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The night is far
spent, the day is at hand; let us therefore cast off the works of
darkness, and let us put on the armor of light.

—ROMANS 13:12


PROLOGUE

Aurillac, A.D.
965

 


The monks’ chanting
had long since faded into silence. There was only wind keening
about the stones of the tower, and the mighty stillness of the
stars. But in that stillness, if one had ears to hear, was a thin
high singing.

Gerbert shivered
without noticing that he did it. That was only his body. His mind
was afire. “But don’t you see? It rises in the east. It travels up
the sky. Then it turns and retraces its steps. Then it turns again
and goes on as before.”

“Wherefore,” intoned
his companion, “planetes, as the Greeks would say:
‘wanderer’.”

“Of course it
wanders!” Gerbert stopped short. Brother Raymond was laughing at
him, and not trying to hide it. “You are hardly dignified,” he said
severely, “magister.”

His teacher grinned
and stretched. “Dignity is for overaweing farmers’ sons when they
fidget over their grammar. Not for perching on towers at high
midnight, when God and the abbot know we should be sensibly
asleep.”

“What’s more
sensible than astronomy?” Gerbert dropped back on the tiles and
filled his eyes with stars. “If I could just show people how it
works ... if they could feel with their own hands, see how it all
moves, how it sings...”

“That’s heretical,”
said Raymond.

This time Gerbert
did not fall into the the trap. Not quite. “Theory is excellent in
its place. But it’s practice that one remembers. You taught me
that.”

“It was born in you.
I merely let it grow.”

There was a silence,
with music in it. No one else admitted to hearing it; and yet it
was there. Gerbert knew that, as he knew that he was Gerbert.
Brother Gerbert of the abbey of St.-Géraud in Aurillac, in the
county of the Auvergne, in the duchy of Aquitaine, in the kingdom
of the Franks, in the faded and crumbling Empire of the West, in
this world that God had made.

He lay on his back
atop Saint Gerald’s tower and opened his arms to the sky. “I want
...” he said. “I want to know. There is so much–so much–”

“I’ve taught you all
I know,” said Raymond.

Gerbert sat up so
quickly that his head spun. “Brother! I didn’t mean–”

“You didn’t,”
Raymond agreed,serene “You’ll fly higher than I. I’m but a master
of grammar. You’ll be ...who knows what? Anything you want to
be.”

“I want to matter.”
Gerbert paused. Suddenly he laughed. “Listen to me! Abbot Gerald’s
charity, Richard the farmer’s youngest cub, the one who was born
asking questions. There’s wool in my head and earth between my
toes, and never a drop of noble blood to excuse my arrogance.”

“There’s this,” said
Raymond, rapping Gerbert’s tonsured crown. “This sets you level
with kings: this, and what is under it. Never forget that. Nor ever
forget that it also sets you level with slaves. There is only one
nobility where we are, and that is twofold: of God and of the
mind.”

“Therefore you are
my master, because you stand before me on all my paths.”

“Except
astronomy.”

Gerbert drew breath
to argue. He could see Brother Raymond’s face in the bright
starlight, round and comfortable, much less apt for dignity than
for sudden laughter. The laughter was winning now.

“Look!” said Raymond
suddenly, his mirth melting into wonder. “A shooting star. And out
of the eye of the Eagle. That’s an omen.”

This time Gerbert
knew that he shivered. For me, he thought, but did not say. Another
star fell as he stared, and another, and another: a shower of
stars. The great music quivered with the power of it.

In that quivering
came a new note, a thrill as of laughter, a thrumming that was not
quite discord. It was alien, inhuman, yet perfectly a part of night
and sky and stars.

They came out of the
north, riding up the arch of the sky, singing in high sweet voices,
laughing, gathering and scattering and gathering again in a
whirling, skyborne dance. Some rode mounts of air and darkness.
Some flew on wings of light. Their beauty smote Gerbert’s
heart.

Raymond murmured
beside him, words of shock and of sanctity. The shock came late to
Gerbert, and then unwillingly. That wild beauty, that music that
was all of earth and nothing of Christian man, was the child of old
night: the witches in their Sabbat, worshiping their black Master
in starlight and in wickedness.

They were all naked.
They had no shame. The women–not all of them were young, not all
were good to look at, and yet they were splendid in their magic.
They swooped laughing over the huddled darkness that was Saint
Gerald’s abbey; they circled the tower–Gerbert shuddered deep, and
told himself that it was horror–thrice, widdershins, chanting in no
tongue he knew. Their power hummed in his bones.

Brother Raymond lay
flat on the tiles, cowl pulled over his head, gasping out fragments
of psalms.

Gerbert could have.
He could have done anything he willed to do. He crossed himself, to
prove it. The witches swept in closer. Their eyes were burning
bright. They called to him. “Come, brother. Come! Cast off your
chains and fly with us!”

He was on his feet,
with no memory of movement. His habit was like iron, binding him to
the earth. His body in it was air and fire.

One of the witches
came down close enough to touch. She was young; her body was full
and sweet; her hair was bronze, her wings were gold. She did not
speak. She beckoned; she smiled.

Gerbert’s hands were
on his habit. The magic was wild in him. His shoulders itched
wondrously where wings strained to swell and bloom.

“I want,” his tongue
said, clumsy now, with his mind all fixed on that lovely, laughing
face. “I want to know.

“To know.” His hands
dropped to his sides. The itch in his shoulders turned to pain.
“Not simply to be, and to be wild. To know.” He met the witch’s
eyes. They burned. He did not flinch. He spoke quite calmly, though
his heart thudded under the coarse black habit. “Your way is never
mine.”

Her hand stretched.
Almost, almost, she touched him. Almost he swayed into that
touch.

“No,” he said. It
was the hardest thing he had ever done.

Be with us,
the witches sang. Be.

“No,” he said again.
Again he signed himself with the cross. Not for any power it might
wield against them. For its power over himself. He could all but
see the chains it wrought, that bound him more tightly than ever to
robe and vows and cloister. They were too strong for any witch to
break. Even for the one who lingered though the rest had abandoned
him to his idiocy; who yearned still, who dared to hope that he
would yield.

He turned his back
on her. He knelt; he clasped his cold and shaking hands. He began,
painfully, to pray.

He would not, dared
not look back. And yet he knew when she surrendered, when she
turned from him and fled to the company of her kind. Once he had
seen an arrow torn out of a man’s side. It was like that: a rending
from the heart of him.

He should have been
glad of his victory. But all that was in him was pain.


Part One

THE NOVICE

Barcelona, A.D.
967

 


1.

 


Bishop Hatto
surveyed his newest acquisition with a critical eye. The
acquisition stood straight and resisted the urge to fidget. He was
not, after all, a raw boy fresh from the fields. His hands were
clean, his tonsure tended, and his habit almost new. His face, he
could not help. “Plain as a post,” his sisters had judged it when
he was younger and more inclined to fret over it. “But honest,”
they had added, meaning to be charitable.

Sisters could be a
very great trial.

He swallowed.
Probably he would never see them again. Brother Raymond had seen
his star rising, the night before he left Aurillac, but that star
had risen far from the Pleiades, in the realms between Mars and
Jupiter. Not for him the small sunlit spaces, the rounds of the
cloister and the fields, the moments parceled out one by one of
trying to understand and be understood by the flock of his kin. He
had wanted to matter in the world. Now it had begun, and he was
here in this far country, before this lord of the Church, being
measured and, no doubt, found wanting.

The bishop had been
speaking for a while before the words took on meaning. “–of
Spain?”

Gerbert blinked
stupidly. “What–” His brain floundered, steadied, gave him what he
had not been heeding.

“What do I think of
Spain? My lord, I hardly know; it’s so soon.” He stopped, began
again. “The light is different.”

Bishop Hatto had a
prelate’s face: clean-carved, princely, and readable only when he
chose to permit it. Gerbert’s learning had been in other languages.
This could have been anything from disdain to amusement.

Well then, he
thought. Let it be the latter. “In Aurillac,” he explained, “the
light falls softly, slantwise, but bright for all of that. It has
green in it, and gold, and something like honey and amber. Here in
Barcelona, the sea changes it. And Spain. It’s wider; it’s whiter.
It has edges. I think...my lord, I think it could cut, if one let
it.”

The bishop said
nothing. Gerbert’s fists ached with clenching. There, now. It was
out. Aurillac’s shining prodigy was mad, and quite openly and
guilelessly so. And back he would go with the next riding of
pilgrims, with a message for his abbot, coldly and regally polite,
but most uncompromising. The primate of the Spanish March had
neither time nor charity to spare for a witling who saw knives in
sunlight.

The primate of the
Spanish March nodded calmly and said, “Indeed, it cuts. This is the
edge of Christendom. Beyond us is the sword of Islam. We live
between blade and blade; our light is the light on forged
steel.”

Gerbert looked hard
at that still and priestly face. Were the deep eyes glinting?

“And yet,” said the
bishop, “you are here. That is bravery.”

“I’m not a fighting
monk, my lord.”

The bishop glanced
from the nondescript body to the square clever hands, and almost
smiled. “There is more than one kind of battle. What is it that you
look for here?”

That, Gerbert could
answer. “Knowledge, my lord. To know, and then to teach...but you
know that.”

“Suppose that I did
not. What would you say?”

“Why, my lord, I
would say–I would tell you that the West is sadly fallen. What men
knew once, they know no longer, nor want to know. It is all iron
and edged blades, and lord smiting lord for a fistful of power.
They dream of empires, and they kill for a furlong of
wasteland.

“But I, my lord, I
want to know what the world is. In Aurillac they gave me all they
had. Grammar. A little rhetoric. A great vacancy where all the rest
should be. Dialectic, the high logic–that’s known, a little, in
Gaul. But the greater arts, the arts I yearn for, those are lost.
Arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, music. The quadrivium: the
fourfold path. No one knows it; no one can teach it. Do you know
what I’ve heard folk say–folk who should know better, monks and
priests with a claim to learning? They say that the lesser way, the
threefold way, is endurable–just–in that it teaches one to read
Scripture. The greater arts serve no purpose other than to lead men
astray; they should be banned, as magic is banned, for magic is
what they are.”

“No,” said the
bishop. “No. Magic is another thing altogether.”

Gerbert realized
that he was gaping. He shut his mouth, searching for words. Words
without magic in them. Safe words. “I want–I want the greater arts.
I want to master them; I want to take them home and teach them, and
kindle a light where the darkness is deepest. It’s pride, I know,
my lord. But my abbot seemed to think that what I wanted was worth
reaching for.”

“And that you were
capable of reaching for it.”

“Well,” said
Gerbert. “It’s the wanting. It stretches the fingers. Sometimes it
stretches them enough.”

Suddenly,
astonishingly, the bishop laughed. “Indeed, Brother! Sometimes it
does. We begin in the morning. Simple arts first. Do you know
anything of numbers?”

“I did the abbey’s
accounts for five years, my lord.” It struck Gerbert late, and the
harder for that. “We? You, my lord?”

“I.” The bishop was
stern again, his mirth gone. “I have some slight store of
learning.”

“But,” said Gerbert.
“I thought–I a farmer’s son, and you so great a lord, and all your
servants, and some so learned–”

“Even the Lord of
Heaven deigned to dwell for a space as a carpenter’s son. Should I
be more haughty than He?”

Gerbert stared at
his feet, shamed for once into silence.

“Tomorrow,” said the
bishop. “Here in my study, after the first mass. We shall see where
you need to begin.”

 


 


oOo

 


 


“Well?” said Bishop
Hatto when the young monk was gone.

“Perhaps,” said a
shadow by the wall. It did not move, but what had seemed only
darkened air had become substance. Human substance: a man in black,
black-bearded, with eyes that glittered as he rose. Shadow slipped
back like a veil, drawing into itself; neither the stranger nor the
bishop took notice.

Bishop Hatto’s brows
were raised. “As uncertain as that, my friend?”

“Nothing is certain
but the will of Allah.” But the man in black was smiling, settling
himself opposite the bishop, studying the chessboard laid out on
the table. Lightly, almost absently, he shifted an ebony imam to
face an ivory bishop.

“Ah,” said Hatto,
half in dismay, half in admiration. “There I think you have
me.”

“In four moves,” the
Moor agreed.

“Five,” said Hatto.
“The young Gaulishman, now. If he should be even half of what I
think he can be...”

“Between can
and should is a width of worlds. There is a boy–”

“A man, if a young
one. He’s past twenty.”

“A boy,” the Moor
repeated, gentle but immovable. “Bursting with eager ignorance, and
quite as perfectly Christian as ever a monk should be. If I had let
him see me, and know what I was, he would have been appalled.”

“My dear friend, you
hardly look–”

The Moor smiled
whitely in a face that had rather more in it of Ethiopia than of
Arabia, and swept a long hand from turbaned head to slippered foot.
“A heathen, your most Christian excellency. A black and literal
Saracen. Need that babe see more than that, to know that I am all
he must abhor?”

“You wrong him, I
think,” Hatto said. “In all my years I doubt I’ve met a mind to
equal his. That passion of his, to know–”

“But to know what?
In his country even simple numbers are a branch of the forbidden
arts. As for what I would wish to teach him...”

“He did not cross
himself when I spoke of that Art.”

The Moor paused.
Then he shook his head. “That is no proof.”

“Well, then,” said
Hatto with the air of one who saves the greatest persuasion for the
greatest necessity. “I say that he has the power in him. I say that
as one who sees it. You know what eyes I have, Master Ibrahim. You
know how I came by them.”

The dark eyes
lowered, but never in humility. “My fault, my Christian friend. I
healed your eyes’ affliction. I fear I healed it all too well.”

“I was hardly glad
of it when first I woke to it. But now, I see God’s will in it. It
showed me a great light in a darkened chapel. It led me to an
abbot’s hope and pride.”

“Such hope as this?”
asked Ibrahim.

Hatto sighed. “The
Art is all forgotten there, if it was ever known. The power resides
in the black tribe, the old pagans with their demons and their
Sabbat. Good Christians shun it with all their hearts and souls.
But,” he said, “this boy has it. I think he has the strength to
accept it.”

“But should he?”

The bishop threw up
his hands. Suddenly he laughed. “Listen to us! I should be
protesting; you should be doing battle for so promising an
apprentice. He could be quite perfectly content in what he thinks
he has come here to learn: numbers, music, the study of the stars.
All those, I can teach him. And yet he has so much more in him; and
there is the debt I owe you and your Art. I would offer him, if you
would take him.”

“Would he permit
it?”

Hatto quelled the
spark of triumph. It was not yet–not quite–won. “Would you
ask?”

Ibrahim stroked his
long silken beard. “You tempt me, clever infidel. Oh, you tempt me.
True power is as rare as rubies. If he can bear to face its
presence...if he can master all our bitter disciplines...what a
mage he would be!”

At last the bishop
allowed himself to smile. “Will you ask?”

The Moor’s brows
met, but his eyes bore no anger. “I will ask,” he said. “I will
never compel.”

Hatto nodded. “That
is enough,” he said.


2.

 


“Moors?” Brother
Rodolfo stoppe

d even pretending to
copy the bishop’s letter. “Of course I’ve seen the Moors. We have
them in our city.”

Gerbert swallowed
impatience. “I know that. I’ve seen them, too. They’re everywhere.
But why? How can your lords allow it? They’re the enemy.”

“They live here.”
Brother Rodolfo was patently enjoying himself. No doubt it was a
favored sport, to shock young newcomers from darkest Frankland.
“Our lord bishop is their faithful patron.”

“That’s not so!”
said Gerbert, outraged. “His Christian excellency would never sink
so low.”

“Don’t let him hear
you say that, Brother. He has dear friends among them. Haven’t you
heard the story yet?”

Gerbert scowled and
said nothing. Rodolfo took that as permission. He settled to it
with great contentment, and with a tale-teller’s flourish. “When my
lord was still a young priest, before he had his bishopric, he took
sick. He was a perfect Christian then; he detested the infidel as
any good believer should. His illness was dire, and the doctors all
agreed that it was mortal. They had all despaired of him.

“The worst of it for
him was not that he would die. It was that he would die blind. He
could face death, but death in the dark was more than he could
bear.

“At first he had
refused the ministrations of Moorish physicians, though there were
and are none better in the world. As his case grew more desperate,
his friends prevailed upon him to suffer the touch of unbaptized
hands; but none could give him more than a few moments’ surcease.
He was dying still, and he was still blind.

“Then at last, as he
began to sink into the utmost dark, one came with hope. If he would
take it. For that hope resided in one man in Barcelona, a Moor and,
worse by far, a magus. When my lord heard that, he closed his ears
and his mind. Not for his very life’s sake would he submit to
sorcery–not if it would cost him his soul. He turned his head away
from all pleading and composed himself for death.

“As he stood at the
gates with the oil of anointing on him, a voice spoke out of the
night. It was a man’s voice and no angel’s, but none had seen him
come. He was simply there, a turbaned Moor clad all in black. It
came as no little shock that he was young. Little older than you,
Brother, but strong for all of that, and possessed of a remarkable
presence. No one moved or spoke as he approached the bed and stood
looking down.

“He said again what
he had said as he came, quietly as before, neither gentle nor
harsh, as one who states a simple truth. ‘You are a fool, sir
priest. Ignorance may excuse you. It will certainly kill you.’

“My lord was dying,
but he was not yet dead. He turned toward the sound of that voice;
he raised himself. With all the breath that was left him, he said,
‘My body may die, but my soul will live.’

“‘Ah,’ said the
stranger. ‘Does your faith permit suicide, then?’

“That brought my
lord almost to his feet, and all but slew him, casting him into the
stranger’s arms. The man was slender, but he was strong; he bore
easily that weight of anger and of death. He laid my lord down
again, for all that he could do, and said, ‘I have been sent to
heal you, and so I will, resist me though you may.’

“‘No,’ my lord said,
the merest thread of sound. ‘Before God, you will not.’

“‘Before God, I
must.’ And the stranger laid hands on our lord, and not one of his
friends could stir to his aid. The man prayed over him–infidel
prayers, but prayers they were, and no curses or invocations of
devils. He prayed long and long. Years, it seemed to those who
watched, held helpless by his power.

“Slowly, so slowly
that at first they were scarcely aware of it, they realized that
something had changed–was changing. My lord was healing. The pallor
of death lad left his face. And as he grew stronger, the mage grew
weaker, until the balance held level between them. Then the mage
fell silent. Their hands had locked. And their eyes. My lord could
see. The fire that had burned in the mage now burned in him.

“With a crack like
the breaking of a world, they fell apart. My lord’s people would
have fallen on the sorcerer, but my lord himself rose to stop them.
He shielded the infidel with his own body. He said, ‘Who touches
this man, dies.’”

Brother Rodolfo
stopped. He was silent for so long that Gerbert presumed that he
was done. “And they were friends forever after.”

The Spaniard shook
himself. “What? Friends? Not precisely then. My lord was
grateful–he knew his duty. But he was hardly delighted to owe his
life to a Moor and a sorcerer, however white the sorcery had been.
It was still sorcery.”

“Then how–”

“Time,” Rodolfo
answered, “and teaching. And the mage himself. Quite simply, they
took to one another.”

“But,” said Gerbert.
“An infidel. A magician.”

“A white magician,”
Rodolfo pointed out, “and, by his lights, a pious man. Moors have
no bishops, and no priests to speak of, or Master Ibrahim would be
one.”

Gerbert shook his
head. He could not absorb it. Bishop Hatto and a black infidel.
Bishop Hatto and a sorcerer. Bishop Hatto who was both an excellent
bishop and, by all accounts, an excellent Christian; and, in
Gerbert’s own experience, a great scholar and a great teacher. It
was too much to take in.

Homesickness stabbed
him deep. No one at home had ever torn him with so many
contradictions. One was a Christian or a pagan, a good man or a
bad. And one did not imperil one’s soul with the sleights of
magic.

Against his will he
saw again the stars from Saint Gerald’s tower, heard the laughter
of witches, drowned in soft wild eyes. The power stirred in him and
began, softly, to sing.

Fiercely he beat it
down. He was a man of God. If Abbot Gerald had known what in truth
he was sending his brightest star to face, he would never have
allowed it. But it was done. Gerbert was here. He was studying what
he had come to study. With God’s help he would emerge unscathed, in
body and in soul.

But ah, mourned a
hidden part of him, how sweet it would have been, to see, to know,
what the power was.

 


oOo

 


The day after
Rodolfo told his tale, Gerbert faced his lessons with thudding
heart. For a long while he was certain that he could not go at all.
How could he face this man, now that he knew what he knew?

It took all the
courage he had, but he did it. Part of it was cowardice: fear of
his master’s reprimand. But some of it was the old craving for what
the bishop had to teach. He found that he could bury himself in the
cool serenity of numbers, and forget who it was who taught them.
And such numbers–new ones, wonderful ones, one symbol for each that
was less than ten, utterly unlike the awkward, heaping
letter-numbers of the Romans: 3 for III, graceful curving 8 for
VIII. One could work wonders with them. That they were Arabic–that
did not matter. Some magics, even a good Christian could accept
with a joyous heart.

 


oOo

 


Bishop Hatto
straightened from the worktable and granted Gerbert one of his
rare, brilliant smiles. “Yes,” he said as coolly as ever, but the
smile lingered in his eyes. “Yes, that is how you do it.”

Gerbert basked in
the warmth of unwonted praise. He laid down the pen and flexed his
cramped fingers, too happy even to grimace at the wandering
bird-trails that were his calculations. At his best he wrote a
passable hand, clear if hardly elegant. This was frankly a
scribble; but it was a victory.

He took up the pen
again and reached for a fresh bit of parchment, and waited.

The bishop laughed,
startling him utterly. “So eager still! Do you never tire?”

“Oh, yes, my lord,”
said Gerbert. “But when I’ve struggled long and hard, and then at
last I understand, I forget everything but that.”

“Indeed,” Hatto
said. “Our hour was up long ago, and I have duties waiting. And a
task for you, once you’ve eaten and rested a little.”

That was nothing
unusual. Hatto always had a use for a quick hand or a quick wit.
Lately he had set Gerbert to work doing his accounts, and once or
twice writing letters. Gerbert wondered which it would be
today.

The bishop was slow
to enlighten him. “You’ve gone pale since you came here,” he
observed. “How long has it been since you last saw the sun?”

Gerbert blinked,
surprised. “My lord?”

“Too long,” said
Hatto. “Obviously. We have to remedy that. Come, now: have you
found your way yet round Barcelona?”

“Yes, my lord. You
made me learn, when I first came. I studied the map you made.”

“Did you walk the
ways on your own feet?”

Gerbert nodded.

“Do you remember
them?”

He nodded again.

“Good,” said Hatto.
“I have an errand for you.”

 


oOo

 


He did indeed.
Gerbert was on it before he had time to think, with two servants
following, carrying between them an ironbound chest. Gerbert had
seen what went into it. A bolt of silk and two of fine linen. A box
of medicaments from Toledo. A vial of attar of roses. Sundry
oddments, all rare, all precious. A king would not have refused
such gifts.

They were not for a
king. They would all go to an infidel, a Saracen: the sorcerer of
Rodolfo’s story. Damn the Spaniard–had he known what the bishop
intended? Had Hatto even put him up to it?

“Today,” Hatto had
said in Gerbert’s dumbfounded silence, “is the remembrance-day of
my escape from death. I never forget the one who brought me back.
Go to him, Brother, if you will. Bring him my gifts and my unfading
gratitude. He will try to refuse them; you must persevere. When he
offers recompense, let him give you the copy of Pythagoras which I
had asked him to render into Latin. It’s time you had a new
book.”

Gerbert could not
say a word. He could only go where he was bidden.

A Saracen. A
sorcerer. Perhaps he could simply leave the box with the porter,
and come back untainted. Hatto’s punishment could not harm his
soul. A magus’ presence most surely could.

Harm? Or tempt?

The world was a blur
about him. The sun was a featureless dazzle. People passed like
flotsam in a flood: a babble without sense, a jostle of bodies.
Some of them must have been infidels. Gerbert neither saw nor
cared.

Sense flooded in,
all unwelcome, and all too soon. Here was the street. The fountain
that marked it trickled endlessly into its basin. A woman drew
water from it: dark, veiled, Saracen.

Gerbert’s throat was
dry, but he could not drink where an infidel had drunk.

This, said the cool
voice of logic, is ridiculous. Here was he, armored in his habit
and his faith, with his bishop’s trust for shield. There was the
house, a colonnaded wall that spoke of old Rome, a gate wrought in
iron with Arab intricacy. No dragons crouched within.

Oh, indeed, no.
Worse than dragons.

Folly, said
logic.

He gathered his
scattered wits and clenched his trembling fists. “God guard me,” he
muttered in peasant dialect.

And laughed, sharp
and short, because both the words and the tongue were so perfectly
fitted to his cowardice.

The servants were
carefully oblivious to it all. He led them to the gate and raised
his hand to beat on it.

Soundlessly it swung
back, leaving him standing like a fool, hand raised to strike the
air. In the shadow behind was a darker shadow, a sudden shimmer:
the movement of a hand, beckoning. With the valor of the lost,
Gerbert passed within.

Sudden coolness,
echoing night; sudden blinding light. His mind, independent of his
will, made sense of it: a brief vaulted passage, a turn, a
courtyard smitten with sunlight. There was nothing sorcerous in it,
unless there were magic in the trees that bloomed in basins all
about, filling the air with sweetness.

His guide came clear
before him. It was, he saw with a shock, a woman, and veiled. Her
eyes were large and very dark; her brow and her hand amid the veils
were the color of a marten’s pelt. A demon? A Nubian?

He crossed himself.
The great eyes glinted with mockery. The woman turned with flowing
grace and led him through the court.

It was all most
ordinary, for Spain. The woman walked like a woman, if a young and
remarkably graceful one; her scent was fleeting but earthly, and it
was one he knew: attar of roses. The servants walked as they had
through the streets, stolid, unafraid. No wonders unfolded about
them, save what one expected in the house of a wealthy man in
Barcelona: a man who seemed less inclined to opulence than to a
studied simplicity. One of Hatto’s secretaries fancied himself a
judge of elegance; he had seen fit to teach Gerbert a few of its
many degrees. Therefore Gerbert recognized quality in the plainness
of the woman’s robe, and in the carving of a lintel, and in the
hanging of a rug on a whitewashed wall. The only magic in it was
the alchemy of taste.

Gerbert’s stride
broke. He should have been glad. He was not. He was
disappointed.

So much dread, and
all for naught. He would have laughed if he had been alone.

He was almost calm
when he came to the end of it: a chamber like any of the others,
plain, with a rug and a table and a low divan. The woman’s gestures
bade him sit. She brought him cakes, fruit, a cup of something cold
and sour-sweet. Shame of his fears had made him bold. He nibbled a
cake, sipped from the cup. No bolt of lightning struck him; no
poison knotted his vitals. The cakes were pleasant. The sherbet was
excessively odd. He tasted nothing in either that could have been
sorcery.

When he had thus
accepted the hospitality of the house, the woman bowed with
glinting eyes and went away. She left the cakes and the cup.
Gerbert took up another of the former, wondering what it was made
of. He knew almonds, but the rest was strange. One could learn to
like it. He tried the sherbet again, and grimaced. Too sour, and
yet too sweet. Its undertaste was bitter.

“Yes,” someone said
in excellent Latin, but with an odd accent, “that is rather an
acquired taste.”

The man had come
while Gerbert was preoccupied, soft on slippered feet. He was a
little surprising, even when one knew that he was younger than the
bishop. One always expected a mage to be immensely old. This one
was barely into middle years; his beard was black without trace of
grey, his face unlined. The woman could have been his sister: they
had the same eyes, and the same dusky skin. What her features were,
Gerbert had not had time or wits to see. This man looked not at all
like a Nubian. His lips were full in the rich beard, but his nose
was thin, arched, the nostrils fine and flaring.

He bowed with
exquisite courtesy and sat on the carpet, his grace like the
woman’s, but fiercer, a man’s grace. His long hand indicated the
cup which Gerbert had forsaken. “The sweetness is not native to the
fruit; alone, it often seems excessively bitter. It grows as lemons
do, but its color is paler; it grows large, clustered like grapes
on its tree. I find it fascinating.”

“Do you like the
taste?” Gerbert could not help it; he had to ask. It was that
madness of his, to know. Even here, before a heathen sorcerer.

The sorcerer smiled.
“It grows on one. Would you prefer orange or citron? We have
both.”

“Thank you,” said
Gerbert, “no. Sir.” Belatedly he rose and bowed. “Brother Gerbert
of Aurillac,” he named himself, “in Bishop Hatto’s service.”

“Ibrahim ibn
Suleiman,” responded the sorcerer, “in the service of God.”

Gerbert was taken
aback. Somehow he scrambled himself together. “I bear gifts, sir,
from my master. He says that you must accept them, in token of his
gratitude that never fades.”

“I need no token but
his friendship.”

“But, sir,” said
Gerbert, “it makes him happy.”

Perhaps he had
surprised this master of mages. The dark eyes had widened a
fraction; the lips seemed almost ready to smile. “Does it indeed?
Surely then he will please me by accepting a gift in return.”

“He said you’d say
that, sir. He said to ask for the Pythagoras you’ve been
translating for him,” Gerbert paused. “From the Greek, sir?”

“From the Greek,”
said Ibrahim.

“You read Greek? Is
it difficult? It’s like Latin, I’ve heard, but the letters are
different.”

“Arabic is harder,”
said Ibrahim. “And yes, it is remarkably like Latin.”

Gerbert drew a
breath of wonder. “Greek! Then you know Aristotle, you must. And
Plato. And Hippocrates: do you know Hippocrates?”

“Certainly. He is
one of the masters of my art.”

“Magic?”

As soon as he had
blurted it out, Gerbert bit his tongue. But the mage was calm,
unruffled. “Magic, indeed, a very little. And medicine. My first
training was in healing.”

Gerbert’s cheeks
burned. “Then you–you aren’t–”

“I am a student of
the high magic, of the Art as we call it. God has ordained that my
incapacity should be least evident in the healing of the body and
the spirit.”

“As you did with my
lord bishop,” said Gerbert.

“Just so.” The deep
eyes were level. “Are you afraid of me?”

“Yes.” Gerbert was.
He was also calm: calm as a rabbit under the hawk’s shadow. The
servants were no help. They had set down their burden when he was
not looking, and gone away, abandoning him. He was all alone. “They
say your arts are of the realms below.”

“Yet you came to
me?”

“I obeyed my lord’s
command.”

The mage leaned back
on his elbow, all at ease. “Perfect obedience! Would it comfort you
to know a truth? I am no servant of Iblis, whom your people call
Satan. My art is the white art; my allegiance is to the light.”

“That can’t be,”
Gerbert said. “Sorcery is evil. God forbids it.”

“Sorcery,” said
Ibrahim, “yes. I am not a sorcerer.”

“But isn’t it all
the same?”

“Hardly.” Ibrahim
straightened and tucked up his feet. He had a look which Gerbert
knew well: eager, intent. A teacher’s look. “Magic has its orders
and its divisions, as does any other branch of learning. Most
simply, there are three: the white and the black, and the broad
realm between. In the learned magic, the distinction lies somewhat
in method, but chiefly in purpose. To heal is of the light; to
destroy is of the dark.”

“Like prayers and
curses.”

Ibrahim nodded,
pleased. “Very like. But a prayer beseeches the aid of a saint or
of God Himself; it cannot compel. The will of the one who prays is
subject to the will of divinity. A white spell differs. It does not
presume to command God, Who is above all compulsion. Yet it seeks
to work the mage’s will on the powers of heaven and earth. The
magus masters them; he shapes them to his ends.”

“How can that be
anything but evil? It goes against the law of God.”

“God’s law ordains
that a spell worked in His name be fulfilled by His will.”

Gerbert frowned. “I
don’t see... It’s arrogant. To assume that one knows what He
intends.”

“Any of His priests
assumes exactly that, in everything he does.”

Gerbert’s frown
deepened. The man was right, damn him. And Gerbert should have seen
it. And yet... “Why then do they bid us shun all works of
magic?”

“Fear,” answered
Ibrahim. “Ignorance. Confusion of the high learned Art with its
black shadow. The power in itself is neither good nor evil; it
simply is. The mind of the magus shapes its purpose.” He paused, a
breath only. “I have heard that in your country the same fear and
ignoranee have banned the arts of the Quadrivium.”

“Not banned them,”
Gerbert said. “Let them slide into neglect. But numbers can’t call
up devils.”

“Can they not? The
art magic grounds itself in the seven liberal arts. The three arts
of language and its use; the four sciences. It is all one in the
face of God.”

Gerbert’s head shook
of itself. “No. No, it can’t be that simple. Or–or that
beautiful.”

“Why should it not
be? It is part of God’s creation. He has not given it to every man,
that is true; it is too strong for that, and too perilous. So
likewise is any knowledge. In the wrong hands, even the words we
speak can destroy a reputation or a life.”

“Surely something
must be safe,” Gerbert said.

“Silence. Perhaps.
The mute existence of the beast.”

Gerbert shuddered.
“God save me from that. And from the snares of the devil.”

“May He favor your
prayer.”

Gerbert looked at
Ibrahim. His eyes, he knew, were wild. “You believe in Him.”

The magus bowed his
head. “I am the lowest of His servants.”

“But,” said Gerbert.
“But it’s–not–” He had risen without knowing it. “How can they all
have lied to me?”

“They did not
know.”

“God in heaven!”
Gerbert spun about. The words were in his mind: Get thee behind
me, Satan! But he had a little sense left. He did not say them.
He managed a travesty of a bow, a babble that passed for farewell.
The sun was fierce on his throbbing head, the city a blessed,
numbing clamor. Blessed because it was simple, human earth. Because
there was no magic in it.
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Any sensible
Christian would have taken refuge in the cathedral, or in any
shrine or chapel in a city full of them. Gerbert came to himself
down by the quays, in the shadow of the Mount of the Jews. His back
was to the city; his face was to the blue splendor of the sea. A
ship disgorged treasures out of the east, its master bellowing to
his crew in the bastard Latin of Catalonia, while the merchants
chattered in a tongue that might have been Arabic. They were
Muslims, certainly: bearded, turbaned, robed and foreign. None was
as dark as Master Ibrahim.

Gerbert sat on a
coil of rope and drew up his knees. He wanted, foolishly, to cry.
If he had been only a little younger, he would have hit
something.

The merchants’
chatter had risen in pitch. The ship’s master, as if to counter
them, had lowered his voice to a roar. A horse burst out of the
hold and plunged down the gangplank. It was a handsome beast, one
of those the Arabs bred. It looked more like a stag than a horse,
with its great eyes and its delicate muzzle and its slender legs;
but Gerbert had heard that its kind were wonderfully strong.

It was a black bay,
and spirited. Something in it made Gerbert think of the magus.
Maybe it was only the way its nostrils flared, drinking the
wind.

Gerbert glared at
the defenseless air. There was no getting away from it. The world
had infidels in it. That was no harm to his soul. But magic...

It terrified him.
Because it tempted him. He should not even think of it; he wanted
it.

He straightened,
stiff. There. It was out. “I want it,” he said. “I want to know
what it is.”

He knew what it was.
Forbidden.

Why?

Because it was
evil.

Master Ibrahim had
said that it was not. Priests in Gaul condemned the study of the
stars as sternly as they condemned the study of the art magic.
Gerbert had sworn in boyhood to do battle against that first kind
of ignorance.

And the other?

“How can I know?” he
cried aloud. “Who can help me?”

No one. Brother
Raymond atop the tower, babbling psalms as the witches rode on
their Sabbat–that was how the world would bid him be. But he had
not wanted to. Not then. He had seen beauty in it. He had yearned
for it. And, yearning, fled.

It had been a
different kind of flight. That had been wild magic, with darkness
in it. He had wanted more. Light; learning. Reason and knowledge,
where the witches could offer only instinct.

Suppose that all of
this was the devil’s trick, a clever snare for his vaunted
cleverness.

Suppose that it was
not. For all that he could do, he found in Bishop Hatto no taint of
evil. Nor–he made himself admit it–could he find any in Master
Ibrahim. Power, yes. Passion. But of evil, nothing.

Gerbert turned his
stiff and aching face to the sky. The sun had passed its zenith,
but its strength had barely waned. It had no answer for him.

He had choices.
Leave; go back to Aurillac; refuse all hopes of glory. Stay, but
turn his back on magic. Stay, and face it, and accept the truth:
that he wanted it. Had wanted it since first he heard its name.

He could burn for
that.

He breathed deep,
shuddering. He could burn or he could teach. Mathematician or
magician or both, he would be a prodigy in Gaul. Why not embrace it
all?

His heart hammered.
He had wanted to know. Now he could know more than he had ever
dreamed of. It was here, in Barcelona. In the bishop who knew the
four high arts. In the infidel who knew the one great Art.

“God,” he whispered.
“God in heaven, guide my feet.”

He rose. He had to
go back. He had forgotten Bishop Hatto’s Pythagoras.

Terror rocked him.
Tomorrow. He would go for it tomorrow.

No. It must be
today. Tomorrow he would have no courage left.
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The gate was shut.
For all his hammering and shouting, he gained only silence. No one
came. When fist and throat were both a single ache, he turned away,
God’s mockery or the devil’s, what matter? He had been offered the
choice. In his folly he had fled it. Now it was lost.

Slowly he began to
walk. His feet dragged. He was ready truly, now, to weep.

“Brother. Brother
Gerbert.”

It was a woman’s
voice. He looked up dully.

It was she: the
woman who had let him in. She had a basket on her hip; savory
scents wound out of it. “I saw you knocking,” she said. Her voice
was young, her Latin startling. Did she smile under the veil? “I
was fetching our dinner; I cry your pardon.”

“Have you no
servants?” Gerbert asked her.

Her eyes glinted.
“Sometimes. Sometimes not. They have caprices.”

She had begun to
walk again, toward the house. Without thinking, he followed her. A
woman speaking Latin, and she not a nun. Astonishing.

She seemed to have
no fear of him. Maybe, to a Moor, a monk did not count as a man. It
piqued him a little. He was still new enough to manhood to want it
to matter.

The gate was
unlocked, rather to Gerbert’s chagrin. The woman led him past it,
and waited while he closed it behind him. “The master is waiting
for you,” she said. “He has your book.”

She meant him to
find his own way onward. Clearly she had duties; he was keeping her
from them. But he said, “I thought women of your people had no
learning.”

“Did you?” She
sounded amused. “You will find him where you left him.” She bowed,
all grace. “Salaam.”

One could learn,
Gerbert decided, to hate the custom of the veil. It let a woman
read his every thought, while she hid behind it, secure in her
secrecy. He could not even know what she looked like.

Probably she was
hideous. He glanced about to get his bearings, and set off across
the courtyard. It was not the direction she had taken. He thought
he was glad of that.

Master Ibrahim
seemed not to have moved. The bishop’s chest was gone, likewise the
cakes and the cup. The magus had a book in his hands and a smile of
greeting for Gerbert, calm as if the monk had never left him.

“Sir,” said Gerbert,
“I forgot–”

“Here,” said the
magus. “I kept it for you.”

Gerbert took the
book, remembering to bow, to murmur thanks. He should have
dismissed himself then. He did not. He stood mute, blank. What he
had meant to ask was all scoured away.

From somewhere,
words came. “Sir. Sir, do you teach?”

He had startled the
magus. Or delighted him? Dismayed him? All of them. “I teach,” said
Ibrahim. “What would you learn?”

“Whatever I can.
If,” Gerbert said, “there is no evil in it.”

Ibrahim’s lips
twitched. “You are a difficult pupil, I see. You set conditions on
my instruction.”

“Only if they’re
needed, sir.”

The magus nodded.
“Wise enough, for a beginning.” He drew himself up. Suddenly he was
stern. “Only a little while ago you fled in horror of all that I
was. Now you come back and ask to learn what I can teach. Why? Do
you think to trap me?”

Gerbert’s wits were
coming back, if slowly. “I don’t set traps, sir. It’s only...I was
afraid.”

“And now you are
not?”

Cold, that, and
hard. Gerbert faced it as steadily as he could. “Oh, I am. But now
I know why. Ignorance. And wanting it, and not wanting to want.” He
paused. “Is it like that for you? It always is for me. I was a
farmer’s son. I should never have been able to want more, but I
did. I wanted what the priest had, when I saw him in church on holy
days: his Latin; his wisdom. I was afraid, but I asked. He gave me
what he had. Then he told me that there was more, but that I could
only have it if I went into the abbey. That was terror. How could I
leave all that I had ever known–my mother, my sisters, everything?
I was only nine years old. I couldn’t do it. But I had to. It was
God calling me, Father Abbot said. He still calls me. He called me
to Spain. Now He calls me here.

“I’m always afraid,”
Gerbert said. “There’s always something higher to aim for, and
every time there’s farther to fall. What can I do but reach and
pray?”

“Nothing,” said
Ibrahim.

“Exactly!” said
Gerbert. “But I can’t. I’ve always been one for doing. I’ve never
been able just to be.”

“If you would be a
mage, you will have to learn.”

“Mages act. Mages
make.”

“And they know when
to do neither.” Ibrahim fixed him with a black and burning stare.
“If it is power you desire, and power alone, then I am no fit
teacher for you. Go rather to kings, or to a master of the black
art. I do not traffic in ambition.”

“I’m not–” Gerbert
stopped. He watched his fingers clench and unclench in his lap,
rapt as if he had never seen them before. “No. That’s not so. I am.
But that’s not what I want magic for. Power in the world will come
or not, as God pleases. I won’t use your Art to win it.”

“So you say
now.”

“What oath will you
accept?”

“None,” said
Ibrahim. “Yet. There will be time later, and vows which you must
take, if you would master the Art.”

“Then,” said
Gerbert, breathless. “Then you’ll teach me?”

Ibrahim bowed his
head, raised it.

The child in
Gerbert, which was altogether too much of him, wanted to leap up
and sing. The man kept him still, held his smile a fraction short
of a grin. Nothing could keep him from shaking. He did not trust
his voice at all.

“Your bishop must
give you leave,” said Ibrahim, “an d time. You are, after all, his
pupil and his servant.”

Gerbert went cold.
He had forgotten. His memory for duties was never worth much when
he had better things to think of.

“Ask him,” said the
magus. “If he assents, I will teach you.”
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Gerbert did not bolt
back to the bishop’s palace. He plodded, head down, numb with all
that he had felt since he heard Rodolfo’s story. Now he would face
reality again. The bishop would forbid him to imperil his soul with
the study of magic, and he would acquiesce, because he must.

Or he would run away
and become a magus, because that was what he was born to be.

He could be calm,
contemplating it. He was far enough gone for that. He would take
what Ibrahim offered; or if Ibrahim would not do it against the
bishop’s will, then another magus would. There were others in the
world. There must be.

So far he had come
in a night and a day. If this would damn him, then he was lost
already.

Impetuous, his
elders had always judged him. And headstrong. And once his mind was
made up, not heaven itself could shake him.

Why, he thought as
he passed the guards at the bishop’s gate, he was growing into
wisdom. He knew himself. He laughed, startling a gaggle of nuns
from the cloister on the garden’s edge. Their disapproval quelled
him, a little. He dipped his head and murmured a blessing; they had
perforce to do the same. As he left them, one clear cold voice
followed him. “Levity,” it said, “has no place in the house of
God.”

Nor did magic. But
he would have both. He straightened his shoulders and went to face
his master.
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Hatto did not keep
him waiting long. It was almost time for vespers; the bishop was
ending the day’s round of audiences. He received Gerbert in the
quiet of his study, taking Ibrahim’s book only to hand it back to
its bearer. “This is yours,” he said.

Gerbert looked at it
and at the bishop, and swallowed. A book was the most precious
thing in the world, and now he had two: the psalter which Abbot
Gerald had given him when he left Aurillac, and this. “My lord,” he
said. “I’m not–I’m– There aren’t words enough. How can I thank you
properly?”

“You can look after
your book,” said Hatto, “and study it. Master Ibrahim will have
added a reflection or two of his own on the work of Pythagoras; you
may find it useful.”

Gerbert clutched the
book and bowed. He was all at a loss. After such a gift, how could
he tell the giver what he had decided to do?

The bishop regarded
him in concern. “Come, Brother, are you well? Have you eaten at all
today?”

Gerbert nodded.
“Master Ibrahim was hospitable.”

Hatto’s eyes
sharpened. “Indeed. You were gone for a very long time. Did you
find one another congenial, then?”

“No!” It came out as
a yelp. Gerbert drew a deep breath. “No, my lord. Not–not exactly.”
Hatto said nothing. Gerbert could not meet his eyes. He scowled at
his sandaled feet. “My lord, he horrified me. What he is, what he
does...it was too much for me.”

“Therefore you fled
him.”

“Yes, my lord,” said
Gerbert, though it hurt to say it. He stiffened his spine, dragged
up his eyes, put on courage that felt rather too much like
defiance. “But I went back. I fetched Pythagoras. I–talked to
Master Ibrahim.”

“To good purpose, I
trust.”

Hatto’s face was as
cryptic as a page of Arabic. “We talked about magic, my lord,” said
Gerbert. He paused, and let it all go at once. “He wants to teach
me. I want to learn. It frightens me, how much I want it.”

“Yet still you want
it.”

“I can’t help it, my
lord.”

“No,” said Hatto. “I
suppose you cannot.” He considered his laced fingers, turning them
until the amethyst of his ring caught the light and flamed. “What
would you do if I forbade you?”

Gerbert was braced
for that. He answered steadily, “I would tell you what I tell you
now: that I must learn, and that I will learn. No one has ever been
able to stop me.”

“That is
arrogant.”

Gerbert bowed his
head. “Yes, my lord.”

“Honest,” said
Hatto, “as always. Has it occurred to you that you could deceive me
and do as you will, with none the wiser?”

“I’m a terrible
liar, my lord,” Gerbert said.

Hatto laughed,
startling him. “You may never be a saint, Brother, but neither will
you please the Lord of Lies. What would you do if I gave you leave
to study magic under Ibrahim the Moor?”

It was a jest, it
must be; or a test. Gerbert found that he was frowning. It was not
his place to rebuke his master, but his brow would not smooth for
prudence. “My lord, if indeed you gave me leave, I would thank you
with all my heart, and wonder what Mother Church would say to both
of us.”

“Mother Church,”
said Hatto, crossing himself with honest devotion, “has no firm law
against the high white Art. I know what it is, and I say that it is
dangerous, but I believe that you are one whom God has given the
capacity to master it.”

“You know? You’ve
known all along?” Gerbert said it almost before he thought it. “You
said to Abbot Gerald, ‘I would teach him whatever wisdom Spain may
have to offer.’ You didn’t mean only numbers. You meant this.”

“Yes,” Hatto
said.

“It was all a test
and a trap. You tried me in your arts, to see if I had the wits to
master another Art altogether. You sent me to the magus–knowing–”
Gerbert choked into silence.

Hatto’s voice was
quiet, almost gentle. “I did. But I never bound you with
compulsion. I left you free to choose, if you could perceive that
there was a choice. I leave you free now. You may go back to
Aurillac without constraint, and with my goodwill.”

Gerbert shook his
head. “I’m not free. I can’t choose that, not now. And you know
it.”

“No,” Hatto said, “I
do not know it. You thought that you came here to learn numbers.
You have learned enough of them to find your way through the rest.
Magic was no part of it, nor need it be. Unless you choose.”

“I have chosen. As
you knew I would.”

“As I hoped.”

“Why?” Gerbert
demanded. “You’re no magus. Even I can see that. Why do you offer
me up like a sacrifice?”

“I have no art, but
I have eyes. A magus gave them to me. They see what is there to
see.”

Gerbert stared at
his hands. Square hands, clever-fingered, as able with hoe or adze
as with the pen, but no good at all with a sword: a peasant’s
hands, or an artisan’s. The body beyond them was nothing to notice,
neither tall nor short, neither broad nor narrow, neither weak nor
exceptionally strong, simply there. He looked like what he was. A
poor freeman’s son in the black habit of Saint Benedict’s Rule.
Mages– “Mages look like Master Ibrahim.”

“Mages look like
anything at all. Do you judge a child’s intelligence by the
prettiness of his face?”

“But I don’t look
like anything,” said Gerbert.

“You look like
yourself. To these eyes, as I see you now, a very presentable young
monk, somewhat pinched with petulance. And a white light that is
your spirit, that names you seeker and scholar and, if you have the
strength, magus.”

Gerbert looked at
him and thought that, perhaps, he understood. It had been the same
with Brother Raymond. The master could see what the pupil was;
could guide him, even if he went where the master could not
follow.

Brother Raymond
would never have expected it to end in this. “Then you give me
leave? I’m to study the Art? And the Quadrivium, too–you won’t take
that away from me?”

“Certainly not,”
said Hatto. “The Art and the arts belong together. You will have
both.”

“From both of
you.”

“If your excellency
will permit.”

Gerbert looked down,
abashed. He had been getting well above himself. Now, much too
late, he remembered who he was, and who Hatto was. Hot shame burned
at all he had said to his lord and teacher.

“Humility can be
overdone,” said Hatto, “but a modicum thereof has been known to be
useful. Remember that, Brother.” His words were stern, but then he
smiled. “Or at least, remember what tact is. You’ll need it if
you’re to deal with mages.”

“I’ll try, my lord,”
Gerbert said.

“Do that. Now, sir:
shall we see to the singing of vespers?”


 


4.

 


Gerbert had cause to
remember humility. Or perhaps the bishop had meant humiliation.

The Quadrivium had
its difficulties, but those were never too great for Gerbert’s
wits. They were quick, quicker than anyone’s, and he never tried to
deny it. But they were of little use in mastering magic.

Spells, yes. Even
spells in languages dead since before the Flood. Letters, words,
rituals–his mind drank them all and found them sweet. Yet they were
only trappings.

“Magic is deeper
than words,” Ibrahim told him. “Magic goes down to the heart of
things. Reason and logic help to define it, but beneath reason and
logic, magic is. Your mind must learn it all, names, spells,
powers, workings of will in heaven and earth. Then it must forget
them. Only by forgetting may it master them.”
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“That is
nonsense!”

Ibrahim had set
Gerbert to work recording and remembering the names of the Jinn
under the earth and the Afarit of the air, and gone away on
business of his own. He often did that. It was a method of his:
giving the pupil free rein, he called it. He simply pointed Gerbert
to his library, set him a task, and left him to it.

He had a library.
Oh, indeed. In Gaul the word could encompass half a dozen books in
a locked chest in an abbey’s closet. This was wealth unimaginable:
a whole room fun of books. Gerbert had been set to count them once,
and to mark the resting place of each. There were a hundred and
forty-four. Not all or even most were books of magic–those were
locked in the chest in the corner, under the seal of Solomon woven
in a rug worth nigh as much as the books themselves. The rest lay
on shelves built to their measure, and there were wonders among
them. When Gerbert had fulfilled his task to his master’s
satisfaction, his reward was to read whatever he liked. He was
limited, in that he knew no Greek and little Arabic, and barely
enough Hebrew to pick his way through the names of the archangels.
But there was Latin enough to last a while, and some of the others
were beautiful with gold and jewel-colors.

Gerbert’s outburst
found him in the midst of this, hunched over a table laden with
books and scrolls, cramping hand and eye and mind with a name of
the utmost unpronounceability.

“What use is it?” he
cried to the air. “Why bother to learn it at all, if my only
purpose is to forget it?”

He received an
answer, soft and much amused. “Not to forget, except with the
consciousness. Your bones will remember.”

Now there was
another thorn in his side. The lady of the gate was not Ibrahim’s
sister, she was his daughter. She was younger than Gerbert, and not
only could she read all the languages which he had barely begun,
she was well advanced in study of the Art itself.

It was not that he
had any illusions about feminine fragility, of body or of mind. He
did not even mind that she was infidel as well as learned. What he
could not bear was that she was better at it than he.

She never tried to
deny it. “I began younger,” she once, “and I grew up with it. And I
have a talent for it.”

More than he. And
much more patience. She could sit for hours, reckoning every
characteristic of every herb ever deemed useful for either magic or
medicine, and never do more than frown with the tedium.

“Discipline,” she
said. And if she wanted to drive him wild: “Women are better at
that. Especially young ones. Their humours aren’t always in a roil,
pricking at them to run about and kill one another.”

Discipline, he had
responded icily, did not preclude impertinence. Maryam only
laughed.

She had decided that
he was family: she no longer wore her veil in front of him. She was
not hideous, but neither was she pretty. She was too foreign; too
much like her father. Of her mother she never spoke. There was a
sadness there, and perhaps a smolder of anger.

Now he saw none of
that, only her wickedly solemn expression as she sat across the
table and opened a book. He could not see which it was. “I know
what you want,” she said. “You want to cast off all your drudgery
and work an honest spell.”

That was true, but
it was none of her affair. He scowled at her. “Even I know that it
never does to be hasty in a high art. When I’m ready to work magic,
I’ll be allowed to work it.”

“But you would give
your heart’s blood to see a little of it before that.”

“So I’d like to see
a working or two. Is that a sin?”

She shrugged. “I
wouldn’t know. I’m not a Christian.”

“Have you worked
magic?” he demanded.

“Of course,” she
said.

She was baiting him.
He breathed deep, twice, and resolved not to succumb. Grimly he
turned back to his crabbed and illegible scroll, seeking out the
next name in the sequence. It kept blurring in front of his eyes.
He kept hearing Ibrahim’s voice. “To name a spirit is to master it.
Yet have a care that your strength suffice for the mastery, or the
spirit will suborn you, and win back its name, and exact due
punishment for your temerity.”

To name a spirit is
to master it.

There was more to it
than that. Rites, rituals. Invocations of power. Gerbert was ready
for none of them.

He looked up under
his brows. Maryam was deep in her book. “What kind of magics have
you done?”

She did not start,
which meant that she had been waiting for him to ask. He was
learning to read her; he was mildly proud of that. “Magics,” she
said, nonchalant. “The servants are mine.” The soundless, bodiless
hands that labored in the house, on occasion, when it suited them.
“And the garden, how it flourishes. We have roses in winter.”

“That’s simple,”
Gerbert said. “One grows them under glass.”

He had pricked her,
though she barely showed it. “I made the glass. I persuade the
roses to grow.”

“The sun can do
that,” said Gerbert.

“You are mocking
me,” she said, but her coolness had heat under it. “Is that why
you’re here and not in Frankland? Did you drive them to
distraction, until they drove you out?”

“Not unless they did
the same to me.”

“Ah,” she said.
“Blame them for your own shortcomings. You’ll hardly make a mage
while you persist in that.”

He set his teeth on
the hot words. This was Master Ibrahim’s doing, he had begun to
suspect: setting this needle-tongued minx on him, to see if he
would crack.

To name a thing is
to master it.

He actually smiled
as he went back to his drudgery.

“Would you like to
see magic?”

His smile shriveled
and died. He had all he could do not to throw his book at her head.
“Yes, I’d like to see magic. No, I’m not going to steal a glimpse
before I’m ready! Will you go away, or do I have to chase you?”

“What if I say
you’re ready?”

“I’d say you were
mocking me.”

“So I would be,” she
said. “But Father says you are. He says to come when you finish
here.”

Gerbert gaped. Then
he growled. Then he threw the book, but not at her head.
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He had his own kind
of temper. He finished as he was commanded, and he did not count
the hours. Then and only then would he go to find his master.

Maryam was long
gone. Even she could not stand against the perfection of peasant
obstinacy.

It was an odd house,
this one. From any one place it seemed solid enough, but the longer
Gerbert studied in it, the larger and stranger it seemed to be. He
would pass rooms that reminded him of others he had seen before,
but that were subtly different. Corridors multiplied; doors
appeared where he remembered walls, and walls where he could have
sworn were doors. And always there were things that he could not
quite see. Maryam’s servants, which were invisible, but which his
bones kept telling him that he could see if he tried. Other things
less tangible yet: twinges in his bones, flickers on the edge of
vision, nigglings like memories that would not, quite, come
clear.

But strangest of all
was that he knew no fear. He had never had night terrors as other
people did: even as a little child he loved the dark, and took
delight in what it showed him. Yet here, in this place half out of
the world, he should have been stark with terror, and he knew it;
and he was only fascinated.

Fear was something
that he saved for the great matters. Learning. Loving. Wanting.

He found Master
Ibrahim by the prickling of his nape, by the shifting of a shadow,
by a whisper in the air. The magus sat in a room gone dim with
evening, lamplit and quiet. He wore his wonted black, but he had
laid aside his turban. A cap covered his shaven skull; a jewel
glowed in his ear, a moonstone waxing with its mistress the
moon.

Gerbert bowed as had
become his custom, and sat at the mage’s feet. He had learned not
to speak until Ibrahim gave him leave. He was allowed to fidget,
judiciously.

Tonight he was not
moved to. His head was full to bursting with names; he was tired.
He did not know if, after all, he wanted to see magic. Had he not
seen it already, just in coming here?

Effects only, Hatto
would have said. Of causes he had seen nothing.

What use, if he
could not do it himself?

He swallowed a yawn.
Ibrahim seemed lost in contemplation. The lamp flickered. It globed
them both in light; it made all the world without, a featureless
darkness.

Gerbert did not know
why he moved. He wanted to, that was all. He reached, and the light
was in his hands. It was cool, like fishes’ breath. It rested
pulsing in his palms. There was something that one could do with
it, could will, could wish...

It quivered and went
out.

Ibrahim’s voice came
soft in the darkness. “Bring it back.”

“But I don’t–”
Gerbert broke off, began again. “I don’t know how.”

I can name every
one of the Jinn, he wanted to say. I can recite the rolls of
all the orders of angels. You never taught me to make a light that
sleeps in my hands.

He did not say it.
“You know how,” said Ibrahim.

How? With names?
None of them seemed to fit, except for Lucifer, and Gerbert was not
minded to invoke that one. Not quite yet.

With will? He
strained until the sweat broke out on his brow. He willed until his
ears buzzed and his eyes went dark. Nothing.

With words? Which
ones? They ran through his head, all tangled, all useless.

He slumped,
exhausted, growing angry. This was all nonsense, all of it.
“Fiat,” he said, “damn it. Fiat lux.”

Inside him,
something shifted. Something swelled; something bloomed. He stared
dumbfounded at his fingertips. To every one clung a spark of
light.

The moment he
thought about them, they flickered. He pulled his mind away from
them, and they flared up. They coalesced; they settled, round and
cool and blinding-bright, in his trembling palm.

Master Ibrahim’s
smile gleamed out of the night. Gerbert blinked at him, half
dazzled, half bewildered. “Was that an incantation?”

Ibrahim laughed.
“Hardly! And yet it served its purpose. Now do you see?”

“I see...” Gerbert
found that he could close his fingers about the light, and it would
shrink; then it would swell again, if he not quite willed it to. It
was delicately improbable, like walking a tightrope with an egg
balanced on one’s nose. “But if this is what it is, what are all
the rites and rituals?”

“Guides,” the magus
answered. “Protections. Defenses against the ignorant.”

Gerbert’s head had
begun to ache. The light pulsed. It wanted to float free. He did
not want to know what it would do if it escaped. He willed it to go
out.

It only swelled
larger.

His brows knit.
“Words and will are simple. This is hard.”

“It is,” said
Ibrahim.

Gerbert glared at
the magic he had made. It had grown again. The ache in his head was
fiercer. He had lost the way of it; he could not do it.

Half out of temper,
half out of despair, he willed it to grow larger still. It quivered
and sighed and dwindled to nothing.

Somehow Gerbert had
lain down on the carpet. Perhaps he had fallen over. He was not
interested, much. “I know children like that,” he said.
“Contrary.”

“It is a child,”
said Ibrahim, “but it will grow.” He seemed pleased; God knew why.
He cradled Gerbert’s head with serene and physicianly competence,
and poured into him something cool and bitter-sweet.

Gerbert was too far
gone to be wary. He merely blinked at the magus and tried to decide
whether he liked the taste. He thought that perhaps he did.

“Here is the
secret,” Ibrahim said, “and the price. Magic is not wrought without
consequence. The greater the working, the greater the cost.”

“This was
great?”

“For you, yes. Were
letters easy, when first you learned them?”

“Arabic isn’t,”
Gerbert muttered.

“Surely,” said
Ibrahim. “Now, sleep, and be content. You have power; you have it
in you to master it. I shall take joy in teaching you.”

You haven’t till
now? Gerbert would have asked. But his body was far away, and
sleep was near, and sweet. He fell into its arms.
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There was more to it
than that, of course. If Gerbert had not been aware of it, Maryam
would have been sure to remind him. Having proven her fitness as a
trial to his soul, she advanced to an eminence even more alarming:
that of his teacher.

She was skilled, he
had to grant her that. She could madden him as no one else could,
and goad him into succeeding in spite of both of them. Sometimes he
would happily have killed her. Others...

He could talk to
her. She knew less of the Quadrivium than he had thought she did;
oddly enough, he was not too strongly tempted to gloat over it.
Somehow and another, he found himself exchanging lessons with her.
Arts for the Art. There was a certain symmetry in that.

Sometimes he
wondered at the magus’ willingness to leave him alone with her.
Even in Gaul, young women were not entrusted to the mercies of very
young men, even monks who wanted to be priests. In Spain, in a
Muslim house, it was unheard of.

There were the
unseen servants, to be sure. And he was not tempted. Much. Even
after he had decided that while she was not pretty at all, she was
beautiful. Much too beautiful for the likes of him, like the
Shulamite of that great Song which might have been written for her:
I am black, but comely, O ye daughters of Jerusalem....

When he was a little
foolish with lateness and hunger and too-long working, he had sung
it to her. Not all of it. Even the little had made him blush. She
had saved him with laughter and a bowl of lamb in spices, and with
not saying what they both knew very well. She was not for him.

Friendship was
enough. They had that, slow though he was to comprehend it. When he
was not fretting over being young and male and sworn to vows which
he had never meant to break, he knew how precious rare it was.
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It was there in the
center of his thought, as they sat in the garden in the still and
dreaming heat of noon. She had conjured a breeze to cool them; he
had been sensible and laid aside his habit for a light Moorish
robe. The back of his mind, and his magic with it, labored to coax
a rose to bloom on a bare branch. The rose was recalcitrant, but he
had raised an impressive crop of thorns.

Frustration crouched
at bay as he watched Maryam. She measured the sun’s angle with a
stick and a string, recording it at intervals of the water clock
which Gerbert had made as a gift to her father. In between, for an
hour and more, she had been reckoning with numbers. She was good at
that, as with everything; she liked the way they yielded to her
will, much swifter and smoother than magic, with no price to pay
after.

The blooming of
magic in his mind’s core was familiar now, if never taken for
granted. Gerbert, always a little startled by what he had made,
regarded the rose in rather more surprise than usual. It was
indubitably a rose, a bud just unfolded, velvet-petaled,
sweet-scented, perfect. But he had never seen a rose so dark. Its
color made him think of darkest wine. Its center was deep and
wondrous gold.

“It’s beautiful,”
said Maryam.

“It’s you.” He
blushed. “I meant–I– It’s not controlled.”

“True,” she said.
“You can’t let the magic wield you. If you should invoke a spirit
of fire, and end with a succubus...”

“I suppose you have
never made a mistake in your life,” he snapped.

“I may have made a
few,” she said. “On occasion. Here and there.” She went somber
suddenly, so suddenly that she startled him. “Once, badly.
Very...very badly. So badly that I almost killed my magic, and
myself, and anything else that touched me.”

He would never have
spoken if he had been thinking. But he was off guard, and she
hurt–hurt more than he could bear to see. “Tell me,” he said.

She did not move,
and he knew that she would not speak. His will, rousing too late,
was glad. Then she said, almost too soft to hear, “I was doing what
I should never have done. I witched the lock of the chest in the
library. I took out the books my father had never let me see,
except once, when he told me what each was: which of them I could
read, and which must wait.”

Gerbert knew.
Ibrahim had done the same with him.

“I only wanted to
look at them,” she said. “Not to use them, or even to read them
beyond a glimpse or two. I was curious, that was all. I knew I
wasn’t ready for them; I thought that that would protect me. I
thought then, you see, that magic was mostly words–even though I
had seen that it was more. I couldn’t read Latin, either, beyond a
word or two; what I could read, I couldn’t understand, and
therefore I thought it couldn’t harm me.

“But magic is more
than words, and the magic was awake in me, wanting to grow. It made
me do what I did. And I let it. I let it wield me. I didn’t know
the words that passed my eyes, but the magic didn’t need me to
know. It only needed the words.

“Magic is like a
horse. It has a mind of its own, and a will to act, and strength
beyond anything human. But, like a horse, it needs the restraint of
a human will. A trained human will. I was like a child on its
father’s warhorse. It carried me, but only where it chose. And when
I touched it with the spur, it ran wild.

“I don’t know
exactly what it was that I did, or worked, or summoned. My memory
seared itself away, and my father will never tell me. But when I
came to myself, I was barely alive, and my–my mother was gone.”

She was dry-eyed,
telling it, but that tearlessness bared grief more terrible than
any weeping. “She had come in in the midst of it. She was a master
of the Art, older than my father, and stronger, but weakened then
with carrying what would have been my brother. It had been a hard
bearing, and all my father’s arts, together with her own, had
hardly been enough to keep her from losing the baby. But they were
winning the fight; she was a month from her time, and he was
thriving, and she was even able to walk about a little, with help,
if she was careful.

“She was in the
garden when she knew what I had done. She ran–she ran to the
library. She raised her power to defend me. But there was my
brother, who needed defending even more than I; and she was weak,
and there was the law of magic which knows no breaking. The working
killed her. My brother... lived a little while. Not long; and that
was merciful. The magic had done something to him. He wasn’t human.
He wasn’t anything that should live in this world.”

Gerbert found that
he was holding her, rocking her as if she were a child still. He
wished that she would weep. It was not good for her, this tearless
stillness.

She pulled away from
him with sudden, painful force. “I know what you’re thinking. You
think I’m horrible. Because I went on. Because I killed two people,
and one an unborn baby, and after I had done it, I didn’t cast off
the magic that had done it.”
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