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‘Had [John M. Ford] taken The Dragon Waiting and written a sequence of five books based in that world, with that power, he would’ve been George R.R. Martin’

Neil Gaiman

‘A thunderclap of a book, a thing of blood and magic’

Roger Zelazny

‘The best mingling of history with historical magic that I have ever seen’

Gene Wolfe

‘A wonderful kaleidoscope of the imagination’

Poul Anderson

‘I read it with delight, wonder and fascination’

Marion Zimmer Bradley

‘A novel with something for just about everyone – panoramic history, vivid characters, and sweeping adventure’
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Introduction

SCOTT LYNCH

I. CORAX

We open with a trick: John M. (Mike) Ford is laying out Byzantiums on a table, presenting them with conjurer’s flourishes, wiggling his eyebrows.

“Here you are, gentlefolk, now follow closely as I make arrangements. Keep your eyes on the real City of Constantine,” he says, shuffling them. Mike’s eyebrows have two modes, half-­Gandalf and full-­Gandalf, and they alternate like the levers of railway switches as he lays out the cities before you (or me; in fact let us assume as our frame of reference that “you” includes every entity in the universe who was not, is not, nor ever shall be Mike Ford). His fingers are a blur, but are they actors or distractors? Here come the Byzantiums, the jewels of the world, the cities they call The City.

The Byzantium where vampires and wizards are real. The Byzantium where Christianity was suppressed and Julian’s religious pluralism took permanent hold, where mystery cults such as that devoted to Mithras spread and sustained themselves. The Byzantium where Islam never developed to apply pressure from the south. The Byzantium where France never really became France, where Gaul was partitioned between the Empire in the east and England in the west. The Byzantium where Rome fell but the Empire kept the party going for another thousand years, at least.

Five Byzantiums, at a minimum, with the promise of more. Then Mike does something with his fingers, or possibly his eyebrows, and there’s only one Byzantium on the table.

“Damn,” you say. “Hell of a trick. All the same place. All those cities folded into one.”

“Cities?” he says.

You look down. Byzantium is gone. In its place are a few ­paragraphs on typing paper, some scribbled notes, a few thin lines of text scattered across the scuffed and dented surface of the table.

“Is that all there was?” you whisper. “To conjure a City, so many Cities, out of such threadbare stuff. That’s an incredible trick you just pulled.”

“Oh. Did I do that?” Mike’s eyebrows come down like ­
awnings. He reaches out, gently taps a finger against the side of your head, and turns away smiling. “What an imagination you’ve got, kid.”

II. NYMPHUS

If there is such a thing as “the Velvet Underground album of 1980s fantasy novels,” you’re holding it. The Dragon Waiting, first published in 1983, was an instant cult artifact, a book that left fascination and puzzlement and awe in its wake. I hope at least one of those sensations overtakes you as you read it. In fact, I hope all of them overtake you, and stay with you, as they have with so many of us who have already gone down into the cave, felt the circle of fire, and learned a secret handshake or two. Don’t get me wrong; I shirk from insisting that you will love this book. No book ever written has the power to enforce such a guarantee. But I do promise that The Dragon Waiting is distinct. Singular. So very, very much its own damn thing, flirting openly with every genre fantasy tradition, going home with none of them at the end of the evening, yet somehow remaining on good terms with all of them.

It’s an alternate history, framed with deep knowledge of the setting, seeded with telling details and dense allusions. It’s a drily playful romanticization of that setting that still manages to keep one foot firmly on the ground. Grit is grit, danger is danger, the world has blood and disease and gravity in all the right places. It’s a mental tennis game, the Matter of Britain against the Mysteries of Rome, with William Shakespeare as a line judge. It’s got intrigue, assassins, conspiracies, meetings at taverns—­ the finest melodramatic cliches lovingly hand-­painted and arranged for our delectation. It has a vampire gunsmith who gets all the best deadpan lines. Wait a minute. Vampire gunsmith … dead … pan. Unbelievable. It’s January of 2020 and that just hit me. Did Mike know what he was doing when he set that associative pun up nearly forty years ago? If anyone could have …

There are concepts, branching plots, and hefty what-­ifs in The Dragon Waiting sufficient to give spines to half a dozen different novels, but in this one they all manage to dance together while leaving enough room between them for the holy spirits of several religions. That’s another Mike Ford thing; fill a world to bursting and leave it feeling tantalizingly under-­explored. He was an eclectic wanderer, driven by one of the most disciplined whimsies (or perhaps whimsical disciplines) the field of speculative fiction has ever known. It wasn’t enough for his work to be about Something, it had to be about a bustling crowd of Somethings, and it wasn’t enough to squeeze them into the available space, even when that was impressive enough. The Somethings had to catalyze, they had to work visible and invisible wonders, they had to give off the narrative equivalent of Cerenkov luminescence.

When Mike sets a paragraph before you, you can feel an unseen, far-­off stirring in the earth, something moving on other business. Double meanings are standard, triple meanings are a warm-­up exercise. Mike was a poet, and everything he made had poetic density, serving as a load-­bearing structure for substance in an unknowable number of dimensions.

III. MILES

What kind of poet was he?

Let me describe another neat trick.

I’m hungry for glory. How about you?

Imagine that we’re off to the higher slopes of Mount Helicon, up the ancient causeway, past the broken stones, and the place is simply lousy with writers, the whole striving lot of us, authors and poets in the market for a Muse, even a hint of a Muse. We’ve all slogged our way up there, desperate for a wink from behind a tree, a dainty footprint in the dust, anything. Thousands of us are loose above the tree line and everybody’s got a scheme, a sob story, a bargain to offer. We all want a hit of that sweet Hippocrene. We all want the lightning to come out of our fingertips and flow into our keyboards, but Musing is a seller’s market and we’re just not getting through. We offer our hopes, dreams, time, money, threats, fears, health, lives, souls. Not a nibble. The old temple at the summit is padlocked tight, and the elegantly lettered sign on the door reads: Service Intermittent.

Suddenly, a sound rises up from the valley, drowns out the faint bleating of the sheep below. An engine! It’s John M. Ford in a little red sports car! He’s even got the top down! He’s speeding up the broken causeway, neatly weaving through the broken stones, until he kicks his ride into a sliding stop in the shadow of the old temple. He honks twice, steps out of the car, and tosses a set of keys into the air.

“Here’s the deal,” he says. “I’ll let you drive. Wherever you want to, as long as you want to.”

That jangling set of keys never makes it to the ground. It lands in an elegant palm that wasn’t there a moment ago.

She slides in behind the wheel, whichever one she is. The keys jangle again. The engine purrs like thunderclouds. Mike looks damned comfortable in the passenger’s seat. The driver passes him a laurel staff, asks him to look after it for a while. Then they roar off with a fantail of dust, down the ancient causeway, scattering the rest of us poor demoralized Muse-­hunters. Mike waves.

“Sonofabitch,” you mutter. But the word has no venom. You can’t really hold anything against the guy. He just knew the right thing to say, and so that will be him for the rest of his life, off all timetables, formally restless, random, and brilliant. The sheep are bleating again. Mike has vanished into the distance. That might as well be his author portrait, him vanishing into the distance, leaving the rest of us just out of the frame saying: “How the hell did he do that?”

That’s the kind of poet Mike Ford was. Maybe the best of his time and place, and definitely the very last person who ever knew where he was going to end up.

IV. LEO

There is more to world-­building than respecting the measures on the map, though Mike took superlative care to do just that. Out of that care springs another of The Dragon Waiting’s fine qualities, its richly scintillant je ne sais quoi, something you might call mouthfeel for the brain. I did mention that in this fictional world, Julian (the Wise) didn’t catch a spear in the gut after running off to battle without his armor, as Julian (the Apostate) did in ours, and was thus able to halt the rise of Christianity advocated for by his predecessor, Constantine. The Empire of The Dragon Waiting is a crazy-­paving of cults and theisms, where no faith is favored in law over any other. It’s extraordinary that this novel, set more than a thousand years after that crucial historical divergence, nonetheless manages to feel authentically, familiarly medieval. Everything from the words in character mouths to the values in character minds, from the austere inns of Wales to the ribald parties of Florence, feels just so, fit for purpose, authentic enough in this pagan pagescape that the world “alternate” might start to slip from your awareness of this history.

If you do indeed find yourself forgetting that Richard III didn’t walk away from Bosworth Field, don’t worry. You’re not alone. It’s just how the trick works, remember? Mike Ford with his Five-­Byzantium Monte. Sometimes he sets Medicis and Peredurs and Woodvilles out on the table, too. You can’t keep your eye on the real thing because the eye’s got nothing to do with it.

Eyebrows, though? Well. Hmm.

V. PERSES

John M. Ford died suddenly and far too soon (ever would have been too soon) in 2006, leaving a legally invalid will that threw his literary estate into the air. The situation seemed doomed to last, locking most of his body of work out of legal re-­publication until the expiration of copyright, shortly after the three hundredth birthday of the United States of America. But sometimes light punches through the darkness. Sometimes people ask questions, and begin to delicately untie the knots of past misunderstandings. You’re already holding the good news in your hands, this brand-­new edition of a treasure, with the blessing of Mike’s family, thanks to the fierce dedication of his friends and readers.

I never met Mike in person (regret, by definition, comes too late). I was callow and had no idea what I was missing. The fortunate circumstances of my life and career have since given me the friendship of many people who loved him, and the chance to see a ghost of him through their eyes. I know it’s not my job to plant a new epitaph in these pages, but I am angry again at having lost Mike before I knew him, desperate to describe him for you with the closest words I can manage to the right ones, the way he deserves. What would a minimally suitable memorial be? A skyscraper beam of burning light flashing down from the heavens, maybe, bright and hot enough to turn lead into steam? Could I write the equivalent? What can I employ to craft such a thing, compared to him?

Imagine I am standing in an empty field. I muster everything I have, all the firepower of my voice. I raise my magnifying glass, evoking a translucent tendril of heat. I am like a little kid making a ray ­gun out of two fingers. “Pew pew,” I might as well say. “Pew pew.”

Then I look up.

There it is, by God. Half a mile wide, spearing down from where the blue meets black, molten gold and writhing with heat haze. A pillar of light. The least possible sufficient reminder to the universe that it ever rattled the dice cup and rolled up something as good as a Mike Ford.

I didn’t put it there.

Of course. Of course. Mike is puttering around on the other side of the gigantic heaven-­piercing golden lance, scribbling something on the back of an old gas station map. He never needed me to write a ludicrously burning literary epitaph for him. He somehow crafted one in advance, where it seemed that he ought to, according to his own whims, and there it stood until the time came for other people to notice it. It’s the most Mike Ford thing imaginable.

“Mike!” I yell. “Hi! You never knew me, but occasionally I stand in front of a mirror and try to convince myself that I somehow inherited two fragments from your eyebrows. How the hell did you know I’d need an incandescent golden beam bridging earth and sky in this exact paragraph?”

“Oh, that?” Mike glances at the vast incandescence and does an eyebrow thing. Now, I genuinely possess two zany cross-­laid strands, one on each side, a pair of tiny accidental flicks from a distracted artist’s pencil, but Mike’s are to an ordinary mortal’s what a Kirby Hand is to a mundane human fist. “I have no idea when or why I put that there, honestly. Maybe it will come back to me.”

“What? Wait a minute. Are you messing with me? Are you ­doing that doubly-­misdirecting disclaim-­certainty find-­your-­own answer thing? To me? As I write you?”

“These are all interesting questions, aren’t they?” Mike smiles, and I like to think it’s not just because I’m writing him. “I’m distracted at the moment. Almost finished with a little something. Fifty More Fun Things To Do Around the House With Your Laurel Staff. I’m up to forty-­seven. Maybe I can write you a postscript when it’s done.”

“Or,” I say, “is this the part where you tap my head, tell me what an imagination I have, imply that I’m conjuring grand impossibilities out of your stage directions? Like this vast glowing incandescence—­”

 “Sounds like you’ve got yourself a real ‘out of the frying pan, into the frying pan’ sort of situation. Anyway, what vast glowing incandescence?” Mike waves one hand airily. The huge memorial of golden flame is already gone, has been gone for some time. In its place is a tiny note, scribbled on a corner fragment of a gas station map. It reads:

[Some words] and [what you carried to them]

He’s already vanishing into the distance.

How the hell did he do that?

VI. HELIODROMUS

It might be fair to say, two decades into the twenty-­first century, that there are certain shapes and textures more expected than not in commercial fantasy fiction, and those largely trained to that style of reading might find The Dragon Waiting challenging in some respects. It’s not overly concerned with unequivocal answers. In fact, for the purposes of this novel they might not even be said to exist. There is a certain style of conceptually airtight prose narrative, verging on the deterministic, in which every system at play is explained, every power delineated, every outcome clearly marked, every question settled transparently before the last page. This, I have to tell you, stands in contrast to a body of fiction called “everything Mike Ford ever wrote.” Don’t look here for sentence and paragraphs nailed so tightly together that nothing can escape through the cracks. Mike’s work is full of holes, the very best kinds of holes. That stuff shining through all the cracks in the superstructure? That’s light, friends.

As Ford himself said in a 2002 interview with Fred Bush and Mary Anne Mohanraj: “The ideal, it seems to me, is to show things happening and allow the reader to decide what they mean. Sometimes the reader will decide something else than the author’s intent; this is certainly true of attempts to empirically decipher reality.”

This doesn’t mean that The Dragon Waiting is incomprehensible. Far from it; I would describe it as a smooth read featuring prose of exquisite precision. There are some excellent works of historical fiction out there seemingly drafted on the theory that tossing the reader into deep water and holding them beneath it with a few hundred pounds of lead is an expedient way of encouraging them to grow gills. The Aubrey-­Maturin novels of Patrick O’Brian come to mind, as do the Lymond Chronicles of Dorothy Dunnett. I cherish them both, but acknowledge that their idiomatic learning curves can be steep. Mike is no less versed in esoterica, but plays a different set of games with it.

There have been few writers in the field capable of consistently matching Ford for fine-­tolerance machining. While he built stories and themes like a magician or an impresario, he cut sentences like a surgeon. His aversion to gentling his prose with explanations gave it a remarkable information density; again and again you will find brief phrases or pithy descriptions that do the work of unseen pages. In crafting atmosphere, this technique is evocative. In describing human spirits it is tantalizing, even haunting. Ford wrote action scenes as well as idle conversations with the elegant economy of the sort of martial arts master who exists only in fiction, calmly vanquishing any challenger with one precise flick of the wrist, one unexpectedly deadly jab from a pinkie finger. Savor his prose, roll the sentences over and over in your mind, looking for all the things unsaid and unwritten, which in many cases are pleasures no less deliberately planned than those presented in ink.

Hold on, if you ever feel lost, hold on, for all that’s bright and lovely, for there are few novels that will ever reward you for doing so as richly and deeply as this one will.

VII. PATER

Here you are, then. Last trick. You have ascended the mysteries. Raven, Bride, Soldier, Lion, Persian, Sun-­Runner, Father. You have received the revelations, the promises and the warnings, been suspended in darkness as a circle of wind and fire closed around you. Pay no attention to the extremely mobile eyebrows of the man behind the controls of the wind-­and-­fire device. It’s all part of the show. I have whispered into your ear as you have waited, telling you more about The Dragon Waiting than you could need to know. Now The Dragon Waiting will tell you less about itself than you could ever want, because there are holes in its world, the best sorts of holes, all those gaps Mike installed by hand to let the mystery leak through. I’m afraid I have to tell you that you’ll never know which of those scattered Byzantiums is the most real of the bunch, because all on your own you can now perceive a sixth Byzantium, a seventh Byzantium, an eighth and a ninth, and so on, stretching to infinity. The more you read between the lines, the more lines appear to be read between. This is the ultimate surprise of ascension to Pater—­all you really are is an even bigger Corax than before.

“Well,” says Mike, taking a bow from the shadows. “You can’t run a mystery cult without breaking a few eggs.”

Shoo. Skedaddle, fellow Corax. Leave the cave. Initiation’s over. Here is something grand and resonant and worth all the beats of your heart it will take to read. It was locked away from the world, made scarce for a while, but here it is again.

Go, read. You have my envy. And when it’s over, when the entities have multiplied so very necessarily, when the pages have all been turned but the possibilities are still dancing, you’ll have seen everything. You’ll know deliciously less than you used to.

Like me, you’ll be able to say:

I have so many questions.

How the hell did he do that?

Massachusetts, January 2020

The Empire lay in the imposed order; around the throne the visionary zone of clear light hummed with celestial action; there the forms of chamberlains, logothetes, nuncios, went and came …

These dwelled in Byzantium….

But also in the mind of the Empire another kind of tale lay than that of the Grail.

—­Charles Williams
The Region of the Summer Stars


A Historical Note

In the second century C.E., Loukianos of Samosata wrote, “Everyone’s writing history now, and I don’t want to be left out of the furore.” Loukianos, who was also known as Lucian the Scoffer, then produced a fantasy story called the True History.

What follows is a work of fiction, which makes use of historical characters and settings in the manner usual to drama. Some events, and all dialogues, are invented, as of course are the overtly fantastic elements. There are as few technical anachronisms as could be managed, though some of the technologies given were not known in the story’s locales at the time it is set.

The quotations heading each section are from Shakespeare’s Richard III. It, and many other works historical and otherwise, have provided atmosphere and detail for the present book, but all interpretations of character, especially of that most reinterpreted of English kings, are naturally my own.

My purpose has been to entertain, not to raise issues to the dignity of a historical controversy. As Nennius wrote twelve centuries ago, if there was such a person and that was when he wrote, “I yield to him who knows more of these things than I do.”

JMF/1982


Shadows As They Pass:

HISTORICAL CHARACTERS

For those who have some difficulty following the large array of titles common to the nobility of the period, or are simply interested in such lists, the following is a nonexhaustive summary of the real historical figures appearing in the novel. Absence of a name does not necessarily mean the character is not historical, and as explained previously, some liberties have been taken with those who do appear below.

ENGLISH AND SCOTS

Cecily, Duchess of York, and her three surviving sons:

Richard Plantagenet, Duke of Gloucester, later King ­Richard III

George Plantagenet, Duke of Clarence

King Edward IV

Richard, Duke of York

Anne Neville, Richard of Gloucester’s wife

Elizabeth Woodville, Edward IV’s Queen

James Tyrell, henchman to Richard

Richard Ratcliffe, ditto

Francis Lovell, ditto

Alexander Stuart, Duke of Albany, brother to King James III of Scotland

Anthony Woodville, Lord Scales, Earl Rivers, brother to Queen Elizabeth

Edward, Prince of Wales, later King Edward V

Doctor John Morton

Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham

William Hastings, Lord Hastings, King’s Chamberlain to ­Edward IV

Edward of Middleham, son to Richard of Gloucester

Henry Tydder (i.e., “Tudor,” given its correct period 
pronunciation)

FRENCH

King Louis XI

François Villon, poet and ne’er-­do-­well

Margaret of Anjou, Queen to King Henry VI of England

ITALIANS

Luigi Pulci, poet

Marsilio Ficino, poet and philosopher

Giuliano de’ Medici, brother to

Lorenzo de’ Medici, called The Magnificent (official title of the current head of the Medici Bank)

Alessandra Scala, theatrical designer

Girolamo Savonarola

Galeazzo Maria Sforza, Duke of Milan

Federigo da Montefeltro, mercenary commander, Duke of Urbino

Dominic Mancini, diplomat

Doctor John Argentine, physician


PART ONE

Children of the Empire

Lo, at their births good stars were opposite….

All unavoided is the doom of destiny.

—­ACT IV, SCENE 4


Chapter 1

GWYNEDD

The road the Romans made traversed North Wales a little way inland, between the weather off the Irish Sea and the mountains of Gwynedd and Powys; past the copper and the lead that the travel-­hungry Empire craved. The road crossed the Conwy at Caerhun, the Clwyd at Asaph sacred to Esus, and the Roman engineers passed it through the hills, above the shore and below the peaks, never penetrating the spine of the country. Which is not to say that there were no ways in; only that the Romans did not find them.

From Caernarfon to Chester the road remained, and at Caerhun in the Vale of Conwy there were pieces of walls and straight ditches left where the legionary fort had held the river crossing. Roman stones, but no Romans; not for a thousand years.

Beyond Caerhun the road wound upslope for a mile, to an inn called The White Hart. Hywel Peredur lived there in this his eleventh year, the nine hundred tenth year of Arthur’s Triumph, the one thousand ninety-­fifth year of Constantine’s City. This March afternoon, Hywel stood on the Roman paving below the innyard, and was King of the Romans.

Fields all his dominion rolled out forever before and below him, lined and set with trees that from the height were no more than tufts on a cloth of patchwork greens and browns. Conwy water was a broad ribbon stitched in easy curves across the cloth. The March air smelled of peat and moisture and nothing at all but its own cold cleanness on the sharp edge of spring.

The place Hywel stood was called Pen-­y-­Gaer, Head of the Fortress. There had been a fortress, even before the legions came; but of its builders too only stones were left, bits of wall and rampart. And the defense of the slope, a field of sharp-­edged boulders set in ranks down the hill.

Hywel stood on the road and commanded the stones, soldiers without death or fear, like the warriors grown from dragon’s teeth in the story; any assault against them would break and be scattered. Then, at Hywel’s signal, his legion of horse would gallop forth from Caerhun and cut down the discomfited enemy, sparing only the nobles for ransom and tribute. His captains, in purple and gold, mounted on white horses, would drive the captive lords before him, shouting Peredur, Peredur! that all might know who was conqueror here….

Not far up the road was a milestone; it was worn and half-­legible, and Hywel knew no Latin, but he could read the name CONSTANTI. Constantine. Emperor. Founder of the Beautiful City. And now a god, like Julius Caesar, like Arthur King of Britain. Hywel would run his fingers in the carved letters of the name when he passed the marker, touching the figure of the god.

Three years ago, on the May kalend, he had stunned a sparrow with a sling pellet, bound its wings, and taken it to the milestone. It had trembled within his shirt, and then, when he set it down, become curiously still, as if waiting. But Hywel had had no knife, and was afraid to use his naked hands. By the time he had found two flat stones and done the thing, he could no longer remember his intended prayer.

Now, clouds drifted across the low sun, making shadow patterns on the ground. The river dulled to slate, then flashed blue-­silver. The standing stones seemed to move, to march, beat spears on shields in salute. Sparrows were forgotten as Hywel moved his cohorts, as soldier and king and god.

Until dust rose, and men moved crosswise to the dream, light flashing on steel: real soldiers, on the road to the inn. Hywel watched and listened, knowing that if he were quite still they could not detect him. He heard the scrape of pikes on the paving stones, the stamp of booted feet, chains dragging. He let the breeze bring him their voices, not distinguishable words but rhythms: English voices, not Welsh. As they turned the last bend in the road, Hywel’s eyes picked out the badge they wore. Then he turned and ran lightly to the gate of The White Hart. As he crossed the innyard, a dog sniffed and raised its head for a pat that was not coming; sparrows fluttered up from the eaves.

The cruck-­beamed serving hall was dim with afternoon. A little peat smoke hung in the air. Dafydd, the innkeeper, was working at the fire while Glynis, the pretty barmaid, wiped mugs. Both looked up, Glynis smiling, Dafydd not. “Well, my lord of the north, come in, do! While you’ve been with your councillors, this fire nearly—­”

“Soldiers on the road,” Hywel said, in Welsh. “My lord of Ireland’s men, from Caernarfon.” He knew Dafydd’s anger was only mocking; when the innkeeper was truly angry he became deadly quiet and small-­spoken.

“Well, then,” said Dafydd, “they’ll be wanting ale. Go you and draw a kettleful.”

Hywel, grinning, said, “And shall I fetch some butter?”

The innkeeper smiled back. “We’ve none that rancid. Now draw you the ale; they’ll not care to wait.”

“Ie.”

“And speak English when the soldiers can hear you.”

“Ie.”

“And give yourself a whipping, lad—­I haven’t time!”

Hywel paused at the top of the cellar stairs. “There’s a prisoner with them. A wizard.”

Dafydd put the poker down, wiped his hands on his apron. “Well then,” he said quietly, “that’s bad news for someone.”

Hywel nodded without understanding and clumped downstairs. He drew the ale into a black iron kettle, put it on the lift and hoisted it up; and only then, standing in the quiet cellar, did he realize just what he’d said. He had heard the chains, right enough, but never once seen what was in them.

Eight men, and something else, stood in the innyard.

The men wore leather jackets, carried swords and pole axes; two had longbows across their backs. One, helmeted and officious, had a long leather pouch at his side, and a baldric from which little wooden bottles hung on strings. Charges of powder, Hywel knew, for the hand-­cannon in the pouch.

The badge on the soldiers’ sleeves was a snarling dog on its hind legs; a talbot-­hound, for Sir John Talbot, the latest Lieutenant of Ireland. Talbot had smashed the Côtentin rebels at Henry V’s order; it was said the mothers of Anjou quieted their children with threats of Jehan Talbó. Now that Henry was dead, long live Henry VI, and the advisors to the three-­year-­old King hoped the War Hound could quiet the Irish as well.

Four soldiers held chains that led to the other thing, which crouched on the ground, black and shapeless. Hywel thought it must be some great hunting-­hound, a namesake talbot, perhaps, or a beast from Ireland across the sea; then it put out a pale paw, spread long fingers, and Hywel saw it was a man on hands and knees, in fantastically ruined clothes and a black cloak.

The thin hands left blood on the earth. There was a shackle, engraved with something, on each wrist and each ankle, linked to the leash-­chains. The head turned, and the black hood fell back, showing dull iron around the man’s neck. The collar was engraved as well. Next to it was a straggly gray beard, a nostril with blood dry around it.

Hywel stared at a dark eye, glassy as with fever, or madness. The eye did not blink. The cracked lips moved.

“None of that, now!” shouted a soldier, and pulled the chain he held, dropping the man flat; another soldier swung the butt of his axe into the man’s ribs, and there was a hint of a groan. The first soldier bent halfway down and shook the chain. “ ’Tain’t beyond th’ law for us to have your tongue, an you try any chanteries.” To Hywel he sounded exactly like Dafydd’s wife Nansi scolding a hen that would not lay. The prone man was very still.

“Ale! Where’s ale!” cried the others, turning away from the prisoner, and Dafydd came behind Hywel with a tray of tankards, hot mulled ale topped with brown foam and steaming. “Here, Hywel. And Ogmius send us all the right words to say.” Hywel took the tray into the yard. A cheer went up—­for him, he realized, and for one passing instant he was Caesar again—­then the mugs were snatched from him.

“Here, boy, here.”

“Jove’s beard, that’s good!”

“Jove strike you down, it ain’t English beer.” The speaker winked at Hywel. “But it’s good anyway, eh, boy.”

Hywel barely noticed. He was staring again at the chained man, who still did not move except to breathe raggedly. A little of the cloak had blown back, showing the man’s shirt sleeve. The fabric was embroidered in complex patterns—­not the Celtic work he knew, but similar, interlocking designs.

And The White Hart was an inn with good trade; Hywel had seen silk twice before, on the wives of lords.

“You have a care of our dog, there, lad,” said the soldier who had winked. His tone was friendly. “He’s an eastern sorcerer, a Bezant. From the City itself, they say.”

The City of Constantine. “What … did he do?”

“Why, he magicked, lad, what else? Magicked for th’ Irish rebels ’gainst King Harry, rest him. Five years he hid up in them Irish hills, sorcellin’ and afflictin’. But we ketched him, anyway. Lord Jack ketched him, an’ now he’s Talbot’s dog.”

“Tom,” the serjeant said sharply, and the soldier stood to attention for a moment. Then he winked at Hywel again and tossed his empty tankard into Hywel’s hands.

“Have a look here, boy,” Tom said. The soldier reached down and grasped the manacle around the wizard’s left wrist, pulled it up as if there were no man attached to it. “See that serpent, cut there in th’ iron? That’s a Druid serpent, as has power t’ bind wizards. Old Irish Patrick drove all the snakes out of Ireland, for the good of his magic fellows. But we took some snakes with us. Snakes of leather, an’ iron.” The soldier let the shackle fall with a hollow clunk. The prisoner made no sound. Hywel stood fascinated, wondering.

“Innkeeper!” the serjeant said.

Dafydd came out, wiping his hands on his apron. “Yes, Captain?”

The serjeant did not correct his rank. “Have you a blacksmith here? This rebel’s harmless enough, but he’ll crawl off with half a chance given him. We’ll want him fixed to something with weight.”

“You’ll be staying here for a time, then?”

“We’re in no hurry. The prisoner’s to be taken to York for execution.”

A soldier said, “The Irish Sea were deep enough.”

“Not to bury his curse, man,” said the serjeant curtly. “Leave killing him to his own sort of worker.” He turned back to Dafydd. “Don’t worry about the lads, innkeeper; they’re good and they’ll obey me.” He weighted the last word slightly. “And they’re bloody tired of minding this rebel.”

“Hywel,” said the innkeeper, “run you and tell Siôn Mawr he’s wanted, with hammer and tongs.”

A high-­voiced young soldier called after Hywel, “And you tell ’im this aren’t no horse wanting shod! A hammer on them chains—­”

Hywel ran. He did not look back. He was afraid to. Under all the soldiers’ voices, under Dafydd’s, under his own breathing, he could hear another voice, whispering, insistent, like the beat of blood in his ears when all was still. He had heard it without pause since the sorcerer’s lips had moved without sound.

You who can hear me, it said, come to me. Follow my voice.

And as Hywel ran through the gathering dark, it seemed that hands reached after him, grasping at his limbs, his throat, trying to draw him back.

Nansi touched the spit-­dog’s collar; it stopped walking its treadle, and Nansi carved a bit of mutton from the roasting haunch. The dog resumed turning the meat. Nansi put the mutton on a wooden plate with a spoonful of boiled corn, added a piece of soft brown bread.

“The soldiers didn’t pay for no meat for him,” said Dai, the kitchen boy.

“You needn’t tell me what they’ve not paid for,” Nansi said, tenting a napkin over the plate. “I hope he has his teeth; I daren’t send a knife. Here, Dai, go you quick, ere it’s cold.”

“Why do they beat him, if he can’t magic?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, Dai,” Nansi said, with a bitter look. “Take it, now.”

“I’ll take his dinner,” Hywel said, from the kitchen door.

Dai’s mouth opened, then shut. Nansi turned away.

“I’ve drawn his water,” Hywel said. “And I’m not afraid of him. You’re afraid, aren’t you, Dai?”

Dai’s pudgy hands tightened. He was a year or so older than Hywel, and also an orphan. Dafydd and Nansi, who had no children, had taken them in together, and tried to bring them up as brothers. Hywel could no longer remember what that was like, even when he tried.

Dai said “Ie, feared enough. You feed him.” He handed the covered plate to Hywel, who took it with a nod. Hywel did not hate Dai; usually he liked Dai. But they were not brothers.

Just outside the kitchen, he picked up the hooded lantern and pot of ale he had set by the door, and crossed to the barn. Moonlight slanted across the interior. The wizard was sitting up against a post, all white and black in the light. His head turned slightly; Hywel held very still. The face was a skull’s, with tiny glints in the eye sockets.

Hywel hung the lantern from a peg and opened the shutter; the wizard winced and turned his face away.

It was all he could turn. A chain went through his collar, twice around the post and his upper body, holding him upright. The chains from his ankles were fixed to two old cart wheels. Hywel had seen Siôn Mawr the smith going home, and could not have missed the murder-­black look Siôn gave him; now he understood it.

“It was you after all,” the chained man said, and Hywel nearly dropped the food. “Is that for me?”

Hywel took a step. The voice in his head was gone, but he still felt somehow drawn to the wizard. He stopped. “The soldiers say you can’t work magic, in those chains.”

“But you know better, don’t you?” His English had only a little foreign sound. “Well, they’re mostly right. I can’t do much, and I truly can’t escape. Come here, boy.” He moved his hands. Hywel turned away, not to see the sign.

“At least put my supper in reach. Then you may go. Please.”

Hywel moved closer, looked again at the wizard. The cloak was spread out beneath the man; it was lined with glossy black—­more silk. Beneath the cloak he wore a dark green gown of heavy brocade, torn at every seam, showing the white silk shirt. Gown and shirt were embroidered all over with interlocking lines in gold and silver thread, with brighter colors worked between. The patterns drew Hywel’s eye despite himself.

He set the plate down in the straw, uncovered it. The man’s eyes widened, becoming very liquid, and he ran his tongue over very white teeth specked with dirt. He reached out, one-­handed. Hywel saw that his wrist chains were linked behind his back. The wizard set the plate in his lap, and his delicate fingers hovered over it, talonlike, straining; there was not enough chain for his two hands to touch.

Hywel thought of offering to feed him, but could not say it.

The hands ceased to strain then. The wizard groped for and reached the napkin, shook it out, and arranged it as best he could over his shiny, filthy shirt. Then the thin fingers picked up a single kernel of corn and raised it to the swollen mouth. He chewed it very slowly.

Trying not to watch the wizard’s hands or eyes, Hywel uncapped the pot of ale. He took a twist of greasy paper from his belt pouch, opened it, and slipped the white butter within into the blood-­warm ale. He stirred the pot with a clean straw and pushed it as close to the man as he dared. The wizard waited for Hywel to draw back, then picked up the ale and took a small sip. His eyes closed and he pressed his head back against the post, loosening the iron at his throat just slightly.

“Nectar and ambrosia,” he said. “Thank you, boy.” He put the ale down and picked up the mutton, took small, worrying bites.

Finally Hywel said, “You called me by magic. No one else could hear…. Why?”

The man paused, sighed, wiped his hands and lips. “I thought you were … someone else. Someone who could help.”

“You thought I was a wizard?”

“I called to the talent…. It spent me before I heard the answer. Hard to work with a boot in your ribs.” He reached for the bread, nibbled.

“I’m not a wizard,” Hywel said.

“No. I’m sorry. But I am glad you brought me this supper.”

They sat for a little while like that, the wizard eating slowly, Hywel crouched, watching him. To Hywel it seemed the man wanted to make his supper last all night. He said, “You thought I was a wizard.”

“I believe I explained that,” the man said patiently. “Isn’t it late for you to be awake still?”

“Dafydd doesn’t care, long as the fire doesn’t go out. You said it was somebody else you called. But I heard you. You called me.”

The man swallowed, licked his damaged lips. “I called to the talent. The power. It … radiates, like the light from a candle. I felt it, and answered back. That’s all.”

“Then I am a wizard,” Hywel said, breathless, triumphant.

The man shook his head, rattling iron. “Magus latens … no. Someday you could be, if you were taught. But now …” There was a noise within his throat that might have been a laugh. “Now you’re catalyzed. And I did it, now that I would not do it.”

Hywel said “Could you teach me?”

Again the choked laugh. “Why do you think I’m in chains, boy? I’d be dead now if they didn’t fear my death-­curse so, and my tongue and eyes aren’t sure through tomorrow. Go to bed, boy.”

Hywel put his foot against one of the cartwheels chained to the wizard’s feet. He pushed. The chain shifted; in a moment it would be taut. It was astonishingly easy.

“Please,” the man said, “don’t.” There was no pleading in it, nor command. Hywel turned, saw the dark eyes ringed white and red, the face white as bare bone. And he stopped pushing. Perhaps if sparrows had voices …

“I am very tired,” the man said. “Please come tomorrow, and I will talk with you.”

“Will you tell me about magic?” Hywel’s foot was still on the wheel, but it had suddenly become very heavy and hard to move.

The man’s voice was weak, but his eyes were black and burning. “Come back tomorrow and I will tell you all I know about magic.”

Hywel picked up the plate and napkin, the ale pot. He stood, moved away backwards.

“My name,” said the wizard, “is Kallian Ptolemy. With the letter pi, if you can write.”

Hywel said nothing. Everyone knew that wizards gained power by knowing names. He took the lantern from its peg, shuttered it.

Kallian Ptolemy said “Good night, Hywel Peredur.”

Hywel did not know whether to shudder or cry for joy.

Hywel did not sleep much. All he knew, Ptolemy had said. Maybe Ptolemy was not a very strong wizard. A few soldiers had caught and chained him, after all.

Owain Glyn Dŵr had been a mighty wizard, Hywel knew. Everyone in Wales did. Glyn Dŵr and a few English lords had almost taken the crown from King Henry IV. And he really had taken Wales away from Henry V, though that Henry was a Monmouthshire man; Glyn Dŵr sat for years as King in Harlech, with his own lords and armies.

The English had finally scattered Owain’s soldiers, but they never took Owain, and no one ever saw Owain die. It was said he never died; that he slept like Arthur; that he would come back when the time was right.

Hywel could remember Owain’s son, Meredydd, visiting The White Hart; a tall man with big shoulders, much more like a warrior than a great sorcerer. But he was a wizard. He made a glass marble out of the empty air and gave it to Hywel, holding Hywel’s hand, treating him just as if Hywel were a great chief of Wales.

And Dafydd had been angry, very silently angry, after Meredydd ap Owain had gone.

Hywel dressed before dawn. The air was calm and cold, the moon down and the sky like black glass; Hywel made his way mostly by touch and memory. He looked to the fire in the serving hall, poking ashes and evening out the peat covering. The red glow beneath seemed full of mysteries and power. All he knew of magic. Hywel wondered if he would be able to turn lead to gold. If he could fly.

Just at daybreak he looked in on Ptolemy. The wizard was awake, looking disturbed.

“You’ve come early to lessons,” he said tightly.

“No—­I—­uh—­”

“I am about to soil myself. If you could be of some help, perhaps …”

Hywel fetched a pail, then made some slack in Ptolemy’s ankle chains, allowing the wizard, with Hywel’s help, to slide up the post enough to squat.

“What’s the noise?” Tom, the soldier who had spoken to Hywel, stuck his head inside. He saw Ptolemy, his hose down and his gown lifted, straining with gravity and iron; and Hywel behind, with his hands in Ptolemy’s armpits.

“Why, you filthy pair of—­”

Then the truth dawned, and the soldier burst out with snorting laughter. Hywel got the bucket into place and the wizard used it, noisily. The soldier sniffed the air as if smelling sweet flowers, turned, and went out still choking with laughter.

Hywel helped Ptolemy with his clothes, neither of them speaking. Settled again, the sorcerer said, “I’m sorry.”

Hywel shook his head, picked up the pail.

Ptolemy said, “These are the only clothes I have. I—­”

“You tell me, next time,” Hywel said, and went out to the dung-­heap.

The sun was brilliant on the hills, the sky a perfect blue. It was going to be the longest day of Hywel’s life.

“An’ then I thought, I knew ’e was a Greek, but—­”

The soldiers howled with laughter, pounding their mugs on the table, splashing beer. Annie, the ugly barmaid, went around filling the mugs again; she was pinched and groped as she passed. Dafydd had sent Glynis to Caerhun for “a while.”

“An’ the boy, Tom? Did ’e look pleased?”

“Ah,” Tom said, “just like an English wife; not pleased but workin’ with a will.”

Hywel, his cheeks burning, turned away—­though they were not looking at him—­and went down to the cellar, hearing behind him, “No wonder Welsh rebels fight so foul—­”

Downstairs, Dafydd was cleaning a fish packed in ice and sawdust. He looked up for a moment as Hywel appeared, then went back to his work.

“I did nothing,” Hywel said in Cymric. His eyes hurt and his voice kept catching.

“I know what you did,” said Dafydd, in English. Hywel waited, struggling against tears; Dafydd said no more.

Hywel finally said, “He was looking for a wizard, here. I wonder if he was looking for Glyn Dŵr, to help him.”

Dafydd stopped cutting at the fish. He held the knife lightly, looked at the flash from the blade. “Did he say that?”

“He—­” Hywel’s anger was all turned to fear by Dafydd’s sudden softness. “He said he was looking for a wizard.”

“Well then. Let’s hope his friend finds him. Somewhere other than here, gods willing.” Dafydd took a few more strokes at the fish, then tossed it onto the kitchen lift and stomped up the stairs, wiping his hands furiously on his apron.

Hywel wept.

The sun was below the hills; Hywel was headed toward the kitchen to get Ptolemy’s dinner when a hand touched his shoulder.

“Easy, boy! Didn’t mean to scare you.” It was Tom the soldier. His bow was over his shoulder; he slipped it off and held it out to show Hywel. “Ever drawn one of these?”

Hywel shook his head vaguely.

“Takes practice,” Tom said. “We say, to make a bowman, start with his grandfather. I’m going to shoot a bit while there’s light left…. Would you like to come along? Yew Alice is long for you, but …”

“No,” Hywel said. “I … can’t.” The bow was white and beautiful. Hywel had seen longbows before, of course, but never been offered the chance to shoot one.

“I shouldn’t’a laughed at you. Serjeant said so. I … didn’t mean anything.” Hywel realized suddenly that Tom was only four or five years older than himself.

All I know of magic.

“Tomorrow?” Hywel said, in a small voice.

“I’ll be gone tomorrow. Serjeant said.”

Then Ptolemy would be gone, and there really was no choice. Hywel tried to hate the soldier, for his mockery, but it was impossible; like hating Dai, or Dafydd more than two hours after a whipping, or …

“I have work,” Hywel said, and left Tom and his beautiful ­Alice behind. When he came back from the kitchen, they were not in the yard.

Ptolemy ate not quite so slowly as the night before. When he had finished, wiped his mouth, pissed into the bucket, he motioned Hywel around to sit facing him, and arranged his ruined clothing.

“These seemed like such finery in Ireland,” he said. “When I knew they must take me at last, I put on my best. They did not seem impressed. Are English lords so fabulous?”

“They wear silk,” Hywel said.

“Oh, I know. Our silk. All silk passes through Byzantium at some time, did you know that?”

Hywel shook his head.

“Do you think my clothes are fine … were, I mean?”

“Yes, very fine.”

“Ordinary stuff, on the streets of the City.”

“Constantine’s City? Byzantium?”

“There is no other City in the world.”

“Are there many wizards there?”

“There is everything there. Wizards, merchants, priests … kings come to the City, and they say that they would rather be beggars in Byzantium than kings in their own country….”

Ptolemy talked on of the City Beautiful. Hywel listened, dutifully at first, then willingly, then rapt, hearing of the miles of triple walls, patrolled by men in armor of hammered gold, pierced by seven times seven gates plus one, but never the engines of an enemy army. There were armies within, of gladiators, who fought at an arena in the Roman style but larger than any in Rome.

Byzantium’s wide streets met at forums set with columns of porphyry and ivory and gold, passed beneath arches proclaiming the greatness and wisdom of the City and its builders, wound into bazaars at which all the fruits of Earth and the crafts of Man could be purchased, with coins that British and Chinese, Slav and African, German and Portuguese and Dane all accepted as true currency … and for which all their traders brought goods to the gates and the seven walled harbors.

Stone-­arched aqueducts brought pure water to the City. Man-­made tunnels carried its waste away. In Byzantium were more palaces than most cities had temples, and more temples than cities had houses. And at the heart of the conurbation, glory among glories, stood the Pantheon Kyklos Sophia, the Circle of Wisdom.

“Its dome could cover any temple in Britain; it reaches to the sky, the stars. It contains the stars: a thousand lanterns of gold, each one the sacred light of a different deity. To enter it is itself worship.”

“Who is your god?” Hywel said, nearly whispering.

“The same as the builders of Kyklos Sophia worshiped. The perfection of the curve. The meeting of the stones. Time and energy and precision; those are the wizard’s true gods, though I daresay we find others more convenient to curse by.”

Hywel’s thoughts were drawn suddenly back. “Teach me about magic.”

Ptolemy sighed. “They are taking me to Eboracum … your York, where there is a Pantheon, to kill me. Perhaps York will cause me to think of the City before I die.”

“You said you would teach me.”

“I said that I would tell you all I know.”

Hywel nodded.

“Magic destroys,” Ptolemy said. “Every spell, enchantment, effect, ruins the worker a little more. If you are strong-­willed, the wrecking takes a little longer … but it happens in the end, just the same.”

Ptolemy was silent. Hywel waited, suddenly fearing Ptolemy would say what indeed he did: “That is all I know.”

Hywel trembled. This time there was no difficulty in hating. He looked at the chains. Ptolemy’s eyes shut tight and his face went white.

Hywel felt a rumbling, not physical but mental. He stared at the iron wrapping Ptolemy’s chest. His eyes felt hot. He moved his hands, fingers curling.

The chain clinked and slithered tight, squeezing the wizard’s chest. Little creases formed in his shirt and gown, like cracks.

Hywel gaped. His fingers tightened. So did Ptolemy’s chains, without the touch of hands.

Ptolemy’s head turned. “If you kill me—­” Then his air ran out.

Hywel relaxed his fingers. The chain slackened. Ptolemy gulped a breath.

Hywel’s head hurt. His limbs felt weak, limp, and his heart beat fast, as if he had been running very hard. He tried to stand, but his legs only flopped on the straw. He knew that Ptolemy would kill him now; still, he tried to crawl away with arms that were soft tallow.

I will not hurt you, novice, said the voice inside his head. Your strength will return. This is your first lesson.

Hywel turned back to Ptolemy, who sat back, head cocked to one side, eyes dark and very deep.

“Time and energy,” Ptolemy said quietly, “never energy alone. Spirit is to matter at … I’ve forgotten the numbers; some astounding ratio. You cannot push down a stone wall with your hands … but if you will wait, find the keystone of the wall, the effort you can make will produce the result you want. So with magic. And the stones, falling, will crush something. So with magic.

“Can you walk now, Hywel?”

Hywel found that he could.

“Then good night … novice.”

Hywel staggered from the barn without taking the plate or lantern. He looked back once at Ptolemy; the wizard was smiling at him, teeth bare and white, and there was nothing like love in the look.

Dafydd and Nansi were in the kitchen when Hywel came in; the room was lit poorly by a tallow-­dip. Dafydd was drinking from a glass goblet; Hywel could smell the strong brandy.

Nansi said, “You ought be in bed.”

“I did …” Hywel was unsteady, as when he drank too much beer. “I did a magic.”

“The Bezant?” Dafydd said, and Hywel saw his hand tighten on the glass, as if he might throw it.

“I did. I’m a … wizard.”

Dafydd tensed further. Nansi touched his wrist, and he relaxed … no, collapsed, as if he were dying right there in his chair. “Your uncle,” he said weakly.

“My … uncle was a wizard?” Dafydd had not ever spoken on Hywel’s ancestors, except to say they were all dead fighting.

Nansi said “Your grandmother was Owain Glyn Dŵr’s sister.” Just like that. Just as if it were nothing at all.

“Listen, Hywel … son,” Dafydd said, in a thick, tired voice. “Glyn Dŵr allied with the Bezants. They sent wizards, soldiers. They said they’d help Owain make Wales free. He trusted ’em … and Owain’s trust wasn’t earned light, I know.”

He drank more brandy. “I don’t know if they ever meant to help … or if they did, but turned their coats … or if they just honest lost; but the fact is, they aided Owain. And Owain’s gone. And that Empire’s surely not.

“Ogmius choke me if I offer love to English soldiers, Sucellus break my head if I bow to an English king … but if they want to cut off that wizard’s head they can have my axe and Esus bless the blow.”

Hywel was in no danger of tears this time, tired as he was; now at last he knew whom he could trust.

No one; no one at all.

Without another word, he went to his bed, sat down on it and pulled off his boots, and toppled over asleep.

Serpents coiled around Hywel, tightening around his arms and legs, trying to drag him down and crush the life from him.

There was a sword in his hand; a white sword that shone in the enveloping darkness. The snakes drew their fanged heads back from the light, an instant before Hywel severed those heads with a stroke.

Chop, swish, and his left foot was free; slash, his right. Short strokes, as at a kidney for pie, and bits of snake fell wriggling from his left arm. But still they hung on his sword arm, squeezing the blood out, scales scraping the flesh.

Light sparked from a dagger hilt at Hywel’s belt. He drew it with his left hand. His right arm was a writhing mass of knotted green. He put in the knife and skinned them off like skinning a hare, not even creasing his bare arm beneath.

There was a tug at his neck. The largest snake yet, a green and black monster yards long, had wrapped itself around Hywel’s throat. The sleek head came around, staring with black eyes into Hywel’s, showing fangs like curved daggers. A drop of venom, red as blood and boiling, fell from each fang.

Hywel brought up sword and knife at once, catching the serpent’s head where the steels crossed. The coil tightened. Hywel felt his eyes bulge, his air stop. He levered the two blades. Smoking blood ran down to his hands and burned them. The snake’s half-­severed head turned sidewise, flicked its two-­pointed tongue to brush Hywel’s lips.

A bone cracked and the head flew off. Its body spasmed, crushing Hywel’s throat, and he thought they would die together—­then he dropped the blades and pulled at the suddenly limp coils, and was free—­

Hywel awoke soaked with cold sweat. His arms were flung out on the bed; they moved, but slowly, without strength. He put a hand to his crotch; no, not that. He felt as if he had been swimming, buoyed by the water until his muscles had forgotten how to work….

As he had felt after the magic.

He tried to get up, and could not, and was afraid; the harder he tried, the less he did, the more afraid he became. He had seen horses ridden to death: sodden with foam, on the ground trembling and heaving, beautiful horses turned in one heedless ride to grunting dying things with something terrible in their eyes.

Somehow he tugged his boots on, got to his feet. The world floated and spun and screamed in his ears.

Some of the lights and noise, he knew after a moment, were real: torches and the shouts of soldiers in the innyard.

Dafydd came in, in shirt and hose, carrying a fish-­oil lamp that guttered and stank. “You are here,” he said unevenly. “Well, then, that’s something.”

“What … ?”

“The wizard’s gone. Broke loose somehow.” Dafydd looked Hywel up and down, and his voice fell. “Did you free him?”

“No,” Hywel said, and as he spoke knew that he had lied.

Dafydd nodded. “No, of course. I’m sorry, son. I’ve been—­”

Afraid, Hywel thought.

“Your uncle Owain was …” Dafydd did not finish that sentence either. He wiped his free hand on his shirttail and walked out.

Hywel waited, listening for the innkeeper’s steps to die away. Then he began stuffing his pouch with things from his keep-­box. He put on his best cloak and went, softly, softly, down to the innyard.

The serjeant was shouting, trying to form his men and decide on a pattern of search. Lanterns bobbed and metal shone yellowly. The men stamped and breathed fog in the chill night air. Hywel pulled his cloak around himself and sidled past unseen.

He was not certain himself how to find Ptolemy. Up to the mountains, or down to the river, or along the roads, hiding at the roadside when anyone passed? He held very still.

Along the valley, he thought, to Aberconwy and the sea. A ship, however I can, but a ship out of this vile country—­

Hywel blinked; it was not his thought, though it had been in his head.

“Like the light from a candle,” Hywel said silently, and swallowed a burst of giggles. He knew this part of Dyffryn Conwy better than any English soldiers. And he would find Ptolemy. He would follow the talent.

Hywel was cold very soon. His wet clothes were icy and stiff, and every breeze froze him again. The ground he had been so sure of was another country by night, the moonshadows black consuming voids. He had no lantern, no fire. Only Ptolemy’s candlelight.

If he was very calm, and thought very hard, it seemed he could see it as a light, dancing slowly above the bushes and stones ahead. Fairy fire, Hywel thought, and then very clearly thought that he followed fairy fire, and when he returned, years would have gone by; everyone he knew here would be long dead. But he would come back a wizard.

He was sorry that he would never see Nansi and Dafydd, Dai and Glynis and Annie, ever again. He put a hand on his bulging pouch, and was sorry he could not have taken more things with him; the tin plate that Siôn Mawr had stamped with Hywel’s name, the woolen sweater and scarf Annie had made him when Nansi taught her to knit—­lopsided but warm; he wanted them very much just now. The innyard dog would have been good company, worthless old hound that he was.

But you had to give things up. Like the offerings you put on the altar, when you wanted Ogmius to help with your letters or Esus to bless the wood you cut: you could not have those back again. If you cheated the gods they would hate you, and curse you forever.

And in all the stories, wizards and heroes had to be—­had to be—­

Shriven. That was the word. Hywel thanked Ogmius for it. Then he stopped, took Meredydd ap Owain’s glass marble from his pouch. He made a hole in the ground with his thumb, dropped in the marble, covered it over. Hywel was certain the offering was proper, remembering the story of the Greek who talked with a mouthful of marbles.

The light, or voice, or whatever it was he was following, was growing stronger. Kallian Ptolemy seemed to have stopped moving. The wizard might have fallen, been hurt. Hywel didn’t know what he would do in that event, unless Ptolemy’s magic could heal. Surely it could; old village women could do that much! And maybe—­though he hardly dared think it—­maybe Ptolemy had paused to let Hywel catch up.

“Yes,” said Ptolemy’s voice, right out loud and just ahead, “I am waiting. Hurry along, Hywel ap Owain.”

Startled by the voice, and the name Ptolemy had called him, Hywel scrambled on, to a small cleft in the hillside. There, against a rock, sat Ptolemy in moonlight.

“Did you bring me late supper, boy?” Ptolemy said. He spoke Cymric, for the first time.

Hywel came close, knelt. “Please, sir … I came to follow you. To Constantine’s City, if you go there. To be your student.”

“That’s absurd,” Ptolemy said flatly.

“My lord sir,” said Hywel, trying to be defiant and respectful at once, “you said I could be a wizard. I wish to be.”

“Why? Because the life attracts you? The romance, the adventure? The chains and the filthy straw, and the soldiers’ spit in your face?” Ptolemy looked at the ground, shook his head. “They do not worship Thoth in Ireland; perhaps he does not go there. He deserted me, certainly.” The wizard stared at Hywel, his face half-­lit. “I went there for the purposes of the Empire. But I ate their food, and drank their whiskey, and lived in their houses, and slept with any number of their women … and then one day I found I was fighting their war. In time I cared for those … barbarians … so much that I actually ceased to do any magics that might injure them … which meant, any magics at all…. And soon enough the English soldiers put the iron on me. You don’t understand a word of what I’m saying, do you, boy?”

Hywel crawled closer. “I set you free, my lord Ptolemy.”

“I had my fill of that phrase in Ireland,” Ptolemy said. “If you ever reach Byzantium, do not as you value—­oh, whatever you call freedom—­let them hear you say that…. To free someone, you see, is the ultimate human act. And in the City they know the difference between actors and directors. It is the Empire’s heart and brain, that difference. This country is full of actors, I know very well; and did one of them move to aid me, any more than Thoth whom I worshiped?”

“Bezants like you … here, my lord sir?” Hywel thought about what Dafydd had said, about Glyn Dŵr and the Byzantines.

“Why, this is Britain, isn’t it, and not a part of Byzantium? So of course they’re here, to change that. As I was in Ireland, until I was no longer of use to my directors.”

“If you won’t teach me, sir, at least take me to the City with you. I set you free—­”

“Of course there’s no use,” Ptolemy said wearily. “You aren’t enough aware that you have a soul to understand a threat to it. And if you were, you still couldn’t leave the power alone. I wonder if there’s any power any human can leave alone. Old Claudius tried to refuse godhood, and failed….”

Ptolemy rested his head in his hands for just a moment. “Ah, there’s no use. If I’d changed in Ireland, I’d never even have called you. Just let them throw me in the sea, and blessed them as I sank. And that crude bowman was right; you’re a tempting boy. Come here, novice.”

Hywel got up. Ptolemy stood as he approached. The wizard’s face went wholly into shadow as he turned and put a hand around the back of Hywel’s neck. He spoke in clear and perfect Cymric.

“Will you, Hywel Peredur ap Owain, swear by every god you honor and fear that you will concentrate upon the lessons I give you, that you will take the meaning of each lesson fully, forgetting it never?”

“I swear,” Hywel said, hearing himself very shrill.

Ptolemy’s voice went cold and dead. “Then here is your lesson in the nature of sorcery, and wizards, and the truth about every magic that is done.”

The grip on Hywel’s neck tightened painfully. Hywel tried to turn, but could not move at all. The end of Ptolemy’s forefinger glowed in the darkness, red and hot as a poker in the fire. Hywel’s eyes went wide, and he was as helpless to close them as in a dream.

The burning finger pierced his eye, hissing like a snake when it srikes.
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