
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        
          Wielding a Red Sword
        
      

      By Piers Anthony

       

       

       

      MIME

       

      It was a traveling show, the kind that drifted from village to village, performing for thrown rupees. There was a chained dragon who would snort smoke and sometimes fire when its keeper signaled, a harpy in a cage who flapped her wings and spat curses at the audience, and a mermaid in a tank who would, for a suitable fee, bring her head out of the water to kiss a spectator. Standard stuff, hardly impressive, but fun for the children. The dragon was old and flabby, the harpy was ugly, and the mermaid, though pretty enough, evidently spoke no local dialect. But at least this show was convenient and cheap, and the crowd was thick.

       

      The man who watched was undistinguished. He was slightly below average height, wore a faded gray shawl, and he kept his mouth shut. He had evidently suffered some abrasion of the face, for it was to an extent swathed in dirty bandages, so that only his eyes, nose, and mouth were exposed. He had the mark of the Sudra caste, though he could have been taken for an Aryan in race. Since none of the twice-born would mix voluntarily with the more lowly merchants and laborers of the once-born, his identity had to be taken at face value.

       

      Of course, caste had been legally abolished in most of the kingdoms of India. But what was legal did not necessarily align with what was actual. One had only to watch the reaction of anyone who inadvertently brushed by a Pariah to understand that!

       

      Now the main show developed. A stage magician performed sundry acts of illusion, causing the faces of demons to manifest in smoke and a flock of birds to startle out of his hat. One of the birds let a dropping fall on the head of a spectator, who complained loudly, whereupon the magician gestured and changed the bird into a shining gold coin, which tumbled to the ground and rolled. The spectator pounced on the coin-but it converted to a venomous snake that hissed and struck at him, while the other spectators laughed. Good magic!

       

      Then there was an exotic dancer, who undulated in the company of a giant python. Her performance was partly artistic and mostly erotic, and the percentage of men in the throng increased. Then the python opened its mouth and took in her left hand. The dance continued, and the reptile swallowed her arm and then her head, and finally the rest of her body. There was strong applause as her two kicking feet disappeared into the maw and the snake slithered heavily back into its curtained cage.

       

      Now a startlingly lovely young woman took her place on the small stage. Her skin was so pale as to be almost white, and her hair was the color of honey. She had a little harp and she set herself and began to play and sing. The song was in English, a language generally but not universally understood in this region. This was a novelty, and the audience was quiet.

       

      The song and music spread out to captivate the listeners. There was a special quality to it that caught them up, even those who could not follow the words. It was as if a mighty orchestra were playing and a chorus of deific beings singing-yet there was only the one woman and her instrument. This was a phenomenon beyond what had been presented before, and all stood entranced.

       

      When the song was done, there was a hush. Then the rupees began flying, landing at the woman's feet, fairly burying them in metallic brightness. All that the audience had came forth, begging for another song.

       

      The woman smiled and sang again, and it was as before: every person within range was transported. Even the old ones were rapt. Now those of the aishya caste, the husbandmen and merchants, entered the throng, heedless of propriety, listening. When the second song was done, the shower of money from these higher-class listeners overwhelmed the prior contributions. Applause enough!

       

      The Sudra man stood transfixed, even after the woman had taken up her harp and retired to her wagon and the next show had come on. Jostled by his neighbors, he recovered enough to walk away, his gaze almost vacant. He had evidently been smitten and hardly knew how to cope with it.

       

      He found his way to a wall that offered some slight seclusion and leaned against it. Then he reached into an inner pocket and brought out a ring in the form of a coiled little snake. He set this ring on his smallest finger and brought it covertly to his bandaged face.

       

      "She?" he whispered in English.

       

      The snake-ring came alive and squeezed his finger once.

       

      The man removed the ring from his finger and returned it to his hidden pocket. He paused, considering. How was he to approach this lovely and talented woman, and how would she receive him? He could get more specific advice from the ring, but he preferred to work it out for himself, as his possession of the ring could identify his nature if it were seen by others.

       

      In the end, he waited till dusk, when the throng dissipated and the traveling show was closing up for the night. He approached the covered wagon he had seen the woman with the harp enter. He stood by it and clapped his hands, gently, so as to attract attention without generating too much of it.

       

      The woman appeared. "Yes?" she inquired. Now her lovely fair hair was bound in a heavy kerchief, and she wore a functional skirt and jacket, but her beauty overcame these restrictions.

       

      The man opened his mouth, but did not speak. He gestured helplessly.

       

      "I am sorry," the woman said. "I can see that you have been injured, but I do not speak the local dialect. Do you know English?"

       

      The man tried again. His mouth worked, and finally the sounds came out. "Ah-ah-ah-I do," he said.

       

      She glanced sharply at him, tilting her head. "You are shy?" she inquired. "There is no need to be. What is it that you wish?"

       

      The man struggled again to speak. "N-n-n-not shsh-shy," he said. "I st-st-stu-stu-stutter."

       

      She did not even smile. "Come inside," she said.

       

      He followed her into the wagon. Inside, the space was tight, but well organized; there was room for two to sit facing each other, and this they did.

       

      "I do not know you," the woman said. "I have not before talked directly with a person with your problem. Forgive me if I am clumsy; I don't quite know how to help you."

       

      Again the man tried. It took time for him to get the words out, but the woman was patient and did not try to interrupt or to fill in the words for him. Digested, what he said was this: "I need help to leave the Kingdom."

       

      "But if you have committed some crime, and are fugitive from justice, I shall not help you," the woman said.

       

      He asserted that he was not a criminal; he just had need to depart anonymously.

       

      "Forgive me again," she said, "but I must ask you to touch my harp. This will advise me whether what you say is true."

       

      He touched her harp. Nothing happened. She smiled. "Thank you. Now let us be introduced. I am Orb Kaftan of Ireland, and I sing for my supper. My harp is a gift of the Mountain King and it will not suffer the touch of a dishonest person. I am sorry I had to doubt you before."

       

      "I-must not tell you my identity," the man said haltingly. "I am not injured; I wear the bandage to conceal my face."

       

      "Ah-a political refugee?"

       

      "Approximately." His stutter was diminishing as her warm attention helped him, but that word remained a considerable challenge.

       

      "May I see your face?"

       

      He unwound the bandage. His face was clear and handsome, almost aristocratic. "But I must not show it openly," he said.

       

      "I think we might help you, but I am not sure you would like the manner," Orb said. "We always have need of inexpensive labor, tending the animals, cleaning the cages, menial chores. I think you are of higher birth than that."

       

      "I am. I will do the work."

       

      "Perhaps we can improve upon your camouflage," she said. "Let me fetch you a mask."

       

      She set him up with a clown-mask. She assured him that it would not seem unusual, as long as he remained with the group, as most of the members had more than one task, doubling as entertainers and workers.

       

      And so he joined the group and shoveled dragon manure and cleaned the harpy cage and fed fish to the mermaid. He was paid only with food, a bunk in a wagon, and his right to be anonymous.

       

      The group moved slowly from village to village, on wagons hauled by rented elephants, and put on its show at every stop.

       

      After several days, the man approached Orb again. "I think I could perform," he explained haltingly.

       

      "But everybody laughs at the clowns!" she protested.

       

      "They laugh with the clowns," he clarified. "And I could do other things that don't require speaking. I could be a mime, a juggler, an acrobat."

       

      "These things are not as easy as they may appear," she protested.

       

      "But I have some natural ability and some training," he said. "My mouth may be handicapped, but not my body."

       

      "Well, if you're sure, I can take you to the tour master," she said doubtfully. "But he is an exacting man."

       

      "Take me to him."

       

      She did. The tour master was large and fat and, when he wasn't playing to a crowd, he tended to scowl. "Show your stuff or get out," he said gruffly.

       

      The clown did a front-flip in the air, then stood on his hands, then flipped back to his feet.

       

      "So-so," the master said, unimpressed. "Can you do it on a high platform?"

       

      The clown nodded. There was no platform handy, so he scrambled lithely up a tree and took his stance on a horizontal branch. He repeated his flip and handstand, then swung himself down, around, and back to the top of the branch.

       

      The master became more interested.  No fear of heights, eh? What else can you do?"

       

      "He says he can juggle," Orb explained.

       

      "Jugglers are a dime a dozen. He'd have to be something special."

       

      The clown pointed to a collection of knives, used by a sometime knife-thrower. Then, with permission, he took five, tossed them up singly, and juggled them. The blades flashed as they twisted in the air, but no knife dropped to the ground.

       

      "What else?" the master asked, impressed.

       

      The clown had evidently prepared for this. He went into a mime act, doing a clever imitation of a warrior whose sword kept getting in his way. He had no costume and no sword, but it came across clearly. When he managed to spear his own foot, the master smiled. When he tried to sheathe the blade rapidly and passed it through his crotch instead, the master laughed.

       

      "You got it, mime! Work up a complete act; I'll put you on pay. We'll call you-urn, let's see." The master stroked his chin. "The Mime. No, Mym. Mym the Mime! You've got a talent, boy. Wish I'd known before."

       

      And so he joined the paid performers, leaving the dragon dung behind. "I had no idea!" Orb told him warmly. "You are a very talented person, Mym."

       

      It was merely coordination and training, he informed her, as much by gesture as by words, for he did not like to embarrass them both by constant stammering. Orb was always understanding, but still it represented an imposition, and the last thing he wanted to do was burden a woman as lovely, inside and out, as she.

       

      But her interest in him had been aroused, and his ascension to performer status brought them into closer natural association. Though the group was casteless-which made it technically Pariah-it did have its own type of stratification, with the master at the top, the performers next, and the menials at the bottom. Orb, as the main attraction, was second only to the master in importance but as Mym refined his act and the flow of rupees increased, his status ascended correspondingly. At first the others had been condescending or diffident, because of his speech impediment and his inexperience, but no one laughed at him, because all were outcasts in their own fashions. The mahout who tended the lead elephant had a clubfoot, and the dragon-trainer was an alcoholic-the dragon liked the smell of alcohol-and the cook was so grossly fat that he expected in due course to assume performer status as a freak. None of them were inclined to laugh at something as minor as stuttering.

       

      In fact, Mym discovered that the group was a kind of family; it looked out for its own, and he had become a part of it. This became clear one day when they were setting up for a show in a village not far south of Ahmadabad, the giant capital of Gujarat. He was helping the exotic dancer, Pythia, prepare for her act. She had to strip and spread a special protective grease over all her body, so that the digestive acids of the python would not damage her skin. She had a magic pill she would gulp just before the snake swallowed her head that enabled her to stop breathing for twenty minutes or so; that and the salve enabled her to perform her act once each day. But the girl who normally helped her and who reached into the python's open mouth to haul her out by the feet when the act was over, had run away with a handsome drifter, and a replacement had not yet been recruited. So Mym, whose act was done before hers, helped her with the preparation and the conclusion.

       

      He was spreading the salve on her body, making sure to catch every spot, when they were interrupted by a party of armed, uniformed officers of the Gujarat law-enforcement staff. "Stand where you are, masked man!" one snapped at Mym, holding his sword ready. "Identify yourself."

       

      Mym, of course, was unable to respond, in part because of the stutter. Had they found him? He had thought he was free ...

       

      The dancer, knowing his problem, faced the troops. Her breasts shone with grease and became more pronounced as she inhaled. "This is a private dressing room!" she protested in the local dialect.

       

      The chief officer contemplated her assets. "This is Kingdom business, woman," he said gruffly. "We are in pursuit of a party of thuggees. They may have passed this way-and this man is masked."

       

      "This man is my assistant!" she exclaimed, taking a really significant breath. "He is no thuggee! He has been with me all day!" She shook herself, and all three officers struggled not to gape. "He wears a mask so the fumes of the python won't hurt his face." She snapped her fingers, and the great snoozing snake woke and lifted its snout, hissing.

       

      The men backed away. "To be sure," the leader said.

       

      "If you speak for him-"

       

      "Of course I speak for him!" she said. "I couldn't function without him."

       

      They departed, and Mym relaxed. He resumed spreading the salve. "Certainly I spoke for you," Pythia said.

       

      "I didn't even have to lie, really, but I would have. I know you're no thuggee, and whatever you did do to make you hide is no business of mine. We cover our own, here." He continued with the salve, not trying to speak.

       

      "You do a good job," she added reflectively. "Your hands are clever. You get me covered much faster and better than I could do myself, even in the easy places. That girl I had before never was much good; she'd tickle me in one place and skimp on another."

       

      Which meant that she had been at risk for burns from the stomach acids. Mym knew she didn't like that!

       

      "Do you know why I asked for you to help me?" Pythia ontinued. "It wasn't because you are good. It was beause I can get any ten men to do this, but their hands would be sweating hot and their eyes would be hotter. I don't like having a man do it-never since one got carried away two years ago and tried to rape me." She smiled reflectively. "The only reason he missed was because the salve made me too slippery to hold. Actually, I'd have given it to him, if he'd asked; I can take a man or leave him, anytime. What's a little thing inside me for a minute, compared to what I go inside of for my act? But I don't like to be forced. So I told the master, and he made a eunuch of that man. I was the lead act, then, you see. Don't misunderstand; I'm not jealous of Orb. I'm in this for the money, and she brings in three times as much as we ever had before, and the master is generous when the takings are good. And you, too-you're bringing it in nicely, too, and that's so much the better. But that's what I'm saying; when you're with us, we take care of you, and you take care of us. The master took you on because Orb asked him to-and now he'd do anything you asked, too, because you're good for the show, Mym, you really are. But I asked for you because I knew you could handle me without making a move." She meant the handling physically-his hands rubbing salve into every part of her, public and private.

       

      He was finished, now, and her act was almost due. She turned to speak directly to him, as she slipped into her scant costume. "I know you get hard when you stroke me; any man who's a man does. When he doesn't, I'll know it's time for me to retire. But you wouldn't try to force me, because you're the most disciplined man I ever met-yes, you are, even if you try not to show it!-and because, even if you weren't, you're in love with Orb and you wouldn't touch another woman if you thought there was any chance at all you might one day touch her, because you know she's a one-man woman and expects the same in return. So I'm safe with you, Mym. That's why."

       

      Mym stood there, chagrined. Had it been so obvious?

       

      She answered, not needing the question. "No, you hide it well. But Orb-what I can do to a man by showing my body, she can do just by being herself. I'm dried fish; she's caviar. So I knew what to look for."

       

      She stepped toward the stage, bringing the python along with her, but paused once more. "And you know, you just might," she said, winked, and went on out.

       

      If Pythia understood him that well, then perhaps she also understood Orb. If she thought he had a chance . . .

       

      He watched the dance and consummation, half-dazed. But he snapped out of it as the python slithered back, bearing its burden, because he had to get Pythia out before she suffocated. The trained snake opened its mouth, which had been defanged, and Mym reached in and caught the dancer's bare feet. He hauled, and the greased body slid out. The skimpy dress had already dissolved away, leaving nothing to impede the motion. Of course this would never have worked with an ordinary python or a fully clothed and ungreased woman, but that didn't matter; it was a decent show, and as long as it never played twice at the same place, the seeming horror of it remained.

       

      He got her clear and hosed her down, getting the acids away. The salve combined with the acid, so that both were neutralized, but, as long as she remained inside the snake, more acids were forming, so it was important to get the refuse off. After the hosing, he set her up, took a clean cloth to her face, cleaned her closed eyes and mouth carefully, then did the same for her genital region. Then he snapped his fingers at her ear, waking her from her trance.

       

      She shuddered, then resumed her breathing. Her eyes opened. "You do such a good job," she said. "With you, there's never any smarting, no bad patches. I'm completely clean." She leaned forward and kissed him. She put her arms around his neck, set her face into his shoulder, and sobbed for a moment. Then she lifted her face.

       

      "Thank you. I am back from the abyss. This, too, is very fast with you."

       

      Mym nodded. The act, spectacular as it was, was not accomplished without cost. Pythia risked death, and the trance that stopped her breathing was halfway to death; though she had been through it many times, each time she knew it could be the last, and each successful recovery was a profound relief. Most others, even in the group, were not aware of the full nature of the experience she undertook.

       

      "Should you ever need me, you won't even need to ask," she said. "You are the best of men, Mym."

       

      Had his heart not already been committed, he would have taken her up on that. Yet Pythia's acceptance of him was only a manifestation of the acceptance of the group. He felt as good as he could remember.

       

      It was the monsoon season, and daily the winds and showers intensified. The master had a spell to ward off rain during the actual show, but it was too valuable to waste during travel, when there was no money to be reaped. The dragon did not like getting wet, but was too big to cover, so he was increasingly surly. Mym had a good way with the animals, so had to be out cajoling the monster forward, getting soaked himself.

       

      Then one of the wheels on the mermaid's wagon got mired in mud, and all other hands were committed, so Mym went to take care of that. He used a pole to lever it out, but got thoroughly muddied in the process. When the wagon was finally clear, the others were far ahead.

       

      The mermaid poked her head out of her tank. Naturally the rain didn't bother her. "Come, ride with me, Mym," she called.

       

      Startled, he looked at her. He hadn't realized that she spoke English. Normally she didn't speak at all, because it was difficult to do when her lungs were full of water. But she could drain it from her gills and breathe air when she chose, as she was an amphibian.

       

      She patted the side of the tank. "Here," she said, smiling. "You must be tired; you deserve a rest."

       

      He was tired, as well as being soaked and dirty. He climbed up on the wagon, holding onto the edge of the tank. The mermaid clicked to the mahout, and the mahout urged the elephant forward. The wagon began to gain on the others.

       

      Mym's hands were occupied, holding on as the wagon bumped along, but the mermaid's hands were free. She took hold of his head and turned it to please her. Then she kissed him. "My thanks for your service, sir," she said. "Should you ever require something novel-"

       

      He blushed, and she laughed. "I'm only teasing, maybe. But you are a good man."

       

      Finally the wagon caught up to the others, and he dropped off, for his help was needed elsewhere. But his mind was whirling, for this was the second time an attractive woman had made him an offer. He had no prejudice against halflings, and the mermaid had known this; had his situation been otherwise, he would have been interested. But what intrigued him most was the evident fact that he had sex appeal for these women. He had known many women before-more than he cared to count-but had never considered himself attractive in that sense. The others had been made available to him because of his position; he had assumed that they would not have offered so from their own personal choice. But here in the group, women were making themselves available by choice. True, he had done them favors of a sort; but he had not acted with the thought of such reward. Their interest had to be genuine, and that flattered him in a profound manner. Perhaps his stutter was not the barrier he had supposed. If so, this group had already given him more than refuge.

       

      They came into Ahmadabad, a sprawling city of more than a million inhabitants. Here they expected to have large and generous crowds, for the city folk were more sophisticated than the villagers and more interested in oddities. Indeed, their first show was a great success, and the master was so pleased that he issued bonus payments to the performers.

       

      Naturally Orb, typical other gender in certain respects, wanted to go shopping. The master could not deny her, but insisted that she have some protection. "Thieves are thick in cities," he muttered.

       

      "Mym can come with me," Orb said brightly.  The master scowled, but evidently remembered the way Mym had juggled knives. "But stay out of trouble," he admonished. "I don't like risking two star performers together."

       

      So Mym went shopping with Orb, glad for the opportunity to be with her, however slight the occasion. He wore a nondescript tunic and an artificial beard that completely changed his appearance. Still, it was risky for him-but perhaps no more so than performing in this city as a mime.

       

      Orb was delighted with the wares set forth in the open market. She went from stall to stall, exclaiming at the bright woven materials and pretty baubles, choosing first one and then another.

       

      But Mym was nervous. He felt a motion in his inner pocket, so he quietly put his hand in, found the snake ring, and put his finger through it. "T-t-t-trouble?" he murmured, as if to himself.

       

      The ring squeezed once.

       

      That was all he needed. He tried to draw Orb aside to warn her; but she was distracted by her shopping, and his effort to speak was inhibited by the stutter, so that he could not get through to her.

       

      He sighed to himself. His hand remained in the pocket, out of sight. Accident? he thought at the ring, but it squeezed twice. Malice? That brought a single squeeze. Robbery? Three squeezes. And rape? he thought, and got a single squeeze. And murder? One squeeze. The thuggees? One squeeze.

       

      Now he tried again to warn Orb. He caught her arm and squeezed, somewhat harder than would ordinarily have been necessary. She paused, looking at him, realizing that something was amiss. He made a motion with his head, signaling toward the region from which they had come.

       

      "Time to go home?" she asked, and he nodded affirmatively.

       

      "Very well," she said. "Just let me find one more thing."

       

      He tried to signal no, but she didn't understand. Rather than make a scene, he waited, though the ring was pulsing warning.

       

      Orb completed her purchase, and they started back. Mym guided her along a route they had not taken before, hoping to give the thuggees the slip, but soon he saw the subtle pursuit developing. They were watching, closing in-three, four, five of them. They wanted the money the woman evidently had to spend and her body, and they were not the type to leave witnesses behind. The Kingdom had made an effort to eliminate the criminal class, now called the thuggees, though these were not actually connected to the original guild of assassins. They were just common cutthroats, always on the prowl for vulnerable wealth, not trained killers but dangerous when they banded together.

       

      Mym's teeth bared in an unconscious snarl. He hated the thuggees, of whatever stripe! But he had not brought a weapon, for complex reasons that now seemed invalid, and the fact that Orb was the obvious target made it worse. Alone, he could have given them the slip, but there was no way she could do that. This was going to be ugly.

       

      What way? he demanded of the ring in his pocket. Then he ran through a mental list of alternatives, beginning with straight flight and ending with mayhem. The ring squeezed at mayhem. Where? he thought next.

       

      The ring signaled as they passed a deserted alley. This was the best place to meet the thuggees.

       

      Mym did not question this; he trusted the ring. He took Orb by the elbow and guided her into it.

       

      The thuggees were jubilant at this break. This was exactly what they wanted-the prey secluded, so that the dirty work could be done without witnesses. Killing could be accomplished quickly, but it took longer to rape a living woman-and it wasn't any fun when she was dead-because they had to take turns. Here in the alley, setting two of their number as guards for the occasion-

       

      They closed, one of them blocking off the far exit, the other four advancing from behind.

       

      Mym took Orb to a niche between buildings, where some dilapidated crates were piled. "Hide!" he directed, his stutter not manifesting during his distraction. Seeing the tough-looking men, she obeyed, frightened.  Now Mym stood before the crates, holding a board with a nail protruding, facing the thuggees.

       

      The five closed in. As one, they laughed, pointing at his inadequate weapon. They were armed with knives of various descriptions, and their leader had a short sword.

       

      Mym bit his tongue, deliberately. In a moment he tasted the blood. His eyes glazed, his breathing quickened, and his dark skin paled.

       

      "Hey, he's freezing!" one of the thuggees exclaimed in the native tongue.

       

      "Trying to imitate a berserker," another said, unconcerned.

       

      The blood in Mym's mouth continued to flow. His body began to shake. The breath whistled out through drawn lips.

       

      "Well, I'll berserk him!" the leader said, stepping forward and raising his sword. "He's shaking in his boots!"

       

      A thin line of reddish froth appeared at Mym's mouth.

       

      "Hey, I don't know-" another thuggee began, worried.

       

      Then Mym moved. The board dropped.

       

      The leader saw no more than a blur, before his sword was expertly wrenched from his grasp. Then that sword whirled demonically, slicing at the thuggee to the right. A line appeared at his neck, below the left ear, and he collapsed. The sword lifted and came down on the head of the thuggee farthest to the left, splitting his face open from forehead to nose.

       

      The leader, disarmed, gaped. "He is-" he began. Then the sword whistled across with such force that his head lifted from his neck and tumbled to the ground before the body fell.

       

      The two remaining thuggees tried to turn and run, but one was caught by a thrust to the bowel, and the other, starting away, got the point of the sword through his skull from the rear. The tip of the point showed through at the front as he fell.

       

      Mym glanced back at the crates, where Orb still hid. He pondered a moment, then reached for his ring again. Can she handle this?

       

      The ring squeezed twice.

       

      Best way to get her through? He ran through several notions in his mind and stopped when the ring squeezed once. He had his plan.

       

      Mym drew out a silk handkerchief he normally used in his mime act. He went to the woman. Orb's head was ducked down, and she was shivering, evidently afraid of the violence and of what was about to happen to him and to her.

       

      "V-v-v-v-veil," he got out, giving her the handkerchief. She glanced up. "You mean-to hide my face? That won't fool the robbers!"

       

      She did not know they were dead. "Qu-qu-quickly," he said. "Ey-ey-eyes too."

       

      Frightened and mystified, she tied the handkerchief across her face, covering even her eyes. Then he urged her up and out of the crates and guided her from the alley.

       

      Once they were clear of it, he removed the veil. "But why didn't they follow?" she asked, perplexed anew.

       

      He shrugged, allowing her to think that the matter was too complicated for an immediate stuttering explanation. They hurried on back to the group's camp.

       

      There was an ugly taste in Mym's mouth, and not from the blood he had invoked. He had deceived Orb, and he did not like that one bit. But he believed the ring; she was not ready for the truth. He had done what was necessary to save her life; that knowledge had to suffice.

       

       

       

      2 - PRINCE

       

      They returned safely, and Orb secluded herself in her wagon to recover from the shock of the near escape. Mym got busy on routine tasks, helping organize for the evening's show.

       

      They had several shows at different sites in Ahmadabad, because in this city a few blocks put them into an entirely new neighborhood, generating a fresh audience. The take was excellent, and news of Orb's singing spread so that the master received an invitation to do a private showing for a noble. Stunned, the master accepted.

       

      All were delighted-except Mym. He went privately to the master. "Sir, I cannot perform before nobility," he said, though not nearly as smoothly as rendered.

       

      The master heaved his paunch about and focused directly on Mym. "Do you know, I had a visit from the police," he said. "There has been a particularly bad bunch of thuggees operating in this region, leaving a messy trail of dead. Some officers even checked this group, a while back, but of course we harbored no thuggees."

       

      Mym nodded, knowing what was coming. How much had the master pieced together?

       

      "It seems that a beautiful woman had an encounter with them recently, but she managed to escape," the master continued. "The police realized from the description that she was from our group, so they came to inquire. Indeed it was our Orb, and she confirmed that the encounter had taken place. Five brutish men, armed with knives and a sword. But it seems that you managed to dissuade them and escape unharmed."

       

      Mym nodded again, for once glad that he was unable to speak with facility.

       

      "The five were found slaughtered in an alley. The pattern of their bodies is typical of that left by a berserker warrior. You know-the kind who tastes blood and goes crazy."

       

      Mym shrugged.

       

      "But something doesn't match," the master said. "A true berserker would have slaughtered the woman too, then gone out through the city and killed and killed until overwhelmed by a force of twenty armed, trained men. This did not happen."

       

      Mym waited.

       

      "Orb reports that you had her don your handkerchief to hide her face and that you led her out of that alley. She doesn't know how you persuaded the thuggees not to follow. There was no one else-just you."

       

      Again Mym shrugged.

       

      "Now I never heard of a temporary berserker," the master said. "Obviously you are not one; you weren't even armed. So I must assume that either a berserker happened upon the premises at that moment, destroyed the thuggees, and expired from a lucky return-thrust before he got to you-which makes no sense, as no other body was found-or that a highly trained warrior who hated thuggees did the deed."

       

      He had obviously caught on. Mym's hand went to his inner pocket, and his finger found the ring. Lost? he thought.

       

      The ring squeezed twice.

       

      "You are very handy with knives," the master was saying. "But I have never seen you juggle anything except weapons. This suggests that you were never an entertainer before. You merely have learned to handle weapons with an extraordinary facility. I can think of only one class of person who would have access to training like that, a noble."

       

      Still Mym waited.

       

      "And now you tell me you cannot perform before a noble. Because you would be recognized?"

       

      Mym nodded.

       

      "Well, let me tell you something about concealment," the master said briskly. "The best concealment is that which the observer never suspects. That is the secret of the legerdemain I practice. Misdirection. The very last place any noble would expect a noble to be hiding would be onstage before other nobles. I want you to do your act; I guarantee you will be secure from discovery."

       

      Mym shook his head negatively.

       

      "Ah, but there is the stutter," the master said, as if just remembering it. "Now it occurs to me that that might indeed be an identifying trait. I have no deep knowledge of the nobility here; I travel too much to keep current. I have heard of no stuttering noble, but that may be just my ignorance. Suppose we were to add some words to your mime act? Under your mask and makeup, no one can see your mouth move. If at key points a voice-mimic behind the stage were to throw his voice, so that it seemed to emanate from you . . .?"

       

      Mym, vastly relieved, reached out and clasped his hand.

       

      "But though there is no need for me to know details that do not concern me," the matter concluded, "I think there is one who must be advised. I would not have her hurt for all the world, and nobles are notoriously casual about romantic liaisons. I think, before things proceed further-"

       

      Mym nodded affirmatively. It was indeed time.

       

      They talked, as the caravan waited out one of the monsoon downpours north of Ahmadabad. It was pleasant in Orb's wagon as the sound of the rain beat loud, for her covering did not leak the way some of the others did. First she told him her history, for she wanted him to know about her. She had been born in Ireland twenty years before and raised with a kind of sister she called Luna. Mym wasn't quite clear on the relationship, but it seemed that Orb's parents were Luna's grandparents, and that the two girls seemed very like twins. Luna painted with a magical brush she had received from the Mountain King, and Orb sang with the harp from the same source. It was the golden harp that extended her power, so that the audience could experience it. Her father had had the same talent, but it only manifested when he was touching the person to whom he sang.

       

      But what was she doing here in India? Mym wanted to know. For it was obvious that she could enchant audiences anywhere in the world and had no need to wander in such uncivilized reaches as these.

       

      Well, she was looking for a song, she explained. It was titled the Llano, and it was the most marvelous song ever to be sung on Earth, but it was highly elusive. For one thing, it was very challenging to sing, so that only a few people in each generation could perform it successfully. She thought she might be able to sing it well enough and wanted to try. For another thing, it was said to be the most compellingly lovely song that the human voice was capable of rendering, and that intrigued her too. But mainly, she believed that her destiny lay with the song, for whoever traced it to its source would discover the avenue to a wholly new fulfillment. Orb, dissatisfied with her mundane existence, sought that fulfillment.

       

      "I have heard of it," Mym said haltingly. And he explained how the manifestation of the Llano had been said to accomplish miraculous things. Once a young woman had loved a great warrior, but she was of lesser birth, and the warrior was not aware of her. So one day she sang him a segment of the Llano, and he was instantly captivated and loved her from that moment.

       

      Orb adored the story. "Of course it couldn't happen in real life," she said regretfully.

       

      "It could happen," he assured her.

       

      She looked at him, understanding. "I-but of course you're not a prince." She was trying to mitigate the possible cruelty of the situation. '^Not that that matters, Mym. I-have been growing very fond of you. Even-"

       

      He cut her off before she could say anything she might prefer to retract later. "I-I-I-I-" But the stutter overcame him completely; he could not get the words out.

       

      Orb put her hand on his. "It doesn't matter, Mym."

       

      He shook his head. It did matter! But he couldn't say it.

       

      Then she brightened. "I have heard that sometimes, Mym can you sing?"

       

      "S-s-s-sing?" he asked blankly.

       

      "It invokes a different portion of the brain, as I understand it. So some stutterers can sing clearly, even though they can't talk. Come, try it; sing with me." And she launched into one other Irish songs: "0 Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling, I From glen to glen, and down the mountain side."

       

      Doubtfully, he joined her: "And from the trees, the leaves, the leaves are falling, ITis you, 'tis you must go and I must bide."

       

      They both paused, astonished. He had not only managed to sing it without stuttering, he had sung it clearly and well.

       

      "You could make it as a singer!" she exclaimed.  "I-I-I-I could!" he agreed, awed.

       

      "No-sing it," she urged him. "You don't need a song; just hold the note, any note."

       

      "I can!" he sang in a level note.

       

      "Now you can say anything you want to!" she exclaimed. "Oh, Mym, I'm so pleased!" And she flung her arms about his neck and kissed him.

       

      He let her do it, but did not respond. First he had to acquaint her with his own history, and he wasn't sure she would be pleased.

       

      "I am not what I seem," he sang on a single note, reveling in this sudden new ability while he dreaded what he had to say. "I am a prince."

       

      Orb sobered rapidly. "Go on," she said with sudden reserve.

       

      In singsong, he did. He was the second son of the Rajah of Gujarat and had been raised in a palace, his every whim obliged. His older brother was slated to become the new Rajah when their aging father died. Mym's real name was a complex construction that translated, loosely, as "Pride of the Kingdom." Of course, he explained ruefully, he had been named before it was realized that he had a speech impediment. He was of course no pride, and the name had become an irony, one that he never used. His confinement to the palace had been as much to conceal him from public awareness as to cater to his needs, for indeed his father was ashamed of him.

       

      But a prince remained a prince, and care was taken to bring him to the necessary level in every princely art. For if anything should happen to his brother, before there were issue, Mym would, to the consternation of all who were in the know, still assume the throne. How he could do this, when he could not even give a cohesive directive, no one dared speculate. It was vital that his brother be married early, so as to alleviate the possibility of disaster. His brother had married early-but both his wife and his leading concubine had proved to be infertile. This was an embarrassment of another nature. They were maneuvering to obtain a fertile wife, but such matters were complex. Meanwhile, Mym-and the kingdom-remained at risk.

       

      Mym had finally had enough of this. He did not want to assume the throne any more than his father wanted him to. He wanted only one thing-to be able to talk normally. But neither magic nor science had been able to help him; stuttering simply wasn't properly understood. So he had run away.

       

      It was perhaps a signal of the family's degree of concern, he sang wryly, that his escape had been accomplished so readily. It was true that he was an accomplished infiltrator, who could slide past guards as if almost invisible-that was one of the talents useful to a Rajah, when rebellion threatened-but he was aware that only the most cursory attempt had been made to locate him. The truth was that his family knew that it would be better off without him. With luck, his older brother would carry the line on through, and the stutterer could be expunged from the records.

       

      And so he had slipped about and spent his money cautiously, learning how to merge with the population and get along without having to speak. For a time, the challenge of surviving had kept him occupied, but then the tedium had begun to encroach. Skulking around the streets of Ahmadabad had not been much more rewarding than being waited on as a prince. He had not dared show his princely skills, lest he betray his nature, and he lacked non-princely skills. He had ranged beyond the city, seeking what he could not define. A magic charm had helped guide him and keep him from serious mischief.

       

      Until he had seen and heard Orb sing and play. Then all the rest had faded away, becoming unimportant, and he had known the face and form of his ideal. And so he had come to her, revealing to her his handicap at the outset so that she would not be deceived, and had taken service with the group.

       

      Orb, amazed at first, was evidently acclimatizing as his narrative continued. "So you are a prince," she said.

       

      "Not by choice," he sang. "I desire nothing more than to remain here and be with you."

       

      "But I am not a regular part of this tour," she protested. "I joined at Calcutta and will leave at Karachi, in Sind, where a ship will take me elsewhere in the world. It is the song I seek, the Llano."

       

      "Then I would go with you and be your bodyguard," he sang.

       

      That reminded her. "Those thuggees-as a prince you must hate them."

       

      "They are a bane to our fair kingdom," he agreed.

       

      "They are vermin, to be exterminated wherever found. Most particularly when they threaten a woman like you."

       

      "You-trained in weapons. You can juggle five knives in the air without cutting yourself. Surely, then, you could-"

       

      This was the other thing he had dreaded to tell her. "I could kill them," he agreed. "And I did-and blindfolded you so that you would not see their bodies."

       

      Her face stiffened, and she turned away. He got up and went outside, knowing that the thing he had feared had come to pass. Orb was a lovely and somewhat innocent woman; she was revolted by physical violence. She was not temperamentally equipped to understand why or how a prince would master the secret art of controlled berserkery, the ability to kill swiftly without losing his sanity. Yet the master had been right-he had had to tell her, before she began to share the emotion he had for her. There was no way he could bear to hurt her-and if her interest in him hurt her, then it had to be abolished.

       

      But two days later Orb approached him. "I apologize for my reaction," she said. "I realize that if you had not acted as you did, those thuggees would have killed you and me-and then gone on to do the same to other innocent people. They did have to be destroyed. I-I simply have a problem adjusting to-to this sort of thing. I know you are not a violent man, Mym. I know you did what was necessary. I remember that you tried to get me away from harm before the thuggees showed, and I delayed to make another purchase, so it was really my fault, too. Will you forgive me my ignorance?"

       

      "Forgiven!" he sang in a faint monotone, greatly relieved.

       

      She came close, evidently intending to kiss him. But he shied away, for they were in the open. "People are watching!" he sang.

       

      "Let them watch!" she exclaimed. She flung her arms about him and kissed him most soundly.

       

      For a moment he savored the sheer delight of the experience, for she was all he had ever dreamed of. Then he broke somewhat. "I am a prince," he reminded her. He knew that was no recommendation for her; she did not really believe in royalty.

       

      "I think I loved you before I knew," she replied. "I feared you were a criminal or a renegade, so I fought against it, but really I knew you were not. You are a remarkable man, who has been taunted by circumstance, and now that I understand you better, I do want to be with you. I would remain here in India, if I had to-"

       

      "No, no!" he sang. "You must continue your quest for Llano! I would not deny you your dream!"

       

      "But I think I have found my dream in you," she said.

       

      "Only part of it, only part," he demurred. "And that part you can have without sacrificing the other. I will go with you, wherever your quest leads."

       

      She smiled. "You are truly the most wonderful of men." Then she kissed him again.

       

      Naturally the news was spread throughout the group before their dialogue was done. "I am sorry to lose you," Pythia said as he prepared her for the evening show.

       

      "But I will continue helping you!" he protested in his new singsong.

       

      "The master has already scheduled a replacement," she said. "Your belongings are being moved to Orb's wagon. It is not meet for you to handle me after today."

       

      "But I am not-"

       

      "Oh yes you are," she said, smiling. "The mermaid is threshing the water angrily with her tail; she had hoped you would work it out with Orb at a sufficiently later date."

       

      He had to laugh. "Thank her for me," he sang. "You and she have done more for me than perhaps you realize."

       

      "Oh, we realize," she said. Then it was time for her act.

       

      That night he spent in Orb's wagon. Contrary to the popular impression, they did not make love; it was enough simply to talk, getting to know each other in pleasant new detail. When at last they slept, they slept embraced, but that was all-and more than sufficient. The very touch of her caused him almost to vibrate with melody. What made it even more delightful was his realization that she reacted similarly to him. The love of the ideal woman for the first time, his awareness of his handicap became secondary. It had helped bring him to this, and he would not have had it otherwise.

       

      On another night they did make love. It was the first time for her, for she was truly a chaste woman. He had explained that aspect of the life of a prince, fearing that this would dismay her, but she only said: "You never loved before." And that was true and it made the rest as inconsequential as his stutter had become.

       

      In fact, his thorough experience enabled him to do the most that he could for her, so that there were no awkward confusions or embarrassments or discomforts. "But all of this, with any other woman, would not compare to the merest touch of your hand," he told her sincerely,

       

      "What, even the most beautiful of women?" she inquired archly.

       

      "You are that."

       

      She laughed. "How can you know?"

       

      "I do know. The most beautiful concubines of all the kingdom were culled for my pleasure in the palace."

       

      She sighed, not perturbed. "I realize this is true. It is surely a rare compliment."

       

      "They might as well have been oxen," he sang.

       

      "So I am the best of all the oxen you have known?"

       

      "They were beautiful women!" he repeated quickly, and they both laughed.

       

      So it continued, for the long months of the monsoon, as the group wended its slow way northwest toward Sind. Geography hardly mattered to Mym; his delight was wherever Orb was. She had a rare talent in her singing, but even that no longer mattered; he cared nothing for talent, only for her.

       

      They crossed the Indus, taking a slow ferry, and did their show for the folk of another language. It didn't matter; the appeal of the show was universal.

       

      But still Orb did not discover the thing she looked for, the Llano. This did not frustrate her; she was content to seek it in this fashion for a lifetime, with Mym beside her.

       

      But as they reached the outskirts of Karachi, an armed, mounted party descended on the group. The march came to an abrupt halt. The cavalrymen wore the livery of Gujarat, and this was beyond the territory of that kingdom, but the group was in no position to protest.

       

      An officer consulted with the master, then strode directly to Orb's wagon. "Prince, we have come for you," he called.

       

      So they had known all along where to find him! Mym was dismayed but not really surprised. Probably that business with the thuggees had given them the hint, and they had simply kept track of the touring group thereafter. But why were they acting now?

       

      There was no way to avoid them; they had the group surrounded, and they were alert. They were also first class cavalry; he knew which was which. He stepped down out of the wagon. "What is your business?" he sang.

       

      The officer did a double-take. Evidently he had not been advised of this detail. Mym wore the whiteface makeup that he used for more than the mime act, and of course they had expected him to stutter.

       

      But in a moment the officer recovered. "The Prince, your brother, is dead," he said formally. "Pride of the Kingdom, you are now the Designated Heir." He made a formal token bow. "You will return with this honor guard to the capital, where the Rajah awaits you."

       

      Disaster! Mym had never been close to his brother, indeed, hardly knew him, but this sudden death was a shock to all the family, himself included. His elevation to Designated Heir was a worse shock. "H-h-how did he dd-d-die?" he stammered, forgetting to singsong.

       

      "Sir, he died in battle against Rajasthan, honorably."

       

      "But we are not at war with Rajasthan!" Mym protested in singsong.

       

      "It was a routine incursion."

       

      Just a border skirmish-and naturally his bold brother had gone out personally and gotten himself killed and brought this mischief on them all.

       

      Orb came out. "You must go," she said. "Your Kingdom needs you."

       

      "Damn my Kingdom!" he sang.

       

      "I will go with you, my love."

       

      "No," the officer said firmly. "The Prince alone must come. He will marry a princess of the Rajah's choosing."

       

      "N-n-n-never!" Mym cried.

       

      "We are instructed to pay the woman an adequate sum," the officer said. "She will not be in want. But she is not to see the Prince again, by order of the Rajah."

       

      "An adequate sum!" Orb exclaimed indignantly.

       

      "It is here," the officer said, proffering her a small package.

       

      They were quite serious. Mym knew that there was no way to talk them out of this; the Rajah's word was absolute. He bit his tongue.

       

      Orb, bemused, accepted the package, but did not look at it.

       

      "You will be given a few minutes to make your parting with the woman," the officer said. "You will not need to take any belongings, Prince; we shall provide you with suitable raiment."

       

      The blood flowed in Mym's mouth. His skin paled. Tiny bubbles appeared at his lips.

       

      The officer kneeled before him, offering the hilt of his sword. "If it pleases you, Prince, strike off my head first, and any others you wish. We shall not take arms against our leader. But you will return to the Kingdom."

       

      "Mym!" Orb screamed, understanding. "They are only doing their duty! You must go with them!"

       

      He paused. She was correct-but even if she had been in error, he realized that he would not expose her to this.

       

      She was not a creature of mayhem.

       

      He turned his head and spat out the blood. Then he took the officer's sword, reversed it, and handed it back.

       

      "A moment," he said, in this instance not stuttering.

       

      "As my lord wishes," the officer said, seemingly unruffled. He sheathed the sword.

       

      Mym turned to Orb. "I will return to you," he sang.

       

      "After I persuade my father that I will not serve. Until that time, I give you this." He brought out the ring that was shaped like a little snake.

       

      "But what is it?" she asked, her eyes glistening with tears.

       

      "It is a royal charm. Wear it, and it will answer any question. One squeeze means yes, two mean no, and three mean it can not answer in that fashion. It will also protect you, if you ask it to."

       

      "Protect me?"

       

      He put the ring on his own finger. Demonstrate, he thought.

       

      The little snake came to life. It slithered into his palm; then, as he brought it to Orb's hand, across to hers. It reared up momentarily, issuing a tiny hiss, then coiled around one of her fingers and went metallic again.

       

      "You mean-it bites?" she asked, amazed.

       

      "Deadly," he sang. "But only on command. This you can always trust. Wear it and be secure."

       

      "Until you return," she said.

       

      He nodded. Then he took her in his arms and kissed her deeply. Some of his makeup smeared on her face, but that didn't matter. She was too lovely for any smear to alter.  He stepped to the officer. "Now I will go with you." he sang.

       

      They brought up a fine horse, and Mym mounted. He paused to wave to Orb and to the others who had befriended him. Then he rode out.

       

      -3 - PRINCESS

       

      The Rajah was older than Mym remembered him. Of course, Mym had been no closer to his father than to his brother; it was not the royal way. He had encountered the man, physically, perhaps no more than a dozen times in his life, and most of those during his childhood, before his mother had had the bad judgment to bear a daughter and had been divorced and dismissed from palace life. Mym had had no close family life thereafter, and realized now that this had been a considerable part of what he had sought and found in Orb-true love and closeness between individuals. He was not about to give it up.

       

      Still, the sight of his father was something of a shock. It was not just that the man was old, but that he was both grand and ill. He was elegantly robed, of course, which was his normal state, with golden embroidery and a necklace of bright rubies, but his bearing was a thing beyond dress. The Rajah could have been naked and still radiated authority. His illness showed in the sallowness of his complexion and the hollowness of his cheeks. Obviously magic had buttressed his health, but there were limits even to magic, and the man was inevitably descending toward his release of this body. No wonder he was concerned about the state of his Heir.

       

      "It is necessary for the Heir to have an heir," the Rajah said. "You will be betrothed to a princess of the royal house of Maharastra, a politically suitable alliance. We are now negotiating the dowry." 

       

      "Sire, I will not be betrothed," Mym sang. 

       

      The Rajah gazed at him, nodding. "So it is true. The wench taught you another mode of speech. This is an improvement, though still not ideal."

       

      "The wench," Mym sang between his teeth, "is the only one I will marry."

       

      The Rajah considered. "Do your duty by the princess, and in due course you may recover the wench as a concubine."

       

      Mym turned his head and spat.

       

      The courtiers jumped, and a royal guard went so far as to touch his sword, but the Rajah did not react. After a moment he made a tiny gesture with one hand, dismissing his son.

       

      Mym bowed and backed away, departing the Presence. It had not been a very positive encounter.

       

      He was put under house arrest at an attractive palace on the outskirts of Ahmadabad. Naturally he was not tortured or imprisoned or coerced by magical means; he was the Heir. But neither was he given his freedom. He knew he would be freed the moment he gave his word to co-operate, but he would not give that word. The word of a sovereign was inviolate and never given insincerely. So he languished in total comfort, provided with gourmet meals, phenomenal entertainment, and expert instruction in any art that might interest him.

       

      Two weeks into his confinement, he tried to escape. He was unsuccessful, as he had known he would be; he was merely testing the defenses. In the past, his father had not cared about his whereabouts; now the Rajah did care, and that made all the difference. Mym could not escape.

       

      After the first month, an ambassador from the Rajah came to pose the question: would he now consent to the betrothal? Mym turned his head again and spat, and the ambassador departed.

       

      But the Rajah's wish was not lightly scorned. Two days later a beautiful concubine was ushered into the palace. Her hair was lustrous midnight, and gems sparkled in it like stars. "The Rajah bids me be yours," she said.

       

      "You will never be mine," Mym sang curtly.

       

      Her lovely face stiffened. The palace guards hustled her away.

       

      One hour later the chief of the palace guards approached. "Prince Heir, the Rajah bids you witness what we have done."

       

      Curious, Mym accompanied the man to the front gate of the palace. There, mounted on a tall spike, was the head of the concubine. The gems still sparkled in her hair.

       

      A month later another concubine arrived. This one was a creature of the northlands, with bright blue eyes and hair like finely wrought silver, bound about by threads of gold. "The Rajah bids me be yours," she said.

       

      Mym hesitated. He realized that this was a game in which his father's resources of persuasion dwarfed his own powers of rejection. At best, his adamance could lead to a chain of lovely heads upon the spikes of the front gate; at worst, the Rajah would obtain and present Orb herself in this manner.

       

      "Remain," he told her curtly. "I will summon you at need."

       

      That sufficed for the moment. But when the week expired, and he had not made use of her, this woman's head abruptly appeared beside the first, on the gate.

       

      The third month another concubine arrived. Her hair was the color of burnished copper and buckled in place by combs of fine green jadeite, and her eyes mirrored the jadeite in hue.

       

      Mym closed his eyes. Forgive me. Orb! he prayed. I can not be the murderer of these lovely women. They are too much like you.

       

      Then he took the hand of the concubine, and brought her to his bed, and dispatched her maidenhead that hour. In this manner did the Rajah slowly bend his son to his will. But still Mym refused to agree to the betrothal. His body was captive, but his heart remained his own, pledged to Orb.

       

      Two years later the Rajah himself came to the palace. The ravages of his illness had intensified, but his will had not abated. "If you care not for your own interest," the Rajah said, "consider that of your Kingdom. I will pass within three years, and our enemies conspire against us, but the Heir is not ready. Your presence, and the alliance with Maharastra, can secure our frontier against serious incursion. This is necessary for the welfare of all citizens of Gujarat."

       

      "Adopt a worthier heir," Mym sang. "Let me rejoin my beloved."

       

      "The Princess of Maharastra is beautiful and accomplished, completely worthy of any man. Accept the betrothal and all else is yours."

       

      "I will not marry any woman but my beloved. Release me and all else is yours."

       

      "Fairness is a virtue, even in a prince," the Rajah responded. "Spend one month with the princess at the Honeymoon Castle. If, thereafter, you still decline to betroth her, I will grant you your freedom."

       

      Victory, so suddenly! "Agreed," Mym said. What was one month's temptation, compared to the two years he had survived?

       

      The Honeymoon Castle was situated in remote mountains. It was a phenomenally attractive estate, with sculptured hedges, gardens of infinite color, picturesque architecture, and every likely luxury. No grounds-crew maintained it; an enduring spell kept it in perfect condition, with an ideal climate independent of what existed beyond. Favored nobles were granted weekends here when they married, and the Rajah himself retired here when in need of restoration. But for one full month it was to be Mym's residence.

       

      Of course a person could get bored with even the most wonderful accommodations, in the absence of human company. That was why there were always two people here-and only two. For the most remarkable property of the Honeymoon Castle was the magic it performed on the minds of those who came into its ambiance.  The emotion and conscious thoughts of any person here expanded, in a fashion, beyond his body, and became manifest to any other person present. There were no secrets of feeling, here. That was why it was so potent for those who were freshly in love-and why it was no place for those who were no longer in love.

       

      However, Mym was forewarned and prepared. He had never before been to the Honeymoon Castle, but he doubted that its magic could shake his enduring love for Orb. If there were any question, his close contact with what might well turn out to be a simpering, spoiled southern princess would eliminate it. He had in Orb a standard of excellence that no other woman could match. What was her name? He had almost forgotten it already!

       

      Rapture of Malachite-that was it, as though there could be delight in cold green stone. It was surely as ironic a designation as his own, Pride of the Kingdom. No, he knew he would emerge from this encounter victorious and be free at last to rejoin his only true love.

       

      He stood alone at the landing patio, awaiting the arrival of the princess' carpet. There were no servants, of course; no other minds could be permitted to snoop on the naked thoughts and feelings of royalty. The two of them would be truly alone for the duration, until the carpets returned in a month to pick them up.

       

      It arrived on schedule, first a speck above the mountain pass in the distance, then a floating shape, flat below, lumpy above. Finally it coasted in for the landing, a broad carpet bearing a cushioned, curtained cage.

       

      It settled gently to the tiles. The cage opened, and the princess stepped out.

       

      Mym stood in the shadow of the gate and gazed at her, this nemesis of his love that he had never seen before.

       

      The Princess Rapture of Malachite of Maharastra was a spectacular figure of a woman. She wore a belted robe that caressed a figure reminiscent of an hourglass, with a sash of shining pale gold mesh, and buttons that were deep red rubies. Her hair was a lustrous flowing river of blueblack that whorled and swirled its way down about her shoulders and framed her face most prettily. Her eyes were like those of oxen of the lowland breed, great and dark and liquid. Her tiny ears showed at the edge of her coursing hair like shells at the fringe of a lake, sparkling iridescently. Her mouth was a perfect dainty crimson bow, too delicate for anything approaching a coarse word. Her breasts beneath the robe were like twin fawns, firm and perfectly rounded, surely as soft to the touch as man's desire could wish. Her hips-

       

      She turned to face him. Stay your lascivious thoughts, ruffian! she thought fiercely at him. Have you forgotten already where you are?

       

      Indeed, he had, for the moment! Her amazing beauty had smitten him unprepared, disrupting his anger at her presence before it could be fairly settled. Now he felt himself blushing, and that infuriated him-and made his face burn more hotly.

       

      She laughed, satisfied to be one up on him. He had broadcast his impressions as openly as any schoolboy might have, while she had maintained her reserve.

       

      But now she sobered. "Know, 0 Prince of Gujarat, that this union is no more my wish than yours," she said clearly, and now her emotion came at him, controlled anger. "I love another and will always love him; but for the will of my father, I would be with him this moment and forever. You are but an obstacle in my way, and we shall pass this trial most readily if you keep your body and your mind well clear of mine."

       

      Mym could hardly believe it. "You are against this betrothal?" he sang. "That I did not know."

       

      "There is surely much you do not know. Prince of the tongue-tied. And much you had best never learn. Now come into the open so I can see the image of my enemy."

       

      Embarrassed anew, Mym stepped out into the light.

       

      Why, he is a handsome man, she thought with surprise.

       

      That is immaterial, he responded in the same manner, and now it was her turn to blush. She had been caught the same way. It was one thing to know that their thoughts would be completely open to each other, and quite another to experience the reality.

       

      "True, Pride of the Kingdom," she replied, and that set him back again. Even as it happened, he kept forgetting!

       

      Choose what quarters you prefer, he thought quickly, to cover up whatever else he might otherwise think. I shall take quarters on the opposite side.

       

      "There is nowhere on the premises that we can avoid each other's minds," she said. "Only mental discipline will suffice."

       

      That will suffice, he agreed grimly.

       

      So they selected suites on opposite sides of the castle. But that proved to be impractical, because there was neither food nor water in the suites; they had to emerge to obtain these things. There was a kitchen section, stocked with all manner of delicacies, but it was so constructed as to require the simultaneous action of two parties. One person had to hold open the pantry door, while the other reached for the food; it could not otherwise be obtained. It spoiled rapidly outside the magic pantry, so that it was not feasible to co-operate for one big raid; two people had to be present for every fresh meal,

       

      The water was even more of a problem. It issued from an old-fashioned pump with a long red handle. One person had to pump, while the other held the cup in place; there was no other way. Each served the other for a cupful but even this evaporated the moment it was taken from the dining chamber. They were stuck together for meals. That was the least of it. "But I want to wash!" the Princess said annoyed.

       

      Mym pondered. "I could pump while you sat under the spout," he sang.

       

      She turned on him a withering look. "Or I could pump while you sat under it."

       

      He appreciated the problem. Believe me. Rapture, I have no desire to gawk at your fair flesh, he thought.

       

      "You lie, Pride," she gritted.

       

      True, he realized. He did not love her and had no wish to be corrupted by her, but he was a man and enjoyed the sight of voluptuous female flesh wherever it occurred and hers was as voluptuous as such flesh came. He was a voyeur at heart.

       

      "And I have no wish to corrupt you," she retorted.

       

      You lie, he thought back at her, for beneath her overt anger at the situation was a covert pleasure at his assessment of her body. She was a true woman, subject to fits of vanity; she wanted to be almost irresistibly appealing to all men, while obliging only that one she chose, at her convenience.

       

      Damn you! she thought, and her sudden rage was like a crack of thunder.

       

      He smiled, somewhat bitterly. This is the nature of this castle, he reminded her. To force us together, to set up feedback. To make me desire you, and you to appreciate that desire, until we both are lost in mutual admiration.

       

      "But we are royalty, not animals," she pointed out. "We have no need to succumb slavishly to feedback."

       

      He decided to change the subject, for it was treacherous. They were disciplined human beings, and she was evidently as dedicated to her other love as he was to his a trait he admired in her-

       

      "Watch your thought!" she snapped.

       

      So it behooved them to co-operate to avoid the obvious temptations. He must not look at her flesh, or think any appreciative thoughts about it, no matter how luscious-

       

      Animal! He wasn't sure whether that was her savage thought or his. This business was trickier than he had anticipated!

       

      "True," she agreed.

       

      "I will turn my back and pump while you wash," he sang, having a bright notion. "Then you can do the same for me. We need never gaze upon each other's flesh."

       

      She considered. She didn't like it-her feeling was consistent with her thought-but saw no better alternative. "Let's experiment. You pump while facing away, and I will wash my hands."

       

      "A-a-a-agreed," he stuttered, then cursed himself for forgetting to sing.

       

      "Prince, we can surely discover significant things to detest in each other," she said, sympathetic. "We need not be ashamed of that which we have no power over. Speak as you will; it is not an issue between us."

       

      She forgave him his stuttering! Mym was for the moment overwhelmed by a surge of gratitude. So few of either sex ever bothered to understand-

       

      Stop that! she thought fiercely. I don't want your feeling!

       

      She was trying to do the proper thing, which was to maintain her alienation from him. He understood perfectly and was trying to do the same himself. But her compassion for his handicap cut through to his deepest self-image; he could mask but never quite abolish his gratitude.

       

      "Oh, pump the pump!" she cried in frustration, struggling with imperfect success to stave off that gratitude.

       

      He turned about, reaching behind him to grasp the handle, awkwardly. His gaze fell on the wall he now faced.

       

      It was a wall-sized mirror.

       

      Mym sighed. The builder of Honeymoon Castle seemed to have thought of everything. Well, he could simply close his eyes.

       

      "Better a blindfold," she said.

       

      They tried that. He draped a blanket over his head and pumped, while she set about her business.

       

      "Oh!" she exclaimed abruptly.

       

      Cold water, no doubt. He kept pumping-but now his thoughts focused determinedly on speculations about what flesh the flowing water must be touching to evoke such reaction. He tried to divert his mind, but there was no way now not to think about what he shouldn't. Clear water, glistening breasts-

       

      "Oh, this is worse than just plain looking would be!" she exclaimed in frustration. "Take off that blanket!"

       

      But I'm trying to control my-

       

      She reached across and tore off the blanket. Mym blinked. There before him was a bare bosom every bit as grand as the one he had been trying not to imagine.

       

      "Might as well get this over with," she muttered, her spoken words almost blotted out by the underlying anger she broadcast. She stripped the rest of the way, while Mym, bemused, watched, ashamed for the admiration he was unable to suppress. She was indeed the perfect woman.

       

      In due course she finished and dried and dressed. "Now it is your turn," she said ferociously. Mym quailed. Fair was fair-but naturally he had suffered the masculine reaction; if he stripped, this would be all too evident.

       

      Rapture blushed. "Some other time," she decided, and fled.

       

      Of course his thought had been about as revealing as his body would have been. He blushed himself; he had not meant or wanted to expose her to that. She was a fine, discreet woman, who had probably never seen a man in-

       

      Enough! her thought came, undiminished in intensity despite the distance she had put between them.

       

      At that he had to laugh, ruefully. The Castle was making fools of them both.

       

      Rapture reappeared. She was trying to maintain her anger, but the perverse humor of it was spreading to her. "We must escape this castle!" she exclaimed.

       

      "Y-y-yes!" he agreed fervently.

       

      "Y-y-yes," she echoed, and she was not mocking him.

       

      But neither of them had much of an idea how to do it. The estate was girt by a high enchanted wall that could not be scaled, with a lake on the back; the only approach was by magic carpet, and they had none. They agreed to ponder during the night and compare notes in the morning.

       

      They got through the evening meal, and then Rapture shut her eyes and pumped while Mym washed. If she peeked it didn't matter, for she could not help but read his physical state through his mind. She merely flushed and continued pumping, while he counted numbers backwards constantly to drown out what he could of his own thoughts. He was glad when it was over.

       

      They separated, each going to the appropriate suite. But Mym had hardly entered his when her scream resounded through his mind. He charged to her section, threw open the curtain-naturally there were no doors-and found her standing with her delicate fist in her mouth.

       

      "Something was there!" she cried.

       

      From her mind he got the image-some shadowy, skeletal, demonic figure that had sought to sneak up on her, but retreated when she turned to look.  "But there are no other people or creatures on the premises," Mym reminded her. "We would intercept their thoughts."

       

      "I saw it," she insisted, and he knew she had-or believed she had.

       

      Which left open the possibility of something other than a person or a creature, he realized. Was this Castle haunted by demons?

       

      "Demons!" she exclaimed, horrified.

       

      But why would there be anything like that in a castle intended for lovers?

       

      "To ensure that they are together," she said. And that, of course, was it. Those who insisted on sleeping apart would discover company of an unpleasantly alien nature. Rapture was obviously extremely ill at ease; he felt it throughout her mind. What were they to do?

       

      "I will ignore it," she said bravely. But though she intended to make the effort, he read her deep fear of the demonic. She would not be able to sleep.

       

      It was a man's business to protect a woman from whatever threats existed, in whatever way he could. Mym knew that his sword would not be effective against a demon-but that was not the point. I will stand guard, he thought.

       

      "I couldn't ask you to do that!" she protested. "We must sleep apart!" But she wished he would do that, for she was genuinely afraid.

       

      I will sleep by the door, he decided, amending his notion. That will be no hardship.

       

      Her relief was manifest. "I wish I could thank you, Prince Pride," she said.

       

      They both knew why she could not. "I prefer Mym," he sang.

       

      "Mym-the name they gave you at the sideshow," she said, reading the context. "Where you met the woman you love."

       

      Where I was happy, he agreed.

       

      She retired to her large, soft bed of feather pillows and colorful quilts, and he settled down in the doorway and slept in the way a warrior did, alert for any intrusion. They left the lamp on, so that nothing could enter unseen.

       

      In a moment he jerked awake. A horrendous demon was tip-toeing toward the bed. Rapture turned and saw it, and screamed.

       

      Mym leaped up, his sword whipping from its sheath- but the demon charged through a wall, making no sound, and disappeared.

       

      He turned back to the bed, where Rapture was shaking with reaction. Her emotion was a tangled mass of loathing, fear, and shame, for she knew she was imposing on Mym despite her resolve to cause him no more trouble.

       

      He went to her, sat on the bed, and took her into his arms. II is the nature of the innocent to be afraid of evil, he thought soothingly. He felt no fear himself, of course, merely disgust that he could have allowed an intrusion of this nature. He had been on guard, had he not?

       

      She sobbed into his shoulder. Then, buoyed by his lack of fear, she calmed. "I-I apologize for my weakness, that so inconveniences you," she said. "I never meant-"

       

      I know. The Castle made deception impossible; she was not practicing any artifice in her fear, and he practiced none in his lack of it. They had been trained for different things.

       

      "But this is exactly what the Castle means to do!" she said. "To force us into each other's arms-"

       

      "There is no love in it," he said. "I would hold a frightened child so."

       

      That abashed her further, yet she could not deny it. "If child I must be, then so let it be," she said. "My weakness and my humiliation are laid open to you, and I deserve your contempt."

       

      You showed no contempt when I stuttered, he reminded her.

       

      "But you couldn't help that!"

       

      "And you can not help this."

       

      She paused, considering. "I showed none because I felt none," she said slowly. "But had I felt it, I would have changed my opinion by now. You are a brave man and a kind one."

       

      I am a Prince. I am what I am trained to be.

       

      The bravery, yes, she thought back at him. The kindness, no.

       

      The best ruler tempers justice with mercy, he thought, echoing what he had been trained.

       

      But with you the mercy is stronger than it should be.

       

      This was true, he realized. He had mastered the physical abilities required of his office, but not the emotional ones. Had he possessed proper discipline, he would not have been swayed by the fate of the concubines he rejected or by the subservience of the cavalry officer who had come to bring him back. He was weak-and his father the Rajah had played upon that weakness with an expert touch.

       

      "Oh, Mym!" she cried, reading his mind. "I did not know!"

       

      It was not your business to know. Was not similar pressure put on you to come here?

       

      "Not exactly. My father simply shipped me here. I had no choice."

       

      Being a woman, he agreed. A prince must accede; a princess must obey.

       

      "Physically," she agreed. "But my heart is my own."

       

      Or his whom you love.

       

      "Yes," she agreed. But now another aspect of her embarrassment was spread out involuntarily for his perception-she had no other love. The man she had been interested in was not the equal of Mym and no prince; that interest had evaporated like vapor in the past few hours. She had resisted coming here simply because she did not like being played like a pawn, assigned to a man for the sake of a political liaison. She was no concubine!

       

      I never thought of you as a concubine! he thought.

       

      "Oh, I wish I could keep my thoughts to myself!" she wailed. "All my secrets are leaking from me!"

       

      Your secrets become you, he responded.

       

      "I would rather lie naked to your gaze!"

       

      She had already stood naked to it when she washed. But he understood exactly what she meant. A woman, more than a man, was a creature of dainty privacies, of hidden places, and it was cruel to expose these.

       

      "Thank you," she said.

       

      Lie here. Sleep. I will remain alert,

       

      "It is our separation that emboldens the demon," she said. "Keep your arms about me and sleep yourself; the demon will not come."

       

       

      STORM

       

      In the morning they got up, and Mym faced away while Rapture changed into fresh apparel; then they went to his suite, where she faced away while he changed. But it hardly mattered; the enforced openness of their minds and feelings made physical concealment pointless.

       

      They had breakfast. Then they took a walk by the placid lake.

       

      Mym stood at the shore and removed his clothing. Two times two is four, he thought intensely. Two times four is eight. It pretty well drowned out whatever else he might have been thinking.

       

      Rapture looked askance, then nodded. She was bright enough. Two times three is six, she thought as she removed her own dress. Two times six is twelve.

       

      Their two sets of computations tended to interfere with each other, making concentration difficult. They simply started over, when an error was made.

       

      Naked, they entered the water and swam for the far shore. Mym had not dared to ask directly whether Rapture swam, for that would have betrayed his intent. It was evident that she did indeed swim well; in fact she was especially lovely as she stroked along beside him. He remembered the mermaid in the tank-but Rapture was far prettier than the halfling had been.

       

      Two times twenty-four is forty-eight! Rapture thought emphatically, reminding him to keep his mind on his own computations. Half-guiltily, he did.

       

      In that manner they crossed the lake, making excellent progress. But as the farther shore approached, there was a swirling in the water around them. and small fish of many hues glided by in schools.

       

      Then four fish poked their snouts up in front, chanting:

       

      "If your father knew, he would fall into a deadly rage!"

       

      Rapture gulped a mouthful of water and spluttered. For a moment she thrashed inelegantly, before recovering her equilibrium. "My father!" she exclaimed, upset.

       

      Mym was treading water, making sure she was all right before resuming the swim. The speaking of the fish had been a shock, but this was evidently a harmless manifestation. He glanced back-and saw a huge fin cutting the water toward them.

       

      Now he felt dread, for he was weaponless and ill-equipped to defend himself in the water. Rapture, of course, was even more vulnerable. She screamed.

       

      The fin circled and cut between them and the shore ahead. There it remained, awaiting them.

       

      Mym considered. The talking fish had made it clear that their attempt to escape had not gone unnoticed, and the fin suggested rather strongly that it would not go unpunished. He sighed.

       

      He pointed back to the Castle. They began to swim back the way they had come-and the fin did not follow.

       

      They spent the rest of the day touring the lovely gardens and alcoves of the premises, remaining close together, and it was pleasant enough. The Castle did not threaten them as long as they tried neither to escape it nor to separate from each other. But this proximity continually caused Mym's thought to dwell on the obvious virtues of the Princess, and she felt flattered, though she tried to fight it, and this feeling came back to Mym, encouraging further thoughts.

       

      They sat in a pretty stone patio, sharing the feeling of captivity. "What are we going to do, Mym?" Rapture asked. "You know where this is leading."

       

      "I know," he sang. "But perhaps if we knew each other better, the result would not be what is intended."

       

      "It would not?" She was perplexed.

       

      "Every person has faults. My impediment of speech is obvious. You have been gracious, but I think you would tire of it soon enough."

       

      "Then stop singing and speak!" she exclaimed, understanding immediately.

       

      "Y-y-y-yes," he stuttered.

       

      "And if you understood my faults better," she said, "you would surely find me less interesting."

       

      "W-w-w-what f-f-f-?" But his thought had been clear long before the word could get out.

       

      She felt pensive. "I had hoped to conceal-but of course that's foolish. I have three great faults, and the first is quite as obvious as yours."

       

      He gazed at her, baffled. "It is n-n-n-not ap-ap-"

       

      "It is apparent," she said. "I was a terrible disappointment to my father, because I was born a-" Here she balked, but her thought came through.

       

      A girl! he thought. But that's no fault!

       

      "It is if a male heir is needed," she said grimly.

       

      "I w-w-would n-n-not c-c-c-call-"

       

      "Then you are more generous than my father," she said.

       

      He would not have had her otherwise! He could not imagine this absolutely lovely woman as a male. What a sad commentary on the state of contemporary values that such a creature should consider her gender to be a fault!

       

      "You're not co-operating, you know," she said.

       

      He made a mental laugh. I hate the situation, but I cannot hate you. Rapture of Malachite. There is no fault in you I have yet seen, other than the fact that you are slated to replace the woman I love.

       

      "And none in you, Mym," she said.

       

      In the evening the demon showed again, terrifying Rapture. Mym was perplexed; by day she was a self-reliant woman, competent in whatever way required, yet by night she was helpless.

       

      "It is true," she confessed. "I am, as I said, a woman; I have no strength to stand up to malice or ugliness. From my childhood, I have been terrified of demons. I deeply regret being this burden to you."

       

      There was indeed, he realized, some fault in being female. No man he knew of would have permitted anything like a demon to dismay him. But of course men were trained to fight. Women were trained to be dependent. It was still not truly a fault, but rather an aspect of the cultural expectation.

       

      And if women were destined to be vulnerable, so were men destined to protect them. He lay on her bed with her, as before, and put his arms about her, and slept.

       

      His dreams had always been chaotic, but this time they were more so. He dreamed he was holding a beautiful woman and knew that the dream was true. He dreamed that he rejected her-and saw her head mounted upon a spike.

       

      He woke to the sound of screaming. The demon was leaning over them, leering, reaching out. Mym grasped his sword-but the demon faded back and away.

       

      It was Rapture who had screamed. She had read his dream, and felt the spike.

       

      We have to get out of here! he thought, and she agreed.

       

      Next day they explored the premises more thoroughly-and found a brass ring set in the ground in the comer of a chamber seldom used. Mym wedged it up, and it was the handle of a metal slab, and beneath the slab was a deep hole. Stone steps descended, curving out of sight.

       

      Rapture fetched a lamp, and they descended. The steps ended somewhere under the wall, and a squared passage led onward beyond the wall. This was a secret tunnel, a possible escape!

       

      The air became cool, and the walls clammy. Rapture shrank away from contact, but stayed close beside him. They did not bother with the mental sums this time, as it was evident that they had not concealed the prior day's escape attempt. At least this time they were on their feet, and Mym had his sword.

       

      They came to a chamber wherein were several stone altars, and on each altar was an object. The first had a bright gold ring, the second a burnished copper lamp, and the third a calf molded from gold.

       

      Rapture, always intrigued by jewelry, paused to pick up the ring. She tried it on one finger, and then another, but it fit none of them, so she put it back.

       

      Mym picked up the lamp, to see whether it would serve better than the one they had, but it had no fuel. It was merely a decoration, of no practical use. I wonder whether I should rub it? he thought.

       

      "Or make a wish on the ring," Rapture added.

       

      They considered, then decided that these artifacts were likely to be traps for the unwary. What horror might be invoked, if they tried to summon the powers of ring or lamp? Better to pass quietly by.

       

      But as they passed the gold calf, it lifted its head and said: "If your father knew, he would slaughter a woman an hour!"

       

      Mym jumped, appalled. That spoke to his own weakness, his dislike of unnecessary killing.

       

      Then there was a sound from the tunnel ahead, a series of thuds that jarred the chamber, as of some creature striding toward them. Mym drew his sword-and there was a horrendous roar, and a blast of smoke came from the tunnel.

       

      "That's a dragon!" Rapture squeaked. "You can't fight that!"

       

      Surely not. The fire it breathed would burn them both to death before the thing came close enough to be stabbed.

       

      Mym sighed, again. "We must retreat," he sang, and set the example, turning and walking back the way they had come. Rapture followed close behind, carrying the original lamp. The dragon did not pursue.

       

      Back in the castle proper, they talked again, and Rapture confessed her second great fault. She had, once in her childhood, permitted a man to touch her. She had found her way out into the city, sneaking away while her nurse was preoccupied, and did not yet realize that all children were not princesses, or that there were different castes. She had come upon a laborer and touched his hand to get his attention. Then her nurse had caught up with her.

       

      The man had been an Untouchable-one of the casteless. There had been a serious row, and she had been subjected to a horrendous series of cleansings and ablutions to purify her from that hideous touch. The laborer, of course, had been summarily executed, and his family clubbed to death. But what she remembered most was the rage of her towering father: TWICE YOU HAVE FAILED ME!

       

      And Mym suffered another vision of a lovely head set on a spike. No! he thought. You did not know! You meant no harm!

       

      "That hardly mattered," she said. "Ignorance is no valid excuse." But emotion surged up within her bosom because of his supporting thought, and she had to fight it back down, for it was not what they sought.

       

      They spent the night together as before. This time Mym dreamed that he held her in his arms, as he was doing in reality, but the dream continued farther. He kissed her, and then he began to undress her, and her flesh was warm and silken-smooth, and he sought to possess her-

       

      And wrenched himself awake. Reality had been mirroring his dream, and her body was open to his touch.

       

      Why did you not stop me? he demanded.

       

      "I tried-but couldn't," she whispered.

       

      I never forced a woman in my life!

       

      "Couldn't-make myself protest," she confessed.

       

      We must escape this place!

       

      "Of course," she agreed.

       

      But it was several more days before they discovered another way to make the attempt. High in the Castle, on a turret, birds of every description landed to take the pure water offered there. On occasion a very large bird came, a roc.

       

      "That bird could carry us over the wall," Mym sang.

       

      "But wouldn't it consume us?"

       

      "Not if we let it know our nature. Man-eating rocs have been hunted to extinction; only safe ones remain."

       

      And so they climbed the myriad stairs to the high turret and brought there a large bag fashioned of net. When the roc came, they stood in the net, and Mym hurled the tie-rope out to snag in a claw. The startled bird took off with a great downdraft of air and hauled the bag up with it. They dangled precariously below, airborne.

       

      The roc climbed rapidly to the clouds. As they approached a cloud bank, a great face formed, and wintry air whooshed out of the mouth-hole. "If your fathers knew, they would blame each other," the cloud thundered. "Their Kingdoms would go to war, decimate each other, and become so weakened that the alien Mongul horde would sweep down, enslave both, and use their fair young women to satisfy the lusts of prize bulls and their men as flesh for dogs. Furthermore-"

       

      "Enough!" Rapture screamed, voicing Mym's thought.

       

      "Roc, set us down!"

       

      The big bird obligingly descended and settled back on the turret, where they cut away the net and retreated. They had failed again.

       

      "Tonight," Rapture said with grim determination, "and every night following, we must sleep apart."

       

      "But the demon-" he sang.

       

      "I fear the demon now less than I fear what will happen if we are together. I am weak, and you are merciful; we are at the limit of our resistance."

       

      And this was true. Surely the demon would not actually hurt her; it existed only to frighten her into obeying the design of the Castle.

       

      Rapture retired alone, but her fear spread throughout the Castle. Mym remained in his own suite, determined not to go to her unless she called. It was difficult.

       

      Yet what were they fighting? he asked himself. Their physical contact was urging them on to sexual fulfillment-but that was not the same as love. He had sex with concubines; he loved Orb. Wouldn't it be easier to treat Rapture as-

       

      No. She was, as she had said at the outset, no concubine. She was a Princess. She was not to be used and set aside.

       

      He thought about Orb- but now she seemed far away. Of course he loved only her-yet the cutting edge seemed to have been blunted. This Castle was working its sinister magic despite all he could do!

       

      It was not that Rapture was unworthy. She was, objectively, the equal of Orb. She was a Princess, as Orb was not, but Orb was self-assured, as Rapture was not. Orb could stand alone by day and by night; Rapture was forever vulnerable. That was a mark against her. What man wanted a totally dependent woman?

       

      He became aware of something else. He focused on it, and realized that it was Rapture's suppressed thought. She was trying to shield it, to prevent him from reading it-and that made him curious.

       

      THREE TIMES YOU HAVE FAILED ME!

       

      Mym saw another head upon a spike, and this time there was no doubt about its identity. It was Rapture's.

       

      He leaped up and charged to her suite. She was there, sitting naked on the bed, a knife at her breast. Now the muffled thought was clear to him. She was about to kill herself!

       

      "No!" he cried. "You must not!" He ran across and grabbed her hand just as the sharp point touched her flesh. A streak appeared, as she fought to complete the act.

       

      He forced her arm away, outward, but she clung to the knife with the strength of desperation. "Three times I have failed!" she cried.

       

      They fell to the bed, his left arm against her right, fighting for the knife. His face banged into her bosom, and he tasted the blood.

       

      Then a storm formed within him, as the blood brought on the berserker madness, bereft of his conscious control. He squeezed her wrist, causing the knife to fall away, and clutched her to him as the storm hurled them both into a chaos of passion.

       

      The madness spread to her own being, for they were inextricably linked in emotion as well as body. Her lips drew back from her pearly teeth and her eyes slitted. Something like the whine of a chained killer-animal sounded in her throat. Her jaws parted, and those strong teeth snapped at his shoulder. In a moment she had drawn his blood and tasted it. Reddish froth bubbled between her teeth.

       

      Then the storm intensified in their minds as their bodies strove against each other. Never before had Mym fought another berserker. Her strength and speed matched his, and her rage matched his. Whirling funnels developed, gouging out segments of the atmosphere, their ferocious winds screaming like banshees. His funnel advanced on hers, and hers met it eagerly, and the two danced about each other, seeking devastation.

       

      Then the two aspects of the storm charged together, while his teeth and hers attacked their physical targets. Their snarling mouths met and struggled for purchase, but could find none. Locked together, tooth against tooth, nullified, they paused. Now their tongues sought battle, wrestling against each other. The two storm-funnels merged, and their winds formed into an overlapping pattern, doubling the force.

       

      The coursing winds expanded, forming a larger funnel, a larger eye, bringing a new kind of order to the chaos of the storm. Steadily the air became organized into a huge circular pattern, savage in its force. And steadily their mouths, gnashing against each other, modified into a different kind of contact.

       

      In this whirling intensity and stasis the thoughts that were the most focused aspects of their feelings and experience were stripped of their clothing of qualification, and stretched out in full view before being dissipated. I expected a tough, callous, overbearing brute, who would ravish my body but never touch my soul, she thought involuntarily.

       

      And I expected a cold, aloof woman who would never risk her heart, he thought.

       

      Their lips were softening into a sustained, deep kiss.

       

      Or an inconsequential courtier type, of no practical use, perhaps more interested in young boys than in genuine women.

       

      Or a seductress, set to vamp any man regardless of his merit-a concubine in the likeness of a princess.

       

      The kiss intensified, and their bodies slowly relaxed against each other.

       

      But I found a decent and caring man, who tried to treat me with courtesy, though he loved elsewhere.

       

      And I found a woman who was competent and beautiful by day and vulnerable by night.

       

      I could have despised the brute or ignored the courtier. I could have ignored the aloof or used the seductress. And so she had discovered in him a man she could genuinely respect. But because of that, she did not wish to corrupt him. He had another love; she would not attempt to interfere with that, despite her mandate from her father. But her good intention was subverted by her female nature. When he protected her at night, she came to appreciate him more than she wished. Unable to prevent the development of what she strove to avoid, she had finally set out to solve the problem in the only way possible.

       

      That is why I have to die, her thought concluded. II is the only decent thing to do. I could not face my father, after failing him for the third time, but I could not allow myself to corrupt you.

       

      And he had discovered in her a woman the equal of the one he loved, and one he might have loved had he met her first. But because he did love another, he had no right to compromise this one. He had exerted his discipline to act with propriety, despite the devices of the Castle. When she had required protection at night, he had done what was required-and no more.

       

      But I could not allow you to die, his thought concluded. That was no decent thing to do.

       

      And so their dilemma was upon them, for both knew that if she did not die, she would corrupt him. The ambience of the Castle made that inevitable.

       

      He did not like that term, "corrupt."

       

      And even if you did not love elsewhere, I would not be worthy of you, she thought. The one you love is strong, while I am weak.

       

      She is strong, while you are weak, he agreed. Therefore I must be sacrificed, that you may return to her.

       

      But Orb, he realized, could survive without him-because she was strong. A woman like her could have any man she chose. She had blessed him with her love and done more for him than any woman before had done but she did not truly need him. While Rapture could not, at this stage, survive without him.

       

      So let me die! she pleaded.

       

      Rapture loved him; this could no longer be concealed. So she chose to die, solving her problem and his. She had never sought the selfish way that would bring her the praise of her grim father; she had never tried to capture him, despite her emotion and her need of him.

       

      He considered her, while their bodies remained locked in the kiss and their emotions swirled in a monstrous pattern about them. Rapture was the perfect woman, except for her single great weakness, her dependence on him. She was terrified of being alone. Yet she had had the courage to do what she felt necessary-to abolish her own life, to free him. This had been no pretense, no play for sympathy; she had made her decision and sought to implement it. He was assured of this, for no false thoughts were possible here. The courage she lacked for herself, she had risen to in her effort to protect him. It is already too late, he realized. I would be dead now, if you had not prevented me! You would have been safe from corruption.

       

      I prevented it because I was already corrupted. Then he laughed, mentally, at the irony of the term.

       

      Even now, let me go and you will be free! she persisted. How can I be free by letting you die-when I love you? Like startled birds, her thoughts and emotions swirled, finding no anchorage. But I am weak where she is strong!

       

      Therefore you need me more than she does. No woman ever truly needed me before.

       

      But this made no sense, she protested. No one would choose another to love because of a weakness!

       

      No woman would, he agreed. But a man-desires a dependent woman. Whatever he might say to the contrary. A man wanted his woman all to himself. It wasn't nice, it wasn't generous, but that was what he most truly desired-when his illusions were stripped away. A lovely, talented, and completely dependent woman.

       

      And while her confusion swirled about them, he shifted his body, encountering no resistance, and took her in the manner they both desired. The storm intensified, obliterating all else, carrying them both into the rapture of their passion, the physical expression of their love.

       

      Then they emerged into the center of the storm-and it was completely calm, a region very like nirvana. For a thousand years they floated there, gently sharing their unbound love. The intense ecstasy of the breakthrough had become the enduring pleasure of complete acceptance, physical, emotional, and mental, and the latter was more wonderful than the former. Then it was morning.

       

      They spent the remainder of the month as true honeymooners, going hand in hand by day, sharing a bed by night. They shared thoughts, coming to know all the details of each other's existences. They agreed that they would be married as soon as was feasible, but would keep company in the interim. It had been a desperation measure of the two Rajahs, sending them unwed to the Honeymoon Castle, because of course it guaranteed that the bride would not be virginal-but this was, after all, the twentieth century, and the rulers of nations did what they deemed expedient, regardless of the ancient proprieties. A contraceptive spell would keep Rapture from becoming prematurely pregnant; that would suffice.

       

      "But Orb," she inquired, concerned. "What of her?" "I gave her my magic serpent-ring," he sang. "It always informs its user of the truth, if asked. I have no doubt she knew of my defection long before I did. She had only to ask it 'Will Mym return?' and it would squeeze twice. Two years have passed; she may already have found another man. I sincerely regret putting her through this business, but she knows that I loved her when I was taken from her, that I intended to return to her, but was prevented."

       

      "By another love," Rapture said pensively. 

       

      "That I would prefer to spare her-but surely she knew it also, if she wanted to. My respect and feeling for her has not really been changed; it has merely been superseded. But I think it will be best if I do not see her again."

       

      "Perhaps I should see her, to explain-"

       

      "No. She knows-if she wants to. We must leave her to her own life, which will surely be a rich one. With the ring, she may be able to find the Llano, the song she sought; that much, at least, I may have done for her."

       

      "If you are sure-"

       

      "You fought to protect her, to avoid diverting my love from her," he reminded her. "You meant to kill yourself. But it happened anyway, because you are what you are, and I am what I am, and the Castle is what it is. We have a new reality, and I would not change it now if I had the power."

       

      "Still I feel guilt-"

       

      "And I feel it when you feel it. But I think it will pass."

       

      And by the time the month was done, it had passed.

       

      In the interim, Gujarat and Maharastra were allied, and this well served the political interests of both. Mym plunged into the business of the Kingdom, for  with his commitment to the betrothal had come his participation in contemporary matters. He would be the next Rajah and he had only three years to gain some solid experience. He talked in singsong, to avoid the stutter, and if any person thought that was funny, that person concealed his opinion most carefully, for the Rajah had issued a notice that any person caught making light of any other person's manner of speaking would be summarily beheaded. On the first day Mym had gone out, a man had laughed at a comment made by another, probably on some unrelated subject; the cavalrymen had charged into the crowd, knocking down those who failed to scurry clear, and lopped off the laugher's head-and that of his companion for good measure. Now no one found any subject the slightest bit humorous while Prince Pride was in the area.

       

      Gujarat was not in ideal shape. There was a great deal of poverty, and some starvation in the nether castes. The problems were dual; a bad drought in the central region that had disrupted the rice harvest; and overpopulation along the coast. It would have been difficult to feed all those people if the harvest had been good; as it was, it was impossible.

       

      Mym floated his royal carpet to the most distressed region. There he saw people spread out on the ground, having no place to go and no ability to work. Officers of the Kingdom were dispensing soup, but it was thin and insufficient; it only extended lives, without reversing then course. The distribution was being done in a fair and orderly manner; there simply was not enough soup to do the job.

       

      Mym thought of the two years he had spent confined to the palace. He had been served the rarest delicacies, which he had not appreciated, and all his servants and concubines had been excellently fed. Now he cursed himself for his selfish neglect of the Kingdom, where the present situation had been developing. Had he done his duty earlier and been o
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