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In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:
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Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.
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I

Up in the watchtower, the lookout winded his horn: a long, unmelodious blast. “Two chariots approach from the south, lord king!” he bellowed.

From the courtyard far below, Gerin the Fox, king of the north, cupped a hand to his mouth and replied: “Thanks, Andiver. We’ll see who they are when they get here.”

“Aren’t you going to go up on the palisade and have a look?” the sentry demanded indignantly.

“In a word, no,” Gerin answered. “If two chariots’ worth of warriors can conquer Fox Keep, either they’re gods, in which case looking at them won’t do me any good, or else we’re all such cowards that the men who are on the palisade now would be running away, and that’s not happening, either. So I’ll wait for them down here, thanks very much.”

Andiver said something the height of his perch kept Gerin from understanding. The Fox decided it was probably just as well.

His son Dagref smiled at him. “That was very logical,” he said. Dagref, at fourteen, was as remorselessly logical as the most terrifying Sithonian philosopher who’d ever made a living lecturing in the Elabonian Empire. Up until twenty years before, Gerin’s kingdom, as well as the rest of the land north from the High Kirs to the River Niffet, had been a frontier province of the Empire. Elabon, though, had abandoned the land north of the mountains in the face of the devastating werenight caused by all four moons’ coming full at the same time and, almost incidentally, the barbarous Trokmoi swarming south over the Niffet.

“It was indeed,” Gerin said. “So what?”

Dagref stared at him. Man and youth shared a long face, long nose, and swarthy complexion. Dagref, though, had only fine down on his cheeks and chin, and his hair was a brown almost black. Gerin’s neat beard and his hair were gray, and getting grayer by the year: he was past fifty now, and often knew it by the creaking in his bones.

“Logic is the greatest tool, the greatest weapon, in the world,” Dagref declared.

“That depends on what you’re doing,” Gerin replied. “If you’re in the middle of a brawl, you can’t slay a Gradi or a Trokmê or one of Aragis the Archer’s jolly henchmen with a well-aimed syllogism. That’s why we carry these things every now and then.”

He hefted his sword. The sun glinted, red as blood, from the polished edge of the bronze blade. Dagref held a sword, too. He enjoyed fencing with it much less than fencing with his wits. He was very dangerous with the latter, only somewhat so with the former.

“Come on.” Gerin made as if to attack him. “If some big ugly lug carves chunks off you, it doesn’t matter that he’s never heard of the law of the excluded middle. You won’t be around to instruct him afterwards.”

Dagref parried the slash. His answering cut made Gerin give back a pace. They did not work against each other as often as Gerin would have done had he not been left-handed: learning how to fight him went only so far in teaching Dagref how to fight others. His son was left-handed, too, which gave Gerin the rare chance to see what others faced when they met him.

“Keep the blade up!” the Fox cautioned. “You don’t keep the blade up, I can do something like this—” He snapped a cut at Dagref’s head, so quick and sharp that his son had to stagger back. “Or even this.” The Fox feinted another head cut; if he hadn’t stopped his thrust, he would have put it into Dagref’s chest.

“Yes, I see.” Dagref nodded. And he did see, too. He had the makings of a good swordsman; he had long arms and quick feet and didn’t do the same thing wrong over and over again. But he didn’t automatically do the right thing, either, and, when he did do it, he didn’t do it fast enough. Only years of patient practice would give him the speed he needed. Intellectually, he realized that (he was very good at realizing things intellectually). “Let’s try it again, Father.”

Those were the words Gerin wanted to hear. Before he could go through the passage again, though, one of his men up on the palisade called a challenge to the approaching chariots: “Who comes to Castle Fox?”

The answer made Gerin forget about swordplay and hurry up onto the palisade after all: “I am Marlanz Raw-Meat, emissary of King Aragis the Archer, come to have speech with King Gerin.”

“Hello, Marlanz,” Gerin called once he reached the walkway and could peer over the tops of the palisade timbers. “Come in and be welcome. I’ll listen to whatever Aragis has to say, though I don’t promise I’ll do anything about it.”

At his command, the gate crew let down the drawbridge over the ditch around the palisade. Marlanz’s chariot rattled into Fox Keep. King Aragis’ representative was a big, burly man in his late thirties; from previous encounters with him, Gerin knew he was smarter than he looked. “Hello, lord king,” Marlanz said as the Fox came down to greet him.

When Gerin clasped hands with him, Marlanz’s big paw (a word that came naturally to Gerin’s mind, as Marlanz had a were-streak in him) almost engulfed his own. “What brings you north this time?” the Fox asked, though he had the bad feeling he already knew.

And sure enough, Marlanz said, “Lord king, Aragis bids me tell you that he is not going to stand idly by if Balser Debo’s son swears homage and fealty to you. He warns you not to pursue that further.”

The Fox looked down his nose at Aragis’ ambassador, no mean feat since Marlanz was three or four digits’ width taller than he. “Aragis has no business telling either Balser or me what sort of relationship we can have. Balser was never Aragis’ vassal, nor was his father before him. Balser styles himself baron, nothing more, but he’s as free a man and as independent a lord as I am—or as Aragis is.”

“Yes, and Aragis intends that he remain free, and not come under your influence,” Marlanz said.

“If, of his own free will, he wants to declare himself my vassal, Aragis has not the right to forbid it.”

Marlanz Raw-Meat folded thick arms across his broad chest. “Lord king, King Aragis is strong enough to enforce his will on Balser—and on you.”

In the end, it came down to strength, Gerin thought. Adiatunnus the Trokmê, a rival now a vassal, had first declared the Fox king of the north after he’d beaten the Gradi pirates back to a single keep on the edge of the Orynian Ocean. Aragis had started calling himself king a little later, his claim springing from his being the only noble left in the northlands with strength enough to stand against Gerin.

“If Aragis tries that, he will get the war he’s been saying he doesn’t want ever since the days right after the werenight,” Gerin answered. “Tell him that, Marlanz. Make sure he understands it. And tell him that, if he does try it, I believe he’ll end up being the sorriest man ever born.”

Marlanz scowled. He’d known Gerin long enough to know the Fox did not casually make such boasts. In Marlanz’s younger days, he’d been more a bruiser than a diplomat. He’d gained skill with years. These days, Aragis probably trusted him further than anyone else—not that Aragis trusted anyone very far. Trying to strike a conciliatory tone, Marlanz said, “You have to see how things are, lord king. Balser’s holding points like a knife straight at the heart of the lands that acknowledge King Aragis’ suzerainty. If it comes under your control, you’re halfway to invading his domain right there.”

Gerin scowled back. In Aragis’ sandals, his acquisition would look that way. “I don’t want to use the holding as a knife. I want to use it as a shield against Aragis,” the Fox said. “It’s hardly less dangerous to me in his hands than it is to him in mine. You might remind him that he was the one who paraded chariots past Balser’s border to frighten him into yielding. I can’t help it if Balser started talking to me instead.”

“It might be best if we could keep Balser neutral between you and Aragis, inclining neither to the one nor the other,” Marlanz said.

“That would have been fine,” Gerin said. “It was fine, while it lasted. I wasn’t the one who changed it. Now Balser doesn’t think he can trust Aragis to keep his hands where they belong. Am I supposed to tell him, ‘No, I’m sorry, I won’t protect you from your neighbor, even if you want me to’?”

Marlanz looked unhappy. “I knew that was foolish,” he muttered; Gerin didn’t think he was supposed to hear. Aragis’ envoy gathered himself. “Lord king, I’m sorry, but I don’t have a lot of room to wiggle here. King Aragis has told me to tell you that, if Balser becomes your vassal, it will mean war between the two of you.”

“Then it will be war.” Gerin slapped Marlanz on the back and waved him toward Castle Fox. “We don’t have to start killing each other quite yet, I don’t think. Why don’t you come into the great hall and drink some ale with me, eat some bread, and we’ll see what else we can scare up for you.”

“I’ll do that right gladly,” Marlanz said. “You brewed a fine ale the last time I was here, lord king, and you’re not the sort to let something like that slip. And you have a name all through the northlands for feeding your guest-friends well.”

“I probably earned it when I managed to get you out of my keep before you ate the larder empty—just before,” Gerin said. Marlanz laughed, although, like most of Gerin’s jokes, that one had a hard core of truth. “Come on,” the Fox urged, and they walked into the great hall side by side.

Van of the Strong Arm, Rihwin the Fox, and Carlun Vepin’s son sat at a table near the hearth, and near the altar to Dyaus Allfather in front of it. A tarred-leather jack of ale sat in front of each of them. Van was also gnawing a roast rib of mutton. As Gerin and Marlanz walked in, the big outlander tossed it into the rushes on the floor to watch a couple of dogs squabble over it.

“By all the gods, it’s Marlanz Raw-Meat,” Van rumbled, recognizing Aragis’ envoy. He rose from the bench and strode up to clasp Marlanz’s hand. As they did whenever they met, the two big men studied each other. Gerin studied them both. The golden-haired outlander was taller and broader through the shoulders, but he was also older, being within a year or two either way of the Fox’s age. At his peak, he’d been stronger than Marlanz—he’d been stronger than anyone Gerin had ever known. But Marlanz, a decade younger, was closer to his own peak, which had also been formidable. If the two of them fought … Gerin didn’t know what would happen. That was strange. In the more than twenty years since Van had come to Fox Keep, he’d always been sure his friend could best anyone merely human. Now—

Now we’re getting old, Gerin thought. Strength goes. He smiled to himself. Guile, though, guile endures. Aloud, he said, “Marlanz says Aragis will go to war with us if Balser gives me homage and fealty.”

“He’s welcome to try it,” Van said. “I don’t think he’ll be so happy afterwards, though.” A few years earlier, he would have whooped with glee at the prospect of a fight. He still didn’t shrink from it—Gerin couldn’t imagine him shrinking from a fight—but he no longer rushed toward it like a man rushing toward his beloved.

“My king is not happy about it now,” Marlanz answered, “but he will not shrink from it, not if that means seeing his own rights overthrown.”

That made Rihwin the Fox speak up: “In good sooth, King Aragis has no right pertaining to the holding of Balser Debo’s son, it never having been a fief of his.”

“I said the same thing,” Gerin told him, “but not half so prettily.”

“You have not the advantages of a noble upbringing south of the High Kirs,” Rihwin replied, as if forgiving his fellow Fox for flaws beyond his control. After two decades in the northlands, Rihwin still clung to the elaborate phrasing he’d learned at the heart of the Elabonian Empire, and to the gold hoop he wore in his left ear, an affectation to which the rest of Gerin’s vassals had never quite accommodated themselves.

Marlanz looked from Rihwin to Gerin and back again. “As I have noted before, he has the right to keep a stronger neighbor from taking advantage of a weaker one.”

“As I noted before,” Gerin said pointedly, “if Aragis weren’t a strong neighbor liable to take advantage of a weaker one, Balser wouldn’t be interested in having me as his lord.”

“If you told him as much out there,” Van said, “did you bring him in here to tell it to him over again?”

“As a matter of fact, I brought him in here for some ale and some bread and whatever we can pry out of the kitchen in the way of meat,” Gerin said. He slapped Aragis’ vassal on the shoulder again. “Sit you down, Marlanz. If Aragis and I have to fight, we’ll fight. Meanwhile, you’re my guest-friend.”

Servants brought Marlanz a drinking jack, a round of flatbread, and some ribs like the one Van had been gnawing. Carlun Vepin’s son, Gerin’s steward, looked as if he was calculating the cost of everything. And so, no doubt, he was: the Fox wouldn’t have wanted him for the job if he didn’t keep track of every jar of ale, sack of beans, and barrel of salt pork.

Whatever Carlun thought, he kept it to himself while warriors other than Gerin were around. He was no fighting man. He’d been the headman of the serf village close by Fox Keep till Gerin caught him cheating on the records there, trying to hold back produce from his overlord’s notice. That had earned him both a promotion and a warning about what would happen if the Fox ever caught him cheating again. Either he hadn’t cheated since or he’d done it too well for Gerin to have noticed. The Fox didn’t think Carlun was clever enough to get away with that; he almost but not quite hoped he was wrong.

Marlanz made eyes at one of the serving women. Gerin happened to know she was newly married, and happy with her husband. She kept on serving Aragis’ envoy, but did nothing to encourage him, and twisted away before he had the chance to pull her down onto his lap.

He glanced over to Gerin. “You always did give your serfs a lot of say in what they should do to keep your guests happy.”

“I haven’t changed,” the Fox answered. “Far as I can see, forcing them to bed men they don’t want only causes trouble. If she’s interested in you, Marlanz, that’s fine. If she’s not, maybe you can find someone else who is.”

Marlanz didn’t make an issue of it. Gerin remembered how he’d been inclined to do just that, the first time he came up to Fox Keep. Yes, he’d learned a thing or two over the intervening fifteen years. And, of course, since he was fifteen years older himself, he didn’t burn so hot as he had then, either.

“I passed the night at your son’s holding on my way up to your keep here, lord king,” Marlanz remarked, changing the subject with a smoothness he hadn’t had as a younger man. “He seems to be shaping into a fine baron in his own right.”

“For which I thank you,” Gerin said. “Aye, I think Duren’s a splendid lad. Of course, being his father, I’d think that even if it weren’t so.”

“Well, it is,” Marlanz said. “And I didn’t see any signs that his vassal barons are anything but what they ought to be, either. You had some trouble with that, as I recall.”

“A bit,” the Fox admitted. Duren held his holding as grandson to the previous baron, Ricolf the Red, not as Gerin’s son. Ricolf’s petty barons had been anything but enthusiastic about accepting him, partly because they feared Gerin’s influence and partly because, with Ricolf gone, they’d had hopes of escaping vassalage altogether and setting up on their own. As far as Gerin could see, the hope had obviously been foolish, but that hadn’t kept them from having it. A lot of the hopes men had were obviously foolish to everyone but them.

“Aye, Duren’s a fine young fellow.” Marlanz cocked his head to one side. “Is he the heir to your kingdom, or is that Dagref whom I saw out in the courtyard with you?”

“Yes,” Gerin answered, and let Marlanz make whatever he would of it. Duren was his son by Elise, Ricolf’s daughter. He hadn’t seen her since Duren was a toddler; she’d run away with a traveling horse doctor. Dagref, his sister Clotild, and his brother Blestar were his by Selatre, the former Sibyl at the farseeing god Biton’s shrine down at Ikos. The Fox sighed. Life was never so simple as you wished it would be.

“Yes to which?” Marlanz demanded: he was, Gerin knew, persistent. The Fox just smiled at him. After a bit, Aragis’ vassal figured out he wouldn’t get a straight answer. He smiled back, shrugged, and emptied his jack of ale. A serving woman—not the one he’d tried to paw—refilled it for him.

Gerin took a pull at his own ale. He wondered where Dagref had gone. His eldest child by Selatre had a curiosity as fierce and ruthless as a longtooth: he should have been besieging Marlanz with every sort of question. The Fox wondered what he’d found more interesting than the arrival of a near-stranger.

Had it been Duren at the same age, Gerin would have guessed he was off with a girl. But Dagref’s curiosity was, as yet, more of the intellect than of the body. One day soon, the Fox suspected, a serving girl would kick his feet out from under him. What happened after that would be interesting.

No sooner had Gerin thought of his son than Dagref, as if summoned, came running into the great hall. He spared Marlanz Raw-Meat no more than a hasty glance. “Father, come quick, out back by the stables,” he exclaimed. “It’s Ferdulf again.”

“Oh, by the gods,” Gerin said, which, where Ferdulf was concerned, had alarmingly literal implications. The Fox sprang to his feet. Dagref, the message delivered, was already dashing away. Gerin pounded after him, aware with every step that he wasn’t as fast as he had been.

Behind him, he heard Van and Rihwin exclaiming, too. A moment later, they followed the Fox. And Marlanz came right on their heels. He hadn’t a clue about what was going on, but he wanted to find out.

Dagref sprinted around Castle Fox, then pointed with a dramatic forefinger. “There!” he said.

There were Clotild and Blestar. There too were Maeva and Kor, Van’s children. Maeva, though a year younger than Dagref, was already blossoming into ripe womanhood—but womanhood of heroic proportions. Van’s blood told in her temperament as well as her size and strength; she wanted to be a warrior, and Gerin, rather to his own alarm, thought she would make a good one. Kor was even more alarming. He also had his father’s build, but took his incendiary temper straight from Fand, the Trokmê woman with whom Van lived in something less than wedded bliss.

And there were Geroge and Tharma. The two monsters towered over all their companions, even Maeva. They were large and hairy and remarkably ugly, with clawed hands and feet, low foreheads, little eyes under beetling brow ridges, and long jaws full of big teeth (though Geroge’s right upper canine was of gold rather than being a natural fang). They both waved to Gerin, who had raised them from … he supposed cubs was the best word.

He didn’t see Ferdulf. And then, just before Dagref said “There!” again, he did. The preternaturally beautiful four-year-old had doffed his tunic and was walking around in the air about twenty feet off the ground.

“Magic?” Marlanz asked from behind Gerin with what was, under the circumstances, commendable calm.

The Fox shook his head. “Not exactly.” He raised his voice to Ferdulf: “Come down from there this instant, before you—” He stopped. Before you hurt yourself didn’t work, as it had with his own children. Ferdulf wasn’t going to hurt himself. Gerin wasn’t sure Ferdulf could hurt himself. He tried a different tack: “—before you drive everybody down here crazy.”

“What do I care?” Ferdulf stood on his head, supported by exactly nothing. His voice was not a four-year-old’s, but the same rude, rich baritone he’d had since he was a newborn babe.

Marlanz said, “Lord king, will you please tell me what’s going on here?” He took Geroge and Tharma in stride; he’d met them before. Ferdulf, however, was new to him. Like most men in the northlands, he viewed the new with suspicion.

Gerin didn’t, in most cases. With Ferdulf, he made an exception. Trying to sound casual, he answered, “That’s Mavrix’s son by Fulda, a peasant woman here. Now do you understand?”

For a moment, Marlanz didn’t. Then he did, and his eyes got wide. “Mavrix?” He tried his best to imitate Gerin’s flat, unemphatic tones, but didn’t have much luck. “The Sithonian god of wine?” Calm crumbled into astonishment: “You’ve got a god’s get here, lord king?”

“Yes, the little bastard,” Gerin said, which, in dealing—or trying to deal—with Ferdulf, had proved true in any number of ways.

Dagref plucked at his father’s sleeve. “I brought you out here so you could do something about him,” he said pointedly. “The last time he started going around up in the air this way, he piddled on all of us, and I wanted to see if we could keep that from happening again.” The glare he gave the Fox said his father’s reliability had just come down a peg for him.

“What exactly do you want me to do?” Gerin asked in some exasperation. “I can’t lean a ladder against the air, the way I would against the palisade.” He cast a cautious eye up toward Ferdulf’s little pecker. Mavrix’s get had divine powers and a four-year-old’s sense of humor; the Fox was hard pressed to imagine a more terrifying combination.

Dagref took a deep breath. “If you don’t come down from there this instant,” he told Ferdulf, “none of the rest of us is going to play with you for a long time.” His voice broke in the middle of the threat, so he didn’t sound so fierce as he might have, but he did sound as if he meant what he said. He always sounded as if he meant what he said. He gestured to his comrades. Clotild and Blestar nodded. So did Maeva and Kor. And, a beat late, so did Geroge and Tharma.

“Oh, all right,” Ferdulf said sulkily, sounding very much like his own father, who raised petulance to an art. He came floating down and put his tunic back on.

“That was bravely done,” Maeva said. She eyed Dagref with a thoughtful interest to which he as yet remained in large measure blind.

“That was bravely done,” Gerin agreed; telling Ferdulf what to do took nerve. Well, his son had never lacked for that. Sense, possibly, but not nerve. The Fox went on, “But why did you call me when you could handle it by yourself?”

“I didn’t know if that would work,” Dagref answered, “and I thought you would have a better idea. When you didn’t—” He raised one eyebrow, as Gerin might have done. You should have had a better idea, he said without words.

In a much more cautious voice than he’d used till now, Marlanz Raw-Meat asked, “What all can the little godlet do besides fly?”

“What all?” Gerin clapped a hand to his head, as if it ached. When he thought about Ferdulf, it soon did ache. “Who knows? I’ll tell you this much: I went to see him as soon as I got word he’d been born, and he said hello to me in that same voice you heard him use now. Life hasn’t been dull since, believe me.”

“Is his mother a goddess, too, or a demon, or—?” Marlanz fell silent, seeming to guess how little he could guess.

Gerin’s smile was ironic. “I told you, his mother’s name is Fulda. She still lives down in the village close to the keep here. She has a pretty face and a ripe body, which is why I used her when I was summoning Mavrix against the Gradi—which, in case you’re wondering, was a good idea that didn’t work. Ferdulf listens to her when he feels like it and ignores her the rest of the time, which is about what he does for everybody else.”

“You told me you’d summoned Mavrix the last time I came up here,” Marlanz said, remembering. “You didn’t tell me he’d got a woman with child.”

“Ferdulf hadn’t been born then,” the Fox answered. “I didn’t know then what I’d get. For that matter, I still don’t know what I have. Why don’t we go back to the great hall and have another jack of ale, and we can talk some more about it?”

“Good enough, lord king.” Marlanz hurried back to the hall, as if he feared Ferdulf and was trying to conceal it from everyone, especially from himself.

[image: image]

Selatre had been working in the kingdom’s library—an overstatement of what one upstairs room of Castle Fox held, but an overstatement Gerin had been making ever since he’d succeeded his father as local baron, more than twenty years before. She came down for supper.

When she did, Marlanz bowed before her. “Lady, seeing as you were Sibyl at Ikos, and seeing as the farseeing god spoke through you there,” he said, getting around to his question a clause at a time, like a lawyer south of the High Kirs, “does that mean this Ferdulf you’ve got here pays any special heed to what you say?” He spoke of Mavrix’s son as he might have of a dangerous wild beast, which struck Gerin as fitting enough.

Selatre gave the question grave consideration, almost as if she expected Biton to speak through her here and now. After scratching the side of her pointed chin for close to a minute, she delivered a short answer: “Not very often.”

Marlanz stared, then started to laugh. “Well, that’s straight, and no mistake,” he said, his last couple of words blurring into an enormous yawn. He turned back to Gerin. “If you’ll be kind enough to have somebody show me up to my bedchamber, I’ll thank you for it. I’ve spent a good many days on the road, coming up from Aragis’ keep.”

“I can do that,” Gerin said, and waved for a servant, who led Aragis’ envoy away. The warriors who had accompanied Marlanz would sleep in the great hall; the Fox had made sure they had plenty of blankets to stay comfortable. No one at Fox Keep had to fear night ghosts, for he made a point of giving them the blood they needed to keep from molesting mortals.

Once Marlanz was gone, Selatre put on that thoughtful expression again. “Do you suppose we could find a way to use Ferdulf?” she said in a low voice.

“Against Aragis, you mean?” Gerin asked, as quietly. His wife nodded. He said, “I never thought about it before. I never imagined Ferdulf doing anything but whatever he wants.” He looked around. None of the men who’d come to Fox Keep with Marlanz seemed to be listening, and a couple of them were already asleep, but Gerin had not grown as old as he had—older than I ever thought I’d be—by taking unnecessary chances. The necessary ones were quite bad enough. “Let’s talk about it upstairs.”

“All right.” Selatre rose from the bench in one smooth motion. She and Gerin walked up the wooden stairway hand in hand.

In the chamber nearest the top of the stairs, Van and Fand were arguing. The outlander and the Trokmê woman looked on quarrels as most folk looked on meat and drink. Gerin met Selatre’s eye. Wryly, he shook his head. After Elise had left him, before he’d met Selatre, he’d shared Fand’s affection—and her temper—with Van for a while. No wonder he did his best to keep his even-tempered wife that way. He had standards of comparison.

He and Selatre shared the next bedchamber with their children. Since he didn’t feel like explaining everything to Dagref (however much his son thought himself entitled to explanations), and since Clotild might well also still be awake, he led Selatre past that door, too. She nodded, understanding his reasons without his having to spell them out. One more reason to love her, he thought.

Rihwin had the chamber on the other side of the Fox’s. Since Rihwin could no more keep secrets than Fand could keep calm, Gerin walked by his room. The next bedchamber held Marlanz. Across from it was the library, to which Gerin and Selatre were both drawn like feathers gliding toward rubbed amber.

Few in the northlands knew their letters. Selatre hadn’t, not till Gerin taught them to her after bringing her to Fox Keep. He’d thought to give her a useful place here, not knowing he would fall in love with her in short order—and she with him, too, which struck him as stranger and more marvelous. She’d also fallen in love with books. That, unlike falling in love with him, he understood completely. He’d done it himself.

He opened the door, then gestured for her to go in ahead of him. She did—and started to laugh. When he followed her into the chamber, he laughed, too. There sat Dagref in front of a lamp, his nose in a scroll.

Gerin glanced over at Selatre. “Anyone would think he was our child,” he said.

Dagref looked up at his parents. “Of course I’m your child,” he said testily, “and I’m sure you came in here so you could talk about something you think is none of my business.”

“You’re right,” Selatre told him.

“It isn’t fair,” he said. “How am I supposed to learn what I need to know if you won’t let me find out about it?” He started to stalk off, then stopped under Gerin’s glare. When he went back, rolled up the scroll, and replaced it in its proper pigeonhole, his father stopped glaring.

“That was good,” Selatre said with a smile after her son did depart. “He figured out why you were unhappy.”

“Something, anyway,” Gerin agreed. “Tell him the same thing four hundred times in a row and he will start to listen—if it suits him. If it doesn’t …” His scowl said what happened then. After a moment, he went on, “And yet, if it’s something he wants to learn, he’ll soak it up the way dry ground soaks up the first rain of the year.”

Selatre gazed at him with amused fondness. “Anyone would think he had you for a father,” she murmured.

The Fox tried to glare again, but ended up laughing instead. “You know me too well—and you have altogether too little respect for your king.” That made Selatre laugh, too. But Gerin quickly sobered. “Can we use Ferdulf as a weapon against Aragis if we do go to war?”

“I would be happier trying it if he were the son of any other god than Mavrix,” Selatre said.

“Why do you say that? Because Mavrix is about the least predictable god in anyone’s pantheon, or because he’s shown he isn’t fond of me in particular?”

“Yes,” Selatre said, as Gerin had with Marlanz. He made a face at her. Despite her joke, though, both halves of the question could legitimately be answered yes. Mavrix was the Sithonian god of wine, beauty, fertility, creativity … and of the chaos accompanying all those. He did not know, from one moment to another, what he would do next, nor did he care. And his encounters with the Fox over the years had mostly ended up alarming both the god, who was a coward at heart, and the man, who was anything but.

Gerin said, “For once, I’d like to use a weapon against my foes that isn’t stronger than I am, so I won’t have to spend so much time worrying whether it will turn in my hand and end up being worse than simply losing whatever fight I happen to be making.”

“The question, then, it seems to me, is, if we go to war with Aragis, whether we can beat him without resorting to … extraordinary means,” Selatre said.

Gerin paused a moment to admire the precise phrasing of that. He tried to answer with similar precision: “We can—if everything goes right. If Adiatunnus chooses to remember he’s my vassal, and doesn’t take the fight as an excuse to throw off his allegiance and set up on his own, for instance.”

“He’d better not,” Selatre said with no small anger, “not when he’s the one who first proclaimed you king.”

“He’s been a good enough vassal since, too,” Gerin admitted, “but he’s a Trokmê, which means he’s almost as fickle as Mavrix. If he sees the two greatest Elabonian lords in the northlands going at each other, the temptation may be too much for him to stand. And there are the Gradi, too.”

The seafaring invaders from the chilly lands north of the Trokmê forests had tried to establish themselves and their grim gods in the northlands a few years before. Fear of them was what had made Adiatunnus remember he was Gerin’s vassal. Fighting together instead of against each other, Elabonians and Trokmoi had pinned the northerners against the Orynian Ocean. More than that they could not do, not when Gradi galleys controlled the sea.

Because Voldar, the chief Gradi goddess, and the rest of the northerners’ gods contemplated making the northlands into a frigid copy of the home from which they’d come, a land too cold for even barley to grow there, Gerin had managed to persuade Baivers, the Elabonian god of barley, beer, and brewing, to join with the ferocious powers of Geroge and Tharma’s kind and battle those Gradi gods. He didn’t know whether that battle on the spiritual plane had been won or lost. His best guess was that it still went on, five years after its beginning: time, for the gods, was not as it was for men. What he did know was that, without help from their gods, the Gradi hadn’t been able to stand against him. That was the only thing that mattered.

No, not quite the only thing. “If Voldar and the other Gradi powers ever manage to pull loose from the battle I found for them, they won’t be very happy with me.”

“They haven’t done it yet, and it’s been a long time now.” Selatre spoke with her usual brisk practicality. “And, if they do, you’ll come up with something.”

That wasn’t practicality; it was, as far as Gerin could see, madness. “Everyone else expects me to have all the answers and pull them out of my beltpouch whenever I need them,” he growled. “I thought you knew better.”

She looked steadily back at him. “You forget, I’ve been living by your side these past fifteen or sixteen years. I know what you can do. Everyone else just guesses.” When that drew nothing more than a sardonic snort from the Fox, Selatre went on, “You would come up with something. I know you too well to doubt it. Maybe, with Ferdulf here, you could use him to call on Mavrix, and—”

“That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it?” Gerin said. “Mavrix likes me about as well as Voldar does. Trying to use one god who can’t stand me to head off another one who can’t stand me, either … I think I’d be better off jumping out of the watchtower and hoping I broke my neck when I hit. Besides, Voldar’s stronger than Mavrix. I found that out.”

“Well, you’d do something else, then.” Selatre still sounded confident. “I thought of Mavrix because we were talking about Ferdulf.”

“So we were,” Gerin said. “The best thing I can think of to do with him is to hope that his being here frightens Aragis, and to hope Aragis never finds out how much his being here frightens me.”

“You’re the king of the north.” Amusement glinted in his wife’s eyes. “Nothing is supposed to frighten you.”

She was poking him in the ribs to make him jump. He knew as much, but answered seriously: “No, that’s Aragis. As far as I’ve ever seen, nothing does frighten him—and that frightens me. He’s very simple, like a hunting hawk. He goes straight for what he wants, knocks it down, and kills it. The only reason he’s never gone after me is that I’ve always looked too big to knock down. Maybe I don’t, not any more. I don’t think Marlanz is bluffing.”

“No. Aragis doesn’t want you becoming Balser’s overlord,” Selatre agreed. She cocked her head to one side and studied him. “Wouldn’t you say that means he’s afraid of you?”

Gerin started to say something, then stopped. What he did say, in tones of appreciation, was, “I think I’ve just been outargued.”

Selatre was still studying him, but now in rather a different manner. “And what do you propose to do about that?” she inquired.

He got up, walked over to the door, and barred it. He’d had a serf skilled in carpentry install the bar and the brackets that held it a couple of years before. At about the same time, he’d taken to storing a bolt of thick woolen cloth in one corner of the library. That had perplexed Dagref, who’d noted, pointedly and accurately, that nothing else but books ever got stored in that room. “It’s not doing any particular harm there, so let it alone,” Gerin had told him. That was also true. Dagref had grumbled about it for a while, but then, as is the way of such things, he’d got used to it. He probably didn’t even notice it was there any more.

The other thing he didn’t notice, however alert he was to connections between events around him, was that that bar and the roll of cloth had appeared in the library at about the same time he and Clotild grew to the point where they didn’t sleep much more than Gerin and Selatre did. The Fox’s bedchamber had only one large bed in it. Private moments there got harder and harder to find.

“What are you doing?” Selatre asked now, though her tone of voice suggested she knew perfectly well what he was doing—and that she might have done it herself if he hadn’t.

“Who, me?” Gerin unrolled the cloth on the floor. When he’d doubled it over onto itself, it was a little longer than a woman, or even a man, might be, lying at full length.

Selatre came over and stood beside him. As if altogether of its own accord, his arm slid around her waist. She moved closer. Her voice, though, was thoughtful as she said, “It’s really not quite so soft as the bed, is it? And you don’t always remember to keep your weight on your elbows instead of on me.” She let out a small sigh that might have proclaimed she was resigned to his iniquities.

Some pleasant little while later, Gerin murmured, “There. You can’t say I’m squashing you now.” Selatre, astride him, nodded agreement altogether too solemn for the moment. Both of them started to laugh—quietly. Gerin slid his hands along her smooth, warm length. “Is this better, then?”

“Better?” Her shrug was delightful. Even then, though, the answer she gave was carefully considered: “I don’t know. It’s not the same, and you’re not squashing me. That’s enough.” She began to move, and the answers she and Gerin found were not expressed in words.

Once he’d put on his linen tunic and wool trousers, Gerin rolled up the bolt of cloth and slung it back in its corner. In the light of the single lamp still burning in the library, it looked altogether mundane: just one more thing for which there hadn’t been room anywhere else in the crowded castle.

Suddenly, Selatre started to giggle. The Fox raised an interrogative eyebrow. She said, “I wonder what Ferdulf would have thought if he’d been walking in the air outside the window just then.”

There was an aspect of Ferdulf’s unusual abilities Gerin hadn’t contemplated till then. “Maybe he would have learned something,” he said, which made Selatre laugh again. He went on, “Considering which god he’s the son of, maybe he wouldn’t have, too.” He and Selatre both laughed at that. Were they a little nervous? If they were, they both kept quiet about it. He unbarred the door. Selatre blew out the lamp. They went off to bed.

Marlanz Raw-Meat looked as if he’d bitten into something sour. “It’s still no, is it?” he said, and swigged at the ale which, with bread and honey, made up his breakfast.

“It’s still no,” Gerin said firmly. “If Balser Debo’s son acknowledges that he is my vassal—and I expect he will—I’ll protect him from all his neighbors, including Aragis the Archer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, lord king,” Marlanz said. “I’ll take your words down to King Aragis. After that, I expect I’ll see you in the field.” He put down the loaf on which he’d been gnawing and made cut-and-thrust motions. “Guest-friends don’t slay each other, of course, but that doesn’t hold for your men.”

“I know,” Gerin said. “Tell Aragis also that I have no quarrel with him if he has no quarrel with me. Tell him I don’t aim to use Balser’s land against him. Tell him he and I have managed to keep from going to war with each other up till now even though we’ve been the two strongest men in the northlands for most of the past twenty years. I’m in no great hurry to change that.”

“I’ll tell him everything you say, lord king.” Marlanz upended his jack, then looked into it as if amazed it held no more ale. “I’ll tell him, but his mind’s made up. If Balser claims you for his overlord, Aragis will go to war. When he says something like that, it’s as sure as the sun coming up tomorrow.”

From everything Gerin had gleaned by intently watching his rival over the years, Marlanz was telling the truth. When Aragis said he would do something, he would do it, no matter how appalling it might be. He was not a man who deviated from his declared purposes. That made him more dangerous than someone who might be intimidated, but also made him more vulnerable because he was more predictable.

But the lands he controlled and those acknowledging the Fox’s overlordship already marched over a long stretch of the northlands. If he went to war with Gerin, he could pick the spot for the first assault. “Tell Aragis one thing more from me,” the Fox said, and Marlanz Raw-Meat nodded attentively. “Tell him that if he starts this war, I will finish it, and he won’t care for that.”

By Marlanz’s expression, he didn’t care for it, either. “I will take your words to him just as you say them, lord king,” he promised. His face got longer yet. “I don’t think it will help, but I’ll do it.”

“All right. I’ll tell you one thing, too, Marlanz,” Gerin said: “I don’t hold this against you personally. You’re doing as a good vassal should, following the orders of your suzerain. I think you’ll be sorry for doing it even so.”

“That’s in the hands of the gods,” Marlanz said, and then looked as if he wished he could have the words back. They must have made him think of Ferdulf, and from Ferdulf go on to Mavrix. He wouldn’t know Mavrix was none too well disposed toward Gerin. Aragis did know that—or had known it some years before. But Aragis had also seen Gerin cozen Mavrix into doing what the Fox wanted him to do. He might well reckon that meant man and god had patched things up. With luck, the prospect—even if it wasn’t a true prospect—of facing an irate god would give even the Archer pause.

The prospect of facing an irate god had given Gerin pause several times. That didn’t mean he hadn’t done it. It didn’t mean he hadn’t got away with it, either. He had no reason to assume Aragis couldn’t get away with it, too. He wished he did have such a reason.

“Try to make Aragis see that I don’t want this war, will you?” the Fox persisted. “If I did want it, I’d hold you here, and the first thing Aragis would know was that my men were coming over the border at him.”

“As I say, lord king, I’ll pass on everything you say to me,” Marlanz replied. “I don’t think it will do much good, as I told you before. King Aragis will answer that it only means you don’t want war now, right this minute, not that you don’t want war at all.” He sat a little straighter, a little more defiantly. “Can you tell me my king would be wrong?”

“Yes,” Gerin said. “If I’d wanted war, I could have had it whenever I chose, and I’ve never chosen war with Aragis, not down through these past twenty years.” He sighed; he was blessed—or perhaps cursed—with the ability to see the other fellow’s point of view. “And he’ll say the only reason I didn’t do it was because I wasn’t ready all this time, and now I finally am.” He felt tired. “Go on home, Marlanz. Pretty soon Aragis and I can try killing each other, and then we’ll find out who’s better at that.”

The warriors who had accompanied Aragis’ envoy up to Fox Keep had their chariots ready for the return journey. Gerin’s resignation to the prospect of war ahead seemed to reach Marlanz where his earlier denials had been brushed aside. As Marlanz stepped up into his car, he spoke urgently: “I’ll urge him to hold the peace—by Father Dyaus, I swear it. Whether he listens to me …”

“If he doesn’t listen to you, maybe he’ll listen to edged bronze.” Gerin waved to the gate crew. “Let down the drawbridge.” The men in the gatehouse turned the capstan. Bronze chain rattled out, a link at a time. Down went the bridge. The Fox waved again, this time to Marlanz Raw-Meat.

Marlanz looked to be on the point of saying something more. Instead, he bowed stiffly and tapped his driver on the shoulder. The fellow flicked the reins. The horses got moving. The chariot’s axle squeaked as it began to roll. The other car, the one with a crew of warriors, followed. Horses’ hooves thundered and wheels boomed on the drawbridge. Marlanz was still peering back over his shoulder at the Fox when his driver swung south and took the car out of the narrow line of sight the gate offered.

Gerin could have mounted to the palisade and watched Marlanz till he was out of sight, but what point to that? He went back into the great hall and called for ale instead. Carlun Vepin’s son sat in there, cutting a length of sausage into identical bite-sized chunks before he ate them. He looked up from that fussily precise task and said, “There will be war then, lord king?”

“I’m afraid there will,” Gerin answered. “I don’t see how I can turn Balser down. Evidently Aragis doesn’t see how he can let me accept Balser’s vassalage. If that’s not a recipe for war, I don’t know what is.”

Carlun stabbed one of those chunks of sausage with the knife he’d used to cut it. He brought it up to his mouth, chewed, swallowed. Only then did he deliver his verdict: “It will be expensive.”

“Thanks so much—I hadn’t realized that,” Gerin snapped. The steward choked on another bite of sausage; he’d always been vulnerable to sarcasm. Gerin slapped him on the back. “Steady there—expensive, yes; fatal, no.”

“I suppose not, lord king,” Carlun said. “Nothing else you’ve undertaken has been fatal—though the gods can drop me in the hottest of the five hells if I understand why not.” He cocked his head to one side. “Maybe it’s magic.”

Gerin turned his most enigmatic stare on the steward. “Maybe it is,” he answered, which made Carlun look nervous. Gerin had studied sorcery down in the City of Elabon before the Elabonian Empire severed itself from its fractious northern province. He’d had to return to the northlands with his magical studies, like all the rest, incomplete: the Trokmoi had slain his father and brother, leaving him baron, a job he’d wanted about as much as a longtooth wanted an aching fang.

Despite insatiable curiosity, he hadn’t intended to practice much sorcery after coming back to the north. The only thing more dangerous, commonly to himself, than a half-trained mage was … The Fox backed up and started that thought again, because he couldn’t think of anything more dangerous than a half-trained mage.

That didn’t mean he hadn’t practiced magic every now and again. Amazing what desperation will do, he thought. When faced with a Trokmê wizard bent on destroying him for a fancied slight, or with the eruption of the monsters from under Biton’s temple down at Ikos, or with the invasion of the Gradi and their ferocious gods, the risks of sorcery suddenly seemed smaller.

He hadn’t killed himself yet. That was the most he could say for his sorcery. After a moment, he shook his head, rejecting false modesty. In hair-raising fashion, the magic had done what he’d wanted it to do. Balamung the Trokmê mage was destroyed, the monsters—except Geroge and Tharma—were made to return to their gloomy caverns, the Gradi were pinned back to a single castle at the edge of the ocean.

And because Gerin hadn’t killed himself once—though not for lack of effort, he thought—both his friends and his foes had conceived the notion that he really was a formidable wizard in his own right. So long as he didn’t conceive the same foolish notion and try to act on it, he figured he’d be fine. Thinking he had a true sorcerous talent also made people think twice about crossing him.

As now: Carlun said, “Then I will prepare for war sure everything will turn out right, even if I don’t see how.”

That went too far. Gerin shook his head again. “Prepare as if you think everything will go wrong. In your mind, make things look as black as you can. Figure out how we’d come through that. Then, when something works out better than you expect—if anything works out better than you expect,” he added from the depths of a deeply pessimistic nature, “you can take it as a bonus.”

“I understand, lord king.” Carlun hesitated, then said, “Forgive me, lord king, but in a lot of ways you think more like a serf than how I thought a noble would think. I always thought nobles had so much, they never needed to worry about what to do when things go wrong.”

“Only goes to show you were born a serf and not a noble,” Gerin answered. “The only people without worries are the dead ones and the ones who haven’t been born yet. Nobles don’t worry about their overlords taking too much of the harvest away and making them starve, they worry about their neighbors taking their lands away and killing them. Comes out about the same in the end, I’d say.”

“Maybe so,” Carlun said, “but nobles press on peasants all the time, and on their neighbors only now and again.”

“Nobles in my domain had better not press on peasants all the time, or on their neighbors, either,” Gerin said. But he understood what Carlun meant: that was how things commonly worked in the northlands, and how they had worked for generations. He wondered if he ought to despair when his own steward seemed to think the changes he was making were anomalies that wouldn’t last.

He got no time to contemplate that gloomy notion, which might have been just as well: Herris Bigfoot, the headman of the peasant village close by Fox Keep, came running into the great hall, crying, “Lord king! Lord king! Come quick, lord king! Ferdulf’s at it again.”

“Hullo, Herris,” said Carlun, who was the headman’s brother-in-law.

“Hullo.” Herris grudged his kinsman by marriage the one word, but then gave his attention back to the Fox. “Will you come, lord king?”

Gerin had already risen to his feet. “I’m coming, Herris, though by all the gods I’m not certain what I can do to rein in Ferdulf that you couldn’t manage for yourself.”

“But, lord king, that’s your job,” Herris said.

The Fox sighed. It was his job, which didn’t mean he relished it. How was he supposed to impose his will on a four-year-old demigod? Rather more to the point, how was he supposed to do it without regretting it afterwards? In weary resignation, he asked, “What’s he gone and done this time?”

“Uh, lord king, you’d better come see for yourself,” the headman answered.

People had been saying that about Ferdulf since the day he was born. He’d spoken to the midwife while she was cutting the cord that had linked him to his mother. He’d greeted Gerin when the Fox came down to the village to see what Mavrix had begotten on Fulda. And he’d only become more alarming since, as his power had grown with his body.

Out of Fox Keep and over the drawbridge strode Herris and Gerin. The village was only a short walk south of the keep. The peasants lived in thatch-roofed huts of wattle and daub. Smoke issued from the holes in the center of several of those roofs: women cooking, no doubt. Other women were working in the vegetable gardens by the huts or feeding the chickens that ran around as if they thought the place belonged to them, not to the Fox.

Most of the men were away from the village, either tending to cattle and sheep or weeding in the fields of growing wheat and barley. Gerin didn’t notice any signs of unusual chaos, which wasn’t always the case when Ferdulf got into mischief. He noticed as much, with something approaching hope in his voice.

“You’ll find out, lord king,” Herris Bigfoot said.

He led the Fox toward Fulda’s hut. Before they got there, Fulda came outside. She might well have been the best-looking young woman in the village; the long tunic she wore lessened but could not hide the impact of her figure. Rihwin the Fox had chosen her at Gerin’s urging, to help attract Mavrix to Fox Keep to fight the Gradi gods; after failing in that fight, Mavrix himself had chosen to impregnate her.

“Lord king,” she said now, “I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

When that phrase got stuck to the mischief of an ordinary small boy, it meant said mischief was worse than it had any business being. When it was applied to the mischief of a small demigod … “What’s he gone and done now?” Gerin asked, not sure he wanted to find out. No, that wasn’t true. He did want to find out. He wished he didn’t have to find out.

“You’d better see for yourself,” Herris and Fulda said in the same breath. They looked at each other and laughed. The headman’s eyes lingered on Fulda. Any man’s eyes had a way of lingering on Fulda. Seeing that, Gerin thought it was liable to cause trouble one of these days. It would, however, be trouble of an ordinary sort, trouble he’d seen many times before, trouble he knew how to handle. The kind of trouble Ferdulf caused was something else again.

“What’s he gone and done?” the Fox repeated.

“He was playing in the mud by the pond, and he—” Fulda began. She gave up. Her shrug was magnificent.

“You’d better see for yourself,” Herris said again.

Gerin loudly exhaled through his nose. Spinning on his heel, he stalked off toward the pond close by the village. Herris and Fulda hurried after him, both expostulating. None of the expostulations made much sense. That didn’t surprise him; had things made sense to the villagers, they wouldn’t have needed him to straighten them out.

He strode past the last hut. There was the pond: not much of a pond, perhaps, to a connoisseur of such, but enough. Ducks swam in it. In the mud by its edge, the village pigs wallowed. Their happy grunting filled the Fox’s ears, much as the gabble from Herris and Fulda had done not long before. But not all of that grunting came from the edge of the pond, nor were all the quacks that punctuated it from ducks on the water.

After a second, more careful, look at the peaceful scene ahead, Gerin turned back to the village headman and the demigod’s mother. “I owe you an apology,” he said, not a common admission for a lord to make to a couple of serfs.

“What are we going to do, lord king?” Herris Bigfoot demanded.

“I—don’t—know.” Gerin stared out at the pond. Most of the ducks there were of the ordinary sort, the males with shiny green heads, the females drab and brown all over. A couple of them, though …

A couple of them, Gerin’s eyes confirmed, were ducks only from the neck down. From the neck up, they were pigs. Because their heads were smaller than they had any natural business being, the grunts those heads admitted sounded strange, but they were undoubtedly piggy grunts.

And, sure enough, one of the piggy bodies by the pond sported an outsized green head with a flat bill, and another a head similar but brown. Neither pork nor fowl, the Fox thought dazedly.

“What are we going to do?” It seemed to be the sort of day where everyone repeated himself: Herris’ turn again.

“I don’t know.” Gerin was echoing his own words, too. Then he found something new to add: “Hope they breed true, maybe.”

Herris and Fulda both stared at him. He’d succeeded in startling them, anyhow. Well, they—and Ferdulf—had succeeded in startling him, too. Suddenly, the village headman started to laugh. “I wonder if they’ll lay eggs or have live young,” he said.

Fulda voiced a more immediately pragmatic consideration: “I wonder what they’d taste like.”

Gerin tried to imagine a flavor halfway between duck and pork. His stomach rumbled; he didn’t know whether his imagination was accurate, but it was vivid enough to make him hungry. He said, “If you find out what they taste like now, you won’t find out later whether they lay eggs or not.”

“You’re right, lord king.” Fulda didn’t seem to have thought so far ahead.

But Herris Bigfoot said, “Lord king, what will you do to Ferdulf on account of this? Even if he is a god’s son, he’s got no business changing things around so. What if he starts putting the wrong heads on people next?”

“A lot of people are wrongheaded enough without getting switched around,” Gerin said. But that was a quip, not an answer. Knowing it was necessary, the Fox went on, “I’ll have a word with him.” And what if he decides to put the wrong head on me? There was a thought the Fox wished he hadn’t had. Pretending—most of all to himself—it had never crossed his mind, he turned to Fulda. “Is he back at your house?”

“Yes, lord king,” she said. She hesitated, torn between a mother’s love for her child and the certain knowledge the child she had borne to Mavrix was not of the ordinary sort. “Whatever you do, lord king, be careful.”

That was good advice. It was such good advice, in fact, that Gerin wished his career had given him more chances to take it. As things had worked out for him, though, had he been careful, he probably would have been dead several times over.

He started back toward the hut where Fulda lived. She and Herris trailed after him. He discovered Ferdulf had come out while he was staring at the pigducks in the pond and the duckpigs by it. Ferdulf was whacking at something in the grass with a stick, for all the world like any other four-year-old. But he was not any other four-year-old. He looked up at Gerin and spoke in his mellow baritone: “I wonder how you’d look with a big green duck’s head.” He frowned in concentration.

Nothing happened, for which the Fox was duly grateful. “Probably pretty silly,” he replied after considering. He refused to let Ferdulf put him in fear—or rather, he refused to let Ferdulf see he put him in fear. In the same mild, thoughtful tones he’d just used, he went on, “I wonder how you’d look with your backside all red and sore.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Ferdulf said. “You know whose son I am.”

Gerin did know, only too well. “I’ve spanked you before, when you earned it,” he answered, which was also true. He didn’t tell Ferdulf he’d gone back to Fox Keep and got drunk afterwards, to celebrate surviving the experience.

Ferdulf frowned. “I was littler then. I didn’t know all the things I could do.”

“Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should do it,” Gerin said. If Ferdulf thought he was coming into his full powers at four, what would he be like at fourteen? At thirty-four? The Fox did his best not to think about that. He also did his best not to think about how unlikely it was for Mavrix’s get to understand what restraint meant.

“Why not?” Ferdulf asked with what sounded like genuine curiosity. Sure enough, he didn’t understand Gerin’s point.

Patiently, Gerin explained, “Because some of the things you can do either frighten people or make them unhappy.”

“So what?” Yes, Ferdulf was Mavrix’s son, all right.

“How do you like it when someone frightens you or makes you unhappy?” Gerin asked.

“You’re about the only one who ever tries to do anything like that,” Ferdulf answered. He looked thoughtful. “I wonder if I could stop you.”

The Fox felt fingers prying in his mind: that was how he recalled the sensation later, at any rate. It showed him that Ferdulf, however strong he was by merely mortal standards, was weak by those of the gods—Mavrix had rummaged through Gerin’s thoughts and memories like a man going through a beltpouch in search of a pin.

“Stop that!” the Fox said, and tightened his mental muscles. He wasn’t sure that would do any good, but had no intention of yielding to the little demigod without first putting up whatever fight he could.

Ferdulf looked astonished, as he usually did when things failed to go as he’d thought they would. “How are you doing that?” he demanded. “You’re supposed to be thinking about what I want you to think about, not what you want to think about.” By his tone, that latter wasn’t worth contemplating.

Those probing mental fingers groped harder. Gerin grunted. Ferdulf had told him his resistance had some success (something an older, wiser foe would have known better than to do), so he kept on resisting, as the palisade to Fox Keep had withstood a Trokmê siege.

He got the feeling resistance wasn’t enough, not by itself. “Here,” he said. “You’re going to think about what I want you to think about.” He couldn’t reach out and touch Ferdulf’s mind, not directly. But there were other ways of gaining the demigod’s attention. Gerin grabbed Ferdulf and flipped him over his knee.

Ferdulf let out a squeal of pure outrage. “I said you wouldn’t dare!” he cried. The probing fingers vanished from Gerin’s mind. If nothing else, the Fox had managed to distract him.

“Just because you said it doesn’t make it so.” Not without a certain amount of trepidation, Gerin brought down the hand that wasn’t restraining Ferdulf.

The demigod’s howl was quite satisfactory. Ferdulf tried to rise straight up into the air, as he had while playing at Fox Keep. He did rise, too, but not very far, not with the Fox holding onto him.

“Have I got your attention yet?” Gerin asked. Even with his feet off the ground, he retained enough presence of mind to administer another dose of the medicine he had chosen. “Why don’t you put us both down, and we can talk about it some more instead of fighting?”

“Oh, very well.” Ferdulf’s petulant tones were an echo of those Mavrix used when, as did happen once in a while, the Sithonian god was compelled to change his ways.

“Thank you,” Gerin said, most sincerely, when his feet touched the ground again.

“You’re welcome,” Ferdulf answered, an unexpected bit of politeness he must have acquired from his mother. He gave the Fox a dirty look. “Why are you so much harder to change than pigs and ducks?”

As the implications of that sank in, Herris Bigfoot and Fulda gasped. Gerin gulped. Ferdulf had been trying to give him a duck’s head, then. “I don’t know why,” he said. “I’m just glad I am. And I want you to remember I am. The next time you try to change me—or anything else—you’re going to be in trouble. Have you got that?”

“Yes, I’ve got it.” Ferdulf didn’t look happy about it, either, which was a long way from breaking Gerin’s heart. The little demigod glared up at him. “How come you get to tell me what to do, when you’re only a mortal?”

“Why?” The Fox considered that. “I can think of a couple of reasons. One is, I may be just a mortal, but I’ve been around a lot longer than you have. I know more about the world than you do.”

The first of those statements was undoubtedly true. The second would undoubtedly have been true were Ferdulf an ordinary four-year old. Were Ferdulf an ordinary four-year-old, though, he wouldn’t have tried flying off with the Fox, and he wouldn’t have tried decorating him with a mallard’s head, either.

Whatever else Ferdulf was, he wasn’t trained to catch logical flaws. He accepted what the Fox told him more readily than Gerin would have. “That’s one,” he said. “What’s two?”

“Two is very simple,” Gerin answered. “I just showed you I’m strong enough to do it, didn’t I?”

Besides being Aragis’ argument over Balser’s allegiance, that also had its logical flaws. How long would Gerin go on being stronger than Ferdulf? What would happen when he wasn’t stronger any more? Gerin didn’t know the answers to those questions. He could think of things liable to be more pleasant than discovering what those answers were.

But Ferdulf, though a demigod, was a four-year-old demigod. As with any other four-year-old, things as they were now seemed close to the way they would be forever. “Yes, you’re stronger,” he said, angry resignation in his voice. “But not everybody is.”

If that aside didn’t want to make Herris, and maybe Fulda, too, run somewhere far, far away, maybe it should have. Gerin carefully chose a different issue. “I’m not the only one who’s stronger than you, Ferdulf. What about Selatre, my wife?” Despite her disclaimer to Marlanz, Ferdulf had been known to heed what she said.

“That’s not fair!” he exclaimed now. “The god she knows still keeps an eye on her, and my father won’t pay any attention to me.”

“You can tell that farseeing Biton still holds Selatre in his mind?” Gerin asked.

“Of course,” Ferdulf said. “Can’t you?”

He didn’t altogether grasp how limited the ordinary human sensorium was. He’d also said something else interesting, though he probably didn’t know it. So Mavrix was less than attentive to his offspring, was he? That didn’t surprise Gerin, though he hadn’t known it before. A god of unbridled fertility didn’t strike the Fox as likely to make the most devoted parent for any one child.

“Will you behave yourself?” he demanded of the little demigod.

“I suppose so,” Ferdulf answered.

“No more pigducks or duckpigs?” Gerin said. Having Dagref in his household, he’d learned better than to leave loopholes open: “And no more mixing any other creatures—or people—together, all right?”

“All right,” Ferdulf said, not too much sulk in his voice. Gerin didn’t trust his promise very far, but didn’t altogether discount it, either. From what he’d seen of Ferdulf, the promise was worth about as much—and as little—as that of any other child of the same age. Sooner or later, the demigod would forget he’d made it and do something else appalling. That was how children behaved, even children of large powers. But the Fox didn’t think Ferdulf would go out and deliberately break his word.

“Fair enough,” he said. “We have a bargain, then.” Ferdulf nodded and went off to play. Gerin didn’t think he walked a couple of feet off the ground intending to intimidate. More likely, he just wasn’t thinking about what he was doing.

Herris Bigfoot, by now, took such minor impossibilities in stride. He said, “Thank you, lord king. We are grateful to you, believe me, for keeping him under what control you do.”

Gerin looked him straight in the eye. “Quack,” he answered seriously. “Quack, quack, quack.” Herris looked horrified. Fulda gasped in dismay. Gerin let both of them stew for a moment, then started to laugh.

“That wasn’t nice, lord king,” Fulda said, sounding more sorrowful than angry.

He thought about it. When Ferdulf terrorized the villagers, he didn’t know any better. Gerin did. “You’re right, of course,” he told Fulda. “I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry.”

If anything, the apology—the second in the space of a few minutes—disconcerted her more than the quacks had. “You’re the king,” she blurted. “You don’t have to say you’re sorry to the likes of me.”

He shook his head. “No, you’re wrong. It’s Aragis who never needs to say he’s sorry. That’s the difference between us, right there.” Fulda didn’t understand. He hadn’t expected she would.

OEBPS/images/9780575121010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pcommon.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





