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Stasheff, Christopher — Warlock 13 —Warlock’s Last Ride
Prologue

THE CONCERT MASTER WAVED HISBOW TO TIE up the last note, and the orchestra fell
silent. Then the organ began its murmur, stumbling now and then, causing Rod to bite his ip.

Gwen placed her hand over his. "Patience, husband. The musician had other matters arising in his
life than practicing these pieces you brought him."

"Considering he'd never seen anything remotely like Bach before, | suppose he's not doing a bad
job," Rod admitted.

They stood at the back of the cathedral in Runnymede, waiting for their entrances.
"Think instead upon how well our sons look."

Rod looked up at the three tall young men standing at the side of the sanctuary, his sons and their
lifelong friend the crown prince, resplendent in cloth-of-gold doublets and gleaming white hose. It had
been difficult prying Gregory out of his usual monk's robe for the occasion, but Gwen had prevailed. At
the thought, the scene blurred, and he saw Gregory as he had been before he fell in love with Allouette
and went on a crash course of bodybuilding: thin and pale, seeming almost anemic.

Then the three young men came back into focus, and Rod marveled how much the lad looked like
his muscular brother, though Gregory was still brown-haired and Geoffrey golden.

As his brother Magnus had been when he was small...

Gwen's hand touched his arm, rested there in reassurance. "1 would he were here, too, husband,
healed and beside them—but we must settle for three rings, not four."

Rod covered her hand with his own, still marveling at how clearly she could read his mind—even
without using her telepathic powers. "Just so he's healed some day, dear—and this certainly is reason
enough to set my heart singing."

Nonetheless, the old anger awoke and burned—anger at Finister, the woman who had not merely
broken Magnus's heart with her ferociously powerful psi powers, but mangled it, then done so again and
again in different guises. As aways, though, he schooled himself to forgive, for her malice had been the
result of systematic brainwashing and emotional abuse by her foster parents—agents of the futurian
enemies of the royal family who sought to forge Finister into a weapon to be used against the Crown and
its main support, the Gallowglass family, and had succeeded far too well—but Cordelia and Geoffrey
had been proof against her plots, and Gregory, though he had fallen in love with her, had still managed
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to defend himself against her. Gwen, seeing his despair and knowing how deeply her execution would
scar him, had examined the woman's mind in depth, seen the sweet child buried under all the
machinations, found the kernel of goodness that could be nourished into health, and in a marathon,
exhausting night of telepathic psychotherapy, had healed her well enough to let her see the world asit
really was, to cast off the false personality her tormentors had grafted onto her and, at last, discovered
the name given her as a baby—AIllouette.

Gregory knew it would be alife'swork helping her to develop her own true personality, but had
already made great strides—so great that she had finally been willing to wed him publicly, even side by
side with his brother and sister, instead of being forever content with the quiet, almost furtive, ceremony
performed by amonk in atiny village.

Trying to put the thought aside as unworthy, Rod |looked around at the assemblage gathered in the
cathedral, what he could see of it from the rear. The nobility of Gramarye filled the pews—with one
very notable absence. Sadness tugged at him.

Gwen noticed. "What sorrow?'

"That the whole family isn't here,” Rod said. "Alain's uncle and cousin should be watching him
marry."

"Aye, but an attainted traitor cannot come nigh the Crown." The thought was the one shadow on a
glorious day.

Rod saw, and was sorry he'd brought up the issue. "Maybe the kids will be able to make peace even
if their parents can't, dear."

Gwen smiled at the thought, then turned all her attention toward the central doorway of the
cathedral, waiting for the brides.

Guards lined the central doorway and the path to it, as much to keep the common folk from
blocking the way as to protect the brides. The commoners clustered at the other two doorways, eager for
asight of their future king and queen. Shafts of colored light filled the air above them, a shifting array of
colors from the stained glass windows along the sides of the nave and the great rose window above the
choir loft. The noblemen and their wives seemed to vie with one another for the glory and extravagance
of their costumes, shifting restlessly now and then, hungry for a sight of the brides.

So was Rod.
Anxiously, he scanned the three young men waiting eagerly and apprehensively at the stairs to the

altar, then turned to look back into the recesses of the foyer. "We shouldn't have left the girlsto dress
themselves!”
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"They have three maids apiece to help them, husband,” Gwen said sternly. "We brought them here,
after al. We can allow them some measure of independence." Nonetheless, she was tense enough herself
—poised, no doubt, to dash to answer a daughter's call, to resolve |l ast-minute misgivings.

Then the organ broke from Bach and stilled. The orchestra began again, ajoyous but stately
promenade, as the queen herself stepped down the aisle escorted by her younger son, Prince Diarmid.
She was spectacular in embroidered silk, but wore only afew gems, her notion of not outdoing the
brides. She paced the length of the aisle in stately fashion, stepped into the larger of the two carved and
gilded chairs by the atar, and sat as her son went on to stand beside his childhood friend Gregory—
interesting that he was best man for hisfriend instead of his brother, who had to make do with the young
Duke of Savoy.

It should have been Magnus .. .

Rod threw off the thought and turned to watch as the bridesmaids came down the aisle like atrain
of spring flowers, all members of Quicksilver's former outlaw band—and needed, for Quicksilver,
Cordelia, and Allouette would all have served as each others' maids of honor, if they hadn't been
marrying at the same ceremony.

Then came the ring bearer, proud of his place at seven years old and carrying the satin cushion as
though it were the crown itself; after him came five girls of the same age, strewing rose petals. Asthey
came to the head of the aisle, their mothers steered them toward the altar.

Then ten trumpeters brought their long straight hornsto their lips, and the fanfare flared out over
the crowd. Asits strains died, the organ pealed out the opening notes of the "Wedding March." and there
they came, atrio of velled young women in shimmering white, Cordeliain the center and alittle ahead.
Rod knew her by the way she walked, the way she held herself, by the hundred and one little signs he
and Gwen had learned over the years of rearing her. Behind and to her right, Quicksilver marched with
head held high, amost defiantly. To the left, Allouette matched her pace, but with a diffident, hesitant
stride, seeming almost to question by her very carriage whether she deserved to be there.

Rod erased that doubt from his own mind as he fell in beside his daughter, beaming down at her,
then over her head at Gwen as she took Cornelia's other arm. They exchanged a brief glance that made
the rest of the world seem to go away for amoment. Then, resolutely, Gwen turned to pace the aisle with
her daughter.

Rod lifted his head as the "Wedding March" filled the cathedral, albeit with afew small errors that
he was sure only he noticed. With avid eagerness, the nobility turned for a glimpse of their future queen.

In stately procession, the three young women paced down the aisle, bouquets clutched tightly in
their hands, Quicksilver flanked by her mother and little sister, now almost astall as she; each seemed
awed and awkward despite her finery, shooting anxious glances at the grand people about them, for they
were, after al, only a squire's wife and daughter, and unused to such pomp and ceremony.
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Allouette had no one but Gregory—they had never managed to find her true parents, from whom
she had been kidnapped as an infant—so beside her came the king himself, Tuan Loguire, for, ever
quick to prevent embarrassment when he could, he had claimed the right of escort as her liege lord.

Quickly Rod faced front again, trying to give some reassurance of his own by his mere presence.
Cordeliawalked with head erect, with pride, but he could feel her hesitance.

Then the young men stepped out to the center of the sanctuary, and Cordelia almost stopped,
staring at Alain's magnificence. Rod gave the lad a glance, saw his eyes wide in anazement at the most
beautiful sight of hislife, and with a covert smile urged his daughter forward. Up the steps they went, up
to Alain, who proffered his arm with alook that said he wasn't worthy.

Privately, Rod agreed, of course—no man could be good enough for Cordelia. But he knew she was
really in love with the prince and had decided not to hold hisroyal blood against him. Not without
reservations of his own, Rod let her walk from his arm and Gwen's, to take Alain's. He stood beside his
wife for amoment, drinking in the sight of bride and groom, then held out his arm to Gwen. She laid
hers on top of his and turned with him to walk back down the steps to the pew that awaited them. As
they entered, she exchanged a tremulous smile with Queen Catharine across the aisle. For a moment,
their eyes held, old friends in league again, and Rod would never have believed the dozen confrontations
the two women had had, over the details of the wedding, Gwen politely and tactfully holding firm for
Cordelia's choices through every one of Catharine's tantrums.

Then Toby stepped up beside Geoffrey, and Quicksilver's mother joined them in the pew as Tuan
took his place beside Catharine in the lesser gilded chair. They turned back to the sanctuary, where the
archbishop was coming down from the high altar, resplendent in gold and white of his own—agilded
chausable over a snowy alb, his high-peaked mitre also gilded, so that Rod wondered how the man could
hold up his head with all that weight. Maybe he was really leaning on the elaborate crozier, the very
ornate shepherd's crook that is a bishop's staff of office. The three couples drew up before him, Cordelia
and Alain in the center, Gregory beside Allouette at their left, fairly oozing reassurance, and at the right,
Geoffrey offering his arm to Quicksilver, who took it but returned a challenging glance. Her reply was a
look of adoration, and she whipped her gaze back to the archbishop, ailmost totally unnerved.

Gwen was murmuring to Quicksilver's mother, hand in hand, projecting reassurance of her own.
Rod exchanged a glance with Tuan; as one, both smiled, then turned back to the altar.

The archbishop intoned the old words in avoice that carried through the cathedral. Rod had offered
atiny microphone and public-address system, but the prelate had refused them. Somehow the words
blurred in Rod's mind—he could tell only that the archbishop shifted from English to Latin and back—
and felt a sudden aching wish that he could have given Gwen awedding like this. Unfortunately, he had
been awanted man at the time, scarcely daring to show hisfacein avillage church, let alone the
cathedral of theroyal capital. He squeezed her arm, gazing at her with apology—but she gave him a
look that was amost merry, and he knew that she regretted nothing. She might have been married by a

file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruisw...20-%20Warl ock%2013%20-%20Warl ock's%20L ast%20Ri de.txt (4 of 247)20-2-2006 23:44:27



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k ruiswijk/Mijn%20d...9620Stasheff%20-%20Warl ock%62013%20-%20Warl ock's%20L ast%20Ride.txt

wandering monk instead of an archbishop, but she'd had a flower-filled glade instead of a cathedral and
acrowd of elvesinstead of nobility. Her dress had been stitched by a score of elf-wives and had
outshone even her daughter's royal gown, and the King of Elves had given her away.

Rod wondered if, in spite of all his precautions, she had guessed that Brom O'Berin was her father.

Rod glanced around, wondering if Brom was here to see his grandchildren wed—but there he was
by the king and queen, of course, for his elfin nature was secret; they took him for amortal dwarf, and
he who had been jester to Catharine's father had become her privy councilor. Rod knew the gray in his
hair was carefully contrived, for Brom, like all elves, would still be living when the rest of them had
been a century in their graves.

He turned back to the altar, determined to banish so melancholy a thought—just in time, for the
archbishop had stepped up by Cordelia and was asking, "Who gives this woman to this man?"

L ast-minute panic rose in Rod, but he overrode it to say with Gwen, "My spouse and |!"

Then the archbishop moved on to Quicksilver and asked again, "Who gives this woman to this
man?' and her mother and sister answered, "We do!"

On the archbishop went to Allouette, who stood rock-firm but with a trembling bouquet, and
intoned, "Who gives this woman to this man?' and Tuan and Catharine answered, "As her liege and
sovereign, we do!"

Then the archbishop returned to stand between the line of young women and the line of young men
to ask, "Do you, Cordelia, Quicksilver, and Allouette, take Alain, Geoffrey, and Gregory for your
lawfully-wedded husbands, for better or for worse, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in
sickness and in health, till death do you part?’

Cordelias answer pealed forth: "l do." Quicksilver answered a beat later, "1 do!" Allouette
swallowed thickly but glanced at Gregory and froze, her gaze on his as she whispered, "I do."

Gregory seemed to glow.

The archbishop turned to the three young men. "Do you, Alain, Geoffrey, and Gregory, take these
women Cordelia, Quicksilver, and Allouette, to be your lawfully-wedded wives, for better or for worse,
to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in hedlth, till death do you part?’

Alain stammered, "I do!"

Geoffrey, his gaze burning through Quicksilver'svell, said, "I do!"

Gregory, unableto take his eyes away from the veil that hid the face he loved so well, breathed, "I
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do."
"Then | now pronounce you husbands and wives."
The three couples stood, unbelieving, for afew seconds.
Gently, the archbishop explained, "Y ou may kiss the brides."

The women lifted their vells, radiant; their husbands stepped close. Astheir lips touched, twelve
trumpets pealed their joy. The archbishop cleared his throat and turned away, taking off his mitre and
handing it to an acolyte, then trudging back up the stairs to the high altar to begin the nuptial Mass, as
more acolytes brought out six kneelers for the brides and the grooms.

Either the Mass was short—which Rod doubted, since it was a solemn high Mass—or histime
sense had slowed down, making everything a blur; it seemed only minutes until the three couples were
standing, the women relaxed and joyful with their veils folded back, and the organ burst forth in
Mendel sohn's notes of regjoicing, as the three grooms, laughing and chatting with their brides, descended
the stairsto the aisle and fairly floated down that long avenue to the great oaken portal.

THERE WAS MUCH more, of course—abanquet in the Great Hall of the royal palace for all the
nobility; dancing afterwards, with the three young couples leading and Rod having hisfirst waltz with
Cordelia since she had grown too big to stand on his toes; the wine flowing freely and the younger
nobility becoming rather rowdy, on the verge of bearing the three couples away to abridal night that
would have had spectators—a must for royal weddings in the middle ages, when virginity was vital to be
sure the heir was really of the royal line. But at that point, Gwendylon wound her way magically through
the throng and assembled all three couples on the dais that held the high table. The bridesmaids and
other young women lined up facing them, chattering eagerly, forcing the young men back alittle, and
the throng began to count: "One ... two ... three!"

All three brides tossed their bouquets high, and the young women pushed and shoved to catch
them. Then, the ceremony of the garter not having spread to Gramarye, the three young couples waved
at their contemporaries, calling their thanks and farewells—and with the resounding of triple
firecrackers, disappeared.

The hall fell silent for amoment, for even the people of Gramarye were still unnerved by
teleportation, or any of the other psi powers they thought of as witchcraft.

Besides, they'd been robbed of the erotic riot they'd been planning.

So talk began, gathering anger—but King Tuan stepped forth, smiling with good cheer, hands
upheld, and the crowd grew silent. "Each bride has gone with her groom to the love nest each couple has
selected,” he explained, "but there is wine aplenty and sweetmeats besides, so though they may seek
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their beds, there is no reason why you should. Musicians, play!"

A sprightly tune sprang up from the musicians' gallery, and the nobility turned, not without a little
grumbling, to the quick steps of the dance. In minutes, they had forgotten their disappointment at having
been robbed of their shivaree and were cheering with gladness.

"It isdone, then," Gwen said, her hand on Rod's arm. "We have spirited them away to privacy,
thank Heaven!"

"Not without quite an input of psionic power from their mother," Rod said with a knowing smile.

"I may have helped in some small way," Gwen admitted. "L ead me back to our place at the high
table, husband, for | am rather weary."

"Not surprising, with months of planning and fixing and defending,” Rod said, gazing down at his
bride, with alook that echoed those his sons had given their brides. "And capped with a day that must
have been the most strenuous of your life."

Gwen gave alittle laugh, then said, "Well, there was that night when Magnus was ten, when he
woke with the nightmare, and Gregory had colic and was screaming, and woke Cordelia who joined
him, and Geoffrey was determined to have his share of attention ..."

"Y es, but there were two of usto sort that out,” Rod said. "This you pretty much had to do alone."

"Not without agreat deal of moral support, husband,” Gwen said, with alook that renewed her
wedding vows.

But she stumbled as she climbed the steps to the dais. Rod steadied her with hisarm and tried to
laugh it off. "More tired than you thought!"

"That may be," Gwen admitted.

But she stumbled again as they were leaving the castle, stumbled only on the single step down from
the drawbridge, and this time Rod had to catch her, not steady her, and she couldn't make her legs bear
her. He held her in his arms while footmen ran for a coach.

" "Tisonly weariness," she told Rod.

"Y ou mean exhaustion," he said, "and you're right—total exhaustion. A few weeks' rest will restore

you.

But it didn't.
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ALEA CAME INTO THE LOUNGE AND FOUND IT empty. Impatiently, she looked around,
irritation growing, then put the feeling into words and smiled with amusement that was tinged with self-
mockery. She was feeling, How dare Magnus not be here when I'm wanting company? as though his
only purposein life were to amuse her!

WEéll, of courseit wasn't. He was there to provide her this wonderful spaceship with its luxurious
furnishings and gourmet food and drink, and to guard her back in battle. What else was a man for?

Loving, something in her seemed to say, but she shied away from that. The parents she had loved
had died and left her alone and defensel ess; the neighbors she had thought her friends had turned against
her to gain her inheritance. The boy who had proclaimed his undying love for her and seduced her had
then mocked her and spurned her. What need had she for love? Much better to have a shield-companion
like Magnus, atrue friend who was unwavering in his devotion, even though that devotion was so much
less than a lover's—and what did she want with love anyway? There hadn't been any pleasurein it, only
pain. Oh, there had been pleasure in knowing she was making her lad happy, there had been pleasurein
his passion, in the intensity of hislonging for her, his need for her—but no pleasure for her body.

Magnus, though, with the sensitivity under hisimpassive shell, with the leashed fire of the
emotions that he focused only on The People, whatever people they might be at the moment... if he
were in her bed, might not love-making become...

She shut the thought off with anger. The bards lied, the poets lied, there was no pleasure in love!
Besides, why jeopardize the solidity of their friendship for a romance that might turn sour?

Or might grow to greater heights all their lives ...

Poetic falsehoods, she told herself angrily, and went to look for Magnus, already angry with him for
leaving her the victim of her thoughts and feelings. Of course, she could ask Herkimer, the ship's
computer, but somehow she thought she knew. If Magnus wasn't in his stateroom and wasn't in the
lounge, he would probably be on the bridge. What need to ask?

So she strode down the companionway, atall slender woman wearing loose shipboard coverallsto
hide the curves beneath, long-faced with eyes too large and a mouth too wide, with a nose too small for
the chiselled planes of awarrior's face, alatter-day Vakyrie born to amortal man and woman rather
than to the gods, in token of which her long yellow hair was coiled atop her head in two long braids, as
though to cushion a helmet.

Up the spiral stairs she came, into the hush of the bridge. It was dark, of course, with only pools of
light at the never-used consoles, to let the projected stars show in the dome overhead, that the pilot
might see toward which star he coursed. She looked up herself, caught in the majesty and grandeur of
the galaxy. She gazed for minutes, longer than she had intended, before she lowered her gaze to the
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solitary figure silhouetted against the powder-trail of the Dragon.

She gazed at him for afew minutes, marvelling that his seven-foot form with all its bulk of muscles
should seem small against that starry grandeur, then looked more closely, feeling his unaccountable
sadness, letting it soak into herself until she shared it, wondering.

Wondering? Why? How should it be unaccountable? For as badly as|ove had treated her, it had
treated Magnus far worse. She didn't know the details, honored his privacy too much to try to read the
depths of his mind, but from a careless word dropped here and there, she gathered that some young she-
wolf had tortured his heart, whipsawing his emotions from love to utter humiliation not once, but again
and again, for the sheer pleasure of abasing him. At least her lad had done it only once, and then more to
taste the pleasures of her body than of her grief, and when he had spurned her, it was to make sure he
wasn't burdened with a great lumbering lass, not for the purpose of tasting her pain.

Though he had seemed to enjoy that, too ...

She shook off the memory of him angrily, concentrating fiercely on the great hulk in the
acceleration chair, head back, eyes fixed on the stars. What need had she of the memory of atraitor
when she had the reality of afriend who cared for her far more than any but her parents ever had? And
what right had he to be gazing at the stars and wallowing in his misery when she was here, lively and
vital, to distract him? She stepped forward, angry words rising to her lips to rouse him from his lethargy,
to jolt him back to the life they shared—but as she came close, she saw the unutterable grief in his eyes.
She slowed, letting her gentler emotions well up, sympathy and concern, and asked, very softly, "What
hurts you, Magnus?"

His head tilted, gaze coming down, seeming to wander over the fittings of the bridge until it found
her face, then rested a minute before he said, "My little brother."

Words of anger leaped to her tongue again, anger at the younger man who would hurt his own
brother so, but she contained them, pushed them down, knowing that the younger d’Armand, the titanic
telepath so distant on their home world, would scarcely spend the vast amount of energy necessary for
his thoughts to reach Magnus over so many light-years unless there were good reason. "What news
could a brother have to so sadden one of his own blood?' she asked softly.

"News of our mother," Magnus answered. "Sheisdying."

ALEA SPOKE BUT littlein the days that followed but was never far from Magnus, trying to
reassure and comfort him by her mere presence. She remembered well the death-watch as her mother lay
dying, remembered the greater pain of her father'slast days, greater because there was no one with
whom to share it, no one whose pain dwarfed her own.

She never thought that it was unfair that Magnus should have the comfort of afriend when she had
not—she was only glad that he did not have to face thislong journey home alone.
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In moments of honesty, she had to admit that she was also glad he finally needed her in away
neither of them could deny.

So she sat by and waited, watching his profile against the stars or watching him sitting in the lounge
in the cone of light from the hidden lamp, saw him looking up now and then, startled to see her sitting
and reading across from him, remembering his manners enough to ask how she fared, trying to engage in
conversation, and she tried to be reassuring and positive then, smiling and talking of
inconsequentialities, but ones in which she knew he had an interest—art and literature and science—
though before long, his attention would fade, his gaze would wander, and she would let her own
conversation lapse and return to her reading.

Reading! She hadn't even known how, when he met her on the road, on her home planet of
Midgard, where only the nobles were literate. She hadn't known how to fight when she had run away
from slavery, had survived a night or two alone and friendless in aworld torn by war and hatred, in a
forest filled with wolves and bears. Magnus had—well, not taken her in, though it felt like that. She was
sure he hadn't thought of it that way, either, though she suspected he knew he was giving her protection.
He hadn't said so, though, only that he was glad of atravelling companion. So he had walked the roads
with her, teaching her how to fight and how to use the talent for telepathy that had been buried inside her
al her life, and that she had never known. Together they had braved the perils of her world and set in
train a course of events that would prevent her own people from their continual attempts to tyrannize the
other peoples of Midgard.

Then, done with the task he had come to do, he had called down his starship, and she had stood
rigid, knowing she would be deserted again—but Magnus had taken her aboard, given her anew life
when her old one had collapsed, taken her to strange and amazing worlds where people labored in need
as great as her own. They had fought off wild beasts and wilder people, guarded one another's backs,
labored to save the weak and the oppressed, come to know each other's needs in battle, then in daily life
—and never once had he put out a hand to try to touch her or uttered a honeyed word to try to coax her
into his bed.

It was almost an insult, really, except that she knew now he had known it would violate the fragile
bridge of trust growing between them—that, and that he didn't really seem to have much interest in her
asawoman, or in any kind of intimacy, for that matter. Now, though, the trust had grown, become solid
in spite of her tantrums and insults, and she found herself wishing now and again that he would put out a
hand to her—but when she caught herself thinking that, she was aghast. She'd had enough of that sort of
thing with the one young man who had used her and spurned her! The friendship she had with Magnus
was far better than that!

Though perhaps it could be even richer...

Thiswas not the time to think of it, though, with Magnus so sunken in gloom, so afraid he might
not reach home in time—so she sat and read, or cleaned and oiled her |leathers, then sharpened her
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blades, or read, fetching a cup of teafor him when she brewed one for herself, accepted the cups he
absentmindedly brought her in return, chivied him gently into eating, and didn't let him see how
frightened she became when he lost his appetite.

In fact, she did all that a good travelling companion should, all that a battle-mate could, and
gradually, little by little, he began to talk, first a phrase or two, then in sentences, and finally in long
rambling monologues about his childhood, his early travels, his parents, his brothers and sister—but he
always cut short when he realized he was beginning to talk about that last adventure, about the woman
who had hurt him, about the reasons he had |eft home.

"I couldn't be my father's son, you see." He stared straight into her eyesthen, as herarely did
anymore. "l couldn't be an extension of him. | had to be myself, my own man, and | could never be that
at home unless | turned against him, fought against him—so | left instead.”

And Alealistened and nodded, eyes glowing, drinking up all the information about Magnus the
boy, Magnus the wounded lover setting off on histravels, Magnus the son and brother—Magnus the
person, the human being, as she had yearned to know him for three years and never had.

In return, when he asked her what it had been like growing up asthe tallest girl in a Midgard
village, one far too tall in every way, she couldn't very well refuse to answer, no matter how sharp the
hurts the memories brought—~but telling him, she discovered that the pain had dimmed, that she could
cope with it now, that she could look at her memories and treasure the good ones and resol ve the bad
ones. Oh, they were still pain-filled, but they no longer had the power to cripple. She knew she could
stand against them now, against any one of the people who had hurt her, could stand against the whole
village with Magnus beside her—and knew he would aways be there, even without the lure of sex to
keep him, that she had come to matter to him as deeply as that—and paradoxically, it made her yearning
for his touch grow so sharp that it was almost unbearable, even though she knew that sex hurt, that the
feelings that went with it gave pain far sharper—but the conviction grew that with Magnus, it would not
be so. Shetold herself that she only wanted to share his bed so that she could be sure of him, and that
wasn't necessary at all, for she could be far more sure of him as a battle-companion, that their steadily-
deepening friendship was far surer and more meaningful than romantic love could ever be, that she
didn't need the baring of souls that went with it, that the intimacy they were sharing now was far more
meaningful than the confidences of lovers, that she could be closer to him as a true friend, now when
worry and grief made him more vulnerable than he had ever been.

But something deep inside her refused to believe it, any of it. So the starship shot onward through
eternal night, bearing two people who were finally coming to know one another as they never had.

A SCREAM RANG through the castle's hall, and Rod started up, then looked back at Gwen's pale
face on her pillow, framed by the long flows of red hair streaked with white. She opened her eyes,
reading his anxiety and smiling. "Go to her, worried father. | shall still live when you return.”

"I know. | still don't want to leave you unless | haveto." Rod sat back onto her bed, cradling her
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hand in his. "But it's hard having you ill while our daughter's giving birth."

"| shall linger awhile, | assure you," Gwen said with a smile that suddenly blazed through her
ilIness. "However, thisiswomen'swork, and it is better if you leave it to Cordelia and her midwife."

"Yes, | guess so." Rod managed a smile. "I had to live through you giving birth four times and face
the fact that | couldn't do anything to lessen your pain. Y ou think 1'd be used to it by now."

"It has been many years," Gwen conceded. "Then too, 'tis different with a daughter than with a
wife." For the first time, her own worry showed in her face. "Finally | too must face that helplessness. At
least | can share her pain and give her some strength.”

"Y ou haven't any to spare!” Rod caught her hand in a panic. "Don't tax yourself!"

"My body may have weakened," Gwen told him, "but my mind is yet strong."

Another scream tore through the hall.

Rod looked up with a shudder, but Gwen said quietly, " 'Tis the last such. The babe is born."

Rod's head snapped around to stare at her. "Y ou mean..."

"Wait." Gwen's hand tightened on his. "We shall see soon enough."”

Nonetheless, it seemed an hour before the midwife appeared at the door, holding a blanket-wrapped
bundle that emitted a gurgle.

Gwen held up her arms, suddenly vital again. "Give me!"

The midwife came and laid the blanket in her arms. Gwen cradled it and beamed down, her whole
face lighting up with an intensity of pleasure and wonder that almost scared Rod. Tentatively, he
reached out to open the blanket in the crook of her elbow alittle wider—and looked down himself at the
dark-haired, wrinkled, pink-and-red little face with the eyes solemnly shut. He marvelled at the wise,
even profound expression and wondered all over again what wisdom souls forsake in order to be born, in
that bright world from which new souls come.

Then he looked up at his wife and was awed all over again by the look of near-adoration and
exaltation that suffused her face. Could it be that the baby aone would keep her aive?

"Now | have lived most truly and completely,” Gwen said softly. "What greater joy could life hold
for me than this?'

Rod hoped it was hisimagination that gave the words a very final ring.
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FINALLY A DOT of light in the dome of the bridge grew brighter than all the others, finally it
swelled into alittle circle, and Alea knew they were coming home—at least, to Magnus's home; she
doubted it could ever be hers, or would need to be. Asthe disk swelled, Magnus grew even more tense;
he began to snap at her if she said the wrong thing. She managed to stifle the retorts that rose to her lips,
telling herself that he would be able to relax when the trauma of his homecoming was over, that he
would be sorry for the things he had said. She throttled her anger at his not even seeming to notice her,
so preoccupied was he with meeting the family he had |eft ten years before, and though she adamantly
resisted the temptation to read his mind, she could tell his thoughts anyway: How would they have
changed, the family he had deserted? How betrayed had they felt by hisleaving? Was there still any
welcome there for him, any love? He had told her many times that "Y ou can't go home again," and she
had believed him—so what must it be like for him now, coming back when he knew that the home he
remembered was lost in the mists of the past?

Then, in the perpetua evening gloom of the lounge, Magnus looked up at her, his eyes suddenly
focusing on her, and warned, "Gregory says we're clear to land—on the night side, of course, so that we
won't frighten the peasants.”

"Our usual approach." Aleadared to try asmile.

Magnus stared at her a moment, then smiled in return with a warmth that surprized her and reached
out to catch her hand, and something melted within her.

Then helet go and turned his eyes forward to the viewscreen where the huge cloud-streaked disk
floated, and advised her, "Better web in."

The arm of the lounge chair popped open, the anchor rod rising up. Alea pulled it across her body
and pressed it against the back, where it fastened and clung with a grip that couldn't be shaken even if
the ship were smashed to filings. She could feel the pressure of descent, feel that pressure lift as
Herkimer countered it with artificial gravity, felt the tug-of-war of natural forces against synthetic ones,
as the huge disk on the screen expanded past its edges and was somehow no longer in front of them, but
below, rivers and mountain chains streaking past, the night rolling across to engulf them, then only the
glint of moonlight reflected off clouds until daylight rolled in to dispel darkness. Now as they raced
across the surface of the planet, she could make out the patchwork of fields and relaxed into the familiar
feeling of approach on amedieval planet, forgetting for the moment the tension that would come on
their landing, of meeting people Magnus knew, but who might have grown and changed into strangers.

Night rolled across the screen again, but this time there were lights here and there from towns,
lights that disappeared as night deepened, and when daylight came back, she could make out roads
threading from one cluster of roofs to another. They drifted across the screen much more slowly as the
starship shed its speed, slowing till it might land without churning up awhole forest. When night came a
third time, she could see individual houses very clearly, barns, and even the dots that were cattle in the
fields. A dark blot on the screen became treetops silvered by moonlight that drifted so slowly they
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scarcely seemed to move, then suddenly swelled and went racing by, the speed seeming greater asthe
ship swooped lower, and Alea's heart rose into her throat, asit always did, the primitive peasant within
her unable to believe that they would not fall out of the sky and slam into the earth, to be squashed like
flies. Her whole body tensed, pushing against the webbing as though she could slow the ship by her own
strength, even as she scolded herself for afoolish barbarian.

Then the racing treetops began to slow, ceasing to be a blur and becoming individual masses again,
amass that opened into a huge ragged circle of a clearing with the silver trail of ariver down one side, a
circle that seemed to float into sight, then to swell so much that the trees drifted out of view at the edges,
that the cluster of dots at the top of the screen grew into people who swam out off the bottom in their
own turn. Then there was ajolt, ever so dight, and the dark mass below resolved into individual grass
stems, unmoving, and Magnus was releasing his webbing, was rising to his full height, tense and braced,
saying, "We're home," and turning toward the airlock as though he were about to face an army.

Two

ALEA WASOUT OF HER WEBBING IN AN INSTANT and by his side, matching him step for
step as he paced toward the airlock. Asthey stepped in, she snatched up the two staves that |eaned
against the wall and pressed the longer into his hand.

Magnus stared down at it. "What would | want with this? | don't have to be ready to fight—I'm
home!"

She didn't believe the middle part, couldn't when his whole stance belied it, but couldn't say that
either.

"I'm not a cripple, you know," he told her. "I don't need something to lean on."

She didn't believe that either, but said only, "I do. Y ou don't want to embarrass me, do you?"

Magnus looked surprized, barely started to mutter a denial before the outer door opened and the
ramp stretched down before them, a silver gleam in the moonlight that showed the cluster of people
moving up to its foot.

Magnus steeled himself, though she suspected only she would have noticed it, then seemed to relax
completely and stepped out onto the bridge to his home—stepped faster and faster, until with agrin and
cry of joy, he swept three of the people up in abear hug.

Aleafollowed more slowly, giving him time, giving them time, hoping desperately that they would
take his seeming affection in the spirit in which it was offered.

As she stepped off the ramp, one of the figures let go her stranglehold on Magnus's neck and
managed to disentangle herself from his arm with awide grin, staring up with shining eyes as she said,
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"Welcome home, brother."

She was petite, she was slender and shapely, she was beautiful, and Alea's heart sank. She's only his
sister, she thought wildly, only Cordelia, his sister. But now she knew the standard of beauty with which
Magnus had grown up, knew it was everything she was not, and her heart sickened.

Then the other two stepped back from their brother's hug with equally wide grins, showing
themselves to be two young men, one broad-shouldered and |ean, the other slender and large-eyed but
with an aura of power.

Magnus turned to the slighter one in the long robe, and Alea could see him restrain the words that
came of themselves.

So did Gregory. He laughed. "Come, say it! 'How | have grown!"

"| left you a stripling," Magnus said diplomatically, "and find you aman in full." He turned to the
more muscular young man in doublet and hose. "And there is also somewhat more of you than there was
when | left, Geoffrey."

"And of you." Geoffrey grinned up afoot at his older brother, his grin shading into a challenge.
"Have you gained skill in fighting to equal it?"'

A shadow darkened Magnus's face. "Many fights, brother, too many—though | cannot claim skill
in their outcome."

Geoffrey stared in surprize, and there was a moment's awkward silence. Into it stepped a stocky
young man, taller than Geoffrey but far shorter than Magnus, clasping Magnus's free hand in both of his
own, saying, "Welcome indeed, brother-in-law."

But what was this? How could this great bulk of a man, thisindomitable warrior, this Magnus,
HER Magnus, be bowing and saying, "My liege."

The blond's face twisted in pain. "Not your king yet, thank Heaven, Magnus. Come, rise and be my
friend as ever you have been."

So thiswas Prince Alain, Alea noted. She surveyed the other three, naming them with information
learned only in the last few weeks. Gregory was not so slender as Magnus had led her to believe—ten
years had worked wonders indeed. Geoffrey was every bit as she had imagined him, muscular and
seeming to be leashed mayhem even here with his family—but Cordelia was far more beautiful than
Magnus's description had led her to believe.

In desperation, she turned to the two young women who stood by watching, but there was no relief
in the sight of the brothers' newly-wed wives. The redhead stirred impatiently, and her skirt swirled,
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parting and revealing a flash of hose-clad thigh—the warrior, then, dressed so that her skirts should not
get in the way when she mounted a horse. That meant that the one whose hair seemed white in the
moonlight was ... Aleabraced hersdlf, trying to hold down a growing anger.

Magnus straightened and embraced his old friend the prince. Alearealized he had made his point
with skills hard-won, but of diplomacy, not fighting. As he stepped back, Cordelia caught Alain's arm
and pressed against his side, saying, "Aye, embrace him as your brother, Magnus, not your prince."

"A year earlier and | could have comein time for your weddings," Magnus said, chagrined. "But at
least..."

There was an awkward silence as everyone else filled in the words he had cut off: At least Mother
lived to seeit. The gloom of the occasion settled over the delight in Magnus's homecoming. Then
Cordeliaforced asmile and said, "l am not quite so badly outnumbered any more, Magnus. Y ou have
three sisters now." She turned to the other two women. " She with the fiery hair and the temper to match
is Quicksilver."

The redhead stepped forward to take Geoffrey's arm with a proprietorial manner but extended the
other to Magnus. "Welcome, brother."

Magnus took the hand with a flourish and pressed akiss to it. Quicksilver's eyes widened with
surprise, and Geoffrey's darkened, but before he could protest, Magnus released the hand and stepped
back to look them up and down with a growing smile. "Well-matched, | should say— and a handsome
couple indeed. | hope you shall be blessed with daughters, for they shall be paragons of beauty."

"What, brother!" Geoffrey said indignantly. "Will you wish me no sons?'

"As many as your lady can manage, Geoffrey," Magnus assured him, "for | doubt not they will be
as turbulent as they will be handsome."

Quicksilver smiled. "Let them be holy terrors! | think | can deal with half a dozen at least.”
Geoffrey looked at her in surprize, but Gregory cleared his throat, and Magnus |ooked up, then
seemed to become still within his body, his smile alittle more firm, even rigid, and Aleawondered if

any but she realized he was bracing himself.

"Brother," Gregory said gravely as he led forth the stunning vision with the cloud of golden hair,
"meet my bride, Allouette."

She stepped forward hesitantly, very hesitantly, seeming almost ready to run, eyes wide with
apprehension. "Y ou need not speak to me if you do not wish. We have already met."

Witch! Aleaclamped her lips shut to keep the word in. This was she, this was the tormentor of her
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Magnus, the one who had tortured his heart, who had humiliated and shamed him. She was glad she did
not know how the woman had maimed him, for she was having trouble enough keeping herself from
rushing forward to strike the she-wolf down where she stood.

"Met you? | never have." Magnus took her hand, albeit somewhat tiffly, and her fingerslay in his
palm as though they were lifeless—but his smile, though fixed, was still in place, and he actually
managed to summon some warmth into his eyes. "l never met you with no guise but your own, and |
must say it isfar more fair than any illusion you projected.”

Allouette blushed and lowered her gaze, and Alea knew enough of men to realize that the gesture
made her even more appealing—but Magnus seemed not to notice. She looked up, looked him squarely
in the face. "Gregory has told me that when logic dictated my death, yours was one of the voices that
spoke for mercy. | thank you for my life."

"And | you, for giving my brother the happiness that | thought would never be his." But Magnus
still stood stiffly.

The silence was brief but awkward.
Then Magnus raised his head, looking around the little group, and asked, "Our father ... ishe ..."

"By Mama's beside," Cordeliatold him. "Not even for your homecoming would he leave her now—
but | know he is almost as anxious for sight of you as heisfor each breath of hers. Come, brother."

She started to turn away, but Magnus caught her arm. "No, wait. You must all meet my shield-
mate." He turned to Aleawith asmile of relief, but his eyes were haunted, pleading. She stared at himin
shock, not understanding, but he only said, "How have you managed to find a shadow to cloak you, even
here?'

"By full-moon light, when there is so much of you to cast that shadow?' Alea demanded. "How
hard could that be?' She stepped forward nonethel ess, gripping her staff to keep her hands from shaking,
looking from Geoffrey to Gregory to Cordelia, and pointedly not at the ladies. "I am Alea, whom he
took in from charity."

"Say rather, from an instinct for self-preservation!" Magnus protested, and explained to his sibs,
"She has saved my life a dozen times at |least.”

"And you mine," Alearetorted.
"Ah, then," Geoffrey said softly, "there is aready a deep bond between you."

Aleaturned to him in surprize. Already? What did he mean, already? But Quicksilver was nodding,
and Alea met her gaze. They stared straight into one another's eyes for amoment, and warrior
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recognized warrior. No, more—each knew how important the other's honor was to her, and knew in that
instant that they would be able to trust one another in battle for the rest of their lives, no matter how
much they quarreled in peacetime.

For they would quarrel, Aleafelt sure of that—they would quarrel as naturally and easily as fox and
hound. But she would never quarrel with Allouette, for if she once began, she would tear the witch apart.

Quicksilver laughed, alow, melodious, and somehow very reassuring sound. She reached out for
Aleds hand, saying, "Come, battle-woman, for | think we shall be comradesin arms, you and |."

Aleathawed and stepped forward to take the offered hand, feeling a smile grow that she hadn't
known had started, and turned to walk with the warrior.

"That staff isash, or | miss my guess," Quicksilver said. "Did you season it long, or find it already
sound?"

"I choseit from afallen tree," Aleaanswered, and the two of them were off comparing aspects of
weapons. Cordeliafollowed with abarely cloaked smile and caught Allouette's hand through the crook
of her elbow, patting the fingers in reassurance.

But Gregory turned to Magnus, his face becoming grave. "Come, brother. Our mother awaits."

WHILE THE GALLOWGLASSES and their fiancees had been distracted with greeting, it had
been easy enough to distract them alittle further, to project a thought assuring that they would only
notice one another, not a strange animal, and certainly not an alien—so Evanescent, stowaway from a
distant planet, with a huge globe of a head and a catlike body far too small for it, padded down the
gangway and scooted into the shelter of the surrounding trees. Once hidden, she turned to direct a
thought at the spaceship’'s computer, wiping a segment of its memory; it would never remember her
dashing down the ramp. She had deadened the sensors along her route between the hold and the airlock
so that the computer hadn't been aware of her exit, but it never hurt to make sure.

That done, she folded her stubby legs beneath her, settling down to watch the humans' reunion and
tasting the welter of their emotions. She was a very powerful telepath, easily more powerful than either
of her two humans, even more powerful than Gregory—actrait that had served her specieswell inits
scramble up the evolutionary ladder. Telepathy had warned them when enemies were coming;
teleportation and levitation had made it possible for them to flee; telekinesis had made it unnecessary for
them to develop hands. So she watched the humans' antics with amusement, enjoying the richness of
their feelings. What constant diversion they supplied! How strange and delightful were their angers and
hatreds and loves and delights! How subtle were the shadings of one emotion into another, how
delightfully paradoxical their ability to feel several different urges at once, how admirable their ability to
control them!

Joy was dominant in this reunion, but beneath it lay unease, not from Allouette alone but from each
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of the Gallowglass siblings as well—unease that M agnus's homecoming might shift the balance they had
worked out between themselves, shock and concern to see how much he had aged in ten years, distress
at the obvious ordeals he had survived, alurking worry that those trials had made his vast mental powers
even stronger than when he had left—and mystification at the tall willowy woman he had brought with
him.

Evanescent smiled, amused as always by human foibles. She tasted the change in mood and
marveled that the humans could become so somber simply at another's death, for her breed lost all
interest in their sires and dams as soon as they were grown, barely mature. In turn, their mothers and
fatherslost al interest in their offspring once they were past kittenhood. They wandered away from one
another, and if they met afew months later, scarcely remembered who each other were.

So she lay watching, intrigued all over again by the strange emotions of these foolish people and
wondering at their intensity. They cared so much, these silly two-legged creatures! Why did they let so
many things matter to them so deeply? Didn't they know that life was brief, that nothing was of any real
consegquence when measured against the span of ages? She had probed the minds of her two and knew
the answer—that they suspected how insignificant they were but refused to accept it and attacked life
with all the greater determination.

She watched until the tallest one, the male whom she thought of as one of hers, turned to his
spaceship and gave an order, whereupon the ramp slid back into the ship, the hatch closed, and the huge
golden discus lifted silently from the earth, drifted up above the treetops, then shot away into the sky,
dwindling to adot, a point of light, then vanishing.

The humans strode away, but Evanescent lay still, following them with her mind, knowing she
could trace them over hundreds of miles. She noticed that their apprehension deepened as they rode off—
apprehension over then-mother's impending death, but also over the new relationships they must forge
with one another.

She decided she wanted to be closer to their destination and rose, stretched, then turned to trot after
the riders—and stopped short, staring at the beings who confronted her, amazed that she'd had no
slightest inkling of their approach. For the first time in decades, aworm of fear raised its head inside her.

Three

THEY LOOKED LIKE HUMANS, BUT WERE VERY small, these strange creatures who faced
Evanescent, varying from afoot to afoot and a half, and the one that stood at their head was the biggest,
both in muscle and in height. He glared at the alien in anger and suspicion as he demanded, "What have
you to do with my ward?"'

Evanescent blinked, surprized by the creatures sudden appearance, then realized that she had been

so intent on the humans that she had missed the sounds and thoughts of these small ones as they came up
behind her. She smiled, amused by their audacity. "Ward? How can so tall a creature as that be under
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your care?’

"Because heis my king's grandson,” the small man snapped, "and from the day the grandson was
born, His Maesty commanded me to watch and care for him—aye, and for each of his sibs as they were
born, too."

"An interesting command." Evanescent's smile widened.

"Do not show your teeth to me and think to cow me by their threat!" the small one snapped, and the
score at his back chorused agreement. "l am the Puck, and all with any sense fear my whims!"

"If my smile displeasesyou, | shall vell it," Evanescent said equably. She knew that her shark-like
teeth, once seen, were not easily forgotten, so did not mind closing her lips. "Still, | wonder how you
could think to protect a man who is so much larger, and clearly much stronger, than yourself."

"By magic, of course." Thelittle man and all his mates scowled intently as he aimed afinger at her.

A blow from an unseen hand rocked Evanescent back on her stub of atail. She gasped, dizzy and
frightened, her universe suddenly topsy-turvy. When it righted itself and stabilized, she knew it would
never be completely firm again. No species but her own had ever been able to lash out at her with such
force. "How ... how didyou ..."

"By magic, as| said," the little man said impatiently, "magic of my own, and of the twenty-odd
elves behind me. Be sure that | can do much worse, both in kind and in power—for | have more than
two thousand years of knowledge and experience to draw on, and hundreds of thousands of elvesto
strengthen my spells. Tell me what you are, and from where you have come."

So they called themselves "elves' and guarded their minds well—Evanescent could barely catch a
stray thought from any of them. But those thoughts were all of concern for the man they knew as
Magnus, and anger at Evanescent for endangering him. She began to relax—they were only interested in
the same thing, after al: Magnus's welfare. They were natural allies. She merely had to convince them
of that.

Merely.

"I come from another world," she said, "one that circles a sun that is only a star among many in
your sky. | came acrossyour ... ward ... and his lady when they were trying to free the humans of my
world from awould-be tyrant. | took an interest in them, for they were unlike any others—and saw that
they were putting themselves in enormous danger. | followed to save them with my own—magic, if you
wish to call it that—if it became necessary."

"Did it?" the little man demanded.
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"Oh, yes." Evanescent smiled, then remembered just in time to keep her lips closed. "Necessary on
that world, and on several others. | hid aboard their star-boat, you see, and went with them."

The little man frowned. "If you care so much for them, why did you not come down the ramp with
them, rather than sneaking off like athief in the night?"

Evanescent caught from his mind the image of athief and had to throttle her own anger,
remembering that to these little creatures, she was an unknown and threatening presence. "They do not
know of me," she explained. "I have kept myself hidden from them, to keep them from relying upon my
magic instead of their own cleverness.”

"Thereis senseto that," afoot-tall woman said to Puck, and images escaped from her mind-shield,
enough to show Evanescent that these little folk hid themselves from the humans, too, though as much
from wariness as from refusal to be used.

But Puck was not so easily convinced. "Y ou forsook your home and surely can have little hope of
returning there. What kindled within you so great aliking for my ward and his leman that you were
willing to leave all for their sake?"

"Fascination at their ... efforts." Evanescent amost said "antics,” but remembered in time that these
small ones were prickly and that it behooved her to choose her words carefully. "It is quite unknown
among my kind for a person to risk her welfare, to risk pain and even life for others— well, once they
are no longer kittens—and is absolutely unthinkable to care in any way for people one knows not at al,
to be concerned for them simply because they are people!”

"And thus did our Magnus?' Puck asked, frowning.

"Not simply that," Evanescent said. "He has gone from world to world, seeking out people who are
miserable, almost as though he needs to have someone to care about!"

"So he does,” Puck said slowly. "So do most of hiskind. Still, even if such caring was a novelty to
you, why would its attractions be so great as to make you leave your home?"

"But that iswhy," Evanescent explained. "Our home means little to my kind. In fact, nothing means
much to us, save food when we are hungry and mating in season and kittens when they are born."

An ef-woman shuddered. "What a dreary life!"

"Soitisl" Evanescent turned to her, delighted that someone had seen the point; it would be far
easier to explain. "When you've reared alitter or two, mated afew dozen times, tasted all the different
meats our planet offers—why, you begin to grow bored and restless. We seek out more experiences,
more sensations, even growing cruel in the pursuit—but after thirty or forty years, there seemslittle

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...0-%20Warl ock%62013%20-%20Warl ock's%20L ast%20Ri de.txt (21 of 247)20-2-2006 23:44:27



file:///CJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20d...%620Stasheff%20-%20Warl ock%2013%20-%20Warl ock's%20L ast%20Ri de.txt
point even in cruelty or power. | wished to learn your ward's secret that keeps him so interested in life,
so immune from my kind's ennui."

" Sssso00!" The word echoed all around the glade in a hiss and a moan, and Puck nodded, face
somber. "You joined them in search of relief from boredom, then. Do you truly wish to discover how to
care about others?"

"Do you wish to keep living?' Evanescent countered.

The wee folk growled warning, spreading out to surround the cat-headed alien.

"I wish to keep living, too," Evanescent said quickly, "but | know | shall end my own life and its
drearinessif | cannot learn what Gar and Alea know, what all their kind seem to know, perhaps even
yours: how to find areason for living, to find it in other people—yes, even people they do not know at
al."

"And what will you do with this knowledge once you find it?" Puck demanded.

Evanescent stared, astounded that he should ask a question that had so obvious an answer. Then she
shrugged. "l shall live."

"Y ou shall do more than that,” Puck said, "or you shall have learned nothing." He gave her a
knowing smile, anod, and turned away.

"We shall let her wander where she will, then?' an elf asked, frowning.

Puck nodded. "Sheis no threat to the folk of Gramarye, human or elfin, for she shall act only to
keep Magnus and Alea alive—and will thereby help them achieve their goals." He looked back at
Evanescent. "ls that not true, cathead?"

Evanescent frowned. "True enough, bite-size. Indeed, there is some amusement in hel ping them
without their knowledge."

"And since we know Magnus will not undertake any evil purpose ..." The éf left the sentence
hanging, still not happy.

"If he does, we shall speak to him most sternly," Puck returned, "though | cannot believe even ten
years of harsh encounters can have changed our Magnus so much."”

"Y ou think rightly," Evanescent assured him. "He seeks only to help others and strikes out solely in

his own defense—or to defend others. It is one more mystery to me—why he will strain so hard for
goals that gain him nothing."
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"Oh, he gains enough,” Puck told her. "When you discover how his efforts enrich him, | shall be
glad to discuss the asininity of it with you. Y ou are welcome to the freedom of thisland, star-farer. Do
not abuseit."

Evanescent opened her mouth for a hot retort, then stared in amazement, for all the little people
were gone, vanished in an instant. She closed her mouth and cocked her head, listening with a sense far
more acute than mere ears and caught only fading chuckles, scraps of conversation. The Wee Folk
seemed quite reassured now.

It was maddening, not to say insulting. Thereis, after all, something deflating about others deciding
you're no threat.

THERE WERE HORSES waiting, so the Gallowglasses and their spouses rode out of the
woodlands to the house that stood in the meadow beyond. Magnus drew rein in surprize. "They have
come back to the cottage, then?"

Some cottage! Aleathought, mouth curving with irony. It was two stories tall with dormers peeking
out from an attic, half-timbered and stucco-walled, with leaded windows that glowed with the light of a
fire within, and candles on the floor above.

"Mama wanted to come back to the house where we grew up," Cordelia explained softly. "We were
together for years here, after all, before Queen Catharine insisted we take the castle, and in spite of all
the work and the exasperation we caused Mama, she said her happiest memories have soaked into the
timbers of this house."

"I doubt it not," Magnus said softly, and urged his horse forward. "We were only in the castle for
four years, after al, all of ustogether."

"Together, yes." Cordelialeft it unsaid: Before you deserted us, but the sentiment hung in the air,
and Magnus bowed his head as his horse carried him home.

Gregory pushed up beside him, murmuring, "Do not berate yourself, brother. Y our absence gave
Geoffrey room to grow."

He did not mention himself, Aleareflected, and could see from the ironic twist to Magnus's mouth
that he realized it, too, though Gregory probably did not.

They dismounted at the door; hostlers appeared out of the shadows to take their horses. Magnus
looked around at them in surprize. "Where are Puck and his kin?"

"About their nightly business, most likely," Gregory answered. "Come in, brother. The candle
burns upstairs, and | doubt not that Papais awake and watching even if Mamais asleep.”
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He opened the door and beckoned. Magnus followed, and it seemed to Alea that a mantle of doom
settled over his shoulders. She stepped toward him automatically, reaching out to reassure, but Cordelia
intercepted her deftly, steering her toward the sitting room and saying, "We must give them some
minutes alone, must we not? Her first-born, after so many years."

"Yes... yes, of course." Alealet herself be led into the sitting room, turned to take a chair by the
hearth, and sat gazing into the flames, mind and heart open to the young giant who walked up the stairs,
alert for any call for support he might send—but none came. Finally she looked up at Cordelia—and at
Quicksilver and Allouette. With a shock, she realized how neatly Magnus's sister had split her off to
have her aone with the young women, and Alea knew at once what it meant. She braced herself for an
interrogation, and for judgement.

Cordelia, however, only smiled gently and said, "Gregory has told us what Magnus has said of you,
and of the rush of feeling that went with it. That seems so little, though, now that we actually see you."

"Rush of feeling?' Aleawas instantly intent. "What feelings did he speak of 7'
All three women exchanged a quick glance of surprize.

"Admiration,” Cordeliasaid, "for your skill in battle, the sharpness of your tongue, and keenness of
your wit—>but also admiration for your face and form."

Aleagave a sharp, bitter laugh. "Face and form? A horsehead atop a beanpole? What could he
admirein that?'

The women exchanged another surprized look, this one veiled; then Quicksilver turned back to
Alea. "You know very little of yourself, damsdl, if that is how you see your reflection.”

"How shall | see my reflection,” Alea asked bitterly, "when thereis no mirror tall enough?"

"Almost as tall as Magnus, you mean?' Cordelia smiled. "Why would he want a minikin my size,
when there is so much of him?"

Aleastared at her while she tried to quench awild unreasoning hope, and had to lower her gaze to
contain it. "No man wants awoman who'sastall asatree..."

"Except aman who isamountain,” Quicksilver said, amused. "Besides, there is movement to
mention."

"How?' Aleafrowned. "What matters motion?'

Allouette made a small sound of exasperation.
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"No, damsel, | do not know the workings of men's minds as you do!" Alea snapped. "l know only
the result of your deeds—hurt that has burned so deeply that the wound can never heal and a heart
locked away where none else can touch it!"

Allouette seemed to shrink where she sat, and Cordelia clasped her hand, saying to Alea, "That was
unjust. It was not the woman you see before you who hurt my brother, but the she-wolf she was before
my mother healed her."

"Indeed,” Quicksilver seconded, "and we say that whom she assaulted, we from whom she tried to
steal our beloveds."

"But failed!" Aleasaid hotly. "She did not fail in what she did to Magnus! | do not know what it is,
| know only what | have guessed from the scraps of comments he has dropped now and again, but |
know enough to gauge how deeply she has hurt him!"

"And how badly that has walled him from you?' Cordelia asked, her voice low.

Alea started to answer, but her voice caught in her throat and she had to shake her head angrily to
clear thewords. "l do not want that from him! Indeed, his loathing of sex, of any hint of it, was no doubt
my protection in those first few months of our journeying together, when | was sure every man wanted
to use me as his toy no matter how repellant | was, for | was at least female! To use but never to keep—
and it took me long indeed to believe that your brother wanted my companionship and my welfare and
finally my protection, but never my body! Aye, | suppose | should thank you for that." But her tone was
bitter.

Allouette's eyes were wide and tragic, though, and she said softly, "One cripple healing another,

then.

"Healing?' Alea snapped. "How can he be healing? Oh, | havetried, | suppose, much good it has
done me—aye, much good indeed, when he has not healed a bit!" Then she stopped, staring in
amazement at the words that had come from her lips.

"Do you wish him to be more to you, then, than a shield-mate in battle?' Cordelia asked gently,
then answered her own question. "Of course you do, if you would see him fully healed."

"Aye, | wishit!" Aleacried. "But how can that be? | am not the sort of woman to be able to heal a
man!"

"Y ou are exactly the sort of woman to heal that man," Allouette said with certainty.

"To protect him, at least!" Aleaturned on her. "Let none dare to strike at him again, for she shall
meet two swords instead of one!"
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"Thereis none here who will seek his hurt,” Allouette assured her, voice low, but face composed
with a serenity that discarded any possibility of fear.

By her very confidence, she struck doubt into Alea's heart, so that she spoke with more vehemence
than she might have otherwise. "How can anyone be healed from wounds such as that!"

"By truth and kindness and forgiveness," Cordelia said, "even as our mother healed Allouette.”
Aleaturned to stare in surprize.

" She was most horrendously twisted from infancy on," Cordelia explained, "kidnapped from her
real mother and reared by those who sought to fashion her as atool for their own purposes—by people
who knew exactly what they did and what pain they inflicted and cared not awhit, aslong as it
accomplished their ends. They twisted her and warped her into believing the world was far worse than it
IS, and no goodness possible.”

‘Twisted for their pleasures, too," Quicksilver said, her voice low.

Alea understood instantly what she meant, understood five possibilities on the instant, and winced
at the thought.

"Do not feel sorry for me," Allouette said. "Do not pity me, for | deserveit not. What | did, | chose
to do, and it does not matter that those choices were based on lies and on hatreds that were based on still
more lies. It was nonetheless my decision, my choice, and | deserved every torture wreaked upon me."

"When the deeds came after the tortures?' Quicksilver snapped. "Be not so ingenuous, sister! You
had not the ghost of a notion that you had any choice at al." She turned back to Alea. "Pity her indeed,
for she was debased and humiliated so badly that | wonder she had any will to live. Forgive her, too, for
when she learned the truth, remorse overwhelmed her, and threatens even now to drown her in spite of
all the love and praise Gregory lavishes upon her."

Alea stared at Allouette, and the minutes stretched as Quicksilver and Cordelia held their breaths.
Then, "l shall forgive you," Alea said, her voice cold, "when Magnusis healed.”

"Doyou seetoit, then," Allouette said, "for only you can."

Corddliaand Quicksilver were still a moment more, then nodded, and Alea stared at the three of
them, appalled and feeling completely helpless and inadequate.

A SINGLE CANDLE lit the room, showing the woman who lay propped up by pillowsin the wide
bed with the grieving, gray-haired man beside her, her hand in both of his, gaze never leaving her face.
For a moment Magnus wondered who she was, then realized the shrunken, wrinkled face on the pillow
was that of his mother. He froze in shock.
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"Speak to her," Gregory said softly at his shoulder. " She will waken for you."

Magnus still stood unable to move as he heard the door close quietly behind him. At the sound, the
old man looked up.

Four

ROD LAID HISWIFE'SHAND ON THE BLANKET and rose with a smile of welcome and
pleasure stretching the lines and creases of hisface, a smile at the sight of his eldest son—but a muted
smile, struggling to emerge through sadness, and through wrinkles that his son had never seen. Rod
Gallowglass held up his arms, and Magnus leaned down to embrace his father.

After afew minutes, Rod's hold loosened; he stepped back to gaze up at his son with pride. "Y ou
came," he said softly, "you cameintime."

"Praise Heaven." Magnus was surprized to find his own voice shaky. "Areyou ... are you well,
Papa?’

"Aswell as can be expected,” Rod said sadly, and turned to lead Magnus to the bedside. " Sit down,
son, and tell her you're home."

Magnus sat. For another moment, he felt he was looking at a stranger again; then he saw the
familiar features beneath the ravages of disease and took his mother's hand. But such afrail hand, so
wasted and bony! The eyes opened, though; she frowned, puzzled, as she looked up at the hulking
stranger beside her bed. Then she recognized her son, and her smile transformed her face. For a moment,
the yearsfell away, and she was as he remembered her from his leave-taking. "Y ou came," she said in
the voice he recognized. "Y ou came back." With great effort, she raised her arms a few inches.

Quickly, Magnus slid his arms under hers and leaned close to press her into a very gentle embrace.

Rod hovered near, anxiety warring with joy as he gazed upon his eldest and hiswife. For a
moment, his eyes clouded as he remembered the boisterous golden-haired toddler bouncing off the walls
as he learned to levitate and the anxious young mother who rushed to collect him. Then the reality of the
present became more important than memory, and he gazed upon the two with fond concern.

When Magnus let his mother go and laid her gently back on the pillow, she beamed up at him with
pride and said, 'Tell me, now. Tell me al that you have done.”

"But you know it," he protested. " Gregory must have told you."

‘Told me where you have been and what you were doing, yes." She seemed to tire simply with the
effort of speaking. "How can afew hours talk speak of years? He could not tell me how you were
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feeling, nor of the people who filled your life."
Slowly, then, Magnus began to tell her—not about the people of Melange or Oldeira or Midgard,
but of the emotional ordeals he had passed through on their accounts, of his fellow disillusioned
bachelor Dirk Dulaine, of their shared trials and triumphs, of Dirk'sfalling in love and staying behind as

Magnus's ship lifted off to find yet another planet of oppressed soulsto free, and finally of Aleaand
their growing friendship.

His mother listened, her hand in his, opening her eyes now and again to meet hisgaze at a
particularly telling remark, but always with that little smile of peace and pleasurein his presence—and
Magnus knew she was listening as much to the emotions and images that crowded his mind asto the

words he spoke. When he could see how badly she was tiring, though, he said, "Well, enough for now.
I'll talk to you again tomorrow; there will be time."

"Perhaps." Her eyes opened again, looking directly into his, and for amoment he felt again the old
power, the authority of this amazing woman who had borne, birthed, and reared him. "Bring her," she
commanded. "This shield-mate of yours, this Alea. | must meet her."

Magnus knew she must be over-tiring herself. “Tomorrow ..."

"There may not be atomorrow, my son." She had to work hard to say the words. "Bring her now."

Magnus stared at her, feeling another wave of the tide of grief, but he thrust it back and closed his
eyes, nodding, then reached out with a thought.

In the room below, Aleafelt his plea and broke off in mid-sentence, staring at the sisters-in-law
before her, then rose and rushed to the door without the slightest excuse or apology.

The women watched her go, then exchanged smiles. "We cannot blame her for lack of ceremony,”
Quicksilver said, "when he needs her so badly."

"Y es, but does he know that?' Cordelia asked. "He callsfor her aid, but does he know he has come
to need her?"

"Does she know she has come to need him?" Allouette countered.
"She will not admit it to herself if she does." But Cordeliawas still smiling.

Quicksilver met that smile with one of her own. " She has come along way toward healing, whether
she knowsiit or not."

Allouette nodded. "Sheisready to risk loving again.”
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"But isMagnus?' Cordelia's smile grew into agrin as she relished the thought of teasing her big
brother.

But Allouette's face darkened with guilt. "Will he ever be?"

GEOFFREY ROSE AS Alearushed out, and paced with her to the stairway. "First door on the
left," hetold her. "Godspeed.”

"Thank you," Alea snapped, and rushed up the stairs, wondering why he bothered to wish her well.

She burst into the room and froze at the tableau that met her gaze—at her friend and shield-mate
sitting hunched on a chair that was too low for him, holding the hand of the old woman in the bed, and
the aged man who stood hovering across from Magnus. She realized they must be his parents, then
dismissed them as unimportant and went to Magnus, light-footed and cautious.

He looked up at her, sensing her presence, and his gaze was a haked plea even as his voice said,
"Alea, | would have you meet my mother, the Lady Gwendylon. Mother, thisis my shield-mate Alea,
who has fought beside me time and again and always given wise counsel."

"A pleasure, milady." Aleaturned to the old woman. "Y our son has been my .. ." There she froze,
for the old woman's gaze held her own, the dim old eyes turning youthful and vibrant again, holding
Aleain abond that should have sent her screaming within herself, fighting to tear free—but there was
something so soothing in those eyes, so understanding and sympathetic, that Alea almost welcomed the
intrusion.

And intrusion it was, for Aleafelt Gwendylon's mind blending with her own, reading the history of
her life, of the anguish of her lover's desertion, the misery and grief at her parents' deaths, of the terror
and rage at the treatment of the neighbors to whom the judge enslaved her, of fear and panic as she ran
from them, and her wariness of the young giant who befriended her, awariness that waned over the five
years they traveled together as Alealearned to trust again, but never completely, never without the fear
of betrayal, even though they saved one another's lives time and again, even though he withstood her
tantrums and replied with reason and patience to her attacks and arguments ...

Then the vibrance of the eyes faded, and they were only the rheumy old eyes of a dying woman—
but the smile that blossomed beneath them seemed to enfold Aleain a gentle embrace even as Lady
Gwendylon said, "I am glad my son has found so true a companion—and | thank you for hislife."

"He has thanked me by saving mine," Alea assured her, then wondered why she cared about the
feelings of this stranger.

Lady Gwendylon turned to her husband; her fingers twitched in a shooing gesture. " Off with you,
with both you men. We must talk of women's matters."
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Alarm surged through Alea at being left alone with this stranger so soon after meeting her—»but
Gwendylon turned to gaze at Aleaagain, and Alearealized that the woman was anything but a stranger.

Rod came around the bed with a sigh, beckoning to Magnus. "Come along, son. There are times to
argue with your mother, but thisisn't one of them."

"But... but sheis..." Magnus couldn't bring himself to say the word "weak."

"| shall find strength enough for this," Gwen assured him, and her voice was strong again. "Be off
and tell your father what you have learned.”

Magnus turned anxiously to Alea. "If thereisthe dightest need..."

"I will call you on theinstant,” Alea promised. "Remember, | have learned medicine in three
different cultures. Trust me, Gar."

"I will." He pressed her hand.

She almost pulled away, for he seemed to speak of trust beyond caring for an invalid—but she held
firm and even managed to smile into his eyes. Then his father took him by the arm and led him away.
She watched them go, marveling that this dotard could have fathered a son whose head rose afoot and a
half higher than his. Of course, he had probably been afew inches taller once himself, and Gar did tower
over his brothers.

"Gar?' the old woman asked.

Aleaturned back to her, feeling guilty that she had let herself be distracted. "He calls himself that
when we land on a planet—Gar Pike. He began it to confuse spies from his former employers.”

"SCENT, yes." Gwen's smile seemed to enfold her again. "I am glad he left his father's
organization, though I could wish he had stayed at home. Still, he would not have met you, then, soitis
well that he left.”

"| am not so special asthat,” Alea protested, but she sat on the chair Gar had vacated anyway.

‘To himyou are,"” Gwen told her. 'Tell me, how is his heart?'

Alea stared, frozen by the question—and its implications. She was only a friend! What should she
know of Magnus's heart?

She could not say that to a dying mother, though. Instead, Alea chose her words carefully. "I can
only guess, milady, for he is scarcely one to wear his heart on his sleeve.”
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"Hewastill heleft here,” Gwen said sadly, "but even in those few hours before he left for the stars,
he had become ... very private."

Alealeaned forward, frowning. "What had happened to him, milady?"
"Y ou must hear that from him," his mother sighed, "for I shall not violate his confidence."
"l think I know some of it," Aleasaid, "and that it has to do with that witch downstairs."

Gwen smiled with gentle amusement; it seemed to require great effort. "All women in this house
are witches, Aleg, at least in local custom.”

"Isthat what your people call espers?' Aleanodded. "Gar has told me something of that—scarcely
surprizing, for people who know not how folk fly on broomsticks or read others minds. Still, itis
Allouette of whom | speak."

"Do not blame her for her beauty,” Gwen said, still with the gentle, labored smile. "Sheis not now
whom she was then—a murderess named Finister. | learned much of the mind in afew days, then
|abored mightily to show her how her life had been twisted by lies."

"I shall try to forgive her," Aleasaid, tight-lipped, "as Gar has—though I think not in his heart."

"He cannot, until his heart is healed," Gwen said sadly. "Y ou must see to that for me, damsel, for |
no longer have the strength."”

Alea caught the meaning the old woman did not say— that she would not be here to do it. Still, the
charge alarmed her. "I cannot finish your work for you, milady!"

"No, but you can finish your own." Gwen's hand stirred on the coverlet, reaching