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Demon Blade

“Let me” Rosvok said. Abruptly he bent down and took up the Blade. He stood there holding it,
examining its shimmering sted, the beads of moisture ralling off of it. After a moment he shrugged.
“Nothing,” he said.

“No,” the wizard Frost agreed. “There should not be.” He took a very deep bresth—deciding he would
have to use his right hand, the left amply did not have the drength &fter the first disastrous try—and
reached toward the Subartan warrior. “Let metry once more.”

Rosvok held the Blade out. Briefly, Frost closed his eyes. He pushed dl thoughts of the Blade's powers,
aswd| as his own ideas about them, out of hismind, then spoke aminor spdl to himsdlf, one to keep his
megicd energies turned inward, turned off, for now. He looked a the Blade again and reached, and
touched it. Thistime, after a-moment, he gently smiled.

Prasefor Dordla

“Themagicd confrontations are exciting. . . . It's an intriguing firs nove, odd and interesting, with some
wonderful and weird touches, amix of fairy tele and sordid redity. . . .

—Carolyn Cushman, Locus
“Nice touches throughout; | particularly enjoyed the indignant demon the protagonist persecutes briefly.”

—Don D'Amassa, Science Fiction Chronicle



Prologue

Ergrisstood close to the trunk of the massve old oak that marked the north edge of the dearing,
watching. For many days there had been no sound or movement at the human's hut. No smoke rose from
the earthen chimney despite the morning's chill. The Old One could have been out in the wood gathering
herbs or getting his walk, but the hut itsdf had a dightly tattered look; a scattering of branches from the
roof lay a the base of the walls, and bits of wdl lay with them. Mogt of dl, the aura of the man was gone.
The OId One had dways kept atidy clearing. Now amdl seedlings grew everywhere about the yard and
weeds choked the gardens. In dl his years coming to vigt here, with his elders or friends or even, in
recent years, done, Ergris had never seen this so.

He fdt a pang of sorrow as his thoughts came round. The Old One had made the forest bloom where
fires had touched it, had saved the dying bog during the dry years tenfold and tenfold years ago. And he
told the most wonderful stories!

Too aged and frail to do any but the dightest physcal tasks, it was the Old One's spellweavings that had
kept his home and land from the steady press of the living forest, and kept him hidden from the eyes of
hunters and fools who wandered near these past few decades. Indeed, it was this talent with spdls that
hed brought about the degaths of the first leshy to approach the hut, so many years ago. . . .

Ergris could not cdl out, leshy having neither the voice nor the dispogtion to dlow such a thing in the
quiet of the woods. He waited until the morning was nearly gone, eyeing every corner of the clearing,
even drding it severd times as he had done the day before, to be certain of things. Findly he made his
way to the front door. He found it closed and boarded from the ingde.

As he stood scratching his belly, dragging long sharp nalls through the thin fur there, he decided that a
ample favor was needed. He twitched his short muzze, thinking his plan out exactly, then he cleared his
throat, closed his eyes, and fdt for the presence of the stout oak board on the other sde of the door. He
remembered the piece wdl; he had even placed it in the wooden brackets himsdf more than once, during
evenings when he and the Old One would speak of man and leshy, of worlds long past and others to
come—together aone, the two of them.

The oaken board was there, and Ergris began to woo it aside. Y et even as he did, the posshilities made
hm uneasy—meagica traps, hidden desths—humans had been known to lose their minds, or Smply
change them. Most of them were horrible creatures. He pressed on, caressing the wood with his mind.
Ergris knew no fear in his own forest, unlike human kings, who feared to go beyond ther own
bedchambers without armor and weapons. And Ergris considered hmsdf the wisest, strongest leshy king
of dl. The Old One—Ramins, as he cdled himsdf—was wise in many ways, and he had taught Ergris
such things as no leshy king before him had been taught. But Ergris had initiated the talks knowing the
risks were great. He il recalled the first two leshy who had tried to dimb one on the other into the hut's
only window, their petrified bodies lying piled up next to the wal for weeks, until Ergris had come with a
party in the deepest depths of night to take them away.

But it was not curiogity, posturing, or even lack of good sense that findly brought Ergris out of the forest
to confront old Ramins a the stream one day. In part the atraction was the wizard's own potent aura,
but more, Ergris was drawn to the other aura that came from within the human's dweling, that of
something made by the gods themsdves—a blade of some kind, Ergris was certain. He had sensed it
with his leshy spirit the way one might smel ripe cherries on the midsummer winds, incredibly swest,
dluring. He could not help his fascingtion any more than the leaves of plants could resist the sunlight.
None of the leshy could, until two of them had been turned to stone.

The OId One had findly shown Ergris the Blade, even let him touch it severd times—out of respect for
Ergris bravery, hiswisdom, and, Ramins explained, out of gratitude for his good company. The sword's
short blade shined with a glow that perssted, if faintly, even in darkness, a least to Ergris leshy eyes. Its
hilt was thick and black and smooth, too thick in fact for a leshy's tiny hands to properly wrap around.
Ergris had never known or imagined the like of that magica blade, or the Old One, or the vists they had



hed together.

The brothers of the council had deemed the whole rdationship utterly foolish and worthless—no good
could ever come from contact with man, even this wizardman. And the wizard had raised a dampening
spd| outside his house soon enough, which kept even leshy from senaing the Blade beyond the four wals
that kept it. Without that subtle lure many others had begun to question Ergriss strange conduct as well.
But Ergris was King, and Ergris had proven them wrong.

He cleared the past from his mind and focussed on the present as he leaned againg the center of the
cabin door. He smoothed his voice, adjusted his tone, caressng each band of the board's raw grain until
it rose just high enough. Then he pushed the door open as the board dropped away; he picked it up,
touching it gently with his hands now, then set the piece againg the wdl just -indgde the door.

Ergris stood dill a moment, his eyes adjusting to the dmly lit interior of the hut. The Old One was seated
in his chair a his table, head dumped forward onto the pages of an open book, a auill clutched in his
bony fingers His short g&ff of birchwood lay on the floor beside him. The aura of power that had been
Ramins was gone, Ergris sensed, completely and forever.

| have lost a great companion, he thought, forcing himsdf to think it, Snce thinking such things of
crestures like men was strange and difficult even now. But the Old One had come to trest the forest and
its rightful occupants with the favor and regard they deserved, and was the only humen any leshy now
living had ever shared thoughts and fruit with, so far as Ergrisknew. . . .

Ergris began to lose his thoughts, his nature overruling his mind as the sweetness of a very different aura,
of something terrible and wonderful and potent, began pulling a him, growing stronger the longer he
remaned indde the hut. As he hurried to begin his search, his hide prickled with anticipation. | have
come in time, he thought, fallowing his senses, finding it at last. The Demon Blade is till herel



Chapter |

Brittle shrieks broke the silence, filling the dill night air from the high rock wals to the moonlit mountain
dopes beyond. Voices echoed down the pass in a cold and grating chorus, building, burrowing into the
brain until the mind could no longer endure the agony: the cry of the banshee was the sound of desath.
Frost looked to his three Subartan warriors. In the deep shadows of the diffs even the moon did not light
their faces, but there was no doubt they understood. He watched their vague silhouettes move about him,
forming a defensive triangle, leaving Frost at its center. This was the only arrangement possible; a big man
by any measure, padded with far too much extra body fat and busy with his spells, he would make an
easy target. Sdtisfied, he closed his eyes and drew on the strength of his body and his mind.

With that, the death walls seemed to grow more distant and less numerous. The light from the moon
seemed to find its way alittle farther into the depths of the rocky pass.

“Banshees can take no physca form,” Rosivok, the oldedt, largest Subartan said. “But they can use
others. It is said they can control any creature a hand.”

“Only those whose lives they have dready stolen,” Sharryl said, adjusting her stance just a bit, though she
did not turn around. “Unless. . . .”

“Thewolves” Jific, the youngest Subartan said for her. “I saw some yesterday, tralling us.”

“It is trug” Rosvok told Frost. “We dl saw them. And they might make fine dlies for a nest of
banshees”

“Then beware wolved” Frost told them. “I have the banshees to manage, and they are much stronger
then | imagined. And many, | think. Not ten or twenty, as we were led to bdieve, but perhaps a hundred,
and dready they do not like the force of my will upon them.” He paused, eyes closed, and spoke under
his breath. Then he opened his eyes agan and glanced up to the sky. Good, he thought, nodding to
himsdf. “1 have them subdued for the moment, but they may be holding back, plotting an answer. They
have not survived deeth so long for lack of resource.”

The banshee's fant wailing suddenly stopped dtogether. Slence grew thick in the pass, though Frost
took little comfort in it.

“What are they about?’ Jffic asked in a whisper.

“Let the master worry about that,” Rosivok told the young warrior, a drict tone in his voice. Jfic was
not a true Subartan as Rosivok and Sharryl were—born and bred by the ancient desert tribes to be the
mogt proficient fighters thair land had ever known. But the other two had taught an eager Jfic wdl in the
use of the subarta blades, and the transformation of mind and body that was more important than mere
weapons. He had been eager to learn, much more eager than he was to tak about his past, which
remaned a mysery; such myderies, however, mattered little to Frost as long as the man performed his
duties.

“Itisdl right,” Frost told them. “In truth, | don't know what comes next. | have had very little experience
with these particular creatures. Stll, they have done ther howling, and we have not given up our souls as
yet”

“Areyou so sure you have one?’ Sharryl sad, turning toward Frost, tossng her har asde just enough to
let her eyesfind hisin the faint light. The amile was implied; daylight would have shown nothing more.

“l do,” Frost said. “1 keep it wel hidden. But | know where to find it if the gods or | should have need of
it.”

“| do not plan to need minethis day,” Sharryl -remarked.

“Nor |,” Jdffic added.

“Enough,” Rosivok snapped, and the others abruptly quieted. He held no rank or privilege over the other
two, only experience and Sze and a proven tdent for survivd. Frost wasn't sure how Rosivok and
Sharyl had met, though it was an dliance that had kept them both dive through travels that had taken
years and covered hdf the continent. There was no lover's bond between them—between any two
Subartans, so far as Frost knew—but another bond existed, which was to them much more important.



“Now, | only have one need,” Frost said to them after a moment. Sharryl and Jaffic nodded only once,
then focussed dl ther atention on the matter a hand, the darkness beyond them.

No breeze touched them, no creatures made their summer noises or rustled through the shadows. Frost
heard Rosvok siff a the cool ar; he breathed in, as well, and his nose found the faint tinge of
longdecayed animd flesh nearby.

“Something approaches,” Rosvok said camly, hisvoice low. “It does not smel of wolf.”

“From this way as wdl,” Sharryl agreed, poised in a low stance, her subarta ready, her keen senses
graining, like those of her warrior companions.

“Not the banshees,” Frost remarked, “but they are dill here, | assure you.”

“Wha will you do with them?” Jffic asked. A little out of line again, Frost thought, but he let it pass.

“I will ask them to leave, of course,” Frost replied curtly, answer enough for now.

The moon had findly moved far enough over the high walls of the pass to cast some of its gaunt white
light down into the narrows below. The wolves were dearly visble then, approaching dowly from both
directions. Just ahead, in the wider section of the pass, the dried bones and carcasses of men and pack
animds lay strewn about.

Abruptly the cries of the banshee colony rose anew, and kept riang to many times thar former leve.
Frost tried to focus a part of himsdf on the two walf packs even as he sought to turn back the songs of
degth that surrounded him, Sarting to violate hismind and body.

“These animals are not among the living,” he said in a strained voice. This was what his Subartans needed
to know: the dead were much harder to kill. The nearest walf chose that ingant to leap.

Sharryl lashed out with her subarta, the dicing blade flashed, then she turned and kicked. The firg wolf's
head tumbled |eft, while its body fdl to the right. No fluids drained from the carcass; there was no sound,
no twitching. Another anima took its place.

Sharyl dipped down, moving more quickly than eyes could follow. She gutted the beast as it lunged.
This second butchered corpse fdl ingde the triangle, just short of Frost—who paid it little mind.

He was aware of the battle, or as aware as he dared to be, but he had more than enough to do jus at the
-moment. The banshees were rdlying, pressng on him with increasing force, pulling at him with a longing
that seemed to have no hope of satisfaction other than the grave.

He saw Jffic a Sharryl's Sde now, flaying another wolf asit tried to circle around. Ahead, Rosivok was
busy carving more of the creatures into bloodless chunks. But on the rocky ground around them, the
severed bodies of the falen wolves gtirred, anxious to rejoin the battle.

“Let the dead speak to the dead,” Frost shouted, holding out both hands, summoning dl his strength. In
the ancient tongue he chanted the words that would bind the ligening spell, then added further
embdlishments, a part of a deflection spell, and part of a spdl usudly used to bind a man to secrecy.
Fndly, he used amuscd spdl, a quaint incantation useful in heping Sngers reach their highest notes.

As he completed his work, the sounds of the banshees grew faint again, though they were risng in pitch
this time, higher and higher, until human ears could no longer make them out. But as the sounds
disappeared, the attacking wolves began to twitch and howl in terrible agony. Ther dead eyes rolled
back into their bony skulls, then afew turned and ran out of the pass. Soon the others followed, until the
only things dill moving were the twitching skulls of the beheaded.

A beginning, Frost thought, raxing, easing the flow of energy into the spell. The immediate threat had
ended. He and his Subartans could continue now, -immune to the torturous screams of the banshees. But
that was not what he had been paid to do. Highthorn Pass was the only way trade and travelers could
pass through the Spartooth Mountains, the only path to the sea.

Shortages north of the mountains had become many, until they had lately begun to annoy even the richest
lords, and Frost as wdl. His commisson had been worthy, and the omens had dl been good. He had
evey intention of completing his task in a proper fashion.

“You ang only to your own kind now,” Frost shouted to the diffs above. “But | can do more. You will
sng only to yourselvesif you do not leave this place.”

He stepped forward, dightly unsteady at first, weakened by his efforts but growing stronger rgpidly. As
he moved with his Subartans into the open Frost could sense the spirits of the banshees dl around them,



closer now, gathering perhaps, he thought, to listen.

Frost had never heard of acolony of banshees as large as this, though there were legends from the time
of the demons, centuries ago. He could not help but wonder why such a thing should occur now, though
one could not ask questions of creatures that did not speak. In any case, why they were here mattered
little—they had to leave.

“Go esawhere!l” he commanded. “Trouble another region. | have promised many safe passage though
these mountains, and safe they will be.”

He could sense thelr question, atingle at the back of hismind: Go where?

“Go anywhere” he told them. “These mountains are filled with ravines and gorges seldom used by men.
Y ou will dways find some, the unlucky and creatures that die from many naturd causes, creatures whose
spirits you can cal to yoursdves before they are gone. Enough, | think, to serve your needs.”

He waited, letting hismind hear the faint reply.

“Hmmm, unfortunate,” Frost said after atime,

“What?" Rosivok asked, speaking for the others.

Frost et dip asgh. “They likeit here” He turned to his Subartans. “Build afire” he said.

They quickly gathered what twigs and brush they could from the sparse, stunted crop of bushes and trees
that grew in the pass. In amoment, the smdl and warmth of a smdl fire filled the air, and the bright light
of its flames lit the darkness. Frost concentrated again. He drew on his inner reserves, burning energy
more quickly than the fastest runner, the strongest oarsman. He focused the spdll and spoke to the fires.
The flames wavered, then Ieft the pile of twigs and weeds and raced up through the pass, dimbing the
walls, legping crevasses, crisscrossing the rocks until the entire chasm seemed to be engulfed. Even the
corpses of banshee victims were consumed by the now toobright, incredibly hot fires that changed colors
as they burned in a rainbow spectrum. Inescapable, even for banshees. Y et nothing living was so much as
snged.

After a moment Frost eased, and he began to amile He stopped feeding energy to the flames and let
them die away, until only the amdl circle of the origind fire dill flickered a his feet. He staggered and put
one hand out to Rosivok, who quickly moved to steedy the wizard.

“They did not like that at dl,” Frost said, afant chuckle in hisvoice. “ Especiadly the ones that perished.”
The ones, he thought, that doubted he could threaten their existence. They had wagered far too much—
everything—on that assumption. Such fools, he indsted, were a breed that fate was sedom kind to.
“We will make camp here)” he added, draightening his stance. He moved dowly away and sat on a
nearby rock, then took the very large drawstring pouch from his shoulders and began rummeaging in it for
food and a bladder of water. Thirs and hunger drove him now, an emptiness as deep as the mountan
pass. He drank the water, then stuffed his mouth full of dried fish.

“Tomorrow, we go to Ikaydin,” he said, adding nothing, content smply to fill his mouth again, though the
thought of the journey made him amile. He had not been to that land in decades. Far too long. And he
had every reason to believe that opportunity waited for him there, and just beyond.

“Ikaydin,” Sharryl and Rosvok repested, though Jeffic kept slent. An unessy look seemed to cross his
features, like the look of a man before a battle, but it faded before Frost could wonder at it long. The
three Subartans gathered beside the firdight to open their own pouches. In the nearby hills crickets
began to chirp. Frost et hissght drift upward.

High above stars gathered around the moon, though there was a dight haze, Frost noticed, now that he
looked more closely. Which was an omen not to be -ignored, if memory served him now. An omen of
gormy westher ahead. . . .



Chapter ||

Madia fought to pull free of Jolann's clutches, but the woman was older, stronger and helf again Madias
weight. She had hold of a handful of Madias dress just behind the neck and was moving swiftly enough
to keep Madia off balance, pulling her, waking her nearly backward. Jolann reached the end of the
halway and marched into the great entry hal. The hard soles of her shoes on the flat stones of the floor
echoed off the high stone walls, a report surdly heard throughout hdf the castle.

Lord Burtall himsdf stood waiting by the open door. He seemed disndined to look a Madia directly as
-Jolann placed her, swaying and ruffled, precisdy in front of him. He was perhaps as old as Madias
father, though not as tdl a man, nor as handsome, and not so fine a dresser in his unadorned tunic and
leather bonnet. A good man who generdly seemed to mantan a degree of humor under most
circumstances, though these, Madia observed, were not such.

“Bring her,” Burtoll said in a solemn muitter. He turned and the three of them went into the street, then
mede their way briskly from the centrd keep to the manor's man gates. The king's carriage waited just
off the bridge, escorted by two mounted men a arms, one on ether sde. The Lady Anna Rendl stood
waiting -beside the open carriage door. Usudly there were hadfadozen carriages and wagons waiting for
their charges, the daughters of the greatest lords of southern Ariman come to learn ther lessons from
Madam Jolann. This afternoon, however, having been hdd back until the others were gone, Madia had
no company, or comfort.

“Why have | been forced to wait so long?’ Lady Anna asked as they neared, in an aggrieved, demanding
tone.

“Dear Anng,” Lord Burtdll began, sraightening his tunic with an ar of purpose. “You mud tdl the king
that while 1 will uphold my oath to him with my very life, and while | consder him the most worthy
monarch indl the realm, | cannot dlow his daughter to return within these wald”

Lady Annalooked from Lord Burtoll to Madam -Jolann, dl insgstence gone from her face, replaced by a
painful, dmogt pleading expression. Jolann, for her part, was gpparently in no mood to offer any help.
“She has disrupted lessons too many times to count,” Jolann said, “as you and the king are both aware.
She does poorly in her studies, much more poorly than the bright young girl that once graced these
rooms, and she encourages others to do the same. Today, during lessonsin caring for battle wounds, she
explained that there would be no need for such learning if a knight inept enough to become wounded
could only have the -decency to finish the job and get himsdf killed! Task her on the ruling of a
household, and she will say that is what people like mysdf are for. She will not read aoud without
meking up some of the words to suit her own humorous purposes, and she congantly conspires to mock
not only mysdf but every lord and lady she—"

“She dirs the other girls my daughter as well,” Lord Burtoll said, interrupting Jolann, who was turning
red and growing quite loud. “She refuses to quit with her gtories of fortune and lugt and strange
adventures. She has lisened well to the tales the mindrels and jongleurs tdl in private company, to the
boadting of troubadours and the knights of the castle, and | care not to speculate on how this has come to
pass. | ingg, however, that my daughter not be subjected to such, as do the lords who send the other
girls”

Lady Anna stood diffly, eyes avoiding everyone in the sudden silence. Then she glanced a Madia
wearing a look less of pain and more of exhaudtion, of defeat. Madia grinned in spite of hersdf. Lord
Burtall had never seen the wild looks on the other girl's faces; he didn't know how popular such tales and
antics had made Madia. And probably Anna didn', either. They never would.

“I will inform her father,” Anna said, bowing her head, then teking Madias hand. It wasn't far to Anna,
Madia thought, who latdy had to endure such complaints on a regular bas's, and who in turn had to
endure the king's requests that Anna help do something about it. She was redly the best lady Madia had
hed in recent memory, the only one Madia had been able to tak to snce she was a child. Reform was
something Madia had certainly considered, but it just didn't seem awfully practical. Not yet, anyway.



“What have you to add to this?” Anna asked, and Madia redized the question was addressed to her.

“l am sorry,” Madia said, folding her hands in front of her, bowing her head.

“She said as much this Monday,” Lord Burtoll grumbled. “Just the same way.”

“And the week before and the week before,” Jolann added.

The knight nearest the gathering chuckled softly.

Both women and Lord Burtall glared up a him, and he reined his mount back just a step.

“I will inform the king,” Anna said, curtseying abruptly and teking Madia by the aam. “In detall. Get in,”
sesad.

As the carriage turned and headed out, not a word was said.

“I redly am sorry. That | made the lord so mad, | mean,” Madia said, nating how upset Anna continued
to appesr.

“Yes” Annasad, “soam|.”

The coachman drove the carriage over the wide wooden bridge that crossed Lord Burtoll's dry modt,
then he turned and headed down the road, toward the great walled city of Kamrit, and Lord Keren
Andarys, King of Ariman. The worst, Madia thought, was yet to come.

The dity rose up over the fidds before them, until its long stone walls and high towers eclipsed their view
of the sea beyond. They passed by the man gateway, which conssted of portcullises and a drawbridge
that stood between two massve towers, each with projecting becs. Instead, the carriage entered through
the southern gate, part of the double walls and gates added by Madias father some years ago. Here,
away from the centrd market square and man guild hdls, the streets were less busy.

Above them, on the second and third floors of houses, women with children beside them looked out to
watch the amdl procession as it headed toward the castle. The children cdled out, and ther mothers
hushed them. Madia paid them little mind. She did not live among them; she lived just ahead, in the sefety
and seclusion of Kamrit Castle.

The cadtle itsdf was triangular in shape, with two of its Sdes forming the city wals nearest the sea. Two
Separate wards stood within the walls, dong with accommodations in the castle's Sx towers and four gate
houses, and the greet hdl. Only once had the dty come under sege, and never had the wals been
breached.

Asthey drew nearer, freemen and sarfs dike took pause, acknowledging the presence of ther princess.
Madia, for dl the fuss, ignored them—adl of them, that is, except a young knight on horseback, young
Cdlif, son of Baron Durun and heir to his fair lands, a knight who urtil this coming winter served in King
Andarys army, and who was at the moment waiting just outside the castle's gate.

Sr Cdif, dressed in ful armor and carrying his hdmet under one arm, nodded dowly from atop his
mount. “Good day, my lady,” he said, grinning too much like a boy.

Madia leaned out while the carriage waited for the gate to be drawn up. “Good day,” she said, amiling
precisely, winsomely. She had only met him two nights before, when they were introduced at the mingrd
performances, though she had seen him about, his eyes sat in her direction, severd times before that.
Ther conversation that evening had done much to define the meaning behind his gaze.

“Have you nothing else to say to me?’ she invited him.

He bowed. “You are the most magnificent woman indl Ariman,” he told her. She had heard these words
from other men many times before; ill, from some men, they never seemed to grow stde. “Thank you,”
sesad.

“| feared you would not speak to me” he replied, and Madia recaled the suggestions he had made late
in the evening, both of them drunk on the king's best de, suggestions no nobleman of any station should
have made to the daughter of the king. There had been one particularly daring, inexcusable description
invalving severa tender parts of her person and his deegpest imaginings But Madia could excuse a great
dedl under certain circumstances, and she found daring a simulaing quality in a man.

“Then you remember?’ she said.

The coachman cdled the horses forward again.

“Need | apologize, my lady?’ Cdif asked, moving with the carriage.



He didn't look nearly so embarrassed as he should, Madia thought, though she knew she was quilty of
the same. “Not as yet,” shetold him.

He nudged his horse again to keep dong side. “Perhaps | will see you again.” He grinned, dimples and
al. “Perhaps tonight?’

“There is a chance we might happen upon one another, in the inner courtyard, just after the sun has
gone—" She fdt Annas elbow nudge her ribs as Sir Cdlif nodded and turned his mount. The carriage
passed -behind the castle wall. When they stopped, the soldier on Madias side dismounted and opened
the carriage door. Lady Anna scowled at him and pulled it shut again.

“Thisis not wise” she whispered. “You would do wel to keep your slence in public, even in front of
your guards and the coachman. the king will not tolerate much more of this behavior, as he has made
veary clear. To both of ud He cannot tolerate it.”

“We have had thistak before,” Madia said, turning away from her.

“You choose not to see the podtion you are putting him in. But people ask how he can control a
kingdom when he cannot control his own daughter. Y ou have made your father a laughingstock. If you
don't care what dl Ariman thinks of you, you might a least consider him!”

“He can fend well enough for hmsdf!” Madiasad. “And | don't care what anybody thinks of me. They
ought to learn what | think of them! Dullards, fools and cowards, dl but a few. Followers of followers,
with not a notion among them. | am not ready to choose their lives as mine”

“You have aduty, my lady. You owe—"

“All my life | have been told of my great, boundless debt, to the serfs and lords and barons and
merchants and gentry, to the memory of a mother | never even knew, to my good and honorable father.
But what of me, Anna? | owe something to mysdf as well. And that isthe debt | chose to pay fird.” She
fixed Anna with a graight look, one she knew would be understood. Lady Anna looked away, hands
tight together on her lap for a-moment.

“I mudt report what has happened at Lord Burtall's house. Y our father will want to speak to you.”

“I know,” Madia said, feding a twinge of penitence, afeding that did not bear close scrutiny; she had
never been very close to her father—or he had never managed to become very close to he—but she
bore him noiill will, and she liked the Lady Anna much more than she wanted to admit.

Sill, doing anyone's bidding was something that worked much better as theory than practice. “He will get
over it,” she sad, “as he dways does.”

“Not dways” Anna said. She opened the door and got out without another word.

Madia arived a her chambers done and began sorting through dothing, looking for something
appropriate to wear. She wanted to appear as sweet and chaming as possble when her faher
summoned her to his chambers. She wished to avoid too childish alook, as he had recently made a habit
of describing her actions as hopelesdy immeature, yet she could not appear too womanly, either, too old
and . . . responsible. Or overripe, for that matter—at eghteen she was dready past the age when most
girls were wed, and she had no wish to remind him. She needed to look young and proper, shy and
needing, yet somewhat sure of hersdf; she needed to look as much like her mother's pantings as she
possibly could.

She chose a long burgundycolored velvet tunic and skirt, embroidered and drawn at the wag, then
chose a amdl vell. She undressed, washed her face and hands in the basin near her bed, and put scent
under her arms and neck, then paused to check her body for bruises. She had taken a pair of awkward
fdls the day before during her lessons a swordsmanship. Inexcusable, both of them. Her tdents with a
short sword were legend, or at least she liked to think they were. But her latest tutor acted so differently
from the lagt few that she had been ungble to establish a rhythm; in fact, she'd been made a fool of—a
condition made dl the more untenable by this new ingructor's lack of skills. He was no better than the
last, and only barely capable of teeching others.

She would do better next time, of course. Truth be told, she could hold her own againg dl but the king's
finest swordsman—a boast her father found of little value.

She looked over her legs and arms, then felt where she couldn't see and found a tender spot on her right



buttock. A dark line she saw then, tuming back just far enough, draining her eyes and posture. The
bruise ran horizontaly across three or four inches to nearly her hip, the mark of her new tutor's sword.
He had dapped her with the blade's flat side, laughing as he did, she recdled. A minor humilition she
would somehow repay. . . .

Minimd damage, she thought, sraightening up, -deciding the rest of her skin and figure was in order;
this, too, was the suff of legend, or at least that was what many of the king's finest knights and nobles
hed led her to beieve. She had no wish to diminish hersdlf in their eyes, or Sir Cdlif's eyes, in particular.
As shefinished dressing, she heard a knock followed by the voice of Sir Trigtan, the king's seneschd, just
outside her door. “ Speak,” she said.

“You are to meet with your father prior to the med,” he said through the door. “Present yoursdf in the
great hdl a once.”

“The great hdl?” Madia said, looking up, Saring at the door. There was no answer. The senescha had
gone, perhaps, or he had nothing more to say. He knew just as she did that there was no reason for her
fether to see her a court, in public. He never discussed persona meattersin that way.

Unless there was some function she was not aware of. Vigtors, possbly, or an outing? And if so, the
evening might be consumed by related activities that would leave little time for private scolding and hand
wringing. -Tomorrow, the both of them about in the castle dl day, she was sure to hear more than her fill,
but by then her father would have softened at least somewhat on the matter of Lord Burtall's complaints.
She redly would have to hold her tongue a bit more in the future, she decided, or a least try. She
opened the door and found the seneschd dill there, tal and bearded, and old, though she was not sure of
his age -exactly; he had alow voice that he never raised, never seemed to need to. Trigan had been
seneschal to Madias grandfather, King Hud Andarys, when he brought peace to Neleva and conquered
dl the lands north to the Ikaydin Plateau. He had served Keren since the old king's death and, as anyone
would tel, had served him wdl. She looked a him now, his face firmly set with its common lines, eyes
unreadable. “What isit?’

“I would have a word with you,” he said, facdng her now with a coldness she could not defend againg.
She was used to men looking & her, but not like this. There was nothing adversarid in his manner, past
or present, more aslent lack of deference. He had never spoken much to little Madia; he had never been
afriend.

“Ismy father well?’ she asked.

“Yes. | would speak of something dse”

“Please”

“Wereyou to attend court more often, and take a proper interest in the dally affairs of your father, you
would know that he is not without troubles these days. Messengers tdl of the desert tribes massng
beyond the Kaya Desert, of ther preparations for a war that may come to us. And there is unrest in the
north, talk of Lord Ivran of Bouren and his son secretly plotting with the other great lords againgt your
fether's crown, and for -unknown reasons.”

“But they have denied dl that.”

“True, but they would. Do not forget that Lord Ivran's men are suspected of taking part in the death of
Sr Rendl.”

She had not forgotten, and there were congtant -reminders. Rendl, Annas husband, had been grand
chamberlain to the king snce before Madia was born. He had fdlen prey to robbers on the road.
Villagers found him with his sword dill in his hand and many wounds to mark the fierceness of the baitle,
the vdiant death he had findly suffered. But riders had been seen, heading north on the road that same
day wearing armor bearing the crest of Bouren, the mark of Lord Ivran's crown and scabbards.

More than a year ago, she redized, recaling it now, since the Lord Ferris had taken his place.

For his part Lord Ferris seemed competent, though she thought he had changed somewhat dong with his
new status, he had never been a strong or influentid -individud in the past, or he hadn't shown it. Lately,
he seemed to offer coundil congtantly, and her father tended to listen.

“Theking does not ask for my help, and | doubt he needsit,” Madiatold him.

“Perhaps, but he does not need a daughter who congantly ingsts on adding to his problems, who



humiliates and embarrasses him repeatedly, despite his best efforts to reason with her. He does not need
enemies. The lords, squires and gentry of the dty are laughing a him. His detractors have begun to cast
doubt on his &bility to control nations when he cannot control one girl. He has never been tested in a
great war as his father was. He is under congtant scrutiny from dl quarters and mugt continudly prove
himsdf afitting leader in many smdl ways, lest he prove hmsdf unfit.”
“Oh, that's absurd!” Madia sneered. “He is eadly as great a king as his father. Everyone from the ports
of Nelevato Ikaydin knows that to be true. He has kept his father's word and law, and kept the peace.
All the redlm has prospered. | cannot believe that the northern lords would plot againgt him, or thet | can
50 eadly ruin him, and nether should you.”
“Only yesterday,” Sir Trigan said, “Lord Ferris spoke of robbersin growing numbers dong many of our
trade routes. He beieves they are organized and owe their -alegiance to the northern lords, or to the
merchant guilds of Glister and Brintel, which grow more powerful every day. They breed fear and unrest
throughout the land. Who do you believe militant villagers might sde with if there is a war? If the desert
tribes swept into eastern Ariman tomorrow, or if the fiefs revolt, would the people trust King Kelren to
protect them?’
Madia sad nothing. Sr Trigan somehow made his face even longer. “Your father has dready caled
meany of the men of Ariman to arms, and Ferris has begun hiring soldiers as an early precaution, but such
men need a leader. Ariman needs an unblemished king to follow. A strong king. And one day, perhaps, a
strong queen.”
Madia clasped her hands tightly together, fet them shaking just dightly even so. She was a possible hear
to the throne by birth, but she had never been able to imagine hersdf as any sort of queen! She knew that
her blood was something she would have to face one day, like aging, like death, yet she had managed to
put off the truth quite well for mogt of her life
And there was her cousn, the young Duke Andarys, son to her father's long dead brother. He had
aways been seen as the more likdy heir, and Madia had made no protest, but the fool had set out on a
tour of the redm four years ago, the moment his unde had deemed him old enough. Word of his
adventuring had come from time to time, until two years ago, when he had been seen heading over the
Spartooth Mountains toward the lands beyond. Another message arrived a year after that: news only that
the duke was dive and wdl, and a promise to return in good time. But with the passage of yet another
year and no further news, hopes had begun to dim.
Now, Madias offida dedtiny threatened to close in on her, to hunt her down. For in her cousn's
absence, her father had grown older, and she had grown into a young woman. Madia loathed the thought
of inheriting the throne.
“Y ou have underestimated my father,” Madia said, glancing at Trigtan, fidding his stare as best she could.
“You havefaled him.”
She took a breath, mouth closed tight, nodtrils flared as she stepped into the hal, then she reached out
and pulled her door shut, cracking oak againg stone with a jolt that echoed like cannon fire.
“My father iswaiting,” she said, and brushed past.

* * %
The day's gathering found the king's officds present in numbers. squires and lords, stewards, chancellors,
menatarms and gentry, ther slk or goldtrimmed -tunics and embroidered dresses complimenting the slk
and senda hangings that adorned the high wdls. Even the Holy Preate from the city's Church of the
Greater Gods was in atendance. Tridan took his place beside the chancdlor and Grand Chamberlain
Ferris. Lady Anna stood before the throne, waiting for Madia. She gestured, directing Madia to join her
there.
Lord Ferris watched her unwaveringly, a face with too many wrinkles for an otherwise fit man of no more
then forty, and eyes that never seemed to match his expression, eyes tha made Madia fed physcdly
unessy, asif she were about to come down with some seasond illness. She took comfort in the distance
between them. A drange man, she thought, and no subgtitute for Annas husband.
The crier announced Madias presence. King Kelren Andarys, Lord Baron of dl Ariman and the greet
northern fiefs, leaned forward and looked down at her for a moment, finding her with a scowl as intense



as any she had seen before, but mixed with some newer—stress, perhaps.

Ferris whigpered something in the king's ear. Kelren nodded but did not break his gaze.

“My daughter,” the king said, loud enough that the words echoed back to Madia from behind, “thisis to
be the lagt time we will speak of your duties to the crown, and your duties to me. Today | make a
proclamation: from the princess of Ariman there will be no further disobedience, no more reports of
scandd or disgrace. Not from this day forward. As of this very moment!”

Keren rose nearly out of his seet, the lines on his forehead growing dark with the redness that flushed his
face. With age her father had grown anything but impulsve, wasin fact known for an ability to control his
temper in the most upsetting circumstances—usually, Madia -reflected.

Earnest as she could be, she took one step forward. “ 1 do apologize, Father. Of course | will make
every effort to control my—"

“You have already made your efforts a hundred times, my daughter, as have |. And Lady Anna has
made every effort as wel, yet nothing works. Nothing lasts againg your whims. No one seems able to
reach your soul, if you dill have onel Your teachers once spoke of a bright young girl, capable of
mestering the sciences and the arts, medicine and philosophy, dl as easly as she learned to charm her
faher. Yet this childturnedwoman now refuses to aoply or control hersdf. Instead, she continudly
disobeyd She persstsin disrupting not only her educators but her father's ahility to rule!”

“My lord, |1 promise you,” Madia replied quickly, somewhat stunned by her father's intensty, “as the
Greater Gods are my witness, | have lately come to hold true remorse in my heart for my conduct.” She
gazed up a her father, meking her eyes as big as possible, unblinking, so that the air would irritate them
enough to bring a swel of moisture. “With the continued absence of my cousin, may the Gods keep and
protect him, | have -begun to see my station more clearly, and to recognize my many errors. In the future,
| swear—’

Her father held his hand up, a command for slence. Madia had no choice but to comply.

“Whether the young duke returns or not, your actions undermine dl | try to do,” he said. “You have
earned yoursdf a reputation that no one of royd blood would envy, yet for dl your weltimed penitent
moods, you do not seem to care. You say you are sorry day after day like a drunkard each morning,
swearing off hisde”

He paused for breath and the edges on his face seemed to soften somewhat, though again, it was a look
Madia was hardly familiar with. “I have findly come to believe that you hold no genuine regret in your
heart a dl. And therefore, no fedingsfor me”

“Not truel” Madia forgot hersdf. She stepped forward and up agan urtil she stood nearly levd to the
throne. “Y ou must not believe such things. Who fills your head with these lies?’

“My head can think for itsdf, just asmy eyes can see. | an not blind, and not the idiot you take me for.
Not completdly. Y ou, my daughter, have no right to speak of truth in this house.”

“But | have every right! | am your daughter!”

“No daughter would continue to act as you have. For years | have bdieved you would findly grow up
and come to good sense. But | have run out of time and -patience and heart, and even hope. How long
can aman love his own blood without any lovein return?’

“Agan you dam | do not love you. But | do!”

“Then prove it, Madial Swear before your king and the court that you will bring no further disgrace upon
yoursdf or thisthrone, upon your land. Swear it, and know that if you break your word, thistime you will
be sent away from this house and this city, cast out, until time and hardship have made you fit to return,
or until anew life, or death, should find you. Raly the woman within you, if sheisthere at dl!”

“I swear! | do swear!” Madia fdl on both knees. She fdt the blood ringing in her ears, heet flushing her
face. She was blinking now, her sght blurred by genuine tears brought on by the sheer leved of her
emotions. She -refrained from usng her arm to wipe her cheek.

“Very wdl, but there will be no more discussion of this, my daughter. You have given your word to me
and to dl of Ariman, and | have given ming!”

King Kdren settled back into his throne. Grand Chamberlain Ferris leaned and whispered something in
his ear again. The king seemed to nod. Madia bowed her head until her forehead touched the floor, then



she dowly rose. There was nothing to say, nothing to do but turn and go. All eyes were upon her as she
looked about. She wiped her face, then fixed her gaze on the stone -beneath her feet as she paced dowly
away, Lady Anna close behind her. Two young guards in gleaming, polished armor let them out of the
hal. Madia knew one of the men well—but said nothing as she passed.

She could not eat with the rest of the house tonight, not after what her father had said to her, so Madia
hed food brought to her room. The bitterness of their meeting dung heavily, annoyingly to her. He was
meaking too much of nothing, she reasoned, as kings sometimes did. He was losng his perspective, or
didnt care to keep it. He's getting old, she thought. Her mother had died during childbirth, and Madia
had aways suspected that her father held her partly respongble in some way, though he would never
admit to it. If he had found someone dse these many years, a new queen to temper his moods and
comfort him now and then, he might well act otherwise. If my mother were alive, certainly. . . .

As she ate her goose and bread and spped a cup of wine, the thought of leaving Kamrit of her own
accord crossed her mind. If her father did not love her, then how many others did? Or perhaps it Smply
didnt matter. He seemed determined to make the rest of her life the means of payment for dl her past
“ans” No longer the sweet, afable father of years gone by. A tyrant now, she thought. The kingdom
beware!

She finished her med and changed again into fresh undergarments and a deep claretcolored full dress
with a lowcut bodice and tight deeves. Then she plaited her hair and put it up under a short headdress
and vel. When the chambermaid returned to take her plate, Lady Anna entered with her. The girl left
quickly. Anna remained.

“Y ou have somewhere to go?’ she asked.

“A wak. | liketo wak after I've eaten.”

“Sometimes that iswhat you like to do.”

Madia furnished the other with an abusive stare. Anna seemed to take it in Stride. She reached out and
touched the fine trim a the end of Madias deeve, then eyed the rest of the dress. “A bit g a the
wad, it it?” she asked. “And this” she added, waving a Madias amply revealed neck and shoulders
and cleavage.

“Not especidly.”

“Do not go to that young man tonight, Madia, please.”

“But | make no such plans.”

“You do, though | don't know why. Suppose you are caught? Y ou heard your father! You saw the look
on his face when he warned you. You swore an oath, Madia. He will hold you to your word, and he will
keep his”

“I will not be caught! And my father would never truly banish me, not for any reason. Surely you can't
bdieve otherwise. Heis angry, yes, and gpparently more upset than | imagined. But | am sure that's why
he put on such a show, in order to frighten me into obedience. Wonderful theetrics, Anna, but little more.
And frighten me he did! He may be logng his senses, but | am not. 1 will change. | will attempt to repair
my ways.” She closed her eyes and shook her head.

“I will conduct mysdf in a manner more fitting of my sation, and dl the rest. But if, just tonight, |
happened to have an appointment with a perfectly lovely man, perhaps one lagt little adventure, then |
would be mogt inclined to keep it. If! Tdl methis my lady, how will | ever marry if | do not see men?’
“Seeing them would be fing” Anna said, “if those vigts were chaperoned, and if they stopped &t that.”
Madia grinned at her. “1 remember wrestling with many of these same boys in the castle not so many
years ago.”

“I know,” Anna said, “rough and tumble as any of them. But what has that to do with—"

“My father did not approve of that, ether.”

“Thisis different,” Annasaid.

Madia grinned dl the more. “Oh, | know itis”

Annafrowned deeply. She looked about, asif searching for what to say next.

“Besgides, any man, even someone like, for instance, Sr Cdif, would have to live up to my expectations



before he and | would engageinany . . . wrestling.”
“Then | pray heis adolt!” Anna snapped without a hint of humor. There would be no peace between
them tonight.
“In the morning, we will talk more,” Madia said. “And | will improve, you will see. | promise. But leave
me now. | must go.”
“You mug not,” Anna muttered.
“| dready have” Madia replied, and whisked hersdf away, leaving Lady Anna aone in the chamber.
No one was about in the inner courtyard as darkness approached, except of course, Sir Cdlif. Wearing
hose and awhite shirt of fine linen, with blackwork at the neck and cuffs, and a short pourpoint coat over
that, he looked as fine as any man Madia had known. He smiled warmly when he saw her approach, and
Madia found the expression quite satisfactory.
“I was not sure | would find you out this evening,” he said. “Word of your father's admonishments a
court have spread to dl the corners of the relm by now.”
He was dill amiling. Not an eesly shaken man, Madia thought, appraisng him further. He took her hand
in his bold again, then held it very gently. Young Cdif had a grest ded to live up to, Madia thought,
recaling some of the men she had ddlied with, the finest knightsin al of Ariman. Though truly, he just
might measure up.
She let him lead her on through the courtyard, and listened as he told her of his father's lands, of his own
visgons for the future. He had plans to clear more acres, and to enlarge his father's rather smdl manor, to
make room for the family he would have. Some day. Then, as they arrived outside the king's stables,
Cdif began to talk about her, the way she looked in the moonlight, the way he imagined she must fed
when properly hdd. Not -awfully origind any of it, Madia noted, but not bad, either. And she found
hersalf wondering about himin that way as well.
She paused and stood close, facing him, just in front of one of the stable doors. “Then you must hold
me” she said, “so that we will know.”
After they had kissed, along and passionate kiss, Madia let him lead her to the stable's ample supply of
fresh August hay, where she let im hold her as he willed. In a few moments they were nearly naked, and
locked in an evalving embrace of warmth and passion broken only by dry straw that nipped a Madids
fenang bruise. She ignored this dmost completely. A moment later, she heard the metd rustle of armor,
and the both of them sat up & attention.
They found themsdves under the close scrutiny of four of the king's soldiers, and behind them, Lord
Grand Chamberlain Ferris—and behind him, aready turning away, the king.

* k%
The senescha Tridan stood just outside the city's southern gates looking the girl over carefully. She
-appeared as much like a merchant's daughter as anything, thick woolen hose and a blouse of heavy
linen, a dreary 100k, though her coat fit her snugly enough to make plain her femininity; it was made of fur
and leather and covered her wdl to just above the knees, and was a bit too fine to be any but her own. A
plain hood covered her head, her thick brown hair fdling past her shoulders from undernesth it.
Around her neck she wore a thin gold chain that bore a pamsized circular gold meddlion, its surface
-engraved with the king's mark and her own name, something Anna and her father had decided to give
her, proof that she was who she daimed to be, should she need to present it. At her sde hung a sheath
filled with her favorite short sword, which the king had not objected to. Tristan handed her a leather
drawstring pouch filled with food and necessities, and a few gold pieces. She hung it grimly around
hersdf by the drawn cord.
“Keep the meddlion under your blouse,” Lady Anna suggested, taking hold of it and tucking it in. Madia
stood limply, hands at her sides, dlowing the intrusion.
“Y our identity will bring you honor by some, but others might make a toy of you, or seek to ransom you
back to your father,” Tristan added. Then he tipped his head to her. “Y ou have said nothing since we left
your chambers, my lady.” Madia only shrugged.
“Is there anything you would know, or anyone | should send word to?’” Anna asked, her voice too thin,



Trigtan thought—not quite crying, but the woman was unable to dill her chin.

Madia glared a Anna suddenly, a look that came from nowhere. “Word of what?’ she asked wildly.
“Would you tdl others of your acts of betrayd?’

Anna shook her head. “I did not betray you, Madia”

“l am no fool! The fact is obvious, after dl, despite what you say. My father was told of my rendezvous
with Cdif. We were followed, as wdl you know, whether you admit it or not. My own father has
betrayed me—why shouldn't you?’

Anna stared at her, numb, or just weary of the argument, Trisan thought—just as he was. Madia had
been a it for a day and a hdf, curang everyone in memory, and the mothers that bore them. But
epecidly curang Anna. And with good reason, perhaps, Tristan speculated; Anna had quite possibly
done exactly as Madia clamed.

“She means should we send word of your coming,” the seneschd said, “to friends you might have
esewhereinthe land.”

“|—" She seemed to |lose the words somewhere in her mouth for amoment. “I do not have . . . friends”
“Surdy you have some degtination in mind?’ Trigan said.

“l have been to Kopeth before, severd times A busy dity full of traders and adventurers. | may find |
prefer such a place. Some will know me there. And | will make many friends. Perhaps the folk there will
take pity on me, something no one in dl Kamrit can seem to do. -Indeed, a few might hold the thought
thet | may one day return to Kamrit and recdl ther kindness” She glared again a Anna “Or ther
wickedness”

“How will you survive once your pouch is empty?’ Tristan asked, hoping she might have an answer but
doubting it.

“I have been taught many skills. I'm sure | will be of vaue”

Perhaps, the seneschd thought. Perhaps not.

“Kopeth may be sengible, but it is known for its dangers as wel as its prosperity,” Anna remarked.

“l can be sengble at times” Madiatold her. “When | am dlowed.”

“He will relent, | think,” Anna confided. 1 believe that deep indde he 4ill loves you. He will take you
back, Madia, but many things mugt change firg, and | think some time must pass.”

“You mug change,” Tristan said.

“You mug see that it is you who betrayed him,” Anna said, darting in again. “And not—"

“My faher is a heartless, evil man!” Madia screeched a her. “And you, Anna, are a traitorous, evil
woman! The one friend | dared trust!”

“Enough, now,” Trigan said, stepping between them. “It istime” He turned and took Lady Anna by the
am, then began to lead her back indde. Annawaked away, hdf turned around, looking back a Madia,
dl in tears now. Madia turned findly and started dowly up the road, headed north. Anna kept watching
until Tristan was able to get her out of sght within the castle walls

“They are both wrong,” Anna said, sraightening her dress, rubbing her eyes. “Thisisthe worst that could
happen to ether of them. They need one another and yet—"

“Lord Andarysisking, my lady. He had no choice”

“l know.” Anna turned away, quiet sobs beginning again. Trigan took a step toward her, then leaned
veary close. “We mug trust in both of them.”

“I did not betray her,” Annasaid, the tears flowing harder.

“l know,” Trigan said, even though he didn't.

Anna nodded, then moved dowly away. Trisan waited patiently. When she was gone, he looked right
and sgnded forth a figure who waited there. Though ayoung man, and certainly a foolish one, Cdlif was
aseasoned knight, Trigtan thought. He wore light mal and baitle leathers and the king's crested surcoat
over that, and carried a leather traveler's drawdtring pouch over his shoulder, as Madia had. His
scabbard bore the same crest as his surcoat.

“Theking puts greet faith in you, Sr Cdif. Thisis your only chance to redeem yoursdf in his eyes and, no
doubt, those of your own father.”

“He would have had mekilled if | refused,” Cdif said grimly. “They both would have.”



“Surdy you don't want to see any harm come to the princess, dl the same.”

“Quite true, but she can get hersdf into a greet ded of trouble, and | am not an army. Am | not even to
be furnished with a mount?’

“The king wishes no one to know of his true concern for her welfare. A mounted knight would, you must
agree, be rather conspicuous.” Not quite true, of course, but Cdif seemed to accept it. “Should | speak
to the king of your misgivings?’

“No! Tdl hm | will guard Madiawith my life, a the very least . . . and it will be our secret,” Cdlif added
acordia bow.

“The king feds that a week or two a the mercy of the countryside will turn his daughter far enough
around. She is your responghility until then. Stay back so that she does not see you—which means
meking sure you don't catch up to her. But you are never to lose 9ght of her. When you reach a garrison,
send a rider with word. At some garrisons, a rider will be waiting for you.”

“I will, my lord.”

“Then go.”

Cdif made haste, trotting out and making his way across the drawbridge, then he dowed and continued
up the road. Trigan followed him to the wals Madia was no longer in Sght. He watched until Cdif
disappeared as well, then shrugged to himsdf. You have served too long, he reflected, finding himsdf
unable to raise concern -beyond a certain leve, and deciding he didn't need to. He didn't have much faith
inanyone &t dl these days.

Tornen approached from behind, leading his mount and followed some paces back by his squad of
twenty men, hand picked. The seneschal turned and faced him. He was one of the most trusted captains
inthe king's guard. Today he would be entrusted with a part of the kingdom's future.

“Wait until young Cdlif iswdl on his way, give him perhaps hdf the morning, then follow dong. The king
wants you seen by neither the young lord or Madia, -unlessit becomes necessary.”

“A distance may be sufficent for the road,” Tornen said, “but what if she enters a village? How can we
-ensure her safety in atown from outside it?’

“You may have no choice but to show yoursaves. It depends on the town, does it not? You know them
dl. Use your judgment.”

“Of course,” Tornen said, bowing his head dightly.

“No harm must come to her,” Trigan reminded, Saring into the captain's eyes.

“Nonewill,” Tornen replied, then he turned and walked away toward hiswaiting men.

They will all come back, or they will not, Tristan thought, and the king will have to live with either
end, just as Lady Anna will. He walked back toward the castle, back to his duties.



Chapter 111

In the fidds, Madia saw families busy with the early harvest; men scything hay, women and children
laying it out to dry or bundling that which the sun had dready finished with. She saw people dong the
riverbank, bathing, washing ther daothing, watering ther livestock or fetching a bucketful. The waters
flowed dowly south to Kamrit—welcome there, she thought, as she no longer was. Even the smplest
peasant was welcome on his lord's manor, unless held committed the mogt terrible crimes. . . .

Thetruth of the matter was dill dmost impossible for her to accept, and yet here she was.

She kept waking, the sun high above her now. She watched women coming from a smdl manor house
on ahill to the west, carrying pots of de for the midday break. She had never observed such goingson in
detall -before—never more than a passing glance from behind the king's swift horses. To Madia, the life
of aserf seemed such a quaint and smple one, days filled with decent, productive work and plenty of the
lord's e, eveningsfilled with family and village conversations, and a good deal more ae. Of course, she
hed often heard tdl of some lords who were entirdy without compassion, those that gave amost nothing
to the villagers who bore them on their backs, but surdy this was the exception. For mogt, as far as she
hed been able to determine, manor life was rather fair.

After dl, the mgority of barons treated their vassals and serfs reasonably wdl, awarding them land to
grow what they needed to eat and even paying them enough to replace lost livestock. Some dreamed of
freedom and saved enough to become freemen one day; perhaps many, she had never made a count.
And these were dl the dreams such people were capable of, certainly. All that they might require.

As she walked past pastures and smdl fidds of crops she could not bring hersdf to imagine her own life
coming to that. It was, after dl, the same work, day after day, the same talk among the village huts each
evening. A amdl exigence with little sport or adventure. Though your taste for adventure is what got
you into trouble in the first place, she reminded hersdf. That hunger was fading, but the idea gill did
excite her inavery red way. For the past two days, she had wondered how she would fare on the road,
doneinthe world, logt in the land. She did not see the Stuation as hopeless, having been wel educated in
spite of hersdlf, and she ill had her beauty—something a few men sheld known had vaued more than
gold. In the proper light, this could be seen as an opportunity for her to discover the world. Surdy some
wonderful things would happen, and just as surdly, if trouble arrived, there would be a gentleman or two
more than willing to come to her ad if she asked.

And her father, for dl hisridiculous spit and rage, would not forsake her for long. Anna was right about
that, Madia thought, | am almost certain of it. Without doubt this whole unfortunate affair was largely
theatrics, dl the result of an aging king's boyish posturing, of having too little to occupy his time—a king
who would cam himsdf and come to his sensesin due time. He had given her gold enough to live on for
severa weeks, if she spent it wel, but no more. So he apparently planned to come for her long before
winter spread across the land. She need only get by until then, prove hersdf somehow—whatever that
involved—and then gpologize again to His Pompousness like a good little gil when the time came, as it
surdy would.

The road curved away from the river then, branching off to the east. She kept to the man way, losng
dght of the river as the country grew rocky and turned mosily to woodlands. As she walked in shade the
ar fdt cool againg her face, a breeze tha came through the trees, free of the scent of livestock and cut
hay, thick with the smdll of moss. Many feared the forest, she knew, supergtitious peasants who counted
backward and hung garlic about and avoided stepping on each other's shadows—a whole parade of
nonsense she had never understood. She had been through many a wood on royd hunts, and it seemed
thet no redl or imagined menace dared so much as come near the king's knights and nobles, or his
daughter.

Though, as she looked back and ahead at the road winding through the tal oaks, empty as far as she
could see, as she ligtened to a slence touched only by the sounds of distant birds high in the forest's thick
leefy canopy, she began to wonder what might be there, hidden, watching her even now? Who could say



what mortal or mythica creatures existed in such deep, dark, slent places—afraid, perhaps, to confront
ahunting party, but full of much sterner suff where a 9ngle young girl was concerned?

She quickened her pace and tried to keep her eyes set on the road ahead. She had never been much
afrad of anything, and she didn't wish to start now.

The road turned again and rose up onto a knall cast deep in shade, a place even farther removed from
countryside and daylight than the rest of the woods. A smdl rocky hillsde rose beneeth the trees to her
right, while on the Ieft the edge of the road dropped away severd feet into thick brush, then gave way
agan to the tal dark trees beyond. She began to wonder if she hadn't gone the wrong way back at the
fork.

Move on, she thought. Just get to someplace ese. A sudden rudling from behind sartled her. She
turned to find two figures approaching. The boy, a young men -redly, tdl and stout, was saring a her
with flat eyes set in a brutish, boneheavy face; the girl looked about Madias sze and age, and her face
made her the young man's sster. They were dressed in very plain shirts and tunics, dirty and worn, made
of poor but sturdy linen. Each one wore a dingy white vest, possibly wool, Madia thought, though it was
impossible to tel. They carried drawn ax and blade, crude rusted weapons, no doubt scavenged from
some long forgotten battlefidd, but surdy enough that Madia knew her short sword would be a poor
metch.

Madiatried to draw her blade just the same, but the young man moved too quickly, laying his ax aganst
her am to stop her from bringing it up. The girl came dowly around to the right, extending her sword,
and Madia feared she would smply run her through. | may die, she thought, tasting the idea like some
new imported dish, finding little appea. She fdt her inddes turning hard and cold, fdt the blood pounding
in her ears as sweat formed on her hands and face. An awful feding, redly, and getting worse. She
noticed she was sheking. . . .

“A lady of some sort,” the girl said, grinning a drunkard's grin. Madia could smell the ae on them now,
overwheming, and believed they would kill her for -certain.

“Well just see what you have in that purse,” the girl said then. She dipped the edge of her sword blade
under the lesther cord on Madias pouch and diced back. The cord split and the bag fdl to the ground.
Next the girl leaned carefully and grabbed Madia's sword, then pulled it out and threw it down behind
her. She sheathed her own sword and scooped up the bag.

“Gold,” she said momentarily, plunging her hand into the bag, pulling out some of the coins. She grinned
broadly and tossed a gold piece to her friend. He caught it with one hand, but kept his ax at the ready
with the other.

“Best welve done in weeks,” he said, looking the coin over. “How much have we got?’

“The king will have you killed for thid” Madia said, glaiing at them, though she kept very ill.

Thegirl barely glanced up as she rummaged in the bag. “ Three handfuls at least,” she announced—which
Madia took to mean she couldnt count very high. Worthless folk, she decided, though they were
experienced enough a robbery. And killing, no doubt.

Madiatried to think of something—any way to cdl -attention to something else and grab the girl's sword,
or lie that she had more gold in a pouch under her arm, and then, when the girl got close—but it dl
sounded so crazy! She knew none of that would work. These people knew what they were about, and
she did not.

“Take the whole bag,” the brother said, observing the food and change of clothes the girl was lifting out
and -examining, then putting back.

“And her jacket,” the girl said, touching the leather of Madias deeve. “Take it off!” she snapped, the
gmile suddenly gone. And Madia saw a mood in the other's face that made her even more uneasy, a cold
ire come to the surface that seemed more animd than human—something Madia knew she could not
hope to fight. She tugged her coat off before the girl could force her and handed it over; she fdt the cool
ar touch her as she did. The girl put the coat on, then ran her fingers over the front of it, grinning at the
meterid.

“And see what's that little bit around her neck, too,” the boy said, squinting.

Thegirl looked up and eyed Madia more closdy. She stepped near again, then reached out and tugged



a the thin gold chain that disappeared into the front of Madias blouse. When the girl saw the meddlion,
her eyes went wide. She wrapped a fig around it and worked it up over Madids head, yanking when it
caught on one ear. Madia winced and tipped her head and the chain pulled free.

Thegirl looked her prize over thoughtfully a moment, then tossed the meddlion to her friend. This too he
caught in one hand, then held it up to the light. “The king's mark, I'd say.”

Thegirl nodded.

“Goald dip, anyway,” the young man added. “Bet she stole this off some other poor bastard!” He broke
out laughing as he tossed it back to the girl. She dipped it over her head, centered it on her breast, then
they laughed together, the two of them making enough noise that Madia didn't hear the sudden scuffle
from the road behind them until her eyes cdled her to it.

A knight—wearing leather and mall armor, amail coif over his head, and a surcoat which bore the mark
and colors of King Andarys. His face was mostly obscured by the coif as he came near, rushing forward
on foot, head down and sword drawn.

Which seemed odd, Madia thought. If her father had sent an escort after her, or someone to bring her
back, surdy he would have sent them on horseback—and certainly more than one. But if some
dishonorable lord or paid knight from Kamrit had ransom or worse on their minds, they might come
aone, hoping to catch up to her ontheroad. . . .

The others turned an indant later. The girl faced the attacker while the boy told Madia not to move.
Madia watched the knight pause as he drew near, gpparently looking things over, then he came forward
again and prepared to drike the girl down. Sheis dressed like me, Madia redized. He wants to kill me!
But the boy stepped up instead and stood before the girl—who seemed to understand. She turned and
checked on Madia again. The knight took up with the peasant boy without protest. As the contest began,
the other girl's eyes danced with the two men, following every move.

Madia stepped aside and scurried to pick her sword up off the ground. The gifl saw the movement
quickly enough and thrust her blade out straight ahead. Madia grasped her weapon and blocked the
thrugt, but fdt her own narrow blade nearly give asit took the blow. No match, she thought again.

A few yards away, the knight and the boy traded aflurry of fierce blows, and the boy began fdling back
-dmog at once, his actions dready purely defensive as he gave up ground. He cdled to the girl above
the dang of sted, and she stepped back from Madia and turned -toward him.

“Hep me!” the boy yelled, then ducked as the knight's broadsword parted ar where his head had been.
“Kill the girl and get over herel”

Madias eyes flashed from sde to sde—the girl, the two men, the near, inviting brush beside the road
and the shadowy woods beyond. The girl glanced at Madia, then back again, taking another look at the
two men as she readied hersdf for action. Madia turned and leaped, trying for a new advantage, but the
other girl saw the move and swung hard. Madia pulled her sword back in time to shidd hersdlf, but a
such an angle, and under such force, she could not hold onto it. The wegpon left her hand and fdl. She
turned and leaped as high as she could, then legped again.

She landed on her side at the edge of the road and rolled down the bank. Brush and rocks rose up,
scratching her face and hands, bruisng her back. At the bottom, she jumped up and fdt pain lance
through her right knee. She ran ahead, made it work anyway. The tal oaks waited there. She glanced
over her shoulder as the leefy canopy cast cool shadows dl around her. She could bardly see the road
now. No one followed.

She ran on dl the same, stopping findly when she knew she could run no more. The quiet of the forest
surrounded her, dark and thick and vadt, like deep. She stood till she caught her breath, until her heart
hed dowed down a bit. Findly she began to fed the chill of the damp ar. Tiny jolts stabbed a her
muscles like invigble pins, meking them jerk.

You can't stay here, she told hersdlf. Night would come in a few hours, and even the worgt idiot knew
not to be in the woods & night, a the mercy of animas or bandits or leshy—or worse. She began to
recdl in greater detal folk stories to do with the forest's penchant for swdlowing unwary travelers,
without leaving so much as a trace.

Shefdt an added chill sweep her spine, found herself glancing over her shoulder between tree trunks and



seedlings. No doubt the scuffle was over dready, the victors proclamed. She could make her way back
toward the road again, keep out of Sght in the brush, get just close enough to glimpse the outcome. If the
knight had killed the two robbers he might have left her bag, having litle need of a few coins and
women's clothing. Or the knight may have fdlen and been carrying money that a wounded knave would
overlook. She could at least -attempt to learn who he was.

The combination of fear and curiogty began to overwhem her. She fdt nervous energy forming deep
within her bruised and twitching body. Go wide around to the south, she told hersdf. Approach from
the higher ground, where the trees are closer to the road. Get up, sheindsted. Quietly!

She fdt the bruised knee protest as she put weight on it. When she rubbed at a scratch on her cheek, she
came away with blood on her deeve. Her back ached in a least two places. She thought of her petty
concern over the sword bruise on her backside; she wouldn't be anything so pretty to look a now, she
guessed, though it didn't seem as important anymore. She started back through the trees toward the
road.

“Someone ahead, Captain,” the lead rider shouted back. Grear followed his line of sight. Three figures
moved about in the road just at the bend. He pulled his horse up and ordered his men left toward the
edge of the road, then waited until dl five of them had come in line. Without the clamp of hooves and the
rudle of battle dress, he could hear the metd ping of dashing sword blades, and he redized what the
movement was about.

“Our friend Kaafk said she'd be done” Grear said, mostly thinking out loud.

The man nearest to him dhrugged. “Maybe it int her?’

“He did say she might be followed, which would -explain at least a part of this mystery.”

“If it be her, do wekill them dl?’

Grear frowned. He had never taken ajob quite like this before: payment in bits and pieces, no clear idea
who he was ultimatey working for, killing children. The entire arrangement had been conducted by a
messenger sent to Ikaydin with a good ded of gold and just enough information—sent specificdly to
seek Grear out and bring him to southern Ariman. Since his work in the Dokany Wars, he had enjoyed a
reputation as a trustworthy assassin, but he hadn't realized his name had come to command such a price!
The order to kill the king's daughter had come from a man who met them near the seaward swamps just
south of Ball, avevet and sk merchant caling himsdf Kaafk, and someone Grear did not especidly care
for. The merchant seemed a coldblooded man, even to Grear—a man whose round face and carnivd
manner very nearly concealed the look of poison Grear recognized in his eyes.

But the order had been accompanied by more gold, and the promise of gill more afterward. Then came
tak of additiond, quite profitable work to come after that.

Grear had his questions, about why he was to report to no one dse but Kaafk, about the Bouren
surcoats the merchant had given him and his men to wear, and about this strange, somewhat distasteful
task of killing the young Princess Madia—all questions he would ask the merchant when he and his men
arrived back at Bail.

In the meantime, he had dready collected more gold than he had ever imagined, a fortune that would buy
himsdf and his comrades some glorious days in Kopeth while waiting for Kaafk and his purse to return
as promised (and many good years afterward). To Grear's mind, that was answer enough for awhile.
“Draw swords,” he ordered. He hedled the horse forward, riding at a dow gdlop until they were dmost
upon the others. The three were a peasant man and a soldier, King Andarys, a a guess, and with them a
young gifl wearing a coat of leather and fur and dutching a brown drawstring pouch. The girl and the
knight had no doubt been set upon by a robber, or robbers—perhaps the knight and the other man were
both opportunidts, fighting over who would get to collect a bounty set on the girl's head?

It was difficult to tdl who was fighting who, Grear thought, disnounting with awave at his men to follow.
No meatter, he thought. The gil matched the description of the princess clasdly enough.

“Take him!” he shouted, pointing three of his men to the knight, certain that even in Bouren armor those
odds would be enough. His other two men lunged at the highwaymean, one fending off the young man's
fetigued firgt swing of the ax, the other dodging to the opposite sde and swinging his own ax with both



hands. The ax ran through the boy's side and ripped out the front, and the boy's body fdl dmost at once.
Grear saw the look in the girl's eyes as she turned toward him, the horror as he -approached.

He stepped nearer and she raised her sword to defend hersdlf, anticipating the need to block his attack.
She turned her head wildly, searching for the two men drding behind her now, checking on Grear in front
of her again. Grear took a stance and nodded, and suddenly advanced. She blocked his blade wedl
enough, then jerked suddenly as the men behind her both thrugt their blades into her and withdrew. She
crumpled with a gasp beside the boy.
Grear looked over his shoulder. The knight lay dead, bleeding from both his arms and his abdomen. The
men had tackled him, held him down and hacked through his mall with their battleaxes. One of Grear's
troops had a bleeding gash in the vambrace protecting his asm—it looked as though the knight had cut it
deep.
“All right, we're not through with thisyet,” Grear shouted. “ Kaafk wants her to vanish.” His men groaned
in unison, but said nothing in particular. Grear bent over the girl, noticing the gold meddlion she wore
around her neck. “It's her dl right,” he said, nodding, working the chain over her head. He stood looking
a the engraving. “WEell bring this, and the bag, to the medting at Ball. But not until we've dug a quick and
proper hole”

Grear put the meddlion away, then grabbed one of the girl's aams. Easy money, he thought, and more
to come. One of hismen grabbed the other arm and -together they dragged the body off.

Madia hid in a hollow in the center of a patch of -sumac, peering through leaves. On the road she could
see a hdfdozen mounted men wearing armor and long tunics bearing what appeared to be the crest of
Lord Ivran of Bouren. The girl and her brother lay dead on the ground, as did the knight that had come
charging up on foot. Madia stayed very 4ill, breathing quietly, watching as the soldiers dragged dl three
bodies behind thick brush. They dug asngle large, shdlow hole, pushed the bodies in and covered them
up. They worked quickly, checking the road as they did, then they took to their horses again.

When they left she stayed, thinking, waiting for the courage or the inspiration to move again. Madia
crouched on the one good knee with both arms wrapped around hersdlf, shivering. Lord Ivran of Bouren
hed sent his men to kill her!

But why? What would Ivran or his son have to gain by killing me? Unless the rumors were true,
and they -really did want a war? Unless Lord Ferriswas right. . . .

But that did nothing to explain the crazed knight from Kamrit—charging up al aone, obvioudy prepared
to day anyonein order to get a her. Whoever was he? Whatever was he trying to do?

How many people wanted her dead or captured? How many more? She fdt a crushing urge to run
home—to her father, to Anna—but they had both -already betrayed her, and someone there cartainly
may have sent the dead knight!

She fdt tears in the corners of her eyes and tried not to let them come; she didnt seem to have any
choice. -After a moment she got the sobbing under control, sniffing it back, and fdt a little bit better,
though she soon noticed the ar growing even colder, or so it seemed.

Time to get moving, she told hersdf. Already it was beginning to get dark. She scrambled from cover
and searched the road for her shoulder bag and sword but found nothing. Then her eyes noticed the light
color of something caught on a bush near the path the others had taken to the burid site. She hurried
over, kndt and pulled it out: the peasant girl's worn vest. She put it on, ignoring the thick aroma that
lingered in its weave. She was a little warmer, she decided.

As she started up the road she heard horses, many of them, approaching from behind. She left the road
again and ran until she found another sheltered hollow in the trees and sumac, where she lay down and
waited. Eventudly the riders passed, perhaps two dozen in dl, mounted soldiers from Kamrit. She
thought she recognized the lead rider as Captain Tornen, though in the poor light of the setting sun it was
difficult to tell.

She nearly cried out to them. Then she thought better of it and kept her mouth shut. When they had gone,
she curled up, shivering. She fdl adegp watching the moon risein the sky.



Chapter IV

“Lord Ferris, the merchant has arrived!” the soldier announced. A second figure stood in the doorway
-behind him, alarge man in a gold embroidered cape, a velvet coat and mullen cap.

The demon Tyrr made the body construct's head nod, made Ferris voice say, “Let hm enter, then leave
us” The guard bowed, opened the door, then disappeared. The merchant Kaafk closed the heavy
chamber door -behind him.

“Youwill be pleased, my lord,” Kaafk said demurdly.

Tyrr went to one of the thick wooden chairs positioned about the single large table that dominated the
room. A gold accented jug, filled with wine from the ports of Neleva, graced the table's center,
accompanied by a pair of findy carved flagons. Wine was an economica device Tyrr had found handy
when dedling with men. A bowl of sweet cakes rested there as wdl, quite ussful in deding with Kaafk in
particular. “Sit,” Tyrr said, “and specify.”

“Grear and his men were successful.” Kaafk amiled broadly, as if tdling a joke. “I met them as we
arranged, near Ball, and completed payment. They were able to provide me with these”

Kaafk pulled a large lesther drawsgtring travel pouch out from under his cape and opened it, then
produced a bloodied fur and leather coat and a large gold meddlion, dl the Princess Madias. “They
buried the bodies, as| -ingtructed.”

“You know this?’

Kaafk paused, suffing the coat back in the bag. He looked up, amiling again, his very fa face growing
even wider. “I have found Grear to be aman who does what he says, or | would not dedl with him. And
on my trip home, 1 went by the Ste where they found her. The ground is Stained, but that isdl.

“When | met with them they dill wore their Bouren surcoats and armor. | told them to put the clothes
away, but to keep them about, for times to come. One never knows.”

Kaafk paused again, tossed the bag on the table, then he sat down and tossed the meddlion as wdl; it
bounced twice before it came to rest near the table's center. “They took payment and departed without
incident, and they've agreed to remain in the region, and at our service as we require. | told them we
might dso pay wdl for any ussful information they come by.” He filled a cup with wine and sipped it
severd times Asthe drink settled, Kaafk's face went dack, then rebounded, another full grin, ears riding
up above tight cheeks. “Grear and his men are a pleasure to ded with. Asther reputation suggests.”

A focused man, Tyrr thought, if rather pompous—a combination that made him both useful and annoying
a the same time. This was a man unfettered by common regard, bound only to himsdf and his greed and,
of course, to Tyrr. He watched the mood of the wine begin to spread over Kaafk's chunky features.

“| vidted Kopeth as planned,” Kaafk said, setting the empty flagon down. “1 spent two days meeting with
my messengers, who have been in Lencia There is unrest, they say, even fear, though it is hard to tdl
what shape these things will take. They could not get anyone near King Ivran to tak, even for a szable
offer, though most may smply not have known very much.” He leaned back, taking in a deep bresath,
expanding his great torso. His eyes sparkled.

Tyrr didiked the humen afinity for making conversation a game, a petty, often wasteful practice, but it
was just these sorts of weaknesses that, when kept in mind, made mankind so pliable. He took the bait:
—

“However!” Kaafk went on, tipping his head boyishly to one sde. “I did persondly manage to spend
those nights with a most enjoyably unprincipled young girl who daimed she was somehow related to a
Bouren lord, and who had recently been to Lord Ivran's castle. She told me Ivran's edest son Jaran is
cdling in homages and training troops, though outwardly, nether Ivran nor any of the other northern kings
seem to have any genuine plans to make war—perhaps only to guard againg it. Which agrees with what
my messengers said. The mood seems to be one of confuson.”

“Confuson dlows for manipulation,” Tyrr said. And on any level | desire. Once King Andarys was
dead, the vassds north of Ariman might let go of their loydties to the old kings and give consderation to



the new. In time they might serve Lord Ferris of their own accord. Though it was dso possible, Tyrr
believed, that they would raise objections, and might conceivably unite and turn againg him. Tyrr did not
intend to dlow that progression. By one means or another, sovereignty would & least be maintained—at
least. The four northern fiefs were too vauable to leave to their own lords for long in any case.
Forethought, Tyrr reminded himsdf. Careful planning and execution. Flexibility, and above all,
control! These were the keys that would unlock the future and free im from the failures of the pas—his
own, and those of dl the others. He mugt resist indulging in the hedonistic, reckless overconfidence that
seemed to come so naturdly to hiskind. Forethought, flexibility, control!

Kaafk was nodding. “Manipulation is afine thing, my friend,” he said, chuckling now, an action Tyrr had
not yet mastered, but one he was working on. “It dlows us to do what we like” He leaned forward
agan, rdfilling his flagon. “I will admit, | feared the greet kings of the north & first. The fool Andarys has
let the fiefs have thelr way in recent years. | thought they would react to minimd pressure, and they have
not. Your confidence amazed me at fird, yet it is borne out! And my profits have dready begun to soar.
You are not the fool | took you for!” He laughed heartily now.

Tyrr fdt asurging urge to recite an ancient chant adding poisons to the wine, so that he could watch this
bloated impudent braggart twigt in find agony. Control, he reminded himsdf again, forethought! How
eedly these things could be forgotten. He fought the impulse.

Tyrr had arranged for Kaafk to avoid paying most of the tolls imposed by the many vassas of Ariman
and by the king's highway guards. Half of that windfall, of course, went directly to Tyrr—or rather, Tyrr
thought, to the private treasury of Grand Chamberlain Ferris. The rest went to Kaafk, who was usurping
trade territories and merchandise at an amezing rate. Which would likdy be maintaned, once King
Andarys was removed and the exiding tolls on regular trade and travel were raised, and once new ones
were imposed, the stuation would -improve dl the more.

“We have no room for fools” Tyrr remarked. “1 foresee the prospect of many troubles, but by the time
mog of them arrive, great wedth and control will be mine | plan to build amies to riva those of Hud
Andarys. In the meantime, any trader who is not with us or cannot bear the expense will leave an opening
which | expect you can egsly fill.”

Kaafk was dill grinning, his servile mind eesly fallowing Tyrr's. “It will be my pleasure, my lord.”
“Peasure is something you think a great dedl about, it it?’

“As anyone who can afford it will.”

“l see” Tyrr waited while Kaafk again poured more wine. He would finish the wine jug and would be
worthless for severd hours after that, as was usud with men, especidly Kaafk. No matter, ther
discusson was nearly through.

“So, what of old Kelren Andarys?’ Kaafk asked then. “Why have | heard no new news? You speak of
his death, and yet there is no death. What would you—"

The body shook. “Enough!” Tyrr sought control yet again. Kaafk looked up, then seemed to shrug Tyrr
off. The tone of Kaafk's voice had soured notably, something that could well be considered disrespectful,
fodishly sdfimportant, quite stupid. Something Tyrr or any of his brethren would have killed a men for
once. But this was a new Tyrr, a wiser being, splendid, evolved! Tyrr stopped sheking and dowly
absorbed the comment. “Keren Andarys will soon be gone,” he explained.

“You said hed be gone by now, long dead, yet he lives”

“Heisgravdy ill,” Tyrr said, dill holding back.

“Sill, helives” Kaafk repeated.

Tyrr fdt the pull grow more unyidding. The topic was a frudraing one, and he required no criticiam
regarding it. But even a splendid Tyrr couldn't do business with dead men. And Kaafk, after dl, was right
about Kelren.

“Something keeps the king dive” Tyrr made the voice say. “I have tried many spells. If you have seen
the king lately, you know of ther effects. He is nearly gone; he Smply has not died yet. He will.”

“What else do you plan to do?’ Kaafk asked, chewing sweet cakes now, obvioudy enjoying them.

Tyrr hated this minor interrogation enough to fed an enormous, fully renewed, urge to annihilate the
merchant. Yet again he thought better of it, ingsted on it, and noted that the task was getting somewhat



easer with practice. | must stick to my plan, he repeated in his mind, to that which sets me apart
from the many that have gone before me—from Tybree! “Tha,” he stated, “ismy concern.”

Kaafk shrugged, downed another sweet cake, then swilled hiswine athird time and set the flagon on the
-table. He sat there a moment, cheeks dightly rosied, -immense cam in his eyes as his mind apparently
whedled in random directions.

The man was both a tool and a weapon, a poisonous thing in his own right, Tyrr thought, yet yidding
when the need arose. Not that pliable men or women were in short supply—auite the contrary—but it
was Kaafk's -peculiar effectiveness that made him such an asst.

Abruptly Kaafk seemed to snap out of his trance. He took a deep bresth and hoisted himsdf out of the
char. “Wdl,” he sad, letting his lungs deflate with alow sgh, “I'll just be on my way. Finest wine I've had
inages” he added. “Am | bringing that into Kamrit?’

“| have another source, but you may have the businessif you wish.”

“Certanly. What do | have to do?’

“Nothing. | will arrange for the current merchant to be charged and executed.”

“| see” Kaafk said, eyes going wide, then normd again. He looked away, saing at the wadls for a
moment, a nothing. “What would the present merchant be charged with?” he asked.

“What does it maiter?’

Kaafk stared a another piece of the wdl, then looked up and shrugged. “Very well.” He turned toward
the door, then paused, glancing back. “My lord,” he said, “do you mind if | take that gold trinket with
me?” He came back and picked the meddlion up, looking it over. “Itll bring a far price in certain
markets!”

Tyrr, whole and perfect sovereign of the dark eternad redm, made the construct's lips amile, made the
voice say, “Come to me again in a week's time, and of course,” he added, nodding a the meddlion in
Kaafk's hand, “what's mineisyours.” And what's yours is mine.

Tyrr waited until evening, then made his way to the king's chambers and hovered there beside Kdren's
bed, watching the aling ruler deep. His plan was Hill a good one, and Tyrr was rductant to consider the
possibility that something was going wrong so early on. The sickness should have taken Andarys by now,
or & the very leadt, lack of food and water, which Tyrr had managed to keep to nearly nothing, should
have done the trick—yet somehow the man held on.

Sill, there was time, Tyrr reminded himsdf again. And with time could come new thoughts, new events,
new spdlls, untold surprises and fortunes. With time he would prevail! Tybree had been wrong!

Tyrr had been right!

How many were there like Tybree? Doomsayers, cowards, fools who hid in the endless darkness even
now, ingding that this world was not a thing that demons could ever again possess, not since they had
been driven from it. The pain of tha time was 4ill burned into their consciousness, as were the many
fallures snce then. But they were old, much too old to think dearly of such things. Memory had made of
the past and those who -inhabited it something larger than the truth. And Tybree was older than most.
But Tyrr was young!

The old could not change, could not eadly learn from the past and adapt to the present, or toward the
future. In this world, the ancient wizards who had beaten his kind were long gone to dust by now, and
thelr descendants gone again, and their descendants. The knowledge did not exig anymore, Tyrr was
certain of it, just as the adility to return to the world of men barely existed anymore in the relm of the
demons—or those who would dare to try.

But none like Tyrr had been born in many ages. Since the time of his early youth, Tyrr had known this,
had seen those around him give up dtogether, or try only to give in to ther naturd desres—nearly
absolute power making fools of them absolutdy—time and again. Tyrr, meanwhile, had perceived the
vaue of regtraint, the concept of acquired assets such as dlies, like Kaafk, digagteful though the idea
continued to be.

Among those few demons who had grown powerful enough to attempt entry into the humen world since
the banishment, none had been wise enough to see the vaue of such a plan. And none had learned to



hide themsdves so wdl. Deceit was such a wonderful and smple thing with humans, usudly a trifle
compared with the congtant efforts required to retain the human congtruct Tyrr had built around himsdf.
Y et this, especidly, had been worth the effort. Something Tyrr had planned for, having seen the vaue of
such extremes.

Since ariving in this world, nothing had arisen, not one detail, which he had not been prepared for in
some way—except King Andarys most unreasonable refusa to die.

Tyrr tried once again to add to the death spdls, spesking yet another phrasing, this one dightly different
then the rest. The old king moaned in his deep and rolled dightly to one side, then the other. His face
grew tight from the pain within his body, but in a moment the torment faded from his features, and peace
returned to his dumber. So Tyrr tried a quick, angry spell, one that would have caused any ordinary
mortd to burst indantly into raging flames. There was no effect, other than a dight warming of the king's
skin as Tyrr reached out to touch it.

But just then a thought came to mind! Of course! he thought. What an ideal His plan was, thankfully,
adaptable. Minor changes could be made. He would need more humans, he decided, to ad him. . . .
Decet could dso be dl the more wonderful when it began to breed of its own valition!

Tyrr basked in his sudden revelation, his adroitness at turning fallure around, or a least limiting its effects.
Who among the rogues of darkness could compare with me? Who among them might dream of
such solutions?

None, Tyrr concluded. He was utterly unequaled, -immune to the foolishness and weakness that plagued
those who had gone before him, and those who -remained behind.

Tybree was wrong. All of them were wrong!

Tuming away, forcing any trace of trepidation from his mind, Tyrr made the body leave the room, but
only for now.



Chapter V

“Demon's work!” the old man Urid cried out, dutching the front of his coat tightly closed, though the
evening was not cold. This had been his house, after dl, home to the son who stood beside him. And
ingde, dill hopefully dive and in one piece, was his daughter as well.

The spell was a good one, Frost thought, but it was not without its shortcomings. He watched intently as
Urid's son Aul crept forward. Immediatdy the front wal of the house began to ooze a darkly glowing
liquid fire from every pore and crack of its mortar. Not the whole of the wall, rather a section of it that
gpread up from the ground on dther sSde of the front door like a broken horseshoe and threstened to
mend above it. Smoke rose from the site in thin gray and black clouds, and the samdl of sulfur spoiled the
ar. Soon glowing pools of lumpy fire began to form adong the sides of the path before the -entrance.
“Enough, Aul!” the old man shouted to his son. “ Stop where you are!”

Young Aul turned and glanced over his shoulder, his gaze passng over his father, finding Frost. He
waited. Frost nodded. “I have seen enough,” he said. “Now back away.”

While the young men returned to his father's sde, Frost raised one hand and mationed to the three
Subartan warriors sanding just behind him. They came forward in a sngle fluid movement, taking up thar
positions, forming the defensive triangle about their master so that he might work fredy. Urid and Aul
stepped cautioudy back and away from the towering, bladewidding figures.

Frost closed his eyes and began focusing his efforts, drawing from the energies within himsdf, burning up
no smdl amount of his considerable body's surpluses even with this smdl endeavor. No matter, he
thought. The long weeks of late summer in Camrak had been quiet and bountiful ones, and he had
quickly gained back the weight logt at Highthorn Pass. Indeed, tal and bigboned as he was, he could
scarcdly recdl having ever been quite so fat! He had been forced to pilfer an -entirely new wardrobe for
himsdf, in fact, though of course the tailor had had it coming. Prices so high! And workmanship so low!
And no sense of humor whatever.

He reached out, dearing his mind, opening himsdf to the nuances of the little glen, the forces within the
house itsdf, and the ground below. The young daughter was there ingde, dill dive, possbly unharmed.
And he was there, the vagabond journeyman sorcerer that had seized what mugt have seemed a
reasonable opportunity a the time. Though certainly, that time had passed.

Frost left the fool aone and spoke instead to the earth, concentrating on the source, and a once the fires
began to change, cooling and shrinking back into the wals, turning to dudge not unlike glowing molasses
as the flames congealed. Already the hissng had quieted, and the hanging vels of blackened smoke and
seam had begun to disperse.

He turned his atentions back to the fool, to a mind he found to be suddenly, acutely troubled. A mind no
longer seeking to force its disagreeable desires on others, nor interested, for that matter, in anything but
meking new and distant plans, then hadily atending to them. Flum was the man's name, it seemed, or
something very close to that. He was no one familiar.

Frost introduced himsdf by pushing a narrow wave of his powerful will directly at the fdlow, forming it
into an icy chill he knew would strike straight through the other man—fair warning of the frigid torrent thet
was about to rush in.

Enough, Frost thought, rdlaxing again without waiting to verify the effect, for he was certain there was no
need.

“The life fires that fill the earth run close to the surface here)” he said, his voice somewnhat fant as he
opened his eyes again. “Your intruder's el has drawn them out. | have sent them back, though | cannot
be sure they will never return of ther own accord.” Frost took one dow, deep breath, then another, a
deliberate action. He looked at the old man. “I recommend that you move.”

The man's son drew his sword and turned hisful -attention to the front door of their home. “First we will
rid the earth of the bastard conjurer who has dared to dam my sster and my father's home!”

“For luck againg fools, be sure to enter with your right foot firet,” Frost cdled after him. Then he paused
amoment, consdering. “Or isit the l€ft? In any case, he has no doubt fled, boy. Out the back, into the



woods. No stomach for afight, that one. Nor tdent. Nor brains, ether!” Frost began chuckling quietly.
Y oung Jffic was suddenly there. “Shdl | pursue immy liege?’
“Wait,” Frost said, and as he did, the door of the house came dowly open. A girl of no more than fifteen
stepped gingely out onto the walk, carefully eyeing the dying glow of fresh molten rock to ether side.
The old man and his son rushed forward and swept her into their ams.
“Is she unharmed?’ Frost asked, moving to join them. The girfl nodded. The old man began to weep.
Frost turned. “Now,” he ordered, and then Jaffic was gone, a memory of movement at the corner of the
little house. *Y ou said you would pay any price to be rid of this nuisance and have your daughter back,”
Frost reminded Urid. “What do you offer?’
Urid's face logt its luser of a sudden. He lowered his eyes and began looking about his feet, as if
searching the ground for a particular pebble. “1 have my home” he said. “And my lands, though | have
only afew acres. They aredl | have, but yoursif you wish.”
“Doubtful,” Frost replied. “1 have no wish to livein this province, and if | chose to do so, | have no doubt
that in a few weeks some helpful, indstent stranger would find me and require that | come to assig the
poor, garving, homdessfamily of Urid seen dally by the road.”
Urid looked stricken. Frost amiled at Urid's two teenage children. The old man's face suddenly turned
rigid, and he clutched his daughter to him, then his son. “Y ou would save one only to take two away!”
“Oh, no, no,” Frost declared, shaking his head. “I do not want your progeny, either. | am certain children
are bad luck! No, they are yoursto feed and clothe, not mine” He looked out toward the man's planted
fidds at the hensin the Sde yard, the amdl herd of goats and a pair of milking cows just visble behind
the fence ralls. “But | would take certain provisons” Frost said. “Cheeses and bacon, beanloaf, and
bread sticks, water and wine. Perhaps a goose. Whatever you can provide. And a few gold coins, if you
have them.”
“Yes, of course!” Urid said, obvioudy rdieved. “There is little money to give you, but you may have it,
and please take dl that you need of the rest, anything | havel”
Frost fastened a bdeful eye on the old man. “Lea me ask you, friend. Firs you offer me dl your
possessions, then dl your money, now dl your livestock and stores. But what, truly, would you do if my
needs were to come to all that you have?’
Urid heditated, eyes darting, his face tightening to -reveal a man grown taut as a |al in a tempest. “I—I
suppose that, if you thought you must takeit dl, you would take it dl, and | would find some way to live
after that.”
Frost shook his head again, then fixed Urid with a long and sour frown. “Not necessary. But it is
remarkable that you cannot see how fodlish that answer is. Tdl me -another thing: How did you come to
have that awful little fellow in your home?’
Urid shrugged. “He came off the road seeking hospitality. A pilgrim, | thought. So I—"
“So you give this stranger your home. It is alucky thing that | was able to get it back before you offered
it to me. Redly, Urid, you must learn to be more sengble in such matters Never, never gve away
everything, my friend. Never risk dl that you have on agngle chance! Eveniif dl the omens and Sgns are
with you. Such kindnessis naught but weakness, and such amanisafoal, like the fool | chased away.”

Frost looked away, his eyes finding Rosvok. “Only what we will need,” he said. Rosivok turned to
Sharyl and muttered afew words; she seemed quick to understand.

With that, both Subartans went and collected thar mule, a hearty young animd Frost had only just
purchased, and which so far had gone unnamed. They led it from the road, then followed behind as Urid
and his two children walked toward the side of the house and the fence beyond.

Frost stood aone, looking dowly about himsdlf, glancing up to the clear sky and the gray, aready nearly
leefless branches of the trees, then away to the dudty little manor road. He listened to the quiet of early
evening, breathed the rich scent of the autumn woods that came on the cooling breeze. There was an
omen, something about wind a your back, or a changing wind, or wind before the rain, he wasn't
sure—but there wasn't much wind, and he was farly sure that dl had to do with saling anyway, which
was something he would likely never do!

Hefdt no darm here, only a growing sense of peace and comfort. Surely a good dgn in itsdf. Despite



the best traveling and warding spdlls a wizard of his considerable means could conjure, omens, Frost
held, were never to be ignored. They were, in fact—despite dl good reason—the only things he dared
not chalenge.

His bdly rumbled, a most common occurrence, particularly after the exertion of expdling that vulger little
rogue from the house. It would no doubt be some time before Jeffic returned, late enough to warrant their
day for the night. Time enough to consider this place awhile, and to learn whether there was anything to
the daughter's reputation as a cook!

“We were mogt fortunate that you were passing near the village” Urid said. His daughter brought deep
bowls of seaming meat and cabbage soup to the table, then headed back toward the hearth for more.

“l know,” Frost said,

“Have you other business here, then?’

“Oh, no, not here,” Frost said, chuckling. He paused to sip the broth and vegetables. “ Here is redly not
anywhere”

“Then perhaps you could tdl us of the reason for your travels” his son Aul said, putting a deep tone in his
voice—as much as he could manage.

“Vey wdl,” Frost said. “Word has reached me of late, an offer to go to Neleva, something to do with
the sea, a beast in the shipping lanes, 1'd imagine, though unfortunately the messenger carried very few
detalls. It seems ships bound for Gliger are finding trouble at sea, severd lost and so forth, which is why
| suspect a creature of some sort. Something needs to be done about it and a huge profit is promised.”
“You seem no salor,” Urid said, looking up.

“No, that | am not.”

“You would go dl that way on foot?’ Urid's daughter asked, returning again with a basket of warm
bread.

“And 0 latein the year,” Aul remarked. “Youll be hard into winter long before you arrive.”

“A good point,” Frost told the boy. “Luckily, whatever task awaits me does not seem an urgent one.
There is no shipping through the winter months, and any other purposes will keep as wdl. | agree, |
should wait until spring.”

“And what other purpose would you have?” asked Aul.

Urid glared digagefully at the boy's lack of deference to their guest. Frost relieved the old men of any
blame with a wave of his hand.

“More good words from a bright, inquiring lad,” Frost said. “In fact, the answer is partly a persona one.
Thedty of Gliger has become one of the largest seaports in the world in recent years. Traders come on
ships from lands most have never heard of, bringing endless rare goods and culturd wonders, and strange
knowledge. All these things | find quite vaugble. It is an adventure | wish to have while | am 4ill young
enough to appreciate it. A place | wish to vidt again. As wel, | am sure there are many in Gliger who
would pay for the multitude of services | can provide.”

“He is growing bored,” Sharryl said, spesking for the fird time in the presence of Urid and his family,
dartling them as she did. “Modlly, he is just bored.” They each looked at her, speechless themseves.
Sharyl did not look at Frost directly, her face expressionless. She wore the face of a warrior wel, giving
nothing away, except, of course, when she wanted to.

“And dways heisin need of wedth and good fortune,” Frost added, chuckling again.

“And what ese? Urid asked, glanding at his daughter, alook of worry returning to his face.

Frost grinned at the other man. “Your daughter is lovely, my friend, but she is safe. | have no need of
thet.”

“Alie?” Sharryl said, thin black eyebrows going up.

Frost knew it was. Sharryl was no man's mate, though she had beckoned Rosivok more than once—and
he had gone to her as any man with eyes and needs and common sense would have. But Frost had
known her in that way as wel, after the battle in Rinouer, and after his long, unfortunate dud to the
death—its death—with the mageserpent of the black watersin Holitod.

Both times he had used up enormous amounts of -energy, until findly he had burned away nearly dl of



the extra bulk he tended to carry, until dl that remained was the sturdy frame and great, hardened
musdes that lay beneath, a man who could have eesly bested an ox in a pulling contest, or lifted the ox
off the ground, given the desire and the energy.

In such times as those, though, left without reserves, Frost considered himsdf vulnerable; muscle was not
30 eadly replaced once it was used for fud. But this lighter condition had other, strange effects on him.
He found himsdf eedly aroused. And the condition seemed to have a amilar effect on Sharryl, who was
profoundly adept a both war, and its near opposite.

Hefilled his mouth with a spoonful of soup again, swallowed with agrin. “Not alie, for now,” Frost said.
“But in truth, life has been a bit quiet lately. No wars to speak of, other than skirmishes between fiefs
mogt of which tend to get so messy they're impossible to sort out and sddom show worthwhile stakes.
The dragons are dl but extinct, and there have been no demons of note since the forging of the Demon
Blade, or shortly theresfter, to be correct.”

“Sill,” Rosivok said, aso spesking for the firg time in the family's presence, “we somehow manage to
keep quite busy.” Rosvok had finished his soup and started on a second hunk of the bread.

“There are many rumors about the Demon Blade of late” young Aul remarked, gnawing on his own
bread.

“There are dways rumors,” Frost muttered.

“Thee” Aul went on, “say that the Blade is somewhere here about, near Bouren or Jasnok. And the
rumors are enough to bring strangers and soldiers dike into the area from many lands. Travelersdl speak
of this”

“A very old wizard known as Ramins has possession of the Blade, and has for many decades now,”
Frost said. “Thisis common knowledge among those who practice my professon. And no one, perhaps
not even Ramins himsdf, is certain where he is these days.”

“They say that now heis dead.”

Frost looked up from his soup, then he grinned wryly. “They dways say that heis dead.”

“The oring may be worse for trave through Ariman than the dead of winter,” Urid said after a pause. He
seemed to walit for someone to ask why.

“Why is that?’ Sharryl obliged. She kept one muscular forearm on the table as she ate; the other, dill
bearing the forearm straps and edged sted blade of her subarta, she kept palitely out of sght.

“With the illness of King Andarys, Ariman is a troubled land,” Urid said.

Frost's eyes widened. “The king isill?’

“So we have heard, and so anyone will tdl you.”

“We mugt make mention of this to Jaffic,” Frost said, eyes narrowing again. “He asks after the Andarys
family now and then.”

“Though he will never say why,” Sharryl noted Smply.

“What sorts of trouble?” Rosivok asked.

Urid took a breath. “Theway grows more treacherous every day. Grand Chamberlan Ferris Sts on the
throne with King Andarys blessngs, and he has aready -imposed new tolls and taxes. And new laws
every week, so the travelerstel.”

“He builds a much larger army, by conscription and with money for mercenaries,” Aul added, a twitch at
the edge of hismouth, a restlessness in his eyes as he spoke. “There is talk of war with Bouren and the
other great fiefsin the north, though I've heard Lord Ivran is quick to deny that.”

“Yet his son, Prince Jaran has been out in the fidds enlising young men, and maybe looking for the
Demon Blade himsdf,” the father added.

Au leaned over the table and lowered his voice to a conspiratoria whisper: “It is sad that Lord Ivran
may have had a hand in King Andarys illness. Sorcery, perhaps.”

“We have heard of this” Rosivok said, looking at Frost, eyebrows raised. “ Much trouble”

“And we think little of it,” Frost remarked. The Subartans were charged with his protection, so they
tended to worry too much. A bother, now and then. Still, it was a condition Frost gladly accepted as it
dlowed him to -occupy his mind with other, more intriguing things. “We will find the way in whatever
condition we find it in and congder it then.”



“Enough to say,” Urid added, “that a wise man would do well to mind his own business dong the river
next spring, and his back.”

“We are grateful for your candor, gr,” Frost replied.

Sharyl rose quiglly and went to stland beside the room's only window, a view that looked out on the
wak and the road.

“Your friend does not return,” Aul said, which earned him a strong “shhhhh” from his father.

Sharyl looked at them, then turned back to the window. “Hewill come,” she said softly. “As dways.”
“He knows whét to do,” Frost explained. “Hewill pursue our little fool until he captures him, or kills him,
or until it no longer seems a worthwhile endeavor. Jaffic would be the fool to do more in such a Stuation
as this—that is, one in which my lifeisin no way threatened. And he seems no fool to me”

Ad looked a him a moment, then nodded.

“What do you plan to do until spring, then?” Urid asked after atime, passing the empty bread basket to
his daughter and mationing to her to pass the flagon of de toward the center of the table.

“I would speak with you of that,” Frost said. He sipped the last of his soup—a very saisfying soup, he
thought, as hearty as a soup would dlow, and seasoned just so. “Of course, | had heard of your
predicament here” Frost grinned as he chewed a find bit of meat. “And of your daughter's very fine
cooking. Might | have the de?’

Theyoung girl averted her eyes as she passed the ae, a gentle blush touching her cheeks. Urid seemed to
consider her, then he looked a Frost and tipped his head. Frost looked dtraight at the other man. “And
we heard that you have an extra room.”

Au looked up from hismed. Urid's face formed the dightest of grins. “ You are awfully sure of yoursdf,
aren't you?’

“Indeed,” Frost replied, sattling back. “I am.”

Rosvok woke him, as usud. “Urid's daughter is preparing breskfast,” he said.

“That,” Frost replied, rubbing his eyes, “is very good news!”

Rosvok waited while Frost got to his feet and searched for histunic and his cloak.

“Jfic has returned,” the Subartan said. “He did not find the one he sought. That one has taken to
another house dong the road, no doubt, but which houseit is hard to say.”

Subartans were not well known as trackers, but thet was not why Frost kept them. “Annoying someone
else, no doubt,” he said. “He could provide me a good regular income for atime”

“| told Jeffic of the rumors of King Andarys illness He was shaken by it. He is concerned, though he
hides it well. Perhaps thet is where he came from; heis eager now to continue our journey.”

“A sdfe guess” Frost agreed. “But he will tel us when he is ready, and that is when | will be ready to
ligen. And spring iswhen we will leave”

Rosvok only nodded.

“Come, wewill eat.”

Thewarrior made no reply, but waited quietly while Frost dressed. As they Ieft the tiny room where dl
four of them had dept the night, Rosivok paused. “You truly believe there is nothing to the rumors these
people -repeat?’ he said.

“So many rumors, my friend. And dl of them like raindrops in the air; if you go out, some will fal upon
you, but mogt will not. | will keep us as dry as possble. Meanwhile, we are fortunate to have such a
gracious host for the winter, and only good omens, so far as| can tdll.”

Frost sraightened the fulllength satin cloak he had worn the day before and pulled it on. “For now, |
ardl porridge at a bail!”

“Yes my liege” Rosivok replied, and followed close behind.



Chapter VI

The village was smdl, only a dozen mudandstone huts with thaich roofs. Madia had never gotten quite
this close to such a place, had never been in the house of a serf. One of the huts was much larger than the
rest. She could see afew sheep and cows indde its wide open door, and more sheep wandering nearby
inafencedin fidd.

Smdl fenced gardens were in back of mogt of the huts, and chickens seemed to be everywhere. Two
women carying pals and followed by three young children came out of the largest hut and headed
toward one of the others. They dumped the dark lumpy contents onto a big mounded pile a the near
edge of the village, then stayed to throw dirt onto the pile. Another woman carrying a large earthenware
pot and dogged by a handful of smdl children came wandering out from between a par of cows near
another hut. Milk, Madia thought, and her ingdes ached from hunger.

For three days snce the attack she had stayed in the woods or crept through fdlow fidds, afraid to show
-hersdf to anyone, anywhere. No goblins or leshy had -accosted her, no spirits had haunted her path,
and she had seen no more robbers or soldiers about, but dl her fears, both red and imagined, were
beginning to pale in comparison to the physical punishment she had -endured. She had found water in the
grdl streams that trickled through the countryside, but she hadn't had nourishment of any kind, and she
didn't think she could go another night or walk another step with her somach so empty.

She hid among the trees of the standing wood severd hundred feet from the tiny village. As the cool of
evening settled upon her skin, her hands shook. The sun began to set and she watched other villagers
returning from the fields, a few more women and children, and twice as many men. Not long afterward,
what seemed like the whole population of the village gathered on the little main road and headed for the
manor house—a amdl -arrangement of walls and a keep bardly visble on arise to the south. They would
take dinner there, Madia thought, and then they would return.

She watched them go, then watched the huts for a time after that, looking for movement, thinking of
cow's milk. When she thought it was safe, she began to crawl out of her hiding place.

The fidds around the huts had dready seen a harvest; only torn and trampled leaves and the withered
remains of once growing produce were left. Cabbage, Madia -redized, crawling past a few discarded,
rotting heads. She checked them carefully, then began crawling in a more serpentine pattern, checking for
heads that might have been missed. She found none. Findly she reached the little garden behind the
nearest hut.

Most of what grew here had been dug up, but there were amdl green beans Hill on some of the shortest
bushes, and arow of carrots, dill fresh and growing. She dug up a carrot and ate ravenoudy. The carrots
were sweet and absolutely wonderful. When the food was gone, she crawled round to the side of the hut.
The nearest window, shutters open, faced away from the manor house. She waited for her dizzy head to
clear, for her heart to dow its pounding. She peered indgde and saw no one, then pulled hersdf over the
dll and let hersdf down indde.

Cods glowed dark red in the amdl open hearth. The scent of the smoke filled the room, nearly covering
many others—soured milk or cheese, unlaundered bedding, wooden tables and dirt floors soaked in
ancient food spills. Across the room, through the open doorway, fading daylight sketched a table and
chairs, a butter churn, a pair of short barrels, and a pair of beds from the shadows as she strained her
eyes. One candle burned near the hearth, kept to light others, the one thing that -reminded her of life a
Kamrit Castle.

She worked her way around the little room, looking for anything that might be considered food. Inside
one of the barrels, wrapped in burlap, she found a fairszed piece of oatcake. It lacked sweetness and
was dready getting old and dry, but she was careful not to lose asngle crumb as she aeit.

Then she spotted an earthenware pot near the door. She picked it up and shook it and heard a fant
plash, then she tipped it to her lips. There was barely any milk Ieft, but she was not displeased. She
stood up again, the room in darkness now but for the glow of the fire and the one candl€'s flame. Outsde



the sun was stting, leaving a clear moonlit sky behind. Madia stayed ill; the sheking hadn't stopped.
She tenderly crossed her arms, tucking her hands -beneath them, and hugged them againgt her. Better,
she thought. Then renewed fatigue seemed to fill her mind and body, risng like the moon outside,
replacing one -palid redity with another. The shaking moved to her knees and she sank to her haunches
beside the door.

Better, again, she decided after a moment. She just needed a moment's rest without the cold night dew
sdtling on her hair, without the frightening unknown sounds of the night in the forest dl around her,
without the running. . . .

She closed her eyes briefly, huddled on the floor, leaning againgt the doorway. She opened them again to
the sound and sght of shoes on the floor beside her.

Man, wife and child, Madia gathered, looking a them. They stood around her in a loose samicircle,
daing a her in dlence. The woman and the boy held one lit candle each up in front of them. Madia
redlized they could see her much better than she could see them. She got dowly to her feet, draining to
gather detall. They were dressed in the smplest of clothes, nearly the same dresses, shirts and pants
worn by beggars in Kamrit. The man had an ax in his hands, held &t the ready.

“Had enough of our bread?’ the woman said in a strong voice with a cold, even tone.

“Who are you?’ the man asked in a deep, rough voice that was less taciturn. He looked to be in his
thirties, and he dill had severd teeth. His breath smdled heavily of de.

Madia opened her mouth, but the answer caught in her throat. Her inginct was to inform them of ther
place, tdl them she was the roya princess of Ariman and was owed the service and dlegiance of every
soul in these lands, then tdll them her bidding after that. But she ill did not know who in Kamrit had sent
the lone knight to attack her, or what he had wanted, or why Lord Ivran's men had killed the gil who
wore her dothing—she didn't know who might have good reason to help her enemies by tumning her over
to them. How would these people react to the truth, she wondered, if they chose to believe her a dl?. . .

The man looked at hiswife and shook his head. “She's athidf, that's dl! A stinkin' thief. We can take her
up to the manor and et the lord ded with her.”

“No!” Madia sad, nearly gartling hersdf with the outburst. “No, you can't do that.”

“You see?’ the man said. “She is athief, wanted by the king's men, sure. Out with you, to the manor! Il
not have your likesin my house.”

“Mease” Madia said, finding the word somewhere. She tried to think of something appropriate—not the
truth, certainly, but a lie, which was something she had a good deal more experience with.

“l am wanted for something | did not do. You mug believe me”

“Where are you from?’ he asked.

“Kamrit,” she said, having no idea what €lse to say.

“What are you charged with?’ the woman asked.

Madia searched her tired mind for lucid thoughts. These were ignorant folk, of course, so anything smple
would do, and she had concocted the most elaborate Stories at the castle dozens of times, often with no
more notice than this. . . .

“The Princess Madia thinks | enticed a nobleman who was courting her,” she said. “She ordered me
thrown in prison. But | swear | did no such thing! | have no idea wha drew the good fdlow's attention,
as | never so much as looked a him, and | only spoke to him when he spoke to me. Yet | am blamed! |
bardy escaped the city and have been done on the road since then—four days now, without food or
proper shelter.”

“Aye, the good princess is a graceless, vexing little imp!” said the woman. “The whole kingdom knows it!
Bethe king's ruin yet, and everyone knows that, too.”

“You have met the princess?’ Madia asked, trying not to flinch, Sraining to hold her tongue.

“Oh, no,” the woman said, shaking her head from sde to sde. “But it is common notice. The king's
threatened to put her out in the cold, you know, is the latest word about. Same justice she did you! Sure
serve her right, too.”



“l hear the stories mysdf,” her husband said. He frowned, the candldit shadow of his ax growing longer
across his rough, unshaven face. “But what of this one?’

“Could jugt put her out, on her way,” the woman said. “It was the ful moon that brought her, so we
could just give her back.”

“Sheissort of pretty.” The boy's voice. Madia could not imagine how he might see such virtues in her as
she appeared just now—filthy, ragged, putrid—athough she had dready noticed thet the smdl was
something these people were wel enough accustomed to. She looked the boy over more closdly. Quite
young, redly, perhaps thirteen. Nervous boyeyes of akind she had seen times before. Madia very nearly
amiled.

“Thank you,” she said.

“No need to sedl aman's bread,” the boy's father told Madia, looking her over much more carefully now
himsdf. “ Y ou can ask.”

“| redly am sorry. | was not sure who to trust,” she added, thinking this, at least, was quite true. | can't
trust anyone!

“Could be there's a nice bounty on her head?’ the man added, looking to his wife. Even the boy seemed
to perk up noticeably at the idea. Madia thought of the gold coins she had carried, a pittance to her then,
afortune to her now, more than enough to buy the loydties of these people. But she was poorer than
they just now.

“l doubt there is any bounty,” she said. “But your lord may wish to gain favor with the roya house by
tuming mein. | do not want to go to jal.”

“Shetdks so fing” the man said, rubbing his chin, thoughtful. “High breed, or a servant to ahigh house.”
“A servant, truly,” Madia responded, “to many a fine lord and greast baron who has visted the king.”
True also, in a very special way, she thought. “So you see, | know something of hospitdity.”

“Never mind that!” the woman snapped. She stepped forward once and stood toetotoe with Madia,
breething alesoaked breath at her. Her face fdl into shadow, but Madia could gather much from the ire in
the other's tone. “Therell be no hospitdity for outlaws here, bdieve that.”

“Alright, Faith,” her husband said, taking her by the arm, pulling her gently back. “Just a bit.” He walked
to one sSde of Madia and paused, puzzing, then went around to the other sde near the boy. “I'll bet she
knows something about work, bein' a servant to the king so long and dl.” He found Madids eyes. “We
got behind on cuttin' the lord's grain, enough so well have to work long and Sundays to get the last of our
own garden done and stored for winter.” He turned again to the others.

“What | mean is, we might let her stay about for a few weeks, or o, till we're done with harvest and
stores, and we might feed her alittle now and then. Aswdl my brother could use some hdp.” He made a
gesture -behind him, toward some other part of the village, then looked at Madia. “You can deep with
our cow, if you want.” He stopped to look a his wife and chuckled. Madia saw her grin and shake her
head. “And who is-going to watch her?’ she said.

“l can watch her,” the boy said.

“Aye, and sure there is more than one young man about who will help with thet,” his father said, grinning.
“l guess that's right,” the woman said, apparently -rlenting. “Sheisnot so large. Might not eat that much
anyway.”

Madia did manage a meager smile now, a genuine smile. She didn't know if staying here was safe, and
she had no idea what they would want from her, but peasant work had never seemed that difficult, and it
hed to be better than shivering and starving, or being set upon by more outlaws. “Thank you,” she said,
adding, “and you, Faith.”

“Rous” her husband said, introducing himsdlf. “And this is young Augt, my son. Now, tdl us who you
ae’”

Madia went to speak, saw the error in doing so and nearly choked on a hasty swalow. The three of
them were waiting. Faith, she thought, seeing it now. . . . “Hope,” she said.

“Same as my cousin's daughter,” Rous said, nodding in apparent wonder. “Easy to remember! Come
then, wéll show her where to deep. And best deep wdl,” he added, then he nodded to hiswife.

Faith gathered a blanket off the end of one of the beds and led Madia through the heavy burlap drapery



that hung a the back of the room. They stepped through the opening into another, smdler room, no more
than three or four yards across, then Faith held her candle up. The roof pitched down from the wal of the
main house, too low to stand under at the far end. The floor was covered with hay. The room's Sngle
other feature was a degping cow. Opening its eyes, the animd looked dreamily at the two women; it
dirred dightly, then shut its eyes again.

“See you come sunup,” Faith said, handing Madia the blanket. She turned to go.

“Wat!” Madia said. “What will | degp on? And—what of the cow?’

Faith stared a her for amoment, then something other than the candlidight flickered in her eyes, and she
burgt into a hearty laugh. “Aye” she said, “at least you dill have a sense of humor, and after dl you been
through. Y ou might do wdll after dl, girl. Now, good night.”

The woman dipped out and was gone. Madia turned in the darkness and made her way to the near wall,
then she inched dong, Sopping as far from the cow as she could get—but the amdl of dung grew heavy
there, and she redlized she was in the wrong corner. She did back, then up the other sde until she was in
front of the animd, as far as she knew. She could hear it bresthing. Leaning closer, she could fed the
warmth from its large body. She lay down and wrapped hersdf in the blanket, ligening to the cow's loud
bresthing, wondering if she would ever deep a sngle moment like this.

A couple of days here, she thought, was dl she would be able to stand. She thought of nothing after that
until she woke.

Fath returned just after sunup. She told Madia to fold the blanket, then she brought her out to the table.
Breskfast conssted of a barely edible grud and wonderfully fresh milk, though Rous drank de with his
med. Following that, Rous gathered scythes and rakes from the cowshed and handed them to his wife
and son. “A friend, Empil, logt hiswife this past month,” he told Madia, “so he will have an extra scythe
you can use” Then he turned and went outside.

The ar was brisk, but there was no wind and the sun shone dearly above the horizon. Warmth on the
way. Rous introduced Madia to the other villagers as they gathered on the village street. She met nearly
three dozen people whose names she forgot dmost as soon as they were told her. Too many to
remember, she thought, and she didn't see that it mattered in any case. Not for the few days she would
know any of them.

They showed her the midden, an open hegp of -manure and dirt, the same one she had seen the women
dump the buckets on the day before, then they told her now was the time to use it if she had to. She
didn't. Rous told the others that “Hope” was from the town of Rill, which apparently lay somewhere east
of the manor, and he explained the terms he had given her. No one seemed to object. Then everyone set
out for thefidds.

Most wandered to different sections of the manor fidds, where they began to cut the tal browning
grasses, some others set about reking and piling what had been cut and laid out a previous day. The
hayward came by, overseeing the day's start. He wore a dark coat and brimmed hat and rode a
wellgroomed horse, the kind of man Madia might have teased at the castle more than once but never
actudly spoke to, except to give the most despotic decree. Here, he was magter. She did not recognize
this man, but she tried to glimpse his face as he road near, hoping he would not know her and would pass
her by. She saw no recognition in his eyes.

Madia took up her scythe, watching the others work, and began to swing. The grasses fdl, progress
being made. She thought thiswould amost be fun, the novelty done providing an entertainment of sorts.
But after an hour, her hands and back were sore. By the time the hayward's horn sounded lunch, the day
had warmed congiderably. Sweat had soaked into her dothing and her hands had begun to bligter.
Women came bringing bread and cheese and watered de from the manor house. Madia followed
everyone into the shade of the trees dong the pasture's edge and ate as much as she could. She showed
Rous her hands.

“What did you do in Kamrit?’ he asked, sheking his head. Fath took a look and began to chuckle.
“Hide from her duties, I'll wager,” she said.

“Here” Rous told her, handing her a pot of de. “Drink as much of this down as you can, and you will



fed better about it.”
Madia enjoyed the wine her father imported from the ports in Neleva, but she had never liked de, even
good de, which her fird swdlow told her this was not. But she drank, then drank some more, until she
was nearly too dizzy to get up. When the horn sounded a second time, though, she did get up, ignoring
the diffnessin her back, and took her scythe to the whed for sharpening before going back to the fidds.
By the end of the day, her hands were bleeding and her back hurt so that she could hardly wak. The de
hed worn off and Ieft her with a throbbing head as well. But the fidd was nearly dl cut and raked.
She watched the hayward come around and talk to some of the men, induding Rous, then he sounded
the horn and everyone headed for the road. She went dong, limping from the misery in her back and
holding her hands againgt her ribs, pdms up, ams crossed a the wrigts. The evening med lay ahead.
Strangdly, she wasn't awfully hungry.
“Will you go to the lord's house for supper?” Madia asked as they walked, trying to think ahead.
“Aye, every night. We get meat and fish twice a week,” Rous sad as the waked. “But you can stay
behind if you want.” He made a wicked face, not akind sort of look, then he seemed to soften. “Maybe
we can bring you something back, if you are afraid to go up.”
Afraid, she thought, repegting the word in her mind. She had never been afraid of anything in her life She
was terrified of everything now—of just getting through another day.
“Wewill have two more boons thisweek,” Rous said after Madia didn't answer. “Two more fidds, and
next week we take bundles on the wagons to go up to the manor yard. Week after, we got our own
fiddsto finish, and what's |€ft of the garden. Then we make ready for the coldest months, which is when
youll be on your way. Y ou best figure what you plan to do for the winter.”
Madia heard dl his words, fdt her head pound and spin. Her hands burned and her body ached. She
didn't have a plan. Other than going to the trading city of Kopeth upriver. She numbly tried to tdl them
about this
Rous looked a hiswife and son, and dl three of them frowned.
“What isit?” Madia asked. She sumbled, then got her footing before she fdl. No one dowed or even
seemed to notice. She forced her legsto propel her forward.
“You dam to worry about being caught and taken back to Kamrit, but soldiers and traders from dl
lands can be found in Kopeth. And freemen and mercenaries of every sort. You'd best hope you told the
truth about the lack of aransom on your head.”
“It is a big and busy place, though,” young Aud said, eyes digant and bright as Madia looked a him.
“Travelerstdl of Kopeth at every chance! | have aways wanted to go there, just to see. | hear—’
“One tde too many, for afact,” Fath said, cutting the boy off. “It is a dangerous place for the unwary,
and thisgirl is as unwary as any | know.”
“Flenty of other towns in the north,” Rous said. “Places where a soul could stay years and not be of
notice to the rest of Ariman. Places only the tax collectors know.”
“Then that is what I'll do,” Madia said, thinking she could not work another hour in the fidds, let done
many days. Any city would do. She knew dressmaking, and she had been taught to cook a little bit, and
how to care for the sick and wounded; she knew something of the use of plants and herbs—sage and
lavender, fennd and horehound and wormwood. And she could read, something no one of these people
and not many in even the largest towns could do well. She would find less painful work and better food
and red architecture, and perhaps a red bed that was not to be shared with livestock. A few days, she
recited again in her mind. Maybe only two. Then | will go.

* * %
The following morning, Faith gave Madia two srips of soft cloth and showed her how to wrap her
blistered hands. Then she cooked eggs and milk together in the kettle on the hearth, a med that filled
Madias somach with awarm and heavy glow, each mouthful tasting better than the last.
Rous watched Madia eat, fumbling the chunks of egg with fingertips that protruded from the wrappings.
“Youwill say here today,” he told her as he rose, preparing to go. “Give those hands a chance to hed
some. Stay in the house, if you know what's good for you. Others here about didike anybody around
their things, and the lord himsdf might ride out for aregular look. ‘Course, were that to happen, we three



would know nothing about any crimes a Kamrit. You heard what | told the others about you.”

“Yes” Madia said, thankful, more truly thankful than she had ever been to anyonein her life before. They
were good people, but she couldn't expect them to lie for her at risk to themsdaves, and she didn't think
less of them for it. They were not so ignorant, either, not quite, anyway; they knew of an entire life that
shedid not.

“l understand,” she added. “1 will not bring harm to you or your family. | swear it. And as soon as my
hands get alittle better—"

“He knows, girl,” Faith said, amiling a bit. “We would not have kept you if we fet you was no good.”
Which was an odd thing to hear; she had only just bardy begun to think of them in that way, yet
goparently they had decided many things about her aful day ago.

She wanted to say something, but she didn't have any words just at the moment. It didn't seem to matter.
Fath had dready turned with her husband and son and headed out. Then she paused at the door,
ganang back.

“See what you can do to clean the place,” Faith said, gesturing broadly. “Tomorrow is only hdf a day of
work. In the afternoon, we can see about making you an extra set of clothes”

Just a week, then, Madia thought. Maybe two. Then | will go.

November's firg winds blew whispering hadfbare tree limbs againgt each other and swirled leaves through
the air, piling them againg fences and doorways about the village. Madia finished her bread and bacon
breakfast and sighed; she stared out the window, thinking about staying in the hut again most of the day,
doing little else. There was no more work to do on the hig fidds or anywhere on the manor, even on
Rous own acreage. Rous and the other villagers had laidy begun daughtering many of the animds,
thereby making room in their sheds, and were keeping busy putting dried meset up for the winter.

In two months time Madia had put on afew pounds weight, though most dl of that was muscle. She fet
grong, farly hedthy, and . . . restless. She thought of the months ahead as she got up from the table, and
decided that perhapsit wastime.

Not that saying in the village was all bad—even though that meant getting used to smelling and looking
and feding like one of Kamrit's street beggars, but she had grown fond of these people, especidly Faith,
who had shown her the unusud art of cooking with dmaost no ingredients, and who seemed to possess an
inner drength and endurance that left Madiain constant awe. In fact, Madia had grown rather fond of her
own new persondity, too, of “Hope’ the servant girl, the peasant girl—though it was a role she would
not cherish forever.

She had never guessed how hard such a life could be, nor how smple too smple, at times. And too
crue. She had seen a newborn girl die of fever her second week here, and men and women whose
bodies were so old and worn that they were like waking dead, yet they were no older than her own
father. Rous was becoming such a man, and Faith, worn and weary, old ahead of her time. And the boy
would follow them, accepting who and what he was. Something Madia had never given much thought
to—in the past.

She did not want to spend the winter here, or the oring after that, or dl those to come. She had dready
talked with the others about everything she dared talk about, and though there was no doubt much more
they could teach her, she was only just so willing to learn the ways of such a place; she didn't want to die
here.

And this village was ill much too close to Kamrit for comfort, yet too far from the life for which she had
been bred.

She started to bring up the subject of going, then -decided to wait until after the med that evening. She
spent the day meking clothes with Faith, then waited as usud as the villagers went up to the manor for the
evening medl, but when they returned, Rous came to Madia and stood slently, looking a her, his
expresson srangdy unresdable.

“Thereisnews,” he said. “Y ou may be able to return to Kamrit, or eat at the manor with the rest of usif
it suits you better. They say sheisdead.”

“Who is dead?’ Madia asked.



“The princess, Madia, daughter of King Andarys,” Rous replied, turning out a thin amile. “The very bitch
what caused you your grief!”

“He put her out of the castle, he did,” Faith said, wrinkling her nose. “The king warned her once and for
al, before she brought the kingdom down around his ears, and she crossed him ill! So by the gods he
put her out on her own, and that was the degth of her.”

“How do they know sheis dead?’

“No one has seen her in weeks,” Rous replied. “And the pendant she was wearin' turned up in a
merchant's gdl in the market square. Fdl vicim to outlaws on the river road, they say. So you see, she
won't likdy be back.”

“Yes | see)” Madia sad, trying to sort everything out. But it had only been a few weeks! To give up
hope so quickly meant that someone in the castle, perhaps even her father, truly must have wanted her
dead and gone and mugt know of the attacks on he—one of them, at least. More, it meant that no one
cared for her life not her own father, certainly, and not anyone else! Her only vdue had comein degath.
Shedill didn't want to believe that.

“How could a father do such athing to his own daughter?” Madia asked, not looking at anyone.

“That would depend, | guess” Rous said, shrugging his shoulders, “on the girl.”

You wanted to leave here, shetold hersdf. Now you'll get your wish. Though of course, she could not
leave to go back as the ghost of Madia Andarys. Obvioudy, there were those who would test her
mortdity.

“Wdl and good,” Madia said, trying to amile. “I will go in the morning.”

“And we will missyou,” young Aust said, grinning a her, gazing a her with eyes that spoke of friendship
now.

“All of us” Faith said, and Rous nodded, amiling too, just like the boy.

“|I—" Madia said, tdling the truth, seeing it as she spoke, “—I will missyou, too.”

With the morning, Madia put the extra clothes Faith had made for her into a homemade shoulder bag and
wrapped a thick cape around hersdf. Rous gave her dried pork and a hearty loaf of barley and rye
bread. Findly she headed south, waving goodbye, watching them watch her go. When she was well out
of sght, she dipped off the road and doubled back, heading northwest again, waking away from Kamrit,
away from home.

Madia had never been one to overlook a good resource, and a patently effective piece of fiction had
aways been jud that. She modified some of the details, foremost her gpproach; she walked draight into
a mog likdy looking little peasant village before the onset of darkness. Wearing a lostcow 1ook, she
began hunting for the most likdly looking faces, then told her story as convinangly as any bard or mingre
a her father's castle ever had. The villagers ligened intently, dinging spellbound to every word as she
explained her crimes of indnuated passion, then pleaded the case for her innocence.

“The king thought | was in part responsible for his daughter's misbehavior,” she finished, adding this
nemy concocted hit. “The princess tried to lay blame on me in order to stisfy her own misplaced
jedoudy!”

The villagers, having little access to ingder royd gossp o far afied, found Madia to be an innocent yet
scandalous fountain of it. And they had yet to hear of the princess supposed demise.

She asked for only afew days food and shdter in -return for her tales, and found that severd families
were willing to argue over the privilege. But before she grew to didike the accommodation, and before
sheran out of red or embellished taes to tell, she quietly moved on, traveing only by day now, wary of
the bite the winds of November had begun to carry.

The third village she stayed in was larger than the others and was visted frequently by the manor's lord, a
sour, rumpled man who seemed to look that way even in fresh dothing. There were no meat and fish
medls a the manor house, but Madia learned that he paid wages high enough to dlow some of the sarfs
to buy their freedom, or more land of their own on which to grow cash crops to be sold in the markets at
Kopeth. There were even a few travelers about, rdatives and peddlers from other villages, for the fief
itsdf was a very large one.



Madia began to fed dmos comfortable here. She came to stay with a mother who truly needed help
with many things, awidow named Arie and her two daughters, girls hdf Madias age. With no sons and
no husband, Arie and her girls had learned to do a man's work each day, and bore a look in their eyes
and posture that tedtified to this. She said her husband had died during the winter past, something wrong
in his gut, a painful passing. The other villagers had helped with whatever they had, and 4ill did, more
generoudy then any people Madia had ever known at Kamrit Castle.

So Madia offered to help Arie with putting up the lagt of her winter stores, then she helped make de and
-noticed, tagting older brews, that she had begun to -devel op a taste for the quff hersdf.

She met other girls her own age here, most of them married, though a few that were not, and there were
many young men, though she only flirted with them; she had known too many men of learning and power,
men of adventure who were greater adversaries in games of -romantic lure and chance. Already she had
amog forgotten what that was like, though not completely. Food and shelter were one thing, but a
princess fancy was quite another.

She stayed nearly three weeks until, come a Saturday afternoon, Arie returned from taking a wagonload
of the last of the season's apples to the market. When the wagon drew near, Arie was off the back and
hurrying -toward the hut before the whedls had stopped.

“Hope!” she said, ateribly serious look on her face. “1 have news of Kamrit, of the king!” She said it dl
in one bregth, then drew another. “We should go indde”

Madia nodded, went in and waited while the girl composed hersdf, waited for her to say tha the
princess was presumed dead, and so it might be safe for the servant girl Hope to return to the city of
Kamrit.

“The long illness that plagues King Andarys has taken a turn, they say, and has worsened. The grand
chamberlain, Lord Ferris, is carrying out the king's wishes for him.”

Madiafdt her gut tighten. My father, ill! And that cretin Ferris running the kingdom. . . .

“They say Lord Ferrisis hunting enligments, and his soldiers are said to be everywhere lady, especidly
in Kopeth, looking for young men to join ther legions”

“Perhaps they will stay in Kopeth,” Madia muttered, her mind going in two directions.

“But don't you see, they will come here soon, searching for freemen, or any man willing to serve the king.
Did you not say you were dill wanted by every soldier in Ariman? Or do you think, with the king'siliness,
your crimes might have been forgotten?’

“Perhgps,” Madia said, paying dtrict attention now. “Though . . . | would doubt that.”

Of course, she dill had no ideawho ese was involved, which made trying to understand the possibilities
just as frudraing as it had been the day she was attacked.

“Then | fear for you. You sad that your service in the castle made you known to dl.”

“That istrue,” Madia replied. “When might they come?’

“A few days, | think. Perhaps aday.”

She had heard of a town beyond Kopeth, known as Kern, nearer the northern border of
Ariman—though not too close, as anywhere close to Bouren was nowhere she wanted to find hersdf just
now. Still, there might be nowhere else to go. Except home. “Then | must leave -tonight.”

“You mugt let me help you.”

“You say the king'sillnessis an old one. Do you know anything more?’

“No, only what they say.”

Madia had never known of any such illness so she thought it might well be a lie Her father wouldn't do
her the favor of getting sick and passing on. Rumors could start, though, and spread. . . .

“Wherewill you go?’ Arie asked.

“| have aplace to hide” Madia said, because Arie didn't need to know any differently.

“Will you be back?’

Arie stood looking at her the way Lady Anna used to, nights when Madia would leave her chambers, like
Rous and Faith and Augt had looked a her the day she had said goodbye to them. She had sad
goodbye too often of late.

“Yes” she said, knowing it wasn' true.



“Then | would have you borrow something of mine” Arie went to the corner of the room, reached
behind the pine storage chest there, and retrieved a sword. She handed it to Madia. A crude wegpon,
the blade was short and blunt and made of poor sted, most of it rusing and pitted at the edges. The hilt
was homemade, carved from oak, and there was no scabbard.

“It was found in the fidds, |eftover from the wars,” she said. “It might afford you some protection againgt
the hungry beasts, or men. My husband taught me how to hold it, to protect mysdf when he was away. It
isnot hard to learn.”

She went to show Madia whét little she had learned. Madialet her, not letting on to her own abilities with
awespon.

“Thank you,” Madia said when they were finished. She wrapped the sword in rags and tied it to her
back. “I will returniit, | promise” And she redized as she said it that, in fact, she hoped she might keep
her word.

She dressed as warmly as time and the villager's generosity would dlow. She took food for a week,
hoping it would not take that long, uncertain she would survive longer in the cold that had gripped the
land in recent days.

For amoment, she began to wonder if it might be better to just go home, or go to Kopeth, better to face
her enemies and risk being killed or hauled away by her father—or by his enemies. At least that way, she
thought, she might die running toward her life, instead of away from it—because that is what you are
doing! It was an idea she dill fdt uncomfortable with, one she could examine only indirectly. Yet there
were other concerns.

What if my father reallyisill. . ..

But if she were ever to go back with the intent to survive she would need to know more, to understand
many things that eluded her now. The decison could wait, a few days at least, until shed had time to
think things over a little more, time to decide what she was afraid of, no matter where she was, or
perhaps, with luck, she would be able to learn something new in ared town. One way or another.

With the fird light of the last day of November, she set out again, feet crunching on the morning frost
covering the grassesin the fields dong the road to Kern.



Chapter VI

Slently Anna stood over him, waiching him bregthe, ignoring the ache in the bones of her tired feet. She
kndt and took her thin leether shoes off. The cool stone floor fdt good againg the soles of her fedt.
The king stirred, one hand twitching dightly; Anna held the hand in hers, squeezing gently. She liked to
come here as often as she could, then stay by Kdren -Andarys side until she could no longer stand. The
king had deteriorated dowly before her eyes, fading awvay phydcaly and mentdly until he could barely
move or speak, or recognize anyone. Sill, Anna spent time a his side, fussng over his appearance, his
dathing and his hair.
Lord Keren reminded her of dl that had been, of the times when her husband was 4ill dive, when the
cadtle was filled with vistors and host to countless gatherings, when dl Kamrit was as bright and dive as
he was. Sr Rendl and Kdren had been great friends, and Kelren had been a good friend to her when
her husband was taken. The king had trusted her with the care of his only daughter.
A trugt she fdt she had betrayed, a least in some ways. Like her husband, Madia was aso gone, and
Keren was dl that remained of her, too. . . .
Every time she looked a him, she remembered dl this When he died and dl that had been the best parts
of her life died with him, she would have nothing at dl.
She stood back as her feet ached again in protest, then she sighed, considering giving in to the hour, to
the inevitable. Her thoughts drifted again, only to be interrupted by the dick of the laich on the door
behind her. She turned to find Lord Ferris entering the room. He was accompanied by the seneschd,
Trigan, two squires, and behind them a pair of serfs and Lamarat, the court physician. Ferris greeted her;
Trigan only gave her anod. They approached the bed, but only Lamarat did not stop short. He edged in
front of Anna, and she quickly -retreated.
“We mud tend to him now,” Lord Ferris said, taking Anna well aside. “You may come again tomorrow,
if you wish.”
Annabarely looked up. Ferris had the most unsattling eyes she had ever encountered, and a certain way
about him: agitated at times, frightening, like an anima gone mad. “Yes, my lord,” she said, bowing to
him. “Tomorrow.”
“Good night,” Ferris said.
She faded back and quietly et hersdf out.

* k%
When Lamarat was finished, he stepped back. “Forgive me, my lord,” he said, “but there seems to be
nothing left to do. His fate liesin the hands of the Greater Gods.”
“It is enough that you have tried,” Tyrr told him—made the mouth tdl him. “More, no one can ask.”
“Perhgps apriest or awizard,” Lamarat said. “| fear there may be sorcery at work here, though | cannot
be sure”
“A priest will be called if one is needed,” Tyrr assured him, working to form an appropriate expression
on the condruct's face. “But | fear Kdren's auffering is nothing more than naturé's own crudty.” He
paused momentarily, just long enough, then he turned to the others. “ Please, leave me now, dl of you, so
thet | may pray with my kingin slence”
He waited while the physician left, taking the senescha and the squires with him. The two serfs, however,
remaned. These were the men Tyrr had picked out, dong with several others, to become more of his
specid dlies, a rare dimenson added to his perfectly evolving plan. He had given them specid training
and guidance, then set about working new spdls with old; they were his now, completely. Soon, there
would be many like them.
He nodded to one of the serfs, who turned and laiched the door. Tyrr postioned himsdf, hed the
congruct dill, then focused the rest of his energies on the feeble, faling body of King Andarys. Even this
newest incantation was dmilar to others he had tried, made to cause a specific human suffering; it was
epecidly -designed to draw much greater energy from both the naturd world, and from the great



reserves inherent in the power differentias between the human world and Tyrr's. This night Tyrr |abored
caefully, tirdedy, fighting his naturd urge to rush in and finish up, to subgtitute raw energy for a
sugtained methodology. This was as much atest of his own resolve as it was a means to -accomplish his
god—the desth of the king.

He had reasoned that perhaps hisfalures so far were due to a lack of atention to detail and not to errors
inhis gpdlls or their intengty. A problem, Tyrr believed, that had plagued his kind throughout the ages.
Until now.

Theking was gravely ill. He looked terribly thin and pae, skin dry and limp, eyes nearly aways closed,
glazed when they were open. There was no doubt that Tyrr's efforts so far had had their effects, and the
entire kingdom was convinced of the apparent sad outcome of Kedren's drange, worsening
afliction—but somehow the man ill lived! And clearly, that had gone on long enough.

Magic was a work, certainly, snce no amount of mortd fortitude could have kept any man dive under
Tyrr's repeated assaults. But even magic, no mater how layered or perfected, had its limits its
weaknesses, its gaps. Tyrr smply had to construct a spell that worked.

He made the mouth speak the spdll'sfind words as he placed the construct's hands over the bed, padms
open and facedown, letting the power of the spdll flow to the king. Tyrr bore down, concentrating with dl
hisfaculties, letting the incantation do its work.

When the spdl wasfindly spent, he looked down with his own vidon, as wel as through the eyes of the
humen congtruct, and examined the body of Andarys. He saw an utter lack of movement, sensed nathing
there at dl. A faint excitement began to build ingde him, the hope of find victory! Then the king's chest
rose, and fdl, and rose again.

“No!” Tyrr said out loud, redizing in the same indant that he had done so unconscioudy, tha he was
losng ddfinition—dipping! “Dont let it control you,” he said, again out loud, this time on purpose. Rage
and frudration could force the quick unraveing of al his carefully adopted condraints and resolutions,
could make the construct too red or destroy it atogether.

He saw the door to falure again cregping open before him—atrap, the same trap that had swalowed so
meany of hiskind in ages past, and one he had sworn to outwit! Mild panic swelled within him. He sought
to suppress it, to replace it with any sort of cam and confidence. But aready he noticed thet the body
congtruct he had labored so long to complete was beginning to demateridize. . . .

“Think,” he made the mouth say. Control, hetold himsdf. More thinking is needed, and more control!
He turned away from the body, then paced the room for a time, diverting the energy of the sorm of
emotion within him to the walking motion as he had seen humans do. Like shouting, this seemed to help,
though he was not quite certain why.

Think!

Findly Tyrr returned to the bedside and looked down.

And there it was! The answer nearly struck him like a blow: try as he might he could not make the king
die—this sadly, was truth. The solution, then, was to Smply lie!

Annawas hdfway up the east stairs when a dab of rough stone scuffed her toes, and she redlized shed
forgotten her shoes. She hesitated to go back—L ord Ferris would hardly be pleased, no doubt. Perhaps
he and the others will not stay long, she thought. | could go and wait near the door for a bit. And if
they didn't come out directly, it could wait until tomorrow.

She went back down the gtars, dong one quiet corridor, then turned into the next, nearing the king's
chambers. Here she passed by the doors to other chambers unoccupied for a generation, where Hud
Andarys had kept family and friends, and findly Madias room, now empty as well. When she reached
Keren's chamber door, she paused, ligening. She heard nothing, so she pressed her ear agang the
door.

Mumbling drifted through the thick oak, but nothing she could understand. Then she heard something thet
sounded like grunting. Suddenly she was aware of footsteps echoing faintly, somewhere behind her. She
spoun about, hurried up the hdl, and ducked through the door to Madids chambers, then pressed the
door carefully shut behind her.



She could hear the footsteps clearly as she huddled near the floor: someone passng by the door,
sopping a Keren's chambers. Then a knock, a voice begging -entrance, the voice of Ceanlon, the new
prelate of Kamrit's Church of the Greater Gods, a priest that had become a close spiritua advisor to
Lord Ferris since Kelren had taken soill.
They have given up hope, Anna thought, feding the loss in her own heart as the implications forced
themselves upon her. Then she heard the chamber door open and close. She waited a moment to be sure
no one dse was outside the door. When she was satisfied, she dowly pulled the door back a crack.
Voices grew suddenly loud as the king's chamber door pulled open. Anna quickly -retreated. She could
hear Ferris taking to the prelate Ceanlon, and to other men, who made brief, mumbled replies. She
couldn't be sure what any of them were saying, though she was certain she did hear the word “body”
mentioned twice.
S0 heis gone, she thought.
Asthe group moved down the hdl, Anna took a breath, then held it, and inched the door back just far
enough to get her nose into the opening. She could see Lord Ferris and the prelate moving away.
Between them, two serfs carried the body of the king. Annas heart sank 4ill further. She had wished to
be near when desath findly came to him, to say her own goodbye. She waited for the party to reach the
adjoining corridor a the end of the hal—to turn left toward the west wing of the cadtle, the way that led
to the underground catacombs and vaults, where Kedlren's father had been lad to rest. The place where
Keren's body would be prepared.
They reached the intersection and paused, spesking momentarily, then Ferris and the prelate turned west
as expected and disappeared around the corner. The sarfs and Kelren's body, however, turned the other
way, and headed eadt.

* * %
Sill in bare feet, Anna padded down the hdl, staying wel back and out of sght, but close enough to
fallow the faint echo of scuffling feet ahead. She trailed the serfs through numerous corridors and down
two main levels then down another. She findly stopped when she reached a turn no dtizen of Kamrit
wished to take. -Beyond lay alarge open stairway leading down to the castle€'s oldest, darkest dungeons.
She poked her head around the corner. Only one torch lit the top of the stairwell; the second was
missing, taken down the gtairs by the serfs. A amdl table and two chairs stood next to the dtairs, a place
for the guards—though, as far as Anna knew, only the new dungeons had guards these days. A sngle
soldier stood by the table now.
What for? she wondered. Here to guard the king's dead body? But from what? From whom?
Only darkness filled the gairwel beyond. Then she heard footsteps again and saw the hdmet of a second
guard riang out of the black hole that surrounded the light from his torch. The two serfs followed,
emptyhanded. Annafdt achill rake her spine, fdt her feet ache, her head beginning to throb. She turned
and hurried away.



Chapter VIII

From the knoll, Madia could see mogt of the town of Kern, a huddle of houses and larger buildings
around a Sngle town square, dl set in a naturd hallow that rose beyond to the horizon's low wooded
hills In the flattest fidlds on either Side of the town, between smal wooded lots and rocky mounds, water
stood in pools and furrows, the result of three days near constant cold rain. The wesather had turned bad
enough to threaten Madias survivd, and she suspected, soaked, weak and shaking as she was, it might
yet do the job.

She had dept the fird rainy night under a stand of pines, but the water had dripped down and soaked
through the ragged tapestries she had brought to cover hersdlf. The next night was better, spent in a
tumbled down leanto; she shared the space with a pair of goats, both femde, no doubt from a nearby
manor, and their warm milk had been something to savor.

But she had begun to shake sometime late yesterday, a condition that got no better even after waking al
day, or after finishing the last of her provisons, trying to gain strength enough to recover. She could not
remember ever being so cold; a cold she thought would never leave her bones. The shaking had grown
worse this past little while. Her teeth had begun to réttle.

She had no idea what to expect in Kern, whether soldiers from Kamrit or Lenciamight be there, whether
anyone would recognize her, or help her even if they did. But there was no choice now.

She took a deep breath, waited for the worst of a fresh wave of shuddering to subside, then headed
down into town.

The square was open and empty, its booths packed away for the winter months, merchants and
peddlersgone to warmer dimes or huddled in their houses. But as she examined the signs and markings
outsgde some of the shop doors, she saw some remained yet open: clothier, cartwright, cobbler, amith,
candlemaker and afew more. It was better than anything she'd seen in months.

A large inn made modlly of stone stood at the far end of the square, the only inn, so far as Madia could
tdl. She wiped rain from her face and made her way forward.

As she approached the door, it swung open and two men appeared. Involved in their conversation, they
stepped out onto the wooden wak and closed the door behind them, not quite steady on their feet. They
looked up and fdl Slent as they fixed thar eyes on Madia. Next they looked to each other, expressons
unreadable. Madias mind whirled; she searched for the knowledge of the other life she had lived, her
long experience manipulaing men.

They were poorly dressed and groomed and clearly uncaring of the fact, with skin made rough by the
elements, the way her own hands had dready become. Theirs were large hands, though as one of the
men pointed at Madia, she saw that he was missng severd fingers. The other man, the heavier of the
two, wiped his mouth on his deeve and squinted in Madias direction.

They were both tal, both bearded, and hatless. The rain began to wet ther bading heads, beading and
running off the all in their dark hair and whiskers. Thieves or unemployed laborers, Madia thought, the
two of them drinking the winter months into oblivion. And no women, she guessed, or none that would
have them, though such men were quick to feed each of their hungers dl the same, when they could.

“l think you are right,” the heavier one said, taking one step in Madias direction, nodding. “She be a
woman & thet!”

Madia fdt hersdf shake vidently as a sudden wave of anxiety—of fatigue wrapped in fear—swept her.
Then came around of fresh chills She knew she should be gathering words to say, thinking of something
to do in case this Stuation got out of hand, but her mind would not operate and her spirit seemed too
drained.

“Not good, but she don't look redl bad, either,” the one with the missng fingers replied. Madia knew that
wasn't true—not now.

The bigger one stepped off the wooden walk. “Where you from?” he asked, grinning, dislaying alack of
teeth.



“The south,” she said, finding speech uncommonly hard. “A village”
“All done?’ Fingers asked, scratching the whiskers on his cheek with just his thumb. “And in such a
ran?’

Lies, Madiatold hersdf. Think of something—

“1 was traveling with my husband, but we were set upon by outlaws and he was killed, three days
ago.”
“Traveling where?” the large one asked.

“ Ahh—here, of course. I—rather, he was a, a—" She tried to recall all the trades she had just
counted on her way into town. “ A baker,” she said. “ Do you have one?”

The question gave them pause, then Fingers made a negative shrug. “ Well, anyway, we got lots of
folk who bake, so0 it don't matter. Where'd you learn to talk like that?”

Madia felt another shiver, the strength leaving her body; her speech till retained much of what
her appearance did not. * Some years ago, | was a servant at Kanrit castle,” she said, picking up
the same old line.

“Aye, I'll bet, and | was the king's mistress!” Fingers chortled, dapping his friend backhanded.
“Now, what eseisit you aren't sayin'?”

Madia only stared at them, wishing they would vanish. Wishing she could call the guard and have

these two sent to the dungeons or executed.

“ Got any coin?” Fingers asked her suddenly.

“No,” Madia said. “ The robbers took that.”

“Lessee just what you got in that sack,” the large one said, grinning now, nearly toothless as well.
“You don't mind, do you?”

Not again, Madia thought. She could understand the lure of the richlooking bag she had worn from
Kamit, but the wet sack she carried now was not the least hit -gppetizing, unless they were just that
curious, or bored, or stupid—or dl those things.

“Please, let me pass,” she said.
The heavier man reached into his coat and drew out a blackened Hiletto, then pointed it toward Madia
“When we come to it, dear,” he said. His nose began to run; he sniffed fluids back, then swallowed.

Madia remembered the sword on her back. She stepped back, heart pounding as the possihilities settled
in her consciousness. She shrugged off her bag and pulled the cord free, then wrestled the blade from its
wrappings. The two men faded back just a step, then Fingers began to laugh, and his friend did, too.
“Maybe we oughta get us some help, ‘fore she runs us through!” the fat man roared, spreading his arms,
holding the tiletto with just his fingertips as if preparing to drop it; Madia didn't think he would. Fingers
started moving right, working hisway around so as to get behind her while the other man dipped the
knife back into hisfig and came draight ahead.

Madia siwvung the blade at the man on her right, forcing him to back away. The bigger man jumped at her,
lashing out with the diletto, apparently aming for her am. She reacted just in time, countering with a
short and unexpected thrust that found the front of the big man's thigh. He stood back, ggping down as
blood soaked his knee and spread down the graybrown trouser leg. Then he looked at Madia again with
astrange, contorted face, and he began to howl.

Madia checked on Fingers, found him standing too close, no amile on his face now. She put two paces
between them, but dready the big man's ftiletto was lashing out again. He was swinging wild, too fast for
Madias battered mind and body to defend againgt. She fdl back, sumbling, parrying his moves by rote,
but he began to catch on, anticipating what she might do next. He lunged twice, and the second strike
caught her deeve and tore it nearly off. She thought there was blood, but she couldn't pause to look.
When she glanced sideways, she redlized she couldn't see Fingers anymore.

A second later he found her, hands grabbing her from behind. The other man straightened, a rainsoaked
look of satisfaction spreading over his chunky festures. Madia fdt exhaustion take her, fdt the chills
overwhdm her. She dumped back into the smdler man's arms and let him take her weight.

“Have to hurt you for this” Chunky said, pointing to hisleg.

“Earned wages,” Madiatried to say, the only thing she could throw at him, but she didn't think the words



came out.
She heard the door on the inn burst open behind them and looked up to see another man stepping ouit.
Both the men with her turned and looked. He was tdl and broadchested, if a bit round at the middle, and
dressed much better than these other two. He wore a deeveess fur tunic, his face was shaven, the har
coiffed out of hiseyes. A handsome man, in fact, despite being early in hisfiftiesif he was a day.
She noticed now that he had afull broadsword shegthed in decorated leather and lashed to his Sde. She
hadn't seen the like since leaving Kamrit Castle.
“Go on back ingde, Hoke!l” the man holding the gtiletto said. “This be none of your afar.”
The man they caled Hoke smply stood there, slent, arms folded in front of him. Madia suddenly redized
he wasn't looking at the two men at al, but was garing sraight at her. Then a part of her mind tried to tdl
her she had heard that name before, sometime long ago, or heard mention of it, though nothing would
come clearly to mind.
“Yours, ether, | would wager,” Hoke replied, looking at them.
“Wdl, sheisgoin with us, you hear!” Fingers said, shouting in Madias ear. “Just Smple fact!”
“Leave her,” Hoke said. “You don't need her. She looks hafdead anyway.”
“Gonna be dl the way dead the way she's actin)” the fat man said, dhifting his weight, his leg bleeding
worse now. “Just go back to your business”
“You are kegping me from it,” Hoke replied. “1 say she was headed indde, in need of a med and a
room.”
“Never do you no good,” Fingers said. “She's a beggar. Got robbed on the road, and her husband
killed.”
“That 307" Hoke said, surprisein his eyes. “A husband, was it?’
Madia barely redized he was taking to her. She -nodded, then fdt the man behind her jerk her once for
her efforts.
“Jud bring her,” the big man said, waving his dender knife toward the near Sde of the square. The sound
of Hoke's sword leaving its scabbard drew everyone's atention. He stepped down and approached
Madia and the two men. She noticed he seemed to limp on one leg just as the fat man did, though he was
gpparently much more used to it.
“Leave her!” he said again, his voice both louder and lower this time. He stood a arm's length from the
fa men and brought the tip of his sword into gentle contact with the diletto, then dowly forced it
downward. “Or | will lose & least one customer.”
The other man seemed to druggle againg the pressure, then he gave up and withdrew. “You are not
mekin' any friends, Hoke,” he said, dill holding the knife defensively, though the killing mood had left his
eyes.
“Never needed many,” Hoke said, then he took -another step forward. The man behind Madia let go
quickly enough and did sideways to join hisfriend, leaving Madia to find her legs again. The two of them
stood watching Hoke and Madia, dready putting distance -between themsdves and Hoke as they
walked dowly backward. They began mumbling, though not loud enough to hear the words.
“Speak up!” Hoke said, shouting. He stepped toward them at the same time. Both men jumped
involuntarily, then turned and hurried off, mumbling dl the more.
Madia watched Hoke put his sword away. She fdt her legs giving out.
“Thank you,” she said, making certain he heard.
Hoke amiled quietly then, as though held come to some agreement with himsdlf. “Itismy sworn duty,” he
replied, looking at her.
She swalowed, took a breath. “Your duty?’ She fdt hersdf going to her knees. Hoke stepped toward
her and dipped hisarm around her wais. “I could hardly let them kill the king's own daughter!”

* * %
She woke in a oft bed—a room at the inn, she thought, in part because Hoke was standing over her
bed.
“Isit morning?’ she asked. She remembered going -insde the inn, and eating soup, and being wrapped in
omething warm. . . .



“Afternoon,” he said. “You missed breskfast and lunch, but you are in plenty of time for dinner. I'll wait
for you outsde.” And with that, he disappeared through the doorway.

Shefdt like staying in bed a while longer, shug under the warm blankets, but her ssomach would not let
her, any more than her curiogity. She dressed in the smple, blousey dress she found laid out beside the
bed, then found a comb and used it on her hair. When she joined Hoke outside, he led her downdtairs to
aquiet table at one end of the big room, where the med was served.

She learned that the clothes had been provided by a woman Hoke introduced as Keara—a woman
nearly twice Madids age, tdl and thin, with long dark harr and cdm, set features. Keara suffed Madia
ful of cooked pork and carrotsin a brown gravy, and fresh oat bread, and the best de Madia had ever
tasted. There were two very large stone hearths complete with chimneys a ether end of the room, one of
them just behind her. -Inside a grest fire burned, warming her back.

Hoke ate quickly, then went about the room, dill limping, speeking to a few of the other guests. He
-returned just as Madia was finishing. He took to his char across the table from her, getting the bad leg
out from under him first. Keara excused hersdf and went to fetch more bread and de, hdf of which she
gave to two younger couples on her way back.

“How would you say sheisfaing? Hoke asked Keara after she joined them, nodding at Madia.

“Wdl enough, congdering,” Keara said, holding a folded cloth, shaking her head. “One more day out
there and nobody could have done her any harm.”

“How long were you on the road?’ Hoke asked.

Madia fdt the remnant of a chill pass up her pine as she thought of that journey. There was much she
wanted to put out of her mind, and more she needed to know. She wanted to ask questions, not answer
them. “Seven nights, and eght days,” she said.

“Kearais right, you know, alot of folk would never have lasted so long. A traveler's got to have the
knowhow to pack in westher like this And strength—plenty of that, certainly. And fortitude. And, |
think, senghility!” Hoke leaned over the table, eyang Madia as though she might disappear a any
moment. “So,” he said, “you are a puzzle, because as the Greater Gods are my witness, Princess Madia
was never awoman of any such quditied”

Madia swalowed back a gulp of de and nearly choked on it. “Oh,” she said, nose down. “You knew
her?

“I knew you,” Hoke replied. “When you were much younger.

“l...see” Madialooked up and sat gill a moment, trying to read the man's dark eyes. “Who are you?’
she asked directly.

“Hoke”

“I know that, but why does your name sound familiar?’

“l was captain in your father's roya guard and fought beside him in the Voller uprisngs before you were
born. 1 used to tickle your sides when you were just a amidl girl.” Madia found vague memories dirring,
becoming clearer. As she recdled her higory lessons, the Voller wars arose when a smdl number of
Ariman's eastern coadtd fiefs, led by Baron Voller, had chdlenged the rights of the crown. In the find
battle, King Andarys had been captured by a rading party led by the baron himsdf, then hed for
ransom. But a amdl, outnumbered band of Andarys finest knights from the royd guard overran and
defeated the kidnappers dmost a once, and the king had escaped unharmed. Baron Voller, however,
had not survived, dong with most of his men.

“l have been told of this” Madia said. “Y ou are the captain who led the rescue attempt?’

“The same”

“But he was badly wounded,” Keara said, glancing back at the handful of others seated about the room,
then gtting hersdf down aswell. “Nearly logt hisleg.”

“That was twenty years ago,” Madia said. Her eyes strayed toward the leg, but the table blocked her
view. “It never mended?’

Hoke shrugged. “Wel enough. But I'm not much good in afight.”

“I would never say that,” Keara disagreed, scowling a Hoke. He shrugged again.

“I lack agility,” he said.



Keara made aface. “Yes, but there is something to be said for kill. He was the finest swordsman in dll
Arimanin his day, mentor to dl the great knights”

“Itistrue,” Madia said, more of her lessons coming back to her now. “That isjust how it was told to me.
Y ou became a greet hero.”

“l became a burden, kept on because of your father's charity.”

“It was gratitude,” Keara corrected, looking a Madia, ignoring Hoke now. “And need. Your father put
Hoke to work training the best of the many young menatarms that came to his service. And every man
was grateful.”

“Why aren't you dill there? Madia asked. “I can -assure you that there is lady a great need for
competent ingructors.”

“My own decison. | was not . . . comfortable. Your -father offered me a amdl figf near Haven, but |
never fancied mysdf a baron.”

“So he offered money instead, and Hoke bought the inn and settled here” Keara finished for him.
“Which mogt of Kern haslong been pleased about, especialy me, though | should never let im hear as
much.” She ralled her eyes & Hoke. He ralled his eyes back at her, and Madia could see something of
the strength and spirit between them.

“You are husband and wife?” Madia asked, certain of the answer. But both of them began to laugh.
“No,” Hoke said, dill chuckling. “Though we nearly were, quite some years ago, when we 4ill both lived
in Kamrit. Her hushand was my dear friend, as was she. He was with me when we rode to rescue our
king. He did not survive”

“Hoke has looked after me” Keara said. She reached toward hm and put her hand on his “We were
something like lovers for atime”

Hoke looked at her, a brief expression Keara seemed to recognize. “He dill looks after me” she added.
“It isthe other way around,” Hoke said, pulling free of her. “My own mother did not watch me so well.”
“Stop your lies” Keara scolded. “Or I'll have you limping on both legd”

Hoke laughed again. Madia suspected that it was not the fird time Keara had made that threat. They
were like the people she had met in the villages, Madia thought, working together whenever they had to,
finding humor at the edges of pain, but they were alittle like her, too, as no one she had met since leaving
Kamrit had been.

“l am grateful to both of you,” Madia said.

“Gratitude is dso not a qudity of the little princess | knew,” Hoke said. “The girl I've heard much about
in -recent years. "Please and thank you," and dl—I don't know. In fact, the girl | recdl had dmost no
good qudlities a dl. | would have let those men outside do what they would with that girl—if she were
not her father's daughter. No, 1'd say getting killed has had a profound effect on you.”

“l was almost killed,” Madia said, then she told him about the knight on foot from Kanrit, the others on
mounts from Bouren, even about the villages she had lived in. Both Hoke and Keara ligened intently,
their eyes fast upon her, until she told them of the lagt village she had visted, and the news of her father's
illness

“You do not know, do you child?’ Keara said, looking at Hoke as she did.

“Know what?’

Hoke leaned over and reached one large hand across the table, beckoning, then waited until Madia gave
hm hers.

“Your father is dead.”

* % %

“l swear,” Hoke said, when Madia had recovered enough to cdl him aliar, then to tdl him that it was
-impossible.

“Itistrue” Keara sad.

“l am certain of it,” Hoke continued. “I dill have many friends in Kamrit, many ingde the cadtle itsdlf.
Word comes to me, and the same gory is told by everyone. It was the illness, as you say, though some
of my friends -bdieve hisillness was not naturd. They have no proof of treachery, nor any clear motives.
Butindl the years | served him, Kelren Andarys was never ill. And now we know someone tried to kill



you, though the murder of the king, like your own, is a difficult thing to understand and a harder thing to
prove.

“l do not believe for a moment that your father sent one of his own men to kill or kidnap you on the road,
and | am not done. He loved you, Madia. No matter how badly you hurt him, he would never have hurt
you.”

“Yet hedid!” Madia said, though she fdt sure of nothing just now. She remembered Annas lagt words to
her outside the gate—remembered, too, her own words to Anng, and she wondered if anything had been
the way it had seemed thet day.

“You mug know it's true” Hoke went on. “I'll wager your father intended to have you collected and
returned after a time. More than likdy, the foot soldier was someone sent to protect you, or Smply to
keep watch and send back word about you.”

“Then hefalled,” Madia muttered.

“Apparently,” Hoke granted her. “Poor bastard.”

“Perhgps,” Madia said, thinking of the soldier as protector for the firg time, remembering his rush toward
her—and her attackers.

“Truly, | find it a lesst as hard to believe that Lord Ivran would send Bouren soldiers into southern
Arimen to kill Andarys daughter,” Hoke added. “Those two men have been dlies for many years, and
good friends”

“Someone did,” Madia answered, dill trying to cope with too much griim information. “They may have
been renegades. Does Lencia often hire mercenaries?’

“Not many, if a al. They have never needed to.”

“But it is a safe guess that if someone did have a hand in your father's death, they may dso have tried to
do away with you,” Keara said. “To keep you from daiming any right to the throne.”

“For the time being, it seems, Grand Chamberlain Ferris has taken control of the kingdom,” Hoke
-explained.

“So | have heard,” Madia said. “I was never fond of him, though he did not seem especidly dangerous.”
“Some obvioudy suspect him. Many a court have misrusted him for a very long time. He speaks
condantly of war and building Ariman's amies, and since the king's death he is going about it, caling for
homage and raiang taxes and talls, in part to pay for his mercenaries. He indgts there is a threat from the
great northern fiefs, yet | see none.

“There is vague tak of unrest among the desert tribes far south of Neleva as wdl, but it is only tak, |
think.”

Hoke paused, eyeing Madia from a fresh angle. “Did you ever hear from Jaffic?’ he asked.

“No,” Madia answered. “Not inayear.”

“Men have been sent to find him, then. They came through here a week past, menatarms, none | knew
wedl. They were headed upland, but none would say for certain what they were about.”

“They think heis dead,” Madia said, finding the words difficult, her mouth growing siff. “My father must
have thought | was dead, too, didn't he?’

Hoke looked at her with eyes too dark to fahom. “Yes” he said. “He mud have, as everyone does.”
“He never knew,” she said, feding something intangible dip from under her, feding her spirit dip with it.
“He thought he sent me to my death. He would have blamed himsdf, | am sure of it. | never wanted to
believe he would aandon me, not completely, not even after dl that | did to him. But he died never
knowing thet, either.”

“What you did,” Hoke corrected her, his voice resolute, “was completely abandon him. You humiliated
him. Y ou cast doubt among his people over his aility to rule. It is hard to bear such an inault from one's
own daughter. Both of you became a joke that was laughed at in every corner of Ariman.”

“l know,” Madia said, dropping dl rhetoric, seeing no point. She had learned enough, talking to villagers
and travelers, to make her bdieve that her father would have been judified if he truly had wanted her
dead or taken away, Smply to be rid of the stench of her. She smply hadn't bothered to redize what she
hed donel!

“It'sdl right to cry,” Keara said, and Madiaredized her cheeks had grown wet.



“I—I did love him, you know, | jus—"

“Theyoung are prone to error,” Keara said. “It is good you can see that you have made afew.”

“A few?" Hoke said, and Madia fdt renewed guilt weling up indde her. Hoke fixed her with a cold stare.
“Keren died never knowing you truly fdt anything for him, and you dlowed it. If you had been the
daughter your father deserved you would have been there to hep him in his time of need, instead of
adding to his afflictions. He would not have died bdieving that you had betrayed him, or that he had
betrayed you. And if there was a congpiracy, you might have been able to save him from it. Or perhaps
he died of remorsel”

Madia dropped her head onto her forearms and -began to weep out loud, the tears of many weeks, of
many years, suddenly coming out dl a once. She had no drength to stop it.

“Easy on the girl,” Keara told Hoke. * She has suffered, or are you too blind to notice?”

“No, it istrue” Madia sobbed, lifting her face. “1 would have watched him, seen his illness progress. |
might have suspected, if something were wrong. Everyone at court would have been suspect!”

“You cannot say what might have been,” Keara told her. “She is right,” Hoke said. “She might have
saved him. But think of this, girl. If someone is indeed behind these things, and if you had stayed, they
would have had you killed as well. You'd be no good to anyone! Perhaps it's someone plotting with one
of Lord Ivran's disenchanted vassds, who in turn may have sent men to find you. There are many
possihilities. The banishment might smply have provided them an unexpected opportunity, athough—"
He paused for amoment, scratching his chin. -“ Although, they must dready have been in Ariman. Bouren
soldiersin Bouren could not have learned of your banishment and then made such a journey in so short a
time” He paused agan, gill consdering. “No, that doesn't quite fit. On the other hand, your father—’
“Hoke!” Madia shouted, feding the grief weling up insde her—too much emation crushing down on her
dl a once. “Don't you see? | might have saved us both. And even if someone had killed me, too, | would
have been there for him—with him. We would have faced death together. If | had listened and never
forced his hand, | would have been there. He would have known | cared. | would have known. My
father would not have died blaming himsdf!”

She redized she was shaking again, the way she had been yesterday outside in the cold and drizzle. She
saw her father more dearly now than she ever had, and for the fird time in many years she missed
him—terribly. She fdt she had findly found something of him, of hersdlf, and then logt it again dl in the
space of minutes. Or alifetime.

It fdt awful, like nothing she could ever recal. She needed to do something soon, because she couldn't
bear to just St there. Wiping her face on her deeve, taking a breath, Madia tried to compose hersdf. She
could do nothing about the past, but the future was a different matter.

“I have to find out,” she said. “I dill want to know who tried to kill me and why. And | need to know
more of my father's death. | mugt have justice, Hoke; what dseisleft to me? | mug return,” she finished,
“to Kamrit, to my home.”

“Youll go nowheretill spring,” Keara corrected. “You must know that.”

“Sheisright,” Hoke said. “I'll just have to keep you here, let you help out alittle around the place, maybe
even teach you alittle more humility, if | can.”

“l am leaning,” Madia grumbled, making a face, though fatigue was entering her voice, the heat of the
past few minutes cooling quickly now.

“Then you'd best give consent to the idea,” Keara -remarked. “And you may take time to consider your
plans. Don't forget you are an her to your father's throne, evenif you are a ghost. Kelren's murderers will
yet become yours, and they will doubtless try to do more permanent work next time”

“Whatever your plans, youll need to know much more than you do now,” Hoke added. “And you will
need friends, my friends, to help if you are going to do any good. Only a miracdle of the Greater Gods
could get you anywhere near the throne again, | think, and | doubt even miracles could keep you there. |
know you want -revenge, Madia, but it may not be possible. And | fear you could never be queen, even
if you desireit. Y our name does not ingpire loyalty.”

Madia stared at him, unable to respond. She had never wanted to be queen, and she had not redized
that this was what her own words had just implied, not until Hoke put it that way. You could have been



gueen, she thought. Jaffic had never been her father'sfirg choice; he was just the only choice they could
both agree on. But like her father's love, she had thrown her inheritance avay as well.

She fet her muscles grow hard. She made afis on the table, a vague attempt to redirect the tenson and
the -anger building within her. She did not want to believeit was dl so hopeless. She could not. And yet.

“l don't know whet | can do, but I will try,” she said.” | can think for mysdf, and | can fight.”

“Not from what | have seen,” Hoke declared, stting back in his chair. Madia found him grinning.

“l was rather tired when | arrived here” she said evenly.

“Asyou wish,” Hoke said.

Madia nearly spit. “I have taken lessons from some of the best swordsman in dl Arimen. | have
learned—"

“Vay little, | would say.” Hoke chuckled.

“Perhaps she has not had the right teacher,” Keara said, looking a Hoke with big round eyes. His grin
began to fade.

Madia eyed them both. “The finest my father could find,” she said.

“Some are finer then others,” Keara replied.

“Then,” Madia said, growing somewhat annoyed, “perhaps you might know of someone . . . qudified?’
Keara stared a Hoke. “I don't do that anymore,” Hoke said, beginning to fidget in his seet.

“For her, youwill,” Kearatold him. “You know it.”

“l don't need him,” said Madia. “I truly can fight.”

“Not as he can teach you, girl.”

Keara hdd Madiawith her gaze; this was something she knew, Madia saw, the way the peasants in the
villages knew when to plant their gardens, or when a new caf was due—something to be believed.
“Perhaps—I need you to make me even better,” Madiatold Hoke.

“If anyone can,” Keara said, “he can.”

Hoke scowled deeply at them both. “Shelll ill only get hersdlf killed. Y ou're not the leader your father or
hisfather was. Y ou will need to gather both the truth and the men to ligen to you tdl it, men who will get
behind you, and neither will come easily. Not by along way! It takes more than alittle of the king's blood
and some battle skills to lead an army, to lead Ariman, dear princess” Hoke shook his head. “Much
more.”

“The whole kingdom cannot be againg me” Madia said. “There mugt be a way to reach them—your
friends and others like them.”

“Hrg, there must be something to convince them with.”

“I will find it.”

“And some means to make them accept you.”

“I will find that, too.”

“Forgive meif | harbor abit of doubt.”

“Wdl, then, | must begin with you, Hoke. You said | was not the same girl you remembered,” Madia
offered. “Truly, | am not.”

“We have until oring,” Keara said then, srugging her shoulders. “To learn of warriors, of leaders, and
much more.”

Hoke drummed his fingers, scowled.

“Hease” Madia said, adding afant siiffle as she did. “Help me”

Hoke made a groaning sound somewhere deep in his throat.

Kearaturned to Madia and amiled, just barely, and Madia knew that it would be so.



Chapter 1X

Warm sun shone on the muddy sees that were Urid's pastures. Ripe buds hung fa and heavy on the tips
of tree limbs and shrubbery. The road was dready drying up. In another week, maybe two, the land
would be ready, and Urid would begin to clear and plow and sow. All very hard work, Frost rather
imagined. It wastime to go.

Thelittle manor house had been afine enough home, and Urid and his children had served as good hogts,
but they were people of minimd ingpiration and endeavor, and their best efforts to entertain Frost and his
Subartans had only bridged a amd| part of the long winter's seasona gap. Frost had largdly resisted the
urge to toy with these folk, though there had been adip or two.

Nothing serious, no more than a bit of mayhem with items set down here, only to turn up there, or a dab
of -illusion, dlowing Urid to get up one morning and find wolves adeep in his children's beds—but if he
stayed much longer, temptation might findly overcome him. And he liked these people too much for that.
Urid, for dl his limitations, was a man quick to humor and dow to judgment, as were his children; traits
Frost could not discount.

Frost waited as his three Subartans came out of the house and joined him, sanding just behind him,
basking in the bright sun and siffing at the sweet soring air. Then Rosivok leaned to Frodt's ear. “This
day?’ he asked.

“Yes” Frost told him. “A clear sky, a clear road, a clear mind! And | have checked what mugt be a
mulberry tree, there, across the road, and there are plenty of amdl sprigs on its branches—a sgn tha
another freeze will not come. | think . . . Go, and gather what we will need.” He reached ingde the
heavy, full tunic he wore, fishing about, then pulled out his hand and gave Rosvok a few gold coins. “And
gve these to Urid. Hislong hospitdity is payment enough for my services.”

Rosvok nodded, then turned to Jeffic and Sharryl, and the three of them headed toward the storage
sheds at the back of the house. Urid came out next, just as Frost was heading back indde. He watched
the Subartans disappear around the corner, then he looked a Frost; a question wasin his eyes.

“Yes” Frost said. “We are leaving.”

“Be careful on your way, then,” Urid said. “Watch for sgns of changes. It has been along winter.”

“The omens appear favorable” so far as| can tell, Frost thought.

“Thereis dready a bad omen,” Urid said.

“You mean King Andarys degath,” Frost replied.

“No, another.”

“Very wel,” Frogt said grimly, “though it does not seem fitting that any smdl darkness should tarnish such
abright day.” He hated to ask: “What omen, my friend?’

“l burned the bay leaves this morning,” Urid -explained, referring to the bay branch he had cut and
placed over the hearth in the fdll, to ward off disease.

“And the leaves crackle?’ Frost asked; this was an -ancient practice he knew.

“Yes, loudly,” Urid said. “A very bad omen, indeed!”

“I thought that no crackle was bad, and crackling was good.” He thought he knew the practice.

“l do not think so,” Urid replied, though he seemed to quickly lose himsdf in careful reflection of this
Then he looked up, and shrugged. “My wife knew such things” he said, “but das, sheisgone”

“A pity,” Frost replied, shrugging in kind. There were more rumors, of course, from Urid's neighbors and
atraveler that had stopped in need of shdter for a night. All spoke of the changes aready occurring
everywhere in Ariman, epecidly since the rumors of Keren Andarys passing: new laws and tariffs, new
taxes, new talls, and soldiers, a growing number of them showing up dmost everywhere, and people
growing unessy.

Nearly cause for worry, whatever the leaves might mean. . . . Still, he had no more patience for this
place, and since the news about Andarys, Jaffic had begun asking &fter their departure nearly every day.
He seemed different, moody, in his way, and quite preoccupied. -Unfortunate qudities for a Subartan in



Frost's service, whatever the cause.
“I mugt go,” Frost said. “Thetrip to Neleva should prove extremdy profitable, and the only way | know
to get there is through Ariman. And while | knew his father, | didn't know this Andarys very wdl, so |
will persondly misshim very little. Ariman, | trust, will suffer more. | have an interest in the well being and
prosperity of the ream, of course. Perhaps | will pay a cdl to this Ferris felow just to introduce mysdf.
So rich a sovereign should be aware of services | might be persuaded to render.”
Urid smiled, used to this by now. Frost smiled back.
“Comein when you are done,” Urid said, “and we will have a good breskfast to start you on your way.”
Frost paused and glanced downward, assessing his considerable girth. He had kept to his exercises,
lifing every avalable object he could find in Urid's house, and waking in the nearby hills whenever
wesether dlowed. He had retained the power and endurance such a big frame demanded. But held eaten
wdl enough through the winter months, very well, he thought, petting his bely with one widespread
hand.
No matter, he thought—it is bad luck to take up a long journey on an empty stomach—or it should
be. He grinned and nodded to his hogt.
“I'l have Aul go tdl the others” Urid said, and started back ingde. Frost lingered, thinking of