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THE OLD WORLD TIMELINE
A brief guide to the history of the Warhammer World
 
Year
 
Event
0001
 
The time of Sigmar - founder of the Empire, and its first Emperor. The Goblin Wars end as the Goblinoid hordes are driven back over the World’s Edge Mountains into the Dark Lands.
0050
 
Sigmar takes his magical Warhammer back to the Dwarves who made it and is never seen again.
1111
 
Devastating outbreak of Black Plague reduces whole populations throughout the Empire.
1500
 
Religious war between Tilea/Estalia and Araby.
1547
 
Grand Duke of Middenland declares himself the rightful Emperor without election, starting the Age of the Three Emperors.
1750
 
Kislev separated from the Empire.
1839
 
Birth of Genevieve Dieudonne (future heroine of Drachenfels), in Parravon.
1851
 
Count Drachenfels sacks Parravon.
1855
 
Genevieve is turned into an immortal vampire by Chandagnac the Ancient (cf Drachenfels).
1937
 
Drachenfels’ poison feast; death of Emperor Carolus.
1979
 
Empress Magritta becomes last elected Emperor for 400 years.
2150
 
Sea Elves return to the Old World.
2177
 
Death of Chandagnac the Ancient - vampiric ”father” of Genevieve Dieudonne.
2262
 
Birth of Yevgeny Yefimovich, future high priest of Tzeentch - the Chaos God known as The Changer of the Ways.
2302
 
The Incursions of Chaos begin a new assault on the Old World. Magnus the Pious appears in Nuln to deliver his now legendary rallying call to arms. Under Magnus’ leadership, the chaos forces are beaten back. Magnus is crowned Emperor, and goes on to restore the Empire’s former glories.
2369
 
Death of Magnus the Pious, the crown passes to Count Leopold of Stirland.
2371
 
Birth of Gotrek the Dwarf - future Trollslayer.
2401
 
Disappearance of Emperor Matthias IV.
2429
 
The Burgomeisters of Marienburg declare the Wasteland’s independence and secede from the Empire.
Emperor Dieter IV is deposed.
2446
 
Birth of Vukotich the mercenary - future retainer of the von Mecklenbergs of Sudenland.
2456
 
Birth of the mercenary Wolf - future companion of Konrad.
2460
 
Birth of ”Filthy” Harald Kleindeinst (hero of Beasts in Velvet).
2459
 
Birth of Oswald von Mecklenberg - Imperial Elector, Baron of Sudenland and father of Johann and Wolf (cf Ignorant Armies).
2465
 
Birth of Orfeo (narrator of Zaragoz, Plague Daemon, and Storm Warriors). At 8 months of age he is adopted as a foundling by the Wood Elves of the Loren forest.
2470
 
Harmis Detz - veteran soldier of the Border Guard of Khypris in the Border Princes - witnesses the first in a new series of attacks by followers of chaos. Against his better judgement, Harmis joins in the hunt for the plague daemon, Ystareth (cf Plague Daemon).
Vukotich in the Northern Forests/Chaos Wastes in the service of Tsar Radii Bokha.
2471
 
Birth of Detlef Sierck, greatest playwright and impresario of the Warhammer world.
2475
 
Birth of Johann von Mecklenberg, son of Oswald, the Baron Sudenland.
2477
 
Prince Oswald von Konigswald recruits a band of adventurers - including the vampire Genevieve Dieudonne - and leads them into the Grey Mountains to seek out and destroy the evil enchanter Drachenfels.
2478
 
Birth of Konrad; Birth of Wolf von Mecklenberg - Johann’s younger brother.
2483
 
Vukotich impressed into the service of the von Mecklenbergs as Johann’s tutor.
2490
 
In a village on the edge of the Forest of Shadows, the young Konrad rescues Elyssa from a Beastman, and their friendship begins (cf Konrad).
2491
 
The Chaos Champion Cicatrice mounts a raid on the summer home of the von Mecklenberg family, in the Southlands. While Johann and Vukotich escape the slaughter, Wolf is captured (cf Ignorant Armies).
Emperor Luitpold dies, and is succeeded by his son Karl-Franz.
Birth of Prince Luitpold.
2492
 
On the island of Morien, Herla, King of Plenydd, and his bard Trystan come up against the malevolent influence of a group of strange Elves. Trystan later travels to Great Albion, then on to Bretonnia (cf Storm Warriors).
2495
 
Gotrek the Trollslayer, accompanied by his human companion, Felix, investigate strange goings on in the Reikwald Forest (cf Ignorant Armies).
2496
 
On their way to search for treasure in Karak Eight-Peaks, Felix and Gotrek join up with the followers of Baron Gottfried von Diehl, travelling through the Black Mountains to exile in the Border Princes (cf Wolf Riders). Far beneath Karak Eight-Peaks, Felix retrieves the lost sword Karaghul (cf Red Thirst).
Summer solstice - Konrad’s village is attacked and razed by Beastmen. Konrad meets up with the mercenary Wolf, and agrees to be his squire for 5 years (cf Konrad).
Around this time, the wizard Litzenreich is in Middenheim, experimenting with warpstone.
Trystan Harper meets Orfeo in Bretonnia and tells him the tale of Storm Warriors.
2499
 
Orfeo meets Harmis Detz in the Border Princes and hears the story of Plague Daemon.
Konrad and Wolf employed in gold mine near Belyevorota Pass in Kislev.
Litzenreich the wizard is in the service of Gustav the Mad of Talabecland.
2500
 
Siege of Praag - this Kislevite city in the far north of the realm is attacked by massed forces including followers of all four of the Great Chaos Powers.
2501
 
Johann and Vukotich finally catch up with Cicatrice and Johann’s brother, Wolf, in the Northern Chaos Wastes (cf The Ignorant Armies).
Summer solstice - Konrad and Wolf head north in search of treasure buried in an abandoned Dwarven temple.
Following his escape from a warband dedicated to Khorne - the Chaos Power known as the Blood God - Konrad joins forces with the wizard Litzenreich. Driven out of Middenheim for pursuing forbidden warpstone experiments, they travel to Altdorf (cf Shadowbreed).
2502
 
Under the patronage of Prince Oswald von Konigswald of Ostland, Detlef Sierck attempts to stage his play Drachenfels in the Castle Drachenfels itself. The performance nearly ends in disaster when the Great Enchanter returns to claim his revenge
(cf Drachenfels).
Konrad uncovers the true enormity of the Skaven scheme in Middenheim and Altdorf (cf Warblade).
In Estalia, Orfeo the Minstrel becomes embroiled in the internal politics of Zaragoz, and barely escapes with his life (cf Zaragoz).
2503
 
Orfeo is captured by the pirate Alkadi Nasreen, and recounts to him the tales of Zaragoz, Plague Daemon and Storm Warriors.
Following the breakdown of Grand Theogonist Yorri, Lector Mikael Hasselstein, the Emperor’s confessor, becomes the most powerful individual in the Cult of Sigmar (cf Beasts in Velvet).
2506
 
A vicious murderer stalks the streets of Altdorf. The tough copper Filthy Harald and the scryer Rosanna desperately search for the killer against a backdrop of growing civil unrest and the machinations of Chaos (cf Beasts in Velvet).
Johann von Mecklenberg returns to his family’s estates in Sudenland as Baron and Elector.
Genevieve leaves Altdorf.



PROLOGUE
ORFEO RECOVERED CONSCIOUSNESS, slowly and painfully.
Images flickered briefly in his mind as he struggled for command of his memory: turbaned fighting-men leaping from deck to deck, brandishing curved swords
 
the tip of his own blade drawing a great gout of blood from a man’s neck
 
the oarsmen rising up, rattling the shackles which held them in a mad cacophony of delight
the reek of blood and sweat and fear
the blinding light
and then the darkness
 
HE FOUND THAT he was lying on a stone floor beneath a window, close enough to the wall to be shadowed from the bright light which streamed through it. His hands were bound behind him, and when he tested the strength of the rope the burning pain told him that he had already struggled hard against their confinement, making the skin of his wrists very sore. His head was pounding and his right shoulder was aching badly, as if his collar-bone had been broken.
He could not remember the blow which had knocked him senseless. He had been backed up against the mizzen mast of the galley, defending himself with his slender sword - all too slender, it had seemed, against the scimitars of the pirates. The Estalian sailors had been hopelessly outnumbered to begin with - more so once the attackers had broken the chains which confined the rowers, fully three-quarters of whom were slaves or felons only too eager to join the fight against their masters. The pirates had brought two dhows and a light brigantine from a concealed harbour, and with the wind blowing from the land had overhauled the Estalian galley with absurd ease.
Orfeo remembered that his blade had drawn blood from at least three opponents, one of whom had surely been killed - but that had not made the attackers angry enough to murder him. They fought for profit, not for the pleasure of slaughter, and were well accustomed to sacrificing a man or two of their own in order to harvest a good crop of human flesh, ready for the auction-block. He wondered whether it might have been better to have received a fatal blow, but he knew that it was only the pain in his head which made him regret being alive. He had been a prisoner before, and a slave too - though never in such an alien land as Araby. In time, he might be free again, if only he could conserve his strength and his cunning.
He had no shortage of either.
He turned over, so that he was no longer facing the blank wall beneath the window. The room was not well-furnished, but was certainly no dungeon. It was carpeted, with thicker rugs for sitting upon - which suggested that he was in the hands of men descended from the nomads of the great sand-sea, who had never cared for chairs.
There was one other person present - another prisoner, bound like himself and lying still, feeing the other way. It was the youngest of the Estalian sailors, a boy not yet out of his teens. Orfeo had to search his memory for the boy’s name, and remembered that his fellows had called him Maro. Orfeo called out to him, and was glad to see the youth stir in response.
Orfeo tried to get to his feet, propping himself up on his left elbow in order to avoid putting strain on his injured shoulder. He managed to clamber up, and glanced out of the window before going to the boy’s side. The window was high above stony ground, in a tower of some kind of citadel which looked over a precipitous cliff. The plain at the foot of the cliff was under cultivation, but the soil was very poor and the region arid; in the distance he could see the rocks and dunes of the Sahra - the great desert of Araby.
When Orfeo stirred the youth’s body with his boot Maro opened his dark eyes. They were glazed and very weary, but Orfeo saw that he was not badly hurt. He too had been knocked unconscious by a cudgel, applied with sufficient skill to avoid damaging the goods.
‘Where are we?’ whispered the boy, the direction of his stare darting about the room as soon as he was able to see clearly again. Orfeo knelt down, and then moved - not without difficulty - to a sitting position.
‘I cannot say for sure,’ said Orfeo, ‘but I think it is the citadel of Arjijil, which is an infamous nest of pirates. The fortress is said to be impregnable, and it houses the servants of one who styles himself Caliph of Mahabbah and Lord of the Twin Seas. His fame has undoubtedly spread to the Estalian Kingdoms.’
‘Oh yes,’ said the boy, bitterly. ‘I have heard of him. He demands tribute from the vessels which move in these waters - but our own ship was guaranteed safe passage by the Sultan of All Araby himself! The captain carried his seal!’
Orfeo smiled grimly. ‘A seal impressed on a document is only as good as the men who will respect it,’ he said. ‘I do not think the Sultan will be too disappointed by its failure. Our cargo will make its way to him in any case, and I do not think he will care so very much what merchant takes the profit from its sale. Of course, he will send messages to your masters in Almagora expressing his alarm at the loss of their ship, with extravagant promises of revenge to be taken by his armies upon the perpetrators of the vile act - but somehow, I do not think that Arjijil will yet be crushed by his wrath.’
Maro stared at Orfeo while he spoke, not quite able to follow the line of the argument. He tried to sit up, and eventually managed it; he seemed to have gathered fewer bruises than Orfeo, and probably had not joined in the fight aboard the galley in any serious fashion.
‘What will become of us?’ he asked.
‘We will be sold,’ said Orfeo, as gently as he could. ‘They have put us here together because they do not know quite how to value us. You are young, unseasoned as a sailor, and they may hope to find a cleverer use for you than to put you to the oar. I am an unknown quantity, and they will want to know my skills. They will come soon to question us, and you may care to ask yourself what answers you will give.’
Maro thought about this for a moment or two. Orfeo could see that there would be little point in advising the boy to invent an elaborate lie in the hope of finding easier employment. With luck, it might not be necessary - the youth had not the power in his arms and legs to make a useful rower, and would probably be sold as a household servant. As for himself, he had no particular need to plan and practice his lies. Improvisation had always come naturally to him, and lies came ever more easily to his lips than the truth.
‘What answers will you give?’ asked the boy, plainly hoping for a good example.
‘I will give them an honest account of my nature and skills,’ Orfeo said. ‘I will tell them that I was a passenger on the ship, bound for the great cities of Araby, where I hoped to amuse rich men with songs and stories, and learn some new tales which, in the course of time, I might bring back to the lands of Estalia and Bretonnia, and to the Empire itself.’
And it is an honest account, Orfeo added, within the silence of his own thoughts, as far as it goes.
After a moment’s pause, the boy said: ‘I beg you, sir, will you speak for me also? I know not what to say.’
Orfeo did not want to be unkind, but neither did he want to accept any responsibility for the boy. He would have said no, as diplomatically as he could, but before he could speak the door of the room was thrown open. As he turned to see who had entered, the thought flitted through his mind that a plea unrejected would seem to the boy a plea accepted, but there was no opportunity to say anything further. He could do no more than say to himself that he must do what he was able for the youth, provided only that he did not compromise his own position.
Three men came into the room. All wore turbans after the customary fashion of all the Arabs, and all had the coloured jackets, wide trousers and soft slippers which were worn indoors in these parts. One of the three, however, had garments much finer in quality than the others, and though he wore no jewellery or embroidery of golden thread it was easy to see that he was a man of importance. The others, though they carried no scimitars, were plainly bodyguards; the fact that they carried no weapons was a quiet boast to the effect that their skill in the arts of combat was such as to make mere blades unnecessary.
The guards took up positions to either side of the door, while the third man came to look down at the two captives. Orfeo studied him closely. His skin was darkened by the sun and his eyes were equally dark, and to a casual glance he looked every inch the Arab, but Orfeo could see that the cast of his features was somewhat different from the Arab type. Orfeo was not altogether surprised by this. Shipmasters from Estalia and the Border Princes who elected to turn pirate often came to this ragged coast, where there were abundant harbours for shallow boats. In order to be reconciled with the stern priests of Araby they were required to ”take the turban” and swear devotion to the Arabs’ single god, but that was no great hardship to men who were used to offering prayers to any deity which seemed appropriate to the moment.
‘But this will not do,’ said the pirate, in a silky voice. ‘We are civilized men and must talk in the fashion of civilized men.’ So saying he took a small knife from his sleeve and reached down to cut the bonds which secured Orfeo’s wrists. Then he did the same for the boy, and signalled with his hands that they should sit cross-legged in the fashion of Arabic merchants taking tea to mark the conclusion of a deal. Orfeo assumed the position easily, but the boy - who was used to chairs - seemed very uncomfortable.
The pirate also sat down, facing them both. Without turning round he clapped his hands once, and one of his guards opened the door wider, to allow the entrance of a servant carrying a silver tray. Upon the tray were a jug of tea and three shallow cups, each with two handles. No one said a word until the servant had poured out the tea. Orfeo was very thirsty, but he did not reach for his cup until the other man had picked up his own. Orfeo was not moved by this demonstration of politeness to doubt that he was still a prisoner, intended for a slave. He knew when someone was toying with him.
‘May we be allowed to know whose generous hand is thus extended to us, my lord?’ asked Orfeo, lifting the cup in mock-appreciation.
‘I am Alkadi Nasreen,’ replied the other, in the language of the Old World - adding, almost as an afterthought, ‘Caliph of Mahabbah and Lord of the Twin Seas.’
Orfeo was surprised, not so much that a man who termed himself Caliph should present himself in ungrandiose guise, but that a man who was not an Arab could have ascended to a high position in a land such as this.
Orfeo tried to sip from the cup, but the movement of his arm drew a shock of pain from his shoulder. He would have picked up the cup in his left hand, but knew well enough that among Arabs to do so would have been considered a kind of insult. Alkadi Nasreen noticed his distress.
‘It is a pity,’ he said, lightly. ‘You should not have tried to fight my men, knowing that your situation was hopeless. I have a good bone-setter, but a minstrel must take far better care of himself than this. You will be unable to play the lute for some time, I fear. You are a minstrel, are you not, Master Orfeo?’
Orfeo was not suprised that his captor knew his name. The crewmen of the galley who had laid down their arms to surrender would have been quick to buy favour with all the information that they captors could possibly desire to hear. When there is no alternative to slavery but piracy the wise mariner becomes upon the instant the very model of loyalty to the pirates’ cause.
‘I reserve the tide minstrel to the elves, my lord,’ Orfeo replied, ‘as they do themselves. But it is true that I play the lute, and know songs from many lands. I am a storyteller too, and have some little talent to amuse.’
‘And you are also a spy for the Lords of Magritta,’ said the Caliph, ‘sent to gather intelligence in the court of my master the Sultan. So, at least, I have been told.’
‘You are far too wise, my lord,’ said Orfeo, calmly, ‘to trust the fantasies of sailors, who are ever quick to believe that a man is more than he seems. I have been some time in Estalia, and when I amused the merchants of Magritta with my tales of Bretonnia and Albion some were generous enough to pay me in my own coin, with tales of the far lands of Araby - of Kamt and Teshert in the east, and Sud and Songhai in the south - and descriptions of the wonders of the Sultan’s court. It seemed to me that a man who could take such tales to the cold northern lands might make a little of them, by way of amusement. So I begged a passage from the captain of the ship from which you took me, who asked so little in terms of coin that when he looked to me for help in defending his vessel against marauders, I could not in all honour refuse.’
‘You killed one of my men,’ said the Caliph, sadly. ‘I do not think that was honourable, as you must have known that he was not attempting to kill you.’
‘He intended to make a slave of me, my lord,’ Orfeo pointed out, mimicking the playful manner of the other. ‘I am content to be the humble servant of all men, but I have a prejudice against becoming the slave of any one. You will understand, I know, that Oldworlders often do have such a prejudice - it is like their reluctance to submit the world to the dominion of one god, though they are ready enough to acknowledge the many.’
‘You have a clever tongue,’ said the other, lightly. ‘I am glad of it, for it will increase your price. I think, if I advertise your skills appropriately, that the Caliphs of Kamt - who value the arts above all men - might compete to buy your talent to amuse. If only you had not hurt your arm
but no matter. I know to my cost that you have a little skill with the rapier - have you perchance any skill in magic also?’
‘I fear not,’ said Orfeo.
‘Yet we took a curious amulet from your pack,’ the other countered, ‘and a scroll inscribed in letters unknown to me. Are these not magical?’
‘Mere trinkets,’ Orfeo replied. ‘In my hands, at least. No doubt you have given them to your wizards - if they find any virtue in the medal or the script, they will be fortunate indeed, for I never could.’
‘But you can read,’ said Nasreen, his voice becoming somewhat less soft. ‘And write too, I suppose.’
‘I can read my own tongue,’ Orfeo agreed, ‘but my fingers are cleverer by far in plucking the strings of a lute than plying the quill. I am a fearfully clumsy scribe, even without the hurt to my shoulder.’
The Caliph smiled, humourlessly. ‘A pity,’ he said. ‘You might in time have risen to a high position had you all the skills of wisdom. Even a slave may become a vizier, if he proves himself worthy.’
‘Alas,’ said Orfeo, making no attempt to hide his levity, ‘my wisdom is a humbler sort, not fit for politics at all, and I do not think I would look so well in a turban as I do in a simple cap.’
The pirate king finally looked away from Orfeo, to stare at Maro. The boy had relaxed a good deal, though the tea had not been to his taste and he had laid down the cup without taking more than a sip. He had been watching the exchange betwen Orfeo and the Caliph in some perplexity, and had obviously inferred from their apparent ease that his situation was not so desperate as it had seemed.
‘What is your name?’ asked Nasreen.
‘Marcantonio Giraldi, sire,’ replied the boy. ‘I am called Maro by my friends.’ ,
‘I think Maro will suffice,’ said the other. ‘You will not need your father’s name in these lands, and even without it, four syllables would be a luxury for a slave. But you, also, might qualify for a favoured position if the One God wills it. The King of Songhai - who is a powerful ruler indeed - has such eclectic tastes that he has more eunuchs in his harem than wives. I make shift to find him suitable boys whenever I can, and you have a smooth skin, of a colour which he would think unusual. No doubt you served your fellows in the ship as whoreboy, and have some elementary skill in the crafts which he would teach you.’
Orfeo saw that Maro’s skin had taken on a paler hue than was usual, but could not tell whether it was merely the thought of castration which alarmed him, or whether the entire prospect laid before him was abhorrent. He remembered the plea for aid which he had not had time to refuse.
‘Do not frighten the boy, my lord, I beg you,’ he said. ‘This is a mariner, not a catamite, and you would surely do better to train him for a pirate than sell him for a plaything. Let him keep his courage, and one day he may be a captain for you. It is plain to see that Estalian birth is not sufficient to prevent a man from rising in the ranks of Aijijil, even to the Barbary Throne itself.’
The last was said with a very slight hint of insult, to draw the Caliph’s attention away from the question of the boy’s fate. When the dark man answered, though, his tone was free of any sense of injury or offence.
‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘My voice will always give me away, when I speak the Oldworlder tongue. My Arabic is very fluent, and the desert men readily take me for one of their own, but you are a travelled man, and can read my features with a practised eye. Yes, I am of the oldest stock of that world which calls itself old, and I own that I was not above the age of this meek boy when first I took the turban. But I was a fighting man even then, and far more a warrior than a mariner. Little Maro, if I judge him right, is not even an accomplished thief.’
Maro opened his mouth as if to affirm that indeed he was, then suddenly wondered if it was really a wise thing to do. Being unable to decide, he did the worst thing of all, and neither confirmed nor denied the charge.
‘You see,’ said Alkadi Nasreen to Orfeo, ‘no pirate, born or made. I do not train my captains - they earn their station before they humbly beg to join the fleet of Arjijil. But there is no need to hasten to a judgment, for I have already decided that you will be my guests for a while, until I know what is best to do with you. Your broken bone must be set and healed, Master Orfeo, and I am not displeased by the prospect. It is a long time since I was in Estalia, and your talent to amuse will surely find some exercise in reminding me how wise I was to quit its shore.’
‘I am certain that you receive regular news from Magritta,’ said Orfeo, ‘but it is possible that in my travels I have called at other places which you knew. In which of the many kingdoms were you born, my lord?’
Orfeo saw that the Caliph’s face was straitened by this question, as if the memory of his birthplace did not please him.
‘I doubt that you have been there,’ he said, darkly. ‘It is but a tiny realm, on the further reaches of the river called Eboro. Its name is Zaragoz.’
Even Orfeo had not sufficient skill to hide his start of shock.
‘Say you so?’ he said, his voice hardly above a murmur. ‘I will confess that I am very surprised to hear it. It happens, my lord, that I have been in Zaragoz, less than two years since. What befell me there is not among my happier memories, though I have consoled myself with the thought that I might one day shape it into a useful story.’
Nasreen’s stare was different now in its quality, and Orfeo knew that he was not the only one taken by surprise. It was clear that the Caliph was wondering whether this might be a mere trick intended to win his sympathy, but it was equally clear that the bold pirate king wanted to believe him, and that he would indeed be interested to hear of recent events in Zaragoz. In one sense, this was a good thing for Orfeo to learn, but the matter was not without its hazards.
‘And how does Zaragoz fare?’ asked the Caliph of Mahabbah and Lord of the Twin Seas, with a curious coldness in his tone. ‘Is the son of diAvila well, and do his people love him better than they loved his father?’
‘It is a long tale,’ said Orfeo, carefully, ‘and has more in it than you might expect. I beg your permission to tell it in my own way, when you have made proper time for it. But I will say this, since you ask: Marsilio diAvila, if he is the son that you mean, was called a tyrant by his people. I will tell you also that his reign is at an end
and that my story includes an account of its ending.’
When he had made this speech, Orfeo let his breath out very gently, not sure for a moment or two how accurately he had judged his audience or how cunningly he had planned his advertisement. There was no cause for alarm, for the face of the Caliph of Mahabbah showed plainly enough the extent of his fascination as he came abruptly to his feet.
‘You are right, Master Minstrel,’ he said. ‘I must make time for this, and hear it all. But you must swear to tell me true, for this is a matter which means more to me than you know. I swear by the One God that I will not punish you, should it transpire that you are the bearer of news that hurts me, and I swear also that if I have cause to be pleased in what I hear, then you and this boy will receive fair treatment in Arjijil.’
Orfeo stood up, so that he could look the other man in the eye again.
‘I will swear,’ he said, ‘by your One God or by any of the gods to whom we pay homage in the Old World.’
The Caliph nodded. ‘Swear by Morr and Manann,’ he instructed. ‘The god of the sea and the god of death. Though they are false gods here, I would be content to hear a man like you swear by their names.’
‘I so swear,’ said Orfeo, calmly. ‘By Morr and Manann, I give you my word that I will tell you the truth of that which happened in Zaragoz when I was there. I will give as full and honest an account as any man could.’
The man who styled himself Alkadi Nasreen - but had surely owned another name in his boyhood - nodded in acknowledgement.
‘I will send food and clothing,’ he said, ‘and pallets on which you both may sleep. Water too, so that you may bathe. When the time is made, I will send for you.’
He left the room then, and his guards with him. Orfeo felt his spirits lifting, and was glad to raise his left hand to rub the back of his head where he had earlier been struck down. Then he knelt, to pour more tea from the pot which still remained on the floor. He heard that two bolts were drawn on the outside of the door, to secure him in his prison, but it did not trouble him at all.
‘Were you really in Zaragoz?’ asked Maro, in a way which suggested that he hardly dared believe it.
‘That I was,’ Orfeo replied, in a low tone. ‘I could not dare to pretend, even though he cannot have been there for thirty years and more. Nor do I dare invent a tale, when further news might soon arrive from other lips than mine. But I wish I knew what name his father gave him, so that I might tailor the cloth of honesty to suit it. Do not bless your luck too eagerly, friend Maro, for the fate which has entangled your future with mine may yet prove unkind to us both!’
 
SOME HOURS LATER, Orfeo stood at the window of his lofty residence, watching the sun set over the desert at the right-hand edge of the horizon.
The wind had whipped enough of the desert sand into the air to colour the sun blood red, and that coloured light painted the desert in much darker and more varied hues than the blaze of noon. Long shadows showed where the ridges ran and where the tall palms stood about the wells. He could see a camel-train making its slow way south, making the most of the evening sun after a long afternoon spent sheltering from the day’s worst heat. Perhaps it was carrying goods looted from the ship which had brought him unexpectedly to this blighted shore, bound for the King of Songhai and not for the Sultan after all.
The sand-sea of the Sahra was the second of those ”twins” over which the Caliph of Mahabbah claimed lordship, but any such claim was mere fancy. The desert was no man’s realm.
Would that I had been a spy for the Lords of Magritta, said Orfeo to himself. For they would have set me aboard a galley with a bombard in its bow, and a troop of pikemen to defend its decks. Alas, a man who has no missions but his own has no such luxuries to help him.
The bone-setter had come to attend his wound, and had with dubious authority pronounced that the bone was back in proper alignment. He had given Orfeo a sling for his arm and had firmly instructed him not to make much use of it - though he was well aware that the left hand could not stand in for the right when others were there to see.
If I had only ducked the other way, Orfeo thought, or gracefully accepted upon the crown of my head the first of those cudgel-blows which were aimed to knock me down, instead of striving to draw more blood while I awaited the second, I would have been a wiser man.
He seemed to hear another voice then, chiding him as it often had in his youth: Headstrong Orfeo. All-too-human in thy recklessness, as though thine heartbeat were a petty wardrum.
He had bathed himself, and dressed himself in a black leathern suit of his own, from the pack which had been sent to him. All his possessions were there, save only for his rapier. They were prepared to trust him with the knife which he used in eating, but not yet with an instrument whose only purpose was to carve human meat.
His lute was undamaged, and though Alkadi Nasreen’s magicians had surely copied the devices from the scroll which he carried they had taken care to preserve the original from any tear or mark. Maro’s possessions had come too, but they were poor in kind and their hosts had added to them a cotton shirt and a pair of loose trousers in the Arab style, which the boy was unashamed to wear. They were both well fed, but Orfeo could not yet be comfortable because his head still throbbed with the echo of the blow which had stunned him.
He had expected a summons before now, but the business of a pirate Caliph clearly had more duty in it than he might have supposed, and he was beginning to wonder whether his story might have to wait for the morrow. But when the sun had slipped so far below the horizon that only a thin arc of fiery red was left above the darkling hills he heard the bolts withdrawn again, and turned to see the person who entered.
It was a female house-servant, veiled after the fashion of her race - save that this veil was flimsy and transparent, revealing instead of hiding the features which it overlaid.
‘Your pardon, sire,’ she said, ‘but you must come with me.’
Orfeo bowed politely, and passed through the door which she held for him.
The corridors of Arjijil’s citadel wound round its walls in complex fashion; their walls were sometimes brick and sometimes stone, sometimes whited and sometimes decorated with rugs and hangings, lit by huge candles nestling in their alcoves. They passed a dozen scurrying servants and a few men-at-arms, such as might have been seen in any castle of the Old World, made so alike to Oldworlders by the shadowy light that only their turbans accurately betrayed their true location.
Eventually, the girl brought Orfeo to his destination. It was a small chamber, and not as sumptuous as he might have expected of the humblest of a Caliph’s private apartments. To his surprise, Orfeo found that it had a high table and upholstered chairs, sturdy enough for the home of an imperial man of business. Furthermore, there was a jug of wine upon the table, and goblets of crystal. Between them stood a candelabra of Bretonnian manufacture, with three long candles only just alight. In taking the turban, it seemed, the man who now called himself Alkadi Nasreen had not forsworn entirely the habits of his former life.
‘Sit down,’ said the Caliph, when the servant had gone. ‘I have seen to it that we will not be disturbed. The night is the proper time for men to talk, and I have coats in case it should grow cold when the sun is too long gone. And if your tale should be so long in the telling that it exhausts the dark hours
well then, I trust that you will leave it at a proper point, so that we may take it up again when the night frees us yet again from the burdens of my kingship.’
Orfeo sat down, and the other poured wine into his cup. ‘If it is not good,’ he said, ‘you must blame the captain whose generosity you repaid with your swordplay. It was his own, reserved for his private use. He cannot use it now, for our wise priests have banished wine from the land, saying that the will of the One True God is such that men may only lighten their heads with hasheesh and opium. I agree entirely with their discretion, for bad wine is not fit for any man to drink, and the good is far too precious to be wasted. Your health, Master Minstrel!’
Orfeo drank from the cup, fearing not in these surroundings to use his left hand to lift it. He found the wine altogether agreeable, though by no means of the very best.
‘Thank you, my lord,’ he said. ‘The desert wind dries a man’s throat, if he is not used to its bite. But I wish you would not call me minstrel.’
‘I had forgotten,’ said the Caliph, though Orfeo did not believe him. ‘I judge from your niceness in labelling that you have had close dealings with elves.’
‘I was raised as a foundling by wood elves in the deep Bretonnian forest,’ Orfeo explained. ‘But as soon as I grew old enough to fend for myself I left them - it was all too plain that I was not of their company. My foster father taught me the lute and gave me my name - to have taken the title of minstrel also would have seemed a kind of theft, for I had heard and seen the real minstrels
more of them, perhaps, than any margrave of the Empire.’
‘I have heard it said that the wood elves are fearsome warriors and clever magicians,’ said the pirate lord, casually.
‘Then you have heard mistaken rumours,’ Orfeo countered. ‘The folk I knew were more peaceful by far than the men among whom I have moved in recent times. They reserved their bows for hunting game, and such magic as they had was to conceal them within the forest, and to help the forest bear such fruit as it could. They had better lives than the warlike, and they made me a lover of peace as well as freedom.’
‘And a lover of their quiet magic, too?’
‘Their magic was their own, my lord,’ Orfeo told him, with some impatience at being so artlessly tried, ‘and not such as to be trusted to a human foundling. They kept me for a while; they never sought to make me one of their kind.’
‘A pity,’ said the Caliph, levelly. ‘But let us not talk of your youth. It is your sojourn in Zaragoz which interests me. Many years have passed since I saw a man who had been in Zaragoz, and though I thought I had laid its memory to rest, I find that my curiosity waited only for the spark to set it afire - for what reason I may explain to you when I have heard what you have to tell. I beg you to leave out nothing, for I would know all that you know, in the richness of its every detail.’
‘And so you shall,’ said Orfeo, signing with his right hand that the other should take his seat.
When the Caliph lifted his cup again, and drank from it, Orfeo cleared his throat and began. ‘Orfeo,’ he said, ‘had walked beneath the hot sun for many an hour, along the north shore of the river Eboro
‘
‘You tell the story as if it had happened to another,’ said the Caliph, uneasily, ‘although the name which you use is your own. Why do you not say ”I had walked” as any other man would?’
‘It is not the proper way to make a story,’ said Orfeo, gently. ‘And the feet that a story is true does not mean that it should cease to be a story. When a man says ”I did this” and proceeds to tell you about the bravo whom he bested in a fight, or the fish which he landed from the stream, does he not often lose the truth in self-aggrandizement? If I am to tell you most precisely what happened, then I must look at this man who was myself with a dispassionate eye, to weigh what he did and why as though his lack of heroism and cleverness were neither here nor there. Otherwise, the temptation to remake him in a finer image might prove too strong. I beg you, my lord of Mahabbah and the Twin Seas, to let me do this in the proper way.’
‘Very well,’ said the Caliph, though he sounded a fraction unsure. ‘I will not interrupt again.’
‘Well and good, my lord,’ said Orfeo, placidly. ‘And so: Orfeo had walked beneath the hot sun for many an hour
‘



PART ONE:
A WEB OF INTRIGUE



Chapter One
ORFEO HAD WALKED beneath the hot sun for many an hour, along the north shore of the river Eboro. It was a lonely place, without a proper path. There were no ferrymen’s stations on this reach of the river, for there were few travellers who passed this way. The paths which he had earlier followed through the forest were used only by woodcutters and hunters, who had little reason to cross the miles of barer land which separated them from the river’s course.
The Eboro was still fast-flowing here, not far from the foot of its descent from the eastern reaches of the Irrana mountains. It would slow in its paces as it described a long and lazy loop across the Estalian plain before quickening again into the gorges by which it navigated an unlikely path through the Abasko hills to reach the sea beyond Tobaro.
He had left the forest behind a little while ago, and was now in open pasturelands where sheep and goats were grazing. There were farms on the higher ground in the north, with orange groves and vineyards, from whose fields the animals could be driven down to the river to drink their fill. Where he walked the soil had been scoured away by flood water to leave a dry and sandy reach where thorny bushes and tall grasses grew in ragged clumps.
Ahead of him, he could see a road which descended from the farmland to meet the river at a place where it became calmer in its flow, and wider. The road and the river continued together, side by side, and Orfeo knew that it would bring him to a more populous land, and eventually to a town of some size.
Although the land to the south of the river stretched away very flatly to a far horizon Orfeo’s view of the land on the north shore of the river was still blocked by trees and low hills. He was surprised therefore, when he followed the road and the river around a leisurely bend, to see a single conical crag, which had not been visible to him before, loom upon that part of the horizon in a manner both striking and incongruous.
With lowlying land all around it this lone crag seemed not to belong to the landscape at all. It was as though some god carrying mountains to a place where they belonged had suffered an accident which chipped the peak from one of them, and had carelessly let it fall. Perched atop the crag was a citadel, but the rocky slopes beneath were too sheer to allow more than thirty or forty houses to cling there; thus, the town over which the castle stood was arranged in a tight ring about its base, confined by a low wall. The farms which fed it formed a greater circle, cut across one side by the river’s course.
Orfeo was glad to see the town, because he had slept in the open for three nights, and had exhausted his supplies of food. This was the first time he had come into the sprawling land called Estalia, and this was the first of its petty kingdoms whose people would have the pleasure of receiving him.
He had been told by the hillmen of Irrana that he could expect a proper welcome in Estalia, for its folk had the conceit to think themselves the eldest and most civilized race of all the men of the Old World, and were fond of music and tale-telling. The new dances which had recently become the fashion in the best cities of Bretonnia had been unknown in the strongholds of Irrana, but he knew that they would be popular in Estalia because he had met a northward-bound traveller of his own kind not three weeks since, who had listed a dozen kingdoms and dukedoms where the nobility were ever avid to make this new display of their gentility. That same man had told him that an important Estalian festival would soon fall due, called the Night of Masks, and had urged him to make what speed he could to reach a city of the plain before that day, when there would be a chance to earn a healthy wage with his lute and his voice.
When he first saw the lonely crag it did not seem so far to the town, but distances were deceptive in this level terrain and the lonely crag with its pale fortress seemed to grow no larger as he walked on. He never lost sight of the peak again, but the rest of the crag was often hidden from him by the crowns of trees which, though they grew in no great profusion, were aggregated in his line of sight by the flatness of the land.
While the town was still some miles away Orfeo came to a junction, where the river road met another which came from the northeast. Although it was not a proper crossroads, there being no southward extension, the place was marked by two things which were often placed at crossroads in that region: a signpost, and a scaffold. The one was a guide for honest travellers, the other a macabre warning to the highway robbers who all-too-often outnumbered them.
The signpost had only one arm, upon which was written only one name: ZARAGOZ. It pointed towards the invisible town and the all-too-obvious castle on the crag.
The scaffold, on the other hand, had two arms, and both bore messages, though neither had been written in the recent past. The corpses which hung there had been dried by the sun so that the flesh was shrivelled and leathery, the bones within barely connected by the rotting sinews. The legs were missing, having been stolen by scavenging beasts, but the wolves of the region plainly could not leap high enough to pull down all they might have desired.
There were two black carrion-birds sitting on one arm of the scaffold, and they watched Orfeo approach without apparent interest or alarm.
The scaffold was a sad and sorry sight, and as Orfeo came closer to it whatever life was left in his tired legs seemed to ebb away. He looked steadily into the black eyes of one of the ravens, which met his gaze with a morbid stare, as though to say: ‘The day might come when you are here beneath me, and I will come to tease what morsels I can from your pitiful human flesh.’
‘Not yet, my friend,’ said Orfeo, aloud. ‘Not yet.’ Caw, replied the raven, hoarsely, as it condescended at last to leave its station. Tiredly, Orfeo looked about for a place to rest, where he might hide from the sun and the scaffold for a while, until he could cheerfully continue his journey to the citadel of Zaragoz.
He saw a cluster of a dozen thin trees beside the road which came from the northeast. There was just enough shade within the stand to make a pleasant place to rest, and so he found a spot where he could lay down his pack, took a few frugal sips from his water-skin, and set his head against the bole of a tree.
He intended only to close his eyes for a few minutes, and not actually to sleep, but he had underestimated the extent of his fatigue. He drifted off into a dream.
He was awakened by the sound of voices, and came to himself with something of a start, realizing immediately that more time had passed than he had planned.
He sat up quickly, and looked for the angle of the sun to see how late it was. The day had less than an hour remaining before the sun would set, and he cursed silently - silently because there was something in the tenor of the voices he could hear which counselled caution. He came cautiously to his feet and looked out from the shelter of the trees to see what was happening.
There was a lone man backed up against the signpost which bore the name of Zaragoz. He was dressed in the habit of a priest - not a lightly-coloured costume such as most of the priests of these warm lowlands wore, but a darker one, such as priests in more northerly lands adopted. The hood was over his head, concealing his face. In his right hand he had a staff, which was plainer than the staffs which most spellcasters carried, rather resembling the kind of quarterstaff which was used as a weapon by the foresters of the north. The priest’s other hand clutched the strap of the pack he bore upon his back, which he seemed to be trying to shield from the attentions of a group of five men.
The men must have come upon him quickly, and three had already moved to block all the ways by which he might seek to make an escape. The fourth was moving cautiously forward to face the priest while the fifth hung back, close to the trees where Orfeo hid. All five of the bandits were armed - one with an axe, two with long knives and two with cudgels - but they were in no hurry to get to grips with the man they were threatening, and seemed to be a little in awe of him.
Orfeo was not surprised by this reluctance; even five-to-one might be unfavourable odds when common brigands sought to make victim of a spellcaster. Priests were usually frugal men, whose magical powers were limited, but this was presumably no local priest whose abilities were fully known, and there was no way by which his talents could be reliably estimated. In all probability, he was harmless, but there was a possibility that he was not - and without even knowing which god he served, the boldest and most desperate of robbers would be inclined to hesitate when the moment came to challenge him.
Orfeo drew the slender sword which was scabbarded at his belt.
He wanted only to have the weapon ready, and had no firm intention of rushing immediately to the aid of the fellow under siege, but the shiny blade caught the light of the lowering sun, and the man who stood close by picked up the gleam in the corner of his eye. He turned promptly, calling a warning to his fellows and lunging forward with the blade which he held. Orfeo had no difficulty turning the blow aside, and parried a second lunge with ease before thrusting with his own sword. The robber stumbled backwards hurriedly, realizing that he had a real swordsman to face - one who could kill him easily in fair combat.
The others had turned now, and as their companion hurried to place himself alongside the man with the axe Orfeo could see the profound unease in their faces. Their minds were already clouded by doubt, and now that they faced two strangers instead of one they were even less certain of themselves. They did not know what to do.
Orfeo knew that it was safer to help them make up their minds than trust to their discretion, for these were reckless men, whose very foolishness might make them dangerous. He did not doubt that he could outfence them all, but in a melee even an expert fighter might be hurt by an unskilled thrust.
He stepped quickly from his hiding-place, and said: ‘You are surely tempting fate when you choose to descend upon your prey beneath such a sign as this.’
With the tip of his sword he pointed to the broken corpses on the scaffold. His voice was light, its tone expressing amusement, though in truth his heart had begun to race.
The man with the axe took one step towards him, and Orfeo smiled. ‘I fear that I have no practice-sword,’ he said. ‘I must engage you with my blade, if you will it, and I think you have no more chance against its sting than you have against that man’s magic. No doubt there are many signposts to Zaragoz, as there seem to be so many silly fellows on its roads, so eager to dress the scaffolds that they let fat merchants pass, descending instead on men too dangerous to rob and too poor to be worth the robbing. Still, ‘tis a cleaner death to be cut than to be hanged, so come to me and I’ll make a neater end of you than any other you could hope to meet today.’
While he spoke, he stared full into the eyes of the brigand who had taken a step towards him, and was heartily glad to see the fragile courage melt from the other’s gaze.
It only needed one of the five to turn from his purpose to give the others what they sorely needed - advice to run away. The man with the axe was easily convinced that he would be all kinds of a fool if he elected to face Orfeo’s blade, and so he reversed the step which he had taken, and then turned on his heel to run along the road to the north, as fast as he could go.
His four companions did their very best to overtake him, but while Orfeo watched them, they did not manage to achieve that goal.
When they were out of sight, Orfeo returned to the trees to pick up his pack. Then he came back along the road to the place where the priest still waited, holding on to his pack. It was impossible to tell, now, whether he had been frightened, or whether he had needed Orfeo’s help.
‘Highwaymen without horses,’ said Orfeo, drily. ‘I doubt they will make much progress in the art of theft.’
‘This is as poor a realm for thieves,’ replied the priest, in a voice equally dry, ‘as it is for aught else. The sun-dried land offers poor sustenance to those who must break their backs to till and plant it. Zaragoz might be reckoned the least of all the kingdoms in Estalia - and the richness of robbers’ prey must in the end be determined by the richness of the soil.’
Orfeo tried to look more closely at the other man’s face, but the hood’s shadow was too deep. He caught a glimpse of bronzed skin and a remarkably hooked nose, but could not yet see the priest’s eyes or mouth. Nor did the other make any effort to show himself, seemingly content to hide from all the world. He was a big man, though - almost as tall as Orfeo, whose height was unusual, and more sturdily built than the player.
Orfeo sheathed his sword, and told the other his name. He did not say anything about what manner of man he was, or where he was bound, but he knew that the lute which was strapped to his pack would identify him as an itinerant entertainer.
‘Are you bound for Zaragoz?’ asked the priest, without immediately revealing his own name.
‘I believe that I am,’ answered Orfeo. ‘There is certainly no other town which I could reach before sunset, and its name was included in a list which was read to me by another man of my profession. They know the new dances there, I think, but have no expert players of their own to lead them. Perhaps the king will be glad to see me.’
‘Zaragoz has no king,’ said the priest, ‘but only a Duke. I am not sure that the present Duke is the sort of man to give liberal welcome to a travelling musician, but it is not for me to judge. His castle is a dour place which would certainly gain from a measure of your art.’
‘Then you know the town?’ said Orfeo, courteously. ‘You are bound for its temple, perhaps - or one of its shrines?’
‘I do not think that there are shrines of the Gods of Law in that town,’ replied the other. ‘But I own that I have not been there for many years. My name is Arcangelo, and I would be honoured if we could walk the road together.’
Orfeo was mildly puzzled by this speech, but did not let his doubt show in his face. He knew little enough of the Gods of Law and their followers, and could not easily judge what mission such a one might have, though he had heard of the exploits of servants of the god Solkan, master of witchfinders. Solkan’s priests were wrathful men, ever eager to take arms against the viler kinds of sorcery, and if this Arcangelo was of their company he might not be the most comfortable of companions. But he seemed mild enough for the moment, and the road was clearly unsafe for lone travellers. ‘I would be glad if you could tell me a little of Zaragoz,’ said Orfeo, as the two moved off together. ‘My road will eventually take me to the southern lands, but I do not know how quickly I should hurry on my way. I have heard that there is a feast-day called the Night of Masks, and I wonder whether I should wait in Zaragoz until it comes, or pass through to a richer realm.’
The priest did not answer immediately, but seemed lost in thought. In the end, though, he said: ‘It is too late to cross the river tonight. As you have said, you must spend this night at least in the town. If what happened just now is a true indication of the safety of the road, we must look for a secure lodging within its walls. But as to the matter of your staying beyond tomorrow, I am reluctant to give you advice.’
Orfeo thought this reluctance something of a calculated mystery, but did not want to press the man.
‘You are right about the road,’ he said. ‘Stupid thieves are, alas, more to be feared than clever ones, who would easily have judged that our packs are not worth taking.’
Arcangelo made no answer to this, but when they had walked on a little way he said: ‘You are Bretonnian, are you not?’
Orfeo did not mind that the other was suspicious of him, and hastened to put him at his ease. ‘I am,’ he said. ‘But I have spent time in the Empire too, and these last few months I have been in the highlands of Irrana. Of the ways of Estalia I know little or nothing.’
‘I know more of them than most,’ replied the priest, with a slight bitterness in his voice, ‘but I have not been in this realm for many years. I wish that I could hope to find it changed, but the rumours which reach other realms give no encouragement to such a hope. I too have been in the mountains of Irrana; even there the people had heard of Marsilio diAvila and his reputation for cruelty. He is the Duke now, having succeeded his father six or seven years ago. The father, whose name was Ruffino, was a hard enough man who took a savage way with his enemies - of which he had not a few - but the son, they say, is worse.’
‘It is the way of common men to complain about those who rule over them,’ said Orfeo, in a colourless manner. ‘Every man is a tyrant to his enemies.’
‘Perhaps,’ said Arcangelo. ‘But Zaragoz has ever been a troubled realm. The Dukedom is the object of a dispute, and has been for centuries. The diAvilas argue that the right to rule has always been theirs, but some claim that the rightful rulers come from a family named Quixana, whose members have sometimes sat upon its throne. This means that those who come to dislike the man who rules have a ready-made cause with which to ally themselves, and it means that those who rule are always fearful of pretenders who may take arms against them. It is a situation which breeds fear, and that fear has sometimes erupted in violence.’
‘I have heard of such disputes,’ said Orfeo. ‘They play a sad part in some of the stories which I know.’
‘A sad part indeed,’ agreed the priest. ‘Such arguments are running sores which fester while they are passed from generation to generation. The lineages of the feuding families of Zaragoz have been intricately tangled by complex patterns of intermarriage, and in the time of the old duke many who were innocent of any intention to challenge his rule suffered by virtue of the names which they bore. If there are Quixanas in the realm today they go by other names, and are careful to choose substitutes which will not give them away. How anxious Marsilio may be about these hidden enemies I do not know, but if you stay in Zaragoz and play in the castle, you must be careful to guard your tongue.’
‘Still,’ said Orfeo, ‘feuds or no, these Estalian princes are civilized men, are they not? I can amuse them with a tale or two, I have no doubt. And if a man of Law has come to the town, it will surely become a safer place for honest men than it was before.’
This was only a jest, but it induced the priest to turn and face him, briefly. The movement made his hood slip back a little, so that Orfeo saw the man’s features clearly for the first time. He was only a little older than Orfeo - perhaps forty-five years old - and what hair he had was still black, though it was reduced to a thin fringe around a great bald pate. His thin nose was rather crudely-shaped, and his brow-ridges, still thick with black hair, were very pronounced. His eyes were as black as coals, and he seemed altogether the sternest man that Orfeo had ever seen.
‘There are no shrines to the gods of Law in Zaragoz,’ he said. ‘But there may be good men there who will give me welcome, for there is a sore need of Law in the realm. As to whether my coming will make it a safer place, I must say that I cannot promise it.’
‘Perhaps my coming will help to calm the town,’ said Orfeo, though he felt that his jesting was not being received in the proper spirit. ‘Music is a soothing art, and when men invest their energies in dancing, they have a little less to spare for quarrelsome pursuits. Even the noisy hillmen of Irrana were more cheerful when I left them than when I found them.’
‘I hope you are right,’ said the priest, ‘but I fear that you must have received less thanks than you deserved for the gifts of good cheer which you brought to the mountain men. There is little enough coin in Irrana to be spared for men like you - you must have sung for meagre suppers these last few weeks.’
‘Aye,’ said Orfeo, cheerfully. ‘But the hillmen in their little forts are as hungry for tales of mischief and derring-do as any men in the world, and I amused them. They were good enough hosts, by my reckoning. If the Duke of Zaragoz is as generous within his limits as they were within theirs, I will be pleased to meet him.’
The other looked away, then, to look at a raven which swooped low across their path and disappeared between two thorny bushes which grew beside the road. As the dark man turned he said one thing more, voiced so low that Orfeo could not have heard it had his ears not been exceptionally keen.
‘You little know what his limits are,’ the priest had murmured to himself, ‘and I think that he does not know them himself.’
But when he looked at Orfeo again, what he said aloud was quite different. He said: ‘I wish you good fortune in Zaragoz, my friend - but I say again, beware. Its noblemen have more to hide than most when they don their carnival masks, and that night when they put them on might be far less joyous than they intend it to be.’



Chapter Two
THEY REACHED THE western gate of Zaragoz soon after sunset, with the twilight fading quickly from the sky. The two guardsmen at the gate watched them go through, but offered no challenge - they seemed too lazy even to be curious.
Orfeo allowed his new acquaintance to lead him through the streets, looking about him as they went. They had the customary stink of town-streets everywhere, but they were not badly made, being adequately levelled and having solid pavements. Even the smaller streets had central ditches which served as sewers, though the water which was supposed to carry away the rubbish and other excrement was very sluggish in its flow. The fact that the sewers were there at all was a mark of civilization, for many towns of this size relied on muck-carts to collect the nightsoil and the animal-droppings, and carry them away to the distant fields.
The streets were narrow, but not too crowded - only on feast-days and market-days, when the labourers descended in a swarm from the surrounding farmlands, would the town fill up to the real limit of its capacity.
Arcangelo led his companion into the inner courtyard of a tavern, saying: ‘This will serve our purpose for tonight. Tomorrow, if you wish it, there will be an opportunity for you to advertise your skills at one of the houses on the hill - perhaps at the castle itself.’ Orfeo was content to let the other be his guide, and they hired a room with two beds, with no third party to share. Having deposited their loads, they descended again to the main room of the inn, where the priest asked for a loaf of bread, a half-cheese and a jug of wine. He asked Orfeo to share the meal with him, and Orfeo agreed. No mention was made of this being payment for the assistance which Orfeo had offered on the road, though the cleric appeared to feel that his was the obligation.
They took a table in the corner, and put their knives to work in cutting the bread and the cheese. While they ate, Orfeo took stock of the surroundings. The room was cramped, the innkeeper having crowded in far more furniture than his present custom required. The only other customers as yet were five townsmen, three of whom were huddled about one table, engrossed in gambling with dice, while the other two sat together at another. These two made little pretence of conversation, and no secret of their curiosity regarding the two strangers, at whom they stared in a rude manner. Orfeo did not mind that - his way of life was to be looked at and listened to.
The innkeeper was sparing with his candles and the room was ill-lit. The black wooden beams which supported the ceiling seemed huge because of the shadows they cast in the spaces between them, and whenever a candle-flame flickered in a draught those shadows would move in a sluggish fashion which seemed oddly ominous. Though the room was quiet and the customers very ordinary, Orfeo could not help but feel that there was some tension just beneath the surface of things.
While they were still at their meal three newcomers arrived - men dressed in a uniform livery which Orfeo took to be that of the Duke’s militia. They were plainly off-duty, but were wearing their swords nevertheless. They called for wine, and set to drinking it with the avidity of men whose sole intention was to become intoxicated, though one of them quickly deserted his comrades to join in the game of dice.
Two street-women came in then, and promptly joined the soldiers, accepting a meagre ration of their wine as a token fee in anticipation of negotiations to be later taken up. The women had spared the two strangers but a single glance, apparently losing interest when they saw that one was a priest, but Orfeo noticed that one of them cast several covert glances in his direction, measuring him carefully. He did not mind that - women usually liked him, and he loved to be liked by them - but he made no gesture of encouragement.
Arcangelo sipped his wine slowly. He had put his knife away when he finished his meal, and whenever he put his tankard down he knitted his bony fingers together and sat quite still - he was clearly no man for fidgeting! The priest was in no hurry to go up to his bed, and though he seemed to be lost in private thought Orfeo observed that he was watching very carefully all that was happening in the room. Orfeo sat quite still also, with his hands in his lap, wondering what it was that his companion might be waiting for.
The shadows overhead moved languidly, as though they too were waiting.
Everything seemed dull and orderly, but Orfeo could feel something simmering behind the facade. Even so, he was most surprised when the change did come, by the rapidity with which two tiny seeds of dissent grew into an outburst of violence.
The soldier who was dicing had begun a losing streak the minute he sat down to join the game, and was cursing the dice as men often do in such circumstances, complaining that they had been bewitched to rob him. In the meantime the street-women, dissatisfied with the portion of the wine which had been given to them, were hinting that necessity might drive them to seek entertainment elsewhere. The one who had earlier studied Orfeo in a secret manner now began to do so more openly, in order to make an argument of her interest, but the soldiers did not take kindly to this gambit, and made resentful remarks about the relative worth of regular customers and fly-by-nights.
When these two arguments began to flare up, Arcangelo - who had let his hood fell back upon his shoulders - became much stiffer in his seat. It seemed to Orfeo that the priest was keenly interested to see how the quarrels would go.
They went badly. The soldier at the game turned his curses from the dice to the townsmen, who retaliated by suggesting that if he could not win he ought to search his own soul for evidence of the sin which had lost him all favour with the gods. Meanwhile, the girl impatient with the other guardsman stood up in order to make good her threat to seek entertainment elsewhere, and was promptly pulled back with more than necessary violence.
Then the soldier at the game struck one of his fellow players with his fist, and the girl upturned a wine-jug on the head of her oppressor.
The dice-players moved hurriedly away from the table, clutching at coins and dice as the table was knocked over. The soldier dampened by the dregs of the wine - who was more insulted than soaked - changed his mind about pulling the girl towards him, and threw her away instead, with such force that she was catapulted across the room, tripping over one of the stools of which the room was overfull. She would have fallen heavily had not Orfeo risen swiftly to his feet and stepped forward to catch her.
Seeing this, the soldier who had thrown her reached for his sword. It was an instinctive action, and he probably did not intend to draw it, but one of the gamblers chose that moment to chase a rolling coin between the legs of a nearby stool, and pitched it over so that the seat caught the soldier a painful blow on the knee.
The man howled, and plainly felt that the sum of his indignities had now become too much to bear. He hauled the sword from its sheath and let out a loud cry of mingled anguish and anger, which was presumably intended to call his companions to arms.
Orfeo quickly placed the woman behind him, but did not reach for his own weapon; he had no wish to start a fight with servants of the Duke of Zaragoz. Instead he raised his hands in a placatory gesture. The enraged soldier took one step forward, but seeing that Orfeo was not disposed to fight he did not attempt to thrust at him with the sword, merely holding it in a threatening manner.
Arcangelo picked up his staff from the place where he had rested it and held it in front of him - not at all aggressively, but as if he sought to erect a symbolic barrier against the possibility of violence. The soldier’s angry gaze flickered from Orfeo to Arcangelo, and then back again, and he said: ‘Give the woman to me, or I’ll take the pair of you into custody.’
This statement was loudly delivered in order to be heard above the din, but as it was pronounced the noise stopped, and the last few words fell into a deathly silence. The soldier turned, to see what had happened to still the hubbub.
The door of the tavern was wide open, and in the doorway were two gentlemen. Both were young, about nineteen or twenty years of age. Their dress was not sumptuous but there was no mistaking their quality. Each wore a rapier at his side. They looked around the room with affected disdain, their eyebrows deftly raised to signify surprise.
‘A call to arms,’ said one, icily, ‘should not be raised in the course of a common brawl. Had it reached the ears of the officer of the watch, I believe there might be some here who would learn that lesson painfully.’
The gamblers who were scrambling about on the floor came slowly to their feet. The soldier sheathed his sword, and mopped with his sleeve at the wine which was trickling down his forehead.
‘Well and good,’ said the youth. He lifted his hand, and put out his forefinger. With the gentle pressure of that single finger he pushed the soldier out of the way, stepping past him to confront Orfeo and the priest.
‘I judge by your fair hair, sir,’ he said to Orfeo, ‘that you are far from your homeland. No doubt you have been lonely on the road, but you should not start a brawl in Zaragoz over the favours of some common whore. Her like is not in short supply, at this season.’
‘I could not agree more, my lord,’ said Orfeo, easily. ‘I did not seek to steal the pretty girl - she was hurled in my direction. I was merely anxious that she should not hurt herself by her fall. My name, sir, is Orfeo - I am a storyteller, and have some little skill with the lute, especially as a player for the dance. I dance far better than I fence, and would never seek to make a quarrel with such a sturdy fighting-man as this one here.’
The sturdy fighting-man in question had the grace to seem flattered by the compliment, and could not have suspected how very insincere it was.
‘I am glad to hear it,’ said the gentleman. ‘I am Don Rodrigo Cordova, and my friend is Don Theo Calvi. If what you say is true, then we are pleased to make your acquaintance, for we have no dancing-masters among our own poor players, and the Night of Masks approaches. I see that you do not have your lute about you, or I would ask that you play a song for us, to calm the heated tempers here - but there is no room for dancing in any case. If you will come to my house tomorrow, I will give you a better lodging than this, and a chance to show what you can do.’
Orfeo bowed. ‘You are very kind. I trust that I will be able to find the way.’
‘You will have no difficulty,’ Cordova promised. ‘I am well-known in the town, and anyone will direct you.’ He looked then at the quarterstaff, which was still placed as a barrier before the dark-cloaked priest. ‘It is not often,’ he observed, ‘that we see a walking-stick as heavy as that one.’
‘It is a Staff of Law,’ said Arcangelo, coolly. ‘I dare say that you have not seen its like before.’
Cordova raised his eyebrow again. ‘I have heard of the Gods of Law,’ he said. ‘But in Zaragoz, our noble Duke is the law, and we look to our gods to guide our hearts. We have shrines dedicated to Verena, though - perhaps her Clerics will give you a welcome, if you wish to seek your lost goddess within the confines of our humble realm. That is the mission which the priests of Law follow as they wander through the world, is it not?’
‘There is a goddess named Arianka, whose prison is sought by some of my kind,’ said Arcangelo. ‘But we have other gods too, who inspire us in other ways.’
When he said this, Cordova’s eyes narrowed slightly, and not in the same calculated way that his brow had been careftilly raised. Orfeo was surprised by that, for he had not thought to find this kind of Estalian gentleman sufficiently familiar with the gods of Law to take an inference from this remark. It appeared that Cordova, like Orfeo himself, had jumped to the conclusion that the priest was a servant of Solkan, patron of witchfinders. But the young man said nothing further on this matter, turning away instead to look at the townsmen and the soldiers, who had collected themselves by now and were watching closely.
‘It is sad,’ said Cordova, ‘that those who are appointed to keep the Duke’s peace should be so anxious to break it. If I hear of any more trouble in this quarter of the town, I will be forced to discuss it with the officer of the watch.’
Then he turned on his heel and went to the door, with Calvi following. He glanced back only briefly, to meet Orfeo’s gaze and favour him with the most unobtrusive of nods, to confirm that the storyteller should come to him on the morrow, and would be expected.
When the two noblemen had gone, the stools and tables which had been overturned were all set to rights. Orfeo heard resentful murmurs from some of the townsmen, who clearly had not liked Rodrigo Cordova’s manner, but nothing was said aloud - which may have signified that there was more than the usual risk in expressing open resentment of the aristocracy of Zaragoz.
The three soldiers left abruptly, taking their custom elsewhere. One of the women went after them, but the one who had landed in Orfeo’s arms would not follow her. Instead, she drew up a stool to sit at the table with the storyteller and the priest.
‘I might have hurt myself,’ she said, ‘if you had not caught me.’
‘So you might,’ replied Orfeo. ‘And we might all have taken a bruise or two, had it not been for that young man. Who is he?’
‘A distant kinsman of the Duke, and friend of the Duke’s son. He is said to be a favourite, and might one day marry Veronique, the Duke’s daughter.’
‘A fortunate prospect, no doubt,’ said Orfeo.
‘Oh yes,’ she replied, ‘Veronique is a great beauty. But some say that the Duke would do well to look further afield for a suitor, to make an alliance with another city.’
Orfeo thought it undiplomatic to enquire whether rumour said that the Duke might need alliance with another city in order to quell a rebellious spirit among his own people. Instead, he asked a safer question: ‘And is this Cordova a lover of song and the dance? I hope I may look to him to treat me generously, for I am in sore need of a little coin.’
He saw that she took the hint, but he saw also that she did not really care about the state of his pocket.
‘If you play well, sir,’ she said, ‘I am sure that there are those in Zaragoz who will take pleasure in your playing.’
And this was a prediction which seemed to be borne out, during that night at least.
 
NEXT MORNING, WHEN the sun had attained a comfortable height in the sky, Orfeo gathered his belongings together before setting out in search of Rodrigo Cordova’s house.
He bid Arcangelo a pleasant goodbye, and apologized lest he should have kept the priest awake during the night. Arcangelo assured Orfeo that he had slept very well and wished him luck in his dealings with Cordova. It seemed, in fact, that the priest liked his new acquaintance, for his manner seemed more open than it had been while they walked along the road together, and he asked if he might offer a word of advice. Orfeo said that he would be glad to receive it.
‘Zaragoz is a troubled kingdom,’ said Arcangelo. ‘That hill which you intend to climb is enmeshed by a web of intrigue whose complications you cannot begin to guess. Go carefully, my friend, and do not get caught by that web.’
‘I thank you,’ replied Orfeo, gravely. ‘It happens that I have had some experience in the noble houses of Bretonnia, where webs of intrigue gather dust in every corner and corridor. I hope that I am adept in avoiding them.’
‘I am glad to hear it,’ said the man of Law, ‘and I will be sorry if the trick of fate which brought us together on the road makes it difficult for you to follow my advice and exercise that skill.’
What the priest meant by this, Orfeo could not tell, but it caused him little anxiety as he set forth on his journey, because he did not expect to see the priest again.
Orfeo was not surprised to find that in order to reach the house where Cordova lived he had to carry his pack more than half way up the crag which loomed above the circlet of the city walls. Zaragoz was clearly a town where a family’s standing in society was closely correlated with its elevation above the level of the plain. In noticing this, however, he could not help but observe that some of the houses which perched high upon the rock seemed precarious by comparison with those which were set below on baser ground. One or two, in fact, had fallen into ruins, and the wrecked towers had been given for nesting-sites to jackdaws, which clustered about them in noisy flocks, and to ravens, which soared above them in more solitary fashion.
The road by which he climbed the mount was a narrow one, scarcely wide enough in some places to take a tradesman’s cart, and though it had a wooden rail erected on the outer edge it seemed less safe than it might have been made. A man who tried to ride a horse full-tilt from top to toe would certainly be hazarding his life, and a drunkard with his senses fuddled might easily find a way to fall to his death. But Orfeo was very sober, and the horses which passed him as he walked were picking their way most carefully, whether they were headed up or down.
There had been a moment when he waked after dawn when he had asked himself whether he really wanted to remain within the walls of Zaragoz, or whether he might better set himself on the road again - but having seen a little of the realm he had fallen prey, as he often did, to a certain curiosity about its people. He was, after all, a collector of stories, and in what he had so far been told of the city and its dour ruler he could sense the seeds of a tale. In any case, he had greatly admired the way in which Rodrigo Cordova, despite his tender years, had quelled the riot in the tavern. In that youth, he felt, there was the promise of a brave and clever man.
The person in question received Orfeo most courteously, and did not trouble to put his playing to any test, but immediately offered him the hospitality of his house for the day and the night, on condition that he would sing for his supper and play for the dance thereafter. To this Orfeo readily agreed, and Cordova asked his steward to see him safely lodged in the servants’ sleeping-quarters, which were the attics beneath the roof.
The room where he was placed was very tiny, but it had a real bed with legs instead of a straw pallet, and clean linen on it. A maid brought him warm water to wash himself, and when he had used it he put away the drab clothes in which it was his habit to travel, and put on brighter ones, more suited to the role which would be his that evening. Then - the steward having told him that he had the freedom of the kitchens and the narrow gardens around the house - he went downstairs again. He did not put on his sword, and kept his knife hidden beneath his tunic.
He ate a hearty breakfast, with better bread than he had tasted tor many days - the grain imported to the mountain strongholds of Irrana was usually of disappointing quality, and the best of it had been reserved for men of better quality than he. Then he sat for a while and amused the kitchen boys with a joke or two, while keeping an appraising eye on the prettiest of the maids.
In the afternoon, Cordova sent for him. The steward, whose name was Cristoforo, took him up to the room where he would play in the evening.
The young nobleman was waiting for him, with three companions. One was a man of middle age, who wore his years better than most. Though plain of dress he was a man of some dignity and station, and though he wore no weapon he had the carriage of a warrior and the sharp eye of a predator. The others were women, though one might as well have been called a girl, as she seemed no more than eighteen years of age. She was very beautiful, especially her hair, which was a most remarkable dark red colour - a hue which he had never seen before, even in the north, where ruddy hair was far commoner than it was among the darker folk of Estalia. The other lady, who was much older, must have been equally handsome in her youth, though in the ordinary mould of Estalian folk.
‘May I present the minstrel Orfeo,’ said Cordova to the three, with a certain pride. ‘I believe that I was fortunate to discover him, for he says that he is practised in playing for the dance.’ To Orfeo he said: ‘May I present the Lady Veronique, daughter of the Duke of Zaragoz; the Lady Marguerite Cordova, my mother; and Don Estevan Sceberra, a minister of the realm. The Lady Veronique is enthusiastic to hear you play tonight - she has promised that her brother will come, and that she will do what she can to persuade her father the Duke to attend. We shall have a good company, and a fine evening.’
Orfeo bowed to the lady.
‘You are a man of Bretonnia, I believe,’ said Sceberra. ‘Which town is your own?’
‘I have been for some time in Bretonnia,’ agreed Orfeo, ‘but I do not belong to any particular town. Indeed, I was twelve or thirteen years old before I ever saw the wall of a town. Nor am I, begging your pardon Master Cordova, a minstrel. I could not presume to the skill of an elf, though my art serves well enough for the accompaniment of such songs as humans sing, and for the better forms of dancing, too.’
The Lady Veronique smiled at this, but the man who had asked the question leaned forward with seeming impatience.
‘How well do you know the spellcaster in whose company you entered the town?’ he asked.
Orfeo made some display of his astonishment, though he was not entirely surprised to be asked the question, in view of what the priest had said to him when they parted.
‘Why, not at all,’ he said, glibly. ‘I met him on the road by a signpost to the east of the city. He had come from another direction, and was being chased by rude fellows who had some silly notion of robbing him. Though they ran away, we thought it safer to stay together until we were within the shelter of the city wall. Even here, we may have been in difficulties, had the young lord not come to our rescue.’
The dark man frowned, and said: ‘You have had a poorer welcome in our realm than we should like to give. We do what we can to discourage robbers and brawlers alike.’
‘I know it,’ replied Orfeo, smoothly. ‘The measure of your discouragement was plain to see on the scaffold beside the signpost, on the very spot where the bandits tried their luck.’
The frown changed briefly to a scowl, but that expression was wiped away within an instant as the man controlled himself.
‘I will have inquiries made,’ he promised. ‘I am entrusted by l he Duke to maintain order in this realm, and the Lady Veronique will think me a poor minister if I cannot do something in this matter.’
‘Don Estevan,’ said Rodrigo Cordova, mischievously, ‘is the master of our secret police.’
Sceberra did not seem pleased with the description, but did not dispute it directly.
‘It is my duty to discover the enemies of the realm,’ he said, ‘and to see that its bounds are secure. If a witchfinder comes to the town, the Duke is naturally interested to know his purpose, for he has his own wizards to preserve his people from such evil.’
‘I do not know that Arcangelo is a witchfinder,’ said Orfeo. ‘He said nothing to me of serving Solkan, though I believe that Solkan is the most widely-followed of the Gods of Law.’
‘Then you know something of this worship?’ said Sceberra, his voice like the crack of a whip.
‘I am a traveller,’ said Orfeo, evenly. ‘I meet many people, who worship many different gods. I know something of the Gods of Law, just as I know something of the Old Faith. I even know the names of such as Grungni and Liadrel, who are gods to other folk than human. Perhaps the priest is a servant of Solkan, but if he is, then good and honest men have no need to fear him. Perhaps he is in quest of Arianka’s prison, despite what he said last night. I do not think he is a violent man - although he may have been ready to use his staff on the road and in the tavern, it was only in his defence, and he did not attempt to repel his enemies with magic, as some priests might have done.’
The minister was no more impressed by this than by anything else that Orfeo had said.
‘Did he tell you where he came from?’ he asked, coldly. ‘Or whether he had been in Zaragoz before?’
‘He did not tell me his birthplace,’ Orfeo replied, ‘but he did say that he had been in this city before, though not for many years.’
Having received this information, Sceberra straightened up, and then turned on his heel to walk away. He nodded briefly in the direction of the ladies, but did not favour Rodrigo Cordova with any such politeness.
‘My apologies,’ said Marguerite Cordova to Orfeo. ‘He is only serving the Duke in the best way he can. Ours is a quiet realm, where the order of things changes very little. There is always anxiety when an unknown spellcaster comes here, especially when he serves a god we do not know. I am pleased to receive you in my son’s house, and bid you welcome. Go now and occupy yourself until it is time for you to play, and we will have such a merry time this evening that even Don Estevan will be brought to smile.’
Orfeo bowed deeply and left the chamber. He was not dismayed by what had happened, but he was not entirely sure that the Lady Marguerite’s prediction was as safe as the last one he had heard. Don Estevan did not seem to be a man much given to smiling.
But when they dance, he reminded himself, even the sternest men may forget themselves for a little while - and whatever it is that Arcangelo has come to Zaragoz to do, I have only come to illuminate dull lives with music and excitement.



Chapter Three
WHILE RODRIGO CORDOVA’S guests ate their evening meal Orfeo sang to them, alternating ballads of courtly love with more lively songs whose narratives were a little bawdier, though he was careful to maintain the standard of politeness which was required of him.
While they ate and talked Cordova’s friends did not really listen to his playing or his songs, and for the most part they seemed almost oblivious to his presence, but he did not mind - while they did not deign to notice him it was easier for him to observe them, which he did with intense interest.
Young Cordova sat at the head of the table, with his widowed mother at his right hand. The place at his left had been given to the Duke’s son, Tomas, while the Lady Veronique sat beside the Lady Marguerite. Had the Duke himself been present he would have taken the head of the table, but if Veronique had actually made good her promise to ask him to come, her plea had not been heard. Estevan Sceberra, on the other hand, was not only present but seemed to constitute such a powerful presence that he drew occasional anxious glances from almost everyone present. Master of secret spies he might be, but his own status was certainly no sccret, and there were evidently many there who wondered whether he knew their secrets, whatever they might be.
The only other person Orfeo recognized was Theo Calvi, who had a lower place at the table - but Orfeo was glad to note that of those present Calvi seemed to be paying more attention to the music than almost any other, and actually seemed to be straining his ears to catch the words. At least three times while Orfeo watched him he bid the chattering girl at his side to be silent, and cease distracting him.
It was a compliment of sorts, and Orfeo was glad of it, for the only other person who was paying as much attention to his performance seemed not to be much interested in his tunes or his words, but only in his person. This was a lady seated close to Sceberra - above Calvi - whose considering stare had as much naked lust in it as Orfeo had seen in a woman of such quality. This too, he supposed, was a compliment for which he should be glad, though the lady was almost twice as old as Veronique diAvila, and not quite as comely in his eyes as the stately lady Marguerite.
There was a change of manner when they moved from the dining room to the ballroom. Eating was something which noblemen and peasants alike had done for centuries, in much the same fashion, but dancing was different. There had been dancing in olden times, of course, and the peasants had their jigs and reels, but the dancing of noblemen was very much a matter of fashion, and hence a measure of civilization.
Though Zaragoz might be reckoned by outsiders the least of all the principalities of Estalia, its haughty folk had this way to prove that they were as fine as the courtly gentlemen and ladies of Bilbali and Magritta: they could dance like the richest lords and the very highest kings, and hold their heads as proud as any while they trod the paces of brarle and the farandole. The meanness of their duchy was rooted in the meanness of its soil, but the pride of its rulers was elevated by their very modern ability to know a ballo from a danza, and to cope with its complicated changes.
Alas for Zaragoz, its native players - who were not travelling men - had far less opportunity than their masters to learn new tunes and dance-steps. No doubt the best of them could play well enough to guide the dancers in their paces, but there was none among them who could lead the company in line-dances, or take possession of the company by means of the seductive magic of fine music.
Now was the playing of Orfeo to be properly put to the test, and he knew it. As a measure of true artistry the test was nonsense, for he knew that there was more opportunity to show subtlety in the playing of sweet and plaintive lyrics than there was in twanging the rhythm of a dance, but it was his danceplay that these people cared about, and it was in this way he must serve them to the very best of his abilities.
So Orfeo played merrily and loudly, and led the parade in the steps of the line-dances, which he alternated with the couple-dances in which gentlemen and ladies aped the rigmaroles of courting birds.
It was a great success, and Orfeo watched Rodrigo Cordova shine with triumph at his discovery of this player who - though he was too modest to call himself minstrel - was very probably the best to be heard in Zaragoz for thirty years or more.
But there were two things which Orfeo noted which gave him cause for some anxiety.
One was the attitude of the lady who had watched him throughout the meal, who watched him now more eagerly still, her bright eyes like the eyes of a carrion crow perched upon the scaffold while the stink of the hanging was still upon the air. There was more than honest lust in that stare, and though there was admiration of a kind in it, his own preference was for soft but unbesotted laces, such as had been worn by the street-girl he had taken to his bed the night before.
The other cause which he had for mild alarm was the very different attitude of Estevan Sceberra, who seemed determined that he would not fulfil the promise made on his behalf by his amiable hostess. There was not a flicker of a smile upon his face, and though he was as careful in his steps as any other dancer on the floor he was not in the least committed to the dance, for its pleasure or its display.
Oh yes, Orfeo thought, this is a civilized court in a contented land, which bathes in the best of the sun’s gold light - but there is something beneath this surface which is not so very civilized, nor so very contented, and I am as curious to know what it is us I am fearful to invoke it.
The dancing came to an end when the Lady Veronique finally signalled to her dutiful host that she was tired. The company, seemingly well-pleased, applauded Orfeo for his confident play. He was confirmed in his opinion that he had done well when Tomas diAvila came to him and told him that the Night of Masks would be celebrated at the castle within the week, and asked him whether he would be content to join the musicians who would play there. Orfeo, suitably proud of himself, agreed that he would.
Rodrigo Cordova, equally pleased with the success of his discovery, asked Orfeo to continue the entertainment by telling a story. The footmen hurried back and forth with the chairs which they had earlier removed, bringing enough to seat the whole company. The large doors which led from the ballroom to the terrace were thrown open to let in the air of the night to cool the ruddy faces of the dancers.
Orfeo laid down his lute, and after a moment’s thought he launched into a wild and fantastic tale, which he set for convenience in his native Bretonnia. It featured three magical objects, each of which seemed able to give great opportunities to its owner, but each of which carried a secret curse.
The first object was a mirror of truth, which would show the person who looked into it a true scene from his future. The curse on this mirror was that on the first two occasions when it was used by a new owner it would show a scene calculated to inspire hope and generate profit, but on the third it would discover a scene which would imply damnation and bring despair.
The second object was a magical sword which would make its owner powerful in conflict. The curse on this sword was that on the first two occasions when it was drawn by a new owner it would protect him from harm and make a hero of him, but on the third it would be so bloodthirsty as to make him a reckless murderer, destroyer of all that he loved.
The third object was a pipe which summoned a daemon-slave who would perform miracles to instruction. The curse of this pipe was that on the first two occasions when it was used by a new owner the captive daemon would work to his advantage, but on the third, the daemon would possess the body of the hapless piper, and use it to wreak havoc in the world.
In Orfeo’s story these objects came into the hands of a woman and her two suitors; one of the suitors used his gift greedily, and the other altruistically, so as to reveal the falseness of the first und the worthiness of the second. Orfeo so contrived his plot that as the climax of the story approached, and the three characters moved towards their third uses of the objects in their possession, it must seem certain to the listeners that all three were doomed and could not possibly be saved. But then, by a paradoxical combination of the working of the three unfortunate gifts he managed to bring good out of evil, so that the false suitor’s perfidy was revealed and the two lovers were united, to enjoy future happiness without magical aid.
It was, Orfeo admitted to his hearers, a very improbable story - but he reminded them that the great world, taken as a whole, was a very improbable place, and he was sure that many stranger things happened there than the ones which he had described.
At least some of those who had listened were prepared to agree with him, and there were those who applauded the story vigorously. Among those who did not - whose amusement was mingled with contempt - were Estevan Sceberra and the woman whose name he did not know. However, the fact that the lady had not liked his story overmuch had not served to lessen the lustful admiration in her stare, and when he had finished she walked towards him, evidently bent on conversation.
Before the woman had a chance to speak, though, there was an interruption. A sharp voice cut through the chatter of the company like an icy knife, compelling silence.
‘That was a very fair story, my friend - but it has little to say to the people of Zaragoz, and there are those here who could not take kindly to its lesson.’
Before the unknown woman turned away from him to see whose voice this was Orfeo saw a strange expression cross her face: an expression of shock and disbelief which struck the colour from her cheeks in an instant. He was certain that the woman had recognized the voice.
The speaker was standing before the doors which had been opened to admit the dry night air. It was Arcangelo, the priest of Law, with his hood thrown back to reveal his bony face and his bald head. In his hand he gripped his plain staff, holding it vertically beside him.
Sceberra started up from his chair with a curse, his hand on the hilt of his sword, but Rodrigo Cordova had stood up beside him, and quickly put out a hand to keep him back.
‘No, Don Estevan,’ he said, mildly. ‘This is a cheerful evening, and I would not like it to be spoiled. If we are to have one more guest, then let us make him welcome.’ In a louder voice he called to the priest: ‘Enter my house, friend - and if you have a better story to tell us, whose lesson has more to teach us, pray tell it. I am sure we can all be grateful for good instruction.’
Arcangelo came forward, but only a few paces. He stood on the carpet where the company had danced, five yards from any gentleman or servant, and did not seem inclined to come too close. Orfeo watched Sceberra, and saw him make a clandestine signal after glancing upwards. Following the direction of the minister’s glance, Orfeo saw that there was a small balcony at one end of the room, curtained behind. Though he was not quick enough to see who had stood there he could see the curtains still astir, and knew that someone had gone out through a doorway - presumably to fetch assistance. Sceberra, it seemed, was not prepared to deal with the spellcaster with only such help as he had ready to hand.
‘I can tell you a tale,’ Arcangelo said, in a voice which was now less chilling. ‘A tale of Zaragoz. A tale in which this very house is featured - aye, and others you will know. A tale of betrayal, which happened long ago, but whose tangled threads extend, as the threads of treason always do, across the years and the centuries to the present day. Will you hear it, my lord Cordova?’
‘Aye,’ said Cordova. ‘Why not?’ But his tone, though light, had a note of threat in it, which said that although he had offered hospitality to this enigmatic visitor, he would tolerate no abuse of his invited guests.
‘Once,’ said Arcangelo, gravely, ‘there was a Duke of this realm who ruled it well - better than any before or after him. His justice extended beyond the ordinary business of punishing the guilty, and much that he did was reckoned to improve the lot of the poorest people of the land. I call this justice because that is what he called it, for he would not have it called charity that he tried to better the condition of the worst of his subjects; instead he owned that when any man suffered in his realms, the whole realm was poorer for it, and that when any was hurt, the whole was injured.
‘Alas for the poor, and alas for the realm itself, the work which he did to raise up the poor was seen by the wealthy as a thing which threatened their own position, and to this end they plotted to be rid of their Duke.
‘This was not an easy thing to do, for there never was a Duke who had such loyalty and devotion from his servants, and from those of his soldiers who were of common birth. In addition to these advantages the Duke had good magicians by his side, whose powers of divination were considerable, and who brought him warning whenever evil stirred upon the slopes of the mount. ‘Nevertheless, the plot was brought to fruition, with the aid of foul magic and fouler treachery. The Duke was toppled, and his most loyal followers slain by the score.
‘This end was achieved, in part, by the treachery of one that the Duke thought was his trusted friend - a learned man, who discovered more about the history of this peculiar mountain than had formerly been suspected by those who built a castle here and called it Zaragoz. Those who leagued themselves against his wizards and diviners could only hide themselves by making pacts with daemons and pleading for the favour of forbidden gods, but those who hated the Duke and his justice were not ashamed to do it.
‘The castle of Zaragoz was legendary then as now, as a citadel which could never be taken, by virtue of its high position and the sheerness of the rock on which it stood. It was said in the land that once justice reigned within that fortress then its rule would be absolute and unassailable, but to the great misfortune of the land, it was not so. This rock which seems so solid is rotten at the core, full of caves and hollows, and there was a secret way into the castle - not from the plain, where the common folk live, but from one of the noble houses which cling to the slopes.
‘From this house the castle could be reached - aye, and breached as well, by a creeping army which did not mind the darkness and need not fear the dire things which haunted that darkness. An army which had the favour of evil things came treacherously from below, to seize the castle and depose the Duke. Though the battle was short and easily won, much bloodshed followed as the usurpers murdered all who seemed to pose a threat to their rule
but they could not murder everyone who had loved the rightful Duke, the man of justice, because there would scarce have been a kingdom left for them to rule. They killed the strongest, and the bravest, and the most virtuous, but sought only to cow the rest by taking away their hope, by proving to them that justice never could return, and that where right had once been indomitable, might was now unconquerable in its place.
‘So swift had been their victory that none could strike back at the traitors - not even the virtuous wizards who had taken the good Duke’s cause. But even as those wizards died or fled, they cursed the evil which had overwhelmed them. They cursed this house, that its secret ways should never again be used in the cause of evil, and that should dark magic ever be worked inside its walls, the walls themselves must awake and rally to the cause of justice. And they cursed the house of diAvila with a promise that one day that house would be brought to the wretched fate which it had earned by its deceit.
‘All this happened a long time ago, and many generations of noblemen and commoners have come and gone. It might seem that the one-time reign of justice has been forgotten, and that the hope of its return has been eclipsed. But this is not the whole truth, for there are two things we must remember in considering this history. One is that a citadel once captured can never again be reckoned truly unassailable; the other is that hope for the future can never truly die, for when men think themselves robbed of it, it really remains imprisoned in their hearts, waiting for the key which can unlock it.
‘In Zaragoz, that key is but a single word, and when the time is ripe for that word to be cried aloud it will leap from mouth to mouth in an instant, and raise such a hue and cry that the rock itself will shake, and the houses which cling to it will crumble, and the castle itself will fall into ruins, only to rise again when the hand of justice is put to the work of its rebuilding.
‘That word which is the key I would speak now, but there is no need - for the time which is not yet come will come soon enough, and there can be none here who does not know, in his heart of hearts, what that word is.’
As he said ”none here” Arcangelo’s eyes met Orfeo’s, for the briefest of moments, as if to say that even he, the stranger, knew what word he meant. And Orfeo, remembering what Arcangelo had said to him on the road, realized that he did indeed know what word it was.
When Arcangelo had finished speaking, there was a long moment of silence. It was broken by Estevan Sceberra, who said with a sneer: ‘Not a priest, after all, but a prophet. I have heard of such, who cry woe to the world and are forever threatening destruction. Madmen all!’
‘If I am mad,’ said Arcangelo, ‘then madness is come among you, and will tear your world apart. I come to warn you all that the choice is soon to be made, and that those who side with diAvila against the claims of justice will die as the friends of justice once died. Only those who will let the word undo the lock which is in their hearts can possibly be saved. If justice cannot come again to Zaragoz, then I promise you that Zaragoz is doomed!’
‘Enough of this treason,’ said Sceberra, hotly and contemptuously. He turned then to Rodrigo Cordova, and said: ‘Have I your permission to seize the rogue?’
The question was put in such a way as to imply no possibility of refusal, and Cordova, whose face was drained of its colour, nodded - though with no great relish.
Sceberra drew his sword at last, and so did three others of the company, while six armed men in the livery of the Duke came through the open doors behind the priest. But as they reached out to seize their quarry, what had seemed a simple task dissolved into confusion.
Arcangelo lifted his plain staff into his two hands, as a man does when using such a weapon in a fight, and lashed out forward and behind with its two ends.
Orfeo knew that a heavy blow from such a rod could knock a man down, but he also knew that a man who sought to use it in a crowd would quickly find it seized and rendered harmless. He expected to see one or two of the swordsmen take a tumble, but thought that the rest would soon disarm their enemy.
Alas for the swordsmen, it was not so - they seemed as they tried to close in to have become uncommonly clumsy, and fell about before the passes of the staff in a fashion that was almost clownish. The odds were ten to one, and yet the dancing staff wove such a pattern about the priest that none could lay a hand on him - and those assailants who did not trip over their own feet were sure to trip over another’s. As fast as they rose they were put down again, and Orfeo was not the only onlooker who burst into laughter at the sight.
Only Sceberra kept his feet during the first bout of tumbling, but when he tried a thrust with his sword it was effortlessly parried, and though he tried to fence and draw the staff into single combat he could not do it, and was sent dizzily staggering away.
The melee was so tightly packed that the tumbling men-at-arms blocked any possible attempt at escape which Arcangelo might have made, but Orfeo quickly saw that the priest had no intention of trying to make for the door, being quite content to stand his ground and make fools of those who sought to arrest him.
Orfeo realized also that there was more in this comedy of errors than immediately met the eye. As it extended he became quite certain that it was no mere silliness on the part of the attackers which condemned them to play the buffoon. Here, for the first time, the spellcaster had put his magic on display, and though it was a petty spell laid at no great cost it was nonetheless a demonstration of considerable cleverness. Most magicians, so far as Orfeo had had the chance to observe them, were content for their magic to have its effect, and used it relatively brutally; Arcangelo possessed a delicacy of deployment which he had rarely encountered.
Sceberra too must have realized that there was artistry at work, for he showed no anxiety to hurl himself back into the fray when he had once been spun out of it. Instead he paused, touching his head as if to check for a bleeding wound, and then looked up at the gallery. Orfeo looked up too, and saw that a man was standing there, patiently watching the farce which was playing upon the dance-floor.
As soon as he caught sight of the man Orfeo knew that this was a magician, and a very dangerous one. He was as tall as Orfeo, but even thinner (though Orfeo was himself a slender man). He seemed far older, his face being very dark and wizened, the features subtly warped into a dreadful living mask. His hair was very thin, and quite white.
Sceberra, having made certain that the wizard was there, called out to his men, telling them to fall back.
This order was by no means an easy one to obey, for Arcangelo continued to ply his staff, tripping and tumbling the swordsmen as they attempted to retreat in disarray, but the circle around him gradually widened, until none was any longer within his reach, and when that moment came he put up his staff. A subtle smile played upon his lips, but Orfeo could see that he did not overestimate his triumph.
Arcangelo raised his head to look at the magician in the gallery, staring insolently, as though to taunt this new opponent.
The other was not disposed to give Arcangelo any chance to amuse his audience further - without any preliminary he stretched forth a hand and unleashed the power of his will in a blast whose force was felt throughout the room.
Arcangelo moved like lightning to lift his staff, holding it two-handed before him, above the level of his head. If this was intended to make the staff take the full force of the blast it succeeded, but if Arcangelo hoped that the staff would then prove an efficient shield, he had overestimated his own resources. The blast shattered the staff into a dozen pieces, hurling the shards to the four corners of the room with such velocity that several ladies screamed and almost everyone turned away, shielding their faces with their arms. Only Sceberra, Orfeo and Rodrigo Cordova resisted the impulse to flinch and turn.
Orfeo had seen magical contests before, but never had he witnessed such a violent outburst of power calculated solely to destroy. He knew enough of magic to understand what enormous effort went into the production of such blasts, and he felt sure that this one could easily have drained sufficient power from its sender to render him insensible, if not to kill him. Yet when he looked up at the balcony, he saw that the magician was still standing straight and tall, holding his expression as rigid as his bones and sinews. Only his eyes moved, and though the distance between them made it difficult to be sure, Orfeo thought that there was a hint of anxiety in the moving gaze.
Orfeo remembered what Arcangelo had said about the effects of working evil magic within the walls of this house, but when he looked about him he could see no difference. He looked back at Arcangelo, thinking to see him burned and broken, but although the priest had been knocked flat his limbs were stirring feebly, and he emitted a faint groan.
No one else moved, so Orfeo went quickly to the stricken man, and picked up his heavy head in his own hand, turning him on to his side so that he would not choke. Within a minute, he was sure that the priest would live, but he was equally sure that the man had been sorely hurt and that all the inner strength had been blasted out of him. Clever spellcaster he might be, but he would be casting no spells at all for some considerable time.
While he still knelt by the injured priest Orfeo felt the point of Sceberra’s blade come to rest upon his back, between his shoulder-blades.
‘Now, my lanky popinjay,’ said the minister. ‘I think the time has come when we must make more urgent enquiries about your acquaintance with this man, and your involvement with his treason.’
Orfeo looked up. ‘I told you that I did not know him,’ he said, calmly. ‘It is still true.’ Then he looked at Rodrigo Cordova, hoping for support.
The youth seemed uncertain, and was clearly shocked by what had taken place. After a pause for thought he shook his head. ‘You may question him if you think you must,’ he said to Sceberra, ‘but not brutally. I believe that he is innocent, and I would not have any needless injury done to such skilful hands. If the truth of what he says must be properly tested, then Semjaza must use his art to do it.’
Orfeo felt a thrill of relief when he heard these words, but when he looked again at Sceberra, he saw that the man was not entirely displeased - and then he knew that whoever Semjaza might be, the attentions of his art were not so very much less to be feared than cruder tortures.
Perhaps, he thought, sourly, it will not be as easy to avoid the sticky clutches of this web of intrigue as I supposed.



Chapter Four
ORFEO WAS TAKEN to the castle of Zaragoz as a prisoner, but he was not treated roughly, nor were his hands bound.
The approach to the gate of the fortress wound about the crag, but was not quite as steep as the lowest part of the road. The fortress was laid out in the conventional rectangular fashion, with a tower at each corner, but the manner of its building had been constrained by the contours of the crag on which it was perched. For this reason, the walls were not at all straight, meandering in both the vertical and the horizontal dimension. The north tower - which one of the men-at-arms in charge of him referred to as the High Tower - loomed above its counterparts, while the one which faced south had by far the lowest elevation.
When the party passed through the gate Orfeo saw that the space within the walls was no more level nor evenly sloped than the ramparts; where conventional design placed a courtyard there was instead a series of giant irregular steps, each one having two or three flights of stairs sculpted into it, and two of the larger vertical faces having doorways which gave access to chambers hollowed out within the stone.
The living quarters erected within the castle - including the stables - were extended from the east and west towers. These two towers were on much the same level, connected by the widest of the natural ledges. Orfeo had little chance to study the scene in detail, though, because he was quickly taken to the door of the High Tower, and taken up a narrow stair to a doorway with a small barred window. Beyond this door was a guard, posted in a narrow corridor where two doors faced one another, each one with a sturdy bolt and a small hinged square cut at eye-height so that the guard could look in if he so wished.
This place was certainly a prison, but it was not the lowly kind of dungeon in which a common man might might be shackled. When Orfeo was taken into the room where he was to be kept he saw that it was a cell designed for one above his own station, with a chair and table as well as a bed, a good supply of candles and a chamber pot.
The men-at-arms who had brought him there left him to his own devices, but those who were coming to put him to the question were not long delayed, and Orfeo was not surprised to find that Sceberra was accompanied by the magician who had felled Arcangelo.
Seen at close quarters, the wizard was a more fearful sight than he had seemed from a distance. The colour of his flesh was very odd, having about it far more redness than one would expect to find in a man of such dark hue. His eyes, which gaped so wide at all times that a rim of bloodshot white was always visible about the iris, were likewise dark and red in colour. His nose was thin and the nostrils were reduced to tiny slits, and his mouth was perpetually crooked. But that was not the whole of it, for it was as if he came with a kind of aura - a radiance given off by some unearthly inner fire. When he breathed there was a strange scent on his exhalation, which seemed to Orfeo a graveyard odour.
Here, thought Orfeo, is a man who is corrupted, and not by any ordinary sin. There is something of the daemon in his deeper being.
He saw that the man sensed his dismay, and was pleased by it, for it confirmed his power - but he also saw that the sorcerer was tired, and that the blast which he had hurled at Arcangelo had taken more out of him than he would have wished.
Sceberra ordered a liveried servant to bring more chairs, so that he and the magician could sit by the table with their captive guest, facing him with all the fierceness and determination which they could muster for his intimidation.
‘I am Semjaza,’ said the magician, ‘the Duke’s friend and chief adviser. I think you can tell well enough what manner of man I am?’
Orfeo nodded his head, but only a little. It signified agreement, not respect for the other’s station.
‘Loyal Don Estevan would like to try another way to make you speak,’ the wizard continued, ‘but we would not like to offend Don Rodrigo, and we have assured the lady Veronique that should you prove to be our ally and not our enemy, then you will play for us on the Night of Masks, which is some few days hence. In view of these considerations, I have agreed to test you in my own way. Will you give me your hand?’
Orfeo hesitated, but then reached out to offer his right hand, palm upwards. The magician took it in his own, which was clawlike and nearly black. The fingers felt like snakeskin, and had the same surprising warmth about them. Then, with his other hand - the left - Semjaza made a few slow passes over the upturned palm, describing symbols whose meaning Orfeo did not know.
After a moment’s contemplation, Semjaza reached out that same left hand to touch Orfeo lightly on the forehead. The reptilian lingers rested there for some two minutes before the magician removed them.
‘You are no dolt,’ said Semjaza, evenly, ‘but we expected a man with some strength of mind. I do not think you have any magic, unless you have learned a few petty tricks which do not matter, but you have a strong will which has been schooled to some degree of resistance. Have you lived among elves, perchance?’
Orfeo started in surprise, and said: ‘I was taken in by wood-elves as a child, when they found me in such condition that I would otherwise have died.’
Semjaza nodded. ‘Of course,’ he said, as though it had been so obvious to his touch that he had not really needed to ask. ‘They must have taught you a little of the art of minstrelsy - I regret now that I did not hear you play, but I will surely have a second chance. Do you believe that I will know if you lie to me?’
The last question was asked abruptly, fired like a missile into what had been a laconic speech. The sorcerer was fatigued, and would perhaps have preferred not to use his talents further until he had recovered his strength, but he was determined that Orfeo should not be let off lightly on that account.
‘I do not believe that you can read my mind,’ said Orfeo, ‘but I think you would sense it if I tried you with outright deceit.’
‘A wise reply,’ said Semjaza, with apparent sincerity. ‘No one can overhear the thoughts in another man’s head, save perhaps the god to whom he prays, but a man of power can weigh the feelings in another man’s heart, if he has the wit. Now, when did you first meet the one who calls himself Arcangelo?’
‘Yesterday, when my route met his, within sight of this citadel.’
‘Good. I am glad to hear it. What did he tell you of his plans?’
‘Nothing at all - until I listened with Don Estevan to the speech which he made in Don Rodrigo’s ballroom.’
‘Are you a servant of the gods of Law?’
‘I am not - though I am not entirely out of sympathy with their cause.’
This answer made Semjaza smile a little, but he did not seem wholly displeased by it. He touched the player again upon the forehead, and Orfeo was convinced that he could feel the power in those fingertips.
‘And how much do you know of those whose cause the gods of Law oppose?’ asked the wizard. Orfeo was surprise by the whimsicality of that question, which seemed rhetorical, and certainly was not conducive to the rendering of an exact answer.
‘Very little,’ he answered, ‘and that uncertain. In the Empire, they have a saying: Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know. I am a storyteller, and have listened to many stories. I do not believe the ones I tell, let alone the ones I hear.’
The interlude was brief, for the magician’s next question was rapped out as sharply as his first: ‘Have you any reason to hate the Duke of Zaragoz, or any that are loyal to him?’
‘I have not,’ said Orfeo promptly. But that answer drew a sharper look from his interlocutor, and he quickly elaborated: ‘I know nothing of the Duke or his realm save what I have seen these last two days. Nor am I the kind of man who quarrels with the people of the lands through which he must pass. But I must in honesty say this - that if I were told the story which Arcangelo told tonight, wherever I might be in the world, then my sympathies would be with the just lord who was deposed, not with the others who displaced him. For all I can tell, the story was only a story, but I judged from the reaction of one or two who were present at its telling that there is truth in it. Nevertheless, the man of Law advised me not to involve myself with the intrigues of the men of Zaragoz, and that is advice which I certainly intend to take.’
Semjaza still held Orfeo’s right hand in his own, and now he touched it again with the fingers of his left. Then he released it, and sat back. He looked sideways at Sceberra.
‘An honest man,’ he said. ‘He would have told your torturers no more, and they would never have known whether a word of it was true.’
Sceberra scowled. ‘I suppose I must be satisfied,’ he said, ‘if you tell me so.’
Semjaza looked back at Orfeo again. ‘May I ask one more question? I ask permission now, because now that I have judged you honest you are a guest again, and not a prisoner - the Duke’s son has invited you to the castle, and I understand that you have agreed to his proposal.’
‘Ask your question,’ said Orfeo, gruffly.
‘The man of Law referred to a word - a word which might unlock false hope in the hearts of those men of Zaragoz who do not love their Duke as they should. Do you know what that word is?’
‘Not for certain,’ said Orfeo, truthfully. ‘But there was a name which he used in idle conversation while we walked the road together. I suspect that may be the word he meant.’
Semjaza leaned forward suddenly, so that his foul breath was very noxious in Orfeo’s nostrils. ‘Do not use that word!’ he said. ‘If you value your life, do not let it pass your lips. If you hear it whispered, turn away, and put it from your mind. In Zaragoz we welcome honest men, but while you are in this realm you must recognize its lawful Duke, who is Marsilio diAvila. Through no fault of your own, you know more than is good for you, and must now be careful. When the Night of Masks comes, play your lute with all the skill which your elven tutors could impart, and lead our courtiers in a happy dance - but do not meddle in matters which do not concern you.’
‘A wise traveller does not meddle,’ Orfeo told him, quietly. ‘A wise traveller learns what he can, and goes on his way, raising his hand against no man unless that man raises a hand against him.’
Semjaza stood up, and just for a moment there was a hint of unsteadiness in his manner, as though his old bones were aching.
‘Wise man,’ he said. ‘Wise, and honest. I think that something might be made of a man like you my friend, and so I will say one thing more to you: do not be tempted to confuse law and justice. The man of Law who claims to stand for justice is a cheat. If you would serve justice, take Verena for your patroness, and shun the champions of Solkan, who are bitter and uncaring men.’
With that parting shot, Semjaza left the room, but Estevan Sceberra did not immediately follow him. Instead, the minister waited in his seat until the sound of the magician’s footsteps had completely died away. Then he stood up himself, and leaned forward to emphasize his words.
‘You are a man of wit,’ he said, thinly, ‘to win the favour even of that monster. Everyone loves you, it seems. Well, pretty player, I do not - and I feel it in my stony heart that I may yet have the chance to tease your tender flesh after all. Should that time come, I promise that you’ll pay for all your wit and prettiness.’
Orfeo leaned back, casually, but did not lower his eyes before the minister’s hostile stare.
‘Poor Don Estevan!’ he said. ‘You should not be so resentful of your failings. There is many a man of your station who is deaf to a lovely tune and cannot dance a lissome step. I would try to teach you, but I fear you are too tense in mind and limb.’
For a second, Orfeo thought that Sceberra might lose control so completely as to strike him - but this was not a reckless man however ugly his temper might be. In the end, the minister tried to smile instead.
‘You may have no reason to hate the rulers of Zaragoz,’ he said, ‘but you must still beware of giving them cause to hate you.’
‘I think the wizard has told me that already,’ replied Orfeo, ‘and I am certain that I would be very foolish to make an enemy of him.’
Sceberra conceded him that last word, but put a punctuation mark to the dialogue by slotting the bolt on the further side of the door. Orfeo did not care about that, though it could surely be reckoned an insult to one who was once again a guest, but when he thought over what he had said, he regretted being so wounding with his words. He had gained nothing by his churlishness, and had inflamed a hostility which he might have calmed had he made his words more soothing.
Reckless Orfeo, he said to himself, as though using the voice of another. Poor headstrong human boy. What can possibly be done with him?
That reminded him of what the sorcerer had said, about there being ”something that might be made of him”, and he shuddered. He had little enough knowledge of the gods and godlings which that man served, but he knew enough to have a sensible idea of what those gods and godlings made of their worshippers. He hoped, in his heart, that nothing ever would be made of him by such as they, because he had reason to believe that they were very treacherous servants, and the cruellest masters imaginable.
He laid himself down upon the bed, eventually, though he did not immediately try to go to sleep. He lay on his back, alone with his own thoughts, assessing the story of his own life and finding it somewhat lacking in pace and plot, despite that it was not devoid of action and suspense.
He sat up again, abruptly, when he heard the bolts of his prison drawn back.
He had to shield his eyes for a moment against the light which came in. It was an unnatural light created by petty magic, but it burned no brighter than an ordinary lantern, and he could not admire a person who made magic when ordinary means would do, merely to display his skill - or, in this case, her skill.
It was the unknown woman who had cast such covetous eyes upon him while he played and danced.
She looked down at him now, with the same avidity in her gaze.
‘We were rudely interrupted,’ she said, ‘when I came to speak to you before. But we will not be interrupted now.’
Orfeo studied her carefully. She was handsome in her way, Enough no longer young. It was not easy to guess her age, because he had a strong suspicion that she might be older than she seemed. There were no crow’s-feet by her eyes or wrinkles in her neck, but there was something in her manner which gave her away. Her lull lips were carried slightly forward, as in a perpetual slight pout, or as though she were about to lick them in anticipation of some tasty sweetmeat.
He judged that she was a sensualist through and through, and tough she shared something of Semjaza’s dark artistry it was plain that she employed her magic to different ends.
‘My name is Morella d’Arlette,’ she told him, while she still stood over him. ‘It is a Bretonnian name, as you will doubtless know, but my mother married for a second time, to a nobleman of Zaragoz. I was afraid to come here when I was a child, for the journey was so long and the hills so steep, but I love it now, and am proud to have adopted it as my home.’
She knelt down then, and put out her hand to touch his forehead, almost as Semjaza had done. He felt the warmth of her fingers, and something else, which made him pull away.
‘You have little faith in your charms, my lady,’ he said, ‘if you think you need your sorcery on a mission such as this.’
She laughed. ‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘it was not a bewitchment of that sort. I can see in your eyes and your arms that nothing lacks in your enthusiasam for love. But I doubt that you have ever had a sorceress before, and I suppose you do not know what a little art can add to the experience.’
He hesitated just a little, but she was handsome in her way, and he was not usually a man to refuse what was freely offered. Even the thought of her magic, and its possible source, did not inspire such fear that it dampened his desire entirely, now that he could smell her hair and see the curve of her breast.
He was still afraid of her, but he was curious too.
‘Do you seek to spoil me for other women, then?’ he whispered, as she placed her body closer to his. ‘Is it your intention that no other night of my life will ever compare with this one?’
‘Of course,’ she said. ‘It is too long since I had a fair-haired man, and for all that I love this place, it becomes tedious to visit the same beds too often. Let me enchant you, just a little, and I promise you no disappointment. I will teach you the true meaning of luxury, without detracting at all from your strength.’
She took his hand then, and placed it inside her blouse, as if to tempt him with the beating of her hungry heart. He felt the curve of her breast, which encouraged his own desire.
The touch took his fear away, and the uneasy feeling which had come over him when first he saw her watching him seemed foolish now. She was only a woman, after all. ‘I need no magic,’ he whispered to her, as his fingers began to tease her flesh. ‘I suppose that you have grown so used to these moody Estalians, that you have forgotten what the men of our own nation are like. Bretonnians, my lady, have always known the meaning of luxury in love. Let us play our tunes with ordinary skills, and I promise you no disappointment.’
At that she laughed, and seemed to agree, but when she climbed on top of him and he relaxed his wits, she brought her magic to bear after all, and when he felt the ecstatic thrills which she set to running through his body, he was not sorry that she had defied him. He was consumed by fierce sensation, whose intoxications drew him to extraordinary efforts. The taste of her sweat was sweet upon his tongue, and her caresses were empowered by her magic to reach into the very core of his being. When she finally brought herself to orgasm she shuddered and shrieked with the pleasure of it, and spun it out for an amazing length of time which left him envious. In that long moment, while he struggled to hold her, he longed for magic of his own which might allow him access to such ecstasy.
Indeed, when at last they lay still together, he wondered in the contentment of his satiation whether he might not have spoken truer than he knew, and that this might be a memory to make many future nights seem dull. But the excitement ebbed away, and the sweetness upon his tongue turned to a bitter aftertaste.
He had always thought of sexual intercourse as a kind of music, better when it was played as a duet than as a game of soloist and instrument. The girl who had lain with him the previous night made a living by offering herself as paid instrument, but she had come to him freely as a player, and though she had had no magic to thrill her as the lady Morella had thrilled, there had been artistry as well as honesty in her enthusiasm. Tonight, he had taken the instrumental part while his lover merely used him - and all her magic would not serve now to make him glad that he had been used.
He knew, furthermore, that with the morning light his memory would fade, and that when passion came to take hold of him again, even if it were inspired by a tired street-girl seeking comfort in his arms, that moment would drive all others from his mind. The present would always drown out the past: that was what gave lust Its privileged place in human affairs.
He was tempted to languish in the fulness of his feeling, but the opportunity to be inquisitive seemed too good to miss, and he thought that this Lady Morella might be in a better mood now to feed his curiosity than any other he was likely to meet.
So he said to her: ‘What have they done with the priest?’
She stirred in his arms, and gave a little laugh. ‘They have not killed him yet,’ she said. ‘They will save him for a while, to make a pleasant morsel for one who will not care that his meat is less than tender.’
She said it warmly, almost lasciviously, but the meaning of the words struck a chill into Orfeo’s heart. He resolved that he must hide his disgust, though, for he thought that she would tell him more if he followed the tide of her feeling.
‘He will be food for daemons, then?’ he said, as though it were a light matter. ‘I had thought that their kind would not like the taste of a man of Law.’
‘Oh no,’ she said, with a liquid chuckle, ‘that is the taste they love best of all. To feast upon the flesh of an enemy is ever to make a satisfying meal.’
‘It had not occurred to me,’ he admitted. ‘Perhaps there are luxuries of life which I have not tasted yet.’
‘Oh yes, there are,’ she said, wallowing in her contentment. ‘A man like you could make so much of them, if only you cared. There is a god of luxury, you know - I cannot tell you what a joy it was to find that out. You are a clever lover, I concede, but a novice in the true art of ecstasy. I have given you a taste tonight, but I swear to you that you cannot imagine the harvest of pleasure which an adept may reap, if only he has the will, and knows the way.’
‘I have heard of the way,’ said Orfeo, in a small and distant voice. ‘But it is one I have not cared to follow. You knew the priest of Law, did you not, when you saw him come into the hall? I saw that you recognized his voice.’
She was a little surprised by this, but not discomfited.
‘I met him once in Gualcazar,’ she said, ‘when I undertook a small mission on the Duke’s behalf. I did not think that he would care to face Semjaza a second time, but it seems that I was wrong.’
There was much left unsaid in this speech, but Orfeo did not dare to become too precise in his questions, because whatever he said to the sorceress would surely be reported to Sceberra, and to Semjaza as well. He had spoken the truth when he said that it was not his intention to involve himself in this affair.
‘Semjaza told me you had travelled far, and were not born blind,’ said the lady Morella, when she saw that he did not mean to ask another question. ‘And you have that appetite for love in you that a wanderer should have. A commoner by birth you are, but not so very common in mind and soul. I knew when I heard you play that you were no man of Law, and I knew that when we made love the pleasure would carry you away. Law is all hard discipline and sullen strength, and you were not made for such a life as that!’
‘But I was not made for Chaos, either,’ he said, softly.
‘You know that name! You are as clever as I had supposed. But you do not know what lies behind the name, nor can you. I dare say that you heard it from the lips of some disdainful elf, who spoke of it as though it were something dwarfish, not fit for those who know the meaning of beauty and sublimity. But did you not sometimes hear your vainglorious woodsmen say the word human in much the same way, as though spitting it out from their mouths like a vile taste? You are not an elf, my love, as I know to my reward. You are one who might gain much from the powers which I command - and should know that without some spirit of disorder the world would be dead and dull, and humans little more that halfling dimwits. There is Chaos in all men, my darling Orfeo, and were you to cut it out of a soul like yours it would be as if you had severed the hand which plucks the strings of your lute.’
‘You are right to say that I know little of Chaos but that which is contained in fearful stories which men tell to frighten one another,’ he said, ‘but I have known those who would call you daemon-led, and seek to sentence you to death by fire.’
He said it grimly, careless as to whether she took offence, but she only laughed with apparent good humour.
‘All men die by fire, dear Orfeo,’ she said. ‘Some burn more quickly than they like, on a witchfinder’s pyre, but all are in the end consumed. Life is fire, my lover, and we begin to die in its subtle flames before we are even born. Those who know how to live must learn the secrets of the fire which they are, and the ember which they must become. Our bodies are filled with mordant fluids which sear our flesh as we move, and use us up while the clocks tick away our little measure of existence. There is no fate but fire, my love, but the luckiest and the best of us can learn to fan that fire into better kind of life, to burn more brightly than is given to us by our destined span.’
As she said this, her own eyes seemed lit from within, and he saw how red they were. Suddenly the thought came to him that perhaps this was not Morella d’Arlette who spoke to him at all, but another who had placed these words upon her tongue - and then the idea came to him that while he lay with her there may have been others sharing in the pleasure of his body, and in the magic which had enlivened it.
The thought that he had lain, somehow, with the monstrous Semjaza he quickly put out of his mind. That it was Semjaza’s voice which spoke to him now, though, he could not doubt. The lady Morella was not entirely herself, but had been made an instrument for his temptation.
Something might be made of a man like you, Semjaza had said. Orfeo repeated those words to himself again, and for a second time he shied away from the notion.
He resolved then, with a stubborn spirit of rebellion, that if it should transpire that he might somehow find Arcangelo, and could reach out a hand to help him, perhaps he would do it after all, in spite of all the warnings he had heard. It might serve as a kind of penance, offered in return for that guilty pleasure which he had recently enjoyed with Morella d’Arlette - who was, he had no doubt, a toy of daemons.



Chapter Five
ORFEO WAS RUDELY awakened shortly after first light when the door of his cell was thrown open with a bang. His own start of surprise was quickly controlled, but the lady Morella was clearly unused to such entrances in the places where she normally slept, and the discomfort of her abrupt arousal was more than redoubled by the anger she felt at being discovered here. It was probable that she had intended to leave before dawn, but had slept too soundly, in which case it was no one’s fault but her own that she was found here - but as she came quickly to her feet, hugging a blanket in order to hide her nakedness, she was by no means intent on blaming herself for the unfortunate situation.
In the open doorway there stood a man-at-arms with a naked sword, and there walked into the cell before him a servant boy, no more than ten or eleven years of age. The boy was carrying two trays, each loaded with a wooden dish, a loaf of bread on a plate, and a jug of water. He was such a small boy that the task of balancing the two heavy trays was not an easy one in any case, and when he caught sight of the furious woman leaping up before him, that balance became instantly precarious.
‘How dare you!’ screeched the lady Morella.
Inertia carried the boy forward one more hesitant step, and then the fear of dropping his burden made him stagger forward even further. The lady raised her arm, and caught the boy a tremendous blow about the head, which he could not duck because of his problem with the trays. The blow, of course, settled the matter, and they contents of the trays flew everywhere, while the boy was hurled across the cell. He crashed into the wall, and struck his head hard, falling limply to the ground on the instant.
The man-at-arms tried feebly to make some excuse, but could only produce half of some garbled statement about the prisoner’s breakfast before Morella - further enraged by the fact that her protective blanket had been drenched - shouted him down.
‘Imbecile!’ she cried. ‘This is no prisoner! He has been examined by Semjaza and found innocent - did no one tell you that he is to be moved today to a proper apartment? Has no one taught you that servants do not come to a sleeping guest slamming doors and hurling slops, but wait to be called? You will learn that lesson now, that I swear!’
Orfeo, meanwhile, had gone to the stricken boy, and found him nearly unconscious. There was blood in his mouth where he had bitten his tongue, and more in his hair where the collision with the wall had split his scalp.
‘My lady,’ he said, ‘the child is hurt.’
‘And so he should be,’ she said, still speaking very angrily. ‘And he will certainly be whipped for his stupidity.’
‘My lady,’ said Orfeo, very soothingly, ‘it is plain that no one did tell these people that I was no longer to be reckoned a prisoner, and they were only doing their duty as they saw it. The fault is not theirs, and the boy is hurt far worse than he could possibly deserve. Let me take him back to the servants’ quarters, where I will see what can be done for him - this man must guide me.’
There were two ideas in his mind while he said this - first, that the boy was indeed hurt, and did need attention; second, that it would leave the lady alone in the room, to put her clothes on and take herself away before the commotion attracted more attention.
If she did not care about the first matter, she certainly cared about the second, and she was quick enough to agree. The man-at-arms began some protest, but Orfeo stilled his tongue with a fierce look as he picked up the stricken servant-boy and immediately handed him over. The soldier looked surprised, having no time even to sheath his sword, but accepted the burden and allowed himself to be pushed away from the door. The boy moaned faintly, but suffered himself to be carried out.
Orfeo then took up his own clothes - as many of them, at any rate, as would serve the purposes of decency, and brought them outside the cell, closing the door behind him before he put them on. He found that he had left his shoes, but he decided that his stockings would have to do, even though the stone floor was cold. When he had dressed himself he took the boy back from the arms of the other man, and said: ‘Show me where the kitchens are!’
The unfortunate man-at-arms was desperately confused. Here, it seemed, was a prisoner (or perhaps, his slow mind had now realized, a man who was not a prisoner) walking out of his cell, leaving a lady of the court behind him, and demanding to be taken to the kitchens bearing a bleeding servant in his arms. It was an occurrence for which no possible precedent could offer him guidance.
‘The other prisoner
‘ he protested, feebly. ‘Food for the lady Serafima
‘
‘Whatever food and drink there was has been spilled,’ said Orfeo firmly. ‘If you have a prisoner to be fed, then we must first go to the kitchens. Now go!’
The man-at-arms reluctantly went, leading the way downwards through the cold corridors. They had to go outside, and then came inside again to pass through a huge room which must have been the Great Hall, but the hour was very early and they met no one en route save for sleepy men-at-arms who did not challenge them. Orfeo was certain that the lady Morella would be able to make her way back to her own quarters without attracting any more attention.
‘What is your name?’ asked Orfeo, sharply, as they passed through a door in the further wall of the Hall and began to descend into the bowels of the castle.
‘Fernand Arrigo,’ replied the man-at-arms, after an unhappy pause. He had apparently decided that having gone so far as he had, there was nothing left to do but take the orders given to him by this person who was not a prisoner.
‘Well, Fernand,’ said Orfeo, ‘I will tell you something now which you must remember, as a fact which you know beyond a shadow of a doubt, so that you may tell it to anyone who demands the truth from you. When you came to my cell this morning, I was alone. The boy tripped over his own clumsy feet and hit his head against the wall. You permitted me to bring him to the kitchens because you had been told that I was not to be treated as a prisoner, though you had not been told that my breakfast should not be brought until I asked for it. Is that clear? I was alone, and the boy fell over his own feet.’
‘But
‘ began Fernand Arrigo.
Orfeo looked down at the boy, to see if he had heard, but the child was too dazed and confused to listen properly. ‘When the boy is better,’ he said, ‘you must remind him of everything I have said. You must make him understand. Do you hear me, Fernand? You must remind him.’
‘Yes sire,’ said the man-at-arms, sullenly.
‘You need not address me as sire,’ Orfeo informed him, drily. ‘I am but a common man, like yourself, and you may call me ”Master Orfeo”, or simply ”Orfeo” if you prefer.’
They soon reached the kitchens, where many other servants were busy with their duties. Half a dozen of them gathered around while Orfeo laid his burden on a table.
‘Poor boy!’ said Orfeo, having explained his own version of what had happened. ‘I fear that he may be badly hurt.’ He examined the child again, but he was no healer, and could not say for certain whether the skull was cracked or not, though by now the boy seemed to have come to his senses again, and had never been unconscious. Fernand, meanwhile, was saying something to the cook about the lady Serafima’s ruined breakfast.
All was confusion until a senior manservant came in, demanding to know what was afoot. Orfeo explained yet again, and though the man seemed suspicious he did not challenge the story. Orfeo guessed that this was due at least in part to the other’s realization that whoever had been informed of Orfeo’s altered status had made a bad mistake in omitting to make sure that the news was passed on to the likes of Fernand Arrigo and the boy.
‘I thank you, sir,’ said the manservant - his careful ”sir” being far less a term of respect than Arrigo’s’ ‘sire’. ‘I will take care of the boy now.’
Orfeo shot a warning glance at Fernand Arrigo, reminding him to hold his tongue regarding Morella d’Arlette, but he left without saying any more to anyone.
Orfeo fully intended to make his way straight back to the cell where he had been placed, which would by now be empty of any other persons. There he planned to wait, until a servant came to bring him to better quarters. It did cross his mind, though, that he might peep into the other cell which was across the corridor from his own, to see if he could catch a glimpse of the other prisoner who was lodged there - it intrigued him to discover that there was someone there whose quality properly required such a prison, all the more because it was a lady.
Unfortunately, Orfeo had been so preoccupied with the task of pressing upon Fernand Arrigo’s dull mind the necessity of giving a diplomatic account of what had happened in the cell that he had not efficiently memorized the route by which he had been brought to the kitchens. He quickly found himself confronted with a series of archways which he certainly had not come through before, and could not then find an upward-leading stair which would take him in the direction he wanted to go. The corridors were ill-lit in the extreme, having only single candles placed at intervals of six or seven yards, and one or two of these had gone out. There were no windows in this low part of the fortress, which was let into the crag itself.
Orfeo was annoyed with himself when he found that he was lost, but by no means anxious. He knew that if he only kept walking, turning corners at random, then he would be sure eventually to meet some servant who could give him directions. But when he finally heard voices, and went towards them, he found himself in a very gloomy place indeed.
Two men were talking together in a covert which had no light in it, and which had presumably been chosen because of that fact. Because he was in his stockinged feet Orfeo made no noise as he approached, even though he was not at first disposed to conceal himself. As he drew nearer, he became very glad of this, because he caught several words of conversation which converted his intenton to ask for directions into a determination to wait and hear what else was said.
Alas, he had come too late to hear the greater part of the exchange, and there was little more to be discovered. But there was a final instruction given by one man to the other which he heard quite clearly, and which worried him intensely.
‘Remember,’ said that man, in a voice which was as hard as stone, though not unmusical. ‘You must kill Calvi, but take Cordova alive if you can. He may be more useful in that condition, and his disappearance will suffice for our effect. Remember how to write the word, and inscribe it as I showed you, in Calvi’s blood.’
‘It will be done,’ said the other, and immediately began to walk away. He came directly towards the place where Orfeo had halted, but Orfeo was able to step back into an alcove which was utterly dark, so that the other passed by without suspecting that he was there. He carried no candle, plainly knowing his way well enough to find it even in near-darkness, and Orfeo could not see his face.
The other man had turned away too, and had gone in the opposite direction. Orfeo had not seen his face either, nor had he recognized the voice - both of which facts he regretted, in view of what he had heard. He had, apparently, discovered a plot against the one man in Zaragoz he could confidently reckon a good one, and yet he had no idea at all who might be involved in the plot, or how it was to be put to execution, or when.
After a moment’s pause, he continued on his way, trying to retrace his steps to more brightly-lit corridors.
He went more carefully now, because he was anxious not to be found too near the place where he had overheard the end of the conversation - but he need not have worried, for it was fully ten minutes before he found an upward stair and a way into the part of the castle where the floors were carpeted with wooden tiles and the walls decked with hangings. Once there he had no difficulty in finding a maidservant, who took him back to the place where he had been lodged for the night.
There, to his astonishment - waiting for him amid the mess of spilled food - was Tomas diAvila, the son of the Duke.
‘It appears,’ said Tomas, ‘that there has been an accident.’
‘The boy who was bringing the food was unfortunate enough to slip, my lord,’ said Orfeo. ‘He was hurt when he fell against the wall, and the man-at-arms with him permitted me to carry him to the kitchen.’
‘You did not need his permission,’ said Tomas. ‘You are no prisoner here, though it was so late when Sceberra left you last night that he thought it best not to have you moved to another room.’
‘The man did not know that, my lord,’ Orfeo told him, mildly, ‘and therefore I begged his permission. I am sorry that your other
guest
should have lost her breakfast.’
Tomas frowned, but only replied: ‘The lady will not go without.’
There was a pause then, while the Duke’s son cast about for something else to say, and Orfeo realized that Tomas had not come to these quarters in order to see him, but on some other errand - perhaps to visit the mysterious Lady Serafima. Seeing that this offered him an opportunity, he said: ‘May I ask a favour, my lord?’
After a moment’s hesitation, Tomas said: ‘By all means.’
‘I understand that the steward has been asked to find other accommodation for me within the castle, but my belongings are still in the servants’ quarters at Rodrigo Cordova’s house. I am well content with those lodgings, and if your lordship does not require my presence here until the Night of Masks, perhaps it might be simpler if I returned there.’
The youth was slightly surprised by the request, but by no means dismayed. From his point of view, at least, Orfeo’s continued presence in the castle was obviously to be reckoned at best an irrelevance - and in view of the morning’s events, perhaps something of a minor nuisance.
‘You are not a prisoner,’ he said, as though repeating the words to remind himself. ‘You may certainly return to Don Rodrigo’s house, if that is your wish.’
‘Thank you, my lord,’ said Orfeo, with a bow. He paused only to collect the garments which he had left off in his hurry to be dressed, and to put on his shoes. Tomas diAvila waited while he did so, but seemed relieved when he bowed again and took himself off.
He was stopped at the gatehouse of the castle, and the officer of the watch seemed inclined to hold him there while his story was checked, until there appeared - still about the business of delivering breakfasts, to judge by the leather bucket which he carried, containing loaves of bread and a corked jug of wine - none other than Fernand Arrigo. Arrigo confirmed that to his certain knowledge the player was a free man, and he was allowed to leave.
As he descended the path which spiralled around the crag Orfeo was overtaken by a detachment of eight soldiers, who were urging their horses down the hill at what seemed to him a precipitate speed. No doubt the beasts had taken the path at a canter a hundred times before, but he nevertheless formed the impression that they were being taken along in haste. He immediately became anxious lest they have the same destination as he, and he looked down the rock to see whether they came full circle around it, and if so, how many times.
He was glad to see that they eventually appeared on a part of the path below Don Rodrigo’s house, and had obviously not paused there, but he did not let relief slow him down. If what Arcangelo had said was true, there was another path connecting the castle to Don Rodrigo’s house, inside the mountain. That route could presumably be trod in either direction by those bent on treachery and assassination.
Even though his road was downhill all the way Orfeo did not find it comfortable. His excursion in stockinged feet had not hurt his feet at all, but some of the water which the unfortunate boy had spilled had splashed into his shoes, and the dampness soon soaked through his stockings. But this was only a further encouragement to hurry, and by the time he arrived at Rodrigo Cordova’s house he felt that he was not a moment too soon.
He quickly found, though, that he was by no means soon enough, for when he inquired at the lodge whether the owner of the house was at home, he was informed that Rodrigo Cordova had ridden out immediately after dawn, having business in his vineyards, which lay to the north of the town.
Orfeo was more dismayed by this news than he showed, and asked to be allowed to go to the room where his things were. The gatekeeper, knowing that he had been taken away on the previous night by Sceberra’s men, was apprehensive, but was persuaded to go with him to the house to find Don Rodrigo’s steward.
The steward Cristoforo accepted his account without question, and let him go to the room where his pack was. There Orfeo changed into his travelling clothes, and buckled on his sword.
He considered, briefly, telling Cristoforo what he had heard, and asking that a group of Cordova’s own men should ride after him with a warning, but he dared not do it. For one thing, he had not the slightest idea who might or might not be involved in the conspiracy. For another, he did not want the word spread around that he knew anything of it, lest he be imperilled himself - he was now prepared, despite what he had told Semjaza, to involve himself in this tangled afair so far as to give a warning to a man he liked, but he was not prepared to have it broadcast to all and sundry that he had taken it into his head to meddle in a matter which plainly did not concern him.
Accordingly, he begged Don Rodrigo’s steward for the loan of a horse, on the grounds that as he must stay in Zaragoz for a few days waiting for the Night of Masks, he would like to see something of the realm. The steward, presuming that his master’s order to see to Orfeo’s needs had not been cancelled by the previous night’s events, reluctantly agreed, and took him to the stables. There the loyal and careful Cristoforo conscientiously picked out a horse so old and sad of eye that its loss would be no grave matter.
It was not the steed which Orfeo needed, but he held his tongue, feeling that it would be for the best to get on his way as quickly as possible. He knew, in any case, that if the riders from the castle were upon the errand which he had heard discussed, he would need a horse with wings to catch them. He could only hope that the difference betwen a fast steed and a slow one would not be vital.
He obtained directions from the steward regarding the location of the Cordova estates, and found them simple enough to cause no difficulty. The main north road from the town went directly through those lands on its way to the foothills of the Irrana, from which he had lately come by a nearly-parallel route.
He rode down the hill as fast as he dared, cursing the indirectness of the road. No one stopped him at the town gate, for which he was very grateful, considering how much time he had already lost.
He pressed the old horse as hard as he could, and was pleased by the way that it responded now that its path was straight. Though no one now would choose to ride it into battle it must have been a warhorse in its day, for it had a proud step and a good heart. Slow it might be, but unwilling it was not.
He passed several groups of men upon the road, making their way to the town with handcarts and donkey-trains. Once he believed that he saw one of the men who had attacked Arcangelo near the crossroads to the east, but the man hardly glanced at him as he rode by, being intent on some heated discussion with his fellows. There seemed to be a good deal of discussion going on, and Orfeo wondered whether news of the remarkable happenings at Cordova’s house had already flown so far as to feed the gossips of the whole realm.
Twice he paused to ask how near he was to Rodrigo Cordova’s land, but the men he asked were as vague as peasants everywhere in judging distances, and had not the imagination or the calculative power to tell him how long an ordinary horse might take to go there at a tired trot.
As it turned out, the sun was past its zenith when the road began to wind through valleys whose slopes were terraced for the growing of vines, and where countless little streams and rivulets carried the water which was the lifeblood of the region towards their confluence with the Eboro.
At last the labourers in the fields were able to confirm that he was now on Cordova land, but when he asked where he should look for Don Rodrigo they merely shrugged their shoulders and pointed vaguely in one direction or another, entirely without conviction.
Although he was impatient, he could do no more than follow the road, rarely able now that he had left the plain to see more than a hundred yards ahead of him.
So it was that he came upon a crossroads rather abruptly, and saw the crowd gathered there only a minute or two before he joined it.
He leaped from the saddle in order to shove his way through the throng, whose numbers were still being swelled by people running from neighbouring fields. He did not know until he had got past them exactly what he would find.
When he did manage to see what it was that was the centre of attraction, he could not judge how utter his failure had been, for Rodrigo Cordova was nowhere to be seen.
There was only poor Theo Calvi, who had listened to his songs with such keen attention. The youth would listen to music no more, for he had been injured beyond all possibility of recovery. His hacked and battered body had been propped up against the empty scaffold which stood by the crossroads.
Beside him, on a boulder, there was written in blood - in a curiously childish hand - the single word: QUIXANA.



Chapter Six
ORFEO ROUNDED ON the crowd, and began to shout at them: ‘Who saw this done? Who saw the ones who brought him here?’
No one replied, and they began to fall back, as if regretting that they had come at all. They did not know Orfeo, but he had come on horseback, and he wore a sword; they were afraid of him, and afraid to say whatever they knew - if, indeed, they knew anything at all.
‘Where is Don Rodrigo?’ said Orfeo, angrily. ‘Which way did they take him?’
Still no one replied, and now he saw that some of them were whispering, and that one or two looked darkly at him. They had no reason to think that he was their enemy, but he saw how very frightened they were. There was none among them who would know how to read, but still they knew what name it was which had been written in Theo Calvi’s blood - and they knew, too, what reprisals the writing of that name might bring down upon the innocent and the guilty alike.
Orfeo realized that when this news spread it would send a wave of panic across the whole realm. If this really was the first blow in a campaign of terror to be waged by the enemies of the Duke then it was surely a foolish one - especially if those enemies had men within the castle who could easily strike a deadlier one. On the other hand, perhaps its real purpose was to spread alarm among the Duke’s supporters, and give a licence to the Duke’s soldiers and Sceberra’s secret police to ride boldly where they would, over any man’s estates, in search of treason and resentment. If Rodrigo Cordova were to be held for ransom, what would that ransom be, and to whom must it be paid?
Orfeo saw that the web of intrigue which he had been advised to avoid might well be more complicated than he had earlier suspected - and that he was now dangerously close to an entanglement from which it would be very difficult to escape.
But Rodrigo Cordova was a man he liked, who had made every effort to befriend him. And Theo Calvi had liked his playing.
He heard words sounding in his head, which said: Reckless man, beware! It was a chorus in which many voices seemed to join.
He looked wildly about, seething with frustration. The crowd was already breaking up, its members running to their homes to make what preparation they could for the dark time which was to come. None would say a word to him. But then he heard from behind him a strange whisper, which said: ‘Orfeo!’
He whirled around, and saw that Calvi still had breath in him, and had opened his eyes.
Quickly, he knelt beside the stricken man, wondering whether his wounds might possibly let him live. But Calvi was very nearly gone, and even the effort of speaking seemed likely to destroy him; nevertheless, the youth was trying desperately to speak, and Orfeo bent his head to make sure that he did not miss a word, however faintly pronounced.
‘Go west,’ whispered the dying man. ‘Killed one
wounded others
slow them down
dare not leave them to be found
West
watch for
blood
‘
Though he fought hard to keep his eyes open, Calvi could not do it. Unconsciousness claimed him again, and though Orfeo knew that the wounded man was not yet dead, he also knew that he would probably never wake again.
Furiously, he rounded on the remaining onlookers again. He pointed at the nearest man, and said: ‘Do what you can! If he lives, there is gold in it for those who help him.’
Then he pushed his way between them, and caught the rein of his waiting steed. The animal was tired and thirsty, but there was no time to lose. Even though the other company was slowed by a prisoner, and its members further inconvenienced by their own dead and wounded, it would not be easy to catch up with them.
As he urged the ancient warhorse along the road to the west he wondered what he could do if he did catch up, now that his original mission - to deliver a warning - had come to naught, but he did not pause to debate the matter with himself. He was in the affair now, and his wrath had been roused by the sight of poor Calvi, murdered to lend emphasis to a word scrawled by an illiterate - a mere move in some vicious game of trickery and treachery.
Orfeo had seen men killed before, some of them for reasons no better and no worse, but that did not make it easier to bear that he had ridden hard to try to save this boy, and had failed by a matter of minutes to reach him in time to warn him of impending ambush. If there was a chance of saving Rodrigo Cordova, then he intended to take it, no matter what the risk.
This road was like the one which had brought him into the realm only two days before - it was a meagre thing of ruts and animal-tracks, connecting paths which led to outlying farms and hamlets. Though there were grapevines growing on the hillside terraces there were also reaches of clustered thorn-bushes, and scree-slopes which were useless for any kind of cultivation.
His eyes searched the road ahead for splashes of blood, but he could see none. He knew that Calvi had not been killed at the crossroads, but simply taken there to be abandoned. The men appointed to that job must have been uninjured, and though they had come this way they had left no obvious sign. If they had left the road in order to meet their companions, he would not be able to tell which way they had gone.
After a while, though, he did catch sight of a smear of blood upon a rounded stone by the roadside, and guessed that either someone with a wound had sat on it for a while, waiting for friends, or that a body wrapped in a blood-soaked cloak had rested there a while.
He dismounted and stood beside the stone, looking this way and that, hoping to see which way the company had gone when they left the spot. He could see no other bloodstains, but the ground on the slope below the road, which led down into a wooded valley, had been recently disturbed, and he reckoned that the men who had captured Cordova had gone that way. He followed, picking his way carefully. When he reached the stream he let his mount pause to drink, but then pulled the animal’s head about, and forced it onwards. The horse, remembering its training, obeyed him without protest - but now they were among the trees they could only proceed at a walk in any case.
Orfeo followed the course of the stream as it wound along the valley floor, going against the direction of its flow. About a mile further on he saw from a distance that there was a hut not far ahead, and he promptly dismounted.
After tethering the horse he approached the hut on foot, creeping along very carefully. When he came close, he saw that there were four more horses loosely secured beside the hut, on a long rein so that they could graze and go down to drink from the stream. The fact that there were only four immediately gave him hope that the other party had split into two, with some of the number returning to the town while others remained here - including, he assumed, those who were hurt.
But had the ones who had left taken Rodrigo Cordova with them?
The hut was a crude one, with no windows, and its condition was so poor that part of the ill-thatched roof had fallen in. It could be no more than a temporary hiding-place, to which the other men must intend to return - possibly with a healer, or with the man who had dispatched them on their violent mission.
Orfeo moved around the hut to a tall tree which overlooked it at the rear. He climbed up into its branches, continuing until he was high enough to see through the hole in the injured roof. Through the gap he could see a pallet of straw, with someone lying on it, but the interior of the hut was too deeply shadowed to allow him to see whether it was a bound prisoner or a corpse. Nor could he judge with any conviction how many other men might be waiting inside the hut.
There was a hollow where the branch on which he perched met the trunk of the tree. Moss grew upon the debris which clung there. He took up a handful of the moss, and crushed it in his hand until it was a compact ball. Then he threw it over the hut, aiming for a bush near to the door.
It rattled the leaves loudly enough to attract attention, and he saw two men rush out, swords at the ready, looking quickly around, though they did not think to look behind and upwards. One of them had his left arm bound, though his sword-arm was uninjured.
Orfeo felt certain that these two must have been in the company of guardsmen which had passed him on the road from the castle that morning, but they were not in the Duke’s livery now; they were dressed as anonymously as he was himself.
Someone called to them from within the hut, petulantly, and they replied, saying that there was no one to be seen.
Orfeo came down to the ground again, as soundlessly as he could. He drew his sword from its scabbard. Then he made his way to the back wall of the hut, treading very carefully.
He would have liked to get up on to the roof, but there was no way he could do it without betraying his presence, so he worked his way slowly around to a position just outside the door. Then he picked up a handful of earth, and threw it at the same bush. Once again the armed men popped out, staring hard at the spot from which the noise had come. Orfeo had his sword already raised above his head, and brought the hilt down hard on the back of the nearest man’s head.
The soldier cursed as he fell, and Orfeo knew that he had failed to knock the man out, but as he sprawled in the dust Orfeo was able to deliver a hard kick to the outside of his knee before bounding into the open space to face the other swordsman - the man whose left arm was already bandaged.
His opponent had a heavy sword which was designed for slashing rather than thrusting, and he swung at Orfeo with all the artlessness of a peasant wielding a pitchfork. Orfeo dodged the blow with ease, and was able to thrust from a safe distance while the other was off balance. The point of his rapier pinked the other’s sword-arm, and though the wound was by no means a crippling one it must have hurt a good deal, all the more because it was one of a pair.
The man Orfeo had kicked was staggering to his feet now, but with his head ringing and his leg unsure whether it could bear his weight he was in no condition to balance himself for a proper blow. Orfeo danced around so that he was equidistant from both opponents. He was at least three inches taller than either of the men he faced, and his uncommonly long arms gave him a further advantage in terms of reach.
The point of the rapier licked out - once, twice, thrice - with the speed of a striking serpent. One thrust caught the staggering man in the throat, and sent him down choking on his own blood; the second cut the other man in the breast and made him lurch backwards, while the weight of his weapon dragged his arm down to leave him no defence at all; the third took advantage of this conspicuous opening by driving into his belly just below the rib cage.
A third man had appeared in the doorway of the hut, but he was already hurt too, much worse than his companion with the bandaged arm - his right leg was so badly cut and patched that he could only stand by supporting himself against the doorway. He had a sword in his hand, but no obvious determination to use it now that he had seen what Orfeo could do with his blade. The man lowered the blade to signal his disinterest before Orfeo could thrust at him.
‘Who in the name of all the gods are you?’ he demanded, resentfully. ‘What business have you here?’
‘I might ask the same of you,’ replied Orfeo, lightly. ‘I think you have taken off your colours, in order to hide your own identity, and make a secret of your own business.’
The man whose arm and belly he had cut was writhing on the ground, moaning.
‘You must see to your friend,’ said Orfeo to the man in the doorway, as he pulled the stricken man’s weapon away with his foot, and took it into his own hand. ‘But throw your sword into that bush before you move a step, and go carefully.’
The man with the hurt leg did as he was told, throwing his weapon away and lurching forward to kneel beside his companion. The man who had been cut in the throat did not move - he was dead.
Orfeo moved to the doorway and looked quickly into the hut, while keeping one eye on the injured soldiers. Inside there was a body lying on the floor, apparently dead. The man on the pallet whose form he had glimpsed through the roof was tightly bound, but not gagged, and he exclaimed with surprise when he saw who it was that stood there.
‘Master Orfeo!’ he said. Then, when he had had a moment to recover his wits, he said: ‘I must be living in one of your stories, my friend, for I could never have expected when I rode forth this morning that I would first be seized by highwaymen, then rescued within the hour!’
‘Do you know who these men are, my lord?’ asked Orfeo.
‘I believe I do,’ said Rodrigo, as Orfeo moved into the hut, stepping over the corpse, ‘though they have taken off their uniforms.’
Orfeo cut away the prisoner’s bonds with the captured weapon, then gave it to him for his future use. They went outside together, to see what had become of their enemies. The two wounded men were still together, in evident distress.
‘Should we kill them?’ asked Orfeo. ‘There may be a slender chance of keeping the secret of my coming here - though I was seen by half a hundred men on the road, and at least a dozen by the crossroads where they left poor Calvi.’
‘Dead?’ asked Don Rodrigo.
‘Not quite. He lived long enough to send me after you. But I do not think he could have lived long thereafter. I told your field-workers to summon help, but I had no hope.’
For a moment or two, Cordova seemed half-inclined to butcher the injured men in reprisal for what had been done to him and to his friend. But he took no more than half a step towards them before relenting of this decision.
He paused for a moment, then said to Orfeo: ‘Better let them tell their story to someone who might help them. I hope they tell it to so many that the story is broadcast throughout the town, for I would like to have it generally known what work they came to do. My men will carry poor Calvi to his own house, where his mother will see to him, whether he be alive or dead.’
Orfeo nodded. He had no appetite for the cold-blooded slaughter of men who had laid down their arms, and was glad to hear Cordova’s decision. ‘Should we question them?’ he asked.
‘It would waste time,’ said Rodrigo, sourly, ‘and I dare say they are practised liars. We both know whose colours they wore, but whether they were traitors to those colours is a question which might be better answered by the course of events than by their crafty lips.’ Then he turned from Orfeo to address the stricken men, saying: ‘If you can, you should quit this place, for I think that your master will not be quite as kind as I have been. He will want to seal your lips, now that his scheme is gone awry.’
Orfeo saw from the expression in their eyes that they believed it - and perhaps the fear of what might yet be done to them wiped out what gratitude they might otherwise have felt, because they did not thank Rodrigo Cordova for the mercy which he showed.
‘Come,’ said Orfeo. ‘We must take the best of their horses, and lead the one which brought me here. I hope that you will know where to go, for I do not know what whirlpool of intrigue it is in which I have immersed myself, and must trust myself now to your care.’
Rodrigo Cordova took the lead when they had mounted up, and Orfeo followed him. First of all they went back to the road where Orfeo had found the tell-tale bloodstain, but then the youth hesitated, and when he set off again he left the road to lead his companion across country. Orfeo had expected him to head northeast towards his own estate, but in fact he went south, towards Zaragoz. While they rode at a careful pace, with Orfeo’s former mount behind them on a long rein, Orfeo told Cordova about the words he had overheard which had sent him forth on his errand, and what he had seen en route.
‘Did you recognize the voice?’ asked Cordova, anxiously.
‘I could not,’ Orfeo replied. ‘Of all the voices in the castle I had heard but two - Sceberra’s and Semjaza’s. I am sure that it was not Sceberra who gave the order, and would be certain that it was not Semjaza either, save that I am ever wary of wizards and their tricks.’
‘Can you swear also that it was not your friend Arcangelo?’
‘He too is a spellcaster,’ Orfeo pointed out, ‘but it was not like any speech of his that I have heard - and besides, I think Arcangelo is a prisoner beneath the castle, held in a secret cell far worse than the one where I was lodged.’
‘If only you had seen the man!’ exclaimed the young man, in exasperation.
‘Only be thankful that he did not see me!’ replied Orfeo. ‘But there is another way to approach the question, is there not? What enemy have you who might gain from this? Remember that they were prepared to kill you if they had to, but preferred to take you alive - was that for ransom, or some other purpose?’
‘In Zaragoz,’ said Rodrigo, bitterly, ‘a man may have many enemies, and never know them all. There is hatred and mistrust in the blood of every man, engraved there by centuries of dispute and betrayal. The Cordovas have been loyal to the diAvilas for many generations, and that would be enough to earn the enmity of the Quixanas. As you heard last night, there is a special rancour to add to that, for rumour says that a secret passage extends from the Cordova house into the caves which are the bowels of the castle, and that it was such a secret route which the assassins used when they toppled that last Quixana Duke in the time of my greatgrandfather.’
‘Is it only rumour, my lord?’ asked Orfeo, with gentle scepticism.
‘Do not call me that, Orfeo,’ said the young aristocrat. ‘You are my friend, and I would not have you address me as servant to master. I give you my hand, and beg you to call me Rodrigo.’
So saying, the young man held out his hand so that Orfeo was able to reach across and take it, briefly. It was not the first time that a nobleman had offered him friendship, but he knew that such condescension was rare in tiny realms like Zaragoz, where every man had an exaggerated consciousness of his station.
‘I do not mean to doubt you, Rodrigo,’ said Orfeo, ‘but if we are to unravel this mystery then we must acknowledge what is true. Is there a passage within the crag which connects your house to the castle? Who it used in the coup of which Arcangelo spoke?’
‘I honestly do not know,’ replied Rodrigo. ‘As I have said, the Cordovas have long been loyal to the diAvilas, and if my ancestor could have served the cause he would have done so - but if there was such a passage, the new Duke would certainly have closed it once he had used it. I know nothing, either, of any curse placed upon my house.’
‘And what of the rest of Arcangelo’s story? Was the Quixana Duke a man of justice, slain by a tyrant?’
Rodrigo Cordova laughed. ‘Justice is a relative thing,’ he replied. ‘In every dispute at law the winner claims that the end of justice has been served, while the loser cries cheat! All those who resent the strong hand of a ruler call him tyrant, and wherever they can find a pretender to his position, that pretender becomes in their eyes a paragon of all the political virtues. You are a much-travelled man, Orfeo, and you must have seen that these are the ways of the world.’
‘Perhaps,’ replied Orfeo, without enthusiasm. ‘But I have known men who were certainly tyrants, and others who held to better principles. For now, we must confine our attention to the present case. Is it your belief that there is some traitor within the walls of the castle, who was spurred to action by the prophecies which Arcangelo uttered in your house last night, and that Calvi’s murder and your seizure were the first blows in a campaign against the Duke?’
‘It would be better if that were so,’ answered Rodrigo, with a sigh. ‘For if it is not, then I must look for enemies among the Duke’s loyal servants. If those men were sent by Sceberra or Semjaza - or by Marsilio himself - then my escape can hardly be reckoned to end the matter. Yet I cannot see what any of them would gain by hurting me. I had thought myself a friend to them all.’
‘I cannot see much sense in it, either,’ admitted Orfeo. ‘Nor can I begin to understand what happened last night. If Arcangelo came here to spark a rebellion in the name of Quixana, it must have been foolish in the extreme for him to declare his aim so publicly. Did he come to your house for a different reason? And if so, was it his speech which has attracted the attention of unknown enemies to you?’
‘I do not know,’ replied the youth. ‘I cannot begin to understand. Perhaps we should have put those scoundrels to the question after all.’
‘Perhaps,’ said Orfeo, uneasily. ‘But I doubt that they know any more than we do about the reasoning behind their orders. I am, as you say, a much-travelled man, and I have heard many tales of treason and rebellion. If there is one point on which history and romance seem to be agreed, it is that when melodramatic messages are written in blood they are likely to be lies and libels. The men who killed your friend and made you captive were the Duke’s men, and the simplest conclusion is that they were about his business. Perhaps he simply needed to contrive an atrocity, to prove that any who are sympathetic to the cause of Quixana are murderers and terrorists, and to quell any opposition to the methods he will use to root them out. You must ask yourself, Rodrigo, whether men like Marsilio diAvila and Estevan Sceberra would hesitate to sacrifice a pawn like Theo Calvi - or even a scrupulous friend like yourself - if they thought that a greater game must be played. Perhaps it is your very innocence and goodness which made them choose you as a target.’
When Orfeo looked to see what effect his words had had, he saw that Rodrigo Cordova was frowning very deeply. If the younger man was not convinced, he was certainly reduced to perplexity. But this was a story which he did not want to believe.
‘You must remember that I am an outsider here,’ said Orfeo. ‘I see with a more distanced eye. But I am also ignorant of the true situation. When Arcangelo mentioned the name Quixana while we walked together on the road he implied that the Quixanas had been all-but-destroyed when their last Duke was overturned. Who, then, would be the champion of any revolt?’
Rodrigo sighed again. ‘This is a small nation,’ he said, ‘but it has a long history. Marriages across the centuries make complicated patterns of relationship, which are sometimes in dispute. The scribes in the castle use their records to prove all claims of inheritance, but the records do not always speak as clearly as they might. Among the nobility, some younger sons and daughters always leave the realm to make lives elsewhere, and their descendants are often unrecorded here. There are probably lines of descent different from those which are presently recognized, which might be traced by a scribe who looked at the records with an eye which favoured Quixana against diAvila; there are certainly lines of descent which might be invented by those with sufficient imagination to do it. But the one person who is universally acknowledged as a blood descendant of the last Quixana Duke, and bears his name, is the lady Serafima Quixana.’
‘Who is a prisoner in the castle!’ Orfeo exclaimed.
‘She is in the castle, to be sure,’ said Rodrigo. ‘But whether she is a prisoner is a different matter. Marsilio has become anxious for the stability of his realm since he succeeded his father, and I think that he would like to erase the legacy of hatred which the name Quixana carries by another means than wholesale slaughter. He sent his emissaries to Gualcazar some years ago, when the lady was but a child, in order to arrange her betrothal to his son. It is believed throughout the realm that the marriage will take place when the lady Serafima comes of age, but there have been rumours that she is not altogether happy with the prospect.’
Orfeo remembered what the lady Morella had said to him, about having seen Arcangelo some years before in Gualcazar. ‘When does the lady Serafima come of age?’ he asked.
‘Soon, I think. I do not know the exact day, but this will certainly be the year.’
‘In that case,’ said Orfeo, ‘we have a ready explanation for the timing of this wretched affair. That must surely be what brought Arcangelo here to try his art against Semjaza’s - but if he has already failed, it is difficult to see how anyone else could make a serious attempt to release the lady from her prison. The sorcerer seemed ready enough to believe that I knew nothing of any wider conspiracy, but I suppose he may be anxious lest Arcangelo has not come here alone, and may be waiting for a more powerful magician to take Arcangelo’s place.’
‘I know nothing of this,’ said Cordova tiredly. ‘And I do not see what it has to do with me. I am loyal to the Duke, and I cannot believe that Marsilio could be so foolish as to conclude that because Arcangelo came to my house, I must be in league with the Quixanas.’
‘No,’ said Orfeo, grimly, ‘I do not think it is as simple as that. But my friend, we must decide in spite of our ignorance exactly what we should do next. I think we must decide now, for we are coming close to Zaragoz again, and we will certainly be seen and recognized if we go through the gate of the town. This adventure did not end with your release; it has hardly begun. Your enemies - whoever they may be - will surely strike again.’
‘I know that,’ answered Cordova, in a tone which was equally dour. ‘But I cannot go into hiding. Were I to ride back to my estates, I could be no more certain of having men I can trust about me than if I were in my house on the hill, and I would be no less vulnerable to an assassin’s dagger. My enemies, whoever they are, have tried to act treacherously against me, but I am not that kind of man. I would rather bring them out into the open if I can, where I can confront them face to face. I intend to return to Zaragoz, openly and boldly. You need not come with me if you are afraid - this is not your affair, and I can make sure that you have safe conduct to the border.’
Orfeo considered this for a few seconds, but he quickly saw that just as Rodrigo could not be certain of his safety wherever he was, so he could not be certain of his own, even though he left the borders of the realm. In any case, the fact that there was so much he did not understand made him reluctant to let the puzzle alone.
‘No, my lord,’ he said, forgetting for a moment the equality of friendship which had been offered to him, ‘I will not do that just yet. After all, my lute is in your house, and how am I to live without it? And I have promised, have I not, to play for the lady Veronique on that Night of Masks to which you Estalians look forward with such enthusiasm?’
Rodrigo Cordova turned in his saddle to look into his companion’s eyes, and Orfeo knew that the young man was staring straight through the mask of his irony, into his very heart.
‘Thank you, my friend,’ said Rodrigo. ‘I will be proud to have you by my side. And if my enemies prove too strong for me, I swear that I will do all in my power to see that they do not harm you.’
Orfeo was grateful for this promise, though he knew well enough how difficult it might be to keep. Well, he thought, I am in the web now, and will not escape until its strands are ripped apart, to reveal whatever monsters are lurking at its heart. And if Chaos has Zaragoz in its grip, let us pray that the forces of Law may yet prevail against it!



Chapter Seven
AS THEY RODE through the streets of the town Orfeo looked about him all the while, wondering whether any who saw them would be surprised or alarmed, and whether news of Rodrigo Cordova’s homecoming might already be winging its way to the heights of the crag by mysterious means. But he saw nothing untoward in the way that any man looked up at them as they passed by, and there was no sign that rumour of the murder of Theo Calvi had yet been broadcast in the streets. They had come through the gate unchallenged, and as their horses mounted the narrow road to Cordova’s house they were saluted most politely by all those whom custom forced to acknowledge their presence.
While their horses were being stabled Cristoforo came out to meet them, and Rodrigo immediately instructed him to send a messenger to the castle, to summon Estevan Sceberra.
Privately, Orfeo wondered whether this was altogether a wise thing to do; although he had declared his certainty that the man who gave the instruction for Calvi’s murder had not been Sceberra, he was by no means convinced that Sceberra was not behind the scheme. Still, if young Cordova was determined to take the bull by the horns, then the minister was certainly the man he must first confront.
Rodrigo led Orfeo into the house by the same door which had admitted Arcangelo the night before. It gave direct entry into the hall which had been used as a dining-room and ballroom. As they passed the spot where Arcangelo had been struck down Orfeo looked up at the balcony from which the magical blast had been fired, and was suddenly disposed to wonder about the exact circumstances of that event.
‘Rodrigo,’ he said, ignoring the start of surprise which the steward Cristoforo gave when he heard the familiar mode of address, ‘last night I saw Sceberra signal to the man who fetched the sorcerer. He could not have come from the castle even if there is a secret way. He was already in the house, was he not?’
‘Yes he was,’ answered Rodrigo. ‘He came with the party from the castle, as he often does.’
‘But not to dance?’
Rodrigo smiled, but mirthlessly. ‘Semjaza does not care for dancing,’ he said, ‘and if he did, I think he might spoil the pleasure which the others took. He is not a handsome man, and you have seen that he can hurt with the power of his will.’
‘Why, then, does he come here?’
‘He likes to look at the books and scrolls which my ancestors gathered here. Many were once owned by wizards, though my family has not kept a wizard of its own for three generations now. Were it not for Semjaza the books would remain unread, and I think that even he can only read a few of them, for they are written in many different languages. Cristoforo, who has sufficient skill in the literary arts to keep account of all my business affairs, cannot make head nor tail of any but a few of them.’
The steward gave a sad nod to confirm this judgment of his relative incompetence.
‘May I see these books?’ asked Orfeo.
‘Of course - can you read, then?’
‘Like your steward,’ said Orfeo, ‘I can read the tongue which we speak, and write it after a clumsy fashion, but little more than that. Nevertheless, I have a certain interest in books.’
Shrugging his shoulders - for it was obviously not an interest which he shared - Rodrigo led Orfeo up the principal staircase of the house, and then along a carpeted corridor which led to a wing beyond the rooms which were commonly used. There he unlocked the door of a small room, using a key which he took from one of the recesses where candles would be set after dark.
The room had a glazed window, but the diamond-shaped pieces of glass were heavily begrimed, and the room seemed a dark and dingy place. It was narrow, with wide shelves to either side, on which books were stored in untidy heaps. There was a table in the centre of the room, with two chairs at either end, and the tabletop was littered with candle-trays and the stubs of candles, as well as several scrolls, three inkwells and an assortment of quills.
There was a good deal of dust on the tabletop, too, but its pattern was irregular, sitting much deeper here than there, occasionally having been wiped away from a little area before one or other of the chairs. There was an unpleasant odour in the air, which Orfeo immediately connected to the noxious stink of the sorcerer’s breath. Though it was in Rodrigo Cordova’s house, this room was Semjaza’s if it was anyone’s. And yet the house, if what Arcangelo had said was true, had been bewitched by some Quixana spellcaster to work against the cause of the diAvilas.
Then he remembered that Arcangelo had not said that, but had actually said instead that the house had been charged to serve the cause of justice, and to react against any who dared to work ”dark magic” within its walls.
Was that, he wondered, why Arcangelo had come here - to provoke the working of ”dark magic”? And had Semjaza often come to study here in the hope of discovering a way to set aside the curse which had been set upon the house?
Orfeo ran his finger along the binding of a nearby book, and found it black with dust and fungus. The parchments were literally rotting on the shelves. It was not that the room was damp, for it was as dry as a bone - but that dryness had not kept decay at bay.
‘After all,’ said Rodrigo, as he read disapproval in Orfeo’s roaming eye, ‘parchment is but a kind of flesh, and it is the destiny of all flesh that it should return to dust in the end. What does it matter, when no one can read them?’
‘The men who wrote them intended that they should be read,’ murmured Orfeo. ‘And it seems that Semjaza has tried to penetrate their mysteries. Arcangelo spoke, you will recall, of a learned man among the traitors who betrayed the Quixana Duke, who learned more about the history of this mountain than had been known before. Perhaps the book from which he learned it is here.’
‘I do not know,’ said Rodrigo. ‘I have kept the books, because they belonged to my father and my father’s father - they are part and parcel of the House of Cordova, which I hold in trust for my son, and my son’s son - but my father never cared for them and nor do I. I saw no reason to hide them from Semjaza.’
When he heard Rodrigo use the phrase ”House of Cordova” Orfeo saw what he should have seen all along - which was that the word ”house” had more than one meaning. Arcangelo had said of the defeated wizards who had helped Quixana rule that they had ”cursed this house”, and then had gone on to imply that he meant the building itself by talking about its walls. But Estevan Sceberra may not have understood the words that way, and may have thought that the curse was upon the family of Cordova and not the walls of the house in which they lived. Was that why the Duke’s men had been sent against his loyal servant?
‘I am not sure that Semjaza’s curiosity is a harmless thing,’ said Orfeo, cautiously. ‘Do you know what kind of wizardry he practises?’
‘Kind?’ replied Rodrigo. ‘I hardly know what kinds there are - all wizardry is alike to those who have no magic, though I think that the greater part of it is mere trickery. I know that the common folk dislike him, and call him an evil man who has daemons to command, but evil is like justice: where the unfortunate see evil, the fortunate see only good, and the common folk see daemons in every peculiar shadow. Semjaza likes to be feared, like all his kind, and is pleased when others call him sorcerer and suspect him of acquaintance with vile gods and godlings. I do not say that he is a good man, but I do not think him half so black as he is painted.’
‘I wish I could agree with you, my friend,’ said Orfeo, quietly. ‘I know well enough how rumour sees daemons where there is naught but darkness, and I have known many spellcasters who have taken great delight in seeming more powerful than they are, encouraging false belief in their ability to command dark powers. Anyone who believes every story which is told of men who deal with daemons is a fool - but I think that is to the great advantage of those who really do make pacts with Chaos, and I know that some peculiar shadows do indeed mark the work of daemons. I cannot believe in all the wonders which are spoken of in travellers’ tales, and have certainly never seen such things as dragons or manticores, but there is something in the wisdom of lore and legend which I trust, and I know that there are powers in the world which men do well to fear.’
‘Perhaps there are,’ answered Rodrigo, ‘in distant and savage lands near the World’s Edge. But this is Estalia, which is a civilized place.’
‘You are a good man, Rodrigo,’ said Orfeo. ‘And I wish that those to whom you owe fealty were as good as you. But Semjaza and Morella d’Arlette belong to a different kind, and I suspect that they have brought others into the morass of their corruption.’
When he looked carefully to see what effect this statement had on Rodrigo Cordova, Orfeo saw that the other was not disposed to believe him. He was not entirely surprised, given that the young man was reputed to be enamoured of Veronique diAvila, and given also that he must have known Semjaza all his life, and grown up thinking of him as a friend no matter how repulsive his face might be.
‘Would you have me destroy these books?’ asked Cordova. ‘I would not like to do it, despite that I do not care for them at all.’
Orfeo shook his head. Though he did not like to think that a man like Semjaza might find the means here to increase his power, nor did he like to think of knowledge being destroyed - and he believed that there might indeed be knowledge here which could be put to use by those who could learn to decipher it. He had been in university towns in the Empire, and had seen much larger libraries than this one, and which seemed infinitely better kept - but he knew that they consisted mostly of the routine produce of copyists and paid scriveners. Never before had he seen such an accumulation of very old books as this room contained, and he knew they would be reckoned a fine treasure by any honest scholar of the Empire, all the more so because most were written in languages forgotten and arcane.
Orfeo sighed, and said: ‘How many secrets are buried in this room, not needing lock and key to keep them in? Words by the thousand, written by those whose main purpose was to keep them for a few privileged eyes. What a world it would be, Don Rodrigo, if those who had knowledge were to write it plainly for every man to read - for then it would be in the interest of the many rather than the few to learn their letters and be privy to the accumulated wisdom of the generations. How then might men make progress!
‘Instead, the knowledge which men have is hoarded thus, condemned to die and rot and crumble as their own frail bodies die and rot and crumble. No wonder we are naked to corrosions of the soul, my lord, when we consign our best thoughts and our worst to such tombs as this, where only such necromancers as Semjaza can bear to come in quest of their resurrection. Even so, my friend, I beg you not to destroy what you have. It is too precious.’
Orfeo came out of the room, wiping grime from his fingers on to the hem of his tunic.
‘I wonder
.’ he said, and then hesitated.
‘What do you wonder?’ asked Rodrigo.
‘I wonder whether Arcangelo knew that Semjaza would be here last night, and whether what happened was part of his plan. I think Semjaza and Sceberra might be wondering about that too. They may be anxious that their victory was too easy.’
‘I do not think so,’ said the younger man. ‘Is it not more likely that he intended to deliver his dire prophecy and disappear into the night?’
‘Perhaps,’ said Orfeo, ‘but he did not seem surprised when Semjaza struck him down.’
They reached the head of the stairway again, and descended in a calm manner. When they had nearly reached the bottom they heard the sound of hooves clattering in the narrow courtyard, and within a minute the main door of the house was opened by the guard which Rodrigo had set there, admitting Estevan Sceberra, with two men-at-arms of his own.
As Rodrigo Cordova strode forward to meet the minister Orfeo hung back, and watched the two men come together. While they looked at each other Sceberra’s expression was all friendship and concern, but when they clasped hands in greeting they came so close that Sceberra was able to look over Cordova’s shoulder, at the spot where Orfeo stood. In that brief moment, Orfeo saw the expression change - and it was as though the hostility of it emitted a brief cold blast which struck him in the face.
That Sceberra did not like him, he already knew - but he could not help but feel that there was far more in that foul glance than mere dislike. And when the other looked away, Orfeo formed the distinct impression from the way his gaze flickered right and left, then up and down, that Estevan Sceberra was a worried and uneasy man, who felt that the course of events had perversely turned to his own disadvantage.
‘I swear,’ said Estevan Sceberra, ‘that when I find these men - and I do not say if I find them - then I will make them talk. I have a way with men’s tongues, as you know.’
Sceberra was sitting in an armchair, sipping from a goblet of wine. Rodrigo Cordova sat opposite, apparently at ease, though Orfeo - who sat nearby - knew that the young man’s mind was very active. The lady Marguerite was also present, having been informed of all that had happened to her son, and she seemed every bit as uneasy as the minister, perhaps for very different reasons
‘I know how you treat your prisoners, Estevan,’ said Cordova, gently, ‘but I know only too well that a man in pain will confess to anything which is put into his head. I could have questioned the two we left alive, but I would never have been sure that what they told me was the truth.’
‘Semjaza can judge the truth of what men say,’ said Sceberra confidently, turning his stare to Orfeo.
‘Semjaza undoubtedly has many ways of discovering the truth,’ replied Rodrigo. ‘And I have no doubt that he is making most urgent enquiries on the Duke’s behalf at this very moment. If there is a plot against the Duke which involves men in his own service, then Semjaza will surely discover it - unless, of course, Semjaza is with the plotters.’
Sceberra scowled at the suggestion and shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, firmly. ‘I could doubt any other man in the realm, but not Semjaza.’
‘I cannot see why not,’ said Rodrigo, who was intent on making Sceberra more uncomfortable than he already was. ‘He is a very powerful wizard, is he not? I have often wondered why it is that wizards do not use the power of their will to seize the crowns from the heads of common men. I cannot believe that they have no ambition, when they sacrifice so much to their learning, and take such terrible risks in their dealings with daemons and the legions of the undead.’
‘The ambition of wizards is not towards temporal power,’ Sceberra told him. ‘It takes them in another direction. Semjaza is as loyal a friend to the diAvilas as you are yourself, Don Rodrigo.’
‘There is another way to look at it,’ said Orfeo, mildly.
Sceberra looked at him with affected contempt, implying by his disdain that a common man ought not to interrupt his betters in such a fashion, but Cordova said: ‘What way?’
‘I have heard it argued,’ Orfeo continued, in the same mild tone, ‘That wizards are already the true rulers of most earthly realms, and that the men who actually sit on thrones are mere instruments of their power, whose duty it is to deflect and bear for them the burden of hatred and mistrust which naturally accumulates to the debit of oppressors.’
‘If a man were to believe one tenth of all that he heard argued,’ Sceberra opined, ‘he would be not a man at all, but a radish. There is nothing more absurd than the resentful arguments of the envious and the stupid.’
‘Oh, you are right,’ said Orfeo, with little evident trace of irony. ‘You are undoubtedly right, my lord, to argue thus.’
Sceberra looked at Rodrigo Cordova, his stare quite stony. ‘If there is one man in the realm I could not trust, Don Rodrigo,’ he said, ‘it is the one who sits at your elbow and pretends to be your friend. Semjaza examined him last night and pronounced him honest, but the spellcaster was tired and may have been more easily misled than on another occasion. I have heard that the player hurt a child this morning, by striking him about the head and making him fell, and I cannot help but wonder whether his tale of a mysterious conversation overheard in darkness might not be a malicious invention.’
‘You think this player is a wizard, then?’ said Rodrigo, mockingly. ‘Wizard enough to make a fool of Semjaza?’
Sceberra merely scowled, and made no reply.
‘How is the child?’ asked Orfeo.
‘He recovered from the blow,’ replied Sceberra, ungraciously.
‘And did he say that someone hit him?’ Orfeo riposted, with the tiniest emphasis on the word someone.
‘No,’ said Sceberra. ‘He said that he stumbled and fell. But I do not think that he was telling the truth.’
‘Then you must send him to Semjaza,’ said Orfeo, ‘and let the sorcerer make sure - though I do not think he can possibly be the mastermind in this plot to murder the Duke’s loyal subjects.’
Sceberra stood up then, and placed the goblet of wine, unfinished, on the table nearby. ‘I must be about my business,’ he said, gruffly. ‘There is treason in the realm, and I must root it out. I do not need to tell you, Don Rodrigo, that you must be on your guard at all times. Trust no one, I beg of you - including myself, if you will. Wherever we may choose to point our accusing fingers, one thing remains certain: a plot which extends into the castle itself can extend into every house in Zaragoz. No man should sleep too soundly until this affair is finished, lest he foil to awake.’
Rodrigo Cordova stood too, and went to the door with his guest. Orfeo remained in the room until his host returned. He looked at the Lady, to see what her reaction might be to the guarded hostility of the conversation, but she did not say anything to him. Nor did Rodrigo Cordova say anything about the minister’s attitude when he returned - though it had been plain all along that he did not like it.
‘We still do not know the source of the danger which threatens you, Don Rodrigo,’ said Orfeo, softly. ‘And while that is the case, the minister’s advice is good. Be on your guard against everyone.’
‘I have not yet asked Cristoforo to move your belongings to a better room,’ Cordova said, deliberately passing over what Orfeo had said. ‘Would you like me to do it now?’
‘No,’ Orfeo replied. ‘I shall be quite comfortable there.’ He knew that the remark about his room was a hint that he should go, though the hour was not so very late, and so he stood up. No doubt young Cordova had a great deal to think about, and felt that he could do it better in solitude. But the Lady Marguerite came to her feet also, and spoke to him.
‘You have saved my son’s life today,’ she said, ‘and we owe you a greater debt than we can easily repay. May this house protect you as it has always protected me.’
She spoke, of course, as one who had married into the House of Cordova, and so had come under its ”protection”. Orfeo wondered, privately, how much benefit that protection had really been to her, and how much benefit it could continue to be, now that some secret curse might have been awakened in Cordovan walls or Cordovan blood.
There was a sword-bearing servant waiting in the corridor when he came out - which did not surprise him, given that the staff had been called to arms and placed to keep a watch upon their master. Orfeo acknowledged the man’s presence, then went up the main staircase.
There was another man on guard on the upper floor, who watched Orfeo as he went to the foot of the smaller stairway which led to the servants’ attics. The upper floors were dimly lit, by candles which were poorer than those used downstairs and fewer in number. They cast strange shadows in the alcoves and the doorways.
It was easy to believe, as Orfeo looked about him here, that the ancient walls might somehow be alive, ready to awaken from their stillness. Whether there were daemons hiding in the pools of darkness he could not tell, but he had cause enough to feel uneasy as he searched for the little stairway which would take him up to his room.
As he climbed that gloomy flight he reflected that he was, in fact, very tired. That was only to be expected, given that he had had such an active day in hot pursuit of a more than usually active night. He felt in dire need of a period of quiet solitude, safe from all threats, when he could put aside the mysteries which troubled him in favour of healing sleep.
As he opened the door of his room and passed through it, though, he was promptly clubbed from behind, with sufficient force and precision to rob him instantly of his senses.



Chapter Eight
ORFEO WAS BROUGHT rudely back to consciousness by a bucketful of icy water which was poured over his head as he lay on a cold stone floor.
His head felt very thick and heavy, and he could not immediately raise it from its uncomfortable resting-place, but as soon as he stirred his shoulders were grabbed and he was hauled unceremoniously to his feet. Held erect from behind, by hands which felt as though they must be unnaturally large, he had to fight hard to keep his head from lolling sideways, but he managed in the end to hold it up.
He blinked hard and his vision gradually cleared. Then he saw that he was looking into the face of Estevan Sceberra.
Sceberra, seeing that he was recognized, smiled.
Orfeo looked down at the hands which gripped his arms, which were indeed the largest he had ever seen. Then he looked from side to side. He was in a gloomy cellar, whose air was dank and damp. It had no windows, and he guessed that it must be in the deepest regions of the castle. There was a big stone slab which served as a table - though it seemed more suited to be an altar - and laid out on the slab in neat rows were various iron instruments, including pincers, broad-headed irons, knives and crushing vices. His sword was also there, and the knife which he used when he cut meat or cheese.
He tried, rather feebly, to return Sceberra’s smile.
‘No rack?’ he said, faintly. ‘I had thought that Zaragoz was a civilized realm.’
Sceberra’s smile did not alter in the least. ‘Zaragoz is not known for its carpenters,’ he said, grimly. ‘The trees grow too thin and crooked in our poor soil to yield an abundance of timber. My predecessors have been known to use common ladders for stretching, but in my reckoning that is a method best suited to the encouragement of women’s tongues. Or have you been upon the rack before, and liked it? Perhaps that was how you came to be so tall and thin!’
He signalled then to his huge assistant, who released Orfeo’s upper arms and grabbed his wrists instead. Orfeo could not struggle, for the wrists were tightly bound behind his back.
While Orfeo concentrated on retaining his balance the man behind him threaded a long rope around the one which bound him, knotting it around, and then threw the other end of the rope over an iron hook embedded in the ceiling. Then, standing back, he pulled the rope taut, so that Orfeo’s bound arms were lifted up behind him, forcing his head forward. He tried to remain standing, but could not, and was lifted clear of the ground by the giant’s tugging. The strain on his shoulders from being held aloft in that position was very great, and the subsequent twisting of his arms hurt him a good deal. He could only do his best not to struggle, thus to minimize the agony.
His body began to rotate, but Sceberra stopped it by putting a hand on Orfeo’s shoulder.
‘Are you racked enough now, my friend?’ asked the minister. ‘Please do not fear for my servant - he is very strong, and can hold you there as long as I ask him to. If you become bored, I will ask him to bounce you up and down a little. It is a game which he has enjoyed with several of my guests, and it never ceases to amuse them. Sometimes, they laugh so hard that their arms come out of their sockets at the shoulder - oh, what tears they cry, and what songs they sing! I would wager that you would sing finer songs than most - so fine I might keep you here forever, that I may hear your repertoire entire!’
But then Sceberra signalled again to his servant, who let his prisoner down, so that his feet could touch the floor again. Sceberra took his shoulder to help him stand erect.
‘I am forgetting myself,’ said the minister, with mocking concern. ‘I must not damage your hands, for the lady Veronique would be hurt if you were too bruised to play the lute for her on the Night of Masks.’
Orfeo was too confused to plan what to say, and could only say what came into his head. ‘Does Semjaza know that you have brought me here?’ he asked.
‘Semjaza!’ exclaimed the other, laughing with delight. ‘Do you think Semjaza would protect you? I fear that you mistook his friendly concern, and the advice which he gave you. He commanded you not to meddle in our affairs, and you repaid his kindness in discovering your innocence by promptly becoming guilty! He would be very disappointed in you, if he knew - but for what it is worth, your presence here is my own secret. You thought that I had used magic to steal you away from Don Rodrigo, did you not? You thought, no doubt, that it was a daemon who plucked you from your room and flew with you out of the window? But no, it was only a man, and not an invisible one. No one sends a daemon to perform a task which a man can do, and no one uses magic when the task can be done without. Don Rodrigo has many loyal servants, but there are some of his company who owe a higher loyalty than that.’
This speech was long enough to allow Orfeo to recover some of his presence of mind, but not quite all.
‘Have you only brought me here to hurt me for your pleasure?’ he asked. ‘Or had you some rational purpose in mind as well?’ He was trying to appear brave, though he knew how foolhardy it was to taunt his captor.
‘I have a reason for everything,’ said the minister.
‘What reason did you have for sending the Duke’s men-at-arms to murder one of his loyal subjects and take another prisoner?’
The minister shook his head. ‘You forget, my friend, that it is my turn to ask the questions now.’
‘Do you really think that I lied to Semjaza?’ asked Orfeo. ‘Do you think that I could have lied to him?’
‘I do not know,’ said the other. ‘I do not think so, but I might be wrong. Perhaps your friend the man of Law enchanted your tongue - I cannot tell what ways magicians may have of deceiving one another. But this I do know - that you are no friend of Marsilio diAvila, and must be reckoned to be leagued against him.’
‘Because I saved his loyal subject from a vile plot? If I have proved myself today the friend of Rodrigo Cordova, does that not make me a friend of Marsilio diAvila too? If it does not, I would like to hear the reason why.’
‘You are too clever for your own good, my friend,’ hissed Sceberra, ‘but your reckoning will come soon enough, now that I have you.’
‘I cannot see that you need me,’ said Orfeo, sourly. ‘Indeed, I cannot see why you are anxious, when you have the priest of Law safe and sound.’
Even as he said the words, he realized their significance, and Sceberra could not keep his face straight enough to stop his prisoner seeing the truth.
‘By all the gods,’ said Orfeo, ‘you do not have him safe and sound, do you? Despite that Semjaza knocked him down, he had strength and cunning enough to escape your clutches!’
‘Aye,’ growled the minister. ‘He escaped from this prison last night - while Semjaza was questioning you. Had he and I not been so occupied, I do not think he could have got away - which makes me think that you served his cause, knowingly or not.’
Orfeo held his tongue then, not wanting to tell the minister what other conjectures came into his mind. But he could not help but wonder whether Arcangelo had gone into the hollow mountain, and whether Semjaza might be afraid of what he might find and do there. And he could not help wondering, either, whether Semjaza might be anxious that his enemy would find the way within the crag which led to Rodrigo Codova’s house - and whether that had been the reason that the Duke’s men had been sent to take Rodrigo prisoner. At last, he thought, he had begun to see the pattern which this web of intrigue had.
But what good could it possibly do him now?
‘Semjaza has such faith in himself,’ said the minister, ‘that he still believes you innocent. For myself, I do not care whether you are innocent or not. You have done what we warned you not to do, and now you must bear the consequence of that.’
Sceberra’s hand lay quietly on Orfeo’s shoulder while he spoke, but when he finished he lifted it to see if Orfeo could stand alone. Then, finding that Orfeo could stand, he took the hand away, and carefully opened his prisoner’s shirt by the cord which tightened the neck. Though it was not part of the player’s finery it was a flimsy garment, and when Sceberra suddenly ripped at it the material tore all the way down, leaving Orfeo’s left breast bare.
Sceberra touched the nipple on the breast, and said: ‘How stupid the hand which shaped us was, to give to men what only women need and use - do you not agree?’
‘It is no great inconvenience to have it there,’ Orfeo replied.
‘You do not think so?’ said Sceberra with a laugh. ‘You are such a disagreeable man, Master Player, that I feel a need to make you see my point of view for once.’
So saying, the minister picked up from the stone table one of the several sets of pincers which were there, and with one hand on each handle he opened the jaws wide, placing them upon Orfeo’s chest, on either side of the useless nipple. He paused for a few seconds, permitting Orfeo to contemplate the prospect, and then he closed the jaws with a convulsive thrust, savagely crushing the flesh which they pinched.
Orfeo screamed with agony, and feinted dead away.
Oddly enough, though he was sure that his senses had deserted him, he could still feel the pain - not only the agony beside his heart, but also the cruel wrenching of his wrists as he fell. It was not fair, he thought, as he seemed becalmed in a world of pure pain, that he could not find release even in oblivion.
But then, mercifully, he did, and hoped that in finding it he was cheating his torturer of some small measure of his cruel satisfaction.
So exhausted was poor Orfeo that his oblivion ultimately gave way to sleep, which no doubt did its healing work at last - but it seemed at the time no proper release, because his sleep was full of dreams and the dreams were born of pain, which made them nightmares.
In those nightmares the luckless player was put to the question more severely than he had been in fact, racked by ropes and rent by pincers, with Sceberra’s face - distorted by malice - forever thrusting itself into his to spit at him and laugh at his distress.
Semjaza’s face was there too, distorted by that corruption of his being which marked him as a servant of things unknown and unnamable, but which gave him a power to hurt which was far beyond the crudity of Sceberra’s tools.
Orfeo’s sleep was such a hell of anguish, in fact, that it seemed a better release when he finally managed to thrust his soul back to the surface of wakefulness, where the pains which he felt were found to be ordinary after all.
His wrists were sore, but no longer bound. There was a dull fire close to his heart. His whole body had been jarred and bruised. But all of this was superficial, and it was bearable.
He opened his eyes to yellow candlelight, which would have seemed far dimmer but for the glister of the slime upon the walls of the chamber which contained him. The candle-tray was close beside him, near to his head. He was lying on a thin-laid pallet of dirty straw, which did not entirely conceal the hardness of the cold stone floor.
He lifted his head, but when he tried to move his legs he found that one was caught at the ankle, and when he sat up he saw that it was shackled, and that the shackle was chained to the wall close to the end of his makeshift bed. He could stand up and move about, but he was confined by a tether no more than half his own height.
At first the chamber seemed so large that this range seemed very meagre, but then he realized that his station was situated on a narrow ledge, no more than five feet wide, and that beyond the candle-tray there was the rim of a dark, deep pit. This pit stank horribly, and from its depths there emerged a faint sound, part rustle and part rattle, which he could not quite make out. There was something in it of trickling water, but there was something else, too - a different kind of movement.
He pushed the candle closer to the stone rim, then picked up the tray and held it out above the pit, but the light was far too feeble to illuminate its depths.
‘It is the sound of rats,’ said a thin, hoarse voice. ‘All the wastes of the castle are hurled into pits like this one, so that they fall into a common space, where they are flushed all-too-gradually away by water hurled after them. Where they go after that, who can tell?’
Orfeo raised the candle higher then, and saw that beyond the mouth of the pit - which was only six or seven feet across - there was another ledge like his own, with another pallet of filthy straw, and another shackled prisoner, sitting on his crude bed.
The sight of that prisoner made him draw in his breath very sharply. The man must have been handsome once, and to judge by his diction he had been a gentleman, but he seemed as thin now as a starveling beggar. His skin was very white, and there were ugly sores on his face and bare arms. His hair had grown very thin, and that too had turned white, contrasting sharply with the darkness of his shadowed eyes.
‘I am sorry for my appearance, sir,’ said the gentleman. ‘I fear that I have not seen the light for some years now, and there is something about this dry northern bread which does not entirely agree with my southern stomach. I hope you will not be offended if I say that I am glad to see you, for if my reckoning is correct, it is three months and more since last I had a companion. The boy who brings my meagre rations has no time to talk nor inclination to listen, and I am not ashamed to say that loneliness has weighed upon me far more heavily than this shackle upon my leg.’
Though this speech was very carefully made its tone was undercut by anguish, and Orfeo could tell that it cost the other much to maintain such studied politeness.
‘Who are you?’ asked Orfeo. He spoke more abruptly than he normally would, for the shock of the place, added to the legacy of his nightmares, had taken an icy grip on his mind.
‘My name is Jacomo Falquero,’ said the other, speaking a little less hoarsely now. ‘I am a native of Gualcazar. May I know your name?’
‘It is Orfeo,’ replied the player. ‘I have no family name, and I have no home. I live as a travelling player and teller of tales.’
At that, the other man burst suddenly into tears - though Orfeo saw that he had all-too-little to spare in the way of actual tears, and must perforce sob rather drily.
‘Oh, Orfeo,’ said the miserable man, ‘you cannot know how I have prayed for a companion, though I knew it was an evil thing I did. I cannot help but be glad to see you, though I hate myself for wishing such captivity as mine on another man. Forgive me, my friend, if my prayer has played a part in bringing you here. Forgive me!’
Orfeo felt a sudden lump in his throat, as if he might himself burst into tears in sympathy with the pangs of Falquero’s conscience. But he swallowed hard, and said: ‘Hush, man! I was brought here by an evil creature who wished me harm, and not by your prayers. And if it is my fate that I must languish here a while, I am glad that I do not find myself alone.’
He looked around, to judge more precisely the nature of his confinement. The cell was rectangular, some sixteen or seventeen feet by thirteen, while the pit cut a narrower rectangle from its floor, taking six or seven feet from the longer dimension and eight from the shorter. The floor was laid out in the shape of an angular horseshoe, with a door halfway around.
‘How long have you been here?’ asked Orfeo, gently, when the sobbing stopped and Falquero began to win the struggle to control himself.
‘Five years, as near as I can reckon,’ said the other, mournfully. ‘I have had other companions, but they were so broken by torture that they did not live long. None was with me for longer than a month before being tumbled into the pit - though those who keep us do not always wait until a man is dead before they give him to the rats.’
Orfeo looked down at the pit again, and could not repress a shudder.
‘How did you come to this fate?’ he asked his companion.
‘Do you ask if I committed some crime?’ replied Falquero, with a hollow laugh. ‘No - I see that you do not. Nor do I ask of you how you deserved this confinement. I was sent to Zaragoz with a little girl, to be her protector, appointed by her lawful guardian. My small mistress was summoned by her relative the Duke, in the expectation that when she came of age she might marry his son - but we did not like what we found here, and one night I tried to take her away in secret, to return her to her guardian in Gualcazar. I have been here ever since, and do not know what became of my mistress.’
‘Is her name Serafima?’ asked Orfeo.
‘It is,’ said the other, raising his head from his hands as he spoke, in surprise and expectation.
‘Then I can tell you that she is alive. She is a prisoner, but in a kinder place than this. I have not seen her, but I was near her only two nights ago. I cannot speak for the Duke, but I think his intention still is that she should marry his son, if the lady’s consent can only be won. It seems that he has been patient while they were still so young - but I do not know what will happen now that her coming-of-age approaches.’
Jacomo Falquero received this news in silence, and though he was obviously grateful to know that the lady was not dead, still he could take only meagre comfort from a knowledge of her situation.
Orfeo looked again down into the pit, which drew his thoughts at every moment’s pause. Was this, he asked himself, to be his end? Was he to be cast, dead or alive, into the castle’s cloaca, to be devoured by the vile scavengers which wallowed in its filth?
He moved the candle closer to his bed, knowing that Sceberra had only left it for him so that he might see his eventual destination.
How long, he wondered, would Sceberra deign to let him remain in the living hell of confinement and contemplation, before tiring of his continued existence and putting an end to him? Did any other know that he was here - and would any other care, if any knew? How fiercely would Rodrigo Cordova pursue enquiries as to his whereabouts - and what effect could his efforts possibly have, given that he seemed to be surrounded by enemies of his own, and might easily be brought here himself?
‘Did they hurt you much?’ asked Jacomo Falquero - and Orfeo saw that the other man was staring at the ugly bloodstain on his shirt that marked the wound which Sceberra had inflicted.
‘Only in anger,’ he said. ‘There is nothing I can tell them which they need to know, and though the minister says he doubts it, I think he knows that it is true. If he tortures me again, it will be for pleasure alone. Perhaps he will not, for he seems to have other things to occupy his mind - perhaps to do with your mistress’s coming of age. The doom of Zaragoz has been cried by a strange prophet, and there is an unease in the land. If there were but a chance of diAvila’s defeat
.’
‘My friend,’ said Falquero, ‘I would not deny you hope while it can still nourish your soul - but while I have been here I have found that hope, in the end, becomes one more kind of torture. In such captivity as this, one can only live from hour to hour. Once, I prayed every day for my release, but as those prayers have gone unanswered, I have forced myself to make my ambitions more modest than that.’
Orfeo stretched himself to soothe his aches, then knelt to test the strength of the shackle which bound him to the wall.
It was very strong, fixed by two thick rivets. They must have brought a smith here with him, to forge the metal while he was still unconscious - and the smith must have been a skilled man, too, for his ankle had not been seared by the heat - cold water must have quenched it in the brief interval before its spread from the rivets to the circlet.
The fact that they had sealed him thus, rather than using a lock and key, told him unequivocally that Sceberra did not plan to let him go. The minister was a man with all the necessary power and cruel inclination to turn his petulance into a sentence of slow and horrible death.
Orfeo felt a surge of righteous wrath in his guts, which screamed that this could not be, for he had done nothing at all to deserve it. But it plainly was, and all complaints that he might utter - whether he directed them at the man who had done this or at the gods themselves - would not alter it.
He considered what Falquero had said about hope becoming one more thread of torture, but put the thought from him. The time was not yet come to despair. Rodrigo Cordova lived, and was his friend. And, absurd as it might seem, the lady Veronique might still be so determined to have him play and dance at the Night of Masks as to demand that her father’s minister allow him to do it.
While he knelt there, still listening to the traffic of vermin in the caves far below, the door of the cell opened. Orfeo took up the candle to see better who it was.
It was a small boy, bearing a pair of leather buckets. It was the same small boy, in fact, who had brought food to the other prison, where the lady Serafima was confined, and Orfeo realized what a sick irony it was that the boy’s enforced silence had prevented him from reporting to Falquero how his mistress fared.
The boy would not break that silence even now, though he recognized Orfeo instantly. There was someone behind him in the doorway, watching to see that the rule was not broken - not Fernand Arrigo or any other man-at-arms, but the far more sinister figure of the huge man who had held Orfeo prisoner while Sceberra hurt him.
Orfeo dared not speak to the boy, lest he should cause him further trouble, but he knew that his eyes were imploring the child to spread the news of his presence here. As he tried to exert the force of his will to send that silent message he wished fervently that he had the art to work one tiny trick of magic. But he was not even sure that the boy knew who it was that had carried him unconscious to the kitchens, or would think it a debt he owed even if he did.
The boy took two small loaves from one of his buckets, and laid them carefully down, one at the end of each ledge, beside a wooden bowl already waiting there. He added a few leaves of raw cabbage. Then he poured a measure of water into each bowl.
‘Thank you,’ said Orfeo, in a tone as neutral as he could manage. Falquero said nothing. Then the boy left, and the giant cellkeeper closed the door behind him.
‘He had a dozen loaves and more,’ said Orfeo. ‘There must be other dungeons like this one, each with its oubliette, a ready supply of noxious gases, and the everpresent music of the rats.’
‘Sometimes,’ said Falquero, ‘there are other sounds. Before I was a prisoner, I was told that the caves are very extensive, and that the rats which feed on the wastes of the castle are eaten in their turn by monsters which never see the light of day. One of my former companions lived - for a brief while - in the terror that something whose foulness was beyond his imagining might come from that pit to devour him alive. There have been times when I would not have cared had something of that kind come for me, but nothing ever did. Whatever makes the sounds can no more fly than the rats can, and the wall of the pit must be very hard to climb.’
Orfeo could have wished for less macabre conversation as he ate his frugal meal, but he did not complain. And when the meal was over, he listened while Falquero told him more about the agonies of confinement. He felt that it was not for him to question that need which the other man had to speak his mind, and that it was a necessary act of kindness to let the thoughts spill out as they would, without interruption.
Eventually, though, Falquero’s need to talk gave way to a need to listen, and he begged Orfeo to tell him a story: a story which would make no mention whatsoever of Zaragoz, or prisons, or shackles, or pits.
This Orfeo did, as bravely as he could. He wove a complicated plot out of the adventures of a king’s three sons, each of whom fell in love with a different magical woman and was sent on a remarkable quest, which tests all would have failed save that their paths crossed and recrossed, so that they might all help one another, until in the end each one achieved his heart’s desire, though only one could inherit the kingdom. It was by nature a long story, and Orfeo made no attempt to shorten it, for he wished to be lost in its twists and turns nearly as much as his companion did, and though he knew all along how it would end he was nevertheless carried away by the suspenseful art of his telling.
The story helped him to forget, for a while, the many hurts which were afflicting his body, and when he finally reached the end of it he found that he had become very drowsy, and was able to escape into a far gentler slumber than the nightmare-infested sleep from which he had earlier roused himself.
When he awoke again, he did not know where he was at first, and when he opened his eyes the darkness was impenetrable, for the candle had long since burned out. For a moment or two he struggled for recall, but then the stench of the pit brought it all back to him, and he felt the coldness of the stone beneath the straw.
He could still hear the sound of rats, roaming restlessly about the depths of the pit.
But there was another sound, too, which must have played a part in waking him. It was the sound of a creaking hinge, and he realized that the door to the cell was being opened, very slowly.
He sat up then, and turned towards the sound - and as the links of his own confining chain rattled quietly, so there was a second rattle, like an echo - which was the sound of Jacomo Falquero sitting up in his turn, having been similarly awakened.
Having been pushed carefully open, the door was pulled to again - and still no one spoke, for whoever was coming in was trying to do so as quietly as he could.
Then, when all the sounds had died save for the distant whisper of the rats, there was a little flicker of bright flame, and there appeared from the darkness a hand, lighted as if by a will-o’-the-wisp dancing upon the palm. By that light, Orfeo could see a face - and no doubt Falquero could see it too, for when they spoke it was in unison, and the name which they pronounced was exactly the same, in its syllables and in the sheer astonishment with which they spoke.
What they said was: ‘Arcangelo.’
 
INTERLUDE
 
ORFEO PAUSED IN his narrative as one of the candles guttered and went out. It was not until he moved, and pain shot along his right arm from shoulder to elbow, that he realized how stiff he had become, entranced by the intensity of his narrative.
He was not the only one who seemed entranced. He looked across the table into the face of Alkadi Nasreen, who had been listening so intently that his features seemed carved from wood. Two or three empty seconds passed before the Caliph’s concentration was broken; then he scowled.
‘This is a devilish long story,’ said Alkadi Nasreen, shifting an empty wine-cup and looking around. ‘It has kept us here all night.’
‘I am sorry,’ said Orfeo. ‘When I saw how interested you were, I became determined that you should not miss the slightest detail of the tale.’
‘But it is all mysteries and riddles! Are all your Bretonnian tales so convoluted?’
‘They tend that way,’ Orfeo admitted, ‘but in this case, the convolutions were not built in by me. I am simply reconstructing the pattern by which events unwound. I can promise you solutions to most of the mysteries and some of the riddles, but true stories are never as neat as the ones a player makes up for the telling.
‘When I invent, I am like a god who knows all, and can intervene in the interests of justice to ensure that the guilty are punished and the good rewarded. When I remember, I am only a man, who sees but the smallest fraction of what occurs, and has no authority to command or understand those higher beings whose work it is to determine who shall live and who shall die.’
‘If you know the answers to these mysteries now,’ said the Caliph, speaking as though he had a sour taste in his mouth, ‘then you need not make mysteries of them while you tell your story.’
‘A story is still a story,’ Orfeo replied, ‘and must proceed from beginning to end. And besides, there are questions whose answers you have chosen to hide from me, in order to contrive a little drama of your own - for you have not told me precisely where your interest in my story lies, thus insisting that I risk offending you. If you would tell me what name you bore before you were Alkadi Nasreen, Caliph of Mahabbah and Lord of the Twin Seas
.’
‘Damn your infernal curiosity!’ retorted the other. ‘I want the truth, not half-truth bent to the purposes of clever flattery in the hope of securing your release. You are a slave here, Master Orfeo, and it is I who have the sole right to make demands and ask questions. How much longer will the telling of this story take?’
‘It is difficult to judge,’ said Orfeo, ‘as I have never told it before.’
‘We have storytellers in Araby, too,’ said the Caliph, coldly. ‘Among the stories which they tell is the tale of a wife sentenced to execution, who obtained stay after stay by telling stories to her royal husband, each one suspended before morning in order to win another day of life by tempting curiosity, until the farce had lasted a thousand and one nights. You would not seek to treat me thus, I trust?’
‘I fear that my storytelling skills would not suffice to make it last as long as that,’ said Orfeo, blandly. ‘I have lost track of the hours, but another session as long as this should bring the tale close to its conclusion. I assure your highness that I am no more anxious than you are to spend another thousand nights in this manner.’
‘Then you must go to your room now, and sleep. Tonight, when I summon you again, you will take the tale to its conclusion. Then we will see what has become of our bargain.’
So saying, the Caliph clapped his hands loudly, and there came into the room the same female servant who had led Orfeo from his prison so many hours before. He could not believe that she had stayed awake so long, waiting outside the door, and concluded that she must have a couch nearby where she had taken her rest. He was very tired himself, and longed to throw himself down on a soft bed. His wounded shoulder pained him, and so too did an older wound upon his breast, which he had thought quite healed.
Is this old age which creeps upon me? he thought. Perhaps Estalia took a greater toll than I thought.
But he did not really mean ”Estalia”. He meant Zaragoz. The name held no particular terrors for him now, but there was much that he did not care to remember in the record of his adventures there. The memory of diAvila’s dungeons, and the things which lurked beneath them, was something which came to him now and again in nightmares, but this was the first time that he had ever undertaken to describe what had occurred there in detail. To tell the story, leaving nothing out, would be to relive the darkest and most dangerous hours of his life, and it would tax his strength and spirit. Still, it must be done.
When he was put back in the room which served as his prison the boy Maro promptly woke up, and greeted him.
‘Did the Caliph like your tale?’ asked the boy, fearfully.
Orfeo threw himself down upon a bed of cushions, and said: ‘I cannot tell, for it is only half told. I had hoped to see in his eyes whether he was a friend or enemy of the men of Zaragoz who came to hate me, but I cannot. Reason tells me that if he were not their enemy, he would not have quit the town
and yet, I cannot be sure. Even if he is Quixana, there may be less in the tale to please him than I could put in, if I dared to invent an ending other than the true one.’
‘Well,’ said the boy, bravely, ‘we have one more day to live, and I am not made a eunuch yet.’
‘No,’ said Orfeo, ‘and I have been in too many prisons, harsher by far than this one, not to hope for release. I have been a lucky man where prisons are concerned, and have sometimes thought that the gods must like me very much as a wanderer, to set me free so often and send me on my way. I must trust in Morr and Manann, by whom he made me swear, that they will save me now.’
So saying, he let his eyes fall shut - and very soon was fast asleep.
But Maro, watching him carefully, saw that he was troubled in his sleep by dreams which made him move, and sometimes make as if to cry out, though very little actual sound spilled from his lips.
He is dreaming, thought the boy, or else foul daemons are taunting him, telling him that he will soon be theirs.
Then he got up, and went to the window to watch the birth of the new and hopeful day.



PART TWO:
THE NIGHTS OF MASKS



Chapter Nine
ARCANGELO SEEMED STARTLED himself, and it was obvious to Orfeo that he had not expected to discover two prisoners whom he knew. But the wizard recovered his composure quickly, and put a finger to his lips to ask for silence. His eyes darted first one way and then the other, as if he did not know which of them to speak to first, but after a moment’s hesitation he went to his left, to that side of the pit where poor Falquero had been chained for five long years, and embraced him with one arm, while the other held his tiny light aloft.
Falquero had burst into another fit of sobbing, but he stifled the sound in Arcangelo’s cloak as he pressed his face into the older man’s shoulder.
The spellcaster turned then, to look across the empty space at Orfeo.
‘You here?’ he said, in a very low tone. ‘Did I not warn you to tread carefully in Zaragoz?’
‘Aye,’ Orfeo replied, in a whisper. ‘And so did Semjaza - but I became entangled nevertheless, and had thought like your friend that I might never see the light of day again. Of the people I hoped might come to save me, you are the last I thought to see. But you did not come for me, did you?’
‘No,’ said Arcangelo. ‘I came for Jacomo, who was once unwittingly betrayed by me, when I entrusted him with a mission far too dangerous for him to carry out. I should not have sent him, but I could not bear to send the child alone to Zaragoz.’
Orfeo nodded. ‘So you were Serafima Quixana’s guardian. Why did you send her at all, when you knew that the diAvilas could mean her no good?’
‘Once they had found us, there was no other way. Had I refused, they would have taken her any way - even if we had succeeded in gaining a fuller measure of protection from the rulers of Gualcazar, diAvila could have sent assassins to kill her. My wizardry was a poorer thing, then, and when I tested it against Semjaza and the sorceress I knew that I could not prevail. My only hope was to gain time.’
‘Why did they not kill her anyway,’ asked Orfeo, ‘if she is the last of the Quixana line?’
‘A family which has extended over centuries cannot be made extinct,’ said Arcangelo. ‘The bearers of the name may be destroyed, but there is always one more branch to be traced, one more chain of kinship. It is a matter of taking one more step towards the root, to find another place where the blood is leaked into the meshes of a dozen marriages. Had they killed Serafima, there would have been another heir, somewhere in Zaragoz or in the wider world. Safer, they thought, to make frail Serafima the anchor of such hope as their opponents had, and make her blood a prisoner of their own.’
‘Might it not have been best to let them do it?’ said Orfeo, with a hint of bitterness. ‘If a marriage can put an end to centuries of hatred and violence
would that not be the preferable way?’
‘Only if justice were to be forgotten
only if right were to be abandoned. You are a clever man, Orfeo, and I think that you know well enough what a dreadful kind these diAvilas have become, in the pursuit of their pleasure and ambition. I have one thing left to do with my life, and that is to save the lady Serafima - whether or not it requires my own damnation to secure that end.’
Orfeo accepted the rebuke. He did know what Arcangelo meant, perhaps better than the spellcaster knew.
Jacomo Falquero spoke for the first time. ‘Can your magic break the shackle on my leg?’ he whispered, in a voice tremulous with resurrected hope. ‘Can you bring me safe from these loathsome walls?’
Arcangelo pushed him away, but very gently, and looked him up and down: ‘Poor Jacomo,’ he said, ‘I had a picture of you in my mind, which was the image of a very different man. I had not imagined that they could reduce you so far, and hurt you so much. Five years has not been an easy span for me to bear, but I did not know it had been eternity for you.’
‘But it is over now!’ said the other, perhaps too loudly, with another sob gathering in his heart.
‘No,’ replied Arcangelo, in a tone which said that he wished that it were so. ‘It is barely begun - and the hardest work is yet to do.’
He looked again at Orfeo, and though he said nothing Orfeo knew only too well that his help was being asked. Arcangelo had come here - by what miraculous means Orfeo could only guess - not to lead Jacomo Falquero to freedom, but to enlist his help in securing the release of another prisoner: the lady Serafima. In order to accomplish that end, Arcangelo’s magic must not only claim its first victory over Semjaza’s, but sow sufficient confusion to reduce a hundred men-at-arms to impotence. He had looked to have a stout swordsman of his own to help him, but he had found out now that Jacomo Falquero was ill-fitted to be that man.
‘I have a score to settle with Sceberra,’ said Orfeo, grimly. ‘Only break this shackle, and I will do what I can. Nothing would give me more pleasure than to snatch the prize from Sceberra’s very grasp - and though I cannot see how you hope to get her out of Zaragoz, or make her safe from assassins if you do, I am with you to the end.’
‘I have given fair warning,’ said Arcangelo, gently, ‘that if justice cannot prevail, then Zaragoz is doomed. There is a place where the lady will be safe for a while, if only we can get her there - a place where the walls themselves will try to hold her safe.’
Orfeo knew where those walls were, though he was not yet convinced that the magic within them had really been awakened by the blast which Arcangelo had tempted from Semjaza. He was glad to think, though, that they might be able to hold Rodrigo Cordova protectively, now that the attempt to keep him from them had been thwarted.
‘I pray that your magic will be powerful enough,’ said Orfeo, and could not help himself from adding: ‘this time.’
‘I let Semjaza lay me low,’ said Arcangelo, ‘for I had to go to that house, before I came here. All has been planned - as I think you now suspect, I have chosen every move since I drew Rodrigo Cordova to the tavern where we rested on that first night. Semjaza thought that I was helpless, but you can see that I am not, and I think that he is anxious now that he knows how badly he mistook my strength. I am a more powerful man by far than I was when first I met my enemy, and I think he may be frailer. But magic is by no means mere brute force - victory goes to those who use their power deftly, with cleverness and cunning.’
Orfeo remembered Semjaza’s face, as it had peered into his own while he was being questioned, and as it had appeared again in his nightmare. Though he had no sensible way of judging, he was not yet prepared to agree that Semjaza was less strong than once he had been - nor was he certain that the advantage of cleverness and cunning lay with Arcangelo.
It was as if he heard again in his mind those words which Semjaza had spoken to him: Something might be made of a man like you.
It was Sceberra, not Semjaza, who had made him into an enemy - but it was Semjaza, not Sceberra, who made him afraid of the coming conflict.
‘Well,’ he said, gruffly. ‘I hope that your strength will not be too severely sapped by the effort of casting off an extra shackle - and I hope too that your plan for invading that citadel above us is a very careful one. If I am destined to be food for those foul things down below, then I do not suppose it will matter whether I go to their feast tonight or another night, but I had far rather that I did not go at all.’
Orfeo watched closely as Arcangelo worked on the shackles which bound their feet. Though the wizard needed no more equipment to make them loose than his own two hands it did not seem to be an easy task, and he could see the muscles in the spellcaster’s neck become tense with the effort. He knew that magicians did not like to admit, even to themselves, how much their spells cost them, so he said nothing - but he had some suspicion of how much strength and skill a cunning man might have accumulated within his body during five years of preparation, and he knew how very quickly that store might be depleted, even in spells of an apparently trivial nature.
When they came out of the cell, Arcangelo led them quickly along a passage to an open door. There were five other doors in the passage, each one of which marked a cell like the one where they had been confined, but Arcangelo was not concerned with other prisoners - and Orfeo thanked the whim of fortune which had chained him alongside Falquero.
Beyond the open door there was a chair for a guard to sit, and there was indeed a fearsome guard sitting upon it - but the huge man was so deeply asleep that only the release of the spell which had put him there would let him wake. Arcangelo removed the sword from the giant’s belt and gave it to Falquero. Then he picked up the candle which lit the corridor; his own magical light had gone out when they emerged from the darkness.
There was another door at the corridor’s further end, standing open like the first. Beyond it was the larger chamber where Sceberra had tortured Orfeo - and there, left carelessly on the slab with the other instruments, was the player’s slender sword, which he picked up. There was also a lantern, burning somewhat brighter than the candle which they already had - Arcangelo picked it up and lit it, passing the other light to Orfeo.
There was a stairway from this chamber leading up towards the courtyard of the castle, but Arcangelo did not take them that way yet. Instead he went to another door, smaller than the others, which had the appearance of being rarely used. Its two locks must have been rusted solid for many years, but Arcangelo had broken them already, and now he led his companions down a stair which spiralled into the very heart of the rock.
‘Remember the way!’ commanded the spellcaster, as he descended.
The passage was wide enough for comfort, but not high enough, so that Orfeo, being a tall man, had almost to crouch in order to make his way down.
Arcangelo saw Orfeo’s difficulty when he looked back, and said: ‘There was a castle on this rock before humans ever came to Zaragoz, and the tunnels which connect the many caves were hollowed out by the dwarfs who were masters of the Old World before men began their rise from savagery. This crag was a stronghold which the dwarfs must have struggled long and hard to hold against their goblin enemies before their race began its slow decline.’
Orfeo had rarely seen a dwarf, and had inherited from his elvish one-time guardians something of their amused contempt for that race, but while he had made his own way in the world of men the lore of legend had told him how much men owed to the race which had preceded them, and how much of human civilization was raised from the ruins of what the dwarfs had left behind.
‘The sewer which collects the castle’s wastes widens as it spirals downwards,’ Arcangelo continued. ‘This is part of another sequence of passages which runs always above it. There are several pits where the two conjoin, but in other times all were very carefully bridged so that a man - or a dwarf - might pass safely from the castle to any one of a dozen caves giving access to the lower slopes. Around those entrances houses were built when men first came to Zaragoz, but many of the bridges had already crumbled away. The one remaining line of connection was used to invade the castle when the last Quixana Duke was deposed, but when it had been done the path was deliberately broken, and the way to the heart of the rock was sealed. Men are not like dwarfs, and they shun the inner spaces of the world, except when necessity drives them downwards into the darkness.’
They went down and around until they came to a branching of the tunnels. Arcangelo showed them a sign which he had scored on the wall with a soft white stone.
‘These are the marks which you must follow when you come this way with the lady Serafima,’ he said. ‘You must know them, for when the alarm is raised in the castle, I must stay to counter Semjaza’s tricks, while you must make all possible haste to escape.’
There were two more branches, each clearly marked. Then they came through an arch which let them through not to a further corridor but to a narrow ledge above a sheer slope.
‘Take care!’ said Arcangelo, urgently. ‘It is not deep, but should you fall, I think you know what waits at the bottom.’
There was not the same sound of scampering which Orfeo had heard in the cell, for below him then there had been a place where the rats foraged for food, and gathered in huge numbers. Below this sheer slope was an emptier region, where the rats went to hide and make nests - and where other things may have waited to catch them. But if a man were to fall, the rats would assemble quickly enough about his broken body.
The ledge ran along the lip of this abyss for a hundred yards and more, curving all the while, and then it came abruptly to its end. The wall of rock cut sharply away to the left, but the ledge did not follow it around - the abyss was narrow here and another rock-face could be seen by the light of Arcangelo’s lantern, no more than fifteen feet ahead of them. That other face had an arch set in it, and another tunnel leading away into the depths of the crag, but here the path was broken, and the bridge which had connected the ledge to the tunnel was gone - destroyed and cast into the pit.
Arcangelo stopped, and Orfeo turned to look at Falquero, who was breathing very heavily, and whose legs seemed hardly able to support him. He was moving drunkenly, and Orfeo had to catch him by the arm. Falquero looked into his face, his eyes full of pain and fear.
‘I cannot,’ he whispered. ‘I cannot.’
‘Wait!’ commanded Arcangelo. He looked out into the gloom, then passed his lantern back to Orfeo, so that the player now held both their lights.
Suddenly, there was a flutter of wings in the darkness, and something came huriedly towards them. Orfeo raised an arm instinctively, thinking of some monstrous bat, but Arcangelo put out his other arm as though to catch a hunting falcon, and the thing came swiftly to him, grabbing his arm with its claws and steadying itself with a last few beats of its sleek black wings.
It was in fact a raven, and though it was huge enough by the standards of its kind, it was not quite the giant which Orfeo had imagined from the rushing sound of its arrival.
Orfeo had moved the brighter lantern back when he started in surprise, and Jacomo Falquero had caught his arm, so that he could not immediately lift it again to see the bird more clearly - but he could see that in its beak it held a pouch, which it surrendered to Arcangelo.
He thought that something else also passed from the bird to the man - something like a long black thread which unwound from the bird’s body like a leech or a worm, and wound itself around the spellcaster’s wrist before squirming sinuously into the shadow of his sleeve. The thing was gone within a second, leaving Orfeo to doubt the evidence of his eyes, but he felt some disquiet.
The magician raised his hand again then, and seemed to throw the bird back into the empty air. There was a moment when it was reluctant to go, and it opened its beak again to emit a small caw of protest, but it could not retain its hold. It took wing, and was swallowed instantly by the Stygian gloom.
Arcangelo unwrapped the pouch, and emptied its contents into the palm of his other hand. He seemed very relieved to have them, and in reply to Orfeo’s quizzical stare he said: ‘All magic needs an instrument, and though the human body is one which plays many a miraculous tune, still there are many tricks which need the alchemist’s earths or the elementalist’s samples. It is said that anything imaginable might actually be achieved, if only one had the right tools, but such recipes as I have seen for spells involving the blood of dragons or ogres’ teeth are very hard to try, and I suspect they have often tested the imagination of the men who wrote them down far more than their actual experience. But here are things whose virtue I know well enough; I could not carry them with me to Rodrigo Cordova’s house, or they would have been taken from me, and I had other work to do when I made my way here from the cell where they thought me safely confined.’
First Arcangelo picked up a small amulet, and asked Orfeo to put it around Jacomo Falquero’s neck. ‘It is a special adamantine,’ he said to his old friend, ‘which gives resilience to the weak. Pray that it gives you all that you will need to complete the mission which has been five years interrupted.’
Then, to Orfeo, he said: ‘I have but one of those, for I had not expected another companion. I need these other things for my own use. All the magical aid which I can offer you - and to Jacomo also I will give it - is to make you immune to my own illusions. It is a small thing, I know, and I cannot give you the power to see through Semjaza’s illusions, should he have time and enterprise to use any, but I fear that my stock had perforce to be small enough to be carried in the raven’s beak.’
‘I am used to relying on my own strength,’ Orfeo told him.
Then he saw the priest take something else in his hand, which looked like a tiny twig from an oak tree, bearing a single leaf and a single acorn. With this held covertly in one hand, the magician made signs with the other, murmuring some arcane incantation. There was no flash of light or crack of thunder to mark the acomplishment of the spell, but when Orfeo looked down he suddenly saw that where there had been no bridge but a moment before, now there was a solid piece of rock some five feet wide and six or seven deep.
‘That is the route we must follow if we are fortunate in our task,’ said the spellcaster. ‘The bridge will last until morning unless I choose to make it vanish before then. If I am not here to guide you when you cross it, go carefully - and wait at the first junction until I catch up with you. If, perchance, I cannot come, then you must find your own way to safety, and may the gods to whom you pray guide you kindly and well. Now, I must use my power to discover where Serafima is to be found.’
‘There is no need,’ said Orfeo. ‘I know the very room. It is in the High Tower, and I can guide us there from the courtyard. But there will be guards on every section of the ramparts, and there may be others about on the ledges between the east and west towers.’
‘Soldiers and savants need not concern us overmuch,’ Arcangelo assured him. ‘I can screen us from their observation well enough, and confuse them if the alarm should be raised. If fortune favours us, I will need no more than petty magic to conceal us from beginning to end - but there may be magical alarms too, and if Semjaza awakes - and has the quickness of mind to see what is happening - then I will need to draw on every resource which I have to keep him at bay.’
‘Semjaza is not the only magician in the castle,’ said Orfeo, uneasily. ‘I know that you have met the sorceress named Morella d’Arlette, and I fear there may be other followers within these walls of the one she calls the god of luxury.’
‘That kind uses its magic to particular ends,’ replied Arcangelo, with some measure of contempt. ‘They are unlikely to add to our trouble, and insofar as their corruption has distorted and distracted the minds of those upon whom they exercise their charms, their presence here may make our task easier. Semjaza is the one we have to fear, for he has never wasted his power in licentiousness.’
Orfeo could not suppress a pang of anxiety when Arcangelo spoke of those upon whom the charms of Morella d’Arlette and her kind had been exercised, but he quelled it.
He turned to look again at Falquero, whose breathing had calmed as soon as he had donned the amulet. He was standing straighter now, and was more composed than Orfeo had seen him. The virtue of the amulet had been absorbed into his body.
‘This false strength will not last indefinitely,’ said Arcangelo, ‘but long enough. It is time that your enemies had cause to fear what they have made of you.’
‘Aye,’ said Falquero - and though he said no more, there was a great enough measure of grim feeling in his voice.
Orfeo, meanwhile, was looking at the bridge which had not been there before. He knelt to touch it, to reassure himself that it was in fact solid enough to support a man.
‘It will bear your weight,’ said Arcangelo.
‘Aye,’ said Orfeo. ‘Unless it vanishes as easily as it appeared.’
‘It cannot do so before morning,’ said the priest, ‘unless I command it - or unless I am destroyed by my enemy. Even if that should happen, you must not despair, for I have tried to prepare for every eventuality in my plan, and even my death is something which might be turned to the advantage of the lady I serve.’
Orfeo lowered the brighter of his two lights into the darkness beside the bridge, but could see nothing in the gloomy depths. A thought struck him and he looked up at the spellcaster.
‘Where did you go when you escaped from your prison?’ he asked. ‘You did not come this way, for you had not the means to make a bridge until your tame bird brought it to you.’
‘No,’ said Arcangelo. ‘I did not come this way until I returned in search of Jacomo. I could not leave my prison by the door, for Semjaza took care to seal it magically before he went about his other business. I went into another region, where I had business of my own.’
As he spoke of ”another region” the magician glanced downwards, and Orfeo looked down again into the gloomy depths whose denizens were hidden by the darkness. He was not surprised that a wizard should not have an ordinary man’s fear of rats and other vermin, nor that a wizard could go up and down faces of rock that were too sheer to by climbed by man or beast, but he knew well enough that it must have cost the spellcaster something to make that descent, and to keep himself safe from harm while he did whatever it was he had gone to do.
‘I think that I would like to have your plan explained,’ said Orfeo. ‘For I see that there is much in it which I do not understand.’
‘There is not time,’ replied the priest, though Orfeo knew that this was not the true reason. There was, he knew, an essential secrecy in magic, which required that its schemes remain covert. It may well have been the case that Arcangelo had simply created potentials, which might be ruined if he said aloud - or even fixed within the privacy of his own thoughts - what patterns of development might follow from them. It was often the strength of curses - including the curse which had allegedly been laid upon Rodrigo Cordova’s house - that not even their creator could determine precisely how they could and would unfold.
Nevertheless, Orfeo regretted that he could not know more about the tangled web which he had allowed to catch him. If he had to take his life in his hands to serve a cause in which he had no personal interest, at least he would have liked to know what forces were likely to be unleashed in the course of the struggle. Semjaza, he believed, was a friend to powerful daemons. If Arcangelo really had resources which were equal or superior, what could mere mortals do to protect themselves when the conflict was pushed to its limit?
‘We must leave the brighter lantern at the foot of the stair,’ said Arcangelo, cutting curtly through the thread of his anxious thoughts. ‘You will need it when you return, if I am not with you.’
‘Well,’ said Orfeo, tautly. ‘Let us hope that we know all that we need to know. And let us hope that your plan is as perfect as you believe it to be.’
‘Trust in me,’ replied Arcangelo. ‘And trust, if you can, in those gods who love justice.’
Orfeo made no reply, for he knew only too well that he had no alternative but to trust in this enigmatic wizard. But he knew also that a love of justice was by no means adequate to ensure that a just result could or would be attained in any matter of practical endeavour. He knew too much of the world and its ways to trust that the gods would always act to secure its ends.



Chapter Ten
THE STONE STAIR which brought them up from the dungeons delivered them into the centre of the castle’s courtyard, a little below the level of the two main towers. There were lanterns burning in the stables, and dimmer lights illuminated from within a few of the glazed windows in the main living-quarters below the eastern tower, but the place where they had emerged was in deep darkness. They waited for a little while so that their eyes could become accustomed to the starlight.
From where they were they could see a stationary sentry on each tower, and they knew that there must be two or three more hidden within the gatehouse which was in the south-east wall. A two-man patrol was walking the circuit of the walls, offering a low-voiced ritual greeting to each of the sentries as they passed him by.
Had that been all, Orfeo would have been well pleased, but it was not. Standing still upon the south-west rampart, close to the High Tower, was a solitary figure, darkly dressed but unhelmeted, who was staring out over the silent land. At first, Orfeo wondered whether it might be Sceberra, but his stature was not quite right, and when he moved Orfeo saw that the way the man carried himself was rather more graceful. When the patrol passed the man on its round the two men did not speak, but saluted him with more than ordinary reverence.
‘Come now,’ whispered Arcangelo, in the softest of voices. ‘They will not see us.’
Orfeo touched Falquero briefly on the arm, signalling him to follow. What had been but a pale shadow of a man now seemed all sinew and strength, and Orfeo knew that Arcangelo’s amulet would sustain the man through the next few hours - which ought to be more than ample time to complete their adventure.
Arcangelo moved swiftly and quietly to the next level, and then to the next, each time moving quickly up the nearest stair and across the ledge, pausing in the shadow of the vertical face. It seemed very easy to climb all the way to the High Tower without being seen.
There was an open archway at the bottom of the tower, with a door set some way within. They moved safely into the protection of the covert, and Arcangelo quickly bent to the lock on the door, letting slip a small sigh of relief - which Orfeo took to mean that there was no magic seal upon it whose breaking might disturb Semjaza.
Within a few seconds, the lock was breached and the door swung open, with only the slightest creaking as it moved upon its hinges.
There were no candles set on the stairway which led up into the tower, and the windows were unglazed slits which let in hardly any light at night. Orfeo touched the wall with his hand, not relishing the prospect of feeling his way, but Arcangelo conjured up the same tiny flame that he had made before, and used it to light their way until they were close to the floor on which Orfeo had been confined while Semjaza questioned him.
Arcangelo extinguished his light again when they reached that point. There was certain to be a guard in the straight corridor which cut through the tower to give access to the cells, and he would be the first substantial barrier to their progress.
When they came to the door which gave access to the corridor Orfeo was able to look through the small barred window which was set at head height. There was a small table inside, with a single candle, and a chair. The guard was sitting on the chair with his feet up on the table, and though he was obviously quite relaxed he did not seem to be asleep. He had his back to the door.
Orfeo had nursed a feint hope that he might find Fernand Arrigo on duty here - which would give him the opportunity to use persuasion in pursuing his goal - but this man was far leaner in his build. Failing that, he had hoped to find this door unbolted, so that they would be able to reach the guard without difficulty - but when Arcangelo tested the door it would not yield. Orfeo expected the magician to use his art, but instead it was Falquero who eased him aside, and tested the gap between the bars with his wasted arm.
An ordinary hand would have been too well-fleshed to go through the narrow gap betwen the bars of the peep-hole, but Falquero’s entire arm was so unnaturally thin that it could pass through it. By this means he could reach the bolt on the inside, and draw it back.
Orfeo and the magician stood aside. If the bolt was habitually drawn every time the door was closed then it must move easily in its track - but even the best of bolts is likely to creak as it moves. Orfeo’s sword was still in its scabbard, but he drew from his belt another weapon which he had borrowed from Sceberra’s torture-chamber when they had passed through it for the second time - a pair of pincers whose heavy head would make a very useful club.
Falquero drew the bolt as carefully as any man could, but still it scraped slightly as it came free. The man in the chair tried to sit upright, but because his legs were on the table there was a precious second wasted while he put them on the ground, and by the time he could turn to look at the door Falquero’s arm had been withdrawn.
It could not have been obvious, in the candlelight, that the bolt had been taken back, and Orfeo hoped that the guard would simply resume his former position - but he did not. He stood up, and came towards the door. Orfeo, the priest and Falquero moved aside, so that they could not be seen through the peep-hole, and Orfeo put his hand on the handle of the door, trying to gauge the guard’s position by sound alone.
When he judged that the moment was ripe Orfeo suddenly turned the handle and shoved the door with all his might. It smashed into the guard’s body with a considerable thud, knocking enough wind out of him to prevent him from crying out. The unfortunate man-at-arms managed no more than a whimper of surprise before Orfeo rounded the door and brought the pincers down heavily upon his head, knocking him senseless.
He fell, but not silently - a dagger fell from his belt, clattering as it hit the stone floor, and Orfeo froze instinctively, wondering if the sound could be heard. When nothing happened, he moved along the corridor, not pausing at the cell where he had formerly been confined, but going swiftly to the other. He drew back its bolts, and then stood aside so that Falquero could precede him.
There was a candle lit within the room, but it had burned very low. The woman who lay on the bed was apparently fast asleep, her face turned towards the door so that it caught the light very well. What struck Orfeo was the odd facial resemblance between this lady and the Duke’s own daughter - save that where Veronique had that remarkable flame-red hair, this lady had hair as black as a raven’s wing.
The sight affected Falquero very differently, and he fell to his knees beside the bed, saying: ‘My lady!’ in a way that was part whisper of adoration, part cry of anguish. It was loud enough to wake her, and her eyes came open, staring at him first in confusion, then in shock, and finally in horror.
‘Jacomo!’ she exclaimed - far too loudly for Orfeo’s liking, though it was hardly a shout. ‘Oh, Jacomo, what have they done to you?’
Arcangelo still hung back in the corridor, his hand upon his forehead as though he were preoccupied with the sensing of distant events. If there was a magical alarm, it would be triggered now, and the time of their greatest danger would be fast approaching.
‘There is no time,’ Orfeo said to Falquero, in an urgent tone. ‘Take her up, man, take her up!’
Falquero, who seemed to have lost control of himself for the moment, was slow to respond, but the woman - or girl, for now that she sat up Orfeo could see that she was younger than Veronique - put her arms around his neck to hug him. When she did that, Falquero remembered what he was about, and seized her around the waist, pulling her from her blanket. She was clad only in a loose white nightshirt, but it was capacious enough, and Falquero lifted her from the bed with an effortlessness which belied his apparent condition. She was small, and Orfeo could have carried her with ease, but that Falquero’s excessively thin arms could bear any weight at all seemed incongruous.
‘Now,’ said Orfeo, ‘we must fly. Make no sound, my lady, I beg of you.’
Arcangelo barely glanced at them as he led the way back to the stair, and Orfeo judged by his hurry that he had become very anxious, though he said nothing at all. They descended the stair as carefully as they could in the dark, knowing that a slip and a tumble might put a sorry end to their mission.
By the time they reached the bottom in safety, Orfeo was beginning to believe that they could complete what they had set out to do. He knew that it would require only the pettiest of magic to distract the attention of the unwary sentries while they fled across the open space to the stair which would let them down into the dungeons - and then into the underworld beneath the citadel. But Arcangelo peered out from the archway into the starlit terraces with obvious trepidation.
They had to pause where they were, pressing themselves into the wall behind the protective archway. The man they had seen on the ramparts, apparently taking a stroll at this most unusual hour, was no longer on the ramparts. He had come down to the courtyard, and was standing only fifteen feet away, looking down across the descending terraces in the direction of the southern tower.
There seemed to be no alternative but to wait for the man to stroll on, and so Orfeo and Falquero stayed quite still, but Arcangelo was agitated now and eager to begone. Instead of waiting, he moved forward, approaching the man from behind very stealthily, obviously intent on striking him down by magical means. As the spellcaster came near to his target, though, the man moved on again, heading in the direction in which they must go themselves, preceding them down the first of the stairways which they must traverse.
Arcangelo looked around, as though alarmed to find himself alone and exposed beneath the weak light of the stars.
Orfeo thought for just an instant that nothing was happening, but then he saw movement in the shadows beneath the battlements, and he knew that Arcangelo had seen the movements too. What it was that was moving Orfeo could not tell, but it was nothing human - it was as if the shadows themselves were taking on substance.
Arcangelo turned, briefly, to face his two companions, and though his face should have been all-but-invisible there was a brief flicker of light which illuminated his features, and showed how tormented they had become.
‘Go!’ whispered Orfeo to Falquero. ‘Run for your life and stop for no man!’
Half a dozen strides took them past Arcangelo, who did not try to follow them - instead the spellcaster turned to face those slow shadows which moved upon him from the looming walls. Orfeo did not look back to see what would become of him, for the only thought now in his mind was the determination to escape, if he could. While he and Falquero moved across each ledge they would be clearly visible to the sentries on the tower and the men-at-arms patrolling the ramparts - all the more so because of the lady’s white gown - and now that Arcangelo’s talents must be diverted to another battle his magic would no longer work subtly on the observers to make sure that their heads were turned away. In any case, there was the lone man ahead of them, who would surely turn to see them as they came upon him.
Orfeo drew his sword, keeping the pincers in his other hand, for he knew that there must now be a fight.
They rushed down the first stair, and were then within a dozen yards of the flight which was their next target, but they saw that the stroller had paused beside the head of that stair, and was already turning to see what was happening behind. Someone else had come on to the terrace too - a manservant, hurrying from the western tower to the east with two heavy buckets, his shoes rattling on the stone above their heads. The man, confused, did not know whether to look behind him or to the side, and while he hesitated Orfeo hurled himself at his back, striking out at him with the heavy pincers.
By the light of the stars Orfeo could just make out the features of the other man, who now realized his danger and tried to bring forth his sword, but as Orfeo struck at him he turned his face away, and threw himself to the side. Orfeo took a step after him, letting Falquero overtake him and race down the stair with the girl in his arms.
‘To arms!’ cried the man, letting loose the cry as though a convulsive surge of air had been released, with difficulty, from his lungs. ‘Stop them!’ He had nearly drawn his sword by now, though he had taken another step backwards in order to gain time to do it. Orfeo, instead of chasing him farther, hurled the heavy pincers at the man’s broad chest. His aim was not perfect, but good enough, and as the other tried to ward off the missile with his right hand - it was his left which had plucked at his sword - he was knocked sideways, stumbling awkwardly. Orfeo ran down the stairway behind Falquero, taking the steps three at a time.
Smoke suddenly boiled out of the pavement in great quantity, in front of them and behind, but Falquero did not pause, and Orfeo was overtaken by the most curious sensation as he looked at the dark, roiling clouds and saw both that they were there and not there. He knew immediately that the smokescreen was more of Arcangelo’s magic - an illusion intended to cover their retreat. He did not try to look back to see where the spellcaster was, but ran in pursuit of Falquero.
But the man he had knocked over had already come to his feet, and was bounding down the stair so quickly that he was almost at Orfeo’s heels. He was too close for the smoke to hide Orfeo from him, and he was shouting: ‘The dungeons! To the dungeons with all speed! Semjaza! Semjaza!’
As he bounded down the next flight of stairs, touching stone only once as he leapt, Orfeo calculated that the main danger lay ahead rather than behind. The illusory smoke would slow pursuit, but if men-at-arms could be roused quickly enough by his pursuer’s call to arms, which was now being relayed by many voices to every corner of the castle, they might easily find the way to the dungeons blocked.
‘Fly!’ he cried to Falquero, as he almost caught up with his companion. ‘Stop at nothing, and I will cover your retreat as best I can!’
His sword was in his hand now, and there was a high excitement surging in his body which was part fear and part exhilaration - for he loved to be in action once his blood was up, though he had the sanity not to let his blood boil too easily.
They flew so fast that they came to the doorway to the dungeons when only two of the guardsmen had reached it - and both of those were fuddled by their rude awakening and bewildered by the smoke. Falquero pushed one aside without difficulty, and Orfeo pricked the other one in the lower leg to make him fell. Then they were through the door and descending, and it hardly mattered that a dozen men were thundering at their heels, for the passage was too narrow to let them come two abreast, and Orfeo held his blade behind him as he hurried on, ready to lash out if the leader of the pack approached too close.
In the torture chamber the massive guard was struggling to recover from the spell which had bound him. When Falquero came past him his great eyes blazed with anger, and he came slowly and awkwardly to his feet. Finding his own sword gone he snatched up one of the heavy irons which lay upon the table. A true blow from that would have knocked a man down, but even without the effects of Arcangelo’s spell to trouble his movements the big man was a ponderous creature, who needed time and space aplenty to make best use of his strength. Orfeo’s thin blade licked out with furious speed as he ran past, and though the man twisted sufficiently to save his throat from being speared the point went into the side of his neck and cut the artery there, so that bright blood fountained out.
The giant howled in anguish, and tried with all his might to bring his clumsy weapon to bear, but Orfeo was too quick by far, and the rapier struck again, this time blinding the big man in one eye. Then Orfeo made shift to be gone, as other men came hurtling into the room, finding room to organize themselves for the first time.
As Orfeo went through the tiny door he turned himself around in order to go backwards down the steps. This slowed him down considerably, but it meant that his long arm and sharp blade were behind him to fend off pursuers who might otherwise have found him an easy target for a thrown dagger or any other improvised missile. Though he was compelled to fence with his immediate pursuer that opponent had great difficulty making enough room for himself in the low-ceilinged passage, and though Orfeo had not the advantage of elevation he felt that he was in control of the duel. Furthermore, he knew that every second he used up was a further advantage to the fleeing Falquero, who could now draw clear of him. Every pause and clash of blades made their true mission safer, and the cost did not seem too high in terms of peril to his own life, for he was certain that he could defend himself even more successfully once he reached the ledge which led to the magical bridge.
As he danced down the first flight of stairs, and then the second, he found no real hazard in the clumsy blade which stabbed out at him. He was in near-darkness, though someone behind the man-at-arms who harried him kept trying to hold a lantern aloft so that he had light to help him.
There were too many pursuers in the passage, and every time the leading man tried to balance himself for a blow he was buffeted from behind by those over-impatient for his further progress. First one man went down, then another - both knocked over by their friends, who then stumbled awkwardly over the fallen bodies.
As they descended further Orfeo did not put in a single bloody blow, but he was not worried about that, and there seemed to him a pleasant justice in the fact that his immediate opponent was being battered, bruised and kicked by his friends instead of his enemy. There was a clash of swords at the second junction, where the available space was greater, and again on the next stair as the pursuers realized what was happening and ceased to ruin the hopes of their own vanguard - but the man whom fate had now appointed to lead the charge was no expert with the rapier he carried, and Orfeo quickly saw that there was an advantage to be gained by refusing to hurt the man, as he did not want someone cleverer taking his place. By skilful parries he kept the man’s hopes alive while they passed another junction, and came all the way to the ledge beside the abyss. There the pursuer’s own clumsiness betrayed him, and he failed to make the turn, tumbling over the edge and screaming as he fell.
Orfeo heard the crashing impact below, and the shocked screeching of rats - which soon gave way to the scrabbling sound of a horde rushing to the feast.
The man’s screams continued to echo from the walls, for the fall had not killed him, nor even knocked him senseless. The horror of it made Orfeo pause, and he dropped the point of his sword momentarily - but he snatched it up again very quickly indeed, when he saw who it was that led the pursuers around the corner and on to the ledge.
It was Estevan Sceberra who faced him now.
Though the minister’s features were in shadow the man behind him held a lantern - and now could get it high enough to make good use of its light. Orfeo had no difficulty recognizing his enemy - and his enemy, undoubtedly for the first time, realized exactly who it was he had been chasing.
‘You!’ he said, in a tone which mingled contempt with astonishment.
Orfeo had begun moving again, but the contempt cut him a little, and the wound in his breast suddenly began to burn again as the memory of its infliction came flooding back. He did not move so quickly then, but backed warily along the ledge with his blade held very carefully at the ready. The men who had faced him so far had had no conspicuous skill in swordsmanship, but he could not doubt that Sceberra would be well-schooled. When this man thrust at him, he would have to be far cleverer than he had so far been. He knew Sceberra would not need to cut him - it would be sufficient to make him lose his balance, so that he followed the other man into the pit.
Thinking that attack might be the best form of defence, Orfeo lashed out, making the minister parry - but the parry was good enough to ensure that Orfeo could not follow his blow, even though Sceberra was crowded from behind. The minister, in fact, called for his followers to give him room, and they hung back, letting their leader come forward alone. Orfeo knew that he must eventually continue his retreat, for his only hope of attaining eventual safety was to follow Falquero into the depths of the crag, but Falquero had gone a long way ahead of him now, taking the lantern which Arcangelo had left for them, and Orfeo dared not move too quickly into the darkness lest he miss the bridge and tumble over the end of the ledge. Sceberra, realizing that he had control of the light, followed him with greater alacrity, reaching forward as far as he could with the point of his sword, in order to force Orfeo back.
The minister thrust forward once, and then again, and though Orfeo attempted a riposte his blade was very easily caught. He suffered himself to be pushed backwards, but went as slowly as he could while he tried to judge the distance to the other corner. He dared not look around while facing such an opponent as Sceberra, and he was forced to keep touching the wall with his left hand, tracking it until he reached the turn.
The turn came, or so it seemed to him, rather too soon - but when he was sure of his position he quickly backed on to the bridge, going three-quarters of the way across the abyss. Then he stopped. Sceberra had now to follow him on to the bridge if he intended to continue the pursuit, and he too would be exposed to the double danger, for if either of them lost his balance now, he would be dropped into the pit.
Orfeo stood still, saying nothing. He had assumed the balanced position of a skilled fencer, tempting Sceberra to follow him on to the narrow causeway and engage him in combat.
By the light of the nearest lantern, reflected off the wall behind him as well as the one above the ledge, he could see Sceberra’s expression much more clearly now, and could see the wrath and hatred that were in it.
‘You dare!’ said the minister, in a low hiss - and Orfeo realized that his opponent was genuinely surprised by his temerity in pausing to make a duel of it. He smiled, deliberately.
‘I had thought that there was not a swordsman in all Zaragoz,’ he said. ‘Just daggermen whose experience was all in the carving of their food. But you hold yourself as if you know what the blade is for - though perhaps that is just show?’
Sceberra reacted to the careful insolence as Orfeo had hoped he would, drawing his mouth very tight and staring at him with hot fury. But Sceberra’s stance was not all show, and the minister clearly knew better than to let anger impel him into a careless sweep. Sceberra had paused, perhaps striving to think of a suitably cutting reply.
There was still much movement on the ledge behind Sceberra. One man was busy shoving others aside, apparently careless of the risk, in order to come to the head of the column of pursuers. It was the man at whom Orfeo had thrown the pincers. He, too, had a rapier, which he carried in his left hand - and like Sceberra, he carried it as though he had been carefully educated in its use.
‘Who is that man?’ said the newcomer, so calmly that the words seemed very strange, echoing in that eerie darkness.
‘The player,’ said Sceberra, whose own voice was as harsh as ever. ‘The one who is too particular to call himself a minstrel.’
‘But what quarrel has he with us?’ asked the other, mildly. ‘I thought him a friend of Cordova’s - and my daughter speaks highly of his playing.’
Orfeo could see Sceberra’s scowl, though the man behind him could not. That dark expression told him that Sceberra had acted entirely on his own authority in bringing him to the dungeons, and was now thinking that perhaps he had made a mistake.
‘I had him safe in irons,’ said the minister, sourly. ‘And now I wish that I had made a wreck of his clever hands after all.’
‘That would have been a pity,’ said the other man - who could be none other than Marsilio diAvila himself. ‘For I have not yet had the chance to hear him play. Do you think he might surrender, Estevan, now that his friend has vanished into the bowels of the mountain?’
‘I have no quarrel with the di’Avilas, my lord,’ said Orfeo, loudly, ‘now I know that you had no hand in my imprisonment. But I would not like to surrender meekly while I have a score to settle with your minister here. I would like to fight him - if you will grant me your permission.’
Sceberra’s eyes flared again, and again Orfeo saw what Marsilio diAvila could not: an expression of animal hatred which would not be denied, whatever his master might permit or deny. Orfeo knew that if Sceberra quit this bridge alive, then he would not. But he was beginning to hope that if he could take care of Sceberra, he might yet save his own skin.
He was pleased, therefore, when Marsilio diAvila said: ‘To be sure, Master Player, you have my permission. I am ever the man for a quick and violent settlement of quarrels, as anyone in my kingdom will tell you. Cut away!’
Orfeo had not time to offer any thanks, because Sceberra had not waited for the speech to end - he had moved to action with all the expedition he could muster, and had darted a deadly thrust at the very centre of the bloodstain which marked Orfeo’s heart.



Chapter Eleven
ORFEO TURNED THE thrust aside with his own blade, but once Sceberra had taken the offensive he was in no mood to yield the initiative to his opponent. His sword lashed out again and again, and each time Orfeo could do no more than parry. It would have been far easier for him to turn the advantage around had he been able to move sideways, but he dared not let Sceberra drive him to the very edge of the bridge - especially as the minister seemed uncommonly well-balanced for a fighter, coming forward and back very straightly, and very lightly on his feet.
Orfeo quickly saw that the greatest advantage which he normally had in fighting - his unusually long reach - was here cancelled out by Sceberra’s unusual speed and fitness. Orfeo was ordinarily both dexterous and supple, but the wound in his chest was only one of half a dozen bumps and bruises which he had taken of late, and his body was feeling the strain of much ill-use. As he pushed Sceberra’s blade aside for the fifth or sixth time he knew that he would have to stretch his resources to the limit if he was to survive.
In the past he had always found that the longer a fight went on, the more his advantages were magnified, because most men used a heavier blade than he, and therefore tired more quickly - but if Sceberra’s sword was any heavier than his own, the difference was more than compensated by the minister’s freshness and freedom from minor injury.
Sceberra drove him back, inch by inch, and Orfeo saw the grimace of concentration which the other wore take on a hint of satisfaction. The minister was confident now, and Orfeo could do nothing for the moment to dent that confidence - but he was already thinking ahead, and knew that when he was driven back as far as the arch, he would have more scope for a move that might turn the fight around.
Had Sceberra been thinking as clearly as he should, he might not have pressed forward quite so aggressively, anticipating that he would be in trouble if he was stranded in the middle of the bridge while Orfeo had walls to either side of him - but Sceberra was obviously used to a fierce fight in which he overwhelmed his opponent with relentless pressure, and so he drove on. Orfeo allowed himself to be driven, though he kept his blade moving as fast as he could, to allow the minister no pause at all.
When he had almost achieved his object, by coming to the point where he could move more freely and launch a telling counterattack, Orfeo was forced to a slight error which allowed the minister to prick his arm. It was a very faint hit, but it was not so faint as to draw no blood, and Orfeo heard the reaction of the watchers on the ledge, who were - not unnaturally - inclined to favour Sceberra. One or two of the men-at-arms called out encouragement, and Sceberra obviously thought that his time had come, for he pressed forward as urgently as he could.
Orfeo had felt the sting of the cut, but he knew how fatal it would be to let it disturb him - and he knew, too, that even the slightest wound in a man’s sword-arm might prove a fatal disadvantage if its hurt were given time to work. He could not wait until he had come entirely into the tunnel towards which Sceberra was driving him, and he had to make his sideways move a little earlier than he would have liked.
His rearmost foot, which should have come to a solid base at the angle of the floor and the tunnel-side, did not quite make that target, and Sceberra had no sooner reacted with alarm to the unexpected shift than he saw what grave danger Orfeo had placed himself in. The minister made haste to strike a mortal blow - but he made too much haste, for he had not entirely countered the riposte which Orfeo had set up, and instead of Orfeo’s point traveling harmlessly past his shoulder it pricked his jaw and made his head flinch.
The tiny wound was no more serious than the one which Sceberra had inflicted on Orfeo - less so, given that it was on the face and not the sword-arm - but it stung enough to make Sceberra’s arm tremble in its fierce attack.
There was but a tiny fraction of a second for Orfeo to respond to that tremor. The interval might have allowed him to take one more step backwards into the safety of the tunnel, but his reflexes took him along a different course, dashing his own weapon past the other’s guard to put another and deeper cut into the muscles of Scebera’s shoulder. Sceberra, in his turn, was able to cut at Orfeo’s breast.
The pain of the new cut, in the region where his flesh had already been torn and twisted by the pincers, sent a wave of shock through the player’s whole body, and pushed his groping heel right back to the edge of the bridge.
Sceberra let loose a cry of triumph as he saw his opponent perched precariously upon the edge, and he thrust again, determined now that his enemy must fall - but the thrust which was meant for Orfeo’s body missed, as the player pivoted and swayed.
There was another noisy reaction from the watching crowd, who plainly thought that Orfeo was certain to go over the edge, but as Sceberra’s blade struck sparks from the edge of the archway behind him, Orfeo - with a trick which owed far more to his education in dancing than his practised swordsmanship - came under the blade and up again, away from the edge over which he had so nearly toppled.
As he rose again from this remarkable crouch Orfeo found a far better balance than his opponent, whose wrist had been badly jarred by the carry-through and subsequent abrupt interruption of his thrust.
For just a second, Sceberra was all at sixes and sevens, unable to recover his defence. Orfeo was too close to him to bring his own sword up for an orthodox thrust, but he brought it up nevertheless, almost like an upward-thrusting dagger, and rammed the point into Sceberra’s neck beneath the chin.
The minister’s throat must have filled with blood on the instant, and the shock which echoed through his system convulsed him so badly that his flailing sword-arm went all awry. The force of the blow threw him backwards, and now it was he who was teetering on the edge, trying desperately to hold himself from a fatal tall.
It was hopeless; as Orfeo pulled back his blade, Sceberra seemed to crumple up, and he fell backward from the bridge, disappearing into the darkness of the pit. He emitted no scream as he fell, nor any to say that the fall had left him to face the rats alive. There was the dull thud of his landing, and then nothing.
Orfeo put out a hand to touch the arch, in order to balance himself. He could feel the warmth of the blood on his sleeve, and the stickiness of the reopened wound on his chest. He looked across the bridge at Marsilio diAvila, whose face was brightly lit by one of the several lanterns on the ledge, which was held close beside him by a man-at-arms.
The Duke’s was a very handsome face, suprisingly youthful in its appearance. Orfeo knew that the man must be at least as old as himself, given that he had two children nearly grown, but had Marsilio appeared with Tomas on one arm and Veronique on the other the three would surely be taken for siblings rather than father and children.
‘Bravo!’ cried the Duke. ‘I swear that I have not seen such a fight with swords in all my days. I dare say that you could give even me a genuine contest, were you free of hurt!’
‘I suppose I must try you, hurt or not, if that is what you wish,’ said Orfeo, trying his best to stand straight.
‘But why?’ asked Marsilio diAvila, in all apparent sincerity. ‘Your score is settled now, and I have no quarrel with you at all! What do you care about the lady Serafima? Come, man, you are not in this so deeply that you cannot stand aside. I extend my hand to you in friendship - take it, and you may still have your chance to play for me. Take it!’
Marsilio diAvila held out his right hand, while the left which held his sword hung limply by his side. But Orfeo did not move from where he stood. The voice of the Duke was pleasant enough, and there was nothing in it to betray insincerity - but Orfeo, now he had time to think, realized that he had heard the voice before, though he had not seen the man. He also saw that diAvila had not extended his foot by so much as a single inch from the ledge - as if he dared not trust its solidity.
Orfeo did not know how to reply, but while he hesitated, Marsilio diAvila was content to watch and wait.
Then, very suddenly, there was a rush of black wings as a huge bird swept out of the darkness beyond the angle of the stone, and zoomed low over the bridge as though in panic-stricken flight from some dread predator.
Before there was time for any of the watchers to register surprise, there came a terrible cry of pain and rage, which seemed to dwindle as its source - hidden somewhere in the darkness - descended precipitately into the depths of the crag. The cry was wordless, and might perhaps as easily have been the cry of a beast as the cry of a man, but somehow Orfeo knew immediately whose despairing cry it was. Before the echoes had died away, the bridge which extended from the place where he stood to the place where Marsilio diAvila waited had dissolved into dust, which drifted lightly down into the dark abyss.
The Duke of Zaragoz laughed softly.
‘Poor player,’ he said. ‘You should have taken my hand while you had the chance. Now, I believe you must find your own way to the light, for Semjaza has certainly put an end to that troublesome priest with whom you came to my realm. I am told that it can be done, if the creatures which live in the lower depths will only let you alone. I hope you will find a way, and will come to the castle for the Night of Masks. I really would be pleased to hear you play.’
‘Aye, my lord,’ said Orfeo, having found his tongue at last. ‘I believe you would, and I thank you for the invitation. I will not say that I am sorry to have killed your minister, but he was an intemperate man, and I have no doubt that his excesses have helped to tarnish the reputation of your reign.’
‘Then I surely owe you thanks, sir,’ answered diAvila, with a little mock bow. ‘Give my love to the lady, if you find her, and do not be angry with her if she is not what you expected. Take this gift, that you may light your way to your destiny!’
So saying, diAvila plucked the lantern from the hand of the man beside him, and threw it across the gorge. He threw it so dexterously that it did not go out as it flew, and Orfeo caught it with equal grace, so that the flame became quiet again after fluttering madly for an instant or two.
Then diAvila, shadowed now - though there was light aplenty further along the ledge - signalled to his men to go back the way they had come.
Orfeo watched as the company of his enemies retreated. He was puzzled by diAvila’s words - and, indeed, by his entire manner. The duke had seemed to be amused rather than annoyed, not in the least concerned that Falquero had escaped, and must surely be somewhere far ahead with the lady Serafima in his arms. Perhaps, now that Arcangelo had been defeated, Marsilio di Avila was certain that Falquero and his mistress had no chance at all of escaping from Zaragoz. Orfeo had the disturbing feeling that he, too, was in a trap from which there was no escape, and that even if he managed to find a way out into the daylight again, there would be none waiting for him there but his kindly enemies, who would be happy to let him entertain them - until they grew tired of him.
But he was still alive, and could only take his problems one at a time.
He shrugged his shoulders, put his sword back in its scabbard, and made his way carefully forward into the darkness, holding up the lantern to light his way.
The tunnel soon began to descend, at first sloping gently, then more precipitately. There were no steps here, but the walls of the shaft were clean cut, and if the ceiling was too low for Orfeo’s comfort that was no fault of the builders of the passage, who had presumably had none among their kind as tall as he.
He came to a division of the way, and hesitated, for there was no bright white mark such as Arcangelo had made at the higher junctions with his chalky stone. But when Orfeo held his lantern up he saw that there was a mark of a sort, where Falquero must have slashed at the wall with his blade before stumbling on into the darkness.
Orfeo was mildly surprised that the man had continued to run on into the mysterious depths, but Falquero could not have known that the pursuit would be cut off by the collapse of the magical bridge, and must have thought it necessary to go as far as he could before waiting to see who would come after him.
As Orfeo made his way on and down he felt desperately tired.
The savage excitement of the fight against Sceberra had drained away now, and its absence left a void in his being. He felt weak, and the wound in his breast was hurting him again, wrenching at him as though the pincers had not quite surrendered their hold.
He came eventually to a place where the shaft widened, and the corridor which the dwarfs had hewn gave way to a natural cavern of some size. This, to his amazement, was not without light, for there was a kind of fungus growing on its wet walls which gave out a slight silvery glow. The floor of the cavern was very uneven, with clusters of humped stalagmites reaching up towards their sleeker counterparts which descended from the roof. In between these clumps was an assortment of loose boulders, all smoothed by the occasional passage of floodwater. There were also shallow pools of water.
It was surprisingly warm here - considerably warmer than the corridors beneath the castle had been. Nor was this a silent realm, for he could hear the fluttering of winged creatures and splashing sounds made by small animals scurrying through shallow water as they fled from his lantern. The boulders and stalagmites were painted with bat-and bird-droppings, dappled yellow and grey, and he could see small reptiles with bright eyes watching him from cracks and crevices. If there were rats here, they seemed not to be here in very great numbers - which might mean that this system of caves was distinct from the one which connected with the noxious pit over which Estevan Sceberra had mantained his jail, and into which it had been the minister’s fate to tumble. More likely, though, the rats were simply too discreet and incurious to expose themselves recklessly to the light of his lantern.
Orfeo paused for a while, not knowing which way to go across this strange subterranean landscape, but then he saw a scar made by a sword upon a stalagmite, where the encrusting droppings had been scraped away. He knew then that Falquero had pressed on across the floor of the cavern, and that he had continued to mark the way for anyone who followed. Given this guidance, Orfeo set off to weave his way between the columns of the stony forest.
The light from the ceiling seemed to become brighter as he went on, though it was still faint by comparison with the glow of his candle. Leafless plants grew beside the stagnant pools and around the base of the stalagmites. They were tiny things, for the most part, some bulbous and some radiating countless rubbery limbs. There were also creatures like great grey slugs which roamed between the plants with exaggerated slowness, patiently feeding on their meagre flesh.
He had walked for perhaps three hundred yards when he caught sight of the yellow glow of Falquero’s lantern reflected from the stalactites, and hurried towards it. Not until he was very close, however, did he catch sight of the two people he sought, in a small semicircular area of bare rock beside a pool of water.
Jacomo Falquero was supine on the ground, his limbs spread wide apart, and at first Orfeo thought that he must have collapsed exhaustedly when the force of the amulet he wore began to decline. The lady Serafima was crouched over him intently, and at first Orfeo thought that she was tenderly nursing her rescuer, deeply thankful for what he had accomplished in snatching her from the prison where her enemies had confined her for as long as they had confined him in his.
But when he came closer, he realized that that was not what was happening at all.
Jacomo Falquero was bleeding from wounds about his neck which looked as though they had been inflicted by sharp talons - and the lady Serafima was dabbing her fingers in those bloody wounds, then carrying the blood to her lips, where she licked it off, with apparent relish.
When she heard Orfeo approaching, she lifted up her head, and she smiled.
The smile struck at him like a dagger. That such a pretty face should become so evil with merely a twitch of its muscles seemed to him too horrible to bear.
But then the face changed as its features flowed and altered. The smile remained as it was, but the prettiness and the semblance of youth vanished completely.
He remembered what Arcangelo had said about protecting his eyes from illusions - but only his own illusions. Not Semjaza’s.
This, then, had been Semjaza’s illusion, and even Arcangelo had not seen through it.
Suddenly, the obvious amusement of Marsilio diAvila, and his mockingly friendly manner, did not seem quite so odd.
This was not the lady Serafima at all. He was looking into the lascivious face of Morella d’Arlette.
‘Orfeo,’ she said, in a voice like the purring of a great predatory cat. ‘I am so very glad that you were not hurt. But what are you doing with such a foolish fellow as this, when I thought you were my friend and darling lover?’
Orfeo felt quite numb, and strangely distant. ‘It was all a trap,’ he said, hollowly. ‘Semjaza was alert before we ever set out. He knew exactly where we were from the moment we left the dungeons. Arcangelo thought that all was going to his plan, but he was only making a gift of himself to Semjaza’s wrath.’
‘Poor player,’ she said. ‘Did you really think that such as he could ever get the better of us?’
Orfeo shook his head. ‘I had no choice but to believe him,’ he said, tiredly. ‘I did not want to reserve myself to Sceberra’s tender care - and at least I have seen the end of that particular enemy.’
‘Have you, now?’ said Morella, with a chuckle. ‘I never liked him. He was a stiff and sullen man, even when he played the lover. He was never truly one of us, you know.’
Orfeo could only shake his head.
‘But now,’ she said, standing up and licking one last drop of blood from her forefinger, ‘everything is settled. That upstart priest can trouble us no more, and we will celebrate Serafima’s betrothal to Tomas on the Night of Masks. You must play for us, Orfeo; it will be such a fine occasion, and afterwards - there are possibilities in pleasure which you have never dreamt of, my darling, and it would be a sheer delight for me to show them to you.’
‘I think not, my lady,’ he said, drily.
‘Then you are wrong,’ she said, lightly, taking a step towards him. ‘For if I ask you to come, you cannot refuse me. You do know, Orfeo, that you cannot refuse me. You cannot, because in your heart of hearts, you would rather yield to me than run away - because there is something in your soul which cannot help but respond to my call. It is true, Orfeo, is it not?’
While she spoke she continued to come towards him, staring him in the eyes all the while.
He knew that there was magic in what she did, but he could not tear his gaze away. He could not avoid her stare, and as she spoke he realized that there was indeed something within him which responded to her, which could not deny her supernatural beauty, which somehow bound him to her like a slave. He had not the power in his conscious mind to reject the magical command which she was impressing upon his soul.
He knew then that if he had the power in his limbs to bring him to the castle at the appointed time, he would be there. He had knowingly let her work magic upon him when they first made love, and there was no way now to resist the demand which she made of him.
She saw it, and she smiled again. ‘Fear not,’ she said, ‘for we will have such pleasure in one another in these next few months that you will not mind at all when the time comes to die. I promise you, you will not mind at all.’
And with that parting shot, she walked past him. When he turned, although it was only a moment later, she was gone. He did not think that she would have much difficulty returning whence she had come, if Semjaza came to meet her.
He knelt down beside Jacomo Falquero, and found that the unfortunate man was not quite dead. The stricken Falquero raised a cadaverous hand to touch his own fingers to the blood which leaked sullenly from his throat, and looked at it in terrified surprise.
‘Serafima,’ he whispered. ‘Oh, Serafima, forgive me!’
‘She will forgive you,’ said Orfeo, softly. ‘You have done what you have done, and there was not one whit less bravely in it because we were the victims of a vile deceit. Whichever god you pray to will know that well enough. You are a fine and good man, Jacomo Falquero.’
Whether Falquero heard any of what he said he could not tell - and by the time he had finished, the unlucky man was dead. Orfeo gently took the adamantine amulet from around the dead man’s neck, and put it carefully away If it still had virtue in it, it was too valuable to leave behind.
Then he stood up and looked about him, wondering which way to go. Even if his destiny would allow him no other choice than to seek the treacherously loving arms of Morella d’Arlette, he would far rather do that than die in the darkness with only a pale corpse for company. No matter how bleak his future might seem, it had still to be faced.
He went on into the eerie gloom.



Chapter Twelve
THE WAY BY which Orfeo had reached the dim-lit underworld had wound about so tortuously that he had no idea which direction was which, nor whether he had descended far enough within the crag to be on a level with Rodrigo Cordova’s house. That was undoubtedly the place of safety to which Arcangelo had intended to take Serafima Quixana had they succeeded in their attempt to rescue her from diAvila’s clutches, but how the priest had intended to find his way there Orfeo had no idea.
He dared not extinguish the candle in his lantern - although the inner light of the cavern was bright enough to let him see his way - because he had no way of lighting it again should he once more find himself in total darkness. He estimated that the wax might last for another two hours - which would be ample time for him to traverse the distance which separated him from the Cordova house if only he knew which way to go, but which seemed all too short a span for any lengthy exploration of this eerie realm.
He had set off in the direction opposite to that from which he had come, his eyes searching the gloom for any sign that humans had ever passed this way before. According to Arcangelo’s story, enemies of the last Quixana Duke had made their way into the castle from Cordova’s house, and it was conceivable that some sign of their passage remained - though the feet that there were things living here, and that there was a continual leakage of water through the caverns, meant that any such traces would most likely have been obliterated long ago.
As he made his uncomfortable way across the broken landscape he heard the sound of many creatures splashing through the shallow pools as they sought to escape his light. Once or twice he glimpsed the red glow of a rat’s eyes, but only the pale white lizards stayed still as he approached, hypnotized by the light instead of frightened by it. Bats and birds sometimes came close enough to make him duck, because they only had clear air in which to fly at, or just above, the level of his head; beyond that was the inverted forest of densely-clustered stalactites.
Several of the birds which he saw seemed to be very ordinary-sparrows, finches and starlings - and he knew that there must be cracks and crevices in the outer surface of the rock which allowed them to come in and out. This gave him hope that there might be more than one way out of the caves, and that when his candlelight was gone he might still be able to look for beams of sunlight or to follow draughts of fresher air in the hope of finding a means of escape. And if all else failed
but the idea of trying to feed himself by trapping birds and rats and eating them raw was not a thought he cared to dwell upon.
As he went further the space above his head became increasingly constricted, and he found himself dodging the stalactites as well as the stalagmites. It was as though he was walking into the many-toothed mouth of some gargantuan monster - and this was another thought which he found too uncomfortable to keep in his mind for long. The natural light of the cavern was weaker now, and he had obviously crossed the greater part of the entrapped space, but there was no sign of any exit ahead of him as the floor and ceiling gradually came closer. Many of the stalactites had here met up with their stalagmitic counterparts, to form great columns and pillars which often stood in pairs like gateways, but whenever he moved through these portals he found nothing beyond but more of the same.
It was difficult to maintain a straight course, and he decided that he would go to the left, keeping to this region in the hope of finding a path into the darkness which might conceivably lead to more dwarfish workings, and hence to a route into the cellars of one or another of Zaragoz’s aristocratic houses.
When he heard more noises behind him he was not at first inclined to be alarmed, having become used to the shuffling sounds of shy and solitary rats and the fluttering of the birds, but his ear soon told him that there was something different in the pattern and texture of these sounds, and he turned to look back, holding the lantern out to see what was behind him.
The moment he stopped and turned the sounds also stopped - which, far from reassuring him, only reinforced the sudden conviction that he was being followed. He wondered briefly whether the rats which inhabited the caves might be coming together into the kind of horde which he had heard moving beneath the cell he had shared with Falquero, but that seemed unlikely - rats did not hunt in packs, so far as he knew, and came together in such huge numbers in that sewer only because the lure of food drew them from far afield. If there was anything here to draw them it would be Falquero’s dead body, not a moving target like himself.
He remembered, though, that Falquero had spoken of other things which hunted the rats.
He continued, listening much more carefully now to see what could be deduced from the sounds which had made him anxious. Within minutes he became convinced that whatever was making the noises was much bigger than a rat, and that there was probably more than one. He unsheathed his sword, though the fact that both his hands were now occupied made it more difficult to move across the highly irregular terrain.
Once, he stopped abruptly for a second time, spinning on his heel and thrusting the lantern out into the darkness, but the light caught only the faintest flash of white at the limit of visibility, which might have been anything at all.
Orfeo knew that his sword was of limited use in his present surroundings, but he did not want to go back to the more open and brightly-lit centre of the cave - if he was to find a way out then he must find a passage leading away from that region, which he could only do by skirting it. He continued, therefore, to carry his unsheathed blade, trailing it behind him whenever he passed through a narrow gap so that if he were to be attacked from behind he would be able to bring the point into play with minimal inconvenience.
When the attack came, though, it came from the front. As he struggled to pull himself through a narrow gap he stood sideways, with the lantern before and the sword behind. Without any warning at all something reached down from a group of stalactites and snatched the lantern from his hand, hurling it away to bounce, splintering as it went, into a pool where its light was promptly extinguished.
Something white and huge then dropped down from above directly into his path, and came at him furiously. His eyes, accustomed to the candlelight, found it difficult to focus on the figure, but it seemed long-armed and ape-like, with great oval eyes which caught the faint light, glowing like massive yellow gems.
Because he could not bring his sword around he tried to fend the marauder off with his free hand, but his reach, though long for a man, was unequal to that task, and he felt long-nailed fingers trying to close about his neck. The stench of the thing’s breath was terrible, and left no doubt in his mind that what he faced was a beast of prey. As his fingers closed over the slender arm, attempting to pull it free, he felt thick coarse hair.
He felt another snatch, as something from behind tied to grab the sword from his other hand - but this second assailant found the advantage of surprise inadequate to ensure success, because Orfeo’s hand instinctively clutched the hilt more tightly as soon as the blade was touched, and he was able to thrust the point at the would-be thief.
Where the blade caught the monster he could not tell, but he felt the force of the impact and there rang out a most appalling scream of rage and pain. He thrust again, blindly, while he still tried to force his other attacker back. As the strangling hands tried to crush his windpipe the fingernails drew blood from his neck, but the scratches were slight and he realized that the slender arms were not very powerful. Though he could not force the attacker’s arms up and out he found that when he grabbed a good handful of hair and yanked powerfully downwards the arm gave way and the clutching hand came away from his throat.
Orfeo pulled his body backwards from the narrow cleft which confined him, stabbing all the while with his weapon. He struck home again, eliciting a second anguished howl, and this second cut was evidently sufficient to persuade the attacker that it was time to give up. The scream was drawn out into a long keening sound which dwindled as the beast fled into the darkness.
He pulled the other creature through the gap after him, at last positioning himself so that he could bring his sword into play. The thing was still groping for his throat, fighting against the grip which Orfeo had upon the hair of its arm, and Orfeo was able to bring the blade round and thrust upwards into its belly. The blow was a killing one, the point being driven through the internal organs towards the heart and lungs, and the beast went instantly limp. It had not even time to scream, but only emitted a feint, plaintive whimper which turned into a throaty death-rattle.
Dead and bloodied the thing was even more odorous than it had been when alive, but Orfeo nevertheless knelt to inspect the corpse. He had not seen its like before, nor had he ever heard tales of such a beast. It was vaguely humanoid in form, being capable of standing upright - though its feet were adapted for gripping too, so that it could live among the stalactites as easily as the stalagmites. It had hands not so very different from his own - but it was covered in hair and its teeth were the pointed daggers of a carnivore, shaped to rip apart a struggling victim.
For a moment he had thought he was beset by daemons, but now he saw the dead thing he recognized it as a strange freak of nature: a cave-dwelling ape, an eater of birds and rats. The way that the pair of them had attacked him simultaneously from front and rear suggested a rudimentary intelligence, but it was no kin to goblins.
He went to retrieve the lantern, but it was useless to him now and he let it lie. Like it or not, he would have to make what use he could of the faint light emanating from the roof of this little subterranean world.
He continued on his way, but now there was nothing to his right hand side but a vast confusion of dark shadows, and it was impossible to tell where a tunnel might begin if any did. He cursed the bad luck which had allowed the beasts to attack him - which had been bad for them too, given that one of them now lay dead. Perhaps the other would dine on his late friend’s corpse, and bring his - or her - entire family to the feast, but he did not think that a cannibal orgy could really be counted to their credit or their good fortune.
He ran his finger over the scratches in his neck, but they seemed very trivial.
His eyes roamed everywhere, looking for a shaft of daylight penetrating the gloom, and periodically he stopped to test the air, hoping to detect a cool current which he could follow to its source - but there was nothing.
Now that he no longer carried his lantern the creatures of the cavern were not disposed to give him such a wide berth. The bats and birds zoomed close by him, making him move his head reflexively - bumping it once or twice as he did so. Whenever he stopped to look around he could see the tiny eyes of rats and reptiles, which seemed always to be pointed in his direction. There was no comfort at all in knowing that they could see him far more clearly than he could see them.
There was even less comfort in knowing that if he did pass close to subtle signs and marks which might otherwise have guided him out of this place, he would now be unable to detect them. His eyes adapted themselves as well as they could to the silvery radiance, but it was barely adequate to allow him to find a path between the great limestone spikes which grew up from the floor and down from the roof.
Eventually, he knew, he would pass by the entrance to the passage which had let him into this half-world, but he did not think he would recognize it, even if he were able to see it. The possibility that he might follow it in error, all the way back to the rim of the pit, was one he had to bear in mind - as was the possibility that any new passage which he found might be equally well-supplied with pitfalls. As he saw no passage at all, however, it was an anxiety which could be deferred.
He began to think of ingenious plans involving the unravelling of thread from one of his garments, which would at least allow him to know if he accidentally crossed his own path, but there did not seem to be enough profit in any such scheme to recommend it.
Hunger was beginning to make itself felt in his belly, but he ignored the pangs. He had been hungry before, and knew the importance of carrying on regardless of it.
He wondered, too, whether he would ultimately stumble across Falquero’s body again - and what kind of feast he might interrupt if he did.
He stood still for a while, to rest his weary limbs. He still had his sword in his hand, and no intention of sheathing it again, but he was painfully reminded that he had enemies other than the apes when an unusually bold rat nipped his ankle. He cursed loudly and kicked out - and when he saw several pairs of red eye-lights suddenly switch off as their owners turned to run he realized how close they had crept while his attention had wavered.
He turned, uneasily, to see what was behind him, but the true danger was above him, and was upon him without warning. Another of the ape-creatures dropped upon his head and wrapped its long arms around his neck. Within an instant, two or three more were upon him, having swung down from the stalactites. He stabbed with his sword but it was already too late to make good use of the thin pointed blade - what he needed now was something heavier, with a long cutting edge.
He thrust outwards desperately with his arms, trying to dislodge the beasts which were clinging to him. The stench of their breath and their fur was dreadful, and he felt that he could not breathe.
He shouted, as loudly as his tortured lungs would let him, hoping that the sound would cause alarm where his enfeebled struggles had not - but these were not such stupid beasts as to be frightened when they had the upper hand. The one which had an arm around his neck tightened its grip, while those which clung on to his arms dragged them down to prevent his fighting back.
He staggered and slipped, and was brought to his knees. A filthy hand groped about his features, and he shut his eyes to prevent their being scratched.
Teeth scraped his struggling body as they tried to fasten upon his left shoulder. Others gained better purchase, sinking into the flesh of his thigh.
He was convinced that the end had come.
Then the arm which gripped him about the neck was withdrawn, and he heard a yelp of pain from the ape which owned it. The other apes cried out, too - and their cries mingled with exclamations of alarm and horror which were definitely human.
When lie opened his eyes he saw that there was light in plenty, cast by at least three bright lanterns. As the apes bounded from him, sped on their way by pricks and slashes administered by several blades, he collapsed to the ground, felling on his back. He felt utterly helpless, exhausted of all strength. But he found sufficient energy to raise a smile when he recognized the face which was looking down at him.
It was the face of Rodrigo Cordova.
The joy of it made him want to shout again, but he could not find the necessary breath.
‘Orfeo!’ said Cordova, astonished and anxious. ‘We searched day and night for you! How did you come here? We had to break down a false wall in order to pass from the cellars into the dwarfish workings - and by then our quest had become a different one, for we certainly did not expect to find you inside the mountain.’
‘My friend,’ said Orfeo, faintly, reaching up to grasp a hastily-proffered hand, ‘I cannot tell you how glad I am that you found that path.’
‘But did you come here of your own accord?’ asked Cordova. ‘If you did not, then I must have a traitor among my servants.’
‘It is a long story, my lord,’ whispered Orfeo, but could say no more, because a wave of giddiness swept over him. The relief of being found had ruled it unnecessary that he should any longer draw upon reserves of strength which were already much depleted.
It was Rodrigo Cordova who completed what he had tried to say: ‘And this is not the place to tell it. We must take you to a bed now, and let you enlighten us when you are better.’
 
ORFEO DID NOT quite lose consciousness when he was picked up. Two of Cordova’s servants carried him across the underworld, retracing the steps by which they had come to their fortunate meeting.
Orfeo was later able to remember, albeit dimly, their arrival in the cellars of the house and the ascent into the upper part. He remembered being laid upon the bed in the room under the eaves, and being stripped of his clothing so that his many wounds might be bathed. After that, however, his memories became blurred and entangled with nightmarish dreams in which he believed himself still to be trapped inside the crag, pestered by rats and chased by ghostly grey apes.
As these visions became more bizarre he dreamed that he saw Arcangelo’s body tumbling into the pit, where it had been hurled by Semjaza’s angry magic, and saw the rats crowd around it, fighting one another for the privilege of tearing at the spellcaster’s flesh. In his dream, Orfeo tried to help the man, desperately grabbing at the rats to push them-back, but wherever he pulled one rat away two more would take its place, and he felt as if he were submerged beneath a living deluge of the creatures.
Then, in his vision, he saw Arcangelo come to his feet, bloodied from head to toe by a thousand tiny bites, and stand as he had in Rodrigo Cordova’s ballroom with arms outstretched, commanding their silence and obedience with the sheer force of his personality - and he saw the rats fall back then, confused and humbled.
He saw, too, another ragged army of the shadows, pale and yellow-eyed, prancing in the distant shadows, equally eager to hear the words of the preacher which their brutal gods had sent to them from the lighted Heaven outside their dark and pitiful world. And mingling with this throng of white-furred apes were the indistinct forms of daemons, which seemed to be carved out of shadow - horridly unnatural things with limbs like spiders and stings like scorpions and heads like horned lizards. Some, though they went upon two legs and not four, were nevertheless used as mounts by humanoid figures whose faces the dreamer could not see.
All these denizens of the underworld beneath Zaragoz waited to hear what their prophet would say to them. And what he said, in his voice like terrible thunder was: ‘Zaragoz is doomed!’
The cry seemed to ring in Orfeo’s ears until it saturated his whole being, and drove away all other sensation, so that when it finally dwindled away in a confusion of echoes, he was abandoned to peace and silence, and to the mercy of ordinary sleep.
When he awoke again, Marguerite Cordova was by his bedside, watching over him. She called for servants to bring him food, and stayed with him while he ate.
‘You are safe now,’ she said. ‘You are a guest in this house, and our protection will not fail you a second time.’
He knew that she was sincere; but he also knew that something had been set inside him which would not let him stay in the house, and would take him back to the castle to please those who would make a toy of him. Whatever curse had been put upon the house to make it resentful of diAvila enmity and the magic of Semjaza’s kin could not touch the obligation which Morella d’Arlette had inserted in his very soul. His friends had saved him from the white apes of the underworld, but he might need more powerful allies than the House of Cordova to save himself from Morella d’Arlette’s destructive amorousness.
When he was fed, and his wounds had been tended, Rodrigo’s mother left him, and sent her son to take her place.
Rodrigo asked if he was ready to tell his story, and Orfeo said that he was. Briefly, he described the events which had unfolded around him - his kidnapping, his torture, his imprisonment, his release, his involvement with the attempt to rescue Serafima Quixana, his duel with Sceberra, and his adventure in the dim-lit cavern.
‘I will find the servants who betrayed me,’ said Cordova, fervently. ‘They will suffer for what they have done.’
‘They did not move against you,’ answered Orfeo, in a placatory manner. ‘In delivering me to Sceberra, they were serving another loyalty, to their duke and his minister. It is not your servants who seek to harm you but your master.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Cordova, uneasily.
‘When I heard Marsilio diAvila speak, I knew that the order to kill Calvi and take you prisoner came from his own lips.’
‘Are you certain of this?’ asked the young nobleman, in obvious distress.
‘He has a charming manner, has he not? But I think that what his people say of him is true - he is a cruel man beneath his finery, and one who does not care at all about honour and justice.’
‘But why? I hope to marry his daughter, and he has never discouraged the match.’
‘It was nothing to do with that. He wanted you made safe because he did not know whether the curse that was placed upon the house of Cordova would take effect in the walls which surround us or in the blood which flows in your veins. When Semjaza worked magic within its walls to hurt Arcangelo he awakened something - some power which had lain dormant here since the fall of the Quixanas. Semjaza has always known of it; it is not just the books in your library which have drawn him so often to this house. He knew that Arcangelo came here in order to awaken the force of that curse, and when the priest escaped from the cell where he was supposed to be safe, even Semjaza became afraid, and took what precautions he could. The war between the diAvilas and the Quixanas has always been fought with magic as well as with swords, and Semjaza had reason enough to fear whatever legacy the defeated Quixana wizards may have left behind them.’
‘But it is over now, is it not?’ said Rodrigo, uneasily. ‘The priest of Law has been defeated and destroyed. He must have been killed, for I cannot believe that Semjaza would have let him go a second time.’
‘Nor can I,’ replied Orfeo. ‘But there is a saying in the Empire, which says that although the honest strength of men dies with them, their magic may seek vengeance from the grave. Arcangelo’s plans took account of the possibility of his death - or so he told me when he spoke to me.’
‘But Serafima Quixana no longer needs saving! The criers are out in every quarter of the town, declaring that her betrothal to Tomas diAvila will be celebrated on the Night of Masks.’
‘Aye,’ said Orfeo, in a low tone. ‘And there is one in the castle who intends that my own betrothal will be celebrated on that same eve - but I do not think that the lady intends a long and happy marriage, and I am not sure that Serafima Quixana’s fate will be any less unpleasant. We are flies, my friend, caught in the tangled folds of two magical webs - and we may none of us escape if the spinners of those webs are to be drawn by their conflict to mutual ruination.’
‘What would you have me do?’ asked Rodrigo. ‘My family has ever been loyal to the diAvila dukes, and I love Veronique diAvila. But even if I wished to do it, I could not use this house to launch an attack on the castle, as the diAvilas did in the distant past. I have no army, remember - nor any wizards either.’
‘No,’ said Orfeo. ‘If I am asked for honest advice, I can say only this: go to the castle for the Night of Masks, as you would have if you knew nothing of this. Make love to Veronique diAvila, as you would have. Forget what I have told you about Marsilio diAvila, and behave towards him as if you had never heard it, seeking no revenge for the murder of Theo Calvi. If you are lucky, the Duke will consider that there is no further need to move against you, and will offer you hospitality that will make you as safe as any other of his subjects. But afterwards, take your mother to another city - and do not be in a hurry to return here. Once a man is suspected as the instrument of a curse, he is always in danger from those who fear the curse.’
‘That is hard advice to take,’ said Rodrigo, in a sombre way. ‘For what is a man but the house he owns and the estates whose produce belongs to him? I was made to be a nobleman of Zaragoz, not a mere vagabond without a name or home.’
He meant no insult, and Orfeo took no offence. The player merely sighed, and said: ‘Then stay, my lord, and wait for whatever comes. But see your mother safe, I beg of you - and do not let your affection for Veronique diAvila draw you into the horrid cult of which she is a part. And when you go abroad in this realm which makes your name a thing of quality, do not carry a sword which is a mere ornament - wear the best weapon which you have, and pray that when you are called upon to use it, you have more art than those who come against you.’



Chapter Thirteen
ORFEO REMAINED IN his bed for two days and two nights while the pain of his wounds eased and he recovered his strength. The third dawn brought the day whose eve would be the Night of Masks, and on that day he rose and dressed himself. Then he took up his lute to discover whether his injuries would affect his playing.
At first his arms were very stiff, and he was discomfited by the various scratches which had been inflicted by Sceberra’s blade and the apes’ sharp teeth, but as he drew pleasant tunes from the instrument - recalling memories of happier days in other courts and in the wild woods of Bretonnia - these pains were soothed away, and the stiffness with them. The gentle magic of the music put new heart into him, and in the afternoon he left his room, intending to go down to the narrow garden which clung to the ledge beside the house, to bathe in the bright sunlight for a while.
As he made his way down through the house, though, he passed the room which was used to store the books and scrolls which had been deposited in the house by generations of scribes and petty wizards. He saw that the door of this room stood ajar, and could not resist the temptation to open it further and look inside.
On the far side of the table, with his back to the window, sat Semjaza.
The wizard looked up, and when he saw who it was in the doorway his strangely-contorted face moved into a grotesque parody of a smile.
‘Master Storyteller!’ he said, as warmly as his voice allowed. ‘I am delighted to see you recovered.’
Orfeo, at first, could find nothing to say, but merely stared.
‘Ah!’ said the sorcerer. ‘You are surprised to find me here. Do you think I should shun the house, because Arcangelo tempted me to awaken something which lay dormant in its walls? On the contrary - it is all the more reason to come. The study of magic has been my life’s work. Please sit with me for a while. Do not be afraid of me, for I have never meant you any harm. I even gave you good advice, which you should have taken, and thereby saved yourself a measure of pain and grief.’
Orfeo closed the door behind him, and came further into the room. He did not like to be with the wizard, forced to look into that hideous face, but he knew that Semjaza was at the very centre of the secret society whose members included Morella d’Arlette, and must be the prime mover in the plot which had ensnared him.
‘Had I taken your advice,’ said Orfeo, ‘I cannot imagine that my circumstances would now be very different. I would be appointed to play at the castle on the Night of Masks, and I believe that the lady Morella would still intend to place me under an obligation.’
Again Semjaza tried to smile.
‘I believe she would,’ he said. ‘But you have been drawn into the game, and now must play it. There are only two ways forward - as a victim, or as a player. It would be a pity to waste a man like you in the mere slaking of Morella’s lusts. Were you to ally yourself with me, you might be heir to a more enviable state. You have intelligence, and - so I am told - a very delicate touch with lute and blade alike. Most important of all, you have courage. You faced me well when I questioned you, and you do not shrink from me now, despite the horror which you feel for what you think I am. You pose as a gaudy man and a lover of women, but there is more to you than that, and you might make something of yourself if only you could raise your sights above the tawdry show which common men call the world.’
‘I am a common man, my lord,’ Orfeo replied, levelly. He remained standing, but he made no move to leave the room.
‘And so was I, once,’ said Semjaza. ‘I had a father and a mother, and a brother and a sister. I bore another name and I wore another face. But that was long ago. I am not a common man any longer, and you know full well that I do not mean that some petty and vainglorious king or duke has dubbed me knight or marquis. There is another aristocracy, whose honours are not so lightly won, and whose authority far exceeds the petty power-play of wealth and lawmaking.’
‘There are as many tales to tell of that aristocracy as of the other,’ Orfeo said. ‘It is my work to collect and make them. I hear and tell of necromancers whose play with the dead becomes by degrees an obsession with the grave and all things cold and grisly, and whose powers of destruction are in the end dissolved by madness. I hear and tell of those who make treaty with daemons, who become the most hated of men, and who are in the end destroyed by those they sought to conjure and control. It is difficult to envy those whose authority is bought at such cost. If the wisdom of lore and legend is to be trusted, the only happy wizards are those who bind themselves to the harmony of nature, who are as much servants as masters of the forces intrinsic to the material and living world.’
‘And is it your opinion,’ asked Semjaza, silkily, ‘that the wisdom of lore and legend is to be trusted?’
‘After its own fashion, yes,’ answered Orfeo. ‘I would not trust blindly what I learned from a tale, so that I could not recognize a plain truth which stood in contradiction to it, but I would be a sorry fool if I refused the lessons which have come from the lives and deaths of thousands of my forebears, on the grounds that I had not had the chance to learn them for myself.’
‘The experience of common men,’ said Semjaza, ‘is shaped and spoiled by ignorance and fear. Whatever they do not understand they hate, and the lessons they pretend to learn are but the reflections of their own stupidity and cowardice. The so-called wisdom of lore and legend is a travesty of the truth, and I believe that you are too intelligent a man not to know that in your heart.’
‘I am only a common man, my lord,’ Orfeo replied, steadfastly, ‘and I am heir to my fair share of ignorance and fear. But I know that there is pleasure enough in life, if only a man has enough to eat, women to love, and music for dancing.’
Semjaza shook his head. ‘I do not need to touch you, Orfeo, to know that you are lying now. I can sense the feeling which is in your heart, and I know that for you, that is not enough. It is not even pleasure enough. You are a more inquisitive man than that - a man who finds fascination in questions and answers. You are a man who cannot discover a door which is ajar without wanting to look at the room within, especially if the room is full of books and scrolls.’
Orfeo could not deny it. He said: ‘I am inquisitive, it is true. But I am not the kind of man who can take pleasure in hurting others. The power to do evil does not attract me.’
‘You think that I am an evil man?’ said Semjaza, seemingly more amused than annoyed.
‘I do not know you,’ said Orfeo, ‘but I think that the powers upon which you draw are evil, and very dangerous.’
‘Dangerous, to be sure,’ acknowledged Semjaza. ‘But it is not sensible to call them evil. Evil is a word which humans have made to describe what hurts them. It has no meaning in the greater world, which lies beyond and outside our own.’
‘It is in our own world that we live our lives,’ said Orfeo. ‘Whatever daemons may be in their own world - of which I know nothing - I believe that their intrusion into ours is invariably evil, and that whoever calls them from beyond does evil’s work.’
‘You are wrong,’ said the wizard, flatly. ‘The way of thinking which deals in good and evil cannot contain the truth of what the world is truly like, and cannot measure the rewards of seeking that truth.’
‘Advise me, then,’ said Orfeo. ‘Tell me the truth, and explain what rewards there are in the worship of forbidden gods and intercourse with daemons. I am, as you have argued, inquisitive enough to ask the question, though I may not like the answer.’
Semjaza leaned forward, intently, and the stink of his breath was suddenly sharp in Orfeo’s nostrils. Though the closeness of the dreadful features seemed threatening, Orfeo knew that the magician was not trying to frighten or browbeat him. Whatever madness or malice was in the man was quiet now, and there was a sincerity in what he said. Orfeo realized that in a peculiar way, Semjaza was asking for his understanding, desirous that he should acknowledge the supremacy of the wizard’s world-view as well as the power of his magic.
‘Do you see the crack in the wall yonder?’ asked Semjaza, pointing a thin finger at a place which was bare of shelves, where there was a line running across the stone, no broader than a hair.
‘I see it,’ said Orfeo.
‘Within that crack there is a world. Just as there is a tiny world inside this crag, where the rats and the white apes live, so there is a tiny world inside every nook and cranny of the world which men call their home. In the world within that crack live tiny insects barely visible to the human eye, and each tiny insect has a rutted back whose every groove is a world where tinier things exist.
‘Our world, Master Storyteller, is the merest crack in a world immeasurably greater, where there are powers which could grind it into dust with no more effort than you would need to draw a fingernail along that crevice. Every time you crush an insect beneath your heel you destroy countless tiny worlds, and this world in which we live might at any instant be obliterated by the casual, unthinking movement of some being too monstrous for our tiny minds to comprehend. I am not speaking of daemons, which would be equally trivial to such a being, nor even of gods; I am speaking of the true nature of things.
‘While we speak, countless worlds tinier than ours are being born and speeding to their destruction. What seems but a trivial moment in lives such as ours is a near-eternity in the lives of tinier beings. By the same token, what seems to us a lifetime, or a vast reach of history, or the lifespan of a world entire, is but an instant in the greater time which measures that world of which ours is but a minute part. The eye which looks upon such a world cannot notice the blink whose duration contains the ages of a thousand worlds like ours.
‘This greater world does not care at all about the things which occupy our little minds. All our dreams and follies are the merest nonsense to the eye which looks upon that world. Our conflicts are all absurd: diAvila and Quixana, Good and Evil, Law and Confusion - what can they matter? What significance can possibly be in them? It does not matter which side a man is on, Master Player. It does not matter whether he favours justice against malice, or love against hate, or the so-called Gods of Law against the so-called Gods of Chaos. The truth is that chaos is everything, and that order is but a little accident, which happens here or there for the briefest instant, and then is lost as if it had never been.
‘My friend, there is but one quest a man can have which makes anything of him at all, and that is to reach out into the greater world beyond our own, and draw upon its power to transform himself and - if he becomes wise enough and powerful enough - to transform the world.
‘Tonight, you will see the people of Zaragoz put masks upon their faces, pretending to be other than they are - and at midnight they will take off those masks, thinking that they are revealing their true selves. You and I know that they are fools to think that their masks can possibly hide what they really are, and to think that their own faces are anything but masks of pretence. I am the one man in this realm who has abandoned his mask, to show his real face - which is not mine alone, but the face of truth, the face of real existence.
‘In the coy stories which you tell of men who treat with daemons you roll your eyes and babble about the unspeakable and the unnameable, but I know that you have heard the name of Chaos, and that you are not really too frightened to speak it aloud. You know that my magic draws upon the power of Chaos, and have felt it - just as you have felt the power of Morella d’Arlette. You are afraid of the power, and rightly so, but you need not be afraid if only you can grasp the truth.
‘Put crude thoughts of good and evil out of your mind, and try to move beyond such silly ways of thinking - beyond even thoughts of order and chaos. In the true way of seeing, the authentic excitement of existence lies not in the feeding of the animal appetites but in reaching beyond the petty stupidities of ordinary life, in feeling the awesomeness of the greater world, and in bringing just a little of the intoxication of that greater existence into the narrow confines of our lesser one.’
Semjaza sank back into his chair as the high pitch of his excitement ebbed away. His bright eyes were fixed upon Orfeo’s face, and Orfeo did not know how to reply. He wanted to conceal what he really thought, which was that he believed this strange view of things to be wrong and perverse, but he dared not tell a bald lie, for he knew that Semjaza could identify such lies.
In the end, he said: ‘But there is power in Law as well as its opposite. You may have defeated Arcangelo here, as he said you once did in Gualcazar, but still he had power, and perhaps it was, in the end, only his cleverness which proved unequal to your own.’
Semjaza seemed annoyed by this reply, which was certainly not the kind of speech he had hoped to elicit. ‘Perhaps you are not so intelligent after all,’ he said, ‘if you could not see what lay behind the masquerade of a priest of Law.’
That was not the reply which Orfeo had expected, either, and he started in astonishment when he realized what Semjaza meant.
‘Do you tell me that Arcangelo was not a priest of Law?’
‘He was a priest of Law once,’ answered the sorcerer. ‘He trusted in the power of Law to keep the lady Serafima safe in Gualcazar, but it failed him. He saw then that if he was to take her back, he must find greater powers than that to aid him. I knew it when he escaped from the prison I had placed him in, for there was only one way out of that prison - and that was downwards, into the darkest recesses of the crag. The forces which lurk in those depths are not devoted to the cause of Law.’
Orfeo looked bleakly down at the wizard, trying to fathom his unhuman expression. ‘He went to make a pact with your own daemons!’ he said. ‘He sold his soul in the hope that he would buy Serafima Quixana’s freedom - and was betrayed!’
Semjaza made a disgusted noise. ‘If you would put it in the terms of your silly stories, yes! Arcangelo knew full well that he could not fight power such as mine without drawing from the same source. If you must think in terms of scrolls signed in blood, then he set his seal to some such contract. But your storyteller’s language is only a mask set to hide a subtler truth. He tried to draw upon the power of Chaos, as do I - but he had not my knowledge or my skill. In five years he sought to outstrip me, but in the meantime, I had gone farther than he. He was fortunate not to be torn apart by the forces which he sought to control, as others have been, but he squandered his good fortune in trying to turn his new-won power against a master of the art. Did you really think that his tricks were gifts from the gods of Law?’
‘Yes,’ admitted Orfeo, ‘I did. I heard his cry on behalf of justice, and I felt that it rang true. I allied myself with him in order to be released from my prison, but also because I felt that his cause had rightness in it. I am sorry to be told that I was wrong.’ But he did not deny what Semjaza had told him, for though he had not the wizard’s power to detect a lie when he was told one, there seemed a certain dreadful likelihood in this account.
‘I told you once before,’ said Semjaza, ‘not to confuse justice with Law. Arcangelo was not consistent in his pretences, and you should have seen through them. Like so many men, he had begun to confuse justice with his own self-interest and his own ambition. His determination to save the lady Serafima may once have been real, but in the end it was simply the mask which his hatred wore. Marsilio and his son mean no harm to the lady, and a loveless marriage is a small price to pay for an end to the hatreds which have torn this realm apart for centuries.’
But when this man says ”no harm” thought Orfeo, he does not count it harm that she will be brought into the untender clutches of those forces which he thinks he controls, and which may in fact control him.
‘Perhaps,’ said Orfeo, pensively, ‘there is nothing which can be made of a man like me, after all.’
Semjaza only smiled, and said: ‘If that is true, then I must abandon you to Morella’s tender mercies. And if it is true that all that you value in life is pleasant meat and the tuneful measures of the dance, perhaps you will not be sorry to have a taste of ecstasy before she tires of you or consumes you with the heat of her passion. But when the time comes to choose, Master Storyteller, remember that there is one in Zaragoz more powerful by far than your greedy mistress or her playful duke!’
‘According to your own account,’ riposted the player, ‘the thing to remember is that Zaragoz is but a tiny rut in a greater world, where there are powers which could crush us all without deigning to notice our passing. Arcangelo sought to stir those powers into violent action, and was willing to sacrifice his life as well as his soul to do it. I do not think, my lord Magician, that you are as sure of your victory as you claim to be.’
For a brief second, there was something dreadful to be seen in Semjaza’s white-rimmed eyes - as though a shadow had passed behind them. But the direction of the sorcerer’s gaze never shifted, and his composure was quickly recovered.
‘Arcangelo is dead,’ said Semjaza, flatly. ‘All that he achieved was to activate a protective spell within the walls of this house, which has only power to save and not to harm. Sceberra is dead, but we have a hundred who can fill his shoes, and his spies are rooting out all those who were moved to a spirit of rebellion by rumours of the prophet’s cry and the murder of Theo Calvi. The betrothal of Tomas diAvila and Serafima Quixana will be announced this evening. All is well in Zaragoz, and so it shall remain.’
But in his head, Orfeo heard other words, as though from the lips of a dead man, which said: ‘If justice cannot come again to Zaragoz, then Zaragoz is doomed.’
Whether that was true or not, he was sure of one lie that Semjaza had told. The sorcerer had lied when he said that he was the only man in Zaragoz to wear his true face. That shadow in his eyes, however fleeting, had betrayed him. His monstrous appearance was but one more mask - and behind that dreadful mask, fear still lurked, unconquered and unhealed.
It was not until he descended to the garden that Orfeo realized how foul the air had been in that room where Semjaza sat.
It surprised him to recall how quickly he had ceased to notice the odour of the wizard’s breath once he had been exposed to it. Was it, he wondered, the same with evil? Did a man cease to notice the horror of what he did when it became familiar to him, and a matter of custom? Or was Semjaza right to say that the notion of evil was simply a meaningless phantom conjured out of men’s fears of being hurt?
There was a saying in the Empire, he recalled, that vanity in excess was an invitation to destruction. Semjaza’s dealings with the powers which he sought to command might be more reckless than he imagined. But the wisdom of sayings and fables was simply one more aspect of that wisdom of lore and legend which the wizard affected to despise - and which even Orfeo, in his heart of hearts, found it difficult to trust.
Orfeo found the invention of stories and pretty turns of phrase far too easy to put much faith in the ones which others had made.
While he was immersed in this turbulent sea of thought he went to stare out over the low stone wall which flanked the garden, looking down at the roofs of the houses in the town and the fields laid out between the city wall and the Eboro.
From this vantage-point the realm did not seem so very large, and the people in the streets were so tiny they might have been ants. How much tinier they must seem from the High Tower on the peak, from which Marsilio diAvila and his wizard could look down upon them! But that tininess, he knew, was only apparent. The common people too were human beings, with the same needs, the same appetites and the same illusions as their aristocratic masters - even some of the same petty vanities. Tonight, all would wear masks and costumes, rejoicing in the temporary freedom of setting aside their identities
but when they took away the masks, they would still be the same people.
Semjaza’s arguments, he decided, were nothing more than a mask which evil wore, which could not really conceal it, and which ultimately must be set aside, when the appointed hour came.
‘Zaragoz is doomed!’ he whispered, echoing again Arcangelo’s defiant cry.
But he could not believe that, either, for the wisdom of lore and legend said clearly enough that a nation like Zaragoz would always be the same while its people could find no better way to live than to spill their blood in ceaseless wrangling over the fate of its shabby crown.



Chapter Fourteen
THAT EVENING, AT sunset, Orfeo rode with Rodrigo Cordova’s party up the winding road which led to the castle gate. Rodrigo had five servants in attendance, including the steward Cristoforo - all masked, as convention demanded, though they would play little part in the actual festivities, save to fetch and carry for their master. The lady Marguerite rode at her son’s left hand, so that he was on the side where the sheer slopes fell away. Rodrigo had left his house in the charge of a dozen men-at-arms, who were instructed by him to be on guard and in readiness - though he could not say for what.
The party merged with others into an endless procession whose torches and lanterns made a lighted spiral around the upper part of the crag, drawing the noble blood of Zaragoz from all the houses which comprised the heart of the realm. Orfeo was one of very few common men on horseback; servants rarely had mounts of their own. There were but a handful of carriages on the road - perhaps because of the steepness of the hill, but more probably because the noblemen loved to let their horses parade and prance within the throng.
The servants in the crowd wore plain black masks which covered only their eyes. The gentler folk were by no means so minimal in their observation of the ritual of concealment; they wore full faces which were brightly-painted and sometimes studded with ornaments, and broad hats or scarves to cover their hair, so that only their eyes remained to say who they were. Some of the masks were smiling, others sternly impassive, but it seemed to Orfeo that the more such false faces sought to conceal by their size and prettiness, the more they actually revealed about their wearers. Whispers passed ceaselessly back and forth through the crowd as servants pointed excitedly at every fine display, and put a name to the person behind each mask.
There were many fanciful tales of the Night of Masks told in Bretonnia. Most were variants of a single plot, in which curious alliances and romantic attachments were made because kings and dukes were mistaken for commoners and serving-maids for women of quality - alliances and attachments which triumphantly withstood the test of unmasking. Orfeo saw that in Zaragoz no one but a fool could be so confused. Masked as they were, the servants were still servants and the nobles still their masters - it was in their bearing as well as the quality of their clothing, and there were no strangers here who could mingle unsuspected with the crowd. In the streets of a great city like Magritta it might be different, but in the little walled town at the foot of this hollow crag the shopkeepers and the artisans knew one another only too well, and kept their proper distance from the peasants, as they always did.
The space within the castle walls was lighted by candles and lanterns attached to every vertical surface, so that the gloomy terraces which had confronted Orfeo during his fateful ascent to the High Tower were utterly transformed, into a scene far more delightful to the eye. While the horses were led to the stables - which would be crowded on this night as on no other - the people gradually filled up the pavements which extended from the western tower to the eastern. There were too many to fit comfortably into the Grand Hall, but that space would be reserved for the highly-organized dancing of the nobles, while their more numerous servants would find opportunities for their own casual performances out of doors.
Seven players, in addition to Orfeo, had been summoned to the castle to play for the dancers, including three pipers and two drummers. While the early part of the festivities - devoted to eating and drinking - took their course it was the Duke’s pipers and lute-players who took turns to play in the Grand Hall, while Orfeo mingled with the crowd in the courtyard, awaiting his summons.
Though his pale smiling mask covered his face completely Orfeo was recognized wherever he went. Accounts of his duel with Sceberra had been widely circulated, and it was plain that neither servants nor men-at-arms could understand why he was free to walk among them. The paradox made them uneasy, and the crowd parted ahead of his path to let him pass. Beneath the unease, however, there was an undercurrent of admiration - the minister had been the most feared man in the kingdom, and there were many even among the innocent who were not sorry to know that he was dead.
Orfeo ate little, drank less, and kept to his own company. This was a night for making assignations, but his was already made and though it was one that he could not relish, he was not free to make another. He had seen Morella d’Arlette briefly, in close company with Marsilio diAvila; she was dressed in scarlet, fiery with a jewelled mask, while he was in black and grey, ostentatious in his calculated sobriety. The sorceress had measured him with the barest of glances before turning to her conversation, but he knew that he was merely put away until later.
He had seen Semjaza too, in unexpected finery, with silver thread spun into confusing webs and whorls against a backcloth of black silk - but the magician’s mask was shaped in the semblance of a grinning skull, hardly less horrid than the face beneath.
When the dining-tables had all been moved back, arrayed against the inner walls of the Hall, preparing the floor for the dance, the Duke’s steward came to find Orfeo and bid him do his duty. As Orfeo walked across the terrace to the doors of the Hall he was uncomfortably aware that every eye was upon him. Just as a path had opened before him while he walked in the courtyard, so the gap behind him closed now as the crowd drifted towards the doors to watch the dancing within.
Orfeo consulted briefly with one of the pipers and one of the drummers, who declared themselves more expert than the rest in the music which was suited to the new dancing. The piper was a traveller like himself, who had been in southern Bretonnia.
When they had settled the order of their early programme they began, with a formation-dance whose paces were trod as prettily by the nobility of Zaragoz as any other company which he had seen. He saw, though, that the gaiety and ease which had been obvious in Rodrigo Cordova’s house were missing. The location, the occasion, and the fact that the present assembly had five or six times the number of the earlier one, combined to make the dancers stiffer and more precise in their movements. While they concentrated on the neatness of their steps, the possibility of true enjoyment was lost to them. Orfeo did not like that, and determined that the energy and passion of his music should loosen their manner a little, even if it could not entirely swallow them up.
With this limited objective in mind, he applied himself to his playing, and soon found the force of the music taking hold of his own heart and soul, so that the other matters which hung heavy on his mind were gradually brought into neglect. When he led the throng in the first linedance, winding them around and around the Hall to mimic the sinuous movements of a lazy snake, he gradually increased the tempo of his playing and the vigour of his prancing, so that what started as a mere stately walk accelerated by degrees into a canter - and whenever the company reached what seemed to be a climax and an end he moved smoothly into another round, extending the dance to twice its normal duration, and then to three times, deliberately bringing their excitement to a far higher pitch than they had prepared for.
When the time came for them to dance in couples, the music which he played was licensed to be freer and, and he did not shun the opportunity. He sent the piper away, though he kept the drummer with him, having already built a rapport with the man. Though he began in an orthodox fashion his playing grew slowly more extravagant, and when he had passed the third pause he was plying his strings with a wildness which convention would certainly have disallowed had he not brought them to it by such a seductive route. It was not that he had tried to merge the careful steps of the noble dances with the rhythms of the peasant-dances which would be plucked and piped in the streets of the town, but rather that he drew them into capers which were beyond the ordinary expressions of status and quality.
Always, in his youth, he had longed to play real music - the music of the elves - but he had been told that even if human fingers could ever be taught the way, human hearts could never fill the melodies with true feeling. He knew that it was so, and yet, when he was at his best, he felt that there was something in his music which was extraordinary, and if it was not truly elvish, at least it was a little beyond the merely human. He felt that now, as he tried with all his might to make magic with his playing - magic which would warm the hearts of these cool and stately people; magic which would would give them a taste of rapture.
There were some, he saw, who were thoroughly grateful for his efforts - who threw themselves with virtual abandon into the movements of the dance, forgetting protocol and surrendering to the tyrannny of delight. He was less pleased when he realized that these were not his friends, but his enemies. The lady Marguerite had retired from the floor, and her son seemed hardly able to keep pace with his partner, Veronique diAvila. No matter what convention had to say about the male prerogative to lead it was clearly the flame-haired lady who was leading here, and her companion merely following. The same was true, it seemed, where Morella d’Arlette danced with Marsilio diAvila, for she was more possessed by the spirit of the music than any other, while he was the only man on the floor who was cool without being discomfited.
No other couple came close to reproducing the energy of these, including Tomas diAvila and the woman with whom he was dancing, whose mask and dress were almost identical to Veronique’s, though her flowing hair was jet black. This, he knew, must be the authentic Serafima Quixana.
Orfeo saw that there was one more person who seemed to love his playing as much as any, though he had not danced at all. Semjaza, staring from the depths of his death’s-head, was not moving in time to the beat of the drum, but was moving nevertheless, holding his arms wide and arching his fingers as though trying to catch and hold the insubstantial magic voice which spilled into the air from the singing strings of Orfeo’s lute.
Orfeo was proud of all this - proud that he could stir the emotions of those who meant to do him harm; pleased that although he had no power to hurt them, they were not immune to his effects.
When he finished that round, and bowed to Marsilio diAvila’s applause, he felt that he was in command of the moment. It was, of course, an illusion.
Rodrigo Cordova, with apologetic gestures, moved away from the lady Veronique and went to speak to his mother, who stood by a curtain beside one of the great doors. As he did so the crowd which was by the door parted, to let in a sergeant and four guardsmen. They were masked, and costumed, but the moment Orfeo saw them he knew that they were armoured beneath their bright tunics, and that the weapons they wore were by no means for show - two carried half-pikes, at the ready. One held a paper, which he gave to Marguerite Cordova. It was, in a way, a futile gesture, for neither the sergeant nor the lady could read - but its symbolism spoke volumes.
Orfeo looked around for the two men-at-arms who had come with Rodrigo’s party to the castle, but they were nowhere to be seen. Force or higher loyalties had taken them elsewhere.
The lady had gone quite pale, and Orfeo realized that the warrant of arrest was for her and not her son. Marsilio diAvila had found a different way to subvert any threat which the cursed House of Cordova might present to him.
Orfeo saw that the move was a gentle one, more statesmanlike than the duke’s first bungled scheme - but he also saw that Rodrigo Cordova was not in any frame of mind to make subtle calculations of possibility, or to weigh the matter coolly in the balance. All that Rodrigo saw was a threat to his mother, and no thought of caution or danger stayed his hand, which went straight to the hilt of his sword.
There were men near enough to take Rodrigo’s arms and hold him - and no doubt they had been charged by diAvila with exactly that duty - but they were taken aback by the suddenness and the fury of his reaction. Perhaps they too had been absorbed by the music of the lute, and had not quite recovered their quickness of wit. Whatever the reason, when Rodrigo snatched at his sword and they came forward to prevent him from drawing it, he sent them tumbling with an angry sweep of his arm, and while they fell over one another’s feet the blade came free, and carved an open space around him as he lashed it back and forth.
The sergeant-at-arms transferred the warrant to his left hand and grabbed at his own scabbard, but Rodrigo slashed the tendons in the back of his hand, and he yelped in pain. The blades of the half-pikes came down as their carriers tried to force Rodrigo back by their threat - but Rodrigo was not in any mood to give way. With his left arm he swept one blade away and stabbed with his sword at the throat of the man who held it, drawing blood.
As the man fell away Rodrigo caught the half-pike, and used it to block the clumsy thrust of the other weapon. Now the men-at-arms tried to fall back, to give themselves room, but the crowd at the door was far too thick, and they had to struggle for space to draw their weapons and bring them into play. Rodrigo whirled the half-pike around in a long, low arc which cut at their legs like a scythe, and they could not dodge the blow. Down they went like ninepins, all five of them.
Rodrigo whirled to face the crowd within the Hall, but the men appointed to hold him were no longer enthusiastic to do the job, and they retreated, looking towards Marsilio diAvila. Because the Duke’s mask was full-faced it was impossible to guess what expression was on his face, but he drew his sword with practised ease, and half a dozen of the others on the floor - including Tomas - drew theirs.
Orfeo saw Cristoforo struggling through the crowd, and Rodrigo shouted at him to make the lady safe and take her home. There was not the slightest possibility of his doing so if diAvila’s men moved to stop him, but the Duke signalled to them to let her go. Rodrigo had made his choice, whether he had known there was a choice to be made or not, and now that he had faced Marsilio diAvila with the challenge of a naked sword, he had to be killed. His mother no longer mattered.
Orfeo was not so far moved to wrath as to forget his ability to calculate, but mere arithmetic seemed not to matter much in the present situation. To stand back now would be to accept - indeed to welcome - the plans which the diAvilas had for him. He laid down his lute and drew his rapier, and found the sound of its drawing falling into a sudden silence, where it attracted attention. Even Marsilio diAvila turned to look at him.
‘To me, Rodrigo,’ said Orfeo, who had a solid wooden table behind him and not a crowd. But Cordova did not move.
‘There is no need for a melee,’ he said, sourly. ‘Far better to settle the matter between ourselves, my noble Duke.’
Marsilio laughed. ‘But that, young sir, would falsify our relative strength - for we are half a hundred, and you are but two. And if you were lucky enough to kill me - why, there’s another Duke beside me, and a dozen of my kinsmen nearer to the title than yourself. Would you duel with Duke after Duke, until you had slain us all?’
‘Why not?’ replied Rodrigo, sullenly. ‘If a dozen Dukes are bent on taming me, let them try in their turn until one of them can do it.’
‘Any one of them could do it,’ said Marsilio diAvila, his voice hard-edged. ‘I doubt that more than two or three could best your player friend, who outfenced Sceberra as prettily as one could wish, but you are a boy facing men, and you know it.’
‘My lord,’ said Orfeo, before Rodrigo could reply, ‘this is the Night of Masks, and at midnight we are all required to show our faces. Until then, we are privileged to be anyone we pretend to be. A player may pretend to be a warrior, a boy may pretend to be a man, a Duke may pretend to be
whatever he wishes. Your people say that you are a cruel man, but tonight your cruelty is masked. Why not let the mask remain, and let the boy fight as a man. Appoint one to fight him, not six.’
Marsilio shook his head. ‘The dancing is done,’ he said. ‘If Don Rodrigo lays down his arms I will not have him killed, but this is play no longer.’
That would have settled matters, but for two interventions which the Duke had not looked for. Tomas, his son, said: ‘I will fight him, sir - and when I kill him, none can say that it was man against boy.’ And Veronique, his daughter - perhaps upset by the unexpected turn of events, of which she can have had no warning-said: ‘Boy or man, he is not a dog. Let him fight, father, as he demands to be fought.’
Perhaps the Duke scowled blackly beneath his mask; perhaps he was amused - but he could judge the mood of the crowd. The aristocracy of Zaragoz was gathered here in its entirety, with a hundred servants looking on. This was no ordinary night or ordinary arrest, and if judgment were being pronounced on anyone, it was the state of Zaragoz which stood to be judged, not Rodrigo Cordova.
Outside, there was a clatter of hooves, and Rodrigo tried to look over the heads of the servants gathered in the doorway, to see whether his mother had been allowed to go. Orfeo could not hear what was said, but he judged by Rodrigo’s manner that the news had come back that the lady Marguerite was gone.
Rodrigo said nothing, but simply waited calmly.
After half a minute’s silence, Marsilio diAvila shrugged his shoulders and said: ‘If we must make a tournament of this, so be it. But if Rodrigo Cordova claims a man’s right, he must have a man to fight. And if the Duke concedes that right, then the Duke must be the man.’
So saying, he levelled his blade, and moved into a fencer’s stance. Rodrigo hesitated for a second, then cast the half-pike away, and copied him. The pairing looked odd, because one was right-handed and the other left, but when the Duke came forward and the blades clashed the sense of incongruity was quickly dispelled.
Although Rodrigo tried with all his might to turn the attack around Orfeo saw at once that Marsilio had spoken the simple truth. Rodrigo had been schooled in the art of swordsmanship, but he had been educated more as a sportsman than as a killer. He had the show of skill, but not the force of it. Marsilio, on the other hand, was as swift as any swordsman Orfeo had ever seen, and knew his business completely.
When Marsilio broke off the first engagement to draw back, Orfeo knew that the Duke could have pricked his opponent already, but had elected instead to make a display for his loyal subjects. Orfeo grimaced behind his mask.
Rodrigo came forward furiously, determined to make up by sheer fervour what he lacked in technique, but the desperation of his thrusts made them less effective rather than more, and diAvila parried them easily, rejoicing in his control of the situation. Orfeo could only wonder how long the Duke would let the duel go on, and whether he would kill the boy with a flourish or content himself with cutting him, then sending him to the dungeons. He gritted his teeth, and tried to decide what he should do - if, indeed, there were anything he could do.
There was no sound but the clash and click of blades, which echoed oddly in the high-roofed Hall. Tune seemed suspended by that near-silence, so great was its contrast with the noise which had earlier filled the Hall and the courtyard with the hubbub of celebration.
Marsilio diAvila came smoothly forward again, teasing his opponent’s blade with his own. Rodrigo parried, tried to counterattack, and was suddenly bested. The Duke’s blade drew a line of blood across his chest, and the swift spread of the stain showed that it was a deep cut. Rodrigo staggered back, and though he did not fall his sword-arm dropped until the blade rested on the floor. With his left hand he swept the mask from his face to reveal his frightened eyes, and the gesture brought a gasp of alarm from the crowd.
There was a moment when the Duke might have struck again, delivering a fatal blow, but he hesitated. Orfeo ran forward to his friend, and Veronique diAvila moved forward at the same time. They reached him at the same moment, in time to catch him and help him stand up. The wound in his chest was not a fatal one, but the shock and loss of blood made it impossible for Rodrigo to continue.
Orfeo looked at the Duke’s masked face, and said: ‘He cannot harm you. Let him go home, I beg of you.’
But Marsilio diAvila shook his head, and said: ‘He offered himself in place of his mother. He must go to prison now.’
‘And if I offer myself in his place?’ asked Orfeo, loudly.
But Marsilio diAvila only laughed, and said: ‘You are not of his quality, and we have you already, have we not?’ As he said it, he looked towards Morella d’Arlette, who was standing with Semjaza at the other side of the Hall. Their masks, one gaudy and one horrible, were impassive.
‘My lady,’ said Orfeo to Veronique, ‘I beg you help me carry him to yonder table, where we can lay him down. There is a door beyond it, by which he may be removed without going through that crowd.’ He could see her eyes through the bright, smiling mask, and knew there was genuine affection in them for her damaged lover.
She nodded, and looked at her father. Marsilio diAvila put up his sword, and signalled to her to do as she was asked.
Rodrigo was hurt, but he could still walk, and they had no difficulty in leading him away from the middle of the floor. The crowd, seeing that it was over, grew suddenly murmurs, and the Duke of Zaragoz turned to them, and said: ‘It is a shame that blood has been spilled tonight, for this was to be a night when wounds were healed instead of opened. I say now, so that all of you may hear me, that the troubles and anxieties which have plagued Zaragoz for many generations are laid to rest. Though the news was to be sent abroad at midnight, I see no reason to wait. I ask you to rejoice for my beloved son, Tomas diAvila, who is this night betrothed to the lady Serafima Quixana, and to rejoice also that their marriage will put an end forever to the enmities which have been the bane of all our lives. Rejoice, I say, for the future Duke of Zaragoz, and for the future of Zaragoz itself!’
As these words rang out the murmur in the crowd, which had initially been silenced, swelled again, and Orfeo thought that their intention was indeed to rejoice, or to put on such a display as would please the man who ruled them - but when the murmur grew and grew it became very clear that its clamour was of a different kind, and when Marsilio diAvila stopped speaking there was a sudden gust of chilly wind which blew about the Hall, causing a hundred candles to flare and then to die, sending shadows dancing madly about the walls and the ceiling above them.
Those shadows should have died with the wind, but somehow they did not, and though only one in ten of the flames which illuminated the room had been extinguished, there was a darkness in the air which shifted and stretched, as though erupting out of nowhere.
There was a great sound of screaming, then, which came from the open space outside. It grew within a few seconds to an astonishing volume as voice after voice took it up, howling in pure terror.
The crowd which had been crammed into the doorway had been held back as though by an invisible barrier - a wall which separated the arena of the nobility from the space where common men were permitted to walk - and no matter how many people had pressed forward in the determination to see the duel that barrier had held. Now it broke, and so great was the pressure which had been upon it that it burst with a tremendous force, hurling people across the dance-floor in every direction like a human tide.
There soared into the room above the heads of the maddened throng a great black bird, which seemed for a moment as huge as an eagle, though it was in fact a raven. It dived at the man in the death’s-head mask, screeching like an angry daemon, and met the taloned fingers which were raised to ward it off with talons of its own.
Marsilio diAvila leapt backwards, drawing his sword again - but so quickly did the cataract of human flesh consume the space of the floor that within an instant he was surrounded by jostling commoners too terrified to know or care that he was there. The crowd was irresistible as it flowed to surround the others who had drawn their swords in support of their duke.
Orfeo and Veronique, backed against the table at the far side of the room with Rodrigo Cordova between them, had more time than anyone else to react. Orfeo leapt up on the tabletop, and pulled Rodrigo up after him. The lady Veronique wasted no time in following this example.
Orfeo had time for one cry of alarm as the crowd swept over the lute which he had laid upon the floor - but then, over the heads of the crowd, he saw what it was which drove them to such panic and produced those screams of animal terror.
The courtyard outside, which had been brightly lit by thousands of candles, was much dimmer now, as though all but a few had been snuffed out by some invisible hand. The grey stone of the terraces was stained black now, and seemed to have come to life, agitated like dull pondwater rippled by a sudden fierce shower of rain.
The tide of humans which had burst into the ballroom was followed by a tide of rats - rats by the thousand, red-eyed and thick-tailed.
They ran and leapt and bit as though driven by some inner madness which had overridden their every instinct, bringing them forth as a furious legion from their own world to destroy the greater one that contained and confined it.
And as Orfeo looked up from the rats to the dark things whirling and capering upon the air like shadows come gleefully to life, he knew that the rats had not come alone from their secret abyss, and that whatever bargain Arcangelo had sealed with the daemons which lurked within those depths was only now to be brought to its conclusion.



Chapter Fifteen
FROM HIS STATION atop the table Orfeo looked out on a sea of confusion.
At least two hundred and fifty people were now crowded into the room, each one lashing out in blind panic as he or she tried to run away from the black horde which seethed around their feet and leapt up to snap at their clothing. Not a single face could be seen; all the fright and horror was hidden behind grinning masks, and all the screaming merged into one colossal voice which seemed to have no lips or tongues to shape it.
Orfeo could see men with swords hacking about themselves to the right and to the left, but their wayward blades seemed to strike their fellows more often than the beasts which harried them. Everyone in the room was looking wildly about for a way of escape, but the rats had herded them into a veritable trap, because all three of the smaller doors which led from the hall into the inner corridors of the Duke’s palace were blocked by tables which had been moved back to make way for the dancing. There were five glazed windows in a row above the double doors through which the throng had poured but they were far too high to be reached without ladders.
The door which was behind the table on which Orfeo stood was the one which had been used to bring the food for the banquet from the kitchens. Veronique diAvila was already reaching down into the gap behind the table, trying to turn the handle which was hidden from view. Rodrigo Cordova was clutching his chest, too weak and dazed to help her. Orfeo took out the adamantine amulet which he had taken from Falquero’s body, and placed its chain about Rodrigo’s neck, hoping that if had power left to save his strength. There was nothing more he could do but wait for Veronique to wrestle the door open; in the meantime he stood helplessly above the turmoil, watching the tragedy unfold.
Orfeo reached out a hand to a man nearby, hoping to help the other climb up beside him, but the crowd had pushed all the way across the floor by now, and was all about him. The man was so crazed with fear that he nearly pulled Orfeo down to the floor again; he let go too soon, and tumbled back across another’s shoulders.
Orfeo was searching with his eyes for Marsilio diAvila - but the costume which caught and drew his eye was the vivid scarlet worn by Morella d’Arlette, whose fingers were spitting sparks as she recoiled in dread from the beasts which swarmed around her. She too was backed against a table, at the further end of the room, but the space around her was empty of people. Alas, it seemed that her magic could not keep back the rats, for they came at her with insane enthusiasm, undeterred by the tricks which she used to hurl them back.
Semjaza, who had been beside her only moments before, had clambered up on to the tabletop to be out of reach of the rats, but the raven still fluttered about his head, groping with its claws at the edges of his mask - and though he summoned magical force enough to blast it into a cloud of feathers, Orfeo saw that when it was hurled away it left something on the sorcerer’s head-something like a long black worm which clung to the death’s-head mask like a great leech. Orfeo remembered that he had seen it before, and knew now that it was Arcangelo’s familiar, given to him by the forces with which he had made treaty as an earnest of their dark intent.
If anyone could send this plague of monsters back into the depths from which they had been strangely roused it was Semjaza, but as Orfeo watched the magician over the heads of the panicked crowd he saw that he had spoken more truly than he knew when he told the wizard that he could not be as confident of his victory as he liked to appear. Whatever sacrifices the sorcerer had offered to the hungry evil which lurked beneath the citadel, they had been less than Arcangelo had in the end been willing to give. And how could it have been otherwise, when that agreement gave both wizards entirely to the daemons, body and soul?
Orfeo glanced towards the great doors, and saw that the rats had not come alone - for in the terraced courtyard, where half a hundred men-at-arms were fighting off the rats with pikes, torches and swords, other figures were moving now, white as snow save for great oval eyes which caught the light of the guttering candles and glowed eerily yellow in the descending dark. And with the white apes came darker things, like shadows struggling for substance: two-legged steeds and sinister riders.
There were at least two dozen of the ghostly apes, capering madly as they leapt from level to level, striking out with their long arms. They were not hunting now, after the fashion in which they had hunted Orfeo within the crag - they were not one whit less mad than the rats which they had chased from the depths. Orfeo knew immediately that they were not the herdsmen of this horrid invasion, but merely part of the herd, and that the shadowy riders which had driven the rats across magical bridges to penetrate those parts of the castle where they had never come before were their masters.
But the shadows were not merely behind the horde - they were also above it.
There was a living darkness in the air, hovering above the courtyard and the dancing-floor alike, drowning out the light of the stars and the feeble flames of the candles - an obliteration which erupted from the cracks and crevices of space itself, roiling and writhing as if in indecision over what shape to take, or whether to take any shape at all.
The blackness was filling the air, with a fierce cold and a foul graveyard stink of which Semjaza’s odious breath was but the merest echo.
Orfeo’s lips formed again the saying which he had repeated to Rodrigo Cordova: Though the honest strength of men dies with them, their magic may seek vengeance from the grave. He had heard that it was easier by far to destroy by magic than it was to build, and now he saw with his own eyes what destruction could be released by hatred and recklessness combined.
He saw that Semjaza’s death’s-head mask had become still once the raven had been hurled away. The sorcerer stood boldly upright, almost as though he were surveying the scene without any panic or urgency at all. But the mask lied in that implication, and the lie was written across it by the writhing coils of the dreadful worm, which had begun to insinuate itself through an eye-hole to reach the disfigured face within. Though the wizard put out his arms as if to issue a command, there was no authority now in the blindly groping hands which clawed the air in desperate futility.
Semjaza had been certain that he had turned Arcangelo’s demonic conjurations against their upstart would-be master, but Orfeo saw now how true was that wisdom of lore and legend which said that the more a wizard demanded of unearthly servants, the more he made himself vulnerable to their revenge.
Chaos was come to the castle of Zaragoz - and it came not to serve Semjaza, but to claim him.
It was as though a flock of invisible hands swept through the courtyard and the hall, killing with icy blasts the warmth which had been in the air. The candles in every high-stacked column flickered and died. The room had seemed filled with light while the nobles danced, swirling their finery about them in cascades of brightness, but now the darkness which grew and grew in the empty reaches above the heads of the crowd brought a true Night of Masks to Zaragoz, and it was no longer possible to tell noble and commoner apart in the desperate throng where everyone was reduced to the madness of pure fear.
No scaly or chitinous being appeared with livid eyes and savage teeth, to gloat and rejoice in the maelstrom of suffering - these daemons were as much an absence as a presence: an absence which seemed to suck up the life of the people as it sucked up the warmth and the light from the room. It sucked in Semjaza, too, plucking him hungrily from his place upon the table to bring him flying into the maw of the dark maelstrom.
The arms which the wizard had raised to direct his power flew wide as the force gripped him about the middle, and his legs flailed as madly as the legs of any rat-gripped kitchen-maid. His body seemed to glow within its star-spangled silks, which rippled as though there were a plague of rats inside them.
But Semjaza did not vanish utterly into that unnatural emptiness just yet; instead he wriggled and whirled, and fire flashed from his fingers in fountainous arcs, repairing for a second or two the gloom which had been cast over the battle of the rats.
Orfeo reached down again to help another join him on the tabletop - a woman this time, who was lifted up by someone else, so that as he bent to catch her she could put her arms around his neck. He put her down beside him, gently enough, and brushed a clinging rat from her skirt with his knuckles. The fragrance of her hair took him by surprise, but in the dimness he did not see at first what colour it was, and thought that it was Veronique diAvila. But Veronique was still behind him, and by now had contrived to open the door for herself and Rodrigo Cordova. The newcomer was Serafima Quixana.
Orfeo, seeing the doorway yawning wide, thrust her quickly towards it, calling to her to jump and run. He did not follow her immediately, but turned back towards the crowd, thinking to help others to pass over the table - there was a connecting beam between its legs which made it very difficult for anyone to pass beneath.
The man who had held up the lady Serafima had been swept away by the struggling crowd, who were pulling one another back as they competed for a place at the table’s edge. One man and one man only was able to leap from that mass on to the tabletop, and he turned quickly enough to Orfeo, reaching forward with the blade of his slender sword as though to drive the player over the edge and into the sea of frenzy. It was not the mask which the man wore but the fact that he carried his sword left-handed that told Orfeo who it was. He was facing the Duke of Zaragoz himself.
Orfeo, knowing what an absurdity it was that the strongest men in that troubled throng should begin hacking at one another with their weapons, cried ”Peace!”.
He could not tell whether his cry was unheard or not, but Marsilio diAvila cut at him again, and he had to parry the thrust, moving backwards the while.
Then, as though compelled by that same strange reflex which had taken hold of Rodrigo Cordova, Marsilio swept his mask away with a jerking movement of his right hand - and Orfeo gasped in astonishment and alarm.
The face which had been Marsilio diAvila’s when he put on his mask - the extraordinarily handsome, unnaturally youthful face - was Marsilio’s no longer. It was as though a talon had reached out from another world, before whose deft caress the Duke’s hard flesh had been as soft as butter, and had drawn five grooves across it from the right temple to the left part of the jaw, drawing not a single drop of blood but pressing every feature out of shape, making the right eye into a ghastly shrunken thing and the nose into a twisted wreck.
And yet, as Marsilio stared at Orfeo, he clearly had no inkling of what had happened, for Orfeo still wore his impassive mask, and the horror in his own face was quite hidden from view.
A cataract of light fell upon them from that place high above, beneath the roof-beams, where Semjaza still struggled desperately against whatever thing it was which held him. So few candles were burning now that the light seemed dazzling, and Marsilio diAvila blinked in a curiously quizzical fashion, as though he could not decide what was happening to his eyesight.
Without warning, the Duke thrust again at Orfeo - a blow launched with speed and art, yet not the sort of blow which a fencer would have delivered - it was too frantic for that. Orfeo diverted the strike with his own blade, and this time he struck back, hitting the Duke above the left breast.
It was a deep cut, but it drew no blood.
Marsilio hesitated for just an instant, and Orfeo thought that the Duke might cry ”Peace!” and devote his actions once again to the vulgar cause of survival. But the cry, if it was ever intended, was stifled by a darkness which came upon his twisted features, not as though it fell upon his face from the air above, but rather as if it came from within, lazily removing itself from an envelope of flesh which it had briefly possessed.
The Duke of Zaragoz tried to turn then, as though in search of a different opponent, and Orfeo could have dealt him a mortal blow - but he did not, for there was no need. Marsilio’s tortured features were scored yet again by that same daemonic hand, so that both his eyes were shrivelled and the two rows of his fine white teeth stood out from his melting lips and cheeks, which were dissolving into vacuous craters.
Marsilio diAvila was shrinking, as if something inside him was pulling his body in upon itself, as a sleeping man might huddle tightly within a blanket to save himself from the cold.
The Duke of Zaragoz toppled sideways, falling from the table to the floor where the wrathful rats awaited his delivery.
Orfeo did not wait to see his fate, but turned and leapt into the gaping cavity of the open door. Once there, though, he paused and looked up, to see what had become of Semjaza.
The magician was still struggling in mid-air, but he too seemed to be collapsing in upon himself, his hands and feet dwindling to threads - and the death’s-head mask was falling from his head into the crowd below.
Behind the mask there was no face at all; it had already been swallowed up into the darkness, devoured by that hungry leech which the raven had brought to feed on him.
The last brief blaze of light from that place where the sorcerer had been devoured by emptiness lit up the silver braid on his robe as it fluttered and drifted in the turbulent air, floating hesitantly downwards to follow the mask. Orfeo could not help following the fall of the garment with his eyes, which brought his gaze again into confrontation with Morella d’Arlette.
Her mask was gone, and though the rats still leapt at her and tore at her gown her fearful eyes were directed elsewhere. She had been searching for him, and now had found him. As their stares met and were locked together Orfeo heard a dreadful screaming inside his head: a wordless cry for help, more agonized than anything he could ever have imagined. The hold which she had on him prevented his flight, and though he put up his hands to shield his eyes he could not set aside the power of her command. With every fibre of his being he tried to hurl himself through the doorway and into the corridor beyond, but his flesh would not obey him while his soul was in thrall to the sorceress. He felt certain that her magic would snatch him up, as Semjaza had been plucked from his tabletop, and draw him into the yawning crack of darkness, to accompany her to whatever hell her daemons had prepared for her.
He drew his unavailing hands away from his eyes again, and looked to see what state she was in. Despite the distance between them her features were quite clear to him, and her colourful eyes were aglow with some inner light. There was a lust and craving in her expression which was absurd in its avidity. As he watched, the air which thickened around her head like a halo seemed to take the form of a host of faces - every one as perversely beautiful as she; every one transfigured by that same miraculous lust.
And as those faces crowded about her, to destroy her utterly with their kisses and caresses, her hold upon the player was abruptly severed - whether by accident or by design, he could not tell.
Orfeo jumped down into the corridor beyond the door just as the rats began to spill into the new space which had thus been opened to them. He did not wait to see if any other man or woman had contrived to scramble on to the table - he grabbed at the door and slammed it shut behind him, stamping his feet upon a rat which tried to bite him. Then he turned and ran.
He nearly ran right over someone who was hurrying along the coridor in the opposite direction. It was the boy who had brought him food in the dungeon, and had earlier been struck about the head by Morella d’Arlette. He had once carried the stricken boy through the very same door which he had shut behind him.
‘Not that way, little fool!’ he said, urgently. ‘Which way did the others go? Which way from here to the gate?’
The boy shook his head, dumbly.
‘The stables, then - we must find horses, if there are horses left which have not been driven to madness!’
The boy collected himself then, and nodded vigorously. Orfeo turned him about, and he began to run along the ill-lit corridor. Orfeo followed him, first downwards and then to the left, then up a flight of stairs and across a landing. Wherever they ran they found rats, but only in ones and twos, and Orfeo had no difficulty driving them off with his blade. The boy stumbled once or twice, but he was a nimble runner and did not seem to mind the rats as much as those who had been panicked by them. As the lowest of the low within the castle walls, he was probably better acquainted with the beasts than anyone else.
The way they took brought them eventually out on to the ramparts of the castle, where there should have been men-at-arms - save that on the Night of Masks they had all come down to take their share of food and drink, or to follow their luck with serving-maids and street-girls who had sneaked in from the town. Now the only guards by the battlements were great white apes ranting and raving at the sky which they had never seen before.
Orfeo looked over the wall to see if there was any chance to make an immediate descent, but the drop was sheer for two hundred feet and more, so he followed the boy along the narrow path, heading for the gate beside which the stables were extended.
When they went down the stairs into the stables it seemed that this quest too must be in vain, for there were rats rattling in the straw, and every box seemed to have been kicked open. The lamps which had been suspended from the roof-beams had been cast down, all save two, and one had started a fire which was extending slowly to the feed-store. A great many of the horses which had been brought to the castle by the guests had broken free and had joined the tumult on the terraces, but those which had been trained for military use had been taught to withstand both noise and fire, and though they did not like the rats they had held to their stalls.
Not thirty yards away Orfeo saw Veronique diAvila struggling to secure a saddle on one such horse, with Rodrigo Cordova still beside her, pale and injured but alive and conscious. Serafima Quixana was nearby, evidently having followed the other two in their flight.
Rodrigo cried out when he saw Orfeo, but Orfeo ran instead for a corner which neither the smoke nor the rats had reached as yet. There he found two horses, as quiet as any in whole place, with saddles ready in the stall. When Orfeo made haste to throw one of the saddles on the broad back of the nearer beast it did not try to smash him with its hooves, but responded to his calming call as a well-trained horse should.
When the saddle was on, Orfeo looked round for the boy, and found Serafima Quixana beside him as well. He lifted the lady in his arms and hurled her into the saddle. Though she probably had not ridden for several years she had been taught in childhood, and knew enough to cling to the rein. He thrust the boy up behind her, and told him to hold tight - then he smacked the animal on the rump, and sped it on its way to run the gauntlet of fire and madness, all the way to the castle’s gate. He saw as he sent it forth that Veronique diAvila had succeeded in saddling her own mount, and had paused to pull Rodrigo Cordova up with her, so that they too could ride together into the gathering darkness.
Orfeo would have leapt upon the second beast’s bare back had he dared, but he had seen too much of the road which led from the top of the mount to the bottom, and he knew that there was no way he could ride around the spiral without the means to guide his mount and cling tightly to its back. He put the other saddle on, and pulled a bridle over the horse’s head, then hauled himself up by the side of the stall to set himself astride it. The others were long gone, and the fire burned brighter now. When he urged the horse to run, it did not pause, but galloped forward with all possible haste, scattering a group of men who tried to halt it, intent on fighting for the privilege of using it.
Orfeo had dropped his sword in order to wrestle with the horse’s livery, and both his hands gripped the reins - but once the horse was given its head there was no way to pull it back, for it was stronger by far than he was.
The gate was yawning wide, and those who could reach it were already running from the castle as fast as their legs could take them. So far as Orfeo could see they were mostly servants, and he could only presume that the Duke’s men-at-arms were standing their ground as best they could, using their pikes and blades to oppose the creatures which had invaded their realm.
Orfeo held on as best he could while the beast which he had mounted pleased itself about the course which it took, and when they hurtled on to the perilous road at full gallop he was sure that they must plunge over the edge and tumble down the crag. But the horse, like that ancient animal which he had earlier borrowed from Rodrigo’s house, had gone that way a hundred times, and though it had surely never gone as fast, it knew its way. It drew as close as it could to the side of the mountain, and kept its balance at every twist and turn.
Orfeo wished at first that the horse would slow down once it was free from the tumult in the castle, for he did not believe that the rats or the apes could bother them anymore, but when he glanced up at the towers looming above them he saw that the danger was by no means passed.
There was a darkness growing in the sky which hid the stars, and there was a monstrous sound as if the stony fabric of the walls themselves were being squeezed and rent. He saw a stone from the battlements dislodged, setting loose a sliding mass of little stones as it careered down the nearly-vertical slope. Whatever daemons had been unleashed upon Zaragoz were not content, it seemed, to swallow up their former worshippers.
Yet again he heard the phantom voice of Arcangelo crying in the lonely depths of his mind: ‘Zaragoz is doomed!’ And he knew that behind the mask of the priest of Law there had been a heart and mind as twisted as Semjaza’s naked face, which had been willing to sacrifice everything in the cause of vengeance and hatred, and that had unleashed upon Zaragoz a force which would not stop at swallowing up the diAvilas who had worshipped it.
Orfeo’s senses reeled as the horse swerved around another bend and he came terrifyingly close to being tumbled from its back. But he no longer prayed that the beast would stop; instead he prayed that it might find pace enough to outdistance whatever it was which gripped the peak of the crag like a huge black spider, and whose dark exhalations were drifting down through the still air, raining destruction upon the fleeing crowds.
When he looked up again, and could not see the stars, he felt such anguish in his heart that it seemed to him that nothing less than a miracle could save him.
But then, in that very instant, the miracle was granted, for he saw ahead of him another gate looming above the precipitous road, lit by half a dozen lanterns - and it was a gate which he knew.
It was the gate of Rodrigo Cordova’s house - which, if its long-dormant magic had power enough to oppose the deadly forces Arcangelo’s battle with Semjaza had unleashed, might be the one place on the mountain which was safe from the agents of destruction.
The gate was already wide open, and there were men waiting for him, who had begun calling and waving as soon as he came in sight. Cristoforo was there, and Rodrigo Cordova himself, still standing despite the great bloodstain which soaked his tunic. He was not the only fugitive to whom they were signalling, for some of those who had fled from the castle as soon as the rats had emerged from the depths - those who had not been drawn irresistibly to the spectacle of Marsilio diAvila’s duel with Rodrigo Cordova - had already come this far on foot, seeking sanctuary.
For one awful moment, Orfeo thought that the horse would not be turned from is headlong flight, and would take him helplessly down the mountain, all the way to the streets of the town at its foot. But the horse, too, could recognize safety, and it galloped gladly through the gate, already pulling up as it clattered into the narrow court within. As grooms ran to intercept him Orfeo saw that there were armed men swarming about - Cordova’s men rallied to the cause by earlier arrivals.
Orfeo jumped down from his saddle and raised his voice as high as he could, trying to shout above all the other shouts, telling everyone who could hear to go inside the house. He pointed desperately at the sky, trying to show them what it was that they must hide from, and when he looked up to follow with his eyes the direction of his own pointing finger he saw that matters were worse than he had thought. The blackness was no longer spread across the whole sky - instead, it was gathering itself to form a thick and grotesque cloud, which was descending steeply upon this house and no other, pursuing those who ran to its protection.
He stumbled then, knocked over by a running man, but hands went out to him instantly, to pull him back to his feet. As he was brought upright again he heard a wild cry, and thought for a moment that the monstrous dark had come about them with its foul minions in train, but the cry had only been a cry of joy, when Rodrigo Cordova found his mother safe, brought here by his trusted men before the panic had even begun. She was standing in the open doorway of the ballroom where Orfeo had played, and the crowd was rushing past her now, carrying Rodrigo with it, and Veronique diAvila. Orfeo was glad to see that Serafima Quixana and the kitchen-boy were with them too, clinging together as though they were brother and sister.
Orfeo struggled to Rodrigo’s side as they passed through the doorway, and when all those who had been in the yard were inside they tried together to take hold of one of the two doors, intent on closing it. But more running figures were coming through the gate, racing into the very heart of the awful black shadow which was descending there, and they hesitated to close the newcomers out.
As they stood there among the crowding figures, it seemed inevitable that the foul black void would sweep past them into the hall, there to work its will with those who had fled from it - but as the crowd of awful shadows came to the threshold it met some invisible barrier which held it back, and though the darkness sealed off all light from without, it could not reach the candles which burned within the room.
It was as if the empty space between the far-flung doors became a wall of solid black, mere inches away from Orfeo’s face, and though all those who were crowded about him - save for one-fell back in alarm, he did not. Although he knew full well that he did a very dangerous thing, he actually reached out a hand to touch that wall, to see how solid it was - and when he touched it, it was as though it seized his hand, not to pull him away from where he stood and consume him, but rather as though it was welcoming him with a fond and seductive caress.
He looked into the darkness, and once again he saw the faces which had crowded about Morella d’Arlette in the ballroom: faces as beautiful as they were bizarre, whose glamour made an urgent appeal to his senses and his desires. He remembered that Morella had warned him that there was something of Chaos already in his being - and also that she had aspired to show him an ecstasy so intense that he could never again be content with a merely human lover.
But there were other things in that convoluted host of shadows, whose forms were incompletely hidden by the darkness - things with horned heads and huge bovine features, and insectile creatures with glaring compound eyes. When he looked into those eyes, he seemed to be staring into an infinity of horrors where the mere and meagre desires of the flesh counted for nothing at all.
The vision lasted but a fraction of a second; then the blackness became and remained absolute; but still there was a strange thrill which surged through his body, and though he saw nothing, it was as though some inner part of himself still looked through that wall of shadow into an awesome lighted world beyond: a world of fire and blazing light, a world without form or landscape, a world unimaginably greater than his own.
When he took his hand back, it came easily, without resistance. Then he turned to look at the other person who had stood her ground, who had likewise reached out to touch that frightful shadow while it was held at bay by the armour in which the house was clad.
It was Veronique diAvila, her red hair declaring her identity even though she wore a decorated mask.
The mask, at least, was smiling.
‘Midnight is past,’ she said, in a voice hoarse with excitement. ‘It is time to lay our masks aside.’ And she reached out to lift Orfeo’s false face away, and looked at him, as though relieved to find that what was underneath was only what her reason told her would be there.



EPILOGUE
‘AND IS THAT the end of your story?’ asked Alkadi Nasreen, sourly, as Orfeo’s voice lapsed into silence.
Orfeo could not tell whether the sourness was simply the result of lack of sleep, or whether the tale which he had told had annoyed the man severely.
‘It was the story’s climax,’ he replied. ‘Were it an invented tale, climax and end would be one and the same, but this was a phase in the unfolding tapestry of life itself, and there are parts of it which extend beyond its climax. I know a little more of what became of the survivors of that night, but I went on my way within a week, in search of a happier place.’
‘Then tell me what remains to be told,’ said the Caliph. ‘Were all those who did not escape to Rodrigo Cordova’s house killed by the things unleashed upon the castle? Did the castle walls crumble away entirely?’
‘By no means,’ replied the storyteller. ‘Many stones were dislodged from the ramparts, and the High Tower was felled, but the castle was not destroyed. Nor were all who were trapped there killed. Some forty or fifty men and women were brought down by the rats and the apes, and bitten to death. A hundred more had only minor wounds, though a few died of fevers in the days which followed. But the dark shadows - the daemons, if that is what they were - claimed for themselves less than a hundred men and women, who were swallowed up so completely that they left no trace behind. Included in that number were all but one of those who had sought to steal their power and control them. I have named the exception.’
‘Why did the daemons turn on those they had formerly served?’ asked the Caliph.
Orfeo sighed, feeling that he had already made adequate explanation of the fact, but he had no choice but to be patient when his freedom hung upon the telling of the tale. ‘Arcangelo had not the power to win them to his own cause,’ he said, ‘but by using his own flesh as an instrument - in such a manner that it cost him his life - he could cast a spell which dissolved the bonds by which Semjaza’s followers had held them captive and forced them into servility. Though Arcangelo could not free the lady Serafima in the way he had intended, still he succeeded in breaking the shackles which mattered, and some kindly god took the trouble to number the lady with those who lived.’
‘Did you go to the castle again?’
‘Eventually. But there were others braver than ourselves. For many hours that night, and throughout the day which followed, Rodrigo and his mother received in their house the injured servants and nobles who limped down from the peak. They continued to arrive in ones and twos, while others went to their own houses, and the occasional troop of men-at-arms rode down to the town on their well-schooled horses. When we had lent to those who came to us what help we could, we went to the castle. There we found that the fittest and the strongest of those who survived had looted what they could before they fled. The bodies had been stripped of their jewels and silks, and the treasures heaped up by the diAvilas had gone. Much of the gold must have been carried out of the realm by soldiers of fortune, but enough remained within its borders to double the price of bread within five days.’
‘But you did not leave without your purse, I’ll wager?’ said the Caliph.
Orfeo smiled, but rather mirthlessly. ‘Rodrigo Cordova was a good and generous man,’ he said. ‘His people will love him, now that he is proclaimed Duke of Zaragoz. He will go down in their annals as a man of honour, and if ever he is treacherously slain, the act will leave such a legacy of bitterness that some diehard champion of the people will surely appear to demand vengeance in his name, and will threaten the town with doom if justice is not done.’
The Caliph laughed, but there was no more mirth in his laugh than there had been in the player’s smile. ‘At least,’ he said, ‘the feud between the diAvilas and the Quixanas is ended. It will take time for the House of Cordova to find an enemy which hates it as fiercely as those two families hated one another.’
Orfeo hesitated before replying, but then said: ‘No. Nothing is ended. Rodrigo Cordova has Veronique diAvila and Serafima Quixana in his house. I cannot tell whether the love he once had for the one will in time be transferred to the other, but this I believe - that one day he will marry one or other of them, and in the calculations of his people he will then become diAvila or Quixana, while the woman he rejects will carry bitterness and envy into exile.
‘It does not matter which one he chooses - red hair or black - for in a hundred years it will all be the same. There will be harder Dukes, and resentful subjects
and always there will be the word - the word of power which signifies a change of allegiance and a plot to seize the crown. When a man of justice sits upon the crag of Zaragoz, the pain of that country’s disease is soothed for a generation
but as long as the crag is there, and the castle, and the houses of the nobles arrayed upon its slopes, there can never be a proper healing. Are matters any different upon this crag of Arjijil? Is this impregnable fortress any safer from the corrosions of envy which seethe beneath the surface of its daily affairs like rats in its sewers?’
The question which he asked of the hearer of his tale was no mere taunt. What Orfeo was really asking the so-called Caliph to consider was whether he had really left Zaragoz behind when he sent himself into his distant exile. Was there any place in all the great wide world where the sicknesses which were in Zaragoz could not be found?
He knew that the Caliph was pondering that question when Alkadi Nasreen said: ‘What of these daemons of darkness which came traitorously from the depths of the crag to turn the tables on those who had sought to use them? Have they been laid to rest forever?’
‘I would like to say that they were,’ Orfeo told him, ‘but I cannot believe that either. They are still there within the mount, dormant now like the force which was bound within the walls of Cordova’s house.
‘Now that Semjaza is dead, some other magician will come to Zaragoz craving knowledge and craving power. If he cannot become Rodrigo’s friend he will become his secret enemy. There is an instrumentality of temporal power which consists of kings and noblemen, and there is an instrumentality of magical power which consists of wizards and priests
and in our world their fortunes are inextricably bound up with one another. Just as kings and noblemen generate their own opposites, as diAvilas produce Quixanas, so the magicians who seek power from the Gods of Light and the Gods of Law generate rivals who seek power from the opposing forces of Darkness and Chaos. So it goes on, pausing for a while, then bursting forth in blood and fire, but never ending
never truly ending.’
‘In Araby,’ said Alkadi Nasreen, ‘we acknowledge only One God, and no others. One God who rewards, and One who punishes. Where there are daemons - in the searing heat of the desert and the black shadows of the night - the priests and prophets of our One God go to bind them
to seal them in bottles of brass and bury them in the sand or throw them into the sea. I do not know what you mean when you speak of Chaos but the priests of Araby know well enough what is meant by evil, and will stamp it out wherever it appears. I think this is a better land than Zaragoz, though I do not know how matters go in Bretonnia or the Empire.’
‘There are men of the Arab kind in Estalia,’ said Orfeo. ‘I met some in Magritta, who told me many tales of the power which your priests and prophets have, which some use to bind evil. It was that which put it in my mind to travel in Araby, for I am a collector and a teller of tales, and I believed that there was much that I might learn in the Sultan’s own city, and a little that I could teach, after my own poor fashion.’
‘The wisdom of lore and legend?’ asked Alkadi Nasreen, sarcastically.
‘I believe in that wisdom,’ said Orfeo, evenly. ‘I believe that there is a truth in tales, which is not the everyday truth of actual events, but a truth without which actual events cannot be seen for what they really are. I am a servant of that truth, and I am proud of what I am.’
‘In Araby,’ said the Caliph, ‘we have a higher truth than that, which is the truth of our prophets and our priests - the truth of the One God. It is a truth which binds daemons, and will one day cleanse the world of evil.’
Orfeo did not know how to reply to that, for he could not guess how honest a believer Alkadi Nasreen really was in the faith to which he had been converted. His acknowledgement of the One God might be merely a ploy, to allow him to live among these folk and lord it over them as a pirate king
but it might, on the other hand, be the overzealous faith of the genuine convert, ever anxious to justify itself.
Because of this doubt, he only said: ‘Every exercise of power produces resentment. If Araby grows too ambitious to convert the world, what begins as a cleansing may end as a nightmare of blood and fire. If, on the other hand, it grows too complacent in its wealth, and turns to the pursuit of luxury, what begins as pleasure may end as decadence. Your storytellers know that, if your priests and your kings do not.’
‘Storytellers have been hanged or burned for sedition in many different lands,’ said Alkadi Nasreen, darkly.
‘Aye, my lord,’ replied Orfeo, softly. ‘I know it. I have been a prisoner myself, condemned to death and lucky to escape.’
The Caliph laughed again, still without much humour.
‘I might get a good price for a man like you,’ he said. ‘But the buyer might one day come to me and say that I had sold him an annoying thing.’
‘It is only too likely, my lord,’ agreed the storyteller. ‘And I believe that I have your promise that if the news which I brought you was good, you would set me free - and the boy too.’
‘I remember what I promised,’ said the pirate. ‘And I would honour my word, if only I knew for certain whether I should weep or rejoice in consequence of what you have told me.’
Orfeo was disturbed by this, for he thought his tale plain enough. If this man had fled Zaragoz because he was Quixana, or an ally of the cause of the Quixanas, then the fell of the diAvilas should have been news that he was glad to hear. If he was not Quixana, then what interest had he found in what he had been told?
‘I have told you the truth, my lord,’ said Orfeo. ‘All that I know has been set forth before you. It is a grim tale, I know, but I think that it ended as well as it could have ended. Rodrigo Cordova is a good man, and he will rule as justly as any king or duke that I have ever encountered in my travels.’
‘I am not concerned with Rodrigo Cordova,’ said Alkadi Nasreen. ‘And in the matter of justice, I am inclined to side with my brother’s opinion, that much of what is said and done in its name is mere hypocrisy.’
‘Your brother?’ asked Orfeo.
‘Like me, he took another name. I became Alkadi Nasreen - he became the man you have called Semjaza.’
Orfeo’s heart sank, as he remembered not only his account of Semjaza’s death, but also the manner in which he had reproduced his conversations with the sorcerer. One spoken sentence now resurfaced in his memory: I had a mother and a father, a brother and a sister
 
Even the most vicious of magicians begins life as an innocent, as a child.
‘You took very different paths, my lord,’ said Orfeo. ‘What he had become
‘
‘I know it,’ said the Caliph, interrupting him. ‘I know that we took very different paths. Even between brothers, there can be strife, and hatred, and an opposition which grows into intolerance. Even between brothers
and yet, when all is said and done, we were brothers.’
Alkadi Nasreen stood up, his hands lying limp at his side because he did not know what to do with them. He walked to the wall, and then turned on his heel, his brow deeply furrowed by anxiety. He had meant what he said when he told Orfeo that he did not know whether he should weep or rejoice. Orfeo waited patiently, not stirring in his seat.
Several minutes passed, which seemed to weigh heavily upon the smoky air; and when Alkadi Nasreen turned again to face the storyteller he seemed no nearer to a settlement of his inner turmoil.
‘At least,’ said the Caliph, ‘I know what became of him. I believe that you have told me the truth, Master Player, and I am a man of my word. I will not sell you, or the boy either. If the price which you have paid for my mercy is not entirely to my taste, it was no fault of yours.’
Orfeo let out his breath with only the slightest of sighs.
‘Thank you, my lord,’ he said.
‘Do not call me that,’ said the Caliph. ‘You are a free man now.’
Orfeo said nothing, because the other man had not quite finished. There was something else which he intended to say, but he could not immediately find the words. In the end, the Caliph only said, in a voice near to a whisper: ‘He was my brother.’
‘The wisdom of lore and legend,’ said Orfeo, quietly, ‘says that all men are brothers. It is true, in all that it implies.’
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