped.

"Naught," the carter said slowly. "Naught that he did." "Aye," said hiswife. ""Twasin hislook, and in his manner of speech. Though he smiled fair,
there was something of the devil-may-care about his eyes, that did speak of danger. Still, he did do naught.”

"Well, if he did naught, then | shall do naught to him," Sir Maris grumbled, "though | would | had some strand of excuse to hang him by."
"Nay, no cause, truly," the carter sighed.
"And the others?' Sir Maris peered at the woman keenly. "Didst thou think they gave thee true cause to fear?'

"Nay." At lagt, she laughed alittle. "I've known them al since they were lads, and they all knew that if any among them had truly offered me harm,
| would have told their mothers.”

CHAPTER 5

"Milady!" The porter bowed alittle as Cordelia strode in. The Gallowglass servants generally didn't do more than incline their heads, but with the
mood Cordeliawasin, it was best to play it safe.

"Here, Ganir!" Cordeliatossed him her cloak. "And thank you. Where are my parents?’

"In the solar, milady."

"Mercy." Cordelia paced up the stairs.

Rod and Gwen looked up as she came in the door. "I do not mean to interrupt..." she began.

"Of course you do." Gwen dimpled. "And we could wish no happier afternoon than to have you do so. Could we not, husband?"
"Of course," Rod said. "Back so soon?'

"Oh, ayel" Cordeliathrew up her hands. "What else am | to do? That lummox of a brother of mine told Alain about the heroes of legend, who sent
their defeated enemies to their lady-loves as proof of their worth!"

"So we are about to be hit by an invasion of defeated enemies?' Rod fought to keep a straight face.

"A troop of bandits! Ruffians! Outlaws! And | must be here to receive them, so | cannot follow as | should! What other dangerous silliness will they
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fal into unwarded?"

She had a point, Rod decided. For a second, he wondered if Geoffrey might have arranged it this way. Then he dismissed the thought as unworthy-
such manipulating would have been far too subtle for his direct, brash son.

Gwen gave aslow nod of approval. "'Tis an honor not unworthy-to see the lambs defended and the wolves caged, in thy name.”

"'"Tisaplaguey nuisance! 'Tisamonstrous inconvenience! 'Tis an imbecilic imposition!" Cordelia paced to the fire, glowering down at it.

Rod thought the lady did protest too much-and indeed, as he looked at her face lit by the fire, he thought he saw some glow of pleasure, of
satisfaction, albeit carefully hidden:

Gwen knew she did, and that without reading her daughter's mind-not literally, anyway. "'Tis romantic," she murmured.

"Aye," Cordelia admitted. Finally, she smiled.

They rode on through the forest, chatting of this and that-but Geoffrey did most of the chatting. Alain listened, round-eyed and constantly feeling
that he should not be hearing such things. Geoffrey was telling him all the things he had never said at court, about revels with villagers and tavern
brawls and willing wenches at town fairs. Alain's eyes grew larger and larger, as did the feeling that he should tell Geoffrey to stop-but he abided,
partly in fascination, partly in the conviction that somehow, mysteriously, all this would make him a better suitor for Cordelia.

An hour or more they passed in this study. Then the trees thinned out, and they saw the thatched roofs of a village ahead.

"Come!" Geoffrey cried. "There will be hot meat and cold ale, | doubt not, and perhaps even that change of clothing you wish!™

Alain agreed enthusiastically-it had been along time since breakfast-and they rode out of the forest, down the single street of the village. A peasant
who saw them looked up in alarm, then gave aglad shout. "Knights!"

"Knights?'

"Knights!"

"War-men to aid us!"

The villagers crowded around, showering the two young men with cries of gratitude and relief.

"Why, what is the matter?' Geoffrey called over their clamor.

"'"Tisamonster, Sir Knight! 'Tis a horrible ogre, only this morning come upon us!"

"Only this morning, you say?' Geoffrey frowned; something there struck him as odd.

But Alain was delighted. "Have we come to our first adventure so quickly, then? Surely, good folk, be easy in your hearts! We shall find the
monster and slay him for you! Shall we not, Sir Geoffrey?"

"Oh, certainly,” Geoffrey seconded. He realized suddenly that, whatever its source, this most convenient monster would certainly give Alain a good
chance to prove his courage and skill. Geoffrey couldn't have planned it better himself. "Y es, surely we will fight the ogre for you-if heisevil."

"Aye, if heisevil!" Alain sobered; he might have been about to strike a harmless being, simply because it looked frightening. That would have been
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very poor behavior indeed, for aknight-errant. "What has he done?'
Well, actually, it turned out that the ogre hadn't done all that much, really-only knocked a haystack apart, and made off with a sheep. Of course, he

had also taken the shepherd, a boy of about twelve, who had been hiding in the haystack with the sheep, and that was what the townsfolk were
really concerned about.

"Hewill eat the lad!" one woman cried, while another comforted the mother, who could not stop crying.

"His father has already gone out to slay the monster," an old man said grimly. "I doubt not he will be dain, if thou dost not speed quickly, good
sirsl”

"Why, then, let usride!" Alain cried, eyes alight with anticipation.

"Ayel Tothefray!" Geoffrey wheeled his horse about and rode off after Alain, amazed-not so much by the Prince's eagerness as by his total lack of
fear. Was he only hiding it well? Or didn't he really understand what he was up against? Probably the latter, Geoffrey reflected--ogres were nothing
but picturesin booksto Alain, as much fantasy as areal fight was. The trouble was that Alain didn't know that the battles in the books, and the
monsters, weren't real. How would he react when he came face-toface with the genuine article?

Pretty well, asit turned out. They followed a peasant to the haystack in question--or what was left of it, at |eastthen tracked the ogre down. It wasn't
hard-he had |eft footprintsin the grass an inch deep and two feet long.

"If hisfeet are double the length of mine," Alain said, "will he be twice my height?'

"Likely hewill," Geoffrey said, trying to sound as grim as possible. Didn't the callow youth understand what he was getting into?

He certainly must have understood it when they came in sight of the ogre. Newly arrived or not, he had found a cave aready-a hole in arocky
outcrop toward the top of a hill, and the flinty pathway led up to himin zigs and zags. He sat by afire where, with one of hisfour hands, he was
turning a spit with some sort of meat on it, while he gnawed a leg-bone with one of the others.

Now Alain paled, reining in his horse. "Pray heaven that is not the boy's leg he is chewing!"

"I shall." Now Geoffrey turned grim in earnest as he drew his sword. "Ah, for a proper lance and armor! But we shall have to manage with what we
have."

The ogre heard the sound of steel whisking loose from a scabbard and surged to his feet with aroar, brandishing the leg-bone in one hand and
catching up a huge club with another. The other two clenched into fists and shook in the air toward the two young men. To Geoffrey, those extra
arms seemed to have life of their own. The ogre wasn't twelve feet tall after al, but only ten-only ten! What he lacked in height, though, he made up
in bulk. He must have been four feet wide across the shoulders. He needed the extra shoulder room, on the other hand-and the other hand, and the
other, and the other.

Then Alain howled a battle cry and spurred his horse. He charged up the mountainside, sword swinging high as he shouted, "For Gramarye and the
Lady Corddia™”

The romantic fool, Geoffrey thought, alarmed, even as he spurred his own horse-but even in his exasperation, he had to admire Alain's bravery.

For the first time, he found himself wondering what he was going to say to Cordeliaif he had to bring back the dead body of the man she'd been
planning to marry since she was five.

The ogre roared and charged down the slope as fast as Alain was charging up. Geoffrey cried out in alarm-there was no possibility of a
misunderstanding here; that ogre was out for blood! The huge club lifted for a blow that would flatten the horse like a housefly, and the leg bone
shot toward Alain's head.
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But the Prince chopped the bone out of the air with a sweep of his sword, then shouted to his charger. Undaunted and well trained, the warhorse
charged straight at the ogre.

The huge club wound up and slammed down. Alain swerved at the last second.

The club churned up the ground. With aroar of frustration, the ogre yanked-but the cudgel stuck. Enraged, the monster bellowed, grabbed it with
two hands, and set itself to pull.

Alain darted in to stab the monster's bottom.

The ogre howled, snapping straight upright, one of its free hands slapping its buttock. The other swatted at Alain asthough he were afly.

Alain danced his horse back, but not fast enough-the huge palm slammed into his chest, and he reeled in the saddle. His horse leaped back beyond
range. Alain struggled for breath.

Geoffrey saw he was needed. He howled like a banshee and came riding in, waving his sword.

The ogre looked up, startled, then roared and snatched at its club.

The club still refused to move.

Thistime, the ogre grabbed it with all four hands-then, as Geoffrey galloped in, loosed one fist to swing backhanded at him.

Geoffrey dodged, but not far enough-the blow glanced off his head, and he saw stars. Holding onto consciousness, he backed his horse clear.

The ogre gave a mighty heave and pulled the club out with a shout of triumph.

Alain caught his breath and charged in.

He swerved around to the front, being too chivalrous to attack an opponent from behind without warning, and Geoffrey groaned at his friend's
idiocy. He set himself to gallop back to the fight, but Alain charged in so fast that the huge club slammed down right behind him, giving the Prince
just time enough to stab up, as high as he couldright into the ogre's midriff. It screamed, a ghastly sound choked off as its stomach muscles gave out.
Alain darted back out, but the ogre, disabled or not, slammed a roundhouse blow at him that cracked his shield and made him reel in the saddle.

Strangling and gasping, the monster waddled after him, murder in its eye, club lifting in al four hands. Geoffrey shouted and charged.

But Alain rallied, lowered his head, extended his sword like alance, and charged again.

The ogre gave a strangled cry and swung, but it was so weakened that it overbalanced and fell-right on top of Alain. Its whole body slammed down
with every ounce of itsimpossible size and weight. Alain disappeared under a mountain of flesh.

"Alain!"Geoffrey cried in horror, and leaped off his horse, sword swinging high to chop off the ogre's head ... Then a gleaming sword-tip poked out
of the monster's back, and the ogre went limp.

Geoffrey amost went limp himself, with relief-but not quite. A dead ogre didn't prove alive Prince, after all. He grabbed an arm and threw all his
weight against it, rolling the ogre up on its side.

Alain scrambled clear and climbed to his feet. He looked about, crying, "My sword!"
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"Therel" Geoffrey grunted, nodding toward the ogre's chest. "Pull it out, and quickly! | do not know how long | can hold him up!*

Alain dived for the sword, set a heel against the monster's chest, and heaved. The blade slid free as easily as though it had been in its scabbard, and
Alain went staggering back.

Geoffrey let go with agrunt of relief.

"I did it!" Alain stared down at the huge corpsein disbelief. "I have slain a monster!”

"That you have," Geoffrey said sourly, "and with full measure of danger, too. Might | ask you, next time, to wait for your reserves?"

But Alain's face was darkening, elation giving way to remorse. "It looks so shrunken, lying there..."

"Shrunken! 'Tis ten feet long and three times the bulk of a man-nay, more! Make no mistake, Alain-that pigface would have slain you in an instant,
if he could have!" That lightened the Prince's mood considerably-but he still brooded, though with puzzlement now, not guilt. "How is it he does not
bleed?

"Well asked," Geoffrey admitted. He had been wondering about that himself.

None of the ogre's wounds showed the slightest trace of blood-nor of ichor, nor any other sort of bodily fluid, for that matter. They were as clean as
cutsin bread dough. In fact, the ogre's body looked far more like that substance, than like flesh or meat.

"Still, 'tis no wonder," Geoffrey said, searching for something reassuring to say-and found it. " The monsters of Gramarye are not made as you and |
were, Alain."

"Not made as we were?' The Prince transferred his frown to Geoffrey. "Why, how is that?"

"Not made by mothers and fathers," Geoffrey explained, "or if they were, those parents, or their ancestors, sprang full-blown from witch-moss
overnight. God did not make them as He made us, from lumps of protoplasm formed by countless eons of random changes that were shaped by the
role He planned for them. No, they were made by the thoughts of a granny who was a protective telepath, but did not know it, shaped as shetold a
bedtime story of monsters and heroes to her babes-or by one person telling such atale to many others, and of the many, there were several who were
projectives but also did not know it. Their thoughts, together, formed the monster out of witch-moss."

He had told Alain about projective telepaths years ago-and about all the other psionic talents the espers of Gramarye had at their disposal. Of
course, hisfather had warned him not to, and Geoffrey could understand why, in the case of the ignorant, superstitious peasants who would have
reacted by saying that a witch was awitch, no matter what you called her. But Alain was neither ignorant nor superstitious-at least, not by local
standards-and Geoffrey and his brothers and sisters had reasoned that he needed to know what his subjects really were, if he was to rule them well
when he was grown.

So Alain understood Geoffrey's explanation, nodding, though his brows were still knit. "Nagetheless, would such witch-moss creatures not have
blood in them?' He knew that the substance they called "witch-moss* was really afungus that responded to the thoughts of projectives, turning
itself into whatever they were thinking about.

"Not if the granny who told the tale did not think of blood. Difficult to imagine, for we who loved to hear tales of bloody deeds even in our cradles,
but there are many who do not. Nay, there's no doubt the creature was only a construct, naught more, and one brought to life only last night, or the
villagers would have seen him ere now."

"WEell, thereis no glory in slaying athing that is not real, isthere?' Alain asked, disappointed.

"Oh, it wasreal, Alain! Be sure, it was real-and you would have been sure indeed, if that club had touched you! Do you not see the hole where it
plowed into the ground? What do you think it would have done to your head? Nay, made by grannies or by God, this was a lethal brute, and ‘twas an
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act of great daring to day it!"

Alain seemed reassured, then suddenly stood bolt upright, eyes wide. "The child! The shepherd-boy! We must find him! Pray God it was not .. ."

He could not finish, nor did he need to. Geoffrey nodded grimly; he had also wondered at the source of the legbone the ogre had wielded. "Aye, let
us search.”

They climbed up toward the ogre's cave, Alain calling, "Boy! Shepherd! Y ou may come out now with safety! We have..."

"Y ou waste your breath." Geoffrey caught his arm, pointing.

Alain looked, and saw the shepherd boy pelting away across the field, already little more than adot of dark clothing against the amber of the wheat.

"Praise Heaven!" the Prince sighed. "He is safel”

"Aye. | doubt not the lad was penned in the cave, and seized his chance to flee when the ogre charged down upon us. He will surely bear word to the
village-if he paused to look back."

"What boy would not?" Alain smiled.

"A boy who fleesfor hislife." Geoffrey was very glad to see the curve of Alain'slips; he had begun to wonder if the Prince was going into shock.
"We must go tell them ourselves. Someone must bury this mound of offal, and | have no wish to tarry long enough to undertake the task myself."

Alain nodded; Geoffrey didn't need to explain. The Prince knew aswell as he that aroyal search party was very probably already after them, and he
had no wish to cut short his adventuring.

Geoffrey clapped Alain on the back and turned him toward his horse. "Come, away! For what other feats of glory await you?'

But Alain hung back, glancing' at the ogre. "Should | not hew off its head and send it to the Lady Cordelia, as proof of my love?"

Geoffrey tried to imagine Cordelia receiving the ugly, gruesome trophy and shuddered. "There is no need, and | do not think she would find it
aesthetic. Be assured, she shall hear of it soon enough!”

She didn't, asit happened. All the elves who had been watching the encounter were too late to tell her of it before she left Castle Gallowglass to
follow the boys again. But Puck himself brought word back to Brom O'Berin.

""Tiswell." Brom nodded, satisfied.

"The mission is accomplished, and none hurt but the ogre." Puck strutted as he said it.

Brom eyed him askance. "Hereis turpitude indeed! Have you no remorse, no sorrow for the creature you made?"

"Noneat al," Puck assured him. "It had no mind, look you, only a set of actions implanted in its excuse for abrain. It would charge when it was
charged, strike when it was threatened, and naught more-save to die when its time was done."

"And was very clumsy into the bargain?’

"Tremendously. It could strike no object smaller than a horse, save by luck."
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"Bad luck indeed! "Twas with that | was concerned.”

"Be easy in thine heart, O King," Puck said, grinning. "Surely thou dost know that | would take no chance with the Prince's life.”

"Aye, unless thy sense of mischief got the better of thee!"

"WEell, it did not in this case,” Puck said judicioudly. "A score of elves hid with me in the bracken and all about the field of combat, to protect the
Prince and thy grandson with their magic, should mischance befall. Y et 'twas without need; ‘twas not mischance that befell, but the ogre."

"Aye, and nearly crushed Alaininitsfall!”

""Twas not so massive as that," Puck protested. "Indeed, for its size, 'twas quite tenuous."

"Asisthy report." But approval twinkled in Brom's eye.

The villagers cheered as soon as the two young knights camein sight.

"| take it the shepherd boy did watch the battle," Geoffrey said.

Then the people were on them, clustering about their stirrups, reaching up to touch their defenders.

"All praises be upon thee, young knights!"

"Save thee, my masters!”

"A thousand blessings on they who saved the boy!"

"Blessings and praises, and what so€'er they may ask that we can give," said one buxom, dark-haired beauty with alook in her eye that sent a thrill
through Alain, one that held his gaze riveted to hers as hot blood coursed through him, awaking sensations that he found both intimidating and
fascinating at the same time.

Then she transferred her gaze to Geoffrey, and Alain went limp with relief-but the sensations were till there, with a strength that shook him.

Geoffrey had no such trouble, of course. He met the girl's gaze and grinned slowly.

Alain turned red and cleared histhroat. "Aye! Y ou may give the monster burial! A score of your men, with shovels and picks!"

"We shall, we shall straightaway!" cried aman. "But what wouldst thou have for thyselves, good sirs?'

Alain glanced at Geoffrey, saw he was still eyeing the peasant wench, and sighed. If his father's party caught up with them, well, they would, and
that was that. "I would have a bath," he told the man, "and food, and strong clothes fit for travelling. Then, though, we must be on our way."

"Must we truly?' Geoffrey said, gaze till on the wench: "Might we not stay the night? There will be few real beds for us in the weeks to come,
Alan."

The girl's smile broadened; then she dropped her gaze demurely.

"Why, asyou will," Alain sighed-but he found himself eyeing the peasant lass, too, and forced his gaze away. It did no good; the sensations she had
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raised still shuddered through him. He did his best to ignore the feelings and said, " Still, my companion, let usfirst bathe."

The village didn't have a bathhouse, of course-such an item would have counted as a major technological breakthrough in the Medieval Europe after
which Gramarye's society had been modeled. Such whole-body washing as was done occurred in the local mill pond. The villagers didn't seem to
have all that elaborate an idea of privacy, but fortunately, there was a screen of brush around the pond that the miller hadn't gotten around to
clearing for several years. On the other hand, from the smothered titters and giggling that rose from the scrawny leaves, Geoffrey guessed that the
brush didn't screen them all that thoroughly. He grinned, enjoying the attention of the unseen audience as he languorously caressed his muscles with
a cake of soap-but Alain turned magenta with embarrassment, all over, and made sure he didn't let anything more than his torso appear above the
waterline. That did inhibit the bath, of course, but it was an improvement over the sweat-and-grime coating with which he had climbed into the
pool.

Then, though, there was the problem of climbing out. It didn't bother Geoffrey in the slightest-he just waded ashore, though he did catch up the
makeshift towel so quickly that his nudity was only revealed for a second. However, that was long enough to till the giggling chorus. It began
again as a series of hushed murmurs as he turned his back, tucking the towel around hiswaist as an improvised kilt, then holding another out to
Alain.

"I thank you from the bottom of my heart, Geoffrey," the Prince muttered as he stepped out of the pool into the cover of the towel.

"Well, from your bottom, anyway." Geoffrey grinned. "Y ou look quite well in that sacking the miller provided us, Alain."

The Prince gave him a murderous look and caught up another towel, rubbing himself dry with furious haste. Geoffrey grinned, taking his time about
towelling, playing to his hidden watchers. The murmuring voices were properly appreciative.

Alain caught up his clothes and went quickly toward the cover of the mill. Geoffrey caught up with him, and they went through the door together.

"Y ou are quite shameless," Alain grumbled as they dressed in the safety of the millhouse. "How can you enjoy displaying yourself like ajoint of
beef?'

"Why, | find it quite stimulating." Geoffrey was still grinning. "My blood tickles through me when | know that lasses do watch and admire me-
tingling in every limb, at the hint of the pleasures that may follow, if they find enough to admire."

"Shameless, as| said," Alain growled. "Surely you are too chivalrousto seek after such pleasures as you mention!"

"To seek after, no," Geoffrey said, "though if they are offered freely, | am delighted to accept."”

"Have you no decency, no regard for others feelings?' Geoffrey blinked, surprised at Alain's vehemence. Then he said slowly, "Well, some regard,
surely. | would never think to force my attentions on awench who did not want them, nor on avirgin, no matter if she did wish it, nor how greatly. |
seek to give only pleasure, Alain. never hurtand if thereis reason to think the lass wants more than the sheer fun of it, I'll not come near her, for then
isthere chance indeed of hurting her heart."

"But all women believe, in their hearts, that there will be more than a night's sport-that the man will then take care of them forever after! They do,
Geoffrey, even if they admit it not, not even unto themselves!™

Geoffrey took his time framing the reply, choosing his words carefully. "They want something more than the pleasure of their senses, that is true.
But marriage? Nay! No peasant woman truly believes alord will wed her, Alainno woman of sound mind, at least. In thisinstance, what they want
isanight with a hero, that his glory may adhere to them afterward.”

"Aye, and expect him to adhere to them, too, for al their lives!"

"Hope for it secretly, mayhap-so secretly that they admit it not, even unto themselves. If they see him again, they will hope for at least anod, afew
tender words, a half-hour's intimate talk. But, “expect'? Nay. Unless she is mad, no peasant wench would truly expect alord to marry her."
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"Still, secret or not, expectant or not, there will be mayhem done to her heart, whether she knowsit or not!"

"Or will admit it or not?* Geoffrey shrugged. "There, | cannot say without reading her mind far below her surface thoughts-and even | shudder at so
profound an invasion of privacy. If she knowsit not, neither do L | can only judge by her actions, by the deeds and the farewell smiles of those |
have seen, by the boasting, covert or overt, among her friends."

"Surely awoman would not boast of being used by a man, even ahero!"

"Well, | have never heard awoman boast of a bedding," Geoffrey admitted, "though | have seen them cluster about a hero, and hint most plainly to
be admitted to his bedchamber."

"Mayhap." Alain scowled. "I cannot deny it. But does not each lass hope that he will cleave unto her forevermore, no matter how plain it isthat he
will not-that to him, sheis only one among many?"'

"Mayhap," Geoffrey sighed. "I cannot say. There is no accounting for the daydreams women may spin for themselves, nor may men truly
comprehend them. | only know that | count it no shame to take what is offered freely, and think that if it is so offered, | give no pain."

But Alain only shook his head as he buttoned his doublet, muttering, "I cannot believe it!"

As he followed the Prince out of the mill and back toward the village common, Geoffrey reflected that Alain's attitude paid credit to his upbringing,
but not to his understanding of the world as it really was.

The village common was decked with streamers of cloth and bunches of flowers around trestle tables. The village girls, decked in bright skirts, dark
bodices, and white blouses, were just finishing putting up the decorations, chattering and exclaiming to one another. The village youths and men
raised a cheer as the two young men came in sight.

"Hail the slayers of the monster!"

"Hail the saviors of the child!"

"Hail the courageous and mighty knights, who have saved our village from peril!"

Alain looked about as they closed in, applauding and cheering him. He was dazzled by al the adulation. He, who was used to the deference and
flattery of the court, had never received so much heartfelt praise due only to his deeds, not to his station. He turned from one to another with an
incredulous, widening smile. ...

And avillage wench planted a kiss on hislips, firm and deep.

He jerked his head back, shocked, but she was turning away herself by that time, and another was taking her place. Alain looked up to Geoffrey for
help, saw him with agirl in his arms, mouth to mouth, and mentally shrugged. What harm could a kiss do? And would not the girls be insulted if he
refused? Surely, he did not want to hurt their feelings! He turned back to give the peasant lass a courteous peck on the cheek-but she had other
ideas, ones that took a bit longer. So did the next girl, and the next.

Alain finally managed to reclaim hislips and, yes, his whole mouth, from the last admirer, dazed and incredulous to hear the men still cheering al
about him. Were none of them jealous? Were there no sweethearts among the girls who had just kissed him? He realized, with a sense of
amazement, that he was rather enjoying the whole affair.

They ushered him to atable and sat him down. Before him, awhole pig was roasting over afire. The aroma reached him, and he breathed it in
eagerly, suddenly realizing how hungry he had become.

And how thirsty. A girl thrust aflagon into his hand and her mouth against his--only thistime, however it may have looked to the outside world, her
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tongue trickled fire slowly over hislips.

Then she straightened up with aglad laugh, and to cover his confusion, he took a deep draft from the tankard. It was new ale, nutty and strong. He
came up for air. Geoffrey slapped him on the shoulder, chuckling. "Drink deeply, my friend, you have earned it."

And Alain did, wondering whether country ale always tasted so good, or if it was only so after afeat of valor. Indeed, al his senses seemed to be
heightened-the village | asses seemed to be prettier, their cheeks redder, their eyes brighter and more inviting. The aroma of the roasting meat
seemed almost solid enough to bite, and the piper's notes sounded far keener than they ever had, stirring his toes to movement. He took another draft
of ae; then agirl was pulling him up from the bench, laughing, and another took his other arm. They led him to aflat, level green, and began to
dance. Alain knew the steps-he had seen them often enough, at festivals, and his parents had seen him schooled in the more stately steps of the court
dances. He began to imitate the girls movements, slowly and clumsily. Then he noticed that other girls had stepped out to dance with the young
men, and he could copy the boys movements. He did, with increasing sureness and speed, turning back to his partner. Her eyes glistened, her teeth
were very white against the redness of lips and tongue as she laughed, and he found himself caught up more and more in her movements and his
own, thought suspending, sensation claiming.

Then, at some unseen signal, the girl whirled away, and another took her place. She leaned forward to give him a quick kiss, clapping his arm about
her waist, and moved through the same steps, but much more quickly now. He gazed down into her eyes, feeling his own grin widening, and let
himself be swept up in the movements of the dance. Dimly, he noticed that Geoffrey was dancing, too, but it only seemed to be of passing interest.

Then, suddenly, the dancing was done, and the girls were leading him back to the place of honor, thrusting ancther tankard of ale into his hand. He
took along, thirsty pull at it. As helifted his head, Geoffrey scoffed. "Pooh! That isno way to drink village ale, Alain! You do not sip it asthough it
were arare vintage-you pour it down your throat!" So saying, he lifted his own tankard, tilted his head up, and drank it down-and down, and down.
Finally the tankard exploded away from his lips and thumped down onto the table, empty.

"Aye, that isthe way of it!" avillage youth next to him cried with alaugh, and lifted his own tankard to demonstrate.

"Come, confessit!" Geoffrey cried. "Y ou cannot even keep pace with these stalwarts!”

"Oh, can | not!" Alain retorted, and tipped up his own tankard. The ale was good, very good-but he did begin to wish he could breathe. Nonethel ess,
he was hanged if he'd admit defeat, so he hung in there, swallowing the rich dark tide, until suddenly he gulped air. He thumped the tankard down,
drawing avery deep and welcome breath, and was amazed to hear the villagers all cheer. He looked up, smiling, not quite believing it, then grinning
as he saw they were delighted to see him enjoying himself. A fresh tankard appeared next to his hand. Across from him, Geoffrey raised hismug in
salute, and Alain felt a sudden surge of determination not to be outdone. He clinked his tankard against Geoffrey's, then copied his motions as he
swung the vessel up. He swallowed greedily, though to tell the truth, he was liking it less than he had at first. When the tankard was done, he
slammed it down, amost in unison with Geoffrey. The two young men stared each other in the eye, and Geoffrey grinned. After amoment, so did
Alain.

Then the tankards were whisked away and full ones set in their place, but Alain was saved, because atrencher of sizzling pork was slapped down in
front of him. "Eat, as a hero deserves!" someone cried, and he did.

He ate, he drank, and the notes of the pipes filled his head, along with the scents of the meat and the ale. Things seemed to be blurring together a bit,
but the villagers were such warm and friendly folk that it didn't worry him. He chewed the last dliver of pork, and a girl was pulling him from his
seat, laughing, out to the dancing. Laughing, too, he feigned reluctance, then fell into the steps with her, mimicking the extra sinuousness with
which she moved, and if she took advantage of the dance to thrust herself against him, why, it seemed only polite to return the gesture.

Then Geoffrey's face was there again, laughing, raising his tankard in salute, and Alain was raising onein return, the nut-brown ale cascading down
his throat, then the tankard gone, and the girl back, her eyes heavy-lidded, her smile inviting, her body constantly against his as the dance moved
them, till they seemed to churn as one. Fire threaded itself through him, tingling in his thighs, his hips, wherever his body touched hers.

Then she was holding up another mug of ae, and he was drinking it down, lowering it to look into her eyes, and they seemed to be huge and seemed
to draw himin, and her lips were red and moist, so moist, but she was not holding them up to him now, but drawing him by the arm, out and away
from the dancing, away from the fire, to a place where shadows gathered, where their bodies crushed soft bracken beneath them, and the music of
the dance was distant, so distant, but her mouth was warm, very warm, encompassing him, and her touch thrilled him, so it seemed only right to
return that thrill, if he could.
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CHAPTER 6

The whole castle was agog, bubbling with excitement, for the elves hadn't made any pretense of keeping a secret. A brownie had popped up at the
kitchen door to announce that their unwel come guests were almost upon them.

Cordelia hurried out into the courtyard and took up her position in a patch of sunlight, doing her best to ook stern and regal. She was resplendent in
awhite damask gown; the sunlight glowed in her auburn hair, carefully set off by a plain bronze circlet.

The bandits trudged in through the gatehouse, stumbling with weariness and coated with dust. Cordelia stared, appalled. Had they walked all night?

Then the foremost bandit looked up, saw her, and stared. Suddenly, the weariness fell away from him. Cordelia gazed back, amazed. Her first view
of the bandits hadn't prepared her at al for this. He was quite the most handsome man she had ever seen-though that may have been as much due to
the hint of wildnessin hisface asto the actual set of his features.

Or it may have been some other attribute; there was alot of him to admire, more than six feet, and most of it muscles. His legs were exceedingly
well formed, she thought dizzily, and that sleevelessjerkin left onein no doubt as to the bulging muscles in his shoulders and arms, though she did
have to guess at the massive chest beneath it. His face was open, his black eyes large and long-lashed, his nose straight though perhaps allittle short,
hislipsfull and red through the black jawline beard which blended into the wealth of black curls on his head. His teeth flashed white as he smiled,
and the dangerous gleam in his eye as he looked at her struck like a crossbhow bolt, arousing sensations inside her that she had never been aware of
before, and wasn't at all sure she liked.

Of course, shewasn't at all sure that she didn't like them, either.
She stood alittle straighter and tilted her chin up, looking down her nose at him. "What do you here, sirrah?"

"Why," said the bandit, "my men and | have come to surrender ourselves to the Lady Cordelia Gallowglass at the behest of him who defeated usin
battle."

"Indeed," Cordelia said, with her best attempt at frostiness. "And what is his name?'

"Ah! My lady, that would he not tell us!" the bandit chieftain lamented. "He said only that he was a knight who sought to be worthy of you, and
would not use his name in public until he has proven hisworth."

Cordelia stared. Such a poetic flight was quite unlike Alain-and coming from the lips of this rogue with the tilted eyebrows and the knowing smile,
it set up strange quiveringsinside her. "Indeed! Y ou have walked al night to tell methis, sirrah?’

"Alas! We have-for the Wee Folk would not |et us rest. Whene'er we sought to halt, or to sit for more than five minutes, they were upon us with
pinches and stings."

Cordeliatried to glare at him while she considered. "I might pity you, if there surely had been no reason for..." She withheld Alain's name, not quite
knowing why. ". . . for the young knight of whom you speak to beset you so harshly. What misdeed had you done?"

"Oh, no greater than to seek to rob a poor carter of his goods,” the bandit said, trying to look apologetic.
"And to reive hiswife of her virtue," squeaked a small voice near Cordelia.

Her eyes widened, glaring. "How durst you, sir!"
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"Ah!" the bandit said, the very picture of remorse. "I would have stopped my men ere long! We had first to subdue her husband, though, and must
needs see that she not seek to aid him."

Cordeliasindignation boiled over. "Y ou have deserved every pinch and every sting that the elves have given you, sir, and far worse, | doubt not.
Mayhap | should give you some more of them, myself!"

The bandit chief stepped back, alarmed. He had some notion of what Cordelia might be able to do if the spirit moved her. He braced himself, ready
to defend against a telepathic attack.

Her eyes widened; she felt the stir of his mind against her own. "Y ou are awarlock!"

An incredulous muttering sprang up behind him. He glanced back at his men, then shrugged and looked up at her. "I had not sought to make it a
matter of general knowledge, my lady-but yes, | am awarlock.”

"For shame, sir! A warlock, and one nobly reared, for so | can tell by your speech alone! For you, who were born gifted in both rank and talents, to
abuse your powers thus, by preying upon the weak when, by virtue of birth, you had ought to defend them!" Cordelia blazed.

"I know." The bandit chieftain bowed his head. "I had meant to spend my life in defense of they who could not defend themselves, my lady, to use
my gifts for the general good-but circumstance has decreed otherwise."

"Circumstance? Nay, tell me!" Cordelia bit off the words sharply. "What circumstances could these be that would turn you from the obligations of
your station?' She reddened, suddenly incensed as she realized what the rogue was doing. "Y ou seek to play upon my sympathies! Be sure, sir, | am
not so easily gulled as that! But what shall | do with you?"

She narrowed her eyes. "What mischiefs might Puck himself invent? Can | be asingenious as he?'

"I do not doubt it!" the bandit said quickly. "But | pray you will not! Nay, if thereis a gram of woman's pity in you, forbear! Send usto the King's
dungeon, if you willset usto ayear's hard labor-but do not seek to emulate the Wee Folk in your treatment of us, | beg of you!"

Cordeliagave him alook of contempt. (She thought she did it rather well.)

The bandit only looked up at her with wide, pleading eyes, and alook of intense remorse.

Cordelia made a sound of disgust. "Well, indeed, we shall see that the punishment does fit the crime! Get you to Sir Maris, the King's Seneschal,
and tell him of your deeds. Tell him, too, who has sent you. Then, whatsoever punishment he shall give you, see that you bear in patience.”

"Aye, my lady." The bandit chieftain bowed his head to hide hisrelief. "Y ou are generous."

"Begone," she said, "before | forget my generosity."

"Begone?' He looked up and, for amoment, his face was drawn, exhausted. Then he recovered his poise, forced himself to straighten, and inclined
his head. "Asyou wish it, my lady. Come, my men." He turned away.

"Oh, bother!" Cordelia stamped her foot, hands on her hips. "Nay, do not play the martyr! | will not be so cruel asto seed you out with no rest at al.
Go, go sit down against the courtyard wall! Guards!™

The Captain of the Guards stepped up beside her. "Aye, my lady?"

"Keep watch over these men, and if they seek to move more than ayard from the places where they sit or lie, have at them! Steward!"
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"My lady?' Everybody was on hand, of course, watching and waiting to be called upon.

"Seeto it these men are given gruel and water. Let them rest till noon, then send them out.”

"In the heat of the day, my lady?' The steward looked appropriately horrified.

"Aye, even in the heat of the day!" Cordelia declared, with some heat herself. "'Tis the least they deserve, who have sought to wreak havoc on the
weak." She turned back to the bandits. "Rest then, and begone." And, in awhirl of skirts, she turned and stalked away into the castle.

Forrest watched after her, reflecting that, if this was not the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, she was certainly not far from it. The vivacity,
the fire within her, made her quite the most fascinating female he had ever encountered. And she was a witch!

He had heard stories of the delights that lay in store for those who lay in love, warlock and witch, their minds melding as their bodies did. He
wondered if such ecstasy awaited those who found themselves in such an embrace, even if they were not in love.

Then, with a start of dismay, he realized that for himself, at least, the question was academic. He fell in love easily and frequently-and he knew the
signswell. He had fallen again ... And from the look in her eyes when they first saw each other, he thought that Cordelia might have, too.

"Y ou make it sound as though it were atrade to which a man might be apprenticed, Geoffrey!" Alain complained-almost, Geoffrey thought,
scandalized.

"WEell, 'tis not quite so methodical asthat,” he said, grinning. "'Tis more a matter of an art for which one must have atalent.”

"Asyou have, to be sure," Alain said wryly. "But even given that talent, there still seemsto be a great amount that is simply knowledge."

"Knowledge for some men, instinct for others." Geoffrey shrugged. "If you enjoy the game for its own sake, you learn it quickly enough. If you do
not, you shall never play it well, no matter how many years of study you invest."

"It can be learned, then!"

"Meforms, at least,” Geoffrey agreed, "though they are worth little without the true spirit. If you would court alady, you must dine by candlelight
and, if 'tis possible, with afiddler or three nearby, but out of sight, playing softly."

"But her duenna..."

"Ah, we are assuming that her duennais not there." Geoffrey raised aforefinger. "We do not speak of ladies only, after al, but also of village
wenches. Still, if you would win the heart of afair lady, you must need find some time to whisk her away by herself for conversation, even if 'tis
only for the quarter of an hour. A sheltered nook in her garden will do, or a bower-and have your fiddlers seeming to stroll by, or mayhap alad who
shall play soft songs of love on aflute."

"This by candldlight, or the light of the moon?"

"The moon is better," Geoffrey said judiciously, "if 'tisfull, or nearly. But candles will do, and that quite well."

"But what would | say?" Alain asked.

"Why, you must praise her eyes, her hair, her lips, the rosesin her cheeks," Geoffrey said. "It would help if you had written a poem to her beauty
and committed it to memory."
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"I have small gift for versing," Alain said ruefully. "Oh, there are poets aplenty who will scribble you a whole book of verses for a piece of gold, my
friend-and if you do not trust your memory to work in her presence, you may surely bring the paper along to read."

"But will she not know that 'twas not | who wrote it?'

"She may suspect," Geoffrey said carelessly, "but she will not seek to prove it-if you do not give her occasion to. Speak of love, or if you think you
have it not, speak of the feelings that rise within you when you look upon her."

"Why, there am | in confusion." Alain frowned, gazing off into space. "If | look at your sister as she stands today, | do feel most strangely within-
and some of those feelings, | would not speak of to her brother." He blushed furiously. "Nor to any other being, mayhap, save my father."

"I rejoice to hear it," Geoffrey said softly.

"Y et most swiftly rises, over the image that she is, the face and form of the child she was." Alain turned to him in consternation. "For she was
indeed acomely little lass, Geoffrey, as| am sure you remember."

"I would not have called her “comely,' " Geoffrey muttered.

"Nay, of course not-you are her brother. Still, the sauciness, the scoldings, the brightness of her laughter-all that arises when | ook upon the grown
Cordelia. It seems..." He broke off, shaking his head.

"Come now, you can say it!" Geoffrey coaxed. "Out with it! Speak it, then-nay, speak both, speak all, for | see you are avery welter of feelings
now."

"Aye, and they go at cross-purposes.” Alain scowled at the back of his horse's head. "On the one hand, there is the feeling that the impish girl is still
within the gentle form | see before me, and athough that hasiits attractive side, it is also somewhat repugnant-for she was ever as quick to turn and
scold as she was to speak in mirth."

"I would say that child is still there within her, of a certainty," Geoffrey said slowly, "for | have heard my father say that we all are children within,
and that 'tis tragedy beyond speaking if that child dies."

"Aye, | have heard our chaplain say that, too." Alain gazed off at the countryside. "That we all must strive to keep alive the child within us-for
Christ said that we must become as little children if we would enter the kingdom of Heaven."

"Become," Geoffrey reminded, "not remain.”

But Alain wasn't listening. "I am not sure how | felt toward that child, though, Geoffrey."

"Oh, stuff and nonsense!" Geoffrey said, with aflash of irritation. "Y ou did trail behind her like a besotted mooncalf when you were twelve, Alain."

"Well, aye, | mind me of that," the Prince admitted, embarrassed. "I speak now of a younger age, though, when she dared to speak to me as though |
were alad with an empty head."

"Oh, aye, but she did that when you were twelve, tooand flfteen, and seventeen, and islike as not to do it again even now!" Geoffrey scoffed. "Be
sure, she will. If that truly does repel you, Alain, seek elsewhere for awife."

"Well ... | would not say “repel,' " the Prince said. "It does nettle me, though-sometimes. At others, it is as much a matter of spice as of bitter. There
are thorns on the stem, so to speak-but the man would be afool who would not brave those thorns for the beauty of the rose." Geoffrey smiled,
amused. Alain did have something of the poet's gift within him, after al. "Y et what is the feeling that does counter such ardent praise?”
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"Why, simply that she was near to being a sister!" Alain burst out. "Or the closest that | ever had, at least-for she was the only female child near to
my own age that | saw with any frequency. How can one be in love with a sister? 'Tis against nature, when one has known alass too well, too long,
and too young. Why, there may be good fellowship, but never love-or, at least, not the sort of love that must be between a man and awife."

"Yes, | see" Geoffrey said, nodding, "though | am not at all sure that you would think it against nature if we were speaking of peasant folk who
lived in asmall village, where al know one another from earliest youth. When that feeling comes upon you, try to remember in your heart the
mooncalf that you were when you were twelve. Surely, you did not then seem to find her too sisterly.”

"Well, thereis some truth in that," Alain said. "But if | were truly in love, Geoffrey, would | not lie awake o' nights, dreaming of her face, her form?
Would | not find food to be of small appeal? Lifeitself of no joy? Would | not spend my days in moping about and sighing?'

"Aye, if you wereafool," Geoffrey said. "In truth, whenever | see such aman, | cannot help but think that 'tis not love he feels, but sickness. What
do you feel, when you lie awake dreaming of her face and form?"

"Why, | am near to crying out in madness, that she seemsto entice, yet mock!" Alain burst out, then broke off suddenly, staring. "Y ou have tricked
me, Geoffrey!"

"But only for your own benefit," Geoffrey said.

Cordelia couldn't resist coming out to see her guests off. In the end, she relented, and told the guards not to expel them at noon, but to let them rest
until two o'clock. She chafed and fretted at the delay in following Alain and Geoffrey-but also found herself thinking constantly about Forrest and
seeing him and his men off. She told herself the strange feelings that churned within her were only nervousness, and anticipation of seeing such a

gang of blackguards out her gate.

Nonetheless, as the time approached, she found herself moving across the outer bailey to where Forrest reposed, alittle apart from his men,
stretched out in the shade of the kitchens. But he opened his eyes as she came near, and for a moment, she found herself trapped by that ebony gaze,
mischievously admiring as it traversed her from head to toe, insouciant and arrogant with the knowledge that he was attractive to her.

Cordeliaknew that so surely that she also knew it must have been a sort of psychic leakage, an unconscious projection of his that was bound to
make a woman want to come closer-and the most maddening thing was that it worked. She flushed and stepped closer, her voice as cold as she
could make it. "Y ou are no peasant. What do you among this gang of thieves?"

Forrest sat up, running a hand through his hair and shrugging. "I live as| can, milady."

"Surely you could live better than as a robber!"

"So | thought." Forrest drew his knees up and clasped his arms about them. "I joined alord's retinue-but he went to war against his neighbor, and
lost. Then the neighbor hunted down those of us who refused to turn our coats, to slay us-so | fled to the greenwood."

It was a harrowing tale, and Cordeliafound herself fascinated as well as sympathetic. She tried not to let any sign of it show in her face. "But you
areawarlock! Surely you could have found away by the use of your powers!"

"Could | indeed?' Forrest's smile curdled. "We are not al like yourself and your brothers, milady-oh, yes, we have heard of you, all young
witchfolk have heard of you, even to the farthest corners of Gramarye, | doubt not! The sons and daughter of the High Warlock and High Witch?
Oh, aye, we al have heard of you! But few indeed are they who have so many talents as you, or in such strength’ Myself, | can read minds, and craft
witch-mossif | concentrate my thoughts with all my might, but little more.”

Again, his gaze raked Cordelia, making her feel as though he had touched her, lightly, caressingly.

Shetried to hide a shiver. "Nay, you are not," she said tartly. "Still, you could have accepted service with the Crown!"
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Forrest grinned. "'l have said it was the eldest who was taken to Court to learn manners and love of the King and Queen, milady, not the youngest.
No, | found myself resenting them highly, they who had shorn my father of respect, and myself of opportunity.”
"I had not thought..."

"Did you not think the King and Queen were merciful? They did not behead the rebel lords for traitors, after all. By custom and precedent, they
could have hanged or beheaded all the lords, scattered their armies, and attainted their wives and children, so that none might inherit."

"Aye." Forrest shrugged. "How could you, when the only witchfolk you have met have been those of the Royal Coven, or the few who dared to try
to seize all that they might, no matter whom they hurt? They had the power, milady, that most of uslack." He shrugged. "Too little to be of use, too
much to let usfeel safein our likeness to others-that is your garden variety of witch."

Cordelialonged to tell him that the proper word was "esper," for those born with psionic talents, but knew she must not, to anyone who did not
already know of the great civilization on the Terran planets outside of Gramarye.

"But you are a gentleman, at the least, and more likely the son of alord, if | mistake you not!"

"Y ou do not." Forrest inclined his head. "But | am ayoungest son, and my father isalord attainted in the first rebellion against Queen Catharine,
before either of us were born.”

"The Crown did let the rebel lords keep their lands and titles..."

"But they were ever suspect thereafter.” Forrest raised afinger. "And their eldest sons were taken as royal hostages, to learn loyalty to the Crown-
but not their younger. My father told me with regret that | had my own way to make in the world, though he would help me as he could.”

"Surely there were many positions open to alord's son!"

"Honorable positions?* Forrest shrugged. "1 had a choice between the church and the army-anything lesser was not honorable, and I am not cut out
to be apriest. The former can be of value in telling me when my enemies are coming, but that does not always guarantee victory. The last istoo
exhausting to be of much use as more than an amusement.”

Cordelia's heart went out to him. "But you are till branded with the sign of difference.”

"Only figuratively, praise Heaven!" Forrest grinned again. "And then only if | let it show. | have become expert in dissembling. Indeed, | warrant
you would not have guessed, had you not been awitch yourself."

"Aye, | know, and given the estates to those who had supported them loyally in the war." Forrest nodded, chagrined. "They were merciful, even as
you say--but the shame of the parents clung to the sons, and it was no great boon to me to have my eldest brother set even higher above me."

Cordelia remembered how brothers could vie against one another, and had heard of families in which the rivalry was much sharper than in her own.
"You did not at least lack for meat, nor aroof over your head! In truth, you did not lack for comfort!"

"'Tistrue," Forrest admitted, "but only till | was grown-which isto say, sixteen. Then was | set on mine own, for my father died, and my eldest
brother had no great love for me. Y ou may say 'twas bad luck that | pledged troth to the wrong lord and had to run for my life, making aliving by
my wits-or you may say 'twas mine own recklessness that drove me to the greenwood. | could not argue, in any case." He looked up at Cordelia, and
suddenly, his eyes seemed huge, seemed to devour her, and with alarm, she felt herself turning weak inside, felt awarming and a thrilling in the
blood, far worse than she had felt for the very first time so short awhile ago-or far better-and his words made it even sharper. "Were | not so
attainted and so ashamed, were | not cast down to banditry and poverty, | might dream of suing and sighing, of wooing and courting so beautiful a
lady as yourself."

The blood roared in her ears, but she knew extravagant flattery for what it was-and loved it, in a part of herself that she tried desperately to deny.
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She heard herself saying, asthough from far away, "A man'slot is never lost. Faith and industry, and honest striving, can resurrect the fortunes of
any nobleman, no matter how low he has fallen. Y ou must never give up hope, sir."

His eyesfired with that hope she had spoken of. "Surely, my lady," he breathed, "if you say it, | shall hope-and strive to clear my name, and prove
myself worthy of regard." She stared at him, stiff, her face burning.

He added, softly, "The regard of my King, of course." But he fooled neither of them-nor did he intend to. They stared at each other for seconds that
seemed to last for an uncountable time, until Cordeliafelt she must break from the strain. Clutching her hands at her waist, she said, "Then go, sir,
with your men, and prove your proud words."

He stood up slowly and stepped close. His scent seemed to enfold her, the scent of sweat and dust-and something else, some musk she did not
know. He towered over her, so close, so close, but not close enough... "If you say it, my lady," he breathed, "1 shall." And he held her gaze for one
more long, long moment until finally she gave ground, stepping back alittle, to break the strain.

Forrest smiled sadly, and turned to bawl at his men. They cameto their feet with groans, most shaking themselves from sleep, and a scullery boy
passed among them with a bucket and aladle. Another stepped behind him with a basket of rolls. Each outlaw took aroll, took a drink, and looked
up at Cordeliain gratitude, muttering, "Mercy, Lady."

"Gladly given," she answered in her most lofty manner, wondering for the first time, with desperation verging on panic, why her mother and father
didn't come out to help her with this.

Then Forrest bawled orders at his men, chivvying them into some sort of order and shooing them out through the gatehouse. But before the shadows
swallowed him up, he looked back for along, last look at Cordelia, and his eyes seemed to glow.

Then he turned away, and was gone.

The whole of the outer bailey seemed to exhalein one vast sigh of relief.

All except Cordelia, who stood rigid, staring after him. Above, at the solar window, her mother beamed down, and her father scowled.

"She did that rather well, my husband," Gwendylon said. "Y es, she did," Rod answered. "And so, unfortunately, did he."

"Ah, yes." Gwen's voice was entirely too cool. "He doth seem to have gained her interest. However, it will do her no harm to find some other suitor
after her affections.”

"Well ... if you say s0." Rod did not look convinced. "But | don't like the look of him."

"Or the look he gave our daughter? | cannot say | am surprised. Y et be easy in thine heart, mine husband-she is warded against those who would use
her, aswell as any maiden may be."

"And no better. Why didn't you go down there and help her out?"

"Why did not you?"

"Mostly because of your hand on my arm restraining me, every time | started for the door."

"Well, that istrue.” Gwen smiled, dimpling. "After all, ‘twas to her they were bound to surrender, not to us.”

"True," Rod admitted. "Still, | think she could have used alittle support."”
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"She is experienced with those who would do her harm, and is quite ready to deal with them herself, mine husband. We cannot always shield her--
but I will admit 'tis best for her to experience such men as he, when we stand near."

"Oh, you bet it is," Rod said softly.

The bandit troop passed out from the gatehouse and down the winding road, descending the mound on which the castle stood. There the road split,
the eastern fork straggling off into the wood, toward Runnymede. They trooped off eastward with it-but as soon as they were in under the trees,
there were mutterings in the ranks.

"We could go now, and none would ever be the wiser!"

"Now could we fade in among the greenwood leaves, and none should ever find us!"

Pebbles whizzed from the roadside. One clipped the last speaker on the pate as it passed, knocking his hat off. He cried out, pressing a hand to his
head, then bent down to pick up his hat-and a stick popped up out of the roadway to spank him very soundly on the rump. He straightened up with a
howl, pressing his other hand to the injured anatomy.

"I think the Wee Folk have not forgotten us," said Forrest. "We are not quite yet free to go where we will."

"Then when shall we be?" cried one of the bandits. "Why, you heard the lady-when we have spoken to Sir Maris!"

Sure enough, afew rods farther on, the roadway opened out into asmall clearing, and there stood Sir Maris with his dozen knights at his back.

"The lady bids us bring ourselves to you for punishment, Sir Seneschal.” Forrest bowed alittle.

"She has done well," the old knight grated. "We are freed of any need to require thee at the King's dungeon."

"But you promised..." one outlaw burst out, before another clapped a hand over his mouth.

"Aye, | gave my word," said Sir Maris, "and gaveit in Their Majesties hames-so thou art free to go. But see to it thou dost not rob, nor steal, nor
poach, ever again!"

"We shall not, sir," said Forrest, and the whole band behind him mumbled hasty denials.

"Thou, sir, most of al!" Sir Maris glared at Forrest. "Thou, the son of a nobleman, lowering thyself to banditry by the roadside! Thou shouldst be
red with mortification, to stand before a knight! Thou shouldst be afeard to admit thou wert ever dubbed a knight bachelor!™

"I am ashamed.” Forrest lowered his head--coincidentally hiding his expression.

"Well, mayhap there is some saving grace left within thee," the old knight grumbled, leaning on his staff. "Go thou, and mend thy ways, then-and
see that thou dost make better use of the life and fortunes God hath given thee! Be mindful, whene'er thou art tempted to despoil those weaker than
thyself, or those come for amoment within thy power-what would any one of these men of thine give, to have been born as thou wert? Be grateful
for what thou hast, sirrah, and do not berate God for not having given thee more."

A flash of annoyance showed in Forrest's eyeresentment, quickly masked. He bowed again. "l shall take your words to heart, Sir Seneschal."

"See that thou dost! Farewell-and never come before me again with complaints of misdeeds being levied against thee! Go, go one and all-into the
greenwood! Y ou are pardoned, you are free to seek honest labor within the King's domain! Go, and never stray again!" He raised staff and hands,
dismissing them.
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The bandits knew when to take their chance. They faded in among the trees, one and all.

Including Forrest. He picked his way through underbrush, then strode quickly over last year's fallen leaves until he was a hundred feet from the
roadway. There he stopped and listened, and heard faint sounds that must have been his men gathering together again. He set off in the opposite
direction. At last he was freed from their weight, hanging about his neck-at last he was freed from the need to care for them. If they still wanted him
to lead them badly enough, they could come and find him.

He hoped they would not. He wanted the freedom to be himself again, to try to build his own future once more. He had decided to take Sir Maris at
his word, and make better use of histime, indeed. He strode off through the woods, circling back toward Castle Gallowglass, the image of alissome
form and a beautiful face under awreath of auburn hair burning in his mind.

He intended to court Cordelia.

CHAPTER 7

"Alain? Ala-a-ain! Alain!"

Alain opened his eyes, and the light seemed to lance through to his brain. He squeezed them shut, then forced them open a crack. The light still
pained him, and that infernal voice was booming in his ears, sending pain rolling through his head. "Alain! Praise Heaven! | feared | had lost you!"

"Sodid I," Alain gasped. "More softly, Geoffrey, | prithee! Thereis no need to shout!"

"Why, | do not." Geoffrey grinned, recognizing the condition. He knelt and slid a hand under his friend's back, pulling him up. "Drink, now. 'Tis
time to break your fast."

"Bury me," Alain groaned, "for | have died." But he took the tankard obediently and drank. Then the taste hit him, and he yanked the tankard down
and spat. "Pah! 'Tis the same vile potion with which you slew me!"

"'"Tisgood country ale," Geoffrey rejoined, "and 'twill go some way toward making you whole and sound again." He was still grinning. "But
wherefore did you hide ... Oh, | see.”

Alain frowned. What was he talking about? He followed the direction of Geoffrey's glance, and saw the bracken flattened in what must surely be
more room than he needed by himself-and saw the stockings that lay there, forgotten as the wench had tiptoed home in the false dawn. Alain stared.
"But ... but | did not . .." Then memory struck, and he buried hisface in his hands and groaned. "I did!"

"Why, then, be glad!" Geoffrey slapped him on the shoulder, albeit gently. "Y ou have slain a monster, you have drunk deeply, and you have lain
with awench! You live, Alain, you are aive as you never have been!"

"I am dead, as | never have been," the Prince groaned, "or nearly. Y ou do not understand, Geoffrey."

"Oh, but | do. Quite well."

"Nay, you do not! | am the Prince, it is given to me to take care of my people, to guard their welfare-not to use or abuse them!"
"I doubt that you did," Geoffrey said slowly. "But you have said it yourself!"

"I have said no such thing," Geoffrey replied with asperity. "I told you to be glad of what you have done, and | say it till. The wench was more than
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willing-she was eager! | saw myself how she passed beyond flirtation to invitation, to leading and chivvying. What happened after she led you
away, | cannot say, for | did not see-but if you could remember, | think you would find that she did urge you on even then, and did never say,
'Hold!" " "Nay, she did." Alain pressed a hand to his forehead. "The memory comes now-she did say, "My lord, how naughty! Y ou must not!" "

Geoffrey smiled slowly. "And what did you do?"

"Why, | drew back, and took my hand from her, as any gentleman would."

"And what said she to that?"

"She took my hand and pressed it back where it had been, saying, ‘Nay, you must-if you wishiit." | assured her that | did..."

"And thereafter she told you where she wished you to put your hands."

Alain blushed furiously. "Aye, though not always with words."

Geoffrey shook his head. "Y ou are wrong to torment yourself with spasms of conscience. She wished it, and you were too drunk to refuse her, or to
deny your own desires. Thereis no cause for you to feel guilt in anything save having drunk to excess-and therein must | share the blame, for |
egged you on to it."

"My guilt ismy own, for whatever | have done, | could have chosen not to!"

"Y et you would not hesitate to share the glory." Geoffrey grinned, shaking his head. "Well, bear in mind the wench's name, and that of this village,
so that if she does prove by child, you can see that sheis provided for. That much obligation you may claim, though | would not think it necessary.
Still, if she knew who it was had lain with her last night, | have no doubt she would boast of it, and raise the child with pride."

Alain started to pull on his hose. "Then | must tell her!"

"Nay, nay." Geoffrey restrained him with a hand on his shoulder. "If she should prove by child, | said. If she does not, she will keep the memory of
this night to herself, | doubt not-or if she chooses to share it, 'twill be as a boast, that she shared the bed of the knight who slew the monster." Alain
hesitated, half into his hose.

"Nay, do pull on your clothes,” Geoffrey urged, "for we must be away."

"Ought | not..."

"Nay, you ought not, for she may try to presume upon your good nature." Geoffrey did not add "and innocence."

"Did you say a single word about love, or desiring anything further of her?"

Alain scowled, clutching his head, forcing the memories up from the alcoholic murk. "Nay. As| remember it, | could scarce say aword."

"Then do not seek her out again, for if you do speak of love you do not feel, or of desiring further acquaintance with her, you would hurt her heart
when you left. Asitis, shewill remember a night's sport, and so will you-and since that is all she desired and more than you promised, she will have
nothing bitter in her heart. Speak again, and she may. Come, be of good cheer!"

Alain stood, fastening his hose-belt about his waist, but he was still dark of face, brooding.

Geoffrey eyed him narrowly. "What else, then?"
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"What avile excuse for aman am I!" Alain burst out. "To bed one woman while | love another! Indeed, how can | truly say | love Cordelia, if | go
slavering after every shapely form like adog in heat!"

"I would scarcely say that you went slavering," Geoffrey said drily, "or that it was you who went after her. Still, 'tis a sad fact, Alain, and maybap
the bane of our species, that a man can desire many women, even though he loves only one."

"But does this not mean that | am not truly in love with her?"

"Not awhit," Geoffrey assured him. "The troubadours would have it otherwise, | know-they sing to their patronladies that a man's desire springs
from falling in love, and that the man will only desire her with whom heisin lovebut the truth is otherwise. It isfor me, at least.”

Alain looked up. "Y ou have been in love with one, yet desired others?"

Geoffrey shrugged. "Either that, or been in love with many at onetime, or never been in love at all-haveit as you will. | fear that fidelity is as much
amatter of selfcontrol as of love, Alain."

"Well-l am schooled in that, at least." The Prince seemed somewhat reassured.

"Too much so," Geoffrey told him. "Indeed, | rejoiced most amazingly to see you drop your armor of chivalrous discipline for afew hours, Alain.
Thereismoreto life than rules and duties."

"I have been told that." Alain looked him straight in the eye. "I have been taught that a wise ruler must recognize that impulse toward excessin his
people, so that he may understand and be merciful if they do not cleave to the letter of his laws."

"Have you been told, too, that men may be tempted and fall?"

"Aye." Alain looked away. "But | think that | never truly understood it before.”

"That may be, that well may be," Geoffrey agreed, "but you do understand it now."

"Oh, aye! Most thoroughly!" Alain turned away in selfdisgust. "Surely | am not worthy of the Lady Cordelia." Geoffrey sighed. "I thought you had
but now said that you could understand that men could fall.”

"Well ... aye, but .. ."

"Then what matter this one lapse, so long as you are faithful after you wed?"

"But how can | be surethat | will be? | had thought love was my assurance, but ... Geoffrey! How if | am not in love?"

"If you can even ask the question, then you are not," Geoffrey said, with inexorable conviction, "and if you are not, then 'tis far better you learn it
now, than after the wedding."

"I aminlovewith her!" Alain said. "I must be, for | have planned it for years!"

"'"Twas your head did that planning, not your heart. Y et if your loveis sure, it will stand the test."

"What test isthat?"

"The test of conversing with pretty maids and beauteous ladies, even of kissing them now and again. Y ou must risk your heart, Alain, or you may
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never truly find it." Geoffrey clapped him on the shoulder. "Come, don your doublet, for the day draws on apace.”

"Aye, if you say it." Alain shrugged into his doublet and turned away, fastening the buttons as he went.

Geoffrey followed him, reflecting that a quick exit might be advisable, in case the wench came back looking for her hero. He trusted neither her, nor
Alain's conscience and sense of duty. Besides, they had aworld to wander, villains to chastise, damselsto rescue ...

Beautiful damsels, and pretty maids all in arow. A long row, Geoffrey decided. If he was going to trust his sister's happiness to Prince Alain's heart,
he was going to make sure that heart had been tried in the crucible flrst.

In the vastness of the forest, awoman cried.

Alain snapped rigid, like a bird dog hearing the flap of wings. "A damsel in distress!"

"Aye, from the sound of it." Geoffrey turned toward the sound, too. "L et us beware of traps, though."

"Ridiculous!" Alain scoffed. "Who would think to trap two knights with awoman's cry?"

"Who would think to summon drakes to the arrow by simulating the cry of a duck?' Geoffrey returned. "Nonethel ess, we must go-but with tactical
soundness, shall we not? Let one go posthaste, and the other go carefully.”

"Then | shall take the posthaste." Alain grinned and plunged into the thicket at the side of the road. His horse neighed in protest, but fought its way
through. Geoffrey followed the path made by Alain's horse, but rather more warily.

He could hear the sobbing through the trees-forlorn, heart-rending, almost as though the woman who wept was trying to choke her sobs down, but
not succeeding.

Alain rode through the brush and between the tre