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A Conversation with Greg Keyes

Copyright

For my brother,
Timothy Howard Keyes

Know, O Proud Heart of Fear, that in those days there were no kings and queens, no lords and
vassals. In the countless millennia before Everon, known also as the Age of Man, there were only
masters and slaves. The masters were ancient, as practiced at cruelty as the stars at shining. They
were more power ful than gods, and they were not men.

Their slaves were innumerable, but all of our mothers and fathers were among them. Humans
werethelr cattle and their playthings. But even slaves of a thousand generations may be born with
hearts bright enough to hope and dark enough to do what must be done. Even a slave may rise
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from the dust, and whet his gaze into a knife, and tell his master, "You will never own me."

—THE TESTIMONY OF SAINT ANEMLEN AT THE COURT OF THE BLACK JESTER,
SHORTLY BEFORE THE COMMENCEMENT OF HISTORTURES

PRELUDE
TheBorn Queen

The sky cracked and lightning fell through its crooked seams. With it came ablack deet tasting of smoke,
copper, and brimstone. With it came ahowling like agale from hell.

Carsek drew himsdlf up, clutching his bloody bandages, hoping they would keep hisgutsin until he saw
the end of this, one way or another.

"She must order the charge soon,”" he grunted, pushing himsdlf to hisfeet with the butt of his spear.
A hand jerked at Carsek’ sankle. "Get back down, you foal, if you want to live until the charge.”

Carsek spared aglance at his companion, aman in torn chain mail and no helm, blue eyes pleading
through the dark mat of hiswet hair.

"You crouch, Thanidl," Carsek muttered. "I’ ve done enough crouching. Fourteen dayswe ve been
squatting in these pig holes, degping in our own shit and blood. Can't you hear? They' refighting up front,
and I'll seeit, 1 will." He peered through the driving rain, trying to make out what was happening.

"You'll seedesth waving hello,” Thanid said. "That’ swhat you'll see. Our timewill come soon enough.”

"I'msick of crawling on my blly inthisfilth. | wastrained to fight on my feet. | want an opponent, one
with blood | can spill, with bones | can break. I'm awarrior, by Taranos! | was promised awar, not this
daughter, not wounds given by specters we never see, by ghost-needles and winds of iron.”

"Wish you may and might. | wish for aplump girl named Alisor Favor or How-May-I-Please-Y ou to Sit
onmy lgp and feed me plums. | wish for ten pints of de. | wish for abed stuffed with svandown. Y et
herel am gtill stuck in the mud, with you . What' s your wishing getting you? Do you see your enemy?'

"| seefields smoking to the horizon, eveninthis pissng rain. | see these trench graves we dug for
ourselves. | seethe damned keep, as big asamountain. | see—" He saw awall of black, growing larger

with impossible speed.

"Slitwind!" he shouted, hurling himself back into the trench. In his haste he landed face first in mud that
reeked of ammoniaand gangrene.

"What?' Thanidl said, but then even the smoke-gray sun above them was gone, and asound like a
thousand thousand swords on a thousand thousand whetstones scraped at theinsides of their skulls. Two
men who hadn’t ducked swiftly enough flopped into the mud, headless, blood jetting from their necks.

"Another damned Skadoi magick,” Thanid said. "1 told you."

Carsek howled in rage and frugtration, and therain fell even harder. Thanid gripped hisarm. "Hold on,
Carsek. Wait. 1t won't belong, now. When she comes, the magicks of the Skadoi will be as nothing.”

"So you say. I ve seen nothing to proveit.”



" She has the power."

Carsek brushed Thanid’ s hand from his shoulder. "Y ou’ re one of her own, aBornman. She' s your
queen, your witch. Of courseyou believein her."

"Oh, of course" Thanid said. "We believe whatever we' re told, we Bornmen. We're stupid like that. But
you believein her, too, Carsek, or you wouldn't be here."

"She had dl theright words. But where isthe steel? Y our Born Queen hastalked usdl right into death.”
"Wouldn’'t degth be better than davery?!

Carsek tasted blood in his mouth. He spit, and saw that his spittle was black. " Seven sevens of the
generations of my fathers have lived and died daved to the Skadoi lords,” he sneered. "I don't even
know dl of their names. Y ou Bornmen have been here for only twenty years. Most of you were whel ped
otherwhere, without the whip, without the masters. What do you know of davery? Y ou or your
redheaded witch?'

Thaniel didn’t answer for amoment, and when he did, it waswithout his usua bantering tone. "Carsek,
I’ve not known you long, but together we daughtered the Vhomar giants at the Ford of Silence. We
killed so many we made abridge of their bodies. Y ou and |, we marched across the Gorgon plain, where
aquarter of our company fell to dust. I’ ve seen you fight. | know your passion. Y ou can’t fool me. Y our
people have been daveslonger, yes, but it' sall the same. A daveisadave. And we will win, Carsek,
you bloody-handed monster. So drink this, and count your blessingswe got thisfar.”

He passed Carsek aflask. It had something in it that tasted like fire, but it dulled the pain.

"Thanks," Carsek grunted, handing it back. He paused, then went on. "I’ m sorry. It’ s just the damned
waliting. It' slike being in my cage, before the master sent me out to fight.”

Thaniel nodded, took a swig from the flask himsdlf, then stoppered it. Nearby, Findos the Half-Handed,
deep in afever, shrieked at sSome memory or nightmare.

"I’ ve dwayswondered, but never asked,” Thanid said pensively. "Why do you Vhiri Croatani cdl us
the Bornmen, anyway?'

Carsek wiped the rain from his eyes with the back of hishand. "That’ s a strange question. I’ swhat you
cdl yourselves, isn'tit? Vhiri Genian , yes? And your queen, the firstborn of your peoplein this place,
isn't she named Genig, ‘the Born' ?*

Thanid blinked a him, then threw back his head and laughed.
"What' s so funny?'

Thanid shook hishead. "I see now. In your language that’ s how it sounds. But really—" He stopped, for
asudden exclamation had gone up among the men, amass cry of fear and horror that moved down from
the front.

Carsek put hishand down to push himself up, and found the mud strangely warm. A viscous,
sweet-smdling fluid was flowing down the trench, two fingers deep.

"By dl that’shaly,” Thanid swore.

It was blood, ariver of it.



With an inarticulate cry, Carsek came back to hisfest.

"No more of this. No more!"

He started to clamber out of the trench.

"Stop, warrior," avoice commanded.

A woman'’svoice, and it halted him as certainly asthe spectral whip of amaster.
He turned and saw her .

Shewore black mail, and her face above it was whiter than bone. Her long auburn hair hung lank,
soaked by the pestilent rain, but she was beautiful as no earthly woman could be. Her eyes sparked like
lightning in the heart of ablack cloud.

Behind her stood her champions, clad much as she, bared feyswords gleaming like hot brass. Tall and
unafraid, they stood. They looked like gods.

"Great queen!” Carsek ssammered.

"You areready to fight, warrior?' she asked.
"l am, Mgesty. By Taranos, | am!"

"Pick fifty men and follow me."

Theforward trenches werefilled with milled mest, with few pieces till recognizable as human. Carsek
tried to ignore the sucking his feet made, somehow different from walking in ordinary mud. He had less
success ignoring the stench of opened bowels and fresh offal. What had killed them? A demon? A spdll?
Hedidn't care. They were gone, but he was going to fight , by the Twin and the Bull.

When they halted in the foremost trench, which was haf again as deep as Carsek wastal, he could see
the black walls of the fortresslooming above. Thiswaswhat nearly amonth and two thousand or more
sacrifices had gained them—ahole at the foot of the fortress.

"Now it'sjust abrisk walk to thewall that can’t be broken and the gate that can’t be breached,” Thaniel
sad. "The battle s nearly won!"

"Now who' s the skeptic? Here’ s a chance for glory, and to die on my feet,” Carsek said. "It'sdl | ask."

"Hah," Thanid said. "Mysdf, | intend not only to cover mysdf in glory, but to haveadrink whenit' sall
done." He held out hispam. "Take my hand, Carsek. Let’' sagree—we || meet for adrink whenit’ sover.
Overlooking the arenawhere once you fought. And there we shal account who has more glory. And it
shdl beme”

Carsek took hishand. "In the very seet of the master.” The two men clenched amutud fist.
"It sdone, then,” Thanid said. ™Y ou won't bresk apromise, and | won't, so surdly wée'll both live.”
"Surely," Carsek said.

Planks were brought and laid so they might scale their own trench. Then Genia Dare, the queen, gave



them dl afiercegmile

"When this sun setswe shdl al befreeor dl dead,” she said. "'l do not intend to die.” With that, she drew
her feysword and turned to Carsek. "I must reach the gate. Do you understand? Until the gatefals, five
thousand is no better than fifty, for | can protect no greater number than two score and ten from Skadoi
daughter-spdling if they have us’ neath their fatd eyes, and if we can do naught but stand in their gaze.
Once the gate is sundered, we can sweep through too quickly for them to strike down. Thiswill bea
hard charge, my heroes—but no spdll will touch you, that | swesr. 1t's only sword and shaft, flesh and
bone you mugt fight."

"Flesh and boneare grass, and | anasickle" Carsek said. "'l will get you to the gate, Mg esty.”
"Thengoand doit.”

Carsk hardly felt hiswounds anymore. His belly waslight and his head full of fire. Hewasthefirst up
the plank, first to set hisfeet on the black soil.

Lightning wrenched at him, and ditwinds, but thistime they parted, passed to left and right of him,
Thaniel, and dl hismen. He heard Thaniel hoot with joy as the deadly magicks passed them by, impotent
asaeunuch’sghogt.

They charged across the smoking earth, howling, and Carsek saw, through rage-reddened vision, that he
a last had ared enemy infront of his spear.

"It'sVhomar, lads" he shouted. "Nothing but Vhomar!"
Thaniel laughed. "And just afew of them!" he added.

A few, indeed. A few hundred, ranged six ranks deep before the gate. Each stood head and shoulders
taller than the tallest man in Carsek’ s band. Carsek had fought many aVhomar in the arena, and
respected them there, as much as any worthy foe deserved. Now he hated them as he hated nothing
mortal. Of dl of the daves of the Skad i, only the Vhomar had chosen to remain daves, to fight those
who rose againgt the magters.

A hundred Vhomar bows thrummed together, and black-winged shafts hummed and thudded amongst
his men, so that every third one of them fell.

A second flight melted in the rain and did not touch them at al, and then Carsek was at the front rank of
the enemy, facing awall of giantsiniron cuirasses, shouting up & their brutish, unhuman faces.

The moment stretched out, dow and silent in Carsek’ s mind. Plenty of time to notice detalls, the spears
and shields bossed with spikes, the very grain of the wood, black rain dripping from the brows of the
creature looming in front of him, the scar on its cheek, its one blue eye and one black eye, themole
above the black one...

Then sound came back, ahammer strike as Carsek feinted. He made asif to thrust his spear into the
giant’ sface but dropped instead, coming up beneath the huge shidd asit lifted, driving hismandayer
under the overlapping plates of the armor, skirling at the top of hislungs asleather and fabric and flesh
parted. He wrenched at his weapon as the warrior toppled, but the haft snapped.

Carsek drew hisax. The press of bodies closed as the Vhomar surged forward, and Carsek’s own men,
eager for killing, dammed into him from behind. He found himsdlf suffocating in the sweaty stench, caught
between shield and armored belly, and no room to swing his ax. Something hit hishelm so hard it rang,
and then the sted cap wastorn from his head. Thick fingers knotted in Carsek’ s hair, and suddenly his



feet were no longer on the ground.

Hekicked inthe air asthe monster drew him up by the scalp, dangled him so it was staring into his eyes.
The Vhomar drew back the massive sword it gripped in its other hand, bent on decapitating him.

"Y ou damned fool!" Carsek shouted at it, shattering the giant’ s teeth with the edge of hisax, then
savaged its neck with his second blow. Bellowing, the Vhomar dropped him, trying to staunch its
lifeblood with its own hands. Carsek hamstrung it and went on.

Thework stayed close and bloody, he knew not for how long. For each Vhomar Carsek killed, there
was aways another, if not two or three. He had actualy forgotten his goa was the gate, when thereiit
was before him. Through the press he saw feyswords glittering, glimpsed auburn hair and sparks of pae
viridian. Then he was pushed back, until the gate receded from view and thought.

The rain stopped, but the sky grew darker. All Carsek could hear was his own wheezing bregth; al he
could see was blood and therise and fall of iron, like the lips of seawaves breaking above him. Hisarm
could hardly hold itsdlf up for morekilling, and of hisfifty men he now stood in acircle with the eight who
remained, Thaniel among them. And till the giants came on, wave on wave of them.

But then therewas a sound like dl the gods screaming. A new tide swept up from behind him, awall of
shouting men, hundreds pouring out of the trenches, crushing into the ranks of their enemies, and for the
first time Carsek looked up from desth and witnessed theimpossible.

The massve sted portas of the citadel hung from their hinges, twisted dmost beyond recognizing, and
below them, white light blazed.

The battle swept past them, and as Carsek’ slegs gave way, Thaniel caught him.
"She'sdoneit,” Carsek said. "Your Born Witch hasdoneit!”
"| told you shewould,” Thanid sad. "I told you."

Carsek wasn't there when the inner keep fell. Hiswounds had reopened and had to be bound again. But
asthe clouds broke, and the dying sun hemorrhaged across the horizon, Thaniel came for him.

"Shewantsyou there," Thanid said. "Y ou deserveit.”
"Weadl do," Carsek managed.

With Thaniel under one shoulder, he climbed the bloody steps of the massive centrd tower, remembering
when hetrod it last, in chains, on hisway to fight in the arena, how the gilded balustrades and strange
statues had glimmered in Skadoi witchlight. It had been beautiful and terrible.

Even now, shattered, blackened, it still brought fear. Fear from childhood and beyond, of the master’s
power, of the lash that could not be seen but that burned to the soul.

Even now it seemed it must al be atrick, another elaborate game, another way for the mastersto extract
pleasure from the pain and hopel essness of their daves.

But when they cameto the great hall, and Carsek saw Genia Dare standing with her boot on the master’s
throat, he knew in his heart they had won.

The Skadoi lord till wore shadow. Carsek had never seen hisface, and did not now. But he knew the



sound of the master’ s laughter asit rose up from benegth the queen’ s hed. For aslong ashelived,
Carsek would not forget that mocking, spectral, dying laugh.

Genia Dare s voice rang above that laughter. "We have torn open your keep, scattered your powers and
armies, and now you will die," shesaid. "If thisamuses you, you could have obtained your amusement
much more easily. We would have been happy to kill you long ago.”

The master broke off his cackling. He spoke words like spiders crawling from the mouth of a corpse,
delicate, deadly. The sound that catches you unaware and wrenches your heart into your throat.

"l am amused ," he said, "because you think you have won something. Y ou have won nothing but decay.
Y ou have used the sedos power, foolish children.

"Did you think we knew nothing of the sedos? Fools. We had good reasons for avoiding the paths of its
fell might. Y ou have cursed yoursalves. Y ou have cursed your generationsto come. In thefind days, the
end of my world will have been cleaner than the end of yours. Y ou have no ideawhat you have done."

The Born Queen spat down upon him. "That for your curse,” she snapped.
"Itisnot my curse, dave," the master said. "It isyour own.”
"We are not your daves."

"Y ou were born daves. You will die daves. Y ou have meredly summoned a new master. The daughters of
your seed will face what you have wrought, and it will obliterate them.”

Between one blink and the other, aflash like heat lightning erupted behind Carsek’ s eyes, then vision .
He saw green forestsrot into putrid heaths, a poison sun sinking into ableak, serile sea. Hewaked
through castles and cities carpeted in human bones, felt them crack beneath hishedls. And he saw,
gtanding over it dl, the Born Queen, Genia Dare, laughing asif it brought her joy.

Then it was over, and he was on the floor, aswas dmost everyone esein the room, clutching their
heads, moaning, weeping. Only the queen still stood, white fire dripping from her hands. The master was
glent.

"We do not fear your cursel” Geniasaid. "We are no longer your daves. Thereisno fear inus. Your
world, your curses, your power are dl now gone. It isour world now, ahuman one."

The master only twitched in response. He did not speak again.
"A dow death for him," Carsek heard the queen say, in alower voice. "A very, very dow death.”
And for Carsek, that was the end of it. They took the master away, and he never saw him again.

The Born Queen, chin held high, turned to regard them al, and Carsek felt her gaze touch hisfor just an
ingtant. Again hefdt aflash, likefire, and for amoment he dmost fell to hisknees before her.

But he was never going down on hisknees again, not for anyone.

"Today, we start counting the days and seasons again,” she said. "Today isthe Day of the Vdiant; itis
the Vhasris Sanon! From thisingtant, day, month, season, and year, we reckon our own time!”

Despite their wounds and fatigue, the shouts that filled the hall were amost deafening.



Carsek and Thaniel went back down, to where the celebrations were beginning. Carsek, for his part,
wanted only to deep, to forget, and to never dream again. But Thaniel reminded him of their oath.

And s0 it was, as hiswounds stiffened, they drank Thanid’s brandy, and Carsek sat on athrone of
chalcedony and looked down upon the arenawhere he had fought and killed so many fellow daves.

"I killed ahundred, before the gate,” Thaniel asserted.

"| killed ahundred and five," Carsek replied.

"Y ou can't count to a hundred and five," Thanid retorted.
"Aye, | can. It'show many times |’ ve had your sgter.”

"Wdl," Thanid mused, "then my sster had to have been counting for you. | know that after two hands
and two feet, | had to start counting for your mother."

At that, both men paused.
"We are very funny men, aren’t we?' Carsek grunted.

"Wearemen," Thanid said, more soberly. "And aive, and free. And that isenough.” He scratched his
head. "I didn’'t understand that last thing she said. The name we're to reckon our years by?'

"She does usagrest honor," Carsek said. "It isthe old tongue of the Vhiri Croatani , thelanguage of my
fathers. Vhasris means dawn .Sanon means... Hmm, | don’t think | know your word for that.”

"Use severd, then.”
"It means beautiful, and whole, and hedlthy. Like anewborn baby, perfect, with no blemishes."
"Y ou sound like a poet, Carsek."

Carsek felt hisface redden. To change the subject, he pointed at the arena. "I’ ve never seen it from up
here," he murmured.

"Doesit look different?’
"Very. Smdler. | think | likeit."

"We madeit, Carsek.” Thaniel sghed. "Asthe queen said, theworld is ours now. What shal we do with
it?"

"The gods know. I’ ve never even thought about it." Hewinced a asudden painin hisbelly.
"Carsek?' Thanid asked, concerned.

"I'll hed." Carsek downed another swallow of theliquid fire. "Tell me" he said. "Aslong aswe re giving
lessonsin language. What were you saying back there, in the trench? About you people not being the
Bornmen?'

Thaniel chuckled again. "I always thought you called us that because we are so recent to thisland,
because we were the last that the Skadoi captured to be their daves. But it’s just that you misheard us™

"You aren't being clear," Carsek told him. "I might be dying. Shouldn't you be clear?



"You aren't dying, you rancid beast, but I [l try to be clear anyway. When my peoplefirst came here, we
thought we werein aplace caled Virginia. It was named for aqueen, | think, in the old country; | don’t
know, | was born here. But our queen is named after her, too—Virginia Elizabeth Dare—that’'s her redl
name. When we said Virginiayou dumb Croatani thought we were speaking your language, caling
oursaves Vhiri Genian—Born Men. It was a confusion of tongues, you see.”

"Oh," Carsek said, and then he collapsed.
When he woke, four days later, he was pleased that at least he hadn’t dreamed.

That was the fourth day of the epoch known as Eberon Vhasris Sanon .

Prologue

The day the last Skasloi stronghold fell began the age known as Eberon Vhasris Sanon in the
language of the elder Cavarum. When the language itself was forgotten by all but a few cloistered
scholarsin the church the name for the age persisted in the tongues of men as Everon, just as
Sanon remained attached to the place of the victory itself in the Lierish form Eden.

Everon was an age of human beingsin all their glories and failings. The children of the rebellion
multiplied and covered the land with their kingdoms.

In the year 2,223 E. the age of Everon came to an abrupt and terrible end.
It may be that | am the last to remember it.
—The Codex Tereminnam, AUTHOR ANON.

In the month of Etramen, in the year twenty-two fifteen of Everon, two girls crouched in the darkest
tangles of asacred garden in the city of the dead, praying not to be seen.

Anne, who at eight was the eldest, peered cautioudy through the thickly woven branches and creepers
enclosing them.

"Isit really aScaos?' Austra, ayear younger, asked.

"Hush!" Annewhispered. "Yes, it’'sa Scaos, and amonstrous one, so keep low or he'll see your hair.
It'stoo ydlow."

"Yoursistoo red,” Audtrareplied. "Fagtiasaysit’ s rust because you don't use your head enough.”
"Figsfor Fastia. Keep quiet, and go that way."
"It sdarker that way."

"I know. But we can't let him see us. HE Il kill us, but not fast. HE Il eat usabit a atime. But he stoo
big to follow us back in there."

"He could use an ax, or asword, and cut the branches."

"No," Annesaid. "Don’'t you know anything? Thisisa horz, not just any old garden. That' swhy
everything issowild here. No oneisdlowed to cut it, not even him . If he cutsit, Saint Fessaand Saint
Sdfanwill cursshim.”



"Won't they curse usfor hiding here?!

"Wearen't cutting anything,” Anne said reasonably. "We re just hiding. Anyhow, if the Scaos catches us,
we' |l be worse than cursed, won't we? We'll be dead.”

"You'rescaring me."
"l just saw him move!" Anne squesked. "He' sright over there! For the saints and love of your life, go!”

Austramoaned and lurched forward, pushing through twining roots of ancient oaks, through vines of
thorn, primrose, and wild grape so ancient they were thicker than Anne slegs. The smell was earth and
leaves and afaint, siweet corruption. Grayish green light was dl that the layers of leaves and boughs
allowed them of the sun’s bright lamp. Out there, in the broad, lead-paved streets of the city of ghosts, it
was noon. Here, it wastwilight.

They cameinto asmdl space where nothing grew, though vegetation arched over it, like alittle room built
by the Phay, and there crouched together for amoment.

"He sl after us" Anne panted. "Do you hear?"
"Y es. What shdl we do?"
"Well—"

She never got to finish. Something cracked with a sound like a dish breaking, and then they were diding
into the open mouth of the earth. They landed with athump on ahard stone surface.

For severa moments, Annelay on her back, blinking up at the dim light above, spitting dust from her
mouth. Austrawas just breething fast, making funny little noises.

"Areyou well?' Anne asked the other girl.

Austranodded. "Uh-huh. But what happened? Where are we?' Then her eyes went huge. "We're
buried! The dead have taken ud"

"No!" Anne said, her own terror receding. "No, ook, we' vejust falen into an older tomb. Very old,
because the horz has been here for four hundred years, and thisis under it." She pointed to thelight
falling down the same dirt dope they had come down. "The ground must have been thin there. But see,
we can go back out."

"Let'sgo, then," Augtrasaid. "Quickly."
Annetossed her red locks. "Let’slook around firdt. I’ll bet no one has been here for athousand years.”
"I don't think it'satomb," Austrasaid. "Tombslook just like houses. Thisdoes't."

Austrawasright, it didn’t. They had fallen at the edge of abig, round room. Seven huge stones set like
pillars held up an even bigger flat rock like aroof, and smaller stones had been fitted around to keep the
dirt out.

"Maybe thisiswhat houses |ooked like athousand years ago,” Anne suggested.
"Maybeit’sa Scaosen tomb!" Austraexclamed. "Maybeit’s his tomb."

"They didn’t have tombs,” Anne said. "They thought they were immortal. Come on, | want to seethat.”



"Whet isit?"
Anne stood and made her way to abox of stone, longer than it wastall or wide.

"| think i’ sasarcophagus,” she said. "It'snot al ornamented like the ones we use now, but it’sthe same
shape.”

"Y ou mean there' sadead person in there.”

"Uh-huh." She brushed her hand acrossthelid and fdt incisonsin the sone. "There’ s something written
here"

"What?

"It sjudt letters. V, |, D, A. It doesn’'t make aword."

"Maybeit’ sanother language.”

"Or an abbreviation. V—" She stopped, transfixed by a sudden thought.
"Audra VirgenyaDarel V-l for Virgenyaand D-A for Dare."

"That can’t beright,” Austrasaid.

"No," Annewhispered. "It must be. Look how old thistomb is. Virgenya Dare wasthe first of my family
born intheworld. This has to be her."

"| thought your family had ruled Crotheny for only ahundred years" Austrasaid.

"It strue," Annereplied. "But she could have come here, during the time of the first kingdoms. No one
knows where she went, after the wars, or where she was buried. This is her. | know it, somehow. It must
be. Help me get the lid off, so | can see her.”

"Anne! No!"

"Comeon, Audtra. She' smy ancestor. Shewon’t mind." Anne strained at the lid, but it wouldn’t move.
When shefindly cgoled the reluctant Austrainto helping her, it ill didn’t move at first; but asthetwo
girlsstrained, the heavy stone lid shifted afingers breadth.

"That'sit! It smoving!"
But try asthey might, they couldn’t budge it more.

Annetried to look into the crack. She saw nothing, but the smell was funny. Not bad, just strange, like
the old place under a bed that hasn’t been cleaned for avery long time.

"Lady Virgenya?' she whispered into the box, hearing her voice hum around insde. "My nameis Anne.
My father isWilliam, the king of Crotheny. I’'m pleased to meset you."

No answer came, but Anne was sure the spirit had heard. After all, deeping for thislong, shewas
probably dow to wake. "I'll bring candlesto burn for you," Anne promised. "And gifts."

"Please, let’sgo," Audtrapleaded.

"Yes, very well,” Anne agreed. "Mother or Fastiawill miss us pretty soon, anyway."



"Arewedill hiding from the Scaos?'

"No, I’'mtired of that game,” Annereplied. "Thisisbetter. Thisisreal . And it’sour secret. | don’t want
anyone elseto find it. So we have to go, now, before they look thisfar. Fastiamight be smal enough to
queeze through.”

"Why doesit have to be secret?!
"It just does. Comeon.”

They managed to scramble back up through the hole and the tangled vegetation, until at last they emerged
near the crumbly stonewall of the horz. Fastiawas standing there, her back to them, long brown hair
flowing down her green gown. She turned as she heard them approach.

"Where have you—" She broke off and vented an outraged laugh. "Ah! Just ook & you two. Filthy!
What in the name of the saints have you been into?"

"Sorry!" Annesad. "Wewerejust pretending a Scaos was after us.”

"You'll wish it was only a Scaos when Mother seesyou. Anne, these are our revered ancestors all
around us. We re supposed to honor Aunt Fiene, to put her body in the afterhouse. It sa very solemn
business, and you' re supposed to be there, not playing gamesin the horz."

"Wewere bored," Annesad. "Aunt Fienewouldn't care."

"It'snot Aunt Fiene you have to worry about—it’s Mother and Father." She brushed at the grime
staining Anne swhite gown. "There sno way to get you clean, ether,” Fagtiareplied, "not before Mother
sees

"You used to play here" Annesaid. "Y ou told me s0."

"Maybel did," her older sister replied, "but I’ m fifteen now and about to be married. I'm not alowed to
play anymore. And I’'m not alowed to let you play, either, at least not right now. | was supposed to
watch you. Now you' ve gotten mein trouble.

"We'resorry, Fastia."

Her older sister smiled and pushed back her dark hair, so like their mother’s, so unlike Anne's
strawberry mop. "I’ sdl right, little sster. Thistime I’ll take the blame. But when I’m married, I'll be
governing you younger children, so you' d better get used to paying attention to me. Practice. Try minding
me at least half thetime, please? Y ou, too, Austra.”

"Yes, Archgreffess” Austramumbled, curtseying.

"Thank you, Fadtia," Anne added. For an instant, Anne almost told her older sster what they had found.
But she didn’t. Fastia had become strange lately. Not as much fun, more serious. More grown-up. Anne
loved her, but she wasn't sure she could trust her anymore.

That night, after the scolding, when the candleswent dark and she and Australay on their broad festher
bed, Anne pinched Austra sarm. Not hard enough to hurt, but amost.

"Ow!" Augtracomplained. "Why did you do that?"

"If you ever tell what we found today,” Annewarned, "I’ ll pinch you harder!"



"l said | wouldn't tell.”

"Swear it. Swear it by your mother and father.”

Austrawas quiet for amoment. "They’re dead,” she whispered.

"All the better. The dead are better at hearing promises than the living, my father dways says."
"Don’'t make me," Austra pleaded. She sounded sad, dmost asif shewas going to sart crying.

"Never mind," Annesaid. "I’'m sorry. I'll think of something else for you to swear by tomorrow. All
right?’

"All right,” Austrasaid.
"Good night, Austra. May the Black Mary stay away."
"Good night," Austrareplied. And soon her breathing indicated she was adeep.

But Anne couldn’'t deep. Her head filled with stories, heroic tales of the great war with the Scaosen,
demons, and of Virgenya Dare. And she thought of that dark crack in the coffin, the faint sigh shewas
sure she had heard. She nursed her secret, her prize, and finaly, smiling, drifted into dreams of darkling
fidds and brooding foredts.

PART |

THE COMING
OF THE GREFFYN

TheYear 2,223 of Everon
TheMonth of Terthmen

O what has form like to the lion

Yet visage and an eagle’ smien

And what has venom for its blood

And eyes no living man hath seen?

—FROM A RIDDLE SONG OF EASTERNCROTHENY
The blood of regals shall run likeariver.

So drowndeth the world.

—TRANSLATED FROM THE Tafles Taceis, or Book of Murmurs

CHAPTER ONE

TheHolter



Aspar White smelled murder. Its scent was like a handful of autumn leaves, crisped by thefirst frost and
crushed inthe pam.

Dirty Jesp, the Sefry woman who had raised him, told him once that his peculiar sense came from having
been born of adying mother below the gallows where the Raver took his sacrifices. But Jesp made her
living asaliar, and the why didn’t matter anyway. All Aspar cared about wasthat his nose was usudly
right. Someone was about to kill someone else, or try.

Aspar had just walked into the Sow’ s Test after aweek of hard going in the Walham Foothills. His
muscles burned with fatigue, his mouth was grittier than sand, and for days he had been dreaming of the
cool, dark, honeyed sweetness of stout. He' d had just one sip, one moment of it dancing on histongue,
onekiss of foam on hislips, when the scent came and ruined the taste.

With asigh, he set the grainy earthenware mug on the pitted oak of histable and looked around the dark,
crowded interior of the tavern, one hand straying to the planished bone grip of hisdirk, wondering where
desth was coming from and where it was going.

He saw only the usual crowd—charcoa burners mostly, their faces smudged black by their trade, joking
and laughing as they drank away the taste of soot on their tongues. Nearer the door, which had been
propped open to let in the evening air, Loh—the miller’ sboy, in his clean, lace-trimmed shirt—gestured
grandly with hismug, and his friends hooted as he drained the whole thing in one long draught. Four
Hornladh merchants in checkered doublets and red hose stood near the hearth, where a spitted boar
dripped sizzling into the coals, and around them gathered a.clump of youths, faces eager and ruddy in the
firdight, begging stories about the wide world beyond their tiny village of Colbadly.

Nothing that even looked like a brawl about to start. Aspar picked up his mug again. Maybe the beer
wasalittle off, today.

But then he saw where murder was coming from. It camein through the open door, long with the first
tentative trilling of whippoorwillsand afaint, damp promise of rain.

Hewas just a boy, maybe fifteen. Not from Colbagly, Aspar knew for sure, and probably not even from
the Greffy of Holtmarh. The newcomer swept a desperate, hurried gaze around the room, squinting,
trying to adjust hiseyesto the light, clearly searching for someone.

Then he saw Aspar, done a histable, and lurched toward him. The young fellow was clad in
brain-tanned ekskin breeches and a shirt of homespun that had seen better days. His brown hair was
matted, caked with mud, and full of leaves. Aspar saw the gpplein histhroat bobble convulsvely ashe
pulled arather large sword from a sheath on his back and quickened his pace.

Aspar took another pull on his beer and sighed. It tasted worse than the last. In the sudden silence, the
boy’ s buskin sswish-swish ed on the date-tiled floor.

"Y ou'rethe holter,” the boy said in athick Almannish accent. "The kongsman.”

"I'mtheking’ sforester,” Aspar agreed. "It' seasily known, for | wear hiscolors. I’ll be Aspar White.
Andyou'dbe?..."

"H’am the man isgoing to dooter you," the boy said.

Aspar lifted hishead just dightly, so he waslooking at thelad with one eye. He held the sword clumsly.
"Why?" he asked.

"Y ou know why."



"No. If | knew why, | never would have asked.”

"Y ou know saint-buggering well—tho ya theen manns slootered meen kon—"

" Speak the king’ stongue, boy."

"Grim take theking!" the boy shouted. "It'sno this forest!"

"Widl, you'll haveto take that up with him. Hethinksit is, you know, and he' stheking."

"I mean to. Right after | take it up with you. Thisgoesal theway back to Eden before h’am done. But it
garts here with you, murtherer.”

Aspar sighed. He could hear it in the young man’svoice, seeit in the sat of his shoulders. No usetalking
anymore. He stood quickly, stepped insde the sword point, and dammed his beer mug against the side
of the boy’shead. The kiln-fired clay cracked and the fellow screamed, dropping hiswespon and
clutching his split ear. Agpar calmly yanked out hislong dirk, grabbed the boy by the collar, hauled him
up easily with onelarge, callused hand, and pushed him down roughly onto the bench acrossthe table
from where he had been stting.

The boy stared defiantly at him through amask of pain and blood. The hand holding the side of his head
was shiny and dark inthedim light.

"You dl see!" the boy croaked. "Witness, dl! HE |l murther me like he dootered minefam’ly.”

"Boy, just calm down," Aspar snapped. He picked up the sword and set it next to him on his bench, with
the table between it and the boy. He kept his own dirk out.

"Armann, bring me another beer.”
"Y’just busted one of my mugs" the hostler shouted, his nearly round face beet-red.
"Bringitor I'll bust something ese."

Some of the charmen laughed at that, and then most of the rest of them joined in. The chatter started up
agan.

Aspar watched the boy while he waited for the beer. The lad’ sfingers were trembling, and he couldn’t
look up. His courage seemed to be leaking out of him with his blood.

That was often the case, Aspar found. Bleed aman alittle, and he grew less heroic.
"What happened to your family, boy?"
"Aseft you don’'t know."

"Y ou want another cuff? Grim eat you, but I'll beet you till you come out with it. | don't take to threets,
and | don't taketo being called akiller unless| did thekilling. Andintheend | don't carewhat did ’'r
didn’t happen to abunch of squatters—except that if something ill happened in the forest, that’smy job ,
to know about it, y’ see? Because if | don’t care about you, | care about the forest, and about theking's
justice. So spdl meit!”

"l just—I—they're dead!" And suddenly he burst out crying. Astears ran through the blood on hisface
and trailed down his chin, Aspar redlized that even fifteen had been an overestimate. The lad was
probably no more than thirteen, just big for hisage.



"Scegt on this" Aspar grumbled.

"Aspar White!" He looked up to see Winna Rufoote, the hostler’ s daughter. She wasless than hdf his
age, just nineteen, pretty with her ova face, green eyes, and flaxen hair. Strong willed. Trouble looking
for lodging. Aspar avoided her when he could.

llWi nna n

"Don’'t “Winna me. Y ou burst this poor boy’ sbrainsal over—and one of our mugs—and now you're
just going to St here and drink beer while he bleeds on everything?'

"L ook—"

"I won't hear aword of it. Not from you, s posed to be the king' s man. First you' Il help me get this boy
toaroom so | can clean him up. Then you'll put your mark on one o’ them roya notes or else pay good
copper for our mug. After that, y’ can have another beer, and not before.™

"If thisweren't the only hostdl in town—"
"Butitis, isn'tit? And if you want to stay welcome here—"
"Y ou know you can't turn me out.”

"No. Turn out the king’sman? Sure| can’t. But you might start finding your beer tagting like piss, if you
understand me."

"It dready tasteslike piss,” Aspar grumbled.

She put her hands on her hipsand glared at him. He suddenly fdlt alittle weak inthe knees. In
twenty-five years as a holter, he had faced bears, lions, more outlaws than he could even count. But he
had never learned how to handle a pretty woman.

"He did comein hereto kill me, the little sceat,” Aspar reminded her sheepishly.

"An' how isthat such astrange thing? I’ ve been tempted mysdlf.” She pulled out arag and handed it to
the boy. "What' s your name?" she asked.

"Uscaor," he mumbled. "Uscaor Fraetson.”
"Your ear’ sjust abit cut, Uscaor. It'll be okay."

Aspar blew out along breath and stood back up. "Come on, boy. Let’s get you cleaned up, hey? So
you' Il look nice when you come to murther mein my bed.”

But asthe boy swayed to hisfeet, Aspar caught the scent of death again and noticed, for thefirst time,
the boy’ sright hand. It was bruised purple and black, and the sight of it sent atingle up his spine.

"What happened there, boy?' Aspar asked.
"I don’t know," Uscaor said softly. "1 don’t remember.”
"Comeon, Uscaor,” Winnasaid. "Let’ sfind you abed.”

Aspar watched him go, frowning. The boy had meant to kill him, dl right, though he hadn’t come very
close. But that hand—maybe that was the thing his nose was trying tell him about al along.



Uneasly, he waited for another beer.

"He sadeep,” Winnatold Aspar sometime later, after she' d been alone with the boy for awhile. "1 don’t
think he' s eaten or dept for two or three days. And that hand—it’ s so swollen and hot. Not like any sort
of wound I’ ve seen before.™

"Yah," Aspar said. "Meeither. Maybe | ought to cut it off of "im and take it for the apothecary in Edento
havealook at."

"You can't fool me, Asp,” Winnasaid. "You re rougher than an em at the skin, but in your heart there's
softer Suff.”

"Don’'t convince yoursef of that, Winn. Did he spell why he wants me dead?"
"Same as hetold you. He thinksyou killed hisfamily."
"Why would he think that?"

"Hey, Winnal" someone yelled, from across the room. "L eave off the king' s bear and come wet me!" He
banged an empty mug on thetable.

"Do asyou usudly do, Banf—wet yourself. Y ou know wherethetapis. I’ [l know what to charge you by
how much you throw up later."

That got aburst of jeersat the fellow’ s expense as Winna sat down across from Aspar.

"He and hisfamily put up acamp down near Taff Creek," she continued, "afew leagues from whereiit
meets the Warlock—"

"Right. Squatters, as| reckoned.”

"So they squatted in the royal forest. Lots do that. Does that mean they deserveto die?”
"l didn't kill them for that. Raver’steeth! | didn’t kill them et al.”

"Uscaor says he saw the king's colors on the men who did it."

"No. | don’'t know what he saw, but he never saw that. None of my woodsmen are within thirty leagues
of here."

"You ure?'
"Damned sure.
"Thenwho killed them?"

"I wat not. There' s plenty of room in the King's Forest for all manner of outlaws. But | suppose !’ ll be
finding out." He took another drink of hisbeer. "By the Taff, you say? That' s about two days. I'll be
leaving at firgt light, so tell Paet to have my horsesready.” He finished the beer in asinglelong swallow
and rose from the table. "See you."

"Wait. Don’'t you want to talk to the boy some more?’

"What for? He doesn’t know what happened. He probably didn’t even see anybody. I'll bet the part



about theking'scolorsisalie”
"How do you reckon that?'

"Maunt my words, Winn. Squatterslivein terror of theking'sjustice. They dl reckon they’ re going to be
hanged or beheaded or hunted down, and they think I’ m atwo-headed uttin. | don’t discourage stories
likethat. | spread’em, in fact. Somebody killed this boy’ skin, and he didn’t see who. He reckoned it
was me. The rest he made up when he started fedling foolish.”

"But someonekilled them," she said.

"Y ah. That much of hisstory | believe." He Sghed and stood. "Night, Winn."
"You aren't going by yoursdf?'

"All of my men aretoo far avay. | haveto go whilethetral is<till warm.”
"Wait for some of your men. Send word to Dongd."

"No time. Why so0 nervous, Winn?1 know what I’'m doing.”

She nodded. "Just afeding. That something’ s different thistime. People coming up out of the forest have
been... different.”

"I know the forest better than anyone. It' sthe same asit’ s always been."

She nodded reluctantly.

"Well, asl said, good night."

Her hand caught his. "Be careful, you," she murmured, and gaveit alittle squeeze.

"Certain," he said, hoping he turned quickly enough that she couldn’t see him blush.

Asgpar rose a first cockerow, when the light out hiswindow was till mostly starborn. By thetime he'd
splashed water from acrockery basin in hisface and shaved the gray stubble sprouting there, cinched on
his elkskin breeches and padded cotton gambeson, the east was primrose.

He considered his boiled-leather cuirass; that was going to be hot today .
He put it on anyway. Better hot than dead.

He strapped on his bone-handled dirk and settled histhrowing ax into itsloop on the same belt. He took
his bow from its oilskin case, checked the wood and extra strings, counted his arrows. Then he recased
the bow, dipped on his high boots, and went downdtairs.

"Firg light, eh?" Winnasad, as he passed through the common room.
"Getting old,"” Aspar grumbled.
"Wdll, have some breskfast as you' re not too early for it."

"That reminds me. | need to buy—"



"I"ve packed you aweek’ sworth of food. Paetur isloading it up for you.”
"Oh. Thanks."
"St."

She brought him atrencher of black bread with garlic sausage and fried apples. He ate every bit of it.
When he was finished, Winnawasn't in sight, but he could hear her knocking about in the kitchen. For an
ingtant, he remembered having awoman knocking about his own kitchen, in hisown house.

A long time ago, and the pain was ill there. Winnawas young enough to be his daughter. He left quietly,
S0 as not to attract her atention, feding faintly cowardly. Once outside he made straight for the stables.

Paetur, Winna s younger brother, was busy with Angel and Ogre. Paet wastall, blond, and gangly. He
was—what?—thirteen?

"Morning, Sir," Paet said, when he saw Aspar.

"I’'mnot aknight, boy."

"Y ah, but you' re the closest we have hereabouts, except old Sir Symen.”

"A knight’saknight. Sir Symenisone; I'm not." He nodded at his mounts. "They ready to go?'

"Ogre saysyah, Angd saysney. | think you ought to leave Angd with me." He patted the roan on the
neck.

"She sad that, did she?' Aspar grunted. "Could be she' stired from the running you gave her yesterday?"
"l never—"

"Lietomeand I'll whip you good, and your father will thank mefor it."

Peet reddened and studied his shoes. "Well... she needed a stretch.”

"Next time ask, you hear? And for pity’ ssake, don't try to ride Ogre."

The barred bay chose that moment to snort, asif in agreement. Paet laughed.
"What'sso funny?"

"Tom tried, yesterday. Toride Ogre."

"When do they bury him?"

"Helogt two front teeth, isal.”

"Lucky. Theboy’slucky."

"Yes, Magter White."

Aspar patted Ogre’ smuzzle. "Lookslike you packed them well. Y ou want to arrange my quiver and
bow?"

"Could 17" The boy’ s eyes sparkled eagerly.



"I reckon." He handed the wegpon over.

"Isit trueyou' vekilled Six uttinswith this?!

"There’ sno such thing as uttins, boy. Nor greffyns, nor avs, nor basil-nix, nor tax-counters with hearts.”
"That'swhat | told my friths. But Rink says hisuncle saw an uttin himsdf—"

"Got drunk and saw hisown reflection, morelikey."

"But you did kill the Black Wargh and his bandits, didn’t you? All ten of them.”

"Yah," Aspar said curtly.

"I’m going to do something like that someday.”

"It snot dl it'smade out to be," Aspar replied. With that, he mounted up on Ogre and started off. Angel
followed obediently. So did Paet.

"Where do you think you're going?' Aspar demanded.

"Down by the Warlock. A Sefry caravan camein last night. | want to get my fortunetold.”
"Y ou' d be better off staying away from them," Aspar advised.

"Weren't you raised Sefry, Master White? Didn't Dirty Jesp raise you?"

"Yah. So | know what I'm talking about.”

The Sefry had chosen anice spot, a violet-embroidered meadow overlooking the river and embraced on
al sdesby thick-limbed wateroaks. They were still setting their tents. A big one of faded crimson and
gold wasfully erected, the clan crest—three eyes and a crescent moon—waving in adiffident zephyr.
Hobbled horses grazed in the meadow, where ten men and twice that many children hammered stakes,
uncoiled lines, and unrolled canvas. Most were stripped to the wai s, for the sun wasn't yet high enough
to sear their milk-white skin. Unlike most folk, the Sefry never darkened from the sun. Infull light, they
went swaddled head to toe.

"Halo, there," one of the men caled, a narrow-shouldered fellow with features that suggested thirty years
but that Aspar knew werelying by at least fifteen. He had known Afas when they were both children,
and Afaswasthe older. "Do | see Dirt’s Bastard, there?' The Sefry straightened, hammer swinging at his
gde

Aspar dismounted. Dirt’ s Bastard. Not anickname he’ d ever cared for.

"Hallo, Afas," hereplied, refusing to let his annoyance show. "Nice to see you, t0o."

"Cometo run usoff?'

"What' sthe point? I’ d just be wishing you on adifferent town, probably another in or around my
jurisdiction. Besides, I'm on my way out."

"Well, that’ s generous.” The Sefry tilted his head. " She said you' d be here. She was dmost wrong, ney?”

"Who's‘she 7'



"Mother Cilth."
"Grim! Shedill dive?'
"They rardly die, these old women."

Aspar stopped afew paces from Afas. The two men were of aheight, but there the resemblance
stopped. Aspar had weight to go with hisdtitude, an oak to Afas willow. Close up, Afas skinwasa
map, the bluerivers, streams, rills, and rinns of hisveinsplainly visble. He had six paenipples, set likea
cat’son hislithe, wiry torso. His hair was midnight dark, tied back with agold ribbon.

"Where d you just come from?' Aspar asked.
"South."
"Come through the forest?"

Afas indigo eyeswent wide and guileless. Y ou know better than that, Holter. Wewouldn’t travel in
King Randolf’ sforest without permission.”

"King Randolf died thirteen years ago. It' s William, now."
"Nevertheless"

"Well. I'm going to Taff Creek. A boy camein last night saying his kin were murdered down there. I'd
be grateful if you' ve heard anything worth repeating. | wouldn’t ask too close whereyou heard it."

"Decent of you. But | wat nothing about that. But I'll tell you this—if Ihad been in the forest, I’ d be out
of there now. I’d be going far away fromit."

"Where are you going?'

"WE Il tinker herefor afew days, to earn for supplies. After that? Far away. Tero Galé, maybe, or
Virgenya"

Why?

Afasjerked his head toward the largest tent, the one dready set up. "Because she says so. | don’t know
more than that, nor do | want to. But you can ask her. In fact, she said you' d want to ask her."

"Hmm. Well. | suppose | ought to, then."

"Might be hedthiest."

"Right. Stay out of trouble, hey? I’ ve got enough to worry about without having to track you down later.”
"Sure. Anything for you, Dirt."

Mother Cilth had been old when Aspar was a boy. Now she might have been a ghost looking acrossthe
chasm of death. She sat on apile of cushions, robed in black, coifed in black. Only her facewasvisible,
an ivory mask spidered with sapphire. Her eyes, palest gold, watched his every movement. Jesp’ s eyes
had been that color. And Qerla’s.

"Thereyou are," Mother Cilth rasped. "Jesperedh said you would be here.”



Aspar bit back telling her how long Jesp had been dead. 1t wouldn't matter. Whether it was dll pretense
or whether the Sefry had cometo believe their own lies, he had never really known. It didn’t matter,
because either way their constant talk of speaking with the dead was so much annoying sceat. The dead
were dead; they did not speak.

"Y ou wanted to see me?' He made asmall attempt to keep theirritation from hisvoice, but it wasn't
something hewas good at.

"l seeyou dready. | want to talk to you."
"I'm here, Mother. I'm listening.”
"Still rude. Still impatient. | thought my sister taught you better.”

"Maybe her lessons would have taken better if she had had alittle help from the rest of you,” Aspar
replied, unable to keep the bitterness from hisvoice. "Take me asyou find meor not a dl. It wasn't me
wanted to talk to you."

"Yes, itwas."
That wastrue, sort of, but hedidn't haveto likeit. He turned on hished to leave.
"TheBriar Kingiswaking," Cilth whispered.

Aspar paused, a bright tickle like a centipede crawling on his backbone. He turned very dowly to face
the old woman again.

IIWkH?I
"TheBriar King. Hewakes."

"That’ s sceat,” Aspar said harshly, though apart of him felt asif the earth had opened beneath hisfedt.
"I'vetraveled the King's Forest dl my life. I’ ve been in the degpest, black heart of it, and I’ ve been
places in the Mountains of the Hare that even the deer never saw. Thereisno Briar King. That'sjust
more of your Sefry nonsense.”

"Y ou know better. He dept, and was unseen. Now he wakes. It isthefirst sign. Surely Jesp taught you."
"She taught me. She aso taught me to chest at dice, and to play the voice of aghost for her seances.

The old woman'’ s face went even harder than it had been. "Then you should know the difference,” she
hissed. "Y ou should know the difference between the cold and the hot, between the breeze and the
storm." Sheleaned even closer. "L ook in my eyes. Look there."

Aspar didn’t want to, but her eyes had dready caught him, like a snake about to eat amouse. The gold
and copper of her orbs seemed to expand until they were all he could see, and then...

A forest turned into gallows, rotting corpses hung from every branch. The trees themselves
gnarled and diseased, covered in black thorns, and instead of foliage they bore carrion birds,
ravens and vultures, gorged and fat.

In the depths of the forest the shadows between the trees shifted, as if something large were
moving there. Aspar searched, but the movement stayed at the corner of his eyes, always still
when he stared full at it.



Then he noticed the nearest corpse. The rope that hung her was nearly rotted through, and mostly
it was just bones and blackened flesh hanging there, but the eyes were still alive, alive and pale
gold...

The same eyes he was looking into now. Mother Cilth’'s eyes.

With aharsh gasp, Aspar turned his gaze away. Mother Cilth grated out alaugh.
"You see" she murmured.

"Scedt," he managed, though hislegsweretrembling. "A trick.”

Cilth drew back. "Enough. | thought you were the one foretold. Perhaps | was wrong. Perhaps you
learned nothing after al."

"l can only hope."

"A shame. Truly. For if you are not the one foretold, heis not yet born. And if heisnot yet born, your
race—and mine—will be wiped from the earth, asif we had never been. That part of the telling cannot
be doubted except by fools. But maybe you are afool. My sister perished for nothing.” She reached up
and drew avell over her face. "l dream,” shesad. "Leave me."

Aspar obeyed her, fighting an unaccustomed urge to run. Only when the Sefry camp was aleague behind
him did hisbreathing cam.

The Briar King.
What sceat, he thought.

But in the corner of hisvison, something was still moving.

CHAPTER TWO
In Another Tavern
"The queen, of course, must diefirst. Sheisthe greatest danger to our plans.”

The man’ s voice was cultured and sibilant, speaking the king’ s tongue with ahint of some southern
accent. Hiswords sent asnake dithering up Lucoth’ s back, and he suddenly feared the sound of his
heart was adrum for all to hear.

| am a mouse, hetold himsdf. A mouse.

Which waswhat everyone called him. Hisred name was Dunhdth MaypHinthga, but only his mother
had ever cdled him Dunhdth. To everyone esein the small town of Odhfath, he was Lucoth, "the
mouse.

A dry sllence followed the man’ s pronouncement. From hisvantage in the rafters, Lucoth could not see
any of their faces, only that there were three of them, and from their voices, al men. He knew they’ d paid
hostler MaypCorgh for the use of the back room of the Black Rooster Inn, which in Lucoth’s experience
meant that they probably had some secret business to discuss.

L ucoth had eavesdropped on such meetings before. He had an arrangement with hostler MaypCorgh,



who let him know when the room wasin use. In the past, he' d mostly overheard smugglers and brigands,
and often learned things that MaypCorgh could use to turn a profit, part of which he would passon to
Lucoth.

But these weren't smugglers or highwaymen. Lucoth had heard murders plotted before, but never that of
aqueen. Excitement replacing fear, he listened as another of the men spoke.

"The queen," he Sghed. This one had a degper voice, with some gravel iniit. "Isthe prophecy so clear?"
"Indl ways," thefirst man replied. "When he comes, there can be no queen of the blood in Eden.”

"What of the daughters?' the final man asked. His accent was strange even to Lucoth, who had heard
many odd ones. The town of Odhfath was at a crossroads: Take the eastern way, and you camein time
to Virgenya. West lay the port at Paldh. North brought you to Eden and finally Hansa. The south road
met the Great Vitdlian Way, with its colorful merchant caravans.

"The daughters may not succeed to the throne," the second man said.

"Thereis movement afoot to legitimize their succession,” thefirst man replied. " So they mugt dl die, of
course. The king, the queen, their femaeissue. Only then will our plans be assured.”

"It isan important step,” the third man said reluctantly. "A step that cannot be taken back.”

The first man’svoice dropped low and soft. "The Briar King wakes. The age of man isended. If wedo
not step now, we will perish with the rest. That will not happen.”

"Agreed," the second man said.

"I’'mwith you," thethird said. "But care must be taken. Great care. Thetimeiscoming, but it isnot yet
here"

"Of course," thefirst man said.
Lucoth licked hislips, wondering what reward might come from saving aqueen. Or awholeroya family.

He had dways dreamed of seeing the wide world and seeking hisfortuneinit. But he was wise enough
to know that afourteen-year-old boy who went on the road with no coin in his pocket would meet a bad
end, and likely sooner than later. He had saved over the years—amost enough, he reckoned, to make a
dart of it.

But this—he dmost saw the gold before his eyes, hegps of it. Or abarony, or the hand of a princess. All
of that.

Hostler MaypCorgh wouldn’t know about this, oh no. Odds were too great he' d try to blackmail the
men below. That wasn't theway to do it. Theway to do it wasto lightfoot out of the loft, wait till
tomorrow, and get agood look at the men so he could describe them. Then he' d take his earnings, buy a
donkey, and set out for Eden. There hewould find an audience with Emperor William and tell him of
what he had heard.

He suddenly redlized the men below had gone silent, and | eft hisimaginingsto focus on them.

Thefirst man’ s head moved, and though L ucoth saw no eyes through the shadows, he felt a gaze burning
onhim.

Which wasimpossible. He held his breath, waiting for theillusion to fade.



"Y ou have aloud heart, boy," the man said. Hisvoice waslike velvet.

Lucoth jerked into motion, but it was the motion of nightmare. He knew the rafters of theinn like he
knew theingde of hispam, but somehow it seemed dl aien to him now, the few yards he had to cross
to find safety adistance of leagues. Still, the thinking part of hismind told him, cross the wall, drop
down. They'll have to go around, by the door; that will put them long moments behind, plenty of
time for a mouse to find a hiding place in the town of his birth.

Something smacked him on the side of the face, not too hard. He wondered what they had thrown at
him, but was relieved it wasn’t something more deedly.

Then he understood that whatever it was, was ill there, resting againgt his cheek. He didn't havetime
for that, though. He went over the wall—it did not extend into the rafters—and dropped down into the
next room. The open window was there, waiting for him. He felt dizzy and tasted something strange. For
some reason he wanted to gag.

Only when he had reached the street did he fedl to see what was stuck to him, and then he didn’t quite
understand it, because it wasthe hilt of adagger, which madeno senseat dl...

Then heredlized that it did make senseif the blade wasin histhroat. Which it was. He could fedl thetip
of it insde hiswindpipe.

Don't take it out, hethought. Take it out, it'll bleed...

He started running down the street, but he couldn’t take his hand away from the thing in his neck, any
more than he could wrap his mind around what had reglly happened to him.

I’ll befine, hethought. It must have missed my veins. I'll befine. I’ll just get old Horsecutter to
takeit out. He'll sew the wound. I'll be fine.

Something thumped onto the street behind him. He turned to see a man-shaped shadow.
It started toward him.
Heran.

He could fed the pulsein his neck now and something clotting in histhroat. He vomited, and that brought
agony that sheeted down the whole left side of his body. He ssumbled afew more steps.

Saints, please, leave me be, I'll never talk, hetried to say, but hisvoice was pinned insde of him by
the dagger.

Then something cold punched into his back. He thought it was three times, but maybe it wasfour. The
find touch wasfaint, like akiss, and right a the base of his skull.

"Seeptight, boy," he heard someone say. It sounded like asaint, which made him fed alittle better.

CHAPTER THREE
The Squire

Night-winged clouds rubbed away the moon, and a freezing seawind bittered the darkness. Nell had
amog no feding in histoes or fingers. He could smell nothing but brine and hear nothing but thewind and



waves savaging the shore. But he could imagine much more; the breath of the foe, somewhere out there
inthe night. The clash of stedl that would greet the dawn. The droning dirge of the cold, restless draugs
benesth the waves, dead yet dive, shark-toothed mouths gaping in anticipation of the meat of theliving.
Of Nell MegVren's medt.

"Dawn’samogt here," hisfather murmured, lowering himself to lie next to Neil on the sand. "Be ready.”
"They might be anywhere," someone else said. Neil thought it was probably Uncle Odcher.

"No. There are only two placesthey could have put their shipsin. Here, or on the Milkstrand. We're
here. They must be there.”

"They say the Weihands can march at night. That they can seein the dark, like the trollsthey worship.”

"They can’'t march a night any better than we can," Nell’ sfather said. "If they aren’t on their ships,
they’ re doing exactly what we re doing—waiting for the sun.”

"I don’'t care what they can do," another voice muttered. "They never reckoned on meeting the men of
canMegVren."

What' s left of us, Neil thought. He had counted twelve, last time the sun went down. Twelve. The
morning before, they had been thirty.

He was rubbing his handsto try to warm them when afist closed over hisfingers. ™Y ou ready, son?' his
father whispered.

"Yeah, Fah." He couldn’t see hisface, but what he heard in the voice made his scalp prickle.
"l shouldn’t have brought you on thisone."
"l been to war before, Fah.”

"Yes. And proud I’ ve been of you. No MegVren—nor no man of no clan I’ ve ever heard tell of—ever
killed hisfirst foe when he had only e even winters, and that' s been ayear gonefor you, now. But this—"

"We going to lose, Fah? We going to die?’

"If that' s the way the saintswant it, damn them.” He cleared histhroat and sang, very softly,
"Tofight and dieiswhy we reborn

Croak, yeravens, I'll feed ye soon.”

Neil shivered, for that was part of the MeqVren death-chant.

But hisfather clapped him onthearm. "I don't intend for usto die, lad. W€ ll catch’em off guard.”
"Then the lord baron will pay usapretty penny, eh, Fah?'

"It shiswar. He'saman of hisword. Now let’sbe till, for here comes the dawn.”

The sky lightened. The twelve men of the MeqVren clan crouched behind the dune, motionless. Nell
wondered what the baron or the Weihands might want with this wretched idand anyway, with it so rocky
and hard it wouldn't support even sheep. He turned to look back at the sea. The sky had lightened
enough so he could make out the prow of their longship, a horse-head silhouette.



And down the beach, another. And another.
But the MeqVrens had only one ship.
Hetugged a hisfather’ sdeeve.

e

That' s when something hissed aong and thumped into hisfather’ s back, and hisfather sghed strangely.
That’ s when the shouting started, and the MegVrensrose to their feet in ashower of arrows, to face
three timestheir number coming up the strand. Neil closed his eyes, then jumped up with the rest of them,
his hands too cold to fedl his spear, but he could seeit, clutched in his hands.

Then an arrow hit him. 1t made the same sound asthe one that had hit hisfather, just alittle higher in
pitch.

Neil jerked awake and found himsdf clutching his chest, two fingers below his heart, breething asif he
had just run aleague. Hefdt like he wasfdling.

Wheream|1?

The confusion lasted only afew heartbests, as he recognized the rocking of aship, the furnishings of his
cabin. His breathing dowed, and hefelt the small puckered scar.

Eight years, but in hisdreamsit hadn’t faded at dll.
Eight years.

He sat there afew more minutes, listening to the sailors on the deck above. Rather than trust himself to
deep again, he rose to shave. He wanted to look his best today.

He stropped hisrazor and brought its keen edge to his cheek, then down the square lines of hischin,
whisking off the stubble with sure, steady motions. He finished without a single scratch, and with the same
blade he trimmed hiswheat-colored hair well away from hiseyes.

The Black Mary of that day on the beach faded, and his excitement grew. Today! Today he would see
Thornrath!

He splashed water on hisface, blinked it from his blue eyes, and went above decks.

They reached the Cape of Rovy by midafternoon and sailed with the dabaster cliffs on their left hand for
another bell. There, clearing the headland, they turned into Foambreaker Bay, awide haven in the shape
of amoon two-thirdsfull, circumscribed on the north by the Cape of Rovy and on the south by the
Craigs-Above-Ale. West was the open sea, and east, where Saltspear 's prow now pointed, stood a
marvel S0 awesome Neil thought his heart would crack. He dmost welcomed it, if he could die with this
much wonder on him.

"Saints of Seaand Thunder," he managed weakly.

His earnest thanksgiving was al but swept off by the wind buffeting the deck of the Saltspear , but the
old man who stood beside him, Fail de Liery, heard and bit afierce grin into the westerly. Hair streaming



behind him like abanner of smoke, Fail glanced over at Neil, and though hisface was pitted, scarred,
and wrinkled by threescore years of life, he still seemed somehow youthful when he chuckled.

"Theresheis, lad," thedder said. "That' s Thornrath. Does she measure up?”'

Neil nodded his head dumbly as the cape dropped farther behind them. The eastern sky behind
Thornrath was as black as coal smut, and above that darkest lens piled curtains of soume-gray clouds
that broke a the meridian. But from the clear western sky, the sinking sun danted golden light to blaze
the bay and the mightiest fortressin the world againgt that storm-painted canvas.

"Thornrath," he repeated. "1 mean I’ d heard—you’ d told me—" He paused to try to understand what he
was actualy seeing, to understand the size.

If Foambreaker Bay was a moon two-thirds full, the entire eastern third of it—perhaps four
leagues—was awall the hue of ivory. Seven greet towers of the same stone jabbed at the sky, the
centermost riging to such ahigh sharp point it was dizzying.

AsNell watched, aman-0'-war sailed through one of six arched openingsin the wall. He reckoned its
masts at more than twenty yards high, and they were in no danger of touching the top of the arch. And
the arch was only half ashigh asthewadll.

"Saintd" Neil breathed. "Men built that? Not the Eched 7' He crooked hisfinger and touched his
forehead, asign againgt the evil of that name.

"Men built it, yes. They quarried the stone in the Eng Fear mountains, two hundred leagues upriver. It
was sixty yearsin building they say, but now no one can come againgt Crotheny by sea.”

"Itisawonder," Nel said. "Proud am | to servethat."

"No, lad,” Fail said gently. "Y ou don’t serve athing of stone, no matter how grand. Never that. You'll
serve Crotheny, and her king, and theroyd line of Dare."

"That’swhat | meant, Chever Fal."
"They cdl aknight Sr , inthe king’ stongue, lad."

"Sr Fall." The word sounded awkward, as did every word in the king’ stongue. It lacked music,
somehow. But it was the language of hislord, and he had learned it. Practiced at it as hard as he had the
sword, the lance, and the mace.

Wdl, dmost as hard.
"Sr Fal," hesaid again.
"And soon Sr Neil."

"l can't believe that. How can the king knight me? It’sno matter, I'll be proud to serve him, even asa
footman. Just so long as| can serve him.”

"Lad, | tilted & Sir Seimon af Harudrohsn when | was only in my eighteenth winter. | fought beside dll
five Cresson brothers a the battle of Ravenmarh Wold, and | sent Sr Duvga MaypAvagh—who himself
dew more than twenty knights—to the shadowcity, dong with his second, before the gates of Cath Valk.
| have known knights, lad, and | tell you that in my fifty-Sx years, I’ ve never seen alad more deserving
of the rose than you."



Nell’ sthroat tightened further with love and gratefulness to the tough old man. "Thank you, Sir Fall.
Thank you fo—for everything.”

"That better be the wind in your eyes, son. | don’'t go for al this courtly weeping, aswell you know."
"It sthewind, chev—gr."

"Good. And keep it that way. And don't let any of these fops at the court steer you adifferent course.
You'reawarrior of the marches, raised by a good father and then by my hand. Just remember that, and
you'll keep who you are. It' sthe stedl in the marchesthat keeps safe the soft gold here in the center.
Gold s pretty, but it'll scarce cut butter. Don't worry about pretty, lad. Worry about your edge. The
court’s more dangerousto ared warrior than athousand Weihand raiders are.”

"I’ll remember that, Sr." Hetried to stand taller. "I will make you proud of me."

"Come below. | have something to give you.”

"l was going to save thisuntil after the king knighted you, but your armor took ahard beating at Darkling
Mere. Anditis, after al, alord’ sduty to keep hiswarriorslooking warlike, eh?!

Neil couldn’t answer. Aswhen he had first seen Thornrath, he was struck speechless as his master
unrolled the sealskin bundle to reved the gleam of oiled stedl.

Neil had worn armor since he was ten. First toughened leather, as he had been wearing that ill-fated
dawn hisfather died, then asted cap and byrnie with greaves, and findly the hauberk of chain he wore
now, with its battered but serviceable breastplate.

But he had only dreamed of what Fail de Liery presented him—asuit of lord’ s plate, articulated by
lobstered joints. It was good, plain work, with no frills or elaborations.

It must have cost asmadl fortune.

"Sir Fail, thisismore than | could ever dream of. How can | ever—I could never take that. Not on top of
everythingdse"

"It sfitted for you," the old man said. "1 had the measurements taken when your last suit of clotheswas
made. No one e se could wear it. And as you know, | am much insulted when my gifts are refused.”

"|I—" Nell grinned. "I’ d never insult you, Sir Fall.”
"Do you want to try it on?"
"Sants, yes!"

Thusit was, when they passed beneath the great arch of Thornrath, Neil MegVren stood proudly on the
deck of the Saltspear , his house de Liery tabard cinched around the most perfect suit of armor ever
made. He felt bright and deadly, a sword made human.

The wonders piled up. Passing through the great arch, the waters before them were parted by ahigh, hilly
land.



"Two riversmeet here," Fail told him. "The bloody-minded Warlock from the southeast and the Dew
tumbling out of the Barghsin the north."

"And sothisidandisroyd Ynisitsdf?"

"Itis. Therivers meet five leagues ahead of us, on the other side of the idand, split again, and come back
together here.”

"Ynisl Then whereis Eden? Where are the riversthat flow above the land?’
"Patience, lad. It sfarther east. W€ |l be there near sundown. But asto the rivers—you'll see.”

Y nisrosefrom aflat plain, aseries of hills spotted with delicate, spired castles, red-shingled hamlets,
fidlds and forest. The plain around the idand was mostly fields of grain, very green. Cottages were there,
and men working thefields, and strange towers with great whedls turning on them. Canals ran off from
theriver, some so long they vanished in the hazy distance.

And indeed, Nell redlized with agrowing sense of excitement that he was|ooking down upon the
landscape. Embankments had been raised dlong the riverside, forcing it to flow higher than the country
around.

"When our ancestors fought here against the last stronghold of the Eched, thiswasaplain, or sothe
legendssay,” Sir Fail said. ™Y niswas the mount they raised for their castle. But after their defegt, and the
castle Eden wasfounded inits place, it dl sank into quagmire, marsh, al the way to the horizon. The
Eched had used some sort of sorcery to keep the water back, and with their passing, it passed, too. The
peopleliving here could have abandoned it then, found better land in the east, but they wouldn't doit.
They swore to take the land back from the waters instead.”

"They found the secret of the Eched sorcery?”

"No. They worked hard. They built dikes. They made these pumps you see, pushed by thewinds, to
drain away the water. Two thousand years of dow, hard battle with the waves, but you see the result.”
Helaid ahand on Neil’ s shoulder.

"S0, you see, men did this, too."

And findly, sailing above theland like charactersin a phay story, they hovein sight of Eden of thethree
wadls

On the highest hill stood the castle, with its eight towers of chak-white stone bloodied by twilight, long
pennants fluttering black againgt the rosy clouds. From there, the city spilled down like water poured
from the top of ahill, dammed briefly by each of the concentric walls surrounding the castle but never
quite contained, date-topped waves of buildings flowing over the smaler hills until they reached the
waterfront and piled againgt stone-faced quays and stout wooden piers. Shrouds of mist and
woodsmoke lay in the low places between the hills, and candlelight already made windows into eyes here
and there.

"It sdl sogrand,” Nell murmured. "Like an enchanted city of the Queryen, from the old tales. I'm afraid
to look away, for fear it will vanish.”

"Edenisno city of moonbeams and spider silk," the old knight assured him. "It’ sredl enough, you'll see.
And if you think this so grand, wait until you see the court.”

"l can hardly wait."



"Oh—you'll learn about waiting, son, never doubt that."

The Saltspear cameto aquay, asort of watery plaza surrounded with docks replete with colorful boats
of every sze. One stood out above the rest, afive-masted battle-queen that dwarfed the Saltspear and
every other ship anchored there. Nell was admiring her when he suddenly recognized theflag she flew
and indtinctively reached for his sword.

Fail touched hisarm. "Ney, lad. There sno cal for that."
"That'saHanzish warship.”
"Soitis. That's nothing unusua. Remember, we' re at peace with Hansa and the Retksbaurgs.”

Neil’s mouth dropped open, closed, then opened again. "Peace? When they pay Weihand raiders hard
slver for Liery scapsand ears, and their privateers snk our merchantmen?”

"There sthereal world,” Fall said, "and there' sthe court. The court sayswe' re a peace with them. So
don’'t you go pulling stedl if you see a Reiksbaurg, and keep your tongue till, you hear?'

Nell fet asif he' d swallowed something unpleasant. "I hear, Sr.”

Even asthey docked, darkness dropped like an ax. Neil set hisfoot upon the cobbles of Edeninamost
unfamiliar night.

The docks bustled with men and women haf seen by lamplight. Faces came and went—beautiful,
gnigter, innocent, brutal—all mereimpressons, gppearing and vanishing like ghosts, going to and from
ships, greeting and parting, dinking and carrying burdens. Guitted fish, hot tar, burning kerosene, and ripe
sewage perfumed the air.

"The upper gates of the city are closed by now, so we'll berooming a aninn,” Fail told him, asthey
pressed through the dockside crowd and crossed along plazawhere young girls and hard-looking
women cast provocative glances at them, where blind or legless beggars crouched in shadows and
wailed for assstance and children skirmished in mock combat between the legs of pedestrians and the
wheds of carts.

Buildings three and four storiestall crowded at the edges of the plazalike giants crouched shoulder to
shoulder, playing at knucklebones, spilling cheery light, woodsmoke, and the scent of roasting mest into
the coal night air.

It wasto one of these giants they made their way, proclaimed the Moonfish Inn by a gilded sign that hung
over the doorway.

"Beagood lad," Fail said, "and see our horses are stabled here. Give the hand a copper miser, no more
or less, for each horse. Then change from your armor and meet me in the common room."

"Onmy word, Sir Fail," Nell told him.

The de-and-cod pie was good—much better than the shipboard fare—but Nell hardly noticed it. He
was too busy watching . Never had he seen so many strange faces and clothes or heard such a
confusion of tongues. Two tables away, agroup of dark-skinned men in colorful robes spoke guttural



nonsense. When the serving girl brought their food, their mustached lips curled in what seemed like
disgust, and they made strange signs at her back with their fingers before taking their food. Beyond them,
two tables of men smilar in complexion seemed to be taking turns making flamboyant speechesto one
another and drinking wine in unwise haste. They wore somber doublets and bloodred hose and long,
slly-looking swords.

There were peoples he recogni zed, too—Dblond-shocked Schildings, with their rough fisherman’ s hands
and quick laughter; searoversfrom theides of Ter-na-Fath; aknight from Hornladh and hisretainers,
wearing the yellow stag and five chevrons of the house MaypHad. Neil asked about that one.

"Sr FerghusLonceth," Sir Fail told him.

"And him?' Neil pointed at alarge man with dark red hair cut short, anestly trimmed beard, and asable
tabard. His device was quartered—a golden lion rampant, three roses, a sword, and helm. Six men st at
histable, al with the northern look about them. Some might have passed for Weihands, and Neil took an
amog ingtant didike to them.

"l don’'t know him," Fail admitted. "He' stoo young. But his deviceisthat of the Wishilms of Gothfera.”
"Hanzish, then. From the ship.”

"Yes. Remember what | said,” the older man cautioned.

"Yes, gr."

About that moment, one of the men from the Hornladh knight’ s table arrived.

"Chever Fall deLiery, my master, Sir Ferghus Lonceth, begs the quaity of your company.”

"I would cherish hiscompany,” Fail sad. "We shdl join you, yes?'

"Isit not more meet that my master joinsyou? After dl, in seniority and fame, you are most certainly first,
and entitled to the board of your choosing.”

"That may be 50, lad,” Fail replied. "But there' s only two of usand eight of you, and you have the more
room at your table. Seniority isal well and good, but in theinn, let us be practica, yes?' Herose, then
turned to Nell. "Neil, be agood lad and invite the Wishilm knight to join us.”

"Sir," the Hornladh squire said, "1 invited him on behdf of my own magter, and he did disdain the
invitation."

"And he may disdain mine. But it shal not be said that | lacked the hospitality to invitehim," Fail replied.
Neil nodded, and walked to the Hanzish knights' table.

When he arrived, he stood there politely for amoment or two, but they al ignored him, laughing and
joking intheir own language. Findly, Nell cleared histhroat.

"Pardon me" he said, in Hanzish.

"By Tyw! It can speak!" one of the squires said, agiant of afellow with abroken nose. He turned
devil-filled blue eyestoward Neil. "I’ Il have another pint of ae, wench, and be quick!™

They dl laughed at that.



Neil bresthed dowly and smiled. "My master, Sir Fail de Liery, requests the quaity of your presence.”

"Fall deLiery," the Hanzish knight suddenly mused. "1 don’t know any such knight. Thereisadoddering
old man by that name, but I’ m quite sure he was never aknight. Y ou, boy. What do you do for him?"

"I'mhissquire,”" Neil said evenly. "And if you have not heard the fame of Sir Fail de Liery, you have no
earsfor the hearing, or witsto hold what you hear."

"Magter! That sounded like aninsult,” one of the Hanzish squires exclaimed.
"Didit?" Wishilm said. "It sounded to melike the fart of acock-a-roach.”

Blue-eyeswagged afinger a him. "My magter will not dirty his handswith you, | assure you. He fights
only worthy knights, which it isplain you are not. Y our insults are meaninglessto him.”

"But not tous ," another of the Hansans put in.
"I have promised my master | shal not draw stedl, nor disrupt the hospitality of thishouse,” Neil told him.

"Thismanisacoward" thefdlow bellowed, loudly enough to stop conversation al around the common
room of theinn.

Nell felt asort of trembling in hishands. "I have made you an invitation, and you have not accepted it.
Our conversation isdone.” He turned and walked toward where his master and the Hornladh knight sat.

"Don’'t wak away from me, you!"
Nel ignored him.

"Well done, lad," Sir Fail told him, offering him a place on the bench next to him. "It would be shame on
the both of uswereyou to brawl in apublic house."

"l would never shameyou, Sir Fail.”

"Let meintroduce you. Sir Ferghus Lonceth, thisismy protégé, Nell MegVren."

Lonceth clasped hishand. "1 took him for your son, sir! Ishe not?!

"Heislikeasonto me, but no, | cannot claim that honor. His father was awarrior in my service."

"It'sgood t' meet you," Sir Ferghus said, still gripping Nell’shand. "MeqgVren. I'm afraid | don’t know
that house. Arethey dlied with the clan Fienjen?’

"No, sr. My clan has no house."

An ingant of silence followed that, asthey politely struggled with the concept of a squire with no birth
clam to knighthood.

"Wdl," Sr Ferghus said, breaking the slence. Y ou are most welcome in our company. The
recommendation of Sir Fail de Liery isbetter than the blood of ten noble houses."

Asthey drank, Neil thought that perhaps some of Lonceth’s squires did not agree but were too polite to
sy anything.

"Tel me, Sir Ferghus," Sir Fall said, once the toast had gone around. "I’ ve heard little of your illustrious
uncle. How does hefind Padh?



The two knights talked for some time after that, and the squires, as was mest, stayed quiet. Most of
Lonceth’s men drank heavily. Neil, as was his custom, did not.

When alull camein the conversation, Nell tapped his master on the shoulder.

"I would check on the horses, Sir Fail," he said. "Hurricane and Sunstamper both were having trouble
withtheir land legs”

Fail looked a him with adightly suspicious smile. "Seetoit, then. But hurry back.”

The two horses werefine, as Neil knew they would be. And the massive, blue-eyed Hansan and two of
the other Hanzish squires were waiting for him in the street—al so as he knew they would be.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Novice

Aspar awoke in the sure grasp of atyrant, and to music. The music was awild one—drumming of a
woodpecker, the lark’ strilling melody rising above, the drifting, whirring chords of cicadas beneath. He
rubbed dream grit from his eyes, braced his hands on the narrow wooden platform, and sat up carefully
to greet the quick of dawn.

A wind soughed through the tyrants as they stretched their ancient, creaking limbsto the morning,
clucked their smaller branches, bruised afew leavesinto giving up their green, peppery scent.

Below, Ogre whickered. Aspar leaned from his perch to gaze at the faraway ground, to see that both his
mounts were where he' d left them the evening before. From his prospect they seemed no larger than

dogs.

The woodpecker drummed again as Aspar loosened hisjoints for the climb down. He had overdept on
purpose thistime. He liked to be in the branches when the first bronze of the sun came danting through
and the forest hummed and grumbled to life. Thisancient stand he called the tyrants was one of the few
places he could do that. In other places, centuries of fire, logging, and disease |ft at best one or two of
the ancient ironoaks towering over lesser trees. Here they stood proud and unchallenged for leagues,
ancient, titanic wrestlers, their muscular armsintertwined, gripping and pulling at each other, holding up a
world initsdf. A man could be born, live, and die up here, drinking the dew that gathered in mossy
recesses, eating shelf fungus and squirrel or the flightless branch quail that ran peeping adong the great
boughs.

The world below—the world of Man and Sefry—did not matter up here.

Or 50 he had believed when he was a boy, when he discovered this place and built hisfirst platforms.
He d imagined then that he would live here.

But even the tyrants could be chopped down or burned. Even the eternal could be killed by a hungry
charcoa burner or for anobleman’ swhim. He had seen it, the boy Aspar had been. It was one of the
few timesin hislife he had cried. That was when he knew he wanted to be aholter.

The King' s Forest, bah. The boy back at theinn was right about that at |east. The king came here once
or twice ayear to hunt. Thiswas Aspar’ sforest. Histo protect.

And something was happening out here. The Sefry wereliars, yes, and not to be trusted. But if they



redlly werefleaing the forest, with its deep sunless shadows and myriad caves, there had to be areason
for it. The Sefry did not step into the sun lightly.

So, reluctantly he made sure he had everything and started back down, limb to limb, to where the lowest
branches, too heavy to keep themselves up, dopped in mazy, ropy pathsto earth, there to put down new
roots.

That waswhy Aspar caled them tyrants; beneath their shading, creeping branches, no other green thing
could live, save moss and afew ferns.

But deer and ek could survive, on the ankle-deep acorns, and the dappled cats that hunted them, like the
lithe specimen he saw giving him awary look from afew branches over. Thisonewas smdl, just triple
the sze of avillage tabby. In the Mountains of the Hare there were till lions, and here afew panthers
worthy of note. But they wouldn’t bother him.

Ogre gave him across|ook as he stepped onto the black leaf mold. Angel tossed her head in greeting.

"Don’'t look a melikethat, you nag,” Aspar grunted at Ogre. "Y ou’ ve had the night to roam. Y ou want
me to start tethering you or keeping you hobbled?’

Ogre continued to glare, but he let Aspar mount, and picking their way through roots that sometimes
mounded as high asthe horses' shoulders, they walked leisurely back to the Old King’'s Road, awide
track that ran dong a series of low ridges. In placesit had been built up with stone and embanked, so it
stood above the roots. Low branches had been cut away, dlowing wagonsto pass. To Aspar, the Old
King's Road was an affront, aleagues-long gash in theliving forest. Still, it seemed unlikely that the
tyrants would notice such aminor injury.

Midday he grew thirsty. He dismounted and made hisway down adope to where he knew a spring
was—no point in wasting what he had bottled. Besides, springborn water was clean and cold, better than
theflat rain-gathered stuff from the village. He found the stream bubbling from a sandy dish below alow
cleft of crumbling rock, from whenceit ran for afew large man’ sjumpsinto Edwin’s Brooh. He knelt at
the spring pan, cupping his hands, and then stopped il as a statue, trying to understand what he saw.

The natural basin was about as wide as hisforearm, and water trickled cheerfully into it, as usud. But the
pan seethed with black-peeping frogs scrambling away from his gpproach. A half dozen of them lay
belly-up in the pooal.

Nor werethey done. A yard-long creek-ed lay putrefying, its eyesfilmed blue. Severa large
croaker-frogs sat there, too. All of them were aive, but they didn’t look healthy, nor did they eventry to
flee

Aspar backed away from the spring, his ssomach feding funny. In al hisyears, he had never seen sucha
gght.

After amoment, he walked the rivulet’ slength, down to where it met the brooh. All the way down it was
clogged with dead frogs and, initslower reaches, fish.

There were dead fish in the brooh, too, big ones, fetched up againgt the ferny banks or caught in natural
weirs of sticks and roots.

The chill in his bones degpening, he unlimbered hisbow and strung it, then started upstream. Something
had poisoned the brooh, somehow, and its creatures had sought up to the springhead for cleaner water.
There were folk who used the root of the sawbriar to stun fish to make them easy for the catching, but



that worked only inasmall, still pool. To kill awhole brooh would take more sawbriar than therewasin
theworld.

The dead fish continued for a hundred paces, then ahundred more, and he was just about to return for
his horses when he noticed that the stream had become clear again. He went a bit farther, to make sure,
then backtracked, and on this pass noticed something else. A clump of ferns on the side of the stream
had adistinct yellow cast to them. Asif they, like the fish and frogs, were dying.

It was next to the fernsthat he found the print.

Printsdidn’t take well in the dense leaf mold of the forest floor, but on the muddy verge of the stream he
found the impression of apaw. Though water had filled it and softened its outlines, it |ooked essentialy
like a cat track. But no dappled cat paw made this, nor even a panther. Aspar’ s hand would just barely
cover it. Even thelions of the Mountains of the Hare didn’t get that big. If thistrack belonged to acat, it
was bigger than ahorse,

He traced the outline with hisfinger, and the instant he touched it he tasted meta on histongue, and his
belly spasmed, trying to give up hislunch. Almost without thought he scrambled back from the brooh and
stood fifteen paces away, shivering asif he had afever.

He might have stood there longer, save that he heard voicesin the distance. On the road.
Where his horses were.

Heran back that way, as quickly and quietly as he could, the Sck feding melting as swiftly asit had
come.

There werefour of them, and they had aready found Ogre and Angel when he got there.

"Got the king'smark on’em, they have," one of them was saying, atdl, gangly young man withamissing
front tooth.

"Ought to leave’em, then. No good will come of taking’em.” That was an older fellow, short, tending
toward fat, with abig nose. The third man, athickly built redhead, seemed to have no opinion. Thefourth
clearly had one, but he couldn’t expressit, bound and gagged as he was.

Thislast fellow appeared to be no more than sixteen and had the look of atownsman about himin his
impractical doublet and hose. Hiswristsweretied in front of him and then tethered to an old yellow
mare. They had two other horses, abay gelding and a sorrel mare.

The redhead was watching the woods. He had looked twice at Aspar where he crouched in abrake of
ferns, but gave no indication of having seen him.

"A kingsman wouldn't just abandon his horses," Gangly argued. "He' s either dead or these have run
away. See? They izn' tethered.”

"You don't haveto tether horseslikethat," Big Nose replied. "He' s probably just off taking apiss.”
"He went along way, then," the redhead grunted. "He did’ n want hishorsesto see’im piss?'

Aspar had never seen these fellows, but he was pretty certain he knew who they were; the three fit the
description of some bandits lately come down from Wisgarth to worry at the occasiond traders on the



King'sRoad. He d planned to hunt them down in the summer, when he had enough men.

He waited to see what they would do. If they didn’t take his horses, he’ d just follow them for awhile. In
fact, maybe he had aready found hiskillers; Gangly wore abloodred cloak trimmed in umber. Those
were closeto theking' s crimson and gold.

"Wetake’em," Gangly said. "l say wetake’em. Even if he's here someplace, we can put aday between
us easy with dl of this horseflesh and him afoot." He started forward, toward Ogre. "Easy, you nag."

Aspar sighed, and fitted an arrow to his string. He couldn’t afford to be generous with these three.

Ogredid thefirst part of hiswork for him, of course. As soon as Gangly was close, the great beast
reared and dealt him a thunderous blow in the chest with his hooves. By the time Gangly hit the ground,
Big Nose was saring &t the arrow sprouting from histhigh.

Redhead was faster than Aspar anticipated, and keener of eye. Aspar got a shot off firgt, but he was il
shaky from whatever had sickened him near the creek. He missed, and Redhead' s bow sang out. The
holter saw the arrow spinning toward him dead-on, deceptively dow, atrick of the mind. He could never
moveintime

But the missile struck the tendril of agrapevine, glanced wide, and chuckled past his cheek.
"Raver!" Aspar swore. That had been close.

He bolted into motion, and so did Redhead, both fitting arrows to their bows, weaving through the trees.
Redhead had the high ground. He was light of foot and a damned good shot. The two men ran pardld to
each other, though their paths were gradually converging.

At fifteen yards Redhead took his second shot. It hit Aspar high in the chest and glanced from the leather
cuirass beneath. Aspar missed his next shot, and then they were separated by a copse of new growth too
dense to see through.

They came out Six yards from each other, in aclearing. Aspar stopped, stood profile, and let his shaft fly.

Redhead’ s dart whirred by, missing by nearly afoot. Aspar’ syard nailed through Redheed' s right
shoulder.

The man shrieked asif he had been disemboweled, and dropped his bow. Aspar reached him with five
quick strides. Thefelow was going for hisdirk, but Aspar kicked hisarm, hard, just at the elbow.

"Liedill and live," he grunted.

Redhead shrieked again when Aspar yanked both hisinjured and his good arm behind his back, cut the
sinew cord from the discarded bow, and tied him up. With along cord in his side bag he fashioned a
noose to dip over Redhead’ sthroat.

"Walk ahead," he commanded, still warily searching the surroundings for more enemies.

Gangly was still down when they reached the horses, and Ogre was't finished with him yet; the bay’s
foreparts rose and fell, and he was bloody to the withers. Big Nose was lying on the ground, staring at
the scarlet pooling there.

About the time they reached them, Redhead’ s legs gave out and he collapsed, eyes closed and bregth
coming in harsh wheezes.



Aspar cut up the reins from the yellow mare and trussed Big Nose. Gangly he didn’t bother with; hisribs
had been splintered into his lungs and he’ d choked on his own blood.

During dl of this, the boy on the horse had been making al manner of gruntings and muffled squeds. It
was't until he was sure the bandits were secure that Aspar turned his attention to him, pulling the gag
down.

"Ih thanka thuh, mean froa," the boy began, in breathless and somewhat clumsy Almannish.” Mikel
thanks. Ya Ih bida thuh, unbindan mih."

"l spesk theking' stongue,” Aspar grunted, though he understood the boy plainly enough.
"Oh," thefellow replied. "So do I. | just thought you must be from heregbouts.”

"I am. And not being stupid, | learned the king’ stongue, just like everyonein his service," Aspar replied,
unaccountably annoyed. "Besides, Virgenyaisjust through the mountains, so Virgenyan isascommonin
these parts as anything dse.”

"My apologies. No offense intended. What | meant to say was thank you, thank you very much, and
could you untie my hands, aswd|?'

Aspar glanced at the knot. It wasn't complicated. "Probably," he said.

"WdlI?Aren't you going to?"

"Why did they have you tied up?"

"So | wouldn’t run away. They robbed me and took me prisoner. Y ou probably saved my life."
"Probably."

"For which, as| sad, I’'m grateful.”

"Why?

Thefdlow blinked. "Wel—ah—because | fed | have much left to do in my life, much of value—"
"No," Aspar said, taking dowly asif to achild. "Why did they take you prisoner after they robbed you?'
"l suppose they thought to ransom me."

"Why would they suppose that was worthwhile?"

"Because, |I—" The boy stopped, suspicious. "Y ou're like them, aren’t you? Y ou' re just another bandit.
That’ swhy you won't cut meloose. Y ou think you can get something from me, too."

"Boy," Aspar said, "don't you recognize by my colors and badgesthat I'm the king' s holter? Y ah, well,
that’ s one sort of stupid. But insulting an armed man when you' re tied up, that' s another.”

"You'rethe holter?'
"I’'mnot giventolying.”
"But | don’'t know you. How do | know that?Y ou could have killed the real holter and taken histhings.”

Aspar fdt asmiletry to quirk hislips. Heressted it. "Well, that’ sapoint,” he dlowed. "But I'm the



kingsman, and I’m not planning to sdll you for your pet or anything else. Who are you?"
The boy pulled himself sraighter. "I’ m Stephen Darige. Of the Cape Chave Dariges.”

"Indeed? | hayt Aspar White of the Aspar White Whites. What business have you in the King's Forest,
Cape Chave Darige? Lost your carriage?"

"Oh, very good,” thelad said sarcagticdlly. " A very clever rhyme. I'm traveling the King' s Road, of
course, whichisfreetodl.”

"Not if you' reamerchant, itisn’t. There satoll."

"My father isamerchant, but I’'m not. I’'m on the way to the monastery d' Ef, or was when these ruffians
took me. I’'m to be anovicethere"

Aspar regarded him for amoment, then pulled hisdirk and cut the young man’ s bonds.

"Thank you,” Stephen said, rubbing hiswrigts. "What changed your mind? Are you adevout man?”
"No." He gestured at thefalen men. "Priest, en? Y ou know any leeching?'

"I’ ve been at the collegein Ralegh. | can bind wounds and set bones.”

"Show me, then. Get the arrows out of those two and make it so at least one of *em doesn’t bleed to
degth. | need to talk to’em." He swept his hand around. "Are there any more of these fellows, or isthis
the whole gang-along?'

"That'sal | ever saw.”

"Good. I'll be back."

"Where are you going?' Darige asked.
"King'sbusness. I'll be back."

Aspar scouted back down the road half aleague, just to make certain there were no trailing bandits.
Returning, he rode back up Edwin’s Brooh, looking for more signs of whatever had made the print, but
couldn’t find anything. He suspected the creature must have walked in the stream itsdf. Giventime, he
could probably pick up thetrail, but right now he didn’t have the time. The boy seemed truthful enough,
but you could never be certain. And he was starting to fed that it was very urgent indeed that he see
exactly what sort of massacre had happened at Taff Creek.

When he rode back up, he found Stephen rising unsteadily; he' d been knedling over what |ooked very
much likeapool of vomit.

"Well, Cape Chave Darige, how hasit been?'

Stephen gestured at Gangly. "He's dead ," he said weskly.

Aspar couldn’t help it; alaugh burst entirely unbidden from hislips.
"What—what’' s so funny?'

"You. Of course he' sdead. Grim’'seye, look at him!"



"See here—" Stephen’ s eyes bulged and watered, and he spasmed, asif about to vomit again, but then
he straightened. "I’ ve never seen adead man before. Not like that.”

"Wdll, there' s plenty more men dead than dive, you know," Aspar said. Then, remembering hisfirst dead
man, he softened histone. "Never mind him. The other two? Did you leech them?”'

"|—I started one..." Stephen looked sheepish.
"I shouldn’t have left them to you. My mistake."
"I'mtrying! It'sjust, well, the blood—"

"Likel sad," Aspar said gruffly. "My fault. | should have reckoned you' d never actually doneit before,
I’m not blaming you."

"Oh," Stephen said. "Do you think they’re deed, too?"

"I doubt it much. | shot’em in muscle, see? Not in the organs.”
"Why?Y ou don’t seem to care much about killing."

"| told you. | need to question’em.”

"o

"Let’'sgart again. Can you cut bandages? Can you do that?'

"| dready did."

"Good. Let me seeif | can't save these fellows from Mother Desth, then, so as you can keep your next
med down, yah?'

"Yes," Stephen replied weakly.

Aspar knelt beside Redhead, who was dead to the world but till breathing. The arrow waslodged in his
shoulder bone, so it would take alittle cutting to get it out. Aspar started to it, and Redhead moaned.

"What did you want to question them about?' Stephen managed.

"I want to know where they were afew days ago,” Aspar grunted, grasping the arrow shaft and working
it back and forth.

"Kidngpping me."
"Where?'
"Two days back."

"Not when—where." The shaft came out, clean with the head. Aspar pressed the rag Stephen had cut
into thewound. "Hold this here," he commanded.

Stephen made agagging noise but did as he was told. Aspar found another bandage and began wrapping
it.

"Where?" he repeated. "Press hard.”



"Two days back along the King's Road,” Stephen replied.

"That being where? Nearer Wexda or Forst?"

"l don't redly know."

"W, had you crossed the Owl Tomb before they took you up?’
"That'sariver?!’m not sure.”

"Yes, the Owl Tombisariver . You couldn’'t have missed it. It had an old Stone causey over it. Y ou can
let go now."

Stephen lifted his hands, staring at the blood on them, his eyes alittle unfocused. " Oh. Y ou mean the
Pontro Oltiumo."

"I mean what | say. What' sthat gibberish?’

"Old Vitdlian," Stephen said. "The language of the Hegemony, who built that causeway athousand years
ago. They made thisroad, too. Owl must be a corruption of Oltiumo ."

"What makes you think that?'
"I looked at maps before | came. Hegemony maps.”
"How isit you thought that maps made a thousand years ago would do you any good at all?*

"The Hegemony made better maps than we do. More accurate. | have copies of them, if you want to
%ll

Aspar just stared at him for a second, then shook his head. "Priests," he muttered, making certain it
sounded like a swear word. "Let’ s do this other.”

Big Nose was easer. The shaft had gone straight through the muscle of the thigh without even grazing the
bone.

If Gangly and his bunch had taken Darige east of the Owl, it wasimpossible for them to have been
anywhere near Taff Creek. There went that possibility. So it was on to the Taff, after he figured out what
to do with thisbunch.

Whatever he decided, it would take him at least aday out of hisway.

That couldn’t be helped, he supposed, not unless he wanted to kill them al and set the priest
awandering. It was atempting thought.

"Help me get these men up on their horses" he grunted, when they were finished.
"Where arewe going?'

"You'll see”

"I mean, I’ll belate getting to the monastery.”

"Will you?I'll try to hold my tears."

"Why—what are you so angry with me for, holter? | didn’t do anything to you. It’snot my fault!"



"Fault? What doesthat mean, or matter? Y ou set out from Virgenyaaone, didn’t you? Just you and your
maps, ig't that right?*

"Wes"
"Why?What book put that in your head?'

"Presson Manteo did it, most a hundred years ago, when he wrote the Amvionnom . He said—"
"Doesn’'t matter what he said, doesit? It didn’t do you adamned bit of good.”

"Well, | know it was stupid now ," Stephen said. "1t still doesn’t explain why you' re mad a me.”

It didn’t, did it? Aspar took a deep breath. The boy didn’t seem abad sort, actudly; hewasjust a
burden Aspar didn’t need at the moment. And that superior tone and low-country accent didn’t help
meake him more endearing.

"I seeafew of your sort every year," he explained. "Little noblings off for aromp in the wild. Usudly
what | see are their corpses.”

"You're saying I’m aburden to you?"

Agpar shrugged. "Come on. I ll take you someplace safe.”

"Tdl metheway. I'll go done. You' ve saved my life. | don’t want to trouble you anymore.”
"I have to take the prisoners anyway,” Aspar said. "Ride dong with me."

He started to mount.

"Aren't we going to bury him?" Stephen asked, pointing at Gangly.

Aspar considered that, then walked over to the deceased bandit. He dragged the corpse about ten feet
off the Sde of thetrall, folded itsarms across his breast.

"Therewe go," he said, with mock cheer. "A holter’ sfunerd. Careto say any words?"
"Yes. Thereisaproper liturgy—"

"Say it aswetrave, then. We have someplace to be before dark.”

Like most priests—and boys—Darige couldn’'t seem to stop talking. Within abell, he had quit moping
from being chastised and begun chattering constantly about the most inane subjects—the relation of
Almannish to Hanzish, the dialects of Virgenya, the virtues of certain stars. He gave trees and birds and
hills names that were long, unpronouncesble, and entirely wrong and thought himsdlf clever. And he kept
wanting to stop to look at things.

"There' sanother,” he said, for thefifth timein two bells. "Can you wait just a moment?"
"No," Agpar told him.

"Redly! Just amoment.” Stephen dismounted, and from his refurbished pack drew aroll of paper and
separated aleaf from it. From a pouch at his belt, he produced a chunk of charcod. Then he hurried to a
waist-high stone standing by the side of the road. There were many such, dong Old King' sway, dl like



this, squared columns two hands on aside. Most had been pushed out of the ground by roots growing up
benesth them, expelled like infected teeth.

"Thisonedill haswriting onit!"

"

Stephen pressed his sheet of paper against the stone and began blackening it with his charcod.
"What in Grim’ seye are you doing?"

"Taking arubbing—I can study it later. See? The writing comes through.” He held the sheet up, and
Aspar saw, indeed, that in addition to the grain of the stone itself and the impressions of lichens, he could
make out anumber of angular marks.

"Ancient Vitdlian," Stephen said triumphantly. "This marks the boundary of two meddixships, and tdlls
the distance to the next and last guardtower." He squinted. "But here they call this road the Bloody
Trace. | wonder what that means? The mapsal mark it asthe Vio Caldatum .

"Why isyour head full of this?" Aspar asked.

"It smy caling—ancient languages, higtory."

"Sounds us=ful.”

"If we have no past, we have no future,” Stephen replied cheerfully.
"The past is dead, and the Bloody Traceisan old supertition.”
"Ahal So you've heard the name. Locd folklore? How doesit go?"
"Y ouwouldn’t be interested.”

"l just said | was."

"Then you shouldn’t be. It sold pig-wife talk."

"Maybe. But sometimesthe folk preserve a primitive sort of wisdom that scholarship has forgotten. Redl

bits of history, packaged up in smple conventions, made entertaining so common people can understand
it, distorted here and there by misunderstandings, but still keeping some truth for those with the witsand

education to riddleit out."

Aspar laughed. "Makes me proud to be ‘folk,” " he said.

"I didn’t mean to imply you were smple. Please, can’t you tell me? About the Bloody Trace?"

"If you get back on your damned horse and start riding again.”

"Oh—certainly, of course." He carefully rolled up his paper, placed it in a canvas sack, and remounted.

"Not much totell, redly," the holter said, asthey started dong once more. "It's spdt that long ago, when
the demon Scaosen ruled the world, they used to keep humans like hounds, and race’ em up and down
thisroad till their feet wore to the bone. They’ d gamble on the outcome, keep *em going until they all
dropped dead. They say the road was ruddy from one end to the other, from the blood of their torn
fedt.”



"Scapsen? Y ou mean the Skadoi ?'
"I'mjud teling agory.”

"Y es, but you see, with abit of truth! Y ou cal them the Scaosen, whilein the Lierish tongue they are
known as Eched . In Hornladh, Shad . The ancient term was Skadloi , and they were quitered. History
doesn't doubt them in the dightest. It wasthefirgt Virgenyans who led the daughter of them, with theaid
of thesaints"

"Yah, | know the story. Me, I’ ve never seen a Scaos.”

"Wdll, they'red| dead.”

"Then it doesn’t much matter whether | believein them or not, doesit?'
"Well, that’ snot avery enlightened attitude.”

Aspar shrugged.

" wonder," Stephen said, stroking his stubbly face. "Could this have redlly been a Skadoi road before it
wasVitdlian?'

"Why not? If you believe that sort of thing, the whole stretch of it’' s said to be haunted by avs. The old
people say the alvs come as white midts, or as gpparitions, so terrible in beauty to seethemisto die. The
Sefry say they' re the hungry ghosts of the Scaosen. People leave them things. Some ask them for favors.
Most try to avoid them.”

"What € se do these dvsdo?"

"Sted children. Bring sSickness. Ruin crops. Make men do evil by whispering evil wordsin their ears.
They can dill your heart just by reaching their misty fingersinto it. Of course, I’ ve never seen one, so—"

"—you don't believein them. Yes, halter, | think I'm starting to understand you and your philosophy.”

"Werlic? Good. Now, if it please you, could you stop your nattering for aspace? So if there be avsor
uttins or booghinns sneaking about us, I’ ve me achanceto hear 'em?”

Miraculoudy, Stephen did quiet after that, studying his rubbing asthey rode. After amoment, Aspar
amost wished he would start up again, for the sillence left him with the uneasy memory of the soring, the
dead frogs, the print that had so bruised the earth. It reminded him that there were, indeed, thingsin the
forest that he hadn’t seen, evenin dl of hisdaysroaming it.

And if some strange beast, why not the Briar King?

He remembered a song they had sung as children, when he lived with the Sefry. It went with acircle
game and ended with al playing dead, but he couldn’t remember the details. He remembered the song,

though.
Nattering, nittering
Farthing go

The Briar King waksto and fro



Chittering, chattering
Withhimfly

Greffyns and manticoresin the sky

Dillying, ddlying
When you see

TheBriar King he'll sure eat thee

Eftsoon, aftsoon

By-come-by

He' |l spit you out and break the sky.

"What wasthat?' Stephen said.

"What?' Aspar grunted, starting from the membrance.
"Youweresnging."”

"No, | wasn't."

"| thought you were."

"It was nothing. Forget it.”

Stephen shrugged. "Asyou wish.”

Aspar grunted and switched hisreinsto the other hand, wishing he could forget as easily. Instead, he
remembered a verse from another song, one Jesp used to Sing.

Blasts and blaws so loud and shrill
The bone-bright horn from o’ er the hill
The Thorny Lord of holt and rill

Walks as when the world was ill.

CHAPTER FIVE
ThePrincess

"They’ve seen usl" Austragasped.

Anneleaned around the side of the oak, fingers gripping its rough skin. Behind her, her cream-colored
mare stamped and whickered.



"Hush, Faster," she whispered.

Thetwo girls stood in the shadows of the forest at the edge of the rolling meadow known asthe Seeve.
Asthey watched, three horsemen made their way across the violet-spangled grass, headsturning this
way and that. They wore the dark orange tabards of the Roya Light Horse, and the sun glinted from their
mail. They were perhaps haf a bowshot away.

"No," Annesaid, turning to Augtra. "They haven’t. But they are looking for us. | think that’s Captain
Cathond in the lead.”

"You redly think they’ ve been sent out to look for us?* Austra crouched even lower, pushing alock of
golden hair from her face.

"Absolutely."”

"Let’sgo deeper in the woods, then. If they see us—"

"Y es, suppose they do?' Anne considered.

"That'swhat | just said. I—" Austra s blue eyes went as round as gold reytoirs. "No. Annel”

Grinning, Anne drew her hood over her red-gold hair, then took Faster’ sreins, gripped the saddle, and
flung hersdf up. "Wait until we re out of Sght. Then meet mein Eden-of-Shadows."

"l won't!" Austradeclared, trying to keep her voicelow. "Y ou stay right herel™
Anne clapped her thighs against her horse' sflanks. "Faster!" she commanded.

The mare broke from the woodsin full gallop, afew leaves swirling in her wake. For perhapsten
heartbeats the only sound was the muffled thumping of hooves pounding damp soil. Then one of the
mounted men gtarted shouting. Anne glanced back over her shoulder and saw she had been right:
Captain Cathond' s red face was behind the shouting. They wheeled their white geldings to pursue her.

Anne shouted in joy at the rush of wind on her face. The Seeeve was perfect for racing, long and green
and beautiful. To her right, the forest was dressed in spring leaves, dogwood and cherry blossoms. Left,
the Sleeve dropped a steep shoulder down to the marshy rinns that surrounded the idand of Ynisand
bordered the broad river Warlock, which |apped honey-gold against his banks.

Faster was living thunder, and Annewasthe bright eye of lightning. Let them try to catch her! Let them!

The Seeve curved around the southern edge of the idand, then turned right, climbing up to the twin hills
of Tom Woth and Tom Cast. Annedidn’'t wait for the Sleeve to bend, however, but twitched thereins,
commanding Fagter into a sharp turn, sending clots of grass and black earth flying, veering them back into
the woods. She ducked branches and held tight as the horse legpt asmall stream. A quick look back
showed the horsemen cutting into the woods earlier in hopes of heading her off. But the wood was thick
with new growth through there and would dow them.

She had ridden, though, the tract that had been burned off afew years before. It wasrelatively clear, a
favorite cutoff of hers, and Faster could whip around the great-girthed ash and oak. Anne crowed as
they sped beneath one tree that had fallen adant upon another, then up ahill, right, and back out onto the
Sleeve, whereit curved up to Tom Woth and Tom Cast. As she gained dtitude, the topmost towers and
turrets of Eden castle appeared above the treesto her right, pennants streaming in the breeze.

When the men emerged from the wood again, they were twice asfar behind her asthey had been when



they began the pursuit, and there were only two of them. Smugly, she started around the base of Tom
Woth, headed back toward the south edge of the idand. There was no chalengeto it now; when she
came to the Snake they wouldn't even see her performance. A shame, redlly.

"Good girl, Faster," she said, easing up the pace alittle. "Just don’t go skittish on me, you hear? You'll
have to be brave, but then you can rest, and I ll find you something good to edt. | promise.”

Then she caught motion from the corner of her eye and gasped. The third horseman, through some
miracle, had just entered the Sleeve dmost at her elbow. And worse, anew fellow on adun wesring a
red cape appeared just behind him. A hot flash of surprise burned across Anne sface.

"Hey, there! Stop!”

She recognized the voice of Captain Cathond. Her heart drummed, but she clapped Faster fiercely,
circling the hill. Tom Woth and Tom Cast together looked like an ample woman' s breasts. Anne rode
right down the cleavage.

"Y ou' d better dow up, you damned fool!" Cathond shouted. "There s nothing on the other sde!™

He waswrong. There was plenty on the other side—a spectacular view of the verdant rinns, and far
below, theriver, the southern fens. Coming from between the hills, there was aterrible and wonderful
moment when it seemed the whole world was spread before her.

"Here we go, Faster!" Anne cried, asthey crossed the lip over nothing and all of Faster’ sfeet werein the
ar. Now that it wastoo late, shefdt athrill of fear so sharp she could nearly taste it.

An ingtant stretched to eternity as Anne lay flat and knotted her handsin Faster’ s mane. The warm musk
of horse, the oil and leather of the saddle, the rushing air were her whole universe. Her belly was stuffed
with tickly feathers. She shrieked in delirious fear, and then her mount’ s hooves struck the Snake, a
narrow gorge dithering down the steep sde of theidand.

Faster almost went end over end, and her hindquarters came around awkwardly. Then she caught a
pace, bounding a ong the edge of the Snake, back and forth, now dipping out of control, then recovering
and gathering her legsto spring. The world jumbled by, and Anne s fear was so mixed with giddy eation
she couldn't tell the difference. Faster sumbled so hard she nearly plowed her head into the ground, and
if that happened, there would be an end to both of them.

So be it then, shethought. If | die, | die, and glorious! Not like her grandmother, wasting like asick
dog in the bed, turning yellow and smelling bad. Not like her Aunt Fiene, bled dry in childbirth.

But then Anne knew she wouldn’t die. Faster had her hooves on a gentler dope, and she became more
surefooted. The giant willows at the base of the Snake beckoned her in, but before she entered their
concealing shadows she cast afind glance up the way she had come and saw the silhouettes of her
pursuers, ill onthe edge. They didn’t darefollow her, of course.

She had escaped, for the moment. For the rest of the day, if she was lucky.

Faster’ swithers were trembling, so Anne got off to let her walk abit. It would take the guards forever to
get down here by any of the conventiona routes, and then they had twenty paths to choose from. She
smiled up at the gnarled roof of willow, got her bearings, and started back east, toward
Eden-of-Shadows.

"That was wonderful, Faster," she said. "They didn’t even think about following usl" She brushed her
hair from her face. "Now we' |l just find Austraand hide out in the tombsthe rest of the day. They won't



look for usthere."

Her blood and Faster’ swheezing were so loud in her earsthat Anne didn’t hear the other rider until he
had dready turned the bend behind her. She spun and stopped till, staring at him.

It was the man on the dun, in the red cape—the latecomer. He wastall and fair, but dark-eyed, ayoung
man, perhaps nineteen. His horse was blowing amost as hard as Faster.

"Saint Tarn, what aridel" he exclaimed. "Quite mad! Y ou, my lad, are—" He broke off, squinting at
Anne.

"You'renolad," hesaid.

"Never have been,” Annereplied coldly.

His gaze wasfixed on her now, and his eyebrows went up. "Y ou’re Princess Annel”
"Am 1? And what isthat to you?'

"Wdll, I’'m not sure. | thought the Roya Horse was after athief or apoacher. | thought I'd help ’em, for
alark. Now I’'m confused.”

"My mother sent them, I’'m sure. I’ ve probably forgotten some dull errand | was supposed to do." She
put her foot in the stirrup and swung back into the saddle.

"What? So quickly?' the man said. "But I’ ve just caught you. Don't | get something for that?"
"l canloseyou again,” Anne promised.

"You never lost me," he pointed out. "1 came down on your hedls."

"Not right on them. Y ou were up there thinking about it for awhile."

He shrugged. "Y ou' ve ridden that before, | warrant. I’ ve never ridden in Eden before today."
"WEell done, then." At that, sheturned to leave.

"Wait. Don't you even want to know who | an?'

"Why should that matter to me?" sheretorted.

"I don’t know, but it certainly mattersto me who you are.”

"Oh, very wdll," shesad. "What' syour name?"

He dismounted and bowed. "Roderick of Dunmrogh,” he said.

"Fine, Roderick of Dunmrogh. | am Anne Dare, and you have not seen metoday."

"What ashame that would have been," he said.

"You'reawfully bold, aren’'t you?'

"And you' re awfully pretty, Princess Anne. Tarn’s own horsawoman, I’ m bound. But if you say | haven't
seenyou, | haven't seenyou.”



"Good."

"But... er...why haven't | seenyou, if | may ask?'
"| told you. My mother—"

"The queen.”

Sheglared a him. "Y es, the queen, saints save her. And me from her." She narrowed her eyes. "How do
you know who | am?"

"l saw you. In court. | took the rose of knighthood only nineday ago.”

"Oh! Soit’s Sr Roderick, then.”

"Y es. But you were there, along with your ssters.”

"Oh. Yes, | do suppose | stand out, the duck amongst the swans.”

"It wasyour red hair that bought my attention,” Roderick said, "not pinfeathers.”
"Yes. And the freckles, and this boat kedl of anose.”

"There’ sno need to bait ahook to catch my praise,” hesaid. "'l like your nose. | liked it right away, and
I’'m happy to say s0."

Annerolled her eyes. ™Y ou thought | was a boy ."

"You're dressed like one! And you ride like one. It took only one glance up closeto dispel that illusion.”
Hewrinkled hisbrow. "Why are you wearing breeches?"

"Haveyou ever tried to ridein adress?'
"Ladiesridein dressesdl thetime.”

"Y es, of course—sdesaddle. How long do you think | would have stayed in my seat coming down the
Snake Sdesaddle?!

He chuckled. "1 see your point.”

"No one el se does. They didn’'t care when | wasllittle; the whole court thought it cute. “Little Prince
Anne some caled me. When | became marriageable everything changed, and now | must sneak about
toridelikethis. Mother saysfifteenisfar too old for childish habits. I—" She broke off, and a suddenly
suspicious expression crossed her face. ™Y ou weren't sent to court me, were you?"

"What?' He seemed genuinely astonished.

"Mother would like nothing so well asto have me married off, preferably to someone dull, old, and fat.”
Shelooked at him. "But you are none of those."

For thefirgt time, Roderick looked annoyed. "All | did, Princess, wasto try to pay you acompliment.
And | doubt very much that your mother would seek a husband for you from my house. We aren't
grotesquely rich nor are we fawning sycophants, and so find no favor at your father’ s court.”

"Wdl. You are plaingpoken, aren’t you? | gpologize, Sir Roderick. When you' ve been at court awhile,
you'll find just how little honor and truth thereisin it, and perhaps excuse me."



"Smile, and I'll forgive quite quickly.”

To her dismay, shefdt her lipsbow of their own accord. For an ingtant her belly went light and weird, as
if shewere dtill plunging down the Snake.

"There. Better than aroyd pardon.” he said, and he started to remount. "Well. It was nice meeting you,
Princess. | hope we can speak again.”

"You'regoing?'

"That’ swhat you wanted, isn't it? Besides, | just redlized what sort of trouble could come, if wewere
found together, in the woods, unchaperoned.”

"We ve done nothing shameful," Annesaid. "Nor will we. But if you' re afraid—"
"I'm not afraid," Roderick said. "It was your reputation | was considering.”
"That’ svery kind of you, but | can consider my own reputation, thank you."
"Meaning?'

"l don't trust you. Y ou might tell someone you saw me. | think | must bind you into my service for the
rest of the day, as my bodyguard.”

"Now that’ s luck. I’ ve been under the rose for only aweek, and aready I’ m escorting a princess of the
realm. | would be ddlighted, lady, though | cannot stay for the rest of the day. | have duties, you know."

"Do you adways do what you ought?"

"Not aways. But inthiscase, yes. | don't have the luxury of being aprincess.”
"Itisn't aluxury,” Annesaid, spurring her horse forward. "' Are you coming, or not?"
"Where arewe going?'

"To Eden-of-Shadows, where my grandfathers deep.”

They rode afew momentsin silence, during which time Anne stole severa glances at her new companion.
He sat straight, easy, and proud in the saddle. Hisarms, bared almost to the shoulder by hisriding vest,
were lean and corded. His profile had alittle hawk init.

For thefirst time, shewondered if he waswho he said he was. What if he was an assassin, athief, a
rogue—even aHanzish spy? His accent was peculiar, and he did have the northern look to him.

"Dunmrogh,” shesad. "Whereisthat, exactly?'
"South. It sagreffy in the kingdom of Hornladh.”

"Hornladh," she repeated, trying to remember the map in the Gallery of Empire. That was south, or so
she seemed to remember.

They clopped across the stone bridge that crossed the Cer Canal, enduring the weathered gazes of the
stone faces carved on the endposts. Silence settled around them again, and though Anne felt she ought to
say something more, her head was quite empty of ideasfor conversation.



"Edenislarger than | thought,” Roderick offered, &t last.

"Thisisn't Eden. Edenisthe castle and the city. Theidand is Y nis. Right now, we rein therinns, thelow
ground between Y nisand the Warlock."

"And Eden-of-Shadows?"
"Wait amoment—there." She pointed through avaulted opening in the trees.
"Figt of Saint Tarn," Roderick gasped, gazing down at the city of the dead.

Its outskirts were modest, row on row of small wooden houses with thatched or shingle roofs facing out
onto dirt streets. Some were in good repair, with neatly tended yards kept up by the families. More
resembled the skeletons that lay within them, rickety frames pulled down beneath creepers, thorns, and
years of faling leaves. Trees sprouted up through afew.

Therewerefive circular canas within the borders of the necropalis, one within another. After they
crossed thefirst the houses appeared more solid, built of dressed stone, with roofs of date and fences of
iron around them. The Streets and avenues were cobbled there. From their vantage it was difficult for
Anne and Roderick to make out more, save that the city rosein height and grandeur asit neared the
center, where domes and towers stood.

"We haveroya tombsin Dunmrogh,” Roderick said, "but nothing like thisl Who are buried in these
smallest, poorest houses?'

Anne shrugged. "The poorest people. Every family in Eden-on-the-Hill has aquarter here, in kegping
with their means. What they build and how they keep it isup to them. If their fortunes change, they might
move the remains of their ancestorsinward. If someone beyond the third cand fals on hard times, they
might haveto movefarther out.”

"Y ou mean to say that aman could be buried in a paace, and a century later find himsdlf in apauper’s
hove ?'

"Of course.”
"That hardly seemsfair.”
"Neither is having worms eat your eyes, but that comes with being dead, too,” Annereplied wryly.

Roderick laughed. "Y ou have methere" He shifted in hissaddle. "Wadll, I’ ve seenit. And now | haveto
go."

"Alreedy?'

"Will it take more than abell to return to the kegp?”'

"Assuredly.”

"Then | should have been on my way aready. What' s the quickest way?'
"| think you should find it on your own."

"Not if you want to see me again. My father will have me sent back to one of our lesser holdingsa
hundred leagues from hereif | missat my duties”



"What in the name of Saint Loy makesyou think I’d want to see you again?'

For an answer he pranced his horse near, caught her eyes with his own stedl blue ones. She felt a sudden
surge of panic, but dso akind of pardyzation. When he leaned in and kissed her, she couldn’'t have
stopped him if she wanted to.

And shedidn’t want to.

It didn’t last long, just one brief, wonderful, confusing brush of lips. It wasn't what she had expected
kissng would belike, not at dl.

Her toesweretingling.

She blinked, and said softly, "Go dong this cand until you reach a street paved in lead bricks. Turn left. It
will tekeyou up the hill."

He tossed his head at Eden-of-Shadows. "I’ d like to see the rest of this sometime.”
"Come back in two days, around the noon bell. Y ou might find me here."
He smiled, nodded, and without another word, rode off.

She sat, dazed, staring at the black water of the candl, recalling the fedling of hislipstouching hers, trying
not to let it escape, examining it, each nuance of hisword and motion, striving to understand.

Shedidn’t know him.

She heard hoofbeats approaching, and her heart quickened, both hoping and fearing that he had come
back. But when she looked up, it was Austra she saw, her golden locks bouncing on her shoulders, her
expression quite cross.

"Who was that?' Austra asked.
"A knight,” Annereplied.

Austra seemed to consider that for amoment, then turned angry eyes back on Anne. "Why do you do
these things? Y ou came down the Snake, didn’t you?”

"Did anyone seeyou?' Anne asked.

"No. But I'm your lady-in-waiting, Anne. And I’'m lucky to be, snce I’ ve no noble blood in me. If
something happensto you—"

"My father loved yours, Austra, noble blood or no. Do you think he would ever turn you out?!
Suddenly sheredlized that tears had started in Austral s eyes.
"Audral What'swrong?' Anne asked.

"Your sger Fagtia" Austrareplied steedily, blinking through the tears. ™Y ou just don't understand,
Anne"

"What don’t | understand? We grew up together. We ve shared the same bed since we werefive, when
your parents died and Father took you in as my maid. And we' ve been playing gameslike thiswith the
guard since | can remember. Why are you crying now?"



"Because Fagtiatold me | wouldn't be permitted to be your maid any longer, if you couldn’t be curbed!
‘I’ll set someone with more senseto her,” shesaid.”

"My sger isjust trying to scare you. Besides, we sharetherisk, Austra.”

"Youredly don’t understand. Y ou'reaprincess. I’'m aservant. Y our family dresses me up and pretends
to treet me asif I'm gentle, but thefact is, to everyone esel’m nothing.”

"No," Annereplied. "That’ s not true. Because would never let anything happen to you, Austra. We'll
aways be together, wetwo. | loveyou asmuch asany sgter.”

"Hush," Audtrareplied, snuffling. "Just hush.”

"Come on. We'll go back, right now. Sneak in while they’ re ftill looking. We won't get caught thistime, |
promise.”

"Theknights—"

"They couldn’t catch me. They won't say anything, from shame, unless Mother or Fastiaasks’em
outright. And till, they never saw you ."

"It doesn't matter to Fastiawhether I’ m an accomplice or if you duped me."
"Figsfor Fastia. She hasn't as much power asyou think. Now come along.”

Austra nodded, wiping her eyeswith her deeve. "But what about the knight who did catch you?' Austra
asked.

"Hewon't tell anyone, ether,” Anne said. "Not if he wantsto keep his head.”

Then she frowned. "How dare Fastia speak to you so? | should do something about this. Yes, and |
think I know what."

mWhat?
"I'll vigit Virgenya I'll tdl her . She'll do something, I'm certain.”

Audrd seyeswidened again. "l... | thought you said we were going back up the hill."
"Thiswon't takeany timeat dl."

"BUE—"

"I'm doing thisfor you," Annetold her friend. "Come on. Be brave."

"Can we start back in abell or 0?7

"Of course.”

Austra held her chin up. "Let’ sgo ahead, then.”

They continued acrossthe inner candls, until they cameto the roya quarter, where the streetswere all
paved with lead bricks, smoothed and dicked by shoes and the brooms of the caretakers, where the
stone figures of saints supported roofsflat or danted and everything was twined thick with pink-eyed
primrose and gjister thorn and the doors of the buildings were sedled with sigils and good stedl locks.



Thislast circlewaswalled in midnight and stars, abastion of black granite, micaflecked, with spears of
wrought iron. The gates were guarded by Saint Under, with his hammer and long, grim face, and Saint
Dun with her tear-brimmed eyes and crown of roses.

It was aso guarded by atall fellow of middle years who wore the somber gray livery of the scathomen,
the knight-priests who guard the dead.

"Good evening, Princess Anne," the man said.
"The best evening to you, Sir Len," Annereplied.

"Here without permisson again, | takeit." Sir Len removed hishelm to reved brown braidsframing a
face that might have been chiseled onto a brick, so stern and angular and flat it was.

"Why do you say that? Has Mother or Fastiabeen down here asking after me?"

Theknight smiled briefly. "1 can no moretd| you of their comings or goingsthan | can tell them of yours.
It isagaingt my vow. Who comes here, what they do, of those things| cannot speak. Aswell you know,
which iswhy you come here to do your mischief."

"Areyou turning me awvay?'
"Y ou know | cannot do that, either. Pass, Princess."
"Thank you, Sir Len."

Asthey proceeded through the gates, Sir Len rang the brass bell, to let the royal dead know visitors
were coming. Annefelt agentle fluttering in her belly, asure sgn the spirits had turned their eyes upon
her.

WE |l see, Fagtia, shethought smugly. WE' Il just see.

Anne and Austra dismounted and tied their horses outside the small courtyard where the dead of house
Dare made their homes. There sood asmdll dtar, where lay fresh and withered flowers, candles—some
half-burnt, some puddies—mazers that smelled of mead, wine, and oak beer. Annelit one of the candles,
and they both knelt for amoment, as Anneled them in the prayer. The lead was hard and cold benesth
Anne s knees. Somewhere near, ajay scolded araven, a sudden shrill cacophony. Anne chanted,

"Saintswho keep my fathers and mothers,

Saint Under who defends, Saint Dun who tends,
Keep my footstepslight here

L et them deep or wake asthey please,

Blessthem, keep them,

Let them know me, if only asadream.

Sacaro, Sacaraum, Sacarafum.”

Shetook Austra s hand. "Come on," she whispered.



They skirted the great house where the bones of her grandparents and great-grandparents lay, where her
uncles and aunts held midnight courts and her youngest brother Avieyen played with thetoysin his
marble crib, around the red marble colonnaded pastato and wide-arched valve of bronze, past the lesser
mansion, where her more distant cousins no doubt plotted, asthey had in life, for aposition amongst their
more august relatives. On to the crumbling stone walls and wild, straggling trees of the horz.

Over the years, Anne and Austra had worn aregular path back to the tomb, enlarging the hidden way as
their bodies grew—not by cutting, of course, just by pushing and prying their way aong. The Wild Saints
had made no complaint, stricken them with no fever or blemishes, and so they thought themsaves safein

that small modification. Also in the stepsthey had taken to hide their secret—strategically placed mats of

rudely woven grapevine, arock moved here or there.

What redlly kept it hidden, Anne was sure, was Virgenya swill. She had hidden for over two thousand
years from everyone but Anne and Austra. She seemed to want to keep it that way.

And so, after afew moments on hands and knees, Anne found hersaf once more before the
sarcophagus.

They had never been able to movethelid any further, not even with awooden lever, and after atime
Anne had come to believe she was not supposed to look inside, and so she stopped trying.

But thelittle crack was ill there.
"Now," shesad. "Have you got the stylus and the foil ?*
"Please, don't curse Fastiaon my account,” Austra pleaded.

"I’m not going to curse her," Anne said. "Not redlly. But she' s become insufferable! Threatening you!
She deserves punishment.”

"She used to play with us," Austrareminded her. " She used to be our friend. She made us overdresses of
braided nodding-heads and dandelions.”

"That was along time ago. She' sdifferent, now, since she married. Since she became our mistress.”
"Then wish for her to be theway shewas. Don't put any ill on her. Please.”

"| just want to give her boils" Anne said. "Or afew pocks on her beautiful face. Oh, al right. Give those
here

Austra handed her asmall, paper-thin sheet of lead and an iron scriber. Anne pressed the lead against the
coffin lid and wrote.

Ancestress, please take this request to Saint Cer, petition her on my behalf. Ask her to dissuade
my sister Fastia from threatening my maid, Austra, and to make Fastia nicer, as she was when
she was younger.

Anne considered the sheet. There was ill room at the bottom.
And fix the heart of Roderick of Dunmrogh on me. Let him not sleep without dreams of me.
"What? Who is Roderick of Dunmrogh?' Austraexclamed.

"Y ou were looking over my shoulder!”



"Of course. | was afraid you would ask for boilsfor Fastial™

"Well, | didn’t, you busybody," Anne said, waving her friend away.

"No, but you did ask for some boy to fdl inlovewith you," Austrasaid.

"He' saknight.”

"The one who chased you down the Snake? The one you just met? What, are you in love with him?'
"Of course not. How could | be? But what could it hurt for him to love me?"

"This sort of thing never turns out well in phay stories, Anne."

"Well, Cer likely won't pay attention to either of these. Shelikes curses .”

"Fdlinginlovewith you could easlly beacurse,” Austrareplied.

"Very funny. Y ou should replace Hound Hat as court jester.” She dipped the lead fail through the crack
inthelid of the sarcophagus. "There. Done. And now we can go."

As she stood, a sudden dizziness struck her between the eyes, and for an instant, she couldn’t remember
where shewas. Something rang brightly in her chegt, like agolden bell, and the touch of her fingers
againg the stone seemed very far away.

"Anne?' Austrasaid, voice concerned.

"Nothing. | was dizzy for an ingtant. It's passed. Come on, we should get back to the castle.”

CHAPTER SIX
TheKing

"Now, let meintroduce mysdf," the big Hansan said to Nell. "I’'m Everwulf af Gastenmarka, squireto Sir
Alareik Wishilm, whom you' veinsulted.”

"I'm Nell MegVren, squireto Sir Fall deLiery, and I’ ve promised him | will not draw stedl againgt you.”

"Convenient, but that’s no matter. I ll tear your head off with my bare hands, no steel heeded nor asked
for."

Nell took adeep, dow bresth and let his musclesrelax.

Everwulf camelikeabull, fast for dl of hisbulk. Nell wasfaster, spinning asde at the last instant and
breaking the big man’ s nose again with the back of hisfist. The Hansan pawed air and swayed back.
Neil stepped in close, snapped his ebow into the squire’ sribs and felt them crack, then finished with a
viciousjab into the fellow’ sarmpit. The breath blew out of Everwulf and he collgpsed.

Therest of the squiresweren’t playing fair. From the corner of hiseye, Neil saw something arcing down
toward him. He ducked and kicked, struck feet. A man went down, dropping the wooden practice
wespon he held in hishand. Neil scooped it up, rolled, and caught his next attacker acrossthe shins. This
one screamed like a horse being stabbed.



Nell bounced to hisfeet. Thefdlow he had tripped was scuttling away. Everwulf was panting in ahesp
on the ground, and Shin-struck was gurgling. Neil leaned on the wooden sword casudly. "Are we done
with this?" he asked.

"It sdone," the onefdlow gill capable of talking said.

"A good night to you then,” Neil said. "I look forward to meeting you fellows on thefield of honor, once
we' vedl takentherose”

He dropped the wooden sword, brushed his hair back into place. High above, he could just make out
the moonlit spires of the cadtle.

The court! Tomorrow he would see the court!

William 11 of Crotheny gripped the stone casement of the tall window, and for amoment felt so light that
arush of wind might pull him out of it. Alv-needies pricked at his scalp, and aterror seemed to burst
behind his eyes so bright it nearly outshone the sun. It staggered him.

The dead are speaking my name, he thought, and then, Am | dying?

Anuncle of hishad died like this, one heartbesat standing and talking asif everything wasfine, the next,
cooling onthefloor.

"What' s the matter, dear brother?' Robert asked, from across the room. That was Robert, attracted to
weakness like sharks to blood.

William st hisjaw and took adeep, dow breath. No, his heart was il beating—furioudy, in fact.
Outside, the sky was clear. Beyond the spires and peaked roofs he could see the green ribbon of the
Seeve and the distant Breu-en-Trey. The wind was blowing from there, the west, and had the ddlicious
tagte of sdt onit.

Hewasn't dying, not on such aday. He couldn’t be.

"William?'

He turned from the window. "A moment, brother, amoment. Wait for me outside, in the Hall of Doves."
"I’m to be gected from my own brother’ s chambers?

"Heed me, Robert."

A frown gashed Robert’ sforehead. "Asyou wish. But don't make me wait long, William."

When the door closed, William permitted himsdlf to collgpse into hisarmchair. HE d been afraid his
knees would give out with Robert in the room, and that wouldn’t do.

What waswrong with him?

He sat there for amoment, breathing deeply, fingering theivory inlay on the oaken armrest, then stood on
wobbly legs and went to the wash basin to splash water on hisface. In the mirror, dripping features
looked back at him. His neatly trimmed beard and curly auburn hair had only alittle gray, but hiseyes
looked bruised, his skin salow, the lines on hisforehead deep as crevasses. When did | get so old? he
wondered. He was only forty-five, but he had seen younger faces on men with another score of winters.



He brushed away the water with alinen rag and rang asmal bell. A moment later his vaet—a plump,
bal ding man of sixty—appeared, clad in black stockings and scarlet-and-gold doublet. " Sire?"

"John, make sure my brother has some wine. Y ou know what he likes. And send Pafdl in to dressme."
"Yes, Srre. Sre—"

"y e

"Areyou fedingwdl?'

John’ s voice held genuine concern. He had been William' svalet for dmost thirty years. Indl of the
kingdom, he was one of the few men William trusted.

"Honestly, John? No. | just had some sort of ... | don’t know what. A terror, awaking Black Mary. I've
never felt anything likeit, not even in battle. And worse, Robert was hereto seeit. And now | haveto go
talk to him about something-or-other, who knowswhat. And then court. | wish sometimes—" He broke
off and shook his head.

"I'm sorry, Sire. Isthere anything | can do?'
"I doubt it, John, but thank you."

John nodded and started to leave but instead turned back. "Thereis acertain fear, Sire, that cannot be
explained. It’ slike the panic one haswhen fdling; it Smply comes.”

"Yes, it wasmuch likethat. But | wasn't faling."

"There are many waystofdl, Sre."

William stared at him for amoment, then chuckled. "Go on, John. Take my brother hiswine."
"Saintskeep you, Sire."

"Andyou, old friend."

Pafel, aruddy-faced young man with a country accent, arrived afew moments later with his new assistant
Kenth.

"Not the full court garb,” William told them. "Not yet. Something comfortable." He opened hisarms, so
they could take his dressing gown.

"Asyouwish, Sire. If | may? Today is Tiffsday, so of course the colors of Saint Tiff are gppropriate, but
we are dso in the season of equinox, whichisruled by Saint Fessa..."

They put him in raven hose with gold embroidered vines, abloodred silk doublet with a standing collar
and gold florets, and arobe of black ermine. The familiar routine of dressing—complete with Pafel’s
nonstop explanations—made William fed better. Thiswas, after dl, an ordinary day. He wasn't dying,
and there was nothing to be afraid of . By the time he was dressed, his hands and legs had stopped
shaking, and hefdt only that distant foreboding he had carried for the past severa months.

"Thank you, gentlemen,” hetold his dressers. When they were gone, he composed himself with afew
deep breaths and went to the Hall of Doves.

The hdl was aslight and airy asaroom al of stone could be, built of dressed aabaster and appointed



with drapes and tapestriesin pale greens and golds. The windows were broad and open; after dl, if an
army won past the floodlands, three city walls, and the outer fortress, al waslost anyway.

A faint rusty stain in the otherwise unblemished floor reminded William that it had happened once before.
Thiuzwad Fram Reiksbaurg, the Wolf-Coat, had falen here, struck through the liver by the first William
Daretoreignin Eden, just over ahundred years ago.

William stepped past the stain. Robert looked up from an armchair—William's armchair—where he
pretended to study a prayerbook. "Well," he said. "There was no need to pretty yoursalf up on my
account.”

"What can | do for you, Robert?"

"Do for me?' Robert stood, stretching hislong, lean body toitsfull height. He was only twenty, decades
younger than William, and to emphasize the fact he wore the small mustache, goatee, and close-cropped
hair that was currently in fashion among the more effete courtiers. His regular features were somewhat
marred by asmirk. "It'swhat | can do for you , Wilm."

"And what might that be?"
"I went for awalk last night with Lord Reccard, our esteemed ambassador from Satmark.”
"Awdk?'

"Yes. Wewalked firg to the Boar’ s Beard, then to the Talking Bear, over the canal to the Miser’s
Daughter—"

"l see. Themanisn't dead, ishe? Y ou haven't stirred us up awar with Sdtmark, have you?'
"Dead? No. He sdive, if somewhat remorseful. War... well, just wait until I’ ve finished."
"Go on," William said, trying to keep hisface sraight. He wished he trusted his brother more.
"Y ou may remember Reccard' swife, alovely creature by the name of Seglasha?’

"Of course. Origindly from Herilanz, yes?'

"Y es, and atrue daughter of that barbaric country. She cut her last husband into agelding, you know,
and the one before that was hacked to pieces by her brothersfor dighting her in public. Reccard is quite
terrified of her.”

"Not without cause, it seems” William said.
Robert arched hisbrows. ™Y ou should talk, married to that de Liery woman! She's at least—"
"Speak noill of my wife" William warned. "l won't hear it."

"No? Not even from your mistresses? |’ ve heard afew choice complaints from Lady Berrye concerning
your wife, inwords | do not think sheinvented.”

"Robert, | hope you didn’'t cometo lecture me about proper behavior. That would be the goat caling the
ram hairy.”

Robert leaned againgt an dabaster pillar, folding his arms across his chest. "No, brother dear, | cameto
ask if you knew that Hansa had moved thirty war galleys and one thousand troopsinto Satmark."



"As| said, poor Reccard is quiteterrified of hiswife. | guessed correctly that he wouldn't want her to
know about the gameswe played at the end of the night, with theladiesinthe Lark’sPalace. So |
convinced him that he ought to be... friendly to me."

"Robert, what a schemer you are. It snot fitting for aDareto act s0."

Robert made adisgusted sound. "Now who islecturing on morality? Y ou depend on my ‘ unworthy’
behavior, William. It dlows you to keep the armor of your righteousness clean and polished, while a the
sametime retaining your kingdom. Will you ignore thisinformation because | obtained it 07"

"Y ou know | cannot. Y ou knew | could not.”
"Precisely. So do not lecture me, Wilm."

William sighed heavily and |ooked back out the window. "Who knows about this? About these Hanzish
ships?'

"At this court? Y ou and me, and the ambassador, of course."
"Why would Hansainvest Sdltmark? Why would Sdtmark dlow it?"

"Don’'t be silly. What other reason could there be? They’ re preparing something, and Saltmark iswith
them.”

"Preparing what?'
"Reccard doesn't know. If | had to guess, though, I’ d say they have designs on the Sorrow Ides.”
"The Sorrows? Why?"

"To provoke us, | wouldn't doubt. Hansa grows fat with men and ships, brother. The emperor of Hansa
isan old man; he'll want to use them soon, while he till can. And there' s nothing under the sun that he
wants more than that crown you wear on your head."

Marcomir Fram Reiksbaurg isn’'t the only one who wants my crown, William thought sourly. Or do
you think me too thick to know that, dear brother?

"I suppose you could smply ask the Hanzish emissary,” Robert went on. "His ship anchored yesterday.”

"Y es, that complicates things, doesn’t it? Or smplifies them. Perhgps they’ ve cometo declarewar in
person.” He sighed and ran hisfingersthrough his hair. "In any event, I’m not scheduled to spesk to that
embassy until the day after tomorrow, after my daughter’ sbirthday. | will not change that; it would seem
suspicious.” He paused, consdering. "Whereis Reccard now?'

"Seeping it off."

"Put spies on him, and on the Hansans. If any correspondence passes, | want to know of it. If they mest,
let them, but make certain they are overheard. Under no circumstances must either get amessage out of
thecity." He knitted hisfingers and looked at them. "And we' |l send afew shipsto the Sorrows. Quietly,
afew at atime over the next week."

"Wisemovesal,” Robert said. Y ou want meto act as your sinescalh in this matter, then?”



"Yes. Until | tell you otherwise. I'll draft the forma writ of investment this afternoon.”
"Thank you, William. I'll try to be worthy of you and our family name.”

If there was sarcasm in that, it was too subtle to detect. Which meant nothing, actualy. William had
known his brother only since hisbirth. It wasn't long enough.

A bdll jangled faintly, from the halway.
"Enter!" William sad.

The door creaked open, and John stepped in. "It' sthe praifec, Sre, just returned from Virginia. And he
hasasurprisewith him."

The praifec. Grand.

"Of course. Show himin."

A moment later, the black-robed praifec Marché Hespero stepped into the chamber.

"Your Mgesty," he said, bowing to William. He then bowed to Robert. " Archgreft.”

"How good to see you, Praifec,” Robert said. "Y ou’' ve made it back from Virginiain one piece.”
"Indeed,” the churchman replied.

" trust you found our kinsmen as thickheaded as us?' Robert went on.

William wished, not for the first time, Robert would keep his mouth shut.

But Hespero amiled. "L et us say, they are as seemingly intractable in many ways, even in the matter of
heretics, which istroubling. But the saints dispose, yes?'

"I trugt they do," William sad lightly.

Hespero' ssmiledidn’t falter. "The saintswork in many ways, but their most cherished instrument isthe
church. And it iswritten that the kingdom should be the knight of the church, the champion of it. You
would be distressed, King William, if your knightsfailed you?'

"They never have," William replied. "Praifec, what may | have brought for you? Wine and cheese? The
jade pears came ripe while you were away, and they are excellent with the blue Tero Gallé cheese.”

"A cup of winewould suit mewell," Hespero replied.

John poured a goblet for Hespero, who frowned as he sipped @t it.

"If it'snot to your taste, Praifec, | can send for adifferent vintage," William said.
"Thewineisexcdlent, Sre. That isnot what troublesme.”

"Please. Speak your mind, then, Y our Grace."

Hespero paused, then rested his goblet on apedestal. "1 have not seen my peers on the Comven. Arethe
rumors true? Have you legitimized your daughters as heirsto the throne?’

"l did not," William said. "The Comven did."



"But it was your proposition, the one we discussed while you were drafting it?"
"l believewedid discussit, Praifec.”

"And you remember my opinion that making the throne heritable by women isforbidden by church
doctrine?'

William smiled. " So thought one of the churchmen in the Comven. The other voted for the reform. It
would seem the issueis not as clearly drawn as some believe, Eminence.”

Infact, it had taken some doing to get even one of the prieststo vote William’s way—more of Robert’s
dirty but effective dedings.

At timeslikethis, he had to admit that Robert indeed had his moments.

Anger gathered for an instant on the cleric’s brow, then smoothed away. "1 understand your concern
over the need for an heir. Charles, while awonderful son, hasindeed been touched by the saints, and—"

"My son will not enter into this conversation, Praifec,” William said mildly. ™Y ou stand in my house, and |
forbidit."

Hespero’ sface grew more stern. "Very well. | will smply inform you then, reluctantly, that | must enjoin
the high Senaz of the church to consider this matter.”

"Yes, let them do that," William said. And let themtry to reverse a decision of the Comven, he
thought, behind hisamile. Let even the church convince that squabbling pack of lordlings they made
awrong decision. No. One of my daughterswill rule, and my son, bless his soul, will continue
playing with histoys and his Sefry jester until heisan old man.

He won't be your lack-wit king, Hespero. If it came to that, I’d rather leave the throne to Robert,
had he any legitimate heirs.

"Saintd" afemae voiceinterrupted. Y ou three aren’'t going to argue palitics al day, are you?"
Robert was the first to react to the newcomer.

"Lesheth!" He bounded across the floor and swept her up in ahug. She giggled as he spun her around,
her red hair losing acomb and fanning out behind her. When Robert put her down, she kissed his cheek,
then disentangled hersdf and legpt ferocioudy into William'sarms.

"Praifec!" Robert said. "Heisablessed man who returns my beloved twin from her rugtic exile!™
William held hisyoungest sister back to look at her. "Saint Loy, but you’ ve grown, girl!"
"Theimage of Mother," Robert added.

"You two!" Lesbeth said, taking their hands. "How | missed you both!"

"Y ou should have sent word,” William told her. "We would have had agrand celebration!”

"l wanted to surprise you. Besides, isn't Elseny’ s birthday tomorrow? | wouldn’t want to cast a shadow
on that."

"Y ou could never cast ashadow, sweet Sster," Robert told her. "Come here, sit down, tdll us
everything."



"We' re being rude to the praifec,” Lesbeth said. "And after he was gracious enough to escort me the
whole, long way. And such delightful company! Praifec, | cannot express my thanks."

"Nor I," William added quickly. "Praifec, forgive meif my wordswere sharp. Thoughitisearly, it' sbeen
ataxing day aready. But now you' ve brought mejoy, and I’min your debt for seeing my sster home
safe and sound. | am ever the friend of the church, and will certainly demondtrate it to you.”

"It was my pleasure,” the cleric said, bowing. "And now | hope | may excuse mysdlf. My gtaff is
somewhat helplesswithout me, and | fear it will take weeksto straighten out my office. Nevertheless, |
would be honored to advise you when you hold court.”

"| shall be honored to have you there. I’ ve been too long without your wisdom, Praifec.”
The churchman nodded and withdrew.

"We must have morewine!" Robert said. "And entertainment. | want to hear about everything." He spun
on hished. "I'll arrangeit. Lesbeth, will you join mein my gdlery, at haf-bel?!

"Without doubt, dear brother,” she replied.

"And you, brother?'

"I will stop by. Then | must hold court, you know.”

"A pity." Robert wagged afinger a Lesbeth. "Haf-bdll. Don’'t belate."
"l wouldn't dream of it."

Robert hurried off.

When they were done, Lesbeth took William's hand and squeezed it. " Are you well, Wilm?'Y ou look
tired.”

"I am, abit. Nothing for you to worry about. And I’ m much better, now." He squeezed her hand back.
"It' sgood to see you. | missed you."

"And | missed you. How isMuriele? And the girls?'

"All well. Y ouwon't believe how Anne has grown. And Elseny, betrothed! But you'll see her at her
birthday tomorrow."

"Yes" Her eyesflickered down, dmost shyly. "Wilm, | have asecret to tell. And | must ask permission
for something. But you must promise methat it won't interfere with Elseny’ sbirthday. Will you promise?

"Of course. Not something serious, | hope.”

Her eyes sparkled strangdly. "It is, | think. At least | hope s0."

Muriele Dare, the queen of Crotheny, stepped back from the peephole. Whatever Lesbeth had to say to
William, Muridewould let the sblings spesk in private.

Quietly, she padded down the narrow passage, gliding on the smooth stone benesth her stockinged fet,
through a secret red-oak panel and the small room beyond, down the stair behind the statue of Saint



Brena, and finally to the locked and concealed door to her own chambers.

There, in near darkness, she took a moment for afew deep breaths.

"You' vebeeninthewdlsagan.”

Muridle started at the female voice. Across the room, she made out a gowned shadow.
"Erren.”

"Why have you started doing my job? I’ m the spy. Y ou' re the queen.”

"l was bored, you were el sewhere, and | knew the praifec had returned. | wanted to know what he
would say.”

"Wdl?'

"Nothing particularly interesting. He reacted as we expected to my daughters being named as heirs. On
the other hand, have you heard anything about Hanzish troopsin Saltmark?!

"Nothing so definite," Erren said. "But there is much happening in Hansa. They will take action soon.”
"Action of what sort?"

"Crotheny will be at war within the year, I'm certain of it," Erren replied. "But there are nearer things|
fear more. Rumors abound among the coven-trained.”

Muriele paused at that. Erren was avery speciad sort of assassin, trained by the church to serve noble
families

"You fear for our lives?' she said. "Would Hansa be so bold as to use coven-trained to murder us?"

"No—and yes. No, they will not employ my sigters, for that would incur the wrath of the church. But
there are otherswho will kill for kings, and the mood in Hansais that thereisin Crotheny aking needing
killing. That | know." She paused. "But something seisin thewind. Tak of new kinds of murder, of
encrotacniaand shinecraft unknown to the coven-trained. Some say perhaps nsfrom Hadam or
some other foreign place are responsible. Across the seathey may have unfamiliar skills”

"And you have causeto fear that these new killerswill be turned againgt my family?'
"| fear it," Erren said. Her tone held no uncertainty.

Muriele crossed the room. " Then take whatever precautions you deem necessary, especidly with the
children," shesad. "Isthat dl you can tell me now?'

"es"
"Then light some of the candles and send for mulled wine. The passages are chilly today."
"We could ascend to your sunroom. The suniswarm outside.”

"| prefer to remain here, for the moment.”

"Asit pleasesyou.”

Erren went into the antechamber, whispered to the serving girl there, and returned with a burning taper.



Itslight was kind to her face, painting away the years better than blush. She looked amost like agirl, her
features delicate beneath the dark, straight hair. Only afew streaks of silver gaveit thelie.

Shelit the taper near the writing desk, and asthe light in the room doubled, crow’ s feet appeared,
spindling out from her eyes, and other lines of age reluctantly reveaed themsdves, benesth her chin, in
the skin of her neck and forehead.

A corner of Muriel€ sroom gppeared, aswell. The portrait of her father, onthewall, his eyes stern yet
kind, flecked with gilt by the painter, not nearly aswarm asthey werein person.

Erren lit athird candle, and ared couch appeared from shadow, atable, a sewing kit, the corner of
Muriel€ s bed—not the one she shared with the king, that wasin their marriage room—~but her bed, cut
from the white cedar of the Lierish uplands and canopied with black cloth and silver stars, the bed of her
childhood, where she had dipped each night into dream.

The fourth candle chased dl of the shadows under things, where they belonged.

"How old are you, Erren?' Muriele asked. "Exactly?"

Erren cocked her head. "How nice of you to ask. Will you ask how many children | have, aswdl?"
"I’ve known you since you |eft the coven. | was eight. How old were you?"

"Twenty. Now do your sums."

"I'mthirty-eight,” Muridlereplied. "That makesyou fifty."

"Fftyitis" Errenreplied.

"You don'tlook it."

Erren shrugged. "Age haslessto hold over oneif oneisnever agreat beauty to begin with."
Murielefrowned. "1 never consdered you plain.”

"Y ou are apoor authority in such matters. Y ou often claim not to know you are beautiful, and yet your
beauty has been famous since you were thirteen. How can one be surrounded by such admiration and
not succumb?’

Muriele smiled wryly. "One cannot, as I’ m sure you know, cousin. One can, however, cultivate the
appearance of modesty. If the appearance is kept up long enough, who knows but that it might one day
become true? And here age hel ps, for asyou say, passing time steal's beauty, and when oneis sufficiently
old, false modesty must become red modesty.”

"Excuse me, Mgesty, Lady Erren,” asmal voice said from the curtained doorway. It was Unna, her
maid, apetite girl with honey-mud hair. ™Y our wine?"

"Bringitin, Unna"
"Yes Mgesy."

The girl placed the pitcher in the center of asmall table, and a cup on either side. The scents of orange
blossom and clove rosein steam.

"How old are you, Unna?' Muriele asked.



"Eleven, Your Mgesty."

"A sweset age. Even my Annewas Swedt at that age, in her way."

Themaid bowed.

"Y oumay go, Unna."

"Thank you, Mgesty."

Erren poured some wine and tasted it. After amoment she nodded and poured some for Muriele.

"What isal of thisabout age?' Erren asked. "Have you been watching your husband and his mistresses
again?| should never have shown you the passages to hisroom."

"l have never done such!”

"I have. Poor puffing, panting, pungent man. He cannot keep pace with the young AlisBerryea al."
Muriele covered her ears. "'l do not hear thig"

"And to make mattersworse, Lady Gramme has begun to complain about his attentionsto Alis."
Muriele dropped her hands. "What! The old whore complaining about the new one?!

"What do you expect?' Erren asked.

Muridle exhded ashdlow laugh. "My poor, philandering William. It' salmost enough to meke mefed
sorry for him. Do you suppose | should start my own fuss again? About Gramme' s bastards?”

"It might make things more interesting. Aliswears his body thin, Lady Gramme chews his ears off, and
you do away with what remains. It shouldn’t be difficult.”

Muriele shrugged. "I could task him. But he seems. .. For amoment, watching himinthe Hall of Doves
today, | thought he might collapse. He looked more than weary, he looked asif he had seen death’s
shadow. And if awar redlly iscoming with Hansa... No. Better | be the one that he can count on."

"Y ou've dways been that,” Erren pointed out. " Ambria Gramme wants to be queen, and is spectacularly
unsuited for it. Alisand the lesser young ones are hoping for a... shal we say, pensioned?... position
such as Gramme enjoys. But you—Yyou are queen. Y ou aren’'t maneuvering for anything.”

Muriele felt the humor rush from her face. She looked down at her wine, at the light of the nearest candle
wrigglinginit likeafish.

"Would it weretrue," she murmured. "But | do want something of him, the bastard.”
"Love?' Erren scoffed. "At your age?’

"We had it once. Not when we married, no, but later. There was atime when we were madly in love,
don't you think?'

Erren nodded reluctantly. "He till lovesyou,” she admitted.
"More than heloves Gramme, you think?"

"More deeply."



"But lesscarndly."

"| think he fedls guilty when he comesto you, and so does so less often.”
Muriele plucked asmdl amilefrom somewhere. "I mean for himto fed guilty.”
Erren arched her eyebrows. "Have you ever thought of taking alover?'

"How do you know | haven't?'

Errenrolled her eyes. "Please. Don't insult me again. Y ou have already made note of my advanced age.
That’ s quite enough for one night.”

"Oh, very well. Yes, | have consderedit. | consider it till."
"But will not doit."
"Congdering, | think, ismore fun than doing, in such cases."

Erren took asip of wine and leaned forward. "Who have you consdered? Tell me. The young baron
from Breu-n' Avele?'

"No. Enough of that,” Muriele said, her cheekswarming. "Y ou tell me . What mischief did my daughters
find today?"

Erren Sghed and squared her shoulders. "Fastiawas a perfect princess. Elseny giggled alot with her
maids, and they made some rather improbable specul ation asto what her wedding night will belike.

"Oh, dear. It' stimeto talk to her, | suppose.”

"Fadtia can do that."

"Fastia does too much of what | ought to do already. What ese? Anne?"
"We... log Anneagain."

"Of course. What do you think she' sup to?Isit aman?’

"A month ago, no. She wasjust sneaking off, as usual. Riding, getting drunk. Now, I’'m not so sure. |
think she may have met someone.”

"I must spesk to her, too, then." She sighed. "'l should not have let things go thisfar. Shewill havea
difficult time, when sheismarried.”

"She need not marry,” Erren said softly. "Sheisthe youngest. Y ou might send her to Sister Secula, at
least for afew years. Soon, your house will need anew..." Shetrailed off.

"A new you? Do you planto die?’
"No. But inafew years, my more... difficult taskswill be beyond me."
"But Anne, an assassin?’

"She dready has many of the talents. After dl, she can elude me . Even if she never takesthe vow, the
skillsare aways useful. The discipline will do her good, and Sister Seculawill keep her well away from
young men, of that | can assure you.”



Muriele nodded. "1 must think on it. I'm not convinced something so drastic is needed.”
Erren nodded. " She has always been your favorite, Anne."

"Doesit show?"'

"To some. | know it. Fastiadoes. Anne certainly does not."

"Good. She should not." She paused. "Shewill hate meif | send her away."

"For atime. But not forever."

Muriele closed her eyes and rested her head on the back of the chair. "Ah. | hate these things,” she
whispered. "'l will think on it, Erren. | will think oniit close.”

"And so now what? More wine?"

"No. You wereright. Let’sgo to the sunroom and play nines." She amiled again. "Invite AlisBerrye. |
want to watch her squirm abit.”

CHAPTER SEVEN
Tor Scath

Stephen Darige composed atreatise in his head as he rode along, entitled Observations on the Quaint
and Vulgar Behaviors of the Common Holter-Beast.

This pricker-backed woodland creatureis foul in temper, mood, and odor, and on no account
should it be approached by men of good or refined sensibility. Politeness angersit, civility enrages
it, and reasonableness evokes furious behavior, like that of a bear that, while stealing honey, finds
a beelodged up his—

"Stop your horseamoment,” the holter said gruffly.

It communicates mostly in grunts, growls, and trumpeting farts. Of these, the last are the most
intelligible, though none could be confused with speech—

"l said, stop him." Aspar had halted his own mounts and those with the captives, aswell.
"Why?

Then Stephen could see why. The holter was clearly listening to something, or for something.
"What isit?"

"If you' Il keep quiet, maybe!’ll find out.”

Stephen strained his own ears, but heard nothing but wind hissing through leaves and branches chattering
together. "1 don't hear anything.”

"Me neither,” Pol, one of the men who had kidnapped Stephen, grunted.

"Shut up, you," Aspar White said to Pol, kicking his own horseto atrot. "Come on. | want to make Tor
Scath before sundown.”



"Tor Scath? What' sthat?' Stephen asked.

"The place | want to reach before sundown,” the holter replied.
"Someplacey’ can bugger abear?' Pol asked.

For that Pol got a cuff and after abrief stop agag in hismouth.

Stephen liked horses, heredly did. Some of hisfondest memories were of the horse he' d had asachild,
Finder, and of rides across hisfather’ s estates with hisfriends, pretending they were the knights of
Virgenya, storming the fortresses of the Skadoi.

He liked horses when they ran, the rushing of it. Heliked it when they walked sedately.
Trotting, he hated. It hurt.

They dternated between walk and trot for the next two bells. By that time, further inspired by the jolting
ride, Stephen had added several pagesto histresatise.

He' d aso begun to hear something, as the holter predicted, and to wish he hadn’t. The forest was
growing dark, and he was dready imagining movement in every shadow. Now the shadows had voices,
hollow with distance, throaty ululations that worried at the edge of hearing and then vanished. Hetried to
ignore them, concentrating on the fourth chapter of histreatise, "The Very Annoying Persond Habits of
the Holter-Beast," but the sounds crept deeper and deeper into his head, becoming a howling or baying
that sounded unearthly.

"Holter—what isthat?' he asked.
"Hounds" Aspar Whitetold him, in hisirritatingly brief manner. “Told you y’ d hear them.”

Stephen had heard hounds before. He didn’t remember them sounding like that . "\Whose hounds? This
isthe King's Forest! No onelives here! Or are they wild?'

"They aren’t wild, not the way you mean.”

"They sound vicious. And erie.” Stephen turned in his saddle, frowning. "What do you mean, ‘ not the
way | mean’? Arethey wild, or aren’t they?"

The holter shrugged. At that moment, a particularly bloodcurdling note entered the baying, much nearer
than before. Stephen’ s belly tightened. "Will they stop at dark? Should we climb atree, or—"

"Pissng saintd" Aiken, the redheaded bandit, gasped. "It sGrim, id' nit?1t's Grim and his hunt!"
"Quiet," Aspar said. "You'll scarethe boy.”
"What do you mean, Aiken?' Stephen asked.

The bandit’ s face had bleached itsalf so white even his freckles had disappeared. " One-eyed Grim! He
hunts for the lost souls wandering the forest. Oh, saints, keep him off me! | never meant no harm to no
one!"

Stephen wasn't sure who Grim was, but his grandfather had told stories of a host of nocturnal ghosts and
demons led by a beast-man named Saint Horn the Damned. Stephen had never got around to checking
whether or not Saint Horn was recognized by the church or was just afolk legend. He now sincerely
wished he had.



"What' s hetalking about? Is he right?" Stephen asked the holter.
Aspar shrugged, looking amost nervous. "Could be," he replied.
"Pissing saintd" Aiken howled. "Cut meloosa™

"Do you want agag, too?" the holter snapped.

"You don't believein any such creature," Stephen accused, wagging hisfinger a Aspar. "1 know you well
enough by now."

"Werlic. Right. | don't. Ridefaster.”

For an ingtant, the holter amost looked frightened, and that put achill deep in Stephen’ s bones. He had
never met anyone so prosaic as Aspar White. If he thought there was something to fear...

Aspar was quiet for amoment, then said, in alow voice, "I’ ve heard those dogs raging, but never seen
"em. Once, they came straight at me, and | thought to spy them at last. | nocked an arrow and waited.
That’swhen | heard’em—high above me, inthe night air. | swear, it’sthe only place they could have
been.

"Here, ligen—they’re coming at us. We |l see, yah? Be dlill."
"Thisisperfect nonsense," Stephen hissed. "I don't—"
"For pity, let me down!" Aiken moaned. "If it' sthe Raver, we haveto lieflat in the road or be taken!”

"If itishim, I’'ve amind to make hiswork lighter,” Agpar grunted, fingering the bone handle of hisdirk.
"It sthe damned souls he likes best, after all, and those not dl weighted down with skin and bone. Cover
that cesshole with your teeth, or I'll cut you loose of your corpse!”

Aiken quieted to whimpering then, and they waited, and the hounds came closer and closer.

Stephen’ sfingers began to tremble on the reins. He willed them to stop, for hisfear to blow away with
the cool wind. Through the trees, the sky was dark lead, and the woods were so murky he could
scarcely seeten yards.

Something huge and black exploded onto the road, and Stephen shrieked. His horse danced sideways
and Stephen had a nightmare impression of gleaming eyes and twisted antlers. He screamed again,
yanked at hisreins, and his horse went widdershinslike apuppy chasngitstail.

Then the hounds burst onto the road, huge mastiffs with glistening teeth, their howling so loud it actualy
hurt his ears. Mogt tore on, following their terrible quarry, but three or more began racing around the
horses and men, yelping and davering.

"Saints, keep ugd" Stephen hollered, before losing his grip and thumping painfully onto the |eaf-littered
forest floor.

As he looked up, another horse and rider loped out from the trees. The rider was human in form, but
with aface that was all beast, bright beady eyes and matted hair.

"Saints!" Stephen repeated, remembering Saint Horn the Damned.

"Grim!" Aiken screamed.



"Hello, Aspar,” the beast-man said, in perfectly good king’ stongue. "I hope you' re happy. Y ou probably
cost methat stag.”

"Widll, you nearly cost the world apriest. Look at this boy; you nearly frightened him to death.”
"Lookslike. Who did you think | was, boy, Haergrim the Raver?'

"Gah?' Stephen choked. Now he knew what it meant to have his heart pounding in histhroat, something
he had always considered afanciful literary expression. Therider was closer now, and Stephen redlized
that he had a human face after dl, covered by abushy, unkempt beard and long, ragged hair.

"Wadl, he’ san educated fellow," Aspar went on. "His thousand-year-old maps say no onelivesin the
King' s Forest, so who el se could you be but the Raver, yah?"

The bearded figure bowed dightly, in the saddle.
"Symen Rookswald, at your service," he said.
"Sr Symen," Aspar amended.

"Once upon atime,” Sir Symen said dolefully. "Once upon atime.”

Tor Scath wasn't on Stephen’s maps ether, but it was asred as any black shadow in the night could be.

"It was built by King Gaut, more than five hundred years ago,” Sir Symen explained in melancholy tones,
asthey wound up the path to the hilltop fortress. "They say Gaut was med, fortifying his stronghold not
againg mortal enemies, but againgt the alvs and other dead things. Now it' saroyd hunting lodge.”

Stephen could make out only the outlinesin the moonlight, but from what he could seg, it certainly looked
asif it had been built by amadman. It wasn't large, but weird spires and turrets jutted up with little rhyme
or reason.

"I’m beginning to wonder if Gaut was sane after al,” Rookswald added, hisvoice smdler.

"What do you mean?' Aspar White demanded.

"What needs to be done with these two?" Sir Symen asked, ignoring the question.

"A cdl for them,” the holter grunted, "to wait for the king’ sjustice when he comes—what, next month?"
"WEe reinnocent men!" Aiken asserted weakly.

Sir Symen snorted. "I haveto feed them until then?!

"I don’t much care. | might have left them to the wolves, but | suspect they might be persuaded to answer
guestions about afew other matters.”

"Other matters?’ Symen said. "Yes. I'm glad you came, Aspar. I'm glad my summons reached you."
"Y our what?'
"Brian. | sent Brian to fetch you."

"Brian?| haven't seen him. How long ago did you send him?"



"Ten daysago. | sent himto Colbadly.”
"Huh. He should have found me, then, or at least |eft word behind him."

They entered through a narrow tower, crossed asmall, smelly courtyard, where Symen remanded the
two prisoners and the horses to a hulking brute named Isarn. They proceeded into adark hdl, furnished
in rugtic fashion. Stephen noticed that only every fourth or fifth torch socket was plenished. A graying
man in white and green livery greeted them.

"How wasthe hunting, Sr?' he asked.

"Interrupted,” Sir Symen said. "But by an old friend. Can Anfdthy find something to decorate thisold
board with?'

"I’m sure she can. Magter White, it's good to see you again. And you, young sSir, welcometo Tor Scath.”
"The same, Wilhilm," Aspar replied.

"Thank you," Stephen managed.

"I’ll fetch you some cheese, meantime.”

"Thank you, Wil," Sir Symen said, and the old fellow left. He turned back to Stephen. "Welcometo King
William' shunting lodge, and the most impoverished, thankless barony in the entire kingdom.”

"Our host is somewhat out of favor at court,” Aspar explained.

"And the ky is somewheat blue," the disheveled knight replied. Inthe light, he wasn't frightening a dl; he
looked gaunt, and sad, and old. "Aspar, | have thingsto tell you. The Sefry have left the forest.”

"l saw Mother Cilth’sbunch in Colbagly. They told me as much.”
"No. Not just the caravaners. All of them. All of them.”
"Eventhe Hdafolk?'

"All"

"WEell. I’ ve been trying to get the Halafolk out of the forest for twenty years, and now they just up and
leave?| don't believeit. How can you be sure?'

"They told me. They warned me to leave, too."
"Warned you about what?"
Suspicion flitted across Sir Symen’sface. "If Brian didn’t reach you, why did you come?’

"A boy cameto Colbaely claiming hisfolk were killed by men inthe king’ s colors, down by Taff Creek. |
ran into the priestling and his captors on my way to investigate. | couldn’t very well keep hauling them
about, 0 | brought them here.”

"Taff Creek. | didn’t know about that one.”
"What do you mean, ‘that one’ 7

"There was awoodcutting camp, two leagues south, killed to aman. We found them twenty days ago.



Sometinkerson their way to Virgenya, likewise daughtered. A haf score of hunters.”
"Did any of these hold patents from the king?' Aspar asked.

"Not aone. All wereinthewood illegdly."

"Then someone sdoing my work for me."

Stephen couldn’t stland it anymore. " So that' s your work? Murdering woodcutters?

"It'snot my law, boy, but theking's. If the forest was open to anyone, how long do you think it would
stand? Between trappers, charburners, woodcutters, and homesteaders, before long the royalswouldn’t
have any placeto hunt."

"But murder?'

"I don’'t kill woodcutters, boy, not unlessthey try to kill me, and sometimes not even then. | arrest them. |
lock them up someplace to await the king' sjustice. | scare them off, most of thetime. What | meant just
now was that whoever is behind thisiskilling those who ought not to be herein the first place. It doesn't
gladden me; it makes me angry. Thisforest is my charge, my territory.”

"But Brianismissing," Rookswad said. "And he was my man. Though | may be the least favorite of the
king'sknights, | till hold a patent to be here, and my household with me."

At that moment, Wilhilm reappeared, with astoneware platter of cheese, apitcher of mead, and mazers
for each of them. It suddenly occurred to Stephen that he was hungry, and when he bit into the pungent,
amost buttery cheese, he amended that to ravenous. The mead was sweet and tasted of cloves.

Aspar White ate, too. Only the bearded knight seemed not to notice the food.

"I don't think they werekilled by men," Rookswald said softly.

"What then?" the holter asked, around amouthful. "Bears? Wolves?'

"| think the Briar King killed them."

The holter stared at him for amoment, then snorted. ™Y ou’ ve been listening to the Sefry, sure enough.”
"Who isthe Briar King?' Stephen asked.

"Another one of your folk stories,” the holter scoffed.

"So | thought, once upon atime," Sir Symen said. "Now, | don’t know. The dead we found—" He
paused for an instant, then looked up. "They were of two sorts, the dead, the woodcutters. In theflat,
where they were camped, they smply fell, no marks on them. No sword cut, no claw gashes, no arrow
holes. Nor had they been gnawed or pecked at since death. There wasn't anything dive at the camp.
Chickens, dogs, squirrds, thefishin the stream, al dead.

"But did you know that there’ saseoth near there, ahill with an old fane? That' s where we found the rest
of them, or what was |eft of them. They had been most foully killed, by torture, and dowly."

Stephen noticed something cross the holter’ s face, something quickly hidden. "Tracks?' the woodsman
asked. "Were there tracks?"'

"There were tracks. Like those of acat, but larger. And tracks of men, aswell."



"Did you touch any of them? The tracks?"

A peculiar question, Stephen thought, but the old knight nodded. "1 touched one of the bodies.” He held
out hishand. It was missing two fingers, and freshly bandaged. "I had to cut them off, before the rot
gpread to my arm.” He scowled. "Aspar White, | know your look. Y ou know something of this. What?'

"l came upon such atrack,” Aspar said. "That’sdl | know."

"The Sefry are old, Aspar, especidly the Haafolk. They know agreat dedl. They say the greffyns have
returned. And thelord of the greffyns, of dl unholy thingsthat dink in thiswood, isthe Briar King. If they
are awake, heis awake, or soon to be. They do hisbidding, the greffyns.”

"Greffyns," Agpar White repeated. His tone somehow made the word mean ludicrous .
"Can't you tell me more of this?" Stephen asked. "I might be ableto help.”

"I don’'t need your help,” the holter said bluntly. "Tomorrow, you continue to d Ef. Play your games of
maps and storiesthere, if you wish."

Stephen flushed, histongue temporarily stilled by hel pless anger. How could anyone be so arrogant?

"The Briar King has dways been here,” Sir Symen whispered. "Before the Hegemony, beforethe
Warlock Wars, even before the mighty Scaosen themsalves, he was here. Agesturn, and he deeps.
When hisdeep istroubled enough, he wakes."

He turned rheumy eyes upon Stephen. "That’ sthe real reason the King' s Wood exists, though most have
forgotten. Not to furnish avast hunting park for whatever family rulesin Eden. No. It is so that when the
Briar King rouses, heisnot displeased." He grasped Aspar by thearm. "Don’t you remember? The old
tale? It was abargain struck between the Briar King and Vlatimon the Handless, when the Scaosen were
daughtered and the kingdom of Crotheny established. The forest would be kept for him, from the Ef
River to the sea, from the Mountains of the Hare to the Gray Warlock. The bargain wasthat if that were
left untouched, Vlatimon and his descendants could have the rest.

"But if the bargain isbroken, then every living thing shall perish, asit did before, and the Briar King will
raise anew forest from our bones and ashes. When we say it’ sthe King's Forest, you see, we don't
mean the king of Crotheny. We mean the true lord of it, the undying one, the master of the greffyns.”

"Symen—" Aspar began.

"We ve broken Vlatimon’s ancient vow. Everywhere, the borders are compromised. Everywhere, trees
are cut. He wakes, and heis not pleased.”

"Symen, the Sefry have muddled your brains. Those are old tales, no better than the stories about talking
bears and magic shipsthat sail on land. Something strangeis about, yes. Something dangerous. But | will
findit, and I'll kill it, and that will beanendtoit.”

Symen didn’t answer but just shook his head.

Anything further was interrupted by the arrival of the food, escorted out by aplain, cheerful woman of
middle years and two young girls. They settled two steaming pies, aplatter of roast pigeons, and
black-bread trenchers on the table. The girls hurried off without speaking, but the woman put her hands
to her hips and regarded the three of them.

"Well, hello there, Aspar, and hello, young Sir, whoever you might be. My name' s Anfathy. We wereill



prepared for guests, but | hope thiswill please you. If there’ sanything missing y’ would like—anything a
al—I’ll seewhat | can do. | make no promise but that I'll try."

"Lady, anything you bring will please us, I'm sure," Stephen said, remembering his manners.
"Game has been scarce,” Symen muttered.

"He hasn't been droning on about the end of days again, hashe?' Anfathy asked. "Look, Sir Symen,
you'’ ve not even touched your wine. Drink it! I’ve mixed in herbsto cheer your mood.”

"No doubt."

"Don’'t mind his dark mutterings, you two. He s been at that for months, now. A trip abroad iswhat he
needs, but | can't convince him.”

"I’m needed here," Symen ingsted.
"Only to gloom up the place. Eat, you felows, and cal for moreif you need it."

The pie, compounded of venison and boar and elderberries, was alittle gamey to Stephen’ staste, but the
pigeon, stuffed with rosemary and marjoram and pork liver, was ddicious.

"I’ll go tomorrow to Taff Creek," Aspar promised. "Now do as Anfdthy said. Drink your wine."

"You'll see, when you go," theold knight said, but he did sp hiswine, indifferently at first, but in ever
larger gulps. Asthe evening wore on, the rest of the household joined them; it seemed there were about
twenty people resdent in the tower. Within abdll, the board was crowded, and pies, roast boar,
partridge, and duck covered it from end to end, so that Stephen wondered how they ate when game
wasn’t scarce. The conversation grew boisterous, with children and dogs playing about their feet, and
theforce of the old knight’s doomsaying faded.

Stll, it nagged at Stephen, and more so, the holter’ s gruff dismissal of anything Stephen might haveto
add. So when the mead courage finaly came on him, he leaned near Aspar White.

"Y ou want to know what | think?"' he asked.

The holter frowned, and for amoment Stephen thought that the older man would tell him, once again, to
be silent. He decided not to give him the chance. "Listen," he rushed on. "1 know you don't think much of
me. | know you think I'm usdless. But I’'m naot. | can help.”

"Oh?'Y our thousand-year-old maps can help me with this?”

Stephen’slipstightened. "I understand. Y ou're afraid | know more than you. That | might know some
damned thing that might be of use.”

Even asthewords tumbled out of his mouth, Stephen knew the mead had brought him to abad end. But
the holter was just so damned smug, and Stephen was too drunk to fedl fear as more than the distant
whisper of asaint.

Then to hisvast surprise, the older man laughed bitterly. "Plenty | don’t know," he admitted. " Go ahead.
Tdl mewhat you make of dl this"

Stephen blinked. "What?*
"l said, go on. What do you think of Sir Symen’s story?"



"Oh." For abrief ingtant there were two Aspars, then one again. "'l don’'t believeit,” Stephen said,
pronouncing each word very deliberately.

The holter raised an eyebrow. "Redlly."

"Redlly. Firgt of dl, too many of the detailsaren’t right. VVlatimon, for instance. He didn’t found Crotheny;
he wasn't even of the Croatani, the tribe the country was named for. Vlatimon was Bolgoi, and he
conquered asmall kingdom in the Midenlands, and that lasted only a haf century beforeit was gobbled
up by the Black Jester in the first Warlock War.

"Shec... sec ondly, the whole notion of some old forest demon who hasthat sort of power—the power
to punish the entire world—flies straight in the face of church doctrine. There are powers, yes, and the
church tolerates that they be called saints, or angdls, or gods asit might please loca custom—but they're
al shub... shubordin... they dl serve the All-in-One. Not to get too technical, but—"

"And yet you were the one who said these tales carry some truth in them. Isthat the case only when the
truth doesn’t clash with the teaching of your church?!

"It' syour church, too." But of asudden Stephen doubted that. Might the holter be heretic?
"The church, then?"

"The answer isyesand no. | recall now that in Virgenyawe have phay stories about a character named
Baron Greenleaf, who is also said to deep in a hidden place and wake to avenge wrongs done the forest,
very mush...mush... likethis Briar King. Baron Greenleaf and the Briar King are probably both based
on areal person—one of the early warlock kings, perhaps, or even a Skados who survived beyond the
rest.

"Or perhaps he is amisunderstanding made manifest. After dl, the church teaches that the Alwalder
demands a balance between cultivated and wild ground. As each village must have a sacred horz, where
things grow wild, so too must theworld itsalf have wild places. In the imagination of thefolk, perhgpsthis
forest isthe horz of theworld, and the Briar King a personification of the punishment that comesfrom
vidlatingit."

"And these dead people? Thistak of greffyns?
Stephen shrugged. "Murdererswho kill by poison? | don’t know, but there could be many explanations.”

"Thisfrom the felow who only afew days ago argued for dl manner of ghosts and ghoulies? Who
flinched today when he thought Grim the Raver was comefor him?"

"| argue from the knowledge of the church, from what the Alwader alows as possible. The dead do
have souls, and there are spiritsin the world, creatures of light and darkness. All are accepted by the
church, cataogued, named. Y our Briar King isnot.

"Greffyns—I can't say. Possibly. The Skadoi and the warlock lords after them created al sorts of fell,
unnatural creaturesto serve them. Some of those might il exist, in the corners of the world. It snot

impossble”
"And thisbusiness Sir Symen spoke of, the sacrifices at the seoth? | know the church builds faneson
them.”

"In the church we use the ancient term, sedos. They are the seats of the saints' power on earth. By
vidting the sedoai, priests commune with the saints and gather holiness to themsalves, and so, yes, we



build fanes on them to mark them, and to insure that those whose visit them arein the proper frame of
mind. But the church maintains fanes only on living sedoi, not on the dead ones.”

"What do you mean, dead?'

"A sedosisaspot where asaint left some of his power, some virtue of his essence. Over time, that fades.
Once the sacredness has faded, the church ceases maintaining the fanes. Most of thosein theKing's
Forest are dead. But dead or dive, I’ ve never heard of human sacrifice at a sedos—even among
heretics. Not for centuries, anyway."

"Wait. Then you have heard of it."

"The blackest of the sorcerersin the Warlock Wars sacrificed victims to the nine Damned Saints. But this
couldn’t have anything to do with that."

Agpar stroked his chin. He glanced up. "Why not?'
"Because the end of the wars wasthe end of that. The church has kept careful watch for that sort of evil."

"Ah." Aspar took another swallow of mead and nodded. "Thank you, Cape Chavel Darige," he said.
"For once you' ve given me something to think about.”

"Redly?"

"I’ve had alot of mead."

"Still, thank you for ligening."

The holter shrugged. "I’ ve arranged for you to leave for d' Ef tomorrow.”
"| could stay abit longer, go with you to this creek—"

The holter shook hishead. "So | can seethismea come back up out of you when we find the corpses?
No thank you. I’ll do well enough on my own."

"l supposeyou can ," Stephen flared, reaching for the mead jug. Somehow he miscal culated, however,
and the next thing he knew it was spilling across the table, ahoney flood.

"Anfathy!" Aspar shouted. " Could you show thisyoung fellow his bedchamber?

"I'mnot achild ," Stephen muttered. But the room had begun to spin, and he suddenly didn’t want to be
anywhere near the arrogant holter, the morose knight, or any of the rest of these rudtics.

"Comeon, lad," Anfdthy said, taking hishand.

Mutely he nodded and followed, the light and noise fading behind him.

"He sright,” Stephen heard himsdlf say. Hisfaraway voice sounded angry.
"Who'sright?' Anfalthy asked.

"The holter. I'mnousewi’ amsan’ such. Blood makesme sick.”

"Aspar isafine man, good at what he does,” Anfalthy said. "Heis not a patient man.”
"Just wanted to help.”



Anfdthy led him into aroom, where she used her candleto light another, already in asconce on thewall.
He sat heavily on the bed. Anfalthy stood over him for amoment, her broad, comforting face looking
down at him.

"Agpar hastoo many ghostsfollowing him aready, lad. He wouldn’t want to add you to them. | think he
likesyou."

"He hates me"

"| doubt that," she said softly. "There sonly one person in the world Aspar White hates, and it’s not you.
Now go to deep; tomorrow you' re off, yah?"

"Yes" Stephen sad.
"Then I'll seeyou for bregkfast.”

When Stephen rose the next morning, nursing a pounding head, Aspar White was dready gone. Sir
Symen supplied Stephen with two fresh horses and a young huntsman to be hisguide, and wished him
well. Anfathy gave him abundle of bread, cheese, and meat and kissed him on the cheek.

As his headache improved, so did Stephen’smood. After dl, in two days, he redized, he would findly
be at d' Ef, where hiswork would start. Where his knowledge would be appreciated, valued, rewarded.
The scriftorium at d’ Ef was one of the most complete in the world, and he would have accesstoit!

The eagerness he had felt when he started from Cape Chavel more than amonth ago began to return.
Bandits, kidnapping, and a crude holter had overshadowed it, but he figured he had had his run of
trouble. What more could happen?

CHAPTEREIGHT
Black Roses

Annefdt afeathery trembling in her belly and goosebumps on her flesh, even though the night wind came
from the sea—warm, heavy, wet, and salty. The air seemed to sag with the need to rain, and the moon
came and went fitfully in the cloud-bruised sky. Around her, negt rows of apple trees swayed and rustled
inthewind.

Onthewall of the keep above, she could hear two guards talking, but couldn’t make out what they were
saying.

Shefdt faintly dizzy, adight vertigo that had come and gone in the month since she had visited
Eden-of-Shadows. She stepped under one of the trees and leaned against the trunk, her head swimming
with the scent of the blossoms. She lifted the scrap of paper that the stablehand had passed to her when
she had put up Faster.

Meet mein the orchard by the west gate at tenth bell.
—R

"Youwork fadt, Virgenya," she whispered.



Though Fagtia seemed unaffected by her request to Saint Cer.
It was surely tenth bell by now. Had they forgotten to ring it?
She shouldn’t be doing this. What if he didn’t come, anyway?

What if he came, and it was just acruel joke, something to laugh about with the other knights and the
gtablehands? Silly. What did she know about thisfellow?

Nothing.
She brushed nervoudy at her dressof Vitellian brocade, fedling sillier by the instant.

The hairs on her neck suddenly pricked up. A shaft of the inconstant moonlight cast the silhouette of
something big and dark moving through the branches of the apple tree nearest her.

"Sheislike a dream, like a mist, like the phay dancers seen only from the corner of the eye in the
woodland glade," avoice whispered.

"Roderick?'

She jumped as the tenth bell began to chime, high up in the August Tower, and jumped again when the
long shadow dropped from the tree and landed with a soft thump.

"At your service." The shadow bowed.

"You dartled me," Anne said. "Were you athief before you became aknight?' she asked. "Certainly you
aren’'t apoet.”

"That wounds, Princess."
"Go to aphydcian or arinn witch, then. What do you want, Roderick?'

He moved into the moonlight. His eyeswere shadesin anivory carving. "'l wanted to seeyou in
something other than riding dress.”

"Y ou said you had seen mein court.”

"True. But you look lovelier now."

"Becauseit'sdarker?'

"No. Because I’ ve met you now. It makesdl the difference.
"l suppose you want to kissme again.”

"No, not at dl. | want you to kissme."

"But wejust met!”

"Y es, and got off to agood start." He suddenly reached and took her hand. "Y ou'’ re the lady who rode
down the Snake like amadman. There s nothing cautious about you, Princess. | kissed you, and I’ ve
kissed enough to know you liked it. If I'm wrong, tell me so, and off I'll go. If I'mright... why don’t we
try itagan?"

She folded her arms and cocked her head, trying to think of agood response. He didn't give her time.



"I brought you this" He held something out to her. She reached for it and found hersdf clutching the stem
of aflower.

"I cut off thethornsfor you," hesaid. "It sablack rose."
She gasped, genuindy surprised. "Where did you find it?"
"I bought it from aseacaptain, who got itin Liery."

Anne bresthed in its strange scent of plum and anise. "They grow only in Liery," shetold him. "My
mother talks about them all thetime. I’ ve never seen one”

"Well," Roderick replied, moving alittle closer. "I got it to please you, not to remind you of your mother."
"Shh. Not so loud."

"I'mnot afraid,” Roderick said.

"Y ou should be. Do you know what will happen to you if we're caught here?’

"Wewon't be."

His hand found hers, and she suddenly felt her head go funny. She couldn’t think anything. Shefdt
frozen, amost uncomprehending, as he pulled her againgt him. Hisface was o near she could fed his
breath on her lips.

"Kissme," hewhispered.

And shedid. A sound like the searushed into her ears. She could fedl the hard muscles of Roderick’s
back through hislinen shirt, and aprickly, itchy sort of heat. He took her face in his hands and stroked
lightly behind her ears as hislips pressed hers, now nibbling, now opening greedily.

He whispered things, but she hardly heard them. All sense of words dissolved when hislips crept down
her neck, and she thought she was going to cry out, and then the guards would hear her, and then—well,
who knew what would happen then. Something bad. She could dmost hear her mother now...

"Anne. Anne! " Someone was cdling her.
"Who'sthat? Who' sthere?' Roderick panted.
"It'smy maid, Austra, |—"

Hekissed her again. "Send her away." He said the words right into her earlobe. It tickled, and suddenly
shegiggled.

"Um. No, | can't. My sister Fastiawill check my bed soon, and if | am not in it, she will raisethe darm.
Audraiskeeping watch of thetime. If she'scaling, | haveto go."

"It cannot be, not yet!"
"Itis. Itis. But we can meet again.”
"Not soon enough for me."

"My sster’ s birthday istomorrow. I'll arrange something. Austrawill carry theword.”



"Anne!"
"I’'m coming, Austra.”

She turned to go, but he took her by the waist and spun her into the crook of hisarm, like a dancer, and
kissed her again. She laughed and gave it back. When shefindly turned and left, she felt an ache beneath
her breast.

"Hurry!" Austratook her hand and pulled her insstently. "Fastiamay be there dready!”
"Figsfor Fadtia Fastianever comes until eeventh bell.”

"It snearly deventh bell now, you ninny!" Austra practicaly dragged Anne up the staircase that wound to
the top of the orchard wall. On the last step, Anne cast one more look down at the garden but saw only
the inky shadow of the looming keep on the other side.

"Comeon!" Austracommanded. "Through here."

Anne clutched the back of Austra s dress asthey rushed through the dark. A few moments|later they
tripped up another staircase and emerged into awider hal lit with long tapers. At ahigh, narrow door,
Austrafumbled the key from her girdle and pushed it into the brass lock. Just as the door swung open,
the sound of footsteps echoed up from the stairwell at the far end of the hall.

"Fadtial" Anne hissed.

They ducked through the door and into the anteroom of her chambers. Austra closed and locked the
door, while Anne kicked off her damp dippers and dropped them into the empty vase on the table next
to the divan. Shefdl back onto the little couch and yanked off both stockings at once, then ran barefoot
through the curtained doorway to her bedchamber. She flung the stockings on the other side of the
canopied bed and began trying to reach the fastenings of her gown. "Help me with thig"

"Wehaven't time" Austrasaid. "Just throw your nightdress over it."
"Thetranwill show!"
"Not if you'rein bed, under the coversl"

Austra, meanwhile, shucked her own dressright over her head. Anne stifled an amused shriek, for Austra
wore no underskirt, no corset; she was naked as a clam in soup.

"Hush!" Austrasaid, wriggling into a nightgown and kicking her discarded dress under the bed. "Don'’'t
laugh a me!”

"You dthink you were the one out to meet someone.”

"Hush! Don't besick! It'sjust faster thisway, and it's not like anyone was going to notice | was
uncorseted. Get under the covers!”

A key scraped in the lock. Austra squeaked, pointing to Anne, and pantomimed letting down her hair.

Anne yanked the netting from her locks, threw it vaguely toward the wardrobe, and dived under the
covers. Austra hit the mattress at d most the same instant, hairbrush in hand.

"Ouch!™ Anne ye ped, asthe curtain parted and the brush caught in atangle.



"Hédlo, you two."
Anne blinked. It wasn't Fastia
"Lesbeth!™ she exclaimed, legping out of bed and rushing to embrace her aunt.

L esbeth gathered her in, laughing. "Saint Loy, but we re dmost the same height, now, aren’'t we? How
could you grow thismuch in two years? How old are you now, fourteen?’

"FHfteen."
"Fifteen. And look at you—a Dare, through and through.”

Infact, Anneredlized she did look like Lesbeth. Which wasn't good, because while L esbeth was very
pretty , Elseny and Fastia and her mother were beautiful . She would take after the wrong side of the
family.

"You'rewarm ," Lesbeth said. "Y our faceis burning up! Do you have afever?’
That drew adtifled gigglefrom Austra

"What?' Lesbeth asked, her voice suddenly suspicious. She stepped back. "Isthat a dress you have on
under your nightgown? At thishour? Y ou’' ve been out!"

"Please don't tell Fastia. Or Mother. It wasredly dl very innocent—"

"l won't haveto tell them. Fastiais on theway up.”

"Sill?

"Of course. Y ou don’t think she'd trust me with her duty?!

"How long do | have?!

"She' sfinishing her wine. She had half aglasswhen | left, and | asked for amoment done with you.”
"Thank the saints. Help me out of thisdress!™

Lesheth looked stern for asecond, then laughed. "Very well. Austra, could you bring adamp cloth?
WEe Il want to wipe her face.”

"Y es, Duchess."

A few moments|ater they had the dress off, and Lesbeth was unlacing the corset. Anne groaned in relief
as her ribs sghed out to where nature perversely reckoned they ought to be.

"Had that pretty tight, didn’t you?' Lesbeth commented. "Who ishe?"
Annefeared her cheekswould scorch. "I can't tell you that.”

"Ah. Someone disreputable. A stablehand, perhaps?!

"No! No. He s gentle—just someone Mother wouldn't like."

"Disreputable, then, indeed. Come on—tell. Y ou know | won't let on. Besides, | have a big secret to tell
you. It sonly far."



"Wall..." She chewed her lip. "Hisnameis Roderick of Dunmrogh.”

"Dunmrogh?Well, ther€ syour problem.”

"How s0?' The corset fell away, and Anneredized her undershirt was plastered to her with swedt.
"It' s politicd. The grefts of Dunmrogh have Reiksbaurg blood."

"So0? Our war with the Retksbaurgs was over a hundred years ago.”

"Ah, to be young and naive again. Turn, o | can get your face, dear. Enny, the war with the Retksbaurgs
will never be over. They covet the throne athousand covetings for every year that has passed since they
logtit."

"But Roderick isn't aReiksbaurg.”

"No, Enny," shewent on, wiping the cool rag on Ann€e' sface and neck, "but fifty years ago the
Dunmroghs sided with a Reikshaurg claimant to the throne. Not with arms, so they kept their lands when
it wasal over—but support him they did, in the Comven. They ill have abad namefor that."

"Itin't far."
"I know it’ s not, sweet, but we' d better talk about it later. Change that shirt and put on your gown."

Anneran to her wardrobe and changed the sodden linen for adry one. "When did you learn so much
about politics?' she asked, shrugging back into her embroidered nightgown.

"l just spent two yearsin Virgenya. It sal they talk about, down there.”

"It must have been terribly boring."

"Oh—you might be surprised.”

Anne sat on the edge of her bed. "Y ou won't tell anyone about Roderick? Evenif it is politica ?'

Lesheth laughed and kissed her on the forehead, then knelt and took her hand. "I doubt very muchit's
palitica for him . He' s probably just young and foolish, likeyou.”

"He syour age, nineteen.”

"I’m twenty, meadowlark." She brushed a curly strand from out of Anne sface. "And when your Sister
comesin, try to keep the left side of your head away from her."

IIWMI
"Y ou have alove bite, there, just below your ear. | think even Fastiawill know what it is.”
"Oh, meraifu—"

“I’ll comb your hair, likel was doing when the duchess camein,” Austravolunteered. | can keep it
pulled long over that spot.”

"That’sagood plan," Lesbeth approved. She chuckled again. "When did this happen to our little lark,
Austra? When last | saw her shewas still dressing up in the stablgjack’ s clothes so she wouldn't haveto
ride sdesaddle. When did she become such alady?'



"l fill ride" Anne said defensively.

"That’ strue enough,” Audtrasaid. "That's how she met thisfellow. He followed her down the Snake.”
"Not fainthearted, then."

"Roderick isanything but fainthearted,” Anne said. "So what's your big secret, Lez?"

Lesbeth smiled. "I’ ve dready asked your father’ s permission, so | suppose I’ll tell you. I’ m getting
married.”

"Married?' Anneand Audtrasaid, in unison.
"Yes." Lesheth frowned. "'l didn't like the sound of that! Y ou seem incredulous.”
"It sjust—at your age—"

"Oh, | see. Y ou had me reckoned a spinster. Well, | had plenty of sisters, and they all married well. |
was the youngest so | got to do something they didn't. | got to be choosy."

"Sowhoishe?'

"A wonderful man, daring and kind. Like your Roderick, far from fainthearted. He has the most el egant
castle, and an edtate that stretches—"

"Who?'

"Prince Cheiso of Safnia”
"Safnia?" Anne repested.
"Whereis Safnia?' Austraasked.

"On the shore of the southern sea,”" Lesbeth said dreamily. "Where oranges and lemons grow outdoors,
and bright birdssing."

"I’venever heard of it."

"Not surprising, if you pay no more attention to your tutors now than you did when | ill lived here.”
"You love him, don't you?' Anne asked.

"Indeed | do. With dl of my heart."

"Soit’snot political ?*

Lesbeth laughed again. "Everything is political, meadowlark. It'snot like | could have married a cowherd,
you know. Safnia, though you ladies have never heard of it, isarather important place.

"But you' re marrying for lovel"

"Yes" Shewiggled afinger a Anne. "But don't let that put foolish ideasin your head. Livein the
kingdom that is, not the one that ought to be."

"Well," asomewhat frosty voice said, asthe curtain to the antechamber parted again. "That’ s better
advicethan | expected you to be giving her, Lesbeth.”



"Hello, Fedtia"

Fastiawas older than dl of them, dmost twenty-three. Her hair was umber silk, now bound up in anet,
and her small features were perfect and demure. She was no taler than Anne or Austra, and a
handswidth shorter than Lesbeth. But she commanded presence .

"Dear Fadtia," Lesbeth said. "'l wasjudt telling darling Anne my news."
"About your betrothd, | suppose?’
"Y ou dready know? But | only just asked my brother William' s permission afew bellsago.”

"Y ou forget how fast newstravelsin Eden, I'm afraid. Congratulations. Y ou'll find marriage ajoy, |
think."

Her tone said otherwise, somehow. Annefdt afaint pang of pity for her older sister.

"I think | shall," Lesbeth replied.

"Well," Fagtiaasked, "isdl in order here? Have you girls said your prayers and washed your faces?"
"They were praying, | believe, even as| entered the room," Lesbeth said innocently.

Anne nodded. "We'redl but adeep,” she added.

"You don't look deepy.”

"It sthe excitement of seeing Lesbeth. Shewastdling usdl about Shanifar, where her betrothed rules. A
delightful-sounding place—"

"Safnia," Fagtia corrected. "One of the origina five provinces of the Hegemony. That was over a
thousand years ago, of course. A great place once, and ill quaint from what | hear."

"Yes, that' sright," Lesbeth said, asif she hadn’t heard the condescension in Fastia stone. "It svery
quant.”

" think it sounds wonderful and exatic,” Anneputin.

"Most places do, until you' ve been to them,” Fagtiareplied. "Now. | don't want to be thetroll, but
somehow the duty has fallen to me to make sure these girls get to bed. Lesbeth, may | entice you into
taking acordid?'

Hah, Annethought. You can’t fool me. You love playing the troll .What happened to you? "Surdy
we can stay up abit. We haven't seen Lesbeth in two years."

"Plenty of timefor that tomorrow, at Elseny’ s party. It' stime for the women to chat.”
"We are women," Anneretorted.

"When you are betrothed, then you'll be awoman,” Fastiareplied. "Now, good night. Or, as Lesbeth's
Safnian prince might say, dena nocha. Austra, seethat you are both adeep within the hour.”

"Yes, Archgreffess.”

"Night, loves," Lesbeth said, blowing them akiss as the two passed through the curtain into the
antechamber. After another moment, they heard the outer door close.



"Why does she haveto be likethat?' Anne muttered.

"If sheweren't, your mother would find someone who was," Austrareplied.
"l suppose. It just gdlsme."

"Infact,” Augtrasaid, "I’'m something glad they’ regone.”

"Why isthat?'

A pillow hit Anneintheface.

"Because you haven't told me what happened yet, you jade!™

"Oh! Audtra, it was quite extraordinary. He was so—I mean, | thought | would catch afire! And he gave
me arose, ablack rose—" She broke off abruptly. "Where' s my rose?"

"Y ou had it when we camein the room."

"Wadl, | don’t haveit now! | must pressit, or whatever one doeswith roses..."

"l think one finds them first," Audtrasaid.

But it wasn't in the receiving room, nor on the floor, nor under the bed. They couldn’t find it anywhere.
"WE | seeit in the morning, when thelight is better,” Austrasaid.

"Of coursewewill,"” Annereplied dubioudy.

In her dream, Anne stood in afield of ebony roses, wearing ablack satin dress set with pearlsthat
gleamed dully in the bone light of the moon. The air was so thick with the scent of the blooms she thought
she would choke,

There was no end to them; they stretched on to the horizon in a series of low rises, semsbent by a
murmuring wind. Sheturned dowly to seeif it wasthusin dl directions.

Behind her thefield ended abruptly in awall of trees, black-boled monsters covered with puckered
thorns bigger than her hand, rising so high she couldn’t see their topsin the dim light. Thorn vines asthick
as her arm tangled between the trees and crept out along the ground. Through the trees and beyond the
vineswas only darkness. A greedy darkness, she felt, adarkness that watched her, hated her, wanted
her. The more she stared &t it, the more terrified she became of shapesthat might or might not be moving,
of dight soundsthat might be footsteps or wings.

And then, when she thought her terror could be no greater, something pushed through the thorns coming
toward her. Moonlight gleamed on ablack-mailed arm and the fingers of ahand, uncurling.

And then the helmet came through, atall, tapering helm, with black horns curving up, set on the shoulders
of agiant. The visor was open, and there she saw something that wrenched from her own throat a
keening sound somehow more aien than anything she had yet known. She turned and ran through the
roses, and the small barbs caught at her dress, and now the moon looked like the rotted eye of afish...

She awoke, thrashing with the motions of flight, not knowing where she was. Then she remembered, and
sat up in her bed, arms wrapped about her middle.



"A dream," shetold the dark room, rocking back and forth. "Just a dream.”

But theair was il thick with anise and plum. In the pale moonlight streaming through her window she
saw black petals scattered upon her coverlet. She felt them in her hair. Wet trickled down her face, and
the bright taste of salt cameto her lips.

Anne dept no more that night, but waited for the cockcrow and the sun.

CHAPTER NINE
On the Sleeve

Neil woke early, ingpected his new armor for any blemishing its single wearing might have left onit. He
checked his spurs and tabard, and finally drew Crow, his broadsword, then made certain the hard, sharp
length of her gleamed like water.

Moving quietly, he dipped on his buskins and padded from the room, down the stairs, and out of theinn.
Outsde, amorning fog wasjust starting to lift, and the docks were dready aive with movement, fishing
crews putting out for the middle shods, seacharmers and salters and whores looking to be taken on,
seagulls and fishravensfighting over scraps.

Neil had noticed the chapd of Saint Lier the day before, distinguished by its mast-shaped spire. It wasa
modest wooden building right at water’ s edge, built on araised stone foundation. As he approached,
severa rough-looking sailors were on their way out. He greeted them by passing his hand over hisface,
thesign of Saint Lier. "Hishand keep you," hetold them.

"Thanks, lad," one of them said gruffly. "And you."

Within, the chapel was dark and plain, all wood, intheidand style. The only ornament wasasmple
Satuette of the saint himsalf above the altar; carved of walrustusk, it depicted him standing in acoracle.

Nell carefully placed two slver coinsin the box and kndlt. He began to sing.
"Foam Father, Wave Strider

You fed our keds and hear our prayers

Grant us passage on your broad back

Bring usto shore when the storm’ s upon us

| beg you now

Grant passage to my song.

Windmadter, Seventh Wave

Y ou know the line of my fathers

Held them curled in fingers of spray

Watched them fight and die on the wide searoads



Neil, son of Fren
Asksyou to heed his prayer.”

He prayed for the souls of hisfather and mother, for Sir Fail and hislady Fiene, for the hungry ghosts of
the sea. He prayed for King William and Queen Muridle, and for Crotheny. Most of al he prayed that he
himsalf might beworthy. Then, after atime of silence, heroseto leave.

A lady in adeep green cloak stood behind him. He started, for in theintensity of his prayers, he hadn’t
heard her enter.

"I'm sorry, lady," he said softly. "1 didn’t mean to keep you from the dtar.”

"There' s plenty of room," she answered. "Y ou did not keep mefromiit. It just that it' sbeen along time
since | heard anyone pray so beautifully. | wanted to listen, I’ m afraid, and so it’sto you | must

goologize"

"Why?' Nell asked. "I’ ve no shamefor my prayers. It'san honor to meif you found something in them.
[..."

Her eyes gripped him. Sea-green, they were. Curls of black hair cascaded from beneath her hood, and
her lipswere aruby bow. He couldn’t guess her age, though if pressed, he would put her in her thirties.
She wastoo beautiful to be human, and with asudden dizziness, it occurred to Nell that thiswas no
earthly woman, but avison, asaint or an angdl, perhaps.

So strong and certain was the fedling that histongue clove to the roof of his mouth, and he couldn’t
remember what €lse he had meant to say.

"The honor ismine, young man," she said. She cocked her head. Y ou have an idand accent. Areyou
fromLiery?'

"I was born on Skern, my lady," he managed. "But | am pledged to alord of Liery, aswas my father."
"Would that lord be the Baron Sir Fall de Liery?'

"Yes, my lady," hereplied, feding asif hewerein adream.

"A good and noble man. Y ou do very well to serve him.”

"Lady, how could you know—"

"Youforget, | heard your prayers. Sir Fail iswith you? Heis near?'

"Yes, lady. Intheinn, just up the way. We arrived yesterday; he intends to present me at court today,
unworthy as| may be."

"If Sir Fail wishesto present you, the only thing unworthy about you isyour doubt of him. He knows
what heisabout.”

"Yes, lady. Of course.”

She lowered her head. "Y ou should know that the court will be on the hill of Tom Woth, today, to
celebrate the birthday of the princess Elseny. Sir Fail may not know this, having just arrived. Takethe
northern gate and ride up the Sleeve. Sir Fail will know where. Tell him to go to the Sonecircleand
wait."



"Y ou command me, lady." His heart was thunder, and he could not say why. He wanted to ask her
name, but he feared the answer.

"I wonder if you would excuse me now," thelady said. "My prayers are less degant than yours. The saint
will forgive my clumsiness, | know, but | would rather no one else heard. It'sbeen long since | came
here. Too long."

She sounded infinitely sad.
"Lady, if thereisanything | can do for you, please nameit."

Her eyes gleamed in the darkness. "Take carein the court,” she said softly. "Stay trueto yourself. Stay
whoyou are. Itisa... difficult thing."

"Yes, lady. If you asK it, it will bedone.”
So saying, he left her there, hisfeet feding oddly heavy on the cobbles of the street.

"Quiteadght, isn'tit?' Fal deLiery sad.

Nell couldn’'t keep hishead till. "I’ ve never see anything likeit. I’ ve never seen clotheslikethis, so much
color and silk."

Hundreds of courtiers wereriding up the greensward, dong with dwarves, giants, jesters, and footmen,
dl infantagtic cogume.

"You'll see more. Come, those are the stones ahead."

They spurred their mountsto agalop, toward the smal circle of standing stones near the forest edge. A
large group waited there, mounted and on foot. Neil noticed knights among them, al wearing livery of
black and deep sea-green trimmed in bronze. He didn’t know whose colors they were, and they bore no
devices.

"Sir Fail!" aman caled out, asthey gpproached. Raising his hand in greeting, he rode out of the circle.
He was unarmored, aman of middle years, hisauburn hair held with aplain gold circlet, clearly afdlow
of some importance. Sir Fail dismounted, and so Nell did, too, as the newcomer aso swung down from
his horse, a handsome white Galléan stalion with a peppering of dark spots on hiswithers and muzzle.

"You old de Liery warscow! How areyou?'

"Right well, Your Mgesty."

Neil’ s knees went suddenly weak.

Majesty?

"Well, I'mwdl pleased to see you here," the fellow went on easily. "Wl pleased!”

"I'mglad | found you! | would' ve been going up to an empty paace, right now, if it weren't for my young
squire, here. May | present him to you?"

Theking's eyesturned on Neil, suddenly, lamps whose light seemed both intense and weary. "By all
means”



"Your Mgesty, thisis Neill MegVren, ayoung man of many talents and great deeds. Nell, thisisHis
Magesty William 11 of Crotheny."

Neil remembered to drop to one knee and bowed so low his head nearly hit the ground. "Y our Mgesty,”
he managed to croak.

"Rise up, young man,” theking said.
Nel cameto hisfeet.

"He salikdy looking lad,” the king said. "Squire, you say? Thisthe fellow I’ ve heard so much about, the
lad from the battle of Darkling Mere?’

"Itis, Sire”
"Wdll, Nell MegVren. W€ |l have some talks about you, | expect.”

"But not now," a prim-looking young woman said, sdling up on the back of a ddicate-looking bay. She
nodded to Neil, and he felt an odd sense that they had met before. Something about her hazel eyes was
familiar, or almost s0. She was a severe beauty, with high cheekbones and glossy hair severa shades
browner than chestnut.

"Thisday isfor Elseny, and none other," the woman went on. "But I’ [l wish agood day to you—Nell
MeqgVren, isit?'

It took Neil an open-mouthed moment or two to redlize she was presenting her hand. He took it, albeit
belatedly, and kissed theroya signet ring.

"Your Mgesty," he said. For thiswas surely the queen.
A laugh trickled through the group, at that, and Neil redized he had made amistake.
"Thisismy daughter Fastia, now of the house Tighern,” the king said.

"Hush your laughing, dl of you," Fastiasaid sernly. "Thisman isour guest. Besides, it’ s clear he knows
royd qudity when he seesit, at least.” Her smilewas brief, more of atwitch, redly.

At about that moment, another young woman cameflying into Sir Fail’sarms. He whirled her around and
she shrieked ddlightedly.

"Elseny, what asight you are!” the old man said, when he managed to step back from her.

Neil had to agree. She was younger than Fastia—seventeen, or thereabouts—and her hair was raven
black, not brown. Where Fastia had a hardness to her beauty, this one had eyes aswide and guileless as
achild.

"It's 0 perfect to see you today, Granuncle Fall! Y ou came for my birthday!"

"That part wasthework of thesaints," Fail said. "Surely they smileon you.”

"And who isthisyoung fellow you’ ve brought us?" Elseny asked. "Everyone has met him but me!”
"Thisismy charge, Nell MegVren."

Neil’ sface grew warmer and warmer at all of the atention.



Elseny was clad outlandishly in acolorful silk gown e aborately embroidered with flowers and twining
vines, and she wore what |ooked for al the world like insect wings sprouting from the back. Her hair was
taken up in complicated tiers, and each level had adifferent sort of flower arranged init: hundreds of tiny
violetson thefirg, red clover next, pae green sAflilies, to acrown of white lotus.

Like Fastig, she offered her hand. "Granuncle,”" she said, as Neil kissed her ring. "Redlly! Today I’ m not
Elseny, you should know! | am Meresven, the queen of the Phay."

"Ohmy! | should have known. Of courseyou are.
"Have you cometo be knighted?' Elseny asked Neil, quite suddenly.
"Ah—itismy greatest desire, Princess—| mean, Your Mgesty.”

"Well. Cometo my court, and | will certainly make you aknight of Elphin." Shefluttered her eyesand
then, quite swiftly, seemed to forget him, turning back to Fail and taking hisarm. "And now, Uncle," she
sad. "You must tel mehow my cousinsin Liery fare! Do they ask after me? Have you heard | am

engaged?'
"And hereismy son, Charles," theking said, once it was clear Neil’ sintroduction to Elseny was done.

Neil had noticed Charles peripheradly when they first rode up. He had seen such men before, grown adult
in length and breadth but with the manner of achild. The eyeswere the sgn—roving, curious, oddly
vacant.

At the moment, Charles was talking to aman clothed from neck to foot in garish robes that looked asiif
fifteen different garments had been torn, mixed, and patched back together. On hishead sat an
improbably broad-brimmed, floppy hat hung with slver bellsthat jangled as he walked dong. It was so
large, infact, the fellow resembled awalking hat.

"Charles?' the king repested.

Charleswas alarge man with curly red hair. Neil felt alittle chill when the saint-touched stare found him.
"Hello," Charlessaid. "Who are you?' He sounded like achild.

"I'm Nell MegVren, my lord,” Neil said, bowing.

"I’'mthe prince," the young man said.

"That isclear, my lord.”

"It smy sster’ shirthday, today."

"I’ve heard that."

"ThisisHound Hat, my jester. HE' s Sefry.”

A face peered up a him from beneath the hat, aface whiter than ivory with eyes of pale copper. Nell
stared, amazed. He had never seen a Sefry before. It was said they would not venture upon the sea.

"Good day to you," Neil said, nodding to the Sefry, not knowing what elseto say.

The Sefry put on amaliciouslittle smile. He began to sing and caper alittle, the huge hat wobbling.



"Good day to you , Sir!

Or not-a-Sir

For | can see

No rose on thee

Pray, in your land

Or far-off strand

Do you perhaps

Take knightly naps

In pens where pigs and horses craps?
Isthat what marks the warrior there?
Téell us, traveler, ease our care!”

The jester’ s song brought howls of laughter from the crowd. The loudest was Charles, who dapped the
Sefry on the back in hisddight. That sent the jester flying. He tumbled crazily, grasping the corners of his
huge hat and ralling into aball. When he came near someone on foot, they kicked a him, and he tumbled
off in another direction, hooting. Within ingtants, an impromptu game of footbdl, led by the crown prince,
had distracted everyone from Neil, but hisears fill burned from their laughter. Even the king, Fastia, and
Elseny had laughed a him, though thankfully Sir Fail had merely rolled hiseyes.

Neil tightened his mouth, locking areply to the jester insde of it. He didn’t want to shame Sir Fail with
the tongue that had brought him trouble more than once.

"Don’'t mind Hound Hat," Fastiatold him. "He mocks everyone he can. It' s his vocation, you understand.
Here, walk dongside me. | will continue your education on the court. ' Tis plain you need one."

"Thank you, lady."

"We€ re missng asser—my youngest, Anne. She' s sulking down that way—see, that’ s her with the
strawberry hair? And, look, here comes my mother, the queen.”

Nell followed her gaze.

She no longer wore acowl, but Nell knew her in an ingtant, by her eyes, and by her faint smile of
recognition. And now he understood why Fastiaand Elseny had seemed so familiar. They weretheir
mother’ s daughters.

"S0, you roused old Falil," the queen said.
"Maey. Yes, Mgesty." Thistime, hedid knock his head againgt the grass.
"You've met dready?' Fastiaasked.

"I went to the chapedl of Saint Lier," the queen said. "This young man wasthere, praying like apoet. They
teach prayer likethat only on theidands. | knew he must be with Fail."

"Y our Mgedly, please forgive any impertinence | might have—"



The king interrupted Neil. ™Y ou went without an escort? To the docks?'

"My guard was near, and Erren just outside, and | was hooded. Disguised, asit were."
"It wasfoolish, Muriele, especidly in thesetimes.”

"I'msorry if | worried you."

"Worried? | did not know. That’swhat worries, after the fact. From now on you will not go about
without escort. Please.” He seemed to redlize that hisvoice had turned sharp, and camed it. "We'll
discussit later," hesaid. "1 don’t want to welcome Fail and his young guest with afamily quarrel.”

"Speaking of quarrels,” Queen Murie said, "I hope you will al excuse me amoment. | see someone
with whom | need to spesk. Y oung MeqgVren, | apologize for my deception, but it wasworth it to see
your face, just now." Shelooked over at her husband. "I’m going only so far asover there" she said, "if
you wanted to know."

Neil was glad she had switched the object of her conversation so quickly, for he had nothing at al to
reply. Hefet guilty for something he could not name.

"It had to be Fastia,” Annetold Austra as the two girlswalked their horses up the violet-spangled Sleeve.
Theair was thick with spring perfumes, but Anne was too agitated to enjoy them.

"Fagtiaisusudly more direct,” Austra disagreed. " She would have questioned you about the rose, not
taunted you with it."

"Not if she dready knew everything."
"She doesn't know everything,” Austrasaid. "She can't.”
"Who did it, then? L esbeth?"

"She has changed,” Austra pointed out. "Become more political. Maybe she' s changed as much as Fastia
has, but we just don’t know it yet."

Anne consdered that for amoment, shifting her seat abit. She despised riding Sidesaddle—or dide
saddle, asit ought to be caled. She dwaysfet asif shewasjust about to dip off. If sheand Austrawere
aone, shewould switch in an ingtant to amore natura mode of riding, underskirts be damned.

But they weren't aone. Half the noblesin the kingdom were riding up the gently risng field.
"I can't believe that. Lesbeth wouldn't betray me any more than you would.”

"Y ou suspect me?" Audtraasked indignantly.

"Hush, you stupid girl. Of course not. That' swhat | just said.”

"Oh. Wdl, who, then? Who has akey to your rooms? Only Fastia."

"Maybe she forgot to lock the door."

"| doubt that," Austrasaid.

" do, too. Still—"



"Your mother."
"That’ strue. Mother certainly has akey. But—"
"No. Here comes your mother."

Annelooked up and, with asudden dismayed prickling, redized it wastrue. Muriele Dare née de Liery,
Queen of Crotheny, wastrotting her black Vitellian mare away from her retinue and toward Anne and
Austra.

"Good morning, Austra,” Muride said.
"Morning, Your Magesty."
"I wonder if | might ride with my daughter for afew moments. Alone."

"Of course, Your Mgesty!" Austraimmediately switched her reins and trotted off, leaving only an
apologetic and worried glance. If Anne wasin trouble, odds were good that Austrawas, too.

"Y ou girls seem agitated about something thismorning,” Muriele observed. "And you aren’t riding with
theroyd party.”

"l had abad dream,"” Annetold her. It was part of the truth, at least. "And no onetold uswe had to ride
with theroyd party.”

"That’ s ashame about the dream. I’ ll have Fastia bring you some fennage teatonight. I’ s said to keep
Black Mary away."

Anne shrugged.

"I think thereé smoreto it than bad dreams, however. Fastia believesthere is adeeper cause in your
agitation.”

"Fagtiadoesn’t likeme," Annereplied.

"On the contrary. Y our sister lovesyou, aswell you know. She just doesn’t approve of you dl of the
time, aswell she shouldn't.”

"All sorts of people disapprove of me," Anne muttered.

Her mother searched her with her jade-green gaze. "Y ou are aprincess, Anne. Y ou have yet to take that
serioudy. In childhood, it isforgiven—for atime. But you' ve entered into your marriagesble years, and it
iswell past timefor you to give up childish behavior. Y our father and | were both terribly embarrassed
by the incident with the greft of Austgarth—"

"Hewas adisgusting old man. Y ou can’t expect me—"

"Heisagentleman, and more, hisdlegianceis of the utmost importanceto us. Y ou find the well-being of
your father’ s kingdom disgusting? Do you know how many of your ancestors have perished for this
country?*

"That' snot fair."

"Fair? We are not like normal people, Anne. Many of our choices are made for us by our birth."



"Lesbeth ismarrying for lovel”

Muridle shook her head. "Ah, thisiswhat | feared, and what Fastiafeared, aswdl. Hersis afortunate
match, but Lesbeth knows no more of love than you do."

"Oh, yes, Mother, asif you know the dightest thing about love!" Anne exploded. "All of Eden knows
Father spends more time with the lady Gramme than ever he did in your chambers.”

Her mother could move quickly, at times. Anne never saw the dap coming until her face was aready
dinging fromit.

"Y ou have no ideawhat you' re talking about,” Muriele said, her voice low, flat, and as dangerous as
Anne had ever heard it.

Tearswelled in Anne seyes and her throat swelled. | will not cry, shetold hersdlf.

"Now. Listen to me. There are three young men here today, all comely after afashion. Areyou ligening?
They are Wingan Kathson of Aviham, William Fullham of the Winston Baronet, and Duncath
MegAvhan. Any of them would be a good match. None of them are disgusting old men. | expect you to
entertain each, do you understand? They have come soldly to meet you."

Annerodein sullen slence.

"Do you understand?" Muriele repeated.

"Yes How will | know them?'

"You will beintroduced, never fear. It isarranged.”

"Very wdl. | understand.”

"Anne, thisisdl for your own good."

"How fortunate that someone should know what is good for me."

"Don’'t beabrat. Thisisyour sister’ s birthday. Put on a happy face—if not for me, then for her. And for
my sake, let us have an end to our arguments, please?' Muriele smiled the cold little smile that Anne
never trusted.

"Yes, Mother."

But insde, despite the dap that till burned her face, Anne’ s heart fdt lighter. Her mother didn’t know
about Roderick.

But someone knew, didn’t they? Someone had found her rose.
For amoment, shewondered if it had to do with Roderick at al. He hadn't been in the dream.

"What' sthis?' amae voice piped in, from the sde. "Thetwo loveliest women in the kingdom, riding
without escort?’

Anne and Muriele both turned to greet the newcomer.
"Hello, Robert," Muridesad.

"Good morning, dear Sster-in-law. How lovely you are! The dawn was dow today, fearing to compare



withyou."
"How nice of you to say," Muridereplied.

Ignoring her cool tone, Robert switched his attentionsto Anne. "And you, my dear niece. What a
stunning cregture you' ve become. | fear this birthday party might become a daughterground of young
knights jousting over you, if we don't provide restraint.”

Anne amost blushed. Uncle Robert was a handsome man, fit, wide shouldered, dim waisted. Hewas
dark, for aDare, with black eyes and a smal mustache and beard that perfectly fit his sardonic manner.

"Best worry about Elseny,” Annereplied. "She' sfar the more beautiful, and it is, after al, her birthday."

Robert trotted his horse over and took Anne' shand. "Lady," he said, "my brother has three beautiful
daughters, and you arein no way the least of them. If some man has said this, tell me hisnameand | shall
seetheravens pecking at his eyes before nightfall.”

"Robert," Muridle said, ahint of irritation in her voice, "do not flatter my daughter so unmercifully. It snot
good for her."

"I spesk only thetruth, Muriele dear. If it soundsflattering, well, | hope | will beforgivenfor it. But redly,
whereisyour bodyguard?’

"There," Muride said, waving her hand to where the king and his retinue made their way dong. "1 wanted
to speak to my daughter aone, but they are there, and quite alert, | assureyou.”

"I hope | haven't interrupted anything. Y ou seemed serious.”

"Actudly,” Annereplied—brightly, she hoped—"we were talking about Lesbeth’ s upcoming wedding.
Isn'tit exciting?' Too late, she saw thewarning in her mother’ seyes.

"What' sthat?' Robert’ s voice suddenly had a certain coldnesstoit.
"Lesbeth,” Annesaid, alittleless certainly. " She asked Father’ s permission last night.”

Robert smiled briefly, but hisforehead was creased. "How odd that she didn’t ask mine. Goodness! It
seemsthe joke has been on me!”

"Shewasgoing to tell you today,” Muride said.

"Wdl. Perhaps 1’ d best go find her and give her the opportunity. If you will excuse me, ladies.”
"Of course," Muride said.

"Remind Lesbeth that she promised to see metoday!" Anne shouted, as her uncle rode off.
They continued silently for amoment or two.

"Y ou should perhaps be more careful about what you let drop,” Muriele said. But somehow shedidn’t
sound angry any longer.

"|—the whole castle knows by now. | thought she would have told her own brother.”
"Robert has dways been very protective of Lesbeth. They are, after dl, twins"

"Yes. That' swhy | thought he would know."



"It does't dwayswork likethat."
"| seeit does’t. May | ride with Austra, now?"

"Y ou should join theroya party. Y our granuncle Fail is here—Oh, it looks like he' sridden off with your
father. Very well, you may be standoffish if you wish. Tonight you must be sociable, however. And you
must be agreeable at your sster’ sfestival.” She pulled her reins and started off. She cast back over her
shoulder. "And stay proper on your horse, you hear me? Today of al days."

The Sleeve curved and rose gradudly to the top of Tom Woth, abroad-topped hill that looked down on
the reaches of the city east, and upon itstwin, Tom Cast west. There was erected an open-sided pavilion
of brilliant yellow sk, flying the banner of the bee and the thistle, the imaginary standard of Elphin.

An enormous flord maze surrounded the pavilion. Itswalls conssted of close-planted sunflowers and
pearly nodding-heads. Up and about those substantial stalks crept scarlet trumpet vines, morning glories,
and blossoming sweet peas. Courtiers were dready dismounting and making their way into the labyrinth,
laughing and giggling. From someplace in the maze a delicate music played on hautboy, croth, great harp,
and bdlls.

Austraclapped her hands. "1t looks deightful, don’t you think?"

Anneforced agmile, determined to enjoy hersdf. Things, after al, could be much worse, and the festiva
atmosphere was infectious.

"Very," shesad. "Mother’ s outdone hersdlf, thistime. Elseny must be positively burgting.”
"Areyouwd|?" Austraasked, dmost guiltily.
"Yes. | don't think Mother knows about Roderick, either. Maybe | tore up the flower, in my deep.”

Austra seyes grew round. "Y ou have done such things! Y ou used to walk about, perfectly unaware of
anyone trying to speak to you. And you mumble and mutter most constantly.”

"That must beit, then. | think we are safe, my dear friend. And now | need only entertain three young
fellows, and everyone will think well of me."

"Except Roderick.”

"| shal makethat up to him later inthe day. Y ou'll make the arrangements?’
"Of course | will."

"Wdll, then. Dare we enter Elphin?’

" think we so dare!"

They dismounted and approached an archway that had been erected at the entrance of the maze. On
ether sde stood two men wearing chain mail made of daisies. Anne recognized them as players from the
household troop.

"Fair ladies," one said, in high manner. "What seek you, here?'

"Why, an audience with the queen of Elphin, | suppose," Anne said.



"Milady, betwixt you and that glorious queen liethe twisty courts of the phay, full of beauty and deadly
danger. In dl candor, I cannot admit you without you be accompanied by atrue knight. | implore you,
chooseone”

Anne followed his pointing finger, to where anumber of boys stood dressed as knights. They wore
outlandish armor of paper, fabric, and flowers. Their hedmsformed into masks, so it was difficult to tell
who they were.

Anne strode over to them, and they formed aline. It took only afew momentsfor her to be sure that
Roderick was't among them.

"Which one?' she said doud, tapping her chin. "What do you think, Austra?"
"They dl look quite brave, to me."
"Not brave enough. | have another in mind. Y ou, sir knight of the green lilies, lend me your sword.”

Obediently, the young man handed her hiswegpon, which was, in fact, awillow wand painted in gilt and
furnished with aguard of lacquered magnolia petds.

"Very good. And now your hem."

He hesitated there, but she was, after dl, aprincess. He removed the masked helm to reveal ayoung,
somewhat homely face she didn’t recognize. Anne leaned up and kissed his cheek. "1 thank you, sir
Elphinknight.”

"Milady—"

"May | have your name?'

"Uh—Wiilliam Fullham, milady."

"Sir Fullham, you will save adance for me, when we reach the queen’ s court?'

"Of course, milady!"

"Wonderful." And with that, she donned his helm and marched back to the guards.

"I hayt Sr Anne," she proclaimed, "of the Bitter Bee clan, and | will escort the lady Austrato the queen.”
"Very well, Sr Anne. But beware. The Briar King is said to be about.”

When he said it, something went wrong in Anne’ sbdly, asif she had stepped off of something higher
than she thought it was, and theimage of her dream flashed behind her eyes—the field of black roses, the
thorny forest, the hand reaching for her.

She staggered for amoment.
"What' swrong?' Austraasked.
"Nothing,” Annereplied. "It' sjust the sun.”

With that, she entered the maze.



CHAPTER TEN
The Taff

Aspar left Tor Scath before dawn, departing the King's Road and striking across the uplands of Brogh'y
Stradh, through meadows blazing with red clover, lavender weed, and pharigolds. He found the Taff near
its headwaters, surprisng asmal herd of aurochs stamping the stream bank into amusky quagmire. They
watched him with suspicious eyes as he, Ogre, and Angdl picked their way through the twisty maze of
ancient willowsthat surrounded and canopied their watering place. Thewild cattle smell followed him
downstream, long after the bellows of the bulls faded.

Everything seemed well, but it wasn’t. He was more certain now than ever. It wasn't just the things
Symen had told him.

Y es, he believed some of the old man’ s babblings. Ultimately, the knight was trustworthy when it cameto
reporting what he had seen. The dead bodies, the mutilations, the strange absence of wounds all were
undoubtedly true, though Aspar wanted to see for himsdlf.

The res—qgreffyns, the Briar King, and the like—that part hedidn’t trust.

Though Symen’ s speculations were lessthan religble, it was something in Aspar himself that worried him.
The night before, on the road when he' d been trying to scare the young priest-to-be, he'd dmost
frightened himsdlf, dmost imagined that the wild soul-hunt had redlly fallen upon them—despite that he
had aways known, in his head, that it was merely Symen and hisdogs.

Something was out there, and he didn’t know what. For al his babbling about greffyns and Briar Kings,
neither did Symen. And that was the worrisome thing, the not knowing.

Ogrewas skittish, hisears pricking dl of the time, and twice shying—Ogre, shying—at nothing a all.
And 0, by degrees, Aspar prepared himsdlf for what he would find on Taff Creek.

Thebodieslay like aflight of birds broken by some strange wind, scattered around their unfinished nests.
Hetied his horses a safe distance away and went on foot among them.

They had been dead for days, of course. Their flesh had gone black and purple, and their staring eyes
had sunk into their heads, asif they wereredly carved from pumpkins, then left too long in the sun. That
shouldn’t have been. The ravens should have picked their eyeslong ago. There should be worms, and
the gtink of putrefaction.

Instead he smdled only autumn leaves.
It was as Symen had described; they had smply dropped dead. Which might mean...
Helooked around.

Seothen—sedoi, the priestling had called them—were usudly on high ground, but not always. If the
church built fanes on them, there were paths, but as the boy said, few of the sedoi in the King's Forest
were used by the church, though until last night Aspar had never thought to wonder why. He'd only
known that the church didn’t bother with most of them.

Somebody was bothering with them, though.

Hefound it on alittle hillock, not far from the stream, aided by its smdll of rotting flesh and the croaking



of ravens. Thefaneitself wasamost gone, afew rocks il holding the shape of an ancient wall and an
dtar stone. But on the trees encircling it, the bodies of men, women, and children had been nailed up by
the hands and feet. They had been split open from sternum to crotch and their intestines pulled like ropes
about the fane, forming a sort of enclosure. The big muscles of their arms and legs had been flayed open,
too.

This near, the smell was amost enough to make him retch. Unlike thosein thefield, these corpses were
rotting, and the treeswere full of man-fatted corbies. A few bodies had aready parted from their limbs,
upsetting the unholy architecture of the murderers.

Down the hill, Ogre whinnied, then snorted. Aspar recognized the tone and, turning his back on the
ghastly tableau, hurried back.

He stopped till as he neared the horses and saw, in the tangle by the stream, an eye the size of a saucer.

Therest of it wasdl guessing, lost in the mosaic shadows of the forest. But it was watching him, of that
he was certain. And it was big, big enough to have made the print he had seen by Edwin’s Brooh. Bigger
than Ogre.

He exhded softly, and as he inhaded again, he reached for the quiver on hisback, pinched one of the
black-fletched arrows in three callus-hardened fingers, and drew it out. He lay it on his bow.

The eye shifted, and afew leaves stirred. He saw a beak, black and curving and sharp, and wondered if
he was dead aready, just from having caught its gaze.

He couldn’t remember that much about greffyns. They didn’t exist, and Aspar White had never paid
much attention to thingsthat didn’t exist. But there it was. And it had killed the squatters without touching
them. Somehow.

Why wasit still here? Or had it gone and returned?
He brought the wegpon up, asthe greffyn nosed into the clearing.

Its head was vaguely eagldlike, asthe old storiestold, though it wasflatter than that. It had no feathers,
but was scaled in black and dark, iridescent green. A mane of what looked like coarse hair began &t its
neck. Itsforeparts were thickly muscled, ox-size but sinuous. It moved like abird, jerky, but fast and
sure. He would get one shot. He doubted very much that it would be enough.

Heamed for the eye.

The greffyn cocked its head, and he saw something in it then he had never seeninan animd.
Congderation, caculation.

Digdain.

He drew the bow. "Come on, then, you mikel rooster,” he growled. "Come or go, it makes no never
mind to me, just do one or the other."

It crouched, like acat preparing to spring. Everything went still. The bowstring cut into hisfingers, and
the scent of theresin onit tickled hisnose. He smdlled leaf mold and chestnut blossoms and
woodsmoke—and it . Animal, yes, but aso something like rain hitting the hot rocks around a campfire.

It uncoiled like asnake gtriking, bounding up and out, ablur. DespiteitsSize, it was the fastest living thing
he had ever seen. It tore across the meadow at aright angle to him, south. In two eye blinks it was gone.



He stood for along moment, marveling, wondering if he could have hit it, glad enough that it hadn't come
down to that.

Glad that its gaze was't enough to kill.

Then hisfeet wobbled out from under him. The forest floor came up to smack hisface, and he thought he
heard Dirty Jesp somewhere, laughing her silky, condescending laugh.

He awoke to fingers brushing his face and a soft murmuring. He reached for hisdirk. Or tried to—his
hand didn’'t move,

I’'mtied up, hethought. Or nailed to a tree.

But then he opened his eyes and saw Winna, the hostler’ s daughter from back in Colbadly.
"What?' he mumbled. Hislipsfelt thick.

"Did you touch one of them?' she asked. "I can’t find any sign, but—"

"Wheream 7"

"Where| found you, near the Taff, right by where dl that poor boy’ skin lie dead. Did you touch one of
the bodies?'

"No."
"What' swrong with you, then?'
| saw a greffyn.” | don't know," hetold her. He could move his hands now, alittle. They weretingling.

"The boy died,” she said. "That purple hand of his—hiswhole arm turned black. It wasn't abruise. It
started after he tried to shake his mother awake."

"I didn’t touch any of them. Can you help me sit up?'
"Areyou sure?'
"YS."

She held up her own hands, showing angry red marks on the fingers and pams. "I got thisfrom washing
hiswounds. It hurt that night, but | gave it no mind. By midday after you left, | wasblistered.”

Cold seeped up Aspar’ s back as he remembered Symen’s missing fingers. "We' ll need to find you a
leic," hesad.

Winnashook her head. "I saw Mother Cilth. She gave me an ointment and told me the poison was too
wesk to do mered harm." She paused. " She aso told me you needed me."

He gtarted to deny that last, but awave of dizziness overcame him.

Winnagot around behind him, reached her small arms up under his, and lifted. He felt wesk, but between
the two of them, they managed to get him scooted against atree so he could stay up.

She felt soft, and she smelled good. Clean.



"| thought you were dead,” she said, voice low.
"Y ou followed me here?

"No, you great foal, | conjured you back to Colbaely with my avish broom-handle. Y es, of coursel
followed you. | was afraid you would touch the bodies, and catch whatever shinecraft killed them.”

Helooked up at her. "Scesat. Y ou followed me here alone? Do you know how dangerous that was?
Even on agood day, there' s cutthroats and beasts, but now—wasn't it you warning me that theforestis
different now?'

"And was't it you who scoffed at mefor sayin’ it? Y ou' reready to admit | wasright?'
"That’ s not the point,” Aspar snapped. "The point isyou could have been killed."

Winna s eyebrows lowered dangeroudy. "Aspar White, you' re not the only one who knows athing or
two about the King's Forest, at least hereabouts. And which of uswasdmogt killed? It might aseasily
have been awolf or abandit that found you asit was me, and then you would' ve dept through your own
desth."

"The samewoalf could have found you."

She uttered aterse laugh. "Y es, and been too fat on holter-flesh to catch me. Aspar White, isthis you
wadting bresth on something already done?!

He had aresponse to that, he was sure of it, but then another bout of sickness came over him, and it was
al he could do not to vomit.

"You did touch one!" she said, her ire suddenly replaced by concern.

He shook hishead. "I stopped by Tor Scath. Sir Symen found some dead like this, and lost two fingers
for touching them. Why—why didn’t y’ send someone? Y ou shouldn’t have come yoursdf, Winn,
whatever that old witch Cilth told you."

Sheregarded him for along moment.
"You'reafool, Aspar White" she said.
And then she kissed him.

"That'senough firewood, | think," Winnasaid, when Aspar returned with his fourth armload.

"l supposeitis" he said. He stood there awkwardly for amoment, then nodded to the rabbits roasting
on spitsover asmdl fire. "Those smdll good.”

"They do."
"Well. | should—"

"Y ou should sit there and tell me what happened. I’ ve never seen you like this, Asp. Y ou seem... well,
not frightened, but as closeto it as I’ ve known you to come. First | find you laid out like adead man,
then you want to ride at neck-breaking speed until it's almost dark. What killed those people, Aspar? Do
you think it’ s after us?'



You left something out, there, Aspar thought to himsdlf, remembering the touch of her breeth on his.
Something that’ s muddying my thoughts considerably. He stood for a heartbeat longer, then took a
Seat acrossthefire from her. "1 saw something.”

"Something? Somekind of anima ?'

"Something that ought not to be."

She spread her hands and shrugged, asilent go on?

"The Sefry had children’ s stories about them. Maybe you heard them, too. About greffyns.”
"Greffyns? 'Y ou think you saw agreffyn? A lion, with an eagle’ s head and wings, and dl?'

"Not exactly likethat. | didn’t see any wings, or feathers. But someone as saw this might describe it that
way. It waslike abig cat, and it had abesk. It acted something likeabird."

"Wll, they’ re supposed to hate horses. And lay golden eggs, | think. And wasn't there astory about a
knight who tamed oneto ride?"

"Do you remember anything about poison?’

"Poison?No, | don't." She brightened. "Could it have been abasil-nix? They were supposed to be
poison, remember? So poison they could hide in atree and the fruit of the tree would kill whoever ateit.”

"That’ sit. That’swhat | wastrying to remember. Winna, whatever | sasw—uwhat it touches, dies.”

"And what touches whatever it touches, too, it would seem.” Suddenly her face scrunched in horror. "It
didn’t touch you, didit?"

"No. It looked at me, that’ sdl. But even that took itstoll. Or it might have been poison vapor, inthe air.
| wat not. That'swhy | wasin such ahurry to leave, to get you away from there.”

"Where do you think it came from?"

"I don’'t know. From the mountains, maybe." He shrugged. "How did they kill them, in the stories?"
"Aspar. No."

"l haveto find it, Winn. Y ou know that. I'm the holter. Maunt it."

"Maunt it yoursalf: How can you kill something you can’t even look at? How do you know it can be
killed?'

"Anything can bekilled.”

"That'sjust like you. Three days ago you didn’t even believe such a creature existed. Now you know for
certainyou cankill it."

"l havetotry," he said stubbornly.
"Of courseyou do," she said disgustedly. She turned the rabbits a bit.

"Areyou sorry | kissed you?' she asked suddenly. Her face flushed red when she said it, but her voice
was strong.



"Ah... no. | jus—" Heremembered how her lips had felt, the warm taste of them, the brush of her cheek
againg his, her eyesso close.

"I won't doit again," shewent on.
"No, | wouldn't expect you to."

"No, next timeyou haveto kiss me , Aspar White, if there’ sgoing to be any kissing. Isthat clear to
you?”

Clear? No, not one damned bit! he thought.

"Welic, it' sclear," helied. Did that mean she wanted him to come kiss her now , or that she thought it
was amistake?

One thing certain—in the soft light of the fire shelooked very kissable.
"Therabbitsareready,” she said.
"Good. I'm hungry.”

"Come on then." She handed him one of the spits. The coney was still sizzling when he bitintoit. For a
while he had the perfect excuse not to talk, or kiss, or do anything with his mouth but chew. But when he
was down to greasy bones, the silence started becoming uncomfortable again.

"Winna, do you know the way to Tor Scath? It’slessthan aday east of here.”
"l know whereitis"

"Could you makeit there on your own? 1 don't like asking it, but if | take you al the way there and then
comeback, I'm afrad | might losethe greffyn’strail .

"I’m not going to Tor Scath.”

"It stoo far back to Colbaely with things like that roaming the woods. In fact—" He broke off. The
greffyn hadn’t had hands, had it? How would it nail peopleto trees and make a corra from their
intestines?

"Infact, I'm not thinking clear. I'll take you to Tor Scath. The greffyn’ strail will keep.”

"Aspar, if you tekemeto Tor Scath, I'll dip off first chance | get, and I'll follow you again. If you take
me all theway back to Colbadly, I'll do the same. If you don’t want me wandering the woods aone,
you' |l take me with you, and that’ sthat.”

"Takeyou with me?'

"If you' refool enough to hunt thisthing, 1 won't let you hunt it aone."
"Winna—"

"It'snot an argument,” shesaid. "It sfact.”

"Sceat! Winna, this monster isthe most dangerousthing I’ ve ever heard of, much less seen. If | haveto
worry about you aswell asme—"

"Thenyou'll bethat much more careful, won't you? Y ou' Il think more carefully before doing something



fooligh."
"l sadno."

"And | sadit’snot an argument,” Winnafinished. "Now—uwe can talk about something € se, something
more pleasant, or we can get some deep and an early start. Which will it be?!

Aspar stirred thefirewith the tip of the greasy skewer. Nearby, Ogre grumbled something.
"Do you want thefirst watch, or the morning?" he asked findly.
"Morning," she said immediately. "Throw methat blanket. And don't fail to wake me."

Minutes later she was adeep. Aspar shouldered his bow and walked out of the circle of light. He had
taken them back into the Brogh y Stradh, and a short distance avay one of the many upland meadows
showed through the trees. He stepped to the edge of it and regarded the rising moon. It was huge and
orange, three-quartersfull. A nightbird caled to it, and Aspar shivered.

He had loved the forest at night, found leaves the most restful bed in the world. Now the dark felt likea
cavefull of vipers. He remembered the greffyn’ seye, itsawful disdain. How did you kill something like
that? Would the young priest have known? Probably not, and even if hedid, it wastoo late. HE d bea
day’ stravel toward d' Ef by now.

Would that Winnawere that far away.
Would that she had never found him.

No matter how earnestly hetold himsalf that, it still felt like alie. Disgusted, he turned his back to the
evil-looking moon and returned to the edge of the firelight and Winna' s dow, regular breathing.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Widdershins

By thetime they had reached the festival grounds, Fastiahad filled Nell’ s head with the names of so
many lords, ladies, retainers, grefts, archgrefts, margrefts, marascahs, snescahs, earls, counts, landfroas,
andvats, barons, and knights he feared it would burst. He spent most of his time nodding and making
noisesto let her know he waslistening. Meanwhile, Sir Falil, till speaking with the king, drew farther and
farther away. Therest of theroya party outpaced them until only he and Fastiaand afew of the
devicdessknights were | eft.

When they reached the hilltop, with its gaudy and bewildering collection of tents, plant growth, and
costumed servants Fastia, too, excused hersalf. "1 need to speak to my mother," she explained. "Details
about the celebration. Do try to enjoy yoursdlf.”

"I will, Archgreffess. My degpest thanksfor your conversation.”

"Itislittleenough,” Fastiasaid tiffly. "It srare we get a breath of fresh air in this court, and well worth
breathing it when it comes along.” She began to ride away, then paused, turned her horse back, and
brought her head quite near his, so that he could smdll the cinnamon perfume shewore. "There are others
in the court you haven't met. | pointed out my uncle, Robert? My father’ s brother? My father hastwo
ggers, aswell. Lesbeth, the duchess of Andemeur, and Elyoner, the duchess of Loiyes. You'll find the



first sweet-tempered and pleasant in conversation. Elyoner | advise you to avoid, at least until you are
wiser. She can be dangerousfor young men like you."

Neil bowed in the saddle. "Thank you again, Princess Fastia, for your company and your advice."
"Aganyou arewelcome." Thistime she rode off without looking back.

That left him aone, which gave himtimetolet it dl sink in, to try to understand the seeming chaos around
him.

And to struggle with the fact that he had actualy met aking. No, not just a king, but the king, the
Anmrath , the Ardrey—the emperor of Crotheny and the kingdomsthat served it, the grestest nation in
the world.

He began abrief prayer of thanksto Saint Lier.

"Look how Sir Bumpkin sitshishorse," someone said, behind him. "Praying to stay in the saddle, Sir
Bumpkin?' Another man guffawed in response. Nell finished his prayer, then looked about to see who
"Sir Bumpkin" might be, and found two of the sable-and-green-clad knights regarding him. The one who
had spoken had a hawkish nose and asmall black beard. His companion was pox-scarred, with chipped
teeth and eyeslike blueice. Nearby, another of the knights started drifting toward them.

"Y ou arewrong on at least one count,” Neil replied. "1 am not titled, and thusno *sir’ of any sort.”
"It'sjust plain Bumpkin, then? A pity," the knight said, pulling thoughtfully at his goatee. " Seeing how
poorly you sit ahorse, | had amind to see how you fal off of one. But | suspect if | watch long enough,
that will happen of its own accord.”

"Havel givenyou offense, Sr?'

"Offense istoo strong aword. Y ou amuse.”

"Well, I’'m happy, | suppose, if | can give such agresat lord as yoursalf amusement,” Nell replied evenly.
"You suppose? Y ou don’'t even know who | am , do you?"

"No, gr. Y ou wear no device."

"Thisbraying idand ass doesn't know who | am, felows."

Thethird knight arrived, ahuge, bearlike man with abristly blond beard. " Sometimes your own mother
pretends she don’t know you ether, Jemmy," he ground out in basstones. "Leavethelad be."

The man Neil gathered to be Jemmy pursed hislips asif to make retort, then laughed. "I suppose | must,”
hesad. "And heis, after al, too far beneath me to muck about with. Go along, Bumpkin." He kneed his
mount, turning dismissvely avay.

"| pray, S, that you do tell meyour name," Nell caled after him.
Thefdlow turned dowly back. "And why isthat, Bumpkin?"
"So when | take the rose and don my spurs| can cal on you.”

The knight laughed, and his companionswith him. "Very wel," hedlowed. "I am Sir James Cathmayl. |
will be happy to kill you, just as soon as you wear the rose. But rumor hasit that you're merely alost



puppy, nipping about the hedls of Sir Fail, with no house, lands, title, or good name. Isit true?’

Nell drew himsdf sraighter. "All but the last. My father gave me this name, and hisfather before him, and
we have faithfully served the Toute de Liery for three generations. MegVren isagood name, and hewho
disputesthat isaliar." He cocked hishead. "And if I’'m of so little count, why are there rumors about me

dready?'

Sir James tweaked his mustache. "Because Sir Fail, however eccentric, is one of the most important men
in the kingdom. Because you spoke to both Hisand Her Mgesty.”

"And becauseit' s said you made three squires of that oaf Alareik Fram Wishilm shit themsalves” the
blond-bearded giant added.

"That, too," Sir James admitted. "Y ou’ re acuriogty, iswhat you are."
"And who are you felows? What lord do you serve?'

Blond-beard chuckled good-naturedly; the other two sneered. "He is ababe, isn't he?' Sir James
grunted, rolling hiseyes. "Who do you think we are, boy?' He didn’t wait for an answer, but turned and
rode away. Poxy-face went with him.

Neil blushed, but stood his ground.
"WEe re the Craftsmen, lad,” Blond-beard said. "The royd bodyguard.”

"Oh." Of course, he had heard of the most famous guard in the land. How stupid that he hadn’t known
their colors. "My agpologies. | should have known, by your very presence around the king."

The blond man shrugged. "Never mind Jemmy. He' s not a bad sort, when you get to know him."
"And may | ask your name, Sir?"

"Why? So you can cdl me out, too?"

"Not at al. I'd like to know the name of the man who showed me kindness."

"Wel. Vargus Farre, a your service. I'm pleased to meet you, and | wish you luck. It'sonly honest to
tell you this, though: I’ ve never heard of an ungentle man being knighted, and if by somemiracleyou are,
you'll know little peace. Y ou'll be seen asan affront, and every knight in the country will bring chalenge
againg you. Take my advice—stay with Sir Fail as his man-at-arms. It will be agood thing for you.”

"I’ll take what the king gives me, and desire no more,” Neil replied. "My only wish isto serve His
Majesty asbest | can.”

Sir Vargus amiled. "Those are words I’ ve heard often enough to render ’ em as meaningless as geese
honking. And yet | think you mean them, don’'t you?'

"l meanthem.”
"Well, then. Saints smile on you. And now | must attend to my duties.”

Nell watched him go, dill feding stupid. He noticed them, now, watching from afar. Even though the king
and Sir Fail looked asif they were done, in fact there was acircle of Craftsmen around them—at a
distance, yes, looking amost uninterested. But when someone moved toward the king, so did they.



He looked for the queen and found her near the edge of the hill, talking to two ladies. There, too, vigilant
Craftsmen kept both their range and their guard.

It was said these men renounced al lands and property upon entering the royal bodyguard. It was adso
said that they felt neither pain nor desire, that none could stand againgt them, that their wegpons had been
forged by giants.

Perhapsthat’ swhy he hadn’t recognized them right away. To Nell, they seemed like any other men.

Alone again, Nell had theleisure to reflect on just how out of place hefelt. In Liery, he had known who
hewas. Hewas Nell, son of Fren, and since the destruction of his clan, the fosterling of Fail de Liery.
More than that, he had been awarrior, and agood one. Even the knights of Liery had recognized that,
and complimented him on it. He had been one of themin dl but title. None had successfully stood against
him in single combat since he was fourteen. No enemy of the de Lierys had ever stood againgt him at dll,
not since that day on the beach.

But what use was he here, in this place of frilly tents and costumes? Where even the mogt civil of the
roya bodyguard spoke to him with such condescension? What could he do here?

Better that he serve the empire as he dways had, asawarrior of the marches, where it mattered little
whether or not one wore arose, and mattered much how one wielded a sword.

Hewould find Fall de Liery and ask him not to recommend him. It was the only sensible course of action.
He looked about and saw Sir Fail break away from the king.

"Come, Hurricane," hetold hismount, "let’ stell him, and hopeit’snot too late.”

But as he turned, he caught a glimpse of the queen. The sight of her held him momentarily.

She was till mounted, silhouetted against the blue sky. Beyond her, the land dropped away to a distant
green, gill misty with morning. A breeze ruffled her hair.

Heredlized he had stared too long, and began to turn, when amotion caught hiseye. It was one of the
Craftsmen, hismount at full gallop, careening across the green toward her, along siver flash of sted in his
hand.

Neil didn’t think but kicked Hurricane into motion. Clearly the knight was rushing to meet some threst.
Frantically, Neil searched with his eyes as he galoped forward, but saw nothing the warrior might be

responding to.

And then he understood. He drew Crow, flourishing her and uttering the piercing war cry of the
MegVrens.

Austragiggled as Anne shooed away some great lout dressed as an ogre, brandishing her willow-wand
sword.

"Thisisfun," themaid said.
"It'sgood of you tell me" Annereplied. "Else | might never have known."
"Oh, foo. You're having fun."



"Maybealittle. But it’ stime we part company, fair lady."

"What do you mean?' Austrasaid. "Y ou are my knight. Who el se shal escort meto the center of the
maze and the Elphin queen’ s court?’

"That isn't your charge, aswell you know. Y ou must find Roderick and direct him to meet me at the fane
of Saint Under."

"In Eden-of-Shadows? That' s—"

"The last place anyone will look for us. And it’snot far from here. Heisto meet methere at dusk. Go
find him, tell him, then find me again in the maze. We shall then proceed to my sster’ s birthday court, and
nonewill bethewiser."

"I don’t know. Fastiaand your mother must be watching us.”

"Amidgt al this? That would be difficult."

"Asdifficult as me finding Roderick."

"I have confidencein you, Austra. Now hurry."

Austrarustled off, and Anne continued through the [abyrinth on her own.

She knew how to work mazes, of course. Some of her earliest memories were of her aunt Elyoner’s
edtate of Glenches, in Loiyes, and the vast hedge [abyrinth there. She had feared it until her aunt
explained the secret. Y ou smply trailed ahand on onewal and walked, aways keeping contact. In that
way you would work through the entire thing. Slow it might be, but not as dow as bumbling confusedly
around in the same corner for four bells.

Shewasin no hurry, but from habit, shetrailed her left hand dong the flord wall.

Meanwhile, children and court dwarves dressed as boghshins and kovads ran by, squeding and making
fierce faces. Many of the court giants were dressed as pig-headed uttins with tusks and green-skinned
trollswith bulging eyes. Hound Hat, her father’ s Sefry jester, tipped his huge brim to her as she went by,
his shadowed face the only flesh visible, the rest of him clad in voluminous robes that swallowed even his
hands.

She hoped Austrawould find Roderick. The kissin the orchard had been far different from that first peck
inthe city of the dead. Or rather, the kisses in the orchard, for she seemed to have lost more than half a
bell, when shewaswith him. It wasn't just thelips, with kissing, as she had awaysimagined. It wasthe
face, s0 close, the eyes so near they could hide nothing if you caught them open.

And thewarmth of bodies—that was alittle frightening. Confusing. She wanted more.
Anne paused, her hand ill onthewall.

Something was different. She seemed to have entered a corner of the maze no one e se had found, not
even the"'mongters’ who were supposed to inhabit it. She had been so deep in thought that she had failed
to take notice. Now, straining her ears, she couldn’t even hear anyoneelse.

Just how big could this maze be?

The flowers had changed, too. The walls here were made of scarlet and white primrose—and they were
denser. She couldn’'t seethrough them at al. In fact, a their bases the slems were quite thick, asif they



had been growing for avery long time. But she had been on Tom Woth in midwinter, and there had been
no trace of amaze. Sunflowers could grow more than head high in afew months, but athick stand of
primrose? That seemed unlikely.

Her breathing quickened.
"Hdlo?' shecdled.
No one answered.

Frowning, Anneturned around, so that her right hand was touching the wall she had been following.
Walking quickly, she retraced her steps.

After ahundred paces or so, shelifted her skirts and broke into arun. The maze was still primroses, now
sunset red, then sky blue or snow white, pink and lavender. No sunflowers or twining peas, no jesters or
goblin-dressed children, no giggling courtiers. Nothing but endless corridors of flowers, and her own
sharp bregthing.

Finally she stopped, trying to stay cam.

Obvioudy shewasn't on Tom Woth anymore. Where was she, then?

The sky looked the same, but something was different. Something other than the maze.

She couldn’t placeit at first, but when she understood, she gasped and, despite herself, began to tremble.

She couldn’t see the sun, which meant it must below in the sky. Y et there were no shadows. Not from
the maze, not from her. She lifted her skirt. Even directly undernegth her, the grasswaslit asuniformly as
everythingdse.

She dapped hersdlf. She pinched hersdlf, but nothing changed.
Until behind her she heard afaint, throaty chuckle.

Time dowed, asit often did for Neil in such moments. The Craftsman’ s horse seemed dmost to drift
toward the queen, its great shanks rippling and glistening like black waters beneath the moon.

The queen hadn’t yet noticed anything unusual, for the black-and-green-clad knight was approaching
from behind her, but Fastiawas facing the oncoming rider, and her face was dowly transforming from
puzzlement to horror.

For the Craftsman’ starget was the queen hersalf. His sword was drawn back, level with hiswaist and
pardld to the ground, in preparation for the strike known as reaper , aimed at kissng Her Mgesty’s
neck and making afountain of her lovely white throat.

In that long, dow moment of calculation, Neil was suspended between possibilities. If the Craftaman
didn’t flinch, Neil would never stop him.

The Craftsman didn’t flinch, but his horse did, seeing Hurricane bearing down so fast. A single hesitation,
lessthan a heartbest, but it was enough.

Hurricane crashed into the other horse’ s hindquarters, striking from the side with such force that it soun
the Craftsman clean around. For this, Neil’ s own decapitating blow went high, but Neil managed to get



his left arm around, and the two stedl-clad men hit with anoise like aton of chain being dropped from a
watchtower onto cobblestones.

Then there was atangle of limbs and no weight, and Nell discovered that there was, indeed, an edgeto
the hill. A very steep dope, and he and the knight were flying out over it likethe clumsest, most
improbable birdsin theworld.

Thunder smote repeatedly asthey hit the grass-dressed hill and bounced, bounced again, and rolled. He
lost hishold and they came gpart. Crow wasn't in his hands anymore. He finally fetched to a stop against
arock, flasheslike anvil sparksfilling hisvison.

Hedidn’t know how long he lay there, but it couldn’'t have been long, because he and the royal
guardsman were gtill done, though the distant hilltop bristled with figures.

Neil got to hisfeet afew breaths before the Craftsman, who lay some ten paces away. Crow, by good
chance, rested halfway between them. Lessfortunately, the knight till held his blade.

Neil didn’'t get Crow up intime, and he had to take that first blow on hisforearm. Sheathed in stedl asiit
was, the heavy blade would still have shattered the bone, but Neil angled it so the blade skidded aside.
Theforce struck like lightning al the way to his hip, and for an ingtant time paused again.

Then Nell lifted Crow, hisbird of daughter, and brought her straight up from the ground, one-handed, a
weak blow, but it struck directly beneath the knight’ s chin. The hem caught it, but his head snapped
back, and now Neil had two hands on his weapon.

He hammered in right, hit the helm again, thistime just about where the man’s ear should be.
Theknight fell.
Neil waited for him to get up.

Hedid, but his hem was deeply dented, and he limped alittle. He was a big man, and by the way he set
hismiddle guard, Neil could tell he knew how to fight without ashield.

The Craftsman struck, coming straight on, feinting ahead cut, dropping to strike under the arm instead. It
waswell done, but Neil saw it coming and took afast, long step to hisright, and the other blade bit only
air. Crow, on the other hand, lifted asif to block the feint, then came back and once again struck the
conical helm, in the same placeit had before.

Thistime, blood spurted from the visor. His foe tottered and fell, trying to curl around his head.

Neil sghed, walked afew steps, and sat down, badly in need of afew deep breaths. It wasn't easy. His
beautiful new armor was stove deeply in from below hisleft arm dl the way to his hip, and he was pretty
sure the ribs underneath were cracked, too.

He heard shouts above him. Too steep for horses. Five Craftsmen were clanging down the dope as best
they could in their armor. Nell lifted Crow again, ready to meet them.

Her gown was of ared so dark it seemed nearly black, and it was hemmed with strange scrolling
needlework that glinted ruby. Over it she wore ablack robe, embroidered in pale gold with stars,
dragons, sdlamanders, and greffyns. Amber hair fell in ahundred braids to her waist. She wore amask of
red gold, ddlicately wrought; one eyebrow waslifted, asif in amusement, and the lips carried aquirk that



was amost a sneer.
"Who are you?" Anne asked. Her voice sounded ridiculousto her ears, quivering like ababy bird.

"Y ou walked widdershins," the woman said softly. "Y ou have to be careful when you do that. It puts
your shadow behind you, where you can’t look after it. Someone can snatch it—like that ." She snapped
her fingers.

"Where are my friends? The court?'

"Where they dwayswere. It' swe who are el sewhere. We shadows.”

"Put me back. Put me back right now. Or..."

"Or what? Do you think you are a princess here?"

"Put me back. Please?"'

"I will. But you mugt listen to mefirgt. It ismy one condition. We have only ashort time."
Thisisa dream, Annethought. Just like the other night.

She drew adeep breeth. "Very well."

"Crotheny must not fdl," the woman said.

"Of courseit shan't. What do you mean?"

"Crotheny must not fal. And there must be aqueen in Crotheny when he comes.”
"When who comes?'

"I cannot name him. Not here, not now. Nor would his name help you."

"There is aqueen in Crotheny. My mother is queen.”

"And so it must remain.”

"Is something going to hgppen to Mother?!

"l don't seethe future, Anne. | see need . And your kingdom will need you. That isblazed on earth and
stone. | cannot say when, or why, but it hasto do with the queen. Y our mother, or one of your
gsers—or you."

"But that’ s stupid. If something happensto my mother, there will be no queen, unlessfather remarries.
And he cannot marry one of his daughters. And if something happensto Father, my brother Charleswill
be king, and whoever he chooses for wife will be queen.”

"Neverthdess. If thereis no queen in Crotheny when he comes, dl islost. And | mean dl. | chargeyou
withthis™

"Why me? Why not Fastia? She' sthe one—"

"Y ou arethe youngest. Thereis power inthat. It isyour trust. Y our respongbility. If you fall, it meansthe
ruin of your kingdom, and of al other kingdoms. Do you understand?”



"All other kingdoms?'

"Do you understand?"

"No."

"Then remember. Remembering will do, for now."

"But |—"

"If you want to know more, seek with your ancestors. They might help you when | cannot. Now go.”

"No, wait. You—" Something startled her, and she blinked. When her eyesfluttered open again, Austra
was standing in front of her, shaking her.

"—nne! What' swrong?" Austra sounded hysterical.

"Stop that!" Anne demanded. "Where did she go? Whereis she?'

"Anne! You werejust slanding there. Staring no matter how hard I’ ve been shaking you!™
"Where did she go? The woman in the gold mask?”'

But the masked woman was gone. Looking down, Anne saw that she had a shadow again.

PART II

DEMESNESOF NIGHT
AND FOREST

TheYear 2,223 of Everon
TheMonth of Truthmen

As the armies of man defeated the Skadloi, the saints defeated the old gods. With their defeat, the
ancient sorceries of the Skasloi were greatly diminished, but not destroyed. It was the
Sacaratum—that most holy crusade that brought the blessings and wisdom of the church to all the
kingdoms of Everon—that finally purified the world of that evil. The only lingering of it are
phantasms that exist in the minds of the ignorant and heretical.

—FROM THE Naration Lisum Saahtum: The Proclamation of Holy Law, REVISED IN 1,407 E.
BY THESENAZMAIMS OF THE CHURCH.

Niwhan scalth gadauthath sa ovil
Seapath at in werlic

Falhath thae skauden in thae raznes
Af sa naht ya sa holt.

Evil never dies

It merely deeps

Shadows hide in the demesnes
Of night and forest.

—INGORN PROVERB



CHAPTER ONE
TheHalafolk

Lightning shattered atree, 0 near that Aspar felt thetingle in the damp soil and smelled the metallic scent
of scorched air. Ogre shivered and Angel shrieked, prancing madly. So did Pie Pony, Winna s horse, so
that she had to knot her free hand in her mane.

Wind rushed through the forest like an army of ghosts on the run, and the ancient trees rattled and
groaned like doomed titans facing the Stormlord. Low thunder rumbled distant, bright coppery claps
nearer. Chariot wheels and whipcracks, hisfather had once caled them, when Aspar was very young.
He couldn’'t remember hisfather’ sface, his name, or dmost anything else, except for that phrase and the
smoky smell of tanned buckskin.

"Shouldn't we get out from under this?' Winnaasked, raising her voice above the approaching sorm.

"Yah," Aspar agreed. "The question iswhere? And the answer is, | don't know. Unlessthere' s squatters
hereabout | don’t know of, there’ s no placeto go."

A chattering swvarm of swalows blew overhead, amost indistinguishable from the leaves caught up in the
furiousair. A raindrop the size of aquall’ s egg spattered against the ground.

Aspar searched the landscape. Two weeks on the greffyn’ strail had taken them deep into the low-lying
fens surrounding the Slaghish River. The Saghish had its headwaters to the south, in the Mountains of the
Hare, which was where the sorm was coming from. If they didn’t find high ground, they would soon
have flood to add to the worry of lightning.

It had been along time since he had been here, and even then he' d just been passing through. Which side
of the valley rose most quickly? In hisrecollection, there was aridge pretty near in one direction, but
leagues away in the other. And he suddenly remembered something el se, too. Something Jesp had told

him, many, many years ago.
"Let’stry thisway," he shouted.
"Theriver?'

"It lookslike we can ford it, here."
"If you say 0."

The water was dready muddy and rough. They dismounted and felt their way across, Aspar fird. At
midstream the water cameto his chest and nearly to Winna s neck. The current quickened noticeably in
the crossing; they wouldn’t be going back over anytime soon.

Acrossthe river they remounted and rode east across the low ground.

A short time later, therain arrived in earnest. Dry ground became scarce as the streams feeding the
Slaghish rose, and Aspar feared he had made a mistake. He worried that they would have to clamber up
atree and cut the horses loose to fend for themselves.

But then, & lagt, the land began to rise, and they started climbing out of the valley. The rain was pounding
now, areentless curtain of gray. Aspar was soaked to the bone, and Winnalooked miserable. The



storm grew more violent, and limbs and whole trees shattered by lightning or wind fell dl around them.

If what Jesp told him was true—and if the years hadn’t dimmed his own memory too much—theridge
ought to be stony, full of caves and shdlters. Even asmall overhang would be welcome.

It was with somerelief that he found the rocky back of theridge. Jesp might have told him honest, then,
which was aways a pleasant surprise. He had loved the old witch, after dl, and after her fashion she had
loved him.

They followed dong the ridge, as overhead the sky went one shade of storm gray to the next darker.
Night wasfdling, and till the tempest gathered strength.

His reckoning was good, though. While there was till just enough light to see, he found ajutting ledge
that overhung ashelter comfortably large for the two travelers and their mounts.

"Thank the saints," Winnasaid. "'l don't think | could have taken another moment of that."

She looked pale and chill. It wasn't so cold outside, but it was cooler than a human body, and rain
washed away al warmth. Aspar unwrapped atarp proofed against water with resin, and drew out adry
blanket.

"Take off your wet thingsand wragp inthis™" hesaid. "I’ll be back."
"Whereareyou going?"

"For firewood."

"Youthink you'll find something in that that will burn?' Her teeth were chaitering.
"Y ah. Change."

"Well, turn your back."

"I'mgoing."

It took awhileto find what he was |ooking for—pine lighter knot, dry wood in the rainshadow of the
rocks, other stuff that would fume but eventudly light. When he had agood armload, and a haversack full
of tinder, he returned to the cave.

By then it was near dark. The worgt of the thunder had moved off, but the wind was still snapping trees.
Winnawatched him slently, tightly wrapped in her blanket, as he nursed flame from the damp wood. He
noticed she had unsaddled the horses and brushed them down.

"Thanks for taking care of Ogreand Angel," he said.
She nodded thoughtfully. "Will we losethetrail ?* she asked.

He shook his head. "The thing about the greffyn’ strail isit gets easier to follow the farther we fal behind
it. Givesthingsmoretimeto die"

"What about the men?'
He hesitated. "Y ou noticed that, did you?"

"Asp, I’'m no tracker, never even hunted, but I’m not afool either. The horse tracks are plain enough,



and | seethere’ s more than one. And boots, now and then."
"Yah"
"Y ou think someone dseisfollowing the greffyn?”

"No. | think someoneistraveling with it." He reluctantly explained histheory about the bodies at the
sedos, the ones clearly killed by men, adding Sir Symen’ s stories of similar murders, aswell.

"Fifteen daysit takesyou to tell methis?' she said.

"l wasn't sure they were with it, at first. The paths cross, part, then come back together.”

"Anything eseyou aren't tdling me?'

"The Sefry think thisisthe work of the Briar King."

She paed further. "Do you bdieve that?' she asked.

"I didn't at first."

"But now you do?"

He hesitated an ingtant too long. "No."

"But that’ sjust you, isn't it, Asp? That would make you gullible, wouldn't it, to admit they might be right.”

"Maybe | should have told you thisfrom the start,” he replied. "Maybe then | could have talked you out
of coming."

"No. Thereyou' rewrong." Her face was set bravely, but he noticed her chin was quivering. He suddenly
had anearly overpowering urge to go fold her into hisarms, keep her warm, tell her he was sorry to be
such a closemouthed bastard, tell her everything would be fine.

"How can you hate the Sefry so, Aspar? When they raised you? When you loved one"

That broke something cold in him, spilled something harsh. "That’ s none of your damned business,
Winna," he rasped ouit.

When he saw the hurt on her face, he couldn’t look at her anymore. He was amogt relieved when she
slently stood and moved to where the horses were. He thought at first she might be crying, but
discounted that. She was tough, Winna, not weepy like some women. Nosy, yes, but not weepy.

He wished he hadn’t snapped, but it was too late now, and gpologizing wouldn't makeit better, would
it?

The sky was il leaden the next day, but the rain was gone, leaving only afog inthe valey below. As
Aspar had expected, the lowlands were flooded and would take several daysto drain. He decided to
continue south aong the ridge; the greffyn’ s path had been going roughly in thet direction anyway.

They came acrossthetdlltdetrail of dead and dying vegetation before midday. Any trace of the
monster’ s human escorts was gone, but he had expected no less.

Asusud, they followed dongsde the poison trail, rather than on it.



"TheBriar King," Winnasad, for thefirst time breaking the frosty silence. "When | lived in Glangaf, we
used to have aBriar King every year—you know, for the spring festival. He broke open the beer casks
and led the dance. He gave us kids sugar candy and presents. When Father moved usto Colbaely to
take my uncl€' sbusiness, they didn’t do that. The old women build wickermen and burn chickensup
ingde of them. They makethe sign of evil if anyone sayshisname.”

"Yah. Colbagly’ s closer to the forest, and itsfolk are mostly from the old stock. Not Virgenyansfrom
over the mountains or steaders from the west. For the old folk, the Briar King is no laughing matter.”

"What do the Sefry say about him?”

Aspar cleared histhroat with some reluctance. "That he was once a prince among the old gods, the ones
who made theworld. That while they al died, he was cursed to live. That hisonly wish isto die, but the
only way for himto dieisto destroy theworld itsalf. The Scaosen, who killed the old gods, managed to
bind him to deep, but every age or so hewakes..." Hefrowned. "Thereisawoman, | kann, and athief
who tried to steal from him who isnow part of the curse. And adoomed knight of some sort. The usual
dlliness. | never paid much attention.”

"I remember hearing that he wakes only when theland isill,” Winnasaid.

"In Dolham town they spell hewakes every year," Aspar grunted. "That he beginsto tossand turnin
autumn, cracks his eyein the dead of winter, then rollsover and falls adegp again by spring. All of the
goriestell adifferent tale. It swhy | don't trust em. If they were true, they ought to say the same thing."

"Not completdly different,” Winnasaid. "They al seemto think it'savery bad thing for him to be awake.”
"Except for your beer-pouring fdlow in Glangaf."

"Even he did some hard things. | remember one fellow who had been judged an adulterer by the town
Comven. The Briar King dumped hog sceat on him, right in the middle of the town square, and then
rooted up hdf his potato crop. Anything the Briar King did to you, you had to bear. After the spring
festival, no one wanted to see him, because that usually meant he was coming to punish someone. And he
had to do it, you see? It was part of the geaslaid on him by being chosen.”

"Odd town, Glangaf. After hisyear was up, what happened to the fellow who was made king?!
"Everyone pretended to forgive him. Usudly they didn’t.”
"How did they decide who the king was each year?"

"The men drew lots. The loser had to beking.”

"Wheredid thetrail go?' Winna asked.

Aspar was asking himsdlf the same question, and he didn't like the answer that was suggesting itself.
They stood facing a dliff of the same crumbling yellow rock that had sheltered them the night before.
Behind it the foothills rose precipitoudy. A stream drizzled from the top of it, pattering into a pool some
twenty pacesin diameter. A stream from the pool continued downhill to the Slaghish lowlands. To the
south, the vague blue outline of the Mountains of the Hare reared up into untroubled clouds.

Thetrail led into the water.



"Don’'t touch it,” Aspar warned.
"I know better,” Winnareplied, as Aspar dismounted and began an examination.

No tracks, no dead fish. Probably the storm had flushed the pool out pretty well. In fact, snce by his
calculationsthey were at least three days behind the beast, he doubted that any of thiswater had been
here when the greffyn was; it was al down in the Siaghish now, on itsway to the Warlock and eventudly
theLier Sea.

Stll, he wanted to be sure. He found ataus dope that let him ascend to the top of the cliff. Therewasno
sgn of the greffyn’ s passage on top.

He went back down.

"It'sin the water?' Winnaasked.

"It went intoit. | don't think it came out." He started stringing his bow.

"Y ou mean you think it drowned?"

"No."

"Then—" She garted backing up.

"Look," he sad, pointing.

On the surface of the pool, water-skaters wove ripple-webs, and small fish chased away from the edge.
"If it was il inthere, thesewouldn't be dive, | don't believe.”

"Unlessit can choose when to kill and when not to. In that caseit might be hiding, waiting for you.”
"l don’t think so. | don’t think the pool isthat deep.”

"What then?'

" Jesp—the Sefry woman who raised me. She used to talk about this place. She claimed therewasa
Haafolk rewn inthesehills”

"Awhat?'
"TheHdafolk livein hidden caves. They cdl ’em rewns.”
"| thought that wasjust phay-story dugt.”

Aspar shook hishead. "If | remember right, this oneis named Rewn Aluth. I’'m guessing Jesp wastelling
thetruth.”

"The Haafolk," Winnarepeated. "Down there."
"Yah. I'll bet there' s an entrance below the water, there. Typica.”
"Y ou—you’ ve been in one of these rewns before?!

He nodded. "Mogt people think the Sefry and the Halafolk are two different people. They aren’t. The
caravaners are the wanderers, the restless ones. But they return home, now and then. When | was a boy,



they took mewith them." He sat on arock and started unlacing his cuirass.
"What are you doing?' Winna asked.

"Those tracks we ve been following—the ones with the greffyn—they could just as easily be Sefry as
humen.”

"Y ou mean you think the two are connected? That the Halafolk are responsible for the killings?'

"All of the dead I" ve seen have been human. We ve been trying to clear the Sefry out of the royd forest
for decades. Maybe they got tired of it."

"If that’ s S0, you can't just go in there yoursdlf. Even if the greffyn doesn't kill you, the Halafolk will. You
need an a'my or something."

"If the king isto send an army, he needs reason. | don't have anything to give him but guesses, yet." His
shirt was off. "Wait here," he said.

The pool was just deeper than hewastall, and clear enough that he had little problem finding what he
was |looking for—arectangular opening in the rock face that led into the hill and dightly down.

He came back up.

"There satunnd,” hesaid. "I’ m going to see whereit goes."
"Becareful .

"I will."

He unstrung and recased his bow and placed it back on Ogre' s saddle along with hisarmor. He made
sure he had his dirk and ax, took severa deep, even bregaths, then a deeper one, and dived.

The tunnel was roomy enough, and smoothed, but he had no trouble pushing himself aong. What hedid
have trouble with was the darkness. Daylight faded quite quickly behind him, as hislungs Sarted to ache.
Heremembered, too late, that the Halafolk were known for making fase entrancesinto their havens.
Traps designed to kill the unwary.

And it occurred to him that tunnel was too narrow to turn around in easily. Could he back out quickly
enough to save hislife?

No, he couldn’t.
He swam harder. Colored spots danced before his eyes.

And then air. Damp and gritty-smelling, but air, and total darkness. He took afew momentsto breathe
before exploring further.

Hewasin another smdl pool, not much larger than the one he had entered. Aspar determined by fed that
it was surrounded by a stone-walled chamber, rough and natural, which seemed to go onin one
direction.

Good enough. He would return the way he had come, get al of his wegpons and some torches, come
back and find out where the passage went. And somehow convince Winnato stay behind. That was
going to be the hard part.



Hewas just thinking that when he heard a splash and agasp of breath behind him. He yanked out his
dirk, holding it between himsdf and the unknown.

"Agpar? Aspar, areyou there?'
"Winna—I told you not to follow me. And keep your voice down!"
"Aspar!" Shedid lower her voice, but he caught the frantic, panicky qudity.

"Jugt after you went in—some men came up, on horses. Three, maybe four. They started shooting
arrowsa me. | didn’t know what to do, [—"

He had been fedling for her the whole time. Now he had her, and at his touch she sumbled through the
water into hisarms, gripping him with more strength than he knew she had. In the dark, it was easy to
grip her back.

"Three or four, you say? Could it have been more?*

"Maybe. It happened fast, Aspar. Ogre and Angdl are ill loose—"
"That' sbest. You did right, Winna Y ou think fast, girl!"

"What now, though? What if they follow me?'

"Were they human or Sefry?"

"l couldn’t seetheir faces very well. They wore cowls.”

"Probably Sefry, then.”

"Saintd That meansthey’ |l come after ud We' re dready in their haven!™

"Probably. Well. We d better not be here when they come through. Take my hand. Fedl with your other,
and with your feet. Try to stay quiet. We'll get through this, Winna Trust me."

"I trust you, Aspar.”
"Good."
Now, hethought, if I only trusted myself. What a hell of a situation.

CHAPTER TWO
D' Ef

"Well, that’sit then," Henne said, turning his sun-browned face toward Stephen and flashing him a
chip-toothed grin.

"What isit?" Stephen asked. He didn’t see anything unusua—just the King’' s Road, the straight,
pale-barked columns of river birch all around, the green riot of cane that marked the edge of the river Ef,
off totheir right.

Henne pointed to aclump of ferns, and after amoment of incomprehension, Stephen redlized they hid a
stone boundary marker. From that point on the King' s Road, atrack that might have been worn by deer



wandered off through the forest.

"Padt that is monastery grounds. The main road comes in from the south, but this || get you there
quicker."

"l don’t see the monastery.”

"Yah. It'saround the base of the hill, I reckon another league. I’ll ride on with you, if you wish."
Stephen bit hislip. He had become more cautious about being alonein the fores, lately.
"They’ll probably feed you at the very leadt, for bringing me dl thisway," hetold the hunter.

"They would at that," Henne said. "But then I” d have to stay and make pleasant with ’em for awhile.
Nothing wrong with that asit goes, but Whitraff village isthree leagues downstream, and | fancy faren
therein timefor Evenbell. They have those pretty sort of peoplein Whitraff, the sort you won't find in a
monagtery, no offenseto you, lad.”

"Oh," Stephen said. "Ah, none taken. And I’ Il manage the last league by mysdf. Thank you much for
your company on thejourney.”

"Nothing toit," Hennereplied. "I’ll probably see you from timeto time. Sir Symen sends someone down
here every now and then to buy cheese and wine, and to make sure dl iswell. | may even stop on my
way back. Maybe you can put in aword for agood price.”

"I'll certainly tell thefratrex of the hospitality | received from the folk of Tor Scath," Stephen promised.
"Good. Farst-thu goth, then," Henne said, turning his mount back toward the King’ s Road.
"Saints keep you," Stephen replied.

A few moments later, for the firgt time since his kidnapping, Stephen found himsdlf one. To hissurprise
it felt good. He sat his horse for amoment, savoring the stillness of the forest. He wondered, suddenly,
what it might be like to be Aspar White, alone and a home in this great land. Free, not bound to anyone
or anything, able to come and go like the wind.

Stephen had never known that. He likely never would. He d never even thought about it, until this
moment. Hisroad was set; the youngest son, he had been hisfather’ stithe to the church since birth.

And Stephen wanted to serve, especidly to study. Heredlly did.
But sometimes...
Frowning at hisfoolishness, he kneed the horse into motion.

The forest began to open up. Stumps became as common as trees, and then even more s0. The clearings
were thick with blackberry and red-ticking, wild plum, horseteeth, and huckleberry. The drone of insects
rose and fell around him, and for the first timein daysthe hot sun fell on him unhindered. It cheered him,
and he began whigtling a hornpipe.

A crash and a curse in the underbrush interrupted him and brought arush of blood to his head. For a
terrible moment, he was again being dragged from his mount, bound and gagged by men who might kill
him at any moment. For afew drums of his heart the memory was more vivid than redlity.

He camed when he saw an old man in the habit of afratir of the Decmanusian order.



"Can| help you, there?' Stephen called.

"Eh?' Theold fellow’ sbushy gray eyebrows rose skyward. "Who are you?'
"I’m Stephen Darige, of the Cape... Ah, Stephen Darige, at your service.”
"Well. Good, good. Going to buy cheese, then?

"No, actudly, I—"

"Yes, yes. Our cheeseis noted far and wide. They come al the way from Fenburh for it. Well, since
you're going to d Ef, the saintswould smilekindly if you would help an old man.”

"Asl sad, | aminyour service. What seemsto be the trouble?!

"Thereisno trouble where saints prevail, young man, only chalenge." He grinned sheepishly. "But to be
wise, it’s best to know when a challenge ought to be shared. I've abundle of firewood here that I’ ve,
er...bundled abit too large. | would be much grateful for some aid with it. It's here, caught up in these
blackberry vines." To emphasize that, he kicked at something Stephen couldn’t quite see.

"No trouble,” Stephen replied, dismounting. "No trouble for afratir. Areyou anovice or afirs initiate? |
can't tell the habits gpart.”

"l anwhat you see," the fellow said, looking abit crestfallen. He brightened suddenly. "I am Brother
Pdl."

"From Hornladh?"
"Yes, yes. Of course" He suddenly looked suspicious. "How would you know?'

"You're named for Saint Queidas,” Stephen said, alittle smugly. "His name has many forms—Ceasd,
herein Crotheny—but it’ sonly in the rurd parts of Hornladh wherethey call him Saint Pell.”

"Not s0. Heiscdled the samein Tero Gdlé”

"With respect, good brother, there heisknown as Pelle.”

"It' snearly the same."

"Quite so. But digtinct, nonetheless.”

Brother Pdll blinked at him afew times, then shrugged. "Hereisthefirewood, then." He smiled vaguely.
Stephen looked down. The bundle was huge. 1t probably weighed more than the old man did.
"It'sagood thing | came aong, then,” Stephen said. "How far isthe monastery?'

"Haf aleague. The saintsdispose. You'll give meahand?’

"Rest amoment, Brother. I'll get this™

"Many thanks, young sir, so knowledgeable about the names of saints.”

"It' sno trouble,” Stephen said, heaving at the heavy cords that bound the sticks. With agreat dedl of
tugging, pulling, and lifting, he managed to get it onto hisback. It was amazingly heavy and unwiddy. His
knees were dmost shaking. Half aleague! He d be lucky to makeit asfar as hishorse. Let the beast



dragit.

But when he started laying the bundle down behind the horse, the old man said, "What are you doing,
young sSr?'

"I’m going to harness my mount to your firewood."

"No, no, Master Darige. That won't do. Saint Decmanus, the patron of our sanctuary, isquite clear on
that point. Limbs must be gathered with limbs and carried with limbs. We may not bring the wood back
with thead of your horse."

"Oh." Stephen shifted the weight on his back abit. He had never heard that. "Well then, could you take
her reins?’

"Assuredly, Master Darige.”
They continued on down the path, Stephen grunting benegth the load, Brother Pell whistling adip-redl.

Theforest ended soon after that, and from his hunched position, Stephen had agood view of green grass
and cowcakes. When he troubled his head to lift itself, he saw pleasant pastures cropped by
dow-moving rust-and-white cettle.

"The source of our vaunted cheese, yes," Brother Pell said. "Good stock these, but the secret isthe
grass. Dew-drenched—you' ve never smelled anything sweeter. Almost you' d rather egt the grass, eh!”
The brother waved a a pair of cowherds, and they waved back from their shaded resting spot near a
willow-bordered creek.

"Nice bream in that brooh," Brother Pell remarked. "A good place to meditate." He chuckled. "Breamin
the brooh. Almost averse, that."

"I think | need to meditate now ," Stephen said through gritted teeth. The shaded stream looked a
paradise.

"Oh, it'snot so much further," Brother Pell assured him. "L ook, we re coming up on the orchard.”
Stephen was beginning another tregtise.

My Travels with the Damned, Part the Second: The odd affair of the monk with the brain of a
COW.

If at first this human-seeming creature appears intelligent, the illusion quickly vanishes when it
attempts conversation...

As Stephen composed, he staggered through long, beautiful rows of sweet spring apple blossoms, a
kingdom of butterflies and bees. Hislegs begged him for re<t, for just amoment leaned back againgt one
of those perfumed trunks. He thought of gpples, of crunching into one, and the juice flowing down his
chin. Of cold cider wetting his parchment-dry throat.

The language of histrestise became harsher.
" See here, how much further isit, Brother?'

"No distance to speak of. Tell me, Master Stephen. How isit you know such lore about the names of



sints?'
"I went to the college at Radegh. I’ ve come hereto fill the novice position in the scriftorium.”

"Saint Lujé Y ou're the lad who was coming from Virgenyal We had lost hope! Three searches went out
and found no sgn of you."

"I was kidnapped,” Stephen said, between deep gasps. "Holter saved me. Took me... Tor Scath.”

"Y our patron must have been watching you. But—why did you tell me you were come here to buy
cheexx?'

Stephen managed to lift his eye enough to stare at the monk.

... any thought that entersits head flits about within the hollow like an aimlessinsect, causing
endless perplexion...

"l didn’'t," Stephen said, exasperated. "1—"

"There, there. I’m sure your adventures have made you cautious. But you' re safe now—you’ re with us.
And see, that’ swherewelive"

He pointed, but al Stephen could see was the ground. Until he raised his head, further, further. The path
wound up the steep flanks of aconicd hill, and there, perched on the very top of it, stood the walls and
towers of the monastery d' Ef.

"Comeon!" Brother Pdl sad. "Step lively, and we may bein timefor the praicersnu. | think it's ham and
cherries, today."

Stephen had reached the end of his strength, however.
"I’ll rest before climbing that," he said, perhaps alittle sharply.

"Oh, lad—no! You can't do that. Y ou’ ve set your foot on holy soil. Remember your Saint Decmanus!
The burden is a blessing, on the road of the righteous. Do not set it aside until journey’s end,
where it will belifted fromyou."

"I’m not certain he meant aliteral burden,” Stephen protested.

"By the saints, you aren’t one of those , are you? Endlessy making excuses that the saints never really
sad what they said, or if they said it, did not mean it? That won't go well, here. Besides, you'rein full
sght of our reverend fratrex, and you should make agood impression on him."

"Youredly think the fratrex iswatching?'
"No doubt. | wouldn’'t chanceit if | wereyou."

"I would think afratrex would have better things to do than gaze out awindow dl day," Stephen
complained.

"Come on, boy-0."

With yet another Sgh of resignation, Stephen started up the path.



Hefolded at the very gates of d' Ef, to the grins and chuckles of several men in habit coming back from
thefidds.

"Brother Lewes," Brother Pdll said to ahulking sandy-haired fellow, "could you take our new brother’s
burden?'

The monk nodded, came forward, and lifted the bundle asif it was apile of twigs.
"Comearound the side," Brother Pell said. "I’ ve afedling you can use some water."
"I’d be very thankful," Stephen said.

Without the crushing weight of the firewood, Stephen had a better ook a the monastery. It wasbuilt in
the high style of the early de Loy period, when regents from Liery sat upon the thronein Eden and
brought architects from Safniaand Vitellio to marry their talents with the locd craftsmen. Here the result
was exuberant, strong, and practical, constructed of a pae rose granite. The chapel was marked by a
double arched bell tower above along, narrow, steepled nave. The doors were set in high arches. Two
wings extended from the center of the chapedl, traveled some thirty yards, then took right-angle turns back
toward Stephen, terminating in smaller versions of the chapel doors. In the two three-sided yards thus
enclosed were herb gardens, small vineyards, chickens, outdoor hearths, afew lazy dogs, and a number
of monksworking at various tasks.

Brother Pdll led him into the yard on the right, through an open arch in that wing, and Stephen saw that
the back of the structure mirrored the front. Thisyard, however, was more serene, planted with rose
gardens and adorned by statues and shrinesto various saints. Againgt the chapel wall was built an arbor,
covered in grapevines, and beneath were wooden benches and boards for dining. Brother Pell motioned
Stephen to abench. The board was set with a pitcher, two mazers, and several plates of food.

"Sit, st," Brother Pell said. He took up the stoneware pitcher and poured them each amazer of water. It
was cold and clean-tasting, and it felt like the laugh of an angd going down histhroat. Stephen finished it
greedily, then poured himsdlf another.

Brother Pell had turned his attention to the cloth-covered plates. "What have we?" he wondered, lifting
thelinen.

The answer set Stephen’ s mouth watering. Crusty bread, around of soft, pungent cheese, dices of
brick-red ham so salty he could aready taste it on histongue, and yellow and red spackled cherries.

"May 7" Stephen asked.

"The bread only," Brother Pell replied. "Novices are not alowed mest, cheese, or fruit their first month
here"

"Not—" He closed his mouth. He had heard about this sort of thing. He should have been prepared for
it.

Brother Pell laughed gently and clgpped his handsthrice. "My apologies, yes? That was me having fun
with you. Please, eat of anything before you. Thereis no hardship concerning food here, save on fast
days or when contemplation isassigned. Eat frugdly, but well. That's our motto, here."

“Then—"
“Tuck in," Pell said.



Stephen did. Heforced himself to eat dowly, but it was difficult. His somach wanted it dl, immediately.
"What brought you here, Brother Darige?’ Brother Pell asked.

"Tothe church or tod Ef?'

"D’Ef. | heard you requested this monagtery, specifically.”

"I did indeed. For its scriftorium. Thereis only one more comprehensive—the onein the sacarasio of the
CallovdlamoinZIrbina"

"Oh, yes. Y our interest in names and such. But why not there, then? Why d Ef?"

"The Caillo Valamo has more scrifti. D’ Ef has better ones, at least by my interests.”
"How s0?'

"D’ Ef hasthe best collection of texts from the early days of the Hegemony in thisregion.”
"And why doesthat excite you?'

"It sthe chronicle of the spread of the faith, its battles with heresy and black warlockery. | am aso much
interested in the early languages of these regions, spoken before Vitd lian wasimposed.”

"| see. Then you are conversant with Allotersan dialects and script?”
Stephen nodded excitedly. "It was my mgjor course of study.”
"And Vadhian?'

"That’smore difficult. There are only three lines written in that tongue, though it's much like Old Plath,
fromwhat | can see. I—"

"We have ten scrifti in Vadhian here. None are completely deciphered.”

"What!" In his excitement, Stephen upset hismazer. It flew from the table and broke into pieces at the
brother’ sfest.

"Oh!" Stephen said, as Brother Pell bent to gather the shards. "Oh, I'm sorry, Brother Pell. | wasjust
$_ll

"It'sno matter, Brother Darige. Y ou see?"

Stephen did see, and his mouth dropped wide. Brother Pell had gathered pieces, but what he set on the
table was awhole mazer. A faint sleam rose fromiit.

"Y ou—" Stephen looked back and forth between the old man and the mended cup and felt hisface
pricked from within by athousand needles.

"Y -you did a sacaum of mending. Only a—" The implications crystalized. "Y ou must be the r-reverend
fratrex," he sammered.

"Indeed, yes. You see?| do have better things to do than to stare out of awindow all day." Histhick
browslowered dangeroudy. "And now, we must consider what to do with such aprideful young man.
Indeed, we mugt."



CHAPTER THREE
Rumorsof War

"Weare not at war with you," The archgreft Vaamhar a Aradal explained to William 11 and his court,
gtroking hisyellow mustache. "Indeed, Hansais not a war with anyone.”

William counted dowly to seven, atrick hisfather had taught him.
A king should not answer too quickly. A king should appear calm.

The old man had been full of advice, most of which, William had discovered later, came from abook
written centuries ago by the prime minister of Ter Edief—a country that no longer even existed.

He shifted on the smple throne of white Hadam ash and gazed around the lesser throne chamber. It was
"lesser” only in that it wasn't as ornate as the room where coronations and high court were held. In Size, it
wasjugt asgrand, its celling rising high in aseries of vaullts, its ruddy marble floor expangve enough to
make even afeat, haughty fool like Aradal look smal. Which was quite the point.

Aradal’ s guards stood well behind him, armored but unwesaponed, wearing garish black-and-sanguine
surcoats. Ten Craftsmen more than doubled their four. On William’ sright hand stood Praifec Marché
Hespero, in somber black robes and square hat. On his|eft, where a prime minister ought to stand, stood
Robert, clad in bright yellow and green velvets. The only other personsin the room were Baron Sir Fail
deLiery, in hisdun-colored surcoat, and his young charge Neil MegVren.

Seven.

And now he could spesk mildly, rather than in aburst of fury. "Those weren't Hanzish troops on those
Hanzish shipsthat sacked four townsin the Sorrow Ides? That seems dangeroudy closeto war, so far as
| am concerned.”

"Thewar," Aradd said, "if you can call this sort of minor skirmishing that, is between the Sorrows and
Sdtmark. Sdtmark, I’'m sure you know, isalongtime aly of Hansa. They asked for our help, and we
gave them what we could spare; our ships and troops are under their command. The Sorrows, after all,
were the aggressors. And may | further point out, Y our Mg esty, that the Sorrow Ides are not part of the
Crothanic empire.”

William leaned his elbow on the armrest of histhrone and propped his chin on hisfigt, regarding the
Hanzish ambassador. Aradal had afat, pink face above a corpulent body overdressed in ablack seaskin
doublet trimmed in martin and red kidskin buskins glittering with diamonds—hardly asterling example of
Hanzish manhood. Y et that was deceptive, as William knew from bitter experience. The man was as
clever asaraven.

"The Sorrows are under our protection,” William said, "as Satmark isunder yours, aswell you know.
What evidence have you that King Donech was the aggressor in this matter?”

Arada smiled. "It began as aconflict over fishing grounds, Mgjesty. The west shoas arerich and, by
treaty, neutra territory. In the last year, ten defensel ess fishing ships from Saltmark have gone down to
the draugs, sent there by Sorrovian privateers. Three more were sunk in Satmark’ s own waters. Who
could tolerate such abreach of treaty? And what sort of protector would Hansa be, to rest and watch
while our aly faced the Sorrovian navy? A navy, | might add, equipped and supplemented by both Liery
and Crothany."



"| asked for evidence, not sailor’ sstories;,” William exploded, forgetting to count thistime. "What
evidence have | that any of Sdtmark’s shipswere ever sunk? And if they were, that they were sunk by
any ship from the Sorrows?"

Aradd fiddled with his mustache. Were hislips moving? Was he counting? Damned book.

"The evidence can be presented,” the ambassador finaly said. "We have witnessesin plenty. But theredl
proof isthat Y our Mg esty has doubled the number of his shipsin the Sorrows."

"Asyou’ ve more than doubled your own in Sdtmark.”

"Ah, yes, but it appears you sent your ships before we sent ours,” Aradd replied. "Doesn't that suggest
Y our Mg esty waswell aware of a conflict devel oping between the Sorrows and our protectorate? And
before you would take such action, would you not be aware of the cause of the conflict?’

William kept hisface impassive. He' d moved the shipsin secret, a night, to hidden harbors. How had
Hansalearned of it?

"What are you saying?" he asked. "That we sank your fishing ships?*

"No, Sire. Only that you knew the Sorrows were due ajust revenge. That the Sorrows are like your
children, and even when they go astray you would protect them." His eyes hardened. "That such would
be amistake, just asit would be amistake to commit asingle knight, soldier, or seacaptain from the
army of Crotheny tojoinin thisconflict.”

"Isthat athreat?"

"It isasgmple statement. If you go to war with Sdtmark, you must go to war with Hansa. And that,
Magesty, would benefit no one.”

Sir Fail deLiery, up until now gtting quietly, suddenly pounced up from his bench.
"You fop! Do you think Liery will stand by while you conquer our cousins on thisridiculous pretext?!

"If Liery joinswith the Sorrows, we will have no choice but to assume that we are at war with you,”" the
ambassador replied.

"And, no doubt," William said softly, waving de Liery back to his seat, "you will counse meto not join
with Liery? And when both the Sorrows and Liery are in your hands, and some excuse allowsyou to
turn your attention to Andemeur, you will sill ingst that it isn't my affair? What, then, when you' ve
camped on the Seeve? Or in my own Sitting room?”

"That isnot the Stuation we are discussing, Mgesty,” Aradd said smoothly. "When Sdtmark hasanew
treaty with the Sorrows, this sad little affair will be a an end. We have had thirty years of peace,
Maesty. Do not risk that, | beg you."

"I’ll show you risk, you damned popinjay—" Fail began, but William cut him off.

"Thisisour court, Sir Fail. Wewill consder what Liery hasto say, but later. Lord Arada ishereto treat
with Crotheny."

The old knight glared but took his seat. William sat back, then glanced to Marché Hespero.

"Praifec, do you have anything to add to this... discusson?"



Hespero pursed hislips, pausing afew breaths before speaking.

"l an grieved," he said, "that the church was not entrusted with our traditional role as peacekeepers. | fail
to understand why I’ ve had no word from my counterpart in Hansa, though I’ m certain any delay was
unintentional. Nevertheless, it seemsthat the church is consulted on fewer decisions of note with each
passing day, and that is, as| said, agrievousthing.”

His black-eyed gaze wandered over each man in the room. He clasped his hands behind his back.

"The church Senaz and His Holiness the Fratrex Prismo have been quite outspoken about their desire for
peace, particularly between Hansa and Crotheny. War between them could lay waste the world. | urge
both of you to set aside any further hodtilities until I’ ve had a chance to speak with Praifec Topan and to
consult with the Senaz."

Neil watched the Hanzish ambassador as he left the chamber. He didn't like the man’s amiile.

"You seewhat | mean?' Fail grunted. "We ve been fighting adow war with Hansafor years. Y our father
was acasudty of it. But when it comes here, it' s suddenly al talk of fishing rights and who should have
been consulted.”

"Y ou disgpprove of our governance, Sir Fail?' William asked mildly.

"| disgpprove of catfooting around what al of usknow," Sir Fail replied. "But | think Y our Mgesty was
forceful, today. Still, what doesit mean? That’ swhat | want to know. Will you help us drive them from
the Sorrows?"

"I would rather they retired,” William replied. "And | will certainly wait until the praifec has made his
inquiries”

"You'd rather they retired? Aswell await ashe-wolf to suckle afawn!™

"Enough, Sir Fail. We will discussthis matter at length, | assure you. | did not send for you so that we
might arguetoday.”

“Why then?'

"Two reasons. The one, so you would hear Ambassador Arada and know, from hisown lips, what he
told me and what | said to him, so you can take it back to Liery when you go. The second—I wanted to
See your young apprentice. It's been ten days since he saved my queen’slife, and | have not properly
thanked him."

Neil dropped to hisknee. "Y our Mgesty, | require no thanks."

"I think you do, especidly after the beating you took at the hands of my Craftsmen. Y ou understand, of
course, that they did not at first understand why you attacked Sir Argom.”

Nell glanced briefly at Vargus Farre, one of the knights who stood in the room. He owed Vargus a
cracked rib.

"l understand, Y our Mgesty. Had | been in their place, and known only what they knew, | would have
donethe same.”

William leaned forward intently. "How did you know? That Argom was attacking the queen?’



"I didn't, a fird. | thought he had seen some danger to her and was rushing to intercept it. But there was
no one threatening the queen, and Sir Argom was preparing the reaper—that’ swhat we cal alow, flat
stroke of the blade. It' s for degling with unarmed rabble, and well-bred knights do not carefor it. If the
gueen were threatened by someone nearby her, he wouldn’t have dared used that stroke. The chance of
hurting her in the bargain would be too great. So | reckoned that he wasn't truly a Craftsman, rather
some pretender who had donned the livery."

"All that, and in only afew heartbeats.”
"He svery quick about such things,” Sir Fail put in.

William leaned back on histhrone. "Here is my problem, Neil, son of Fren. There was a day when your
reward for saving the queen of Crotheny might well have been asmal barony. Unfortunately, with things
asthey are, | shdl require the good will of al my nobles, and to be frank, I cannot afford to anger any of
them by giving landsto aman of mean birth."

"l understand, Mgesty,” Nell said. He had been preparing for this, but it fill hurt an amazing amount.
Much more so than the beating.

"Undergand? | don’t understand!" Fail bellowed.

"Come, Sir Fall," Robert, the king' s brother, said. "1 know you are fond of theatrics, but allow the king to
finish, will you?'

William himsalf remained unperturbed. Hislips seemed to be moving dightly. Was he praying?

"On the other hand, we were all grestly impressed by you. My wifein particular, as might be expected.

Y ou are from her homeland, you have Sir Fail’ strust and good word, which means oceansin itsdlf, and
you proved better at keeping her from harm than her own bodyguard. Indeed, since we do not yet know
why such aseemingly loyal knight asthelate Sir Argom would so violently go renegade, dl of our
Craftsmen are suspect.

"And s0 hereiswhat we will do. We will give you the rose, and you will become the captain of the
queen’s persond guard, which will henceforth be named the Lier Guard. Like the Craftsmen, you must
renounce your lands and possessions. Since you have none to renounce, the matter is already settled.
Thiswill make the queen happy, it will make me happy, and will only dightly annoy my more extreme
nobles.

"Thequestion is, will it make you happy?'

"Your Mgesty?' Neil’ s head seemed full of awhite-hot light.
"Come here, and kned."

Dumbly, Neil did so.

"Praifec, do you blessthis young man to be aknight in my service?'

"I do," the cleric said, "and bless him to the service of the saints. By Saint Michad, Saint Mamres, Saint
Anne, and Saint Nod."

"Very well." William drew his broadsword, and two of the Craftsmen brought alarge wooden block.

"Place your right hand on the block.”



Nell put his palm on the wood, noticing as he did so the deep cutsthere.

William lowered his sword until the edge was resting on the bare flesh of Neil’ swridt.

"Do you swear yoursdlf to the kingdom of Crotheny?"

"l do, Your Mgesty."

"And to the protection of itsking and castle?’

"l do."

"Mogt especidly, and above dl, to the protection of the queen, Muriele Dare néede Liery?"

"l do, Magesty."

"Do you swear yoursdlf to obedience and to poverty?'

"l do, Sire"

"Saint Nod gave his hand in sacrifice, so his people might live. Will you do the same?”

"My hand, my head, my life," Neil answered. "It isdl the sameto me."

William nodded and pulled the sword quickly dong Nell’ sflesh. Blood started; Nell did not wince.
"Keegp your hand for now, Sir Nell," the king told him. ™Y ou will have need of it."

A servant approached with apillow. Onit lay ared rose.

"Y ou may add the rose to your standard, as ornament to your armor, sword, and shield. Rise up.”
Neil did so. His knees were trembling, but his heart was awar drum, loud, fierce, and proud.
Heamost didn’t notice when Sir Fail came up and clapped him on thearm.

"That waswell done, son. Shdl we find abandage for your wrist?"

"To keep the blood from the floor," Neill murmured. "But | shdl not wrap it. Let it bleed asit wants. Am |
redly aknight?'

Sir Fall laughed. "You areindeed,” he said, "and in deed.”
A cough from behind summoned their attention. Neil turned to see Vargus Farre towering over him.

"Sir Nell," Vargus said, bending dightly at thewaist. "L et me bethefirg of the Craftsmen to congratulate
you. You are deserving. When we were adeep, you were avake."

Neil returned the bow. "Thank you, Sir Vargus. | much gppreciateit.” From the corner of hiseye, Nell
saw Sir James Cathmay! approaching.

"Soitredly is Sir Bumpkin now," he said. Hisvoice sounded abit forced.

"By Lier, man!" Fail snapped. "What cause have you to insult my charge?I’ll have you on the field, for
this"

Sir James shrugged. "That' sfine, Sir. But I’ ve adate with your charge first. He swore that when he took



the rose, hewould put on spursand kill me."
"And | am your charge no longer, Sir Fail," Neil reminded him. "I can fight my own battles.”

"James, stop this nonsense,” Vargus snapped. "The lad—er, Sir Nell doesn’t know you'rejoking. HE's
sworn now to protect the queen; would you put your pride againgt that? Y ou’ re a Craftsman! The
household guards do not fight in their own ranks."

"It was hischallenge," Sir James said. "'If he wishesto withdraw it, | would not be opposed.”
"I do withdraw it, if you will withdraw your insults, ir,” Nell replied.

For along, icy moment, Sir James regarded him. " Some insults come from haste and poor judgment,” he
said at last. " Some come from knowledge and congderation. Mine were spurious, and | gpologize. Still,
let me state my position. | remain disapproving of your promotion. Knighthood should be reserved for
the gentle of birth. But my king is spoken, and my queen has a protector, and | find that | am unableto
lay theblame at your feet—Sir Neil."

He made aface. "Sir Nell. It gripes my tongue to say that. But | shall." Helooked levelly a Nell. "Do we
dill have causetofight, Sir?”

"No, Sir James, we do not. And I’'m glad. My duty isto the queen now, and it would be frivolousto
engagein combat that would lessen theroya guard by one—however the contest went—especialy when
nothing more important than my own honor isat stake. Y ou’ ve been truthful in stating your objections,
and | find nofaultinyou.”

Sr Jamesgave asmdl, siff bow. "Very well," he said. "Another time, then.”

Asheleft, Varguswinked a Nell. "You'll befast friendsin no time" he said. "And now, if you would
care, I'll show you where our armory and provisons are. Whilst you' re aguard of one, you shal need to
shareours, | think."

"That isvery kind of you, Sir Vargus. Very kind indeed.”

"Well, that was awfully touching, brother,” Robert said, once they had removed themsalvesto William's
outer chambers.

"I think it will work wdl."

Robert shrugged. "Some will beincensed, I'm sure. But you keep Fail’ s good will—the old fart—and
anyway, the boy is very popular with the common folk. Never hurtsto let *em know one of their own can
occasiondly make good, doesit? Any more than it hurtsto remind the nobleswho their kingis."

"Not at dl," William agreed. He waved the whole matter away with the back of hishand. "This Stuation
with Hansa, though," he said. "Do you think the praifec will take our Ssde?"

"Why should he?' Robert said, holding hisnailsup for his own inspection. ™Y ou' ve spent the last five
years making it infinitely clear that you want no interference by him and his church in domestic affairs.
Now you want him to commit himsdlf to your cause? No, he will wait, and make you sweet. Withhold his
endorsement until you really need it. Then he' Il ask you for something. Perhaps he'll ask you to name a
mdehar."



"You'd like that, wouldn't you? Because | would have to name you.”

"Nonsense. That would suit the praifec no better than having you remain on the throne. But your son
could rule, with the proper guidance—if you know what | mean."

"Ah. Holy guidance, you' re suggesting.”
"Inded.”
"How do you know Hespero will ask for this?"

"l don't. It'sjust aguess. But | believe Hespero alwaysimagined that one day he would rule thisempire
indl but name. Y ou’ ve spoiled his plans by naming your daughters as heirs. Fastiaistoo strong willed,
and would besides have her husband to come between. Elseny, while alittle lessforceful, will soon be
enspoused, aswell. Anne—well, who can tell Annewhat to do?'

William furrowed his brow. "Enough of Hespero and what he wants. Have you learned anything of the
attempt on my wife? My spiestdl me nothing.”

"Thereistak of shinecraft and encrotacnia," Robert replied. "Sir Argom served usloyaly for ten years. |
can trace no dlegiance to our enemies, nor can | imagine anything for which he might have been
blackmailed or bribed." He shrugged. "Then again, blackmail works only because acertainthingis
secret. No, | cannot tell you any more than you aready know, brother.”

"Well." William ticked hisfingers againg thewall. "1t tasks me. Why Muriele? If a Craftsman can be
turned, then he could as easily have killed me. Or you. Or one of the children.”

"A grieving king can be of more use than adead one. Or perhapsit was Liery they were striking at, not
you."

"Who was driking at?"

Robert laughed. "Brother! We cannot be that different. We don’'t know how Sir Argom was turned
from protector to n, nor precisaly why, but we assuredly know who accomplished it.”

"Hansa?'

"They mean to take your throne, that much must be clear, even to you. They’ll nibble &t first, but soon
their appetite will lead to larger bites. Smal wars on our frontiers, nations and sabotage herein the
capitd. It' sthe way Marcomir thinks ."

"How areyou so certain?'

"Because | understand him. Marcomir isa practical man, undeterred by notions of honor or scruple. He
isan ableruler, and amost dangerous enemy.”

"Heis, in other words, likeyou."
"Precisdy, brother."
"Then wha would you have me do?’

"Have Marcomir killed," Robert said promptly. "As soon as possible. His heir, Berimund, may not prove
asable”



"Have Marcomir killed," William repested increduloudly.

Robert rolled his eyes. "For the teats of Saint Anne, brother! He tried to have your wife murdered. At
your daughter’ s birthday party.”

"I do not know thet,” William said.
"Of courseyou do. And even if I’'m wrong, how can adead Marcomir be bad for Crotheny?"
"If an assassin should be traced to me, that will bring war for certain.”

"Yes. It will bring war with Berimund, awar we can win . Brother, in thisroom, let’syou and | be
honest. Hansaistoo strong. If they are willing to pay a high enough cogt, they will take Tier Eden, your
crown, and our heads. Marcormir iswilling to pay that cost, and has the strength of will to force it upon
his nobles. Berimund does not have that potence.”

"If we have the support of the church—"

"If. Maybe. How long has it been since holy troops have been used in war between two kingdoms of the
church? They are not hereticsin Hansa, at least not to appearances. Brother, nip this candle at the quick.
Have Marcomir killed."

"No."
"William—"

"No. That isan end of it. Not because | am prudish, as|’m sure you suspect, but because | am prudent.
Marcomir iswell protected, and not just by swords. Who could we send who would certainly succeed?’

"Lady Erren.”

" She serves my wife, and would never be parted from her.”
"Another coven-trained, then.”

"Again, therisk. The coven-trained report to the church.”

"I could find you one who would not."

"Stop this, Robert. If you wish to help, think of ways to win Hespero, instead of ways to anger the
church toward us."

Robert sighed. "Asyou say. But a least do this—send Muriele and your childrento Ca Azroth.”
"Cd Azroth? Why?'

"They’ |l be easier to protect there. It'sour most perfect fastness, without a city full of murderersand
witches on its doorstep. No one can come or go there without being seen. Our sister Elyoner controlsthe
countryside, and of al of us sheisthe onewho has no palitica aspirations whatsoever.

"Thereis much moving here, William, much that even | cannot discern. Someone has chosen to strike at
you through your family. Y ou will make better decisonsif they are safe.”

William nodded reluctantly. "1 will consider it."
"Good."



"Robert?'

"Yes, brother dear?'

"Don't be upset with Lesbeth because she did not cometo you first for permission.”

"Shedid not ask meat al," Robert said, in astrange, smdll voice.

"She feared you would not approveit.”

"Of course. Why should | give my twin sster in marriage to that Safnian oaf? After the dight he paid me?”
"You see?'

Robert exhaled. "No. If she had asked, | would have protested, cgjoled, extorted, but had she held firm,
| would have assented.” He looked up at William, and like his voice, his eyes had gone strange. "None of
you think the least good resdesin me," he murmured. "None of you can think even one generous thought
on my behdf. | thought she of al people—" He broke off, hisface pae. "Are we done, brother?’

"Y es. Except to say that | am pleased with your performance as my sinescah. Lord Hynde has gone too
long without asuccessor. | should like to gppoint you prime minister.”

"Do asyou please,”" Robert said. "But mark—I know the difference between words and thoughts."

With that he left the room, glancing neither to the left nor to theright.

Anne looked up from where she knelt in the penitent box in time to see Praifec Hespero notice her and
raise hiseyebrows. Anne attempted asmal smile.

"Who isthis stranger?' the clergyman asked gently.
Anne dropped her head. "l supposeit’ sbeen sometime since | came here," she murmured.

"Without an escort, yes. | can only assume something is troubling you deeply. Or did you merely come
for ludration?'

Anne shook her head. "I didn’t know who e seto talk to, who could tel meif I—if I’'m losing my sanity
or not."

Hespero nodded. "I’ m always here, child." He settled onto astool, dipped hisfingersin the dish of
fragrant oil and touched abit to her forehead.” Piesum deicus, tacez," he murmured. Then he leaned
forward, hands on hisknees. "Now, what isit that troubles you?'

"I’ ve been having dreams. Very strange dreams.”
"Tdl me"

"I dreamed | stood outside of adark forest, aforest of thorns. Around me were black roses, like those
that grow in Liery. There was something terrible in the forest, watching me, and it started to come out,
and then | woke."

Shefet suddenly foolish, so attentively was Hespero listening to her nightmare. She amost told him about
her disappearing rose, but held back. There was no need for Hespero to know about Roderick.



The praifec rubbed hisjaw. "I takeit you' ve had more than one troubling dream.”

"The other wasn't adream exactly. It happened at Elseny’ s party, a the same time as the attempt on my
mother’slife" She related the incident as best she could remember. Again, Hespero listened in silence.
That silence stretched when she was done.

"Y ou're certain you had not fainted?' Hespero findly asked. ™Y our maid found you, did she not, inan
oblivious gate?

"Yes, Praifec.”
"And when you thought you werelogt in the maze, you werein apanic.”
"Butit wasn't the maze, Praifec. It was someplace else, and | had no shadow, and—"

"It may seem that way to you," Hespero said, in acaming voice. "Thisis not uncommon for girls your
age. There are diverse vaporsin theworld, and in these first years of womanhood, you will be
particularly susceptible to them. That ismost likely what you suffered.

"Itisremotdy possiblethat you were the victim of shinecraft, and that would be much more serious. If it
was witching, the things you were told were lies. Prophecy flows only from the saints, and only through
thetrue church. To believe anything eseisheresy."

"Then you don't think Crotheny isredly in danger? Or my mother?"

"They are both in danger, my dear. An attempt was made on your mother’ slife. Rumors of war are on
wing. But your father will deal with those dangers, with the help of the church. Y ou aren’t to worry your
pretty head about this, Princess. It would be a needless brutdity to yourself, and exactly what the
enemies of this country would want." He held up afinger. "Wait amoment.”

He vanished into aroom behind the atar and returned afew moments later, carrying something smal in
hishand.

"Thisisatoken of your namesake, Saint Anne. If you suffer from shinecrafting, it should protect you." He
handed the object to her. It was asmall wooden tablet, carved with the saint’s name.

"It was made from atree that grows on the sedos of Saint Anne, in Andemeur,” he said. 'Y ou may wesr
it on anecklace, or keep it in apocket in your dress.”

Anne bowed. "Thank you, Praifec. |—" She broke off, unsure. She wanted to tell him about the tomb of
GenyaDare, of the curse she had made there. But if he knew about that, he might see things differently.
As she struggled to find the words, she changed her mind. Virgenyawas her secret, hersand Audtra's.
She couldn’t betray it, even to the most holy man in the kingdom.

Besides, he was doubtless right. Her dreams were nothing more than vapor phantasms, or witchwork.
"There was something ese?' he asked mildly.
"No, Praifec. I'm sure you'reright. About everything.”

"Trust me. But if you have more boutslikethis, let me know. Asl said, I’'m aways here. Thiskingdom
and thefamily that rulesit are my holy trust, even if your father doesn't dways seeit that way."

Anne smiled, thanked him again, and left with alighter heart.



CHAPTER FOUR
Rewn Aluth
The passageway became stairs, carved in the living rock. Aspar counted steps as they went.

After counting thirty, he heard voices risng from below. Winna heard them, too, and her grip tightened
on hishand. He glanced at her, reflexively, and realized he could just make out her face.

Winnanoticed the faint illumination, too. "It must be away out!" she whispered hopefully asthe silvery
light grew brighter.

"Shh." Aspar looked up and saw the source of the light, moving languidly down the stairs. His hand went
to hisdirk, but then stopped.

"Witchlight," hesaid.

It was a pa e sphere of luminescent vapor the Size of aman’ sfist moving toward them.
"Isit dangerous?'

"No."

Winnareached to touch it, and her fingers passed into the glow.

"Saintg”

"Later," Agpar said. "Comeon."

Thirty more steps brought them to the top of the curving stairs. For an ingtant the only sound was
Winna s breathless gasp of wonderment and the distant plinking of water.

A thousand witchlights drifted among spires and columns of glassy stone, touching flashes of color here
and there but only hinting at the vastness of the cavern that stretched out before them. Just beyond their
feet, the ledge on which they stood dropped down to avast obsidian mirror.

"It s beautiful," Winnabreathed. "Isthat... water? An underground lake?!

"Yah." Aspar had little time for wonder. He was peering into the gloom. If thisledge didn’t go anywhere,
he would make a stand and try to kill their pursuers one at atime asthey came up the stairs. He might be
abletodoit, evenif they had swords.

Odds were he couldn’t.
But the ledge continued on and even widened to their left.
"Thisway," hesad, tugging her hand.

Severd of the witchlights began following them. He remembered how that had ddighted him asachild,
how he had named them asif they were pets. Now, however, he wished they would go away; clustered
around, they would reveal Winnaand himto their enemies.

Of course, that worked both ways. Their pursuers would soon acquire an entourage of helpful lights, too.



The path took them down, switchbacking aong the cliffsde. Aspar reckoned they descended ten yards
before they cameto aquay afew feet above the dark waters. There they had some good fortune, for
two narrow boats were tied there. They got into one, and Aspar hulled the other with his ax.

Asthey rowed acrossthe still water, Aspar noticed a clump of witchlights above, where the Sairs
debauched into the cavern. But the fickleillumination offered him only the occasiond flitting silhouette. He
couldn’t tell how many they were.

Soon they werelost to sight, and there was only the water and aclean, wet, minera smell.
"l never even dreamed of aplacelikethis,” Winnawhispered. "How wonderful it is”

"| thought 0, too, when | waslittle. But it closesin on you, after awhile. The dark. Even among the
Sefry not dl can livewithit. It' swhy they go out and brave the sun.”

"Where arethey? The Hdafolk?'
"l don’t know. | thought to see them by now."
Winnasmiled. "Y ou look funny, with those little lights following you around. Y ounger, like aboy."

Hedidn’'t have anything to say to that, so hejust grunted. Then her face changed. "What' sthat?' she
asked, pointing behind him.

He turned to see what she meant. A large, shadowy something loomed up out of thelake. Anidand, he
figured, for the lake had seemed much larger from above.

"I’'m guessing thisiswherewe || find the Haafolk," he murmured.

What they found was a city of the dead.

The houses were narrow and tal, dmost whimsically so, making tight corridors of the streets that were
beveled into thefloor of the cave. The buildings themselves were built of carefully fitted stone, with
high-pitched date roofs designed to shed the constant dripping from above. On some, little fingers of
stone had sprouted, growing toward the unseen ceiling of the cavern. Aspar had been told once that it
was by thisthat the oldest dwellings could be known; stone did not grow quickly.

The houseswere dl quite empty. Aspar’ sand Winna s footsteps clattered like the echoes of asmall
amy.

"Sir Symen said that dl of the Sefry were leaving the forest, even the Halafolk," Aspar mused. "I didn't
beieve him. Why should they?"

"Toleavedl of this, they must have good reason.”

"It sunimaginable,” he murmured. He pointed to a shingle that hung above the door of one house. Silver
inlaid in date depicted a six-fingered hand, three of the fingerswith little candle flames. "That’ sthe
standard of the house Sern. No one from that clan has gone aboveground for five generations, or so they
say. Some of these houses| don’t even know."

" Should we search the buildings?”
"Why?What we need isto find away out.”



"Do you think the greffyn is<till here?”
"I don’t know what to think. Let’skeep going thisway; | want to find the town center.”

Theidand wasn't wide, but it waslong. They crossed parks planted with pale fernlike trees and black
rushes. Spidery bridges took them over cands where dender black gondolas still were moored, waiting
for passengers that would never come.

In time they reached abroad plaza, and the largest building they had yet seen. It resembled a castle—or
aparody of acastle, built for eegance rather than utility, with its spires of glassy stone and trand ucent
domes glowing with natura luminescence,

"The palace?'

"It swherether prince would live and where their councils meet. If anyoneis il here, that’ swhere

they’ll be"

"If anyoneisill here, do weredly want to find them?”

Aspar nodded grimly. ™Y ah. We haveto find out what has happened here."
"What about the men following us? Won't they come here, just aswe did?'

"Yah." He consdered for amoment. "Werlic, that'sagood point. We Il stay in one of these other
buildings by the square, and watch. With luck, there will be too few of them to search every building in
town."

"Good. I'mtired. I'd liketo rest."

Aspar chose an unremarkable four-story house with agood view of the plaza. The door was unlocked.
Nine witchlights followed them in and up the spira stair. They didn’t stop until they reached the top floor.

It was a narrow bedroom the width of the house faced in moon-colored cha cedony, with alow deeping
couch and alarger, canopied bed. Crystal knobs on the bedposts glowed afaint white, so that even
without the witchlights, there would be someillumination. Besides the saircase, asingle arched doorway
led to asmadl bacony facing away from the plaza. The view there was mostly darkness, of course, but in
witchlight Aspar could just make out another four-story structure just across the way, and another

bal cony, abit lower than the one on which he stood.

Back in the room, he dragged the couch over to abroad window that overlooked the plaza. He drew the
heavy shades until only acrack remained to peer through. It wouldn't do for someone to notice that this
upper story wasilluminated.

"Keegp watch here" hesaid. "I'll seeif | can find something to eat."”

"Don’'t be gonelong.”

"l won't."

The pantry was below street level, carved into the stone foundation of theidand.

Most of the bread had gone to mold, which was just aswell, but he found some sdlted fish, venison, wild
boar, awhed of yellow cheese, and severa racks of wine.

He cut a hunk of cheese and adab of the ham and tucked two bottles of wine under hisarm. Then he



returned to the top floor.
"Isit safeto eat?" Winnaasked. "They warn againgt bresking bread with the Haafolk."

Aspar chuckled. "The cheese is from someplace in Holtmarh. The wine is from the Midenlands, and the
meet was poached from the King's Forest. The only food they actualy grow down hereis hrew, asort
of nut that livesin the water. They make bread out of it. It tastes bad, but it' s safe enough. If the lake has
fish, they eat that, too." He nodded at the window. "Anything?'

"No. But | may have missed them." Shelooked up a Aspar, avery young expresson on her face. "I'm
not afraid,” shesaid.

"You'reabravegirl.”

"No, | meanit. | ought to be afraid. | was, earlier, at the pool. | was even when | told you | was coming
with you. Now—it'sal gone out of me."

"It'll come back," Aspar said. "Take my word for it."

"I never thought of you as someone who could be afraid. Aslong as| can remember, you' ve always
been there, Aspar. When | wasalittle girl, you would just appear, from out of the forest, like some
ancient hero from the legends." She looked away.

"What you must think of me," shesaid.

Aspar poured her amazer of wine, then one for himself. It wasthick, alittle bitter. He hadn't realized
how thirsty he was.

"I’ve been afraid,” he said.
"I know that, now," shereplied.

He moved to the window, so he could see out. The square below was still and quiet. Winna stayed
where she was, dmost within touching distance.

"Where do you think they went? The Halafolk?'

Aspar shrugged. "The mountains, maybe. Acrossthe eastern seg, for al | know." He took another drink.
Thewinewas garting asmdl firein hisbdly. "I wastoo rough last night,”" he murmured. "I didn’t mean to
gumble”

Her gaze fastened on his. "Well. Y ou do know how to gpologize,” she said. "'l would never have guessed
that either, and no one will beieve meif | speek of it."

"I’'m not good at this" Aspar grunted.

"No, you're not. But | forgive you."

He took another drink of wine, and was searching for something to say, when Winna suddenly gasped.
"What' sthat?' Suddenly shewas againgt him, gripping him, eyeswide.

"What? Do you hear something?"

Her face wasinchesfrom his, and smiling. Y ou redly aren’t good at this."



"That’snot what | meant, Winna, I—" Shefelt good, in hisarms, and he suddenly realized how long it
had been since he touched anyone. Except for the kissfrom afew weeks ago. Thekiss.

He never decided to do it. He knew he didn’t. But suddenly hisface was againgt hers, hislips greedy on
hers, and he felt stupid and awkward, like aboy with hisfirst woman.

Their clothes came off, piece by piece, and fingers and lips traced the freshly exposed skin. Part of him
sounded alittle darm; they had enemies outside.

Too much of himdidn't care.

When they came together, and her ankleslocked behind his knees, for along, unblinking moment he
looked into her eyes. What he saw there amazed him. She looked back, and laid her hand on his cheek.

Much later, asthey lay tangled and sated, he stroked the skin over her ribs and wondered if he could
believe what he wasfeding.

He sat up to look out the window.

"Isthe Sefry army out there yet?' Winnaasked languidly.

"They might have marched around the square ten times, and | wouldn’t know," he replied.
"l suppose that wasn't so smart just now.”

Helifted his shoulders helplesdy. "May have been the smartest thing I’ ve donein years.”

She chuckled and kissed him. "That was good. Now, don’t say another word about it. You're sureto
find someway to spail it if you keep talking, and | want to be happy for awhile.”

"Very well." Helooked back out the window.

"But talk about something, or I'll fall adeep.”

"That'snot abad idea. | can keep watch.”

"No, not yet. Who do you think they are? The men following us."
"From what you said, they were dressed like Sefry.”

"Yah. | remembered something ese. One of them had an eye patch.”
"What?' Hetook her by the shoulders.

"Aspar! That hurtd”

"An eye patch! Which eye?’

"l don’t know. Aspar, what’' swrong with you?Y ou know him?"

He dropped his hands away. "Maybe. | don’'t know."

"Saintsl Aspar, your face—" She stopped. "Thishasto do with her , doesn’t it?"
"Winna, | need to think."



"Think, then." He could hear the hurt in her voice, even through hisanger.

"See?' hetold her. "No matter what, I'll find away to spoil it."

She got up and went over to the bed, wrapped herself in one of the sheets.

"l understand if you don’t want to talk about her," she said. "But thisman. Hetried to kill me , Aspar.”
"Come here" he said.

She hesitated amoment, then cameinto hisarms.

"Her name was Qerla, my wife," he said softly. "She was of the Nere clan. We met—well, never mind.
We were young, and we thought it didn’'t matter.”

"What didn’'t matter?"

"That Human and Sefry can’t make children together. That her clan would disown her, withdraw their
protection. That we would be aone, just the two of us."

"It sounds romantic.”

"It was, for awhile. After that it wasjust hard. Harder on her than on me. | never redlly had aclan, just
old mother Jesp. Qerlawasthefirst person | ever really—who was ever mine , inany sense.”

"You loved her."
"l loved her."
"And the man with the eye patch. He' s the one who—" She stopped.

"Hekilled her,” Aspar confirmed. "If it’s the same man. He was an outlaw Sefry, aman named Fend. He
was setting atragp for me, but he caught them instead.”

"Them?1 thought—"

"Anold Sefry lover of hers, a Jasper clan man. A poet. Fend found them in bed and killed them there.
And then | found him." He pursed hislips. "He put asword through my belly, and | put adirk in hiseye.
We both fdl, and when | came around he was gone."

" She betrayed you."
"I think | must have betrayed her first, somehow," Aspar said.

"| doubt that," she whispered. "I doubt it much. Everyone gets weak. She got week. It doesn’t mean she
didn’'t love you." When he didn’t say anything, shetook hishand. ™Y ou redly think the man | saw was
Fend?'

"I thought he was dead. But who knows? Maybe."

In his heart, there was no doubt. If hisfather’ s gods existed, thiswas just the sort of thing that would
amusethem.

They didn't talk, for awhile, and Winna drowsed againgt him. Looking at her face, he fdlt briefly guilty.
She was so young! When Qerlahad been dive, Winna hadn’t even been born.



Theguilt passed. In al of theimportant ways, Winnawas older than hewas.

One day she might realize that she had no interest in ascarred old holter. Until then he would just count
himsdf lucky, and let it go at that.

And get her through thisdive.

And kill Fend, if it was Fend. He couldn’t imagine what the outlaw might have to do with Briar Kings and
greffyns. But he would find out, and he would kill him, thistime.

Hewas near drowsing himself when he heard the clatter of hooves on stone. He peered out the window
and saw clumps of witchlights moving across the square. He jerked his head back in—for he had
witchlights around his own head, of course. Hethought he/ d doneit intime.

"Horses," he whispered. "They’ ve found another way in."
"Maybeit’ s not the same bunch that tried to kill me."
"Maybe," he said dubioudly.

From below he heard the high, shrill call of ahorn, and the witchlights suddenly drifted out of the
window, asif answering thecall.

"Get dressed,” hetold Winna. "Fast."

CHAPTER FIVE
Brother hood

The fratrex marched Stephen acrossthe yard and through asmall arched doorway. Stephen held his
tongue, afraid that anything he might say at this point would smply dig adeeper gravefor his sdlf-respect.
Instead, hetried to remember what he had heard about Decmanusian penance. Wheat did it involve?
Whippings? Confinement?

"Come, come, hurry up!" Fratrex Pell said. "Through here." He pointed to a very low doorway; the lintel
was only as high as Stephen’ swaist. "Y es, yes—on your knees."

Stephen sank down contritely, crawling through the opening, stedling himsdlf for whatever wasto come.
He said asmdll prayer and raised his head.

Then he uttered aloud gasp.

"We cometo the saints on our knees," Fratrex Pdll said, behind him. " And so we cometo
knowledge—humbly."

"It swonderful," Stephen said. Tears stung hiseyes. "It' slike ahundred thousand presents, al waiting to
be opened.”

"Movethrough, son, that | may follow."
Stephen did so, mute with awe.

The scriftorium rose around him, atower with walls of tomes, scrolls, tablets, parchment cases, maps.



Nowhere could he see bare stone; the whole structure might have been held together by the insectile
scaffolding of laddersthat spindled up from the floor to the next level. There he saw no morethan a
narrow walkspace that ran around the base of yet another level of shelves and provided afooting for the
laddersthat climbed up to the third level. Four levelsin all, then adome set with crystal panes, so the
aun'slight fdl intoilluminateit dl.

Tablesat ground level overflowed with scrifti, and studious monks remained absorbed in their sudies and
copywork as Stephen and the fratrex entered. Others worked at tables set precariously on balconies
jutting at strange intervals up and down thewall. Ropes and pulleys were working everywhere, as monks
lowered and raised baskets of manuscriftsfrom leve to level or sent them hurtling horizontaly acrossthe
room.

And the smdl! Ink and vellum, paper and chalk and melted wax. Stephen redlized he was beaming like a
foal.

"Hereisyour punishment,” Fratrex Pell said quietly.
"How do you mean?" Stephen asked. "The sight of this room brings me nothing but joy."

"Y our snwas pride; you think you are knowledgeable, and indeed you are. But when you stand here,
you must be reminded of how very much you do not know. Can never know. Be humble, Stephen. Y ou
will be abetter man, and a better member of this order.”

"Thank you, Reverend Fratrex. I'm so..." He shook his head. "So grateful. And eager! When may |
begin? What should | do?"

"Today? Anything you want. Familiarize yourself with the scriftorium. Browse. Tomorrow we' |l see how
you are with Vadhtan. We have a pressing obligation to trandate those texts; it's one of the reasons|
pushed to have you appointed here.”

"Y ou mean you—"

"Gotoit, son. I'll seeyou at vespers.”

"Wdl. You must bethe new fdlow."

Stephen glanced up from the text he was hunched over and found a pleasant-faced man with cropped
brown hair regarding him.

"Ah—yes, Brother." He carefully put the scrift aside and stood, finding himself ahead shorter than the
granger. "My nameis Stephen Darige.”

"Desmond Spendlove.”

"You'reaVirgenyan!"

"Indeed | am,” Spendlove replied.

"What part?"

"Jugt south of Quick, on the Nerih River."

"I know the place!" Stephen said. "We used to take the boat down to Cheter-by-Sea. We' d stop there



in thelittle town—the one with the statue of the pig—"
"Wildeaston. Y es, that’ sjust afurlong from where | grew up.”
"Well. I’'m pleased to meet you," Stephen told him.

"Finding your way around the scriftorium, are you?"'

Stephen chuckled. "I haven't got very far. | ran acrossthisright away. It san origina text of the Amena
Tirson , asort of geography of thisregion from—"

"—pre-Hegemonic times" Spendlovefinished. "Yes, I’'m quite familiar with the Amena Tirson . It was
my project in the college at Pennwys."

"Redly? Sorry, I’ vejust got alesson in humility, and here | am condescending to you."
"It' sno matter. The old man got you with the wood-carrying trick, yes?'
"Trick?"

"No one can gpproach d’ Ef without his knowledge. He greets most of the novices, in some similar
faghion.”

"d],"

Spendlove gestured at the scrift. " But you were going to say something about the Amena Tirson ," he
reminded.

"Y es. Thisverson isdifferent from the ones |’ ve seen.”
"It salittle different. The chapter on trees goes on longer."

"That' snot what | meant. There salist of fane names and other locations I’ ve never heard of, and talk of
waking them."

"Well, thereisthe faneway here, the way of Saint Decmanus.”
"Yes, of course. But these others—"
Desmond shrugged. "Are surely dead now, or so faint with the sainted presence asto be unwalkable."

"I know," Stephen replied. "It’sjust odd. There were murders—" He broke off. " Saintsl How could |
have forgotten that? | wasjust so overwhemed, | mean, first carrying the wood, and then discovering he
wasthefratrex, and then al of this!"

"Wheat are you going on about?' Desmond inquired mildly.
"There have been murdersin the King' s Forest.”
"That’ shardly new. The placeis swarming with bandits.”

"Yes, | know. But thisisdifferent, | think. Blood rituals on the old sedoi, and some sort of monster
involved."

"Monster? Does this have to do with old Symen up at Tor Scath?!



"Yes, yes. That'swhere| heard about it."

"Then | haveto warn you, the old knight iswell known for his exaggerations. He sent aman down herea
fortnight ago, to warn us of some evil in the forest. We set extrawatches, just in case, and the fratrex
made areport to the praifec in Eden. Y et the search parties we sent out for you didn’t find anything

Srange.”

"Oh, I’d had my doubts about his story, too, but—" But Sir Symen had seen something . Of that
Stephen was certain.

But the holter had gone to find the truth, and he hadn’t wanted Stephen aong. Whatever it was, Aspar
White would surdly kill it. Stephen would write areport for the fratrex, but there his obligations ceased.
Then he could throw himself head-to-toeinto his studies.

"Comeon," Desmond said, clapping him on the shoulder. "It' sjust a bit before vespers and evening medl.
Let'sgo for awak. There arethings about life at d' Ef that the fratrex wouldn't have told you."

Stephen glanced reluctantly at the Amena Tirson , then nodded. He recased the thin sheets of vellumin
their cedar box and replaced it on the shelf.

"Ready!" he sdid.

Evening cam had settled outside. In the distance, cows lowed, the crickets had begun their nightly
gridulations, and the frogsin the Ef lowlands warbled throaty tunes. The evening star was ajewe on
velvet in the eastern sky, while the west was ill abed of fading embers. The forest was distant and
green across acres of rolling pasture and vineyard. Stephen and Desmond stood ups ope of the
monastery, where soft candlelight was beginning to glow in windows.

"The faneway startsin the chapd," Desmond said, "and finishes out there. It takes about two daysto
wak."

"You vewdked it, then?'

"Yes. Youwill, too, soon enough. Y ou aren’t anorma novice, fromwhat | hear. The mysterieswill be
unfolded to you more quickly, | think."

"l hardly deserveit."
"No. Youdon't."

Something in Desmond’ s voice didn't sound right. Stephen looked at his companion and saw ahardness
set on hisface.

"Thereisan order to things," Desmond explained. "Or ought to be. I'm here to see that order is kept, do
you understand?’

Stephen took afew steps back from the monk. "What do you mean?”

Desmond smiled. It wasn't avery comforting smile. Stephen backed up further, wondering if he should
run. He backed right into another monk. It was Brother Lewes, the giant who had lifted the firewood like
awillow wand. Stephen tried to jump away from him, but the monk grabbed him by the arm.

Stephen started to shout, but ameaty hand clamped over his mouth. 1t smelled like hay and cow manure.



"You're new," Desmond explained. "As| sad, there are some things you ought to know. It startswith
this: | don’t care who you are, or who your family was. Here, you start over. Here, your life begins again.
And here, | am your father, your brother, your best friend. | will help you through everything, but you
haveto trust me. Y ou haveto believe me,

"The fratrex thinks you' re specid. That means nothing to the rest of us. To us, you haveto prove
yourself. It won't matter what the fratrex thinks of you if you dip and hit your head on arock, or fal ona
pitchfork, or eat the wrong mushroom. It' s only the rest of usthat can keep you safe from thingslike that.
Do you seewhat I'm saying?'

There were other monks gathered around now, at least ten of them. They had their cowls up, and
Stephen couldn’t see their faces. He was beyond panic; he knew he shouldn’t struggle, but he couldn’t
stop. Since being kidnapped, the very thought of being restrained was intolerable. Now, caught in this
sted grip, it wasredity, and till intolerable. He could barely think, he was so frightened and angry. Tears
darted in hiseyes.

"Brother, release Brother Stephen’ stongue, so he can tell me he understands.”
The hand came away.
"l undergtand! Of course | understand! Whatever you say."

Desmond nodded approvingly. "That sounded sincere. But | don’t know you, Brother Stephen. | can’t
be sure. And you can't be sure of me. So let’s have alesson, shall we?' He jerked his head, and the
other monks converged. Stephen tried to scream, but a cloth was forced into his mouth. Hisarms were
pulled up straight and then his shift was yanked off. He was shoved to earth, facedown, and held

Spread-eegle.

"Hereisyour lesson," Desmond' s voice said, from somewhere far away and much too close. "The seven
virtues. Thefirgt issolidarity.”

A stresk of the most intense pain Stephen had ever felt cut his back in two. He screamed into hisgag, a
ghrill hysterical shriek of pure animd terror.

"The second virtueis chadtity."
Another stroke of firefell, and droplets spattered across Stephen’ s cheek.

Helost track of the virtues after number three. He might have fainted. The next thing he was aware of
was Desmond’ svoice very near hisear.

"I’m leaving you new robes and arag. There sawell just down the hill. Clean yoursdlf up and cometo
dinner. Sit a my table. Speak to no one of this—no one. There are, as you know, more than seven
virtues. There are seven times seven.”

The gag came out, and he was released. He lay there, unable to move, to even think of moving, asfull
night fell.

CHAPTER S X

Mother Gastya



"They’ ve seen us?' Winnawhispered.

"I think s0," Aspar said, pulling on his breeks. ™Y ou saw what the witchlights did? Someone called them.
They’'ll know where we are, snce witchlights gather around people.”

"Maybe the lights just flew down because there are more people there.”

"Maybe. | doubt it, the way they went of a sudden. And then that burst on the horn. If the man with one
eye was Fend—he has some shinecrafting. | don’t doubt that he could call witchlights. So hurry, dress.
We might not havelong.”

He cursed slently as he finished yanking on his breeches. Moments ago, their ddliance had seemed
worth therisk. Now—how old did he think he was, anyway? He knew better. If he'd known one of their
pursuerswas Fend...

"Ready,” Winnabreathed. She didn’t sound frightened.

"Here," Aspar said. He wrenched two of the glowing crystal globes from the bedposts and handed one
to Winna. "It snot much,” he said, "but with the witchlights gone, it' sthe best we have. Now, thisway."

He went through the arched door onto the ba cony. Without the witchlights, there was only avoid, and
the paelight of the crystaswasn't enough tofill it. Aspar weighed the crystd in hishand, trying to
remember where the other balcony was. Then he tossed the sphere.

It struck with asilvery tinkling, and a sudden vague light bloomed, aglowing cloud. The balcony
appeared, alow congtruct railed in iron wrought to resemble snakes with crowns and feathered tails.

"Can you jump to that?" Aspar asked Winna.
Shecut her eyes. "Yes"

"Doit, then. Hurry, for in afew momentsthe light will dissipate. When you get there, go in, hunt up al of
the ways off of that floor—up, down, out windows. I'll beright there."

"What are you going to do?'
"Wedge the door to the stairwells. Maybe they’ll think we re trying to barricade ourselvesin.”

She nodded, braced hersdlf, and jJumped. Theinstant she did, Aspar knew he’ d made amistake. Winna
didn’t have any ideawhether she could jump that far; she'd just said she could do it to sound confident
for him. Sheamost made it clear anyway, but clipped thelow railing going in, lost her balance, her arms
windmilling, her back to along drop and stone streets, and the balcony only to the back of her knees.
Aspar held his breath, trying not to call out, al hisblood racing into his head, hisfingersitching to grab
her. He bent to jump, in the dim hope he might somehow reach her before she fdl, but by then she had
recovered—>by stting down, hard.

Winnaturned, flashed him an uncertain grin, then tried the casement. It swung open. Sheturned again,
mouthed hurry , then dipped through.

Aspar let out the breath he had been holding, drew hisax and his dirk, and dipped back into the room.
He crept down the stairwell they had ascended, hours earlier, willing hismusclesto relax and his breath
to stay even.

Without witchlights or globesit was pitch dark. He smelled dead leaves.



He cameto thefirgt landing and listened. Hearing nothing, he wondered if he had been wrong. Maybe no
one knew they were here. He kept moving down, silent asafog in the night.

He stopped on the next landing and crouched to listen.
He heard his own bresthing—and something else.

Aspar closed his eyes—unnecessary, since he couldn’t see anything, anyway, but it helped him
concentrate. He drew along, dow bresth, tasting the air, smelling nothing but dust. He held the air in his

lungs
Therewas no sound at dl, then, but still he didn’t move. He kept crouched, waiting.
And then there was abreath, not hisown. He didn't hear it; hefdt it on hisface.

Aspar struck upward with hisdirk, hard, and felt it catch against chain mail. That brought agrunt and a
rush of something going by Aspar’ sface. Aspar reached around, grappling for upper arms; something
smacked againgt his back. Hisinvisible foe shouted then, which helped Aspar find his opponent’ sface. A
helmet belled under the edge of hisax, and he dipped his dirk into something soft where the throat ought
to be. He' d guessed right; the scream gurgled off.

Then something kicked him in the chest with the force of amule, afinger or two to theright of his
sternum. Flashes of gold exploded inside of his eyes as he chopped down, found a solid wooden shaft
there, and redlized a spear was standing out of him, and someone was still pushing on it. He couldn’t tell
how deep it had gone.

Heturned away from the force of the push and lashed out with hisax. It hit something meaty, and
someone howled. The spear in Aspar’ s chest hung free, and then its own weight wrenched it out. That
hurt, too, so much that Aspar’ s knees buckled. That may have saved him from whatever hissed over his
head and struck yellow sparks from thewall.

In the brief light ashadow congealed, and Aspar uncoiled from hisinvoluntary crouch, driving hisdirk
through a bottom jaw and up into brain. He pushed the jerking body back, roughly, and heard someone
below grunt asif struck.

"Fools!" another voice shouted, from further down the stairwell. "'l told you to wait until—there!™
Suddenly the Saircase was dive with color, as aswarm of witchlights flew around the curve of the next
landing to surround Aspar like hungry blood flies. In the light, he saw three Sefry in apile, two probably
dead, athird farther down, trying to put his half-severed hand back on.

Turning the corner behind the lights were at least four more. One had an eye patch, but Aspar aready
knew it was Fend; he' d recognized the voice.

Aspar amost legpt down the shaft at them anyway. He might be able to kill Fend before he died.

But if hedidn’t, Fend would catch Winna. If Aspar did manageto kill the Sefry bastard, Fend’ s men
would probably kill him anyway, and then they would catch Winna.

So Aspar grabbed the spear up from the floor and ran back up the stairs, cloaked in witchlights. At the
top, he dammed the door, dropped the bar on it, and wedged the blade of the polearm benesath it.

He touched his chest, and hisfingers came away sticky. There wasn't enough light to see how far the
blade had gone in. He could stick afinger in, to see how deep it was, but he was dready queasy, and
that might make him sick. Right now, he couldn’t afford it.



So heignored the wound and followed after Winna, dropping to the balcony and into the next building
where Winnastood waiting.

"Where were you?' she asked.
"I killed afew. They’ll be coming. We haveto hurry. Y ou found our next path?'

"Wait," Winnasaid. Shelifted and upended alarge basket onto the balcony. Broken glass poured out
withamusca tinkling.

"I found some vases and broke them. Let them land on that, when they jump after us.”
"Good thinking," Aspar said, feding aburst of pride. "Now let’sgo."

"Out here, then," she said. "We don't want to go down yet. | think | found a better way. | couldn’t see
far, but now that we have the witchlights back, we can be sure.”

He followed her to the next window, one at right angles to the one they had just come through. Beyond
were roofs, peaked and scaled and close.

They jumped out, Winnaleading, and scrambled on polished date, around the bottom of a steep-pitched
Spire, trying to hide their glowing escort from any line of Sght their pursuers might be ableto establish.
Aspar cast his gaze back often. On the other side of the spire was another jump, though it was barely
more than along step. The steep angle of the other roof made the landing |less than certain, however.

They went on like that, roof to roof.

Unfortunately, Aspar felt his strength ebbing, and he was getting a bit dizzy. Asthey cameto the edge of
the fourth roof, hisfooting betrayed him and he dipped. Clawing at the date proved no good, and he
went over, but therailing of the balcony below caught hisbody, hard, held him therelong enough for him
toget agripontheironrails.

By thetime he pulled himsalf onto the balcony and got his breath, Winna had dropped down to join him.
"Areyou dl right? Did they—" Her eyeswidened. "Y ou're bleeding ."

"| think we' re done with rooftops,” he muttered. "Let’s get down to the Street.”

"But you're bleeding," she repested.

"I'mfine. We can't stop to talk about this, Winna. We have to keep moving, and hiding. Eventualy we'll
find away out, or they’ll giveup.” Unless Fend knows who he's chasing. He won't give up if he
knows it’s me. "Thistimewe Il find a place with no windows."

In the distance, he heard the horn again, and cursed as the witchlights that hovered around them suddenly
flew up, like a colored fountain. They shot up toward the cave roof, then dropped like angry bees back
toward Aspar and Winna.

Aspar didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to; Winna understood what had just happened.

"Down," shesaid.

Hoof-clacks on cobbles greeted them asthey came onto the street, though Aspar couldn’t ascertain



exactly where they were coming from. The vast hollow of the cavern and the close walls of the city
played ding-stones with noise. He and Winna ducked in and out of aleys more or less at random.
Aspar’ sfeet seemed very distant from him, and he began to wonder if the spear might have been
poisoned. Surely he hadn’t lost that much blood.

"Which way?' Winnawhispered, asthey cameto acrossintersection. A post in the center of it borea
carved head with four faces, dl with bulging, fishlike eyes.

"Grim!" he muttered. "Y ou choose."
"Aspar, how badly are you hurt?"

"I don’t know. Choose adirection.” The witchlights had |eft them again, and they had only the sphereto
show the way.

She chose, and chose again. Aspar seemed to lose track of things for amoment, and the next he knew
he was lying flat on the cobbles. If heraised hishead alittle, he could see the ragged edges of Winna's
skirt, and he heard the lapping of water. He was lying at the edge of the candl.

Their witchlights were back.

"... up, you damned fool," Winnawas saying. Her voice sounded more than alittle panicked.
He helped her wrestle him to asitting position.

"Y ou’ re going to have to go without me, Winn," he managed.

"Egg in asnake’ sden chance of that,” Winnasaid.

"Doit for me. They'll find us, and soon. | can’t have Fend—I can’'t have him kill another—" He stopped,
and gripped her arm, as something big stepped from the alley. "Turn your head,” Aspar gasped. "Don’t
look at it." Hedrew out hisax, holding up theflat for adull mirror. It was spattered in gore, however,
and al he could see wasthe faint yellow glow.

But the greffyn wasthere, a the end of the dley, bigger than ahorse. He could fed the sick light of it
agang hisface.

"The greffyn?' she asked, voice quaking. She' d done as hetold her, thank Grim, and was averting her
eyes.

"Y ah. Into the cand with you. Don't look back.”

"Into the cand with both of you. Or my boat, if you prefer.” The voice wasthroaty, hoarse even, asfrom
speaking too much or not enough. Aspar peered into the darkness and barely discerned a cowled figure
in adender gondola, just against the edge of the candl.

Then he found he didn’t have much to say about it. Winna, grunting, rolled him from the cand edge over
into the boet, then followed himin.

Asthe gondolabegan to move, asort of burring sound, beginning below the edge of hearing and rising to
sudden, intolerable shrillness exploded behind them, and Aspar fdlt his ssomach heave.

Winnabegan to sob, then choke, then she vomited into the water.

They passed beneath an arch Aspar thought was abridge, but it just went on, and on, aholewithin a



hole, the entrance to hell, probably, to the realm of dust and lead. But Winna s hand found his, and he
didn’'t care, and yet another sort of nightfall took him away.

He awoketo the familiar scent of spider lily teaand ovenstone, to fingers on hisface, and adull fever in
his chest. Hetried to push his eyelids open, but they wouldn’'t move. They felt asif they had been sawn
shut.

"Hewill bewel," avoice sad. It was the samethroaty old voice from the boat.
"He sstrong,” Winnd svoice replied.

"Soareyou.”

"Who areyou?' Aspar rasped.

"Ah. Hdlo, foundling. My name—I don't remember my redl name. Just call me—call me Mother
Gagtya"

"Mother Gastya. Why did you save us?'

A long silence. Then acough. "I don’t know. | think | have something to tell you. I’ m forgetting, you see.”
"Forgetting what?'

"Bvaything."

"Do you remember where everyone went? The Sefry from the city?"

"They went away,” Mother Gastyagrated. " Of course they went away. Only | remained.”

"But the men chasing uswere Sefry,” Winnasaid.

"Not of these houses. | do not know them. And they came with the sedhmhar. They cameto kill me.”
"Sedhmhar. The greffyn?’

"Asyoucdl it

"What isit, Gastya?' Agpar asked. "The greffyn?”’

"Itistheforest dreaming of death. The shocked gaze before the eyesroll up. The maggot wriggling from
thewound.”

"What doesthat mean?' Winna asked.
Irritation findly gave Aspar the strength to open his eyes, though they were ponderous asiron vaves.

Hewasinasmdl cavern or room, roughly furnished. By witchlight he made out Winna sface, lovely and
young. Facing her was the most ancient Sefry Aspar had ever seen. She made Mother Cilth seem achild.

"Sefry can't talk straight, Winng," Aspar grunted. " Even when they want to. They lie so much and so
often, it just isV't possblefor them.”

"Y ou find the strength to insult me," the old woman said. Her silvery-blue gaze fastened on him, and he



felt avague shock at the contact. Her face was beyond reading; it looked asif it had been flayed, cured,
and placed back on her skull. A mask. "That’sgood.”

"Where arewe?'

"Intheancient Hidi shrine. The outcasts will not find us here, &t least not for awhile.”

"How confident you make mefed,” Aspar said.

"She saved our lives, Aspar,” Winnareminded him.

"That remainsto be seen,” Aspar grunted. "How bad'm | hurt?’

"The chest wound is not deep,” Gastyareplied. "But it was poisoned with the smdll of the sedhmhari.”
"Then| shdl die"

"No. Not today. The poison has been drawn out. Y ou will live, and your hatred with you." She cocked
her head. "Y our hatred. Such awaste. Jesperedh did her best.”

"How do you... Have we met?'

"l wasborn herein Rewn Aluth. I’ ve never left it."

"And I’ve never been here before. So how did you know?"
"I know Jesperedh. Jesperedh knows you."

"Jespisdead.”

The ancient woman blinked and smiled, then lifted her shouldersin apolite shrug. "Asyou wish. But as
for your hatred—caring for humansis no easy task, you know. In most clansit isforbidden. Jesperedh
might have left you to die”

"Shemight have," Aspar said. "I’ m grateful to her. Just not to the rest of you.”
"Fair enough," Gastyadlowed.
"Why did the other Sefry leave Rewn Aluth?!

Mother Gastya clucked her tongue disapprovingly. "You know ," she said. "The Briar King awakes, and
the sedhmhar roams. Our ancient places are no longer safe. We knew they would not be, when thetime
came. We made our plans. All of the great rewns of the forest sand empty, now."

"But why? Surdly dl of you together could defegt the greffyn.”

"Hmm? Perhaps. But the greffyn is only aharbinger. Sword and spear and shinecraft will never defest
what follows. When the water rises, we do not wait for the flood, we Sefry. Our boats have long been
built."

"But the greffyn can bekilled," Aspar perssted.
"Possbly. What of it?'

"Give me adraight answer, damn you. Mother Cilth wanted me to do something. What isit?"



"l..." She paused. "I’'m remembering, yes. She wanted you to find me. To find me, and the Briar King.
Beyond that, | do not know."

"And the greffyn will leed meto the Briar King?"'
"It would be better if you reached him before the greffyn does," Mother Gastya murmured.
"Why? And how will | do that?"

"Astothefirg, it'sjust atinglein my mind. Asto the second—follow the Siaghish into the Mountains of
the Hare, dways taking the southern and westernmost forks. Between that headwater and the Cockspurs
isahighvaley."

"No, thereisn't," Aspar said. "I’ ve been there."
"Thereis”

The crone shook her head. "There dways has been, but behind awall, of sorts. A breach hasformed in
it. Follow the vdley down, through the thorn hallows. You'll find him there."

"Thereisno such vdley," Aspar said stubbornly. "Y ou can’t hide such athing. But suppose there was.
Suppose pigs are rutting geese, and everything you say istrue. Supposing al of that—why should | do
what Mother Cilth wants me to accomplish? What good will it do?"

Mother Gastyd s eyes seemed to shiver like distant lightning. ""Because then you will believe , Aspar
White. Only seeing him will do that. And to do what you must, you must first believe, in the degpest
cistern of your blood."

Aspar rubbed hisforehead with hishand. "I hate Sefry," he murmured. "I hate you dl. Why me? Why do
| haveto do this?'

She shrugged. "Y ou see with eyes both Sefry and Human.”
"Why should that make a difference?’

"It will make adifference. Human breath he shall draw, and Human soul charge him; but his gaze
shall have Sefry quick and see the colors of night. So the prophecy goes.”

"Prophecy? Grim damn you, |—" He stopped short at the echo of avoice. "What' sthat?"
"The outcasts. They' re coming for you."
"| thought you said they couldn’t find us.”

"No. | said they would, at the proper time. That timeis near. But they will not find you. Only me. Take
my boat, and let the current carry you downstream. In time, you will see light, and steer toward it."

"Why can't you go?'

"Thelight will end me, and therearethings| must do first."

"Fend will kill you."

Gastya croaked softly at that and placed her hand briefly on Aspar’s. With aterrible chill, he neither saw



nor felt flesh on her fingers, only cold, gray bone. "Go on,” Mother Gastya said. "But teke this." The
bones of her hand opened and dropped asmall, waxy sphereinto his palm. "This draws the poison out.
Y ou may not bewdl yet. If you scken again, clutch it to the wound.”

Aspar took the sphere, staring at the hand. "Come on, Winna," he murmured.
"Y—ya"
"Theboat isthere," Gastya said, lifting her chin to point. "Do not ddly. Find him."

Aspar didn’t answer. A shiver kept scurrying up and down his back like amousein apipe. Hewas
afraid hisvoice would quiver if he spoke. He took Winna s hand, and they went to find the boat.

But once the water had taken the gondola past the carved stone posts that marked the Hidli shrine, and
into alow-roofed tunnel, away from Mother Gastyaand her hollow, pitted voice, Winna squeezed his

fingers
"Was she, Aspar? Was she dead?"

"l don't know," he murmured. "The Sefry clam—they say their shinecrafting can do such things. I've
never believed it. Never."

"But you do now."

"It could have been aglamour. Probably it was aglamour.”

A long time later, it seemed, strange sounds came down the tunnd. It might have been screams, but
whose Aspar could not say.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Plansfor an Outing

"Magesty!" the guard protested. "Y ou cannot—I| mean, it' s—"

Muriele glared up &t thetall, weak-chinned fellow. He had a carefully trimmed mustache and was
immaculate in the pae-and-blue livery of the house Gramme. Muriele couldn’t remember his name, nor
did sheredly try.

"Cannot what?' she snapped. "Am | your queen or not?"'

The man flinched, bowed, and bowed again, as he had been doing from their first encounter. "Yes,
Magjesty, of course, but—"

"And isnot the lady Gramme my subject, and aguest in my husband’ s house?'
"Yes, Mgesty, quite, but—"

"But what? These are my rooms, Sir, despite that your mistresslivesin them. Out of my way, that | may
enter. Unless you know some reason | should not.”

"Please, Mgesty. Thewidow Grammeis... entertaining.”



"Entertaining? Surely she would have to be entertaining the king himsdlf, if you areto put asde my
wishes. Areyou, Sir, prepared to tell me that the lady Gramme is entertaining my husband?”

For along moment, the young knight stood there, trying out various movements of hislips but never quite
making a sound. He looked from Muriele, to Erren, to the young knight Neil MegVren, who stood with
hand on the hilt of hisweapon. Then he sighed. "No, Mgesty. | am not prepared to tell you that.”

"Very well, then. Open that door."

A moment later she was gtriding into the suite. Adlainn Selgrene—Gramme' s lady-in-waiting—dropped
her needlework and gave alittle shriek as Muriele marched toward the bedchamber, but at ahard glance
from Erren, the smdl blondefdl quite slent.

Muriele paused at the double doors and spoke to Neil and Erren without looking at them.

"Stay outside for amoment,” she said. " Give them time to get proper.” Then she took the handle and
shoved the doors open.

The lady Gramme and William 11 were apink tangle of limbs on her enormous bed. People ook rather
stupid in the act of sex, Muriele thought, oddly detached. Hel pless and stupid, like babies without
the charm.

"By the saints" Muride said, deadpan. "Whatever are you doing with my husband, Lady Gramme?"

Gramme shrieked in an outrage atogether free of fear, and the king gave akind of bullish bellow, but
they both scrambled under cover in short order.

"Muriele, what in the name of the saints—" William shouted, hisface ruddy.

"How dare you break into my rooms—" Gramme howled, pushing at her tangled ash-blonde curlswith
one hand and drawing the coverlet up with the other.

"Shut up, the both of you,” Muriele shouted. "Y ou especidly, Lady Gramme. That everyone knows
about...this... does not makeit lega to the church. My husband may be above holy sanction, but |
assure you, you are not, nor will he—in thesetimes—stand in my way if | wish to pressfor it."

"Muride—"

"No, hush, William. War is afoot, yes? With whose family would you rather risk arift? Mine, with its
matchlessfleet and itslegions of knights? Or thiswhore' s, whose father commands forty skinny nags
mounted by oafs wearing pots for hdms?'

Gramme understood the threat more quickly than William. Her mouth clamped shut very quickly indeed,
though she was near tears with anger.

William, biting hislip, aso rdented. "What do you want, Muride?' he asked tiredly.

"Y our attention, husband. I’'mtold I’ m to be escorted by bargeto Ca Azroth. | don’t remember
deciding that | wanted to go there. And | don’'t remember being asked ."

"l am gill your husband. | am gtill king. Need | ask permission to make my wife safe? Y ou were nearly
killed!"

"Y our concernis noted. Isthat what you came to Lady Gramme to discuss? Y our deep worry and
concern for my welfare?



William ignored thedig. "It snot safe for you in Eden, Muridle. That muchisplain. It will be much easer
to guard you at Cd Azroth. It' swhat the place was buiilt for."

"Movethewhole court, there, then, not just me.”

"Impractical. | must be here, near the fleet. But Fastia, Anne, Elseny, and Charles will accompany you. |
will not risk my children, either, with assassins abroad.”

"| refuse this protection. Send the children if you will."
William' sface tightened. " Erren, speak to your mistress.”

From the corner of her eye Muriele noticed that Erren and Sir Nell had taken the moment she asked of
them and finaly entered the chamber.

"She dready knows my mind, Mgesty,” Erren replied.
"Lady Erren, you, at least, must have the sense to know thisisfor the best.”
Erren bowed politely. "Yes, Mgesty. If you say so, Mgesty.”

"WEell, | do say so!" William suddenly leapt out of the bed and dragged arobe up from thefloor. He
threw it over hisshoulders.

"Muride" hegrated, "join mein Lady Gramme' s sunroom. Immediately. The rest of you remain here. |
am your king, damn you dl, and never forget it!"

William leaned on the casement of the window and regarded the sunset. He did not look at Muriele when
he spoke.

"That was childish, Muriele, childish and destructive. What sort of word might spread in the court now?
Did you redly want Lady Grammeto think | tell you nothing? Do you want her to spread that around?”

Muriele choked back tears. "Y ou do tel me nothing, damn you. If | don’'t have your ear, why should
anyonethink | do? I’ d rather be thought of as spurned than stupid, husband.”

William turned a shockingly weary gaze on her. "Thisis not the usua course of our lives," he protested.
"When dl isnormal, | do confidein you and seek your opinion. | kept this quiet because | knew you
would not want to go, and | need you to go. Y ou are correct, war looms everywhere, and they have
aready tried to kill you once. | don’t even know how they did it. I’ [l wager hard that your deadly old
Erren doesn't know, either.”

"Then what makesyou think Ca Azroth will be safer for me?”

"Because of dl our manses, it isbest built for defending againgt assassins, againg craft and art and the
winged, evil dead or whatever else might come along. It hasafull garrison, so even if they send an army
after you, you may be safe. Y ou know the place, Muriele. Won't you see reason?’

"It seader to see something in the plain light, than when it creeps behind you in the dark. | don't like
hearing my fate through rumor. Even four years ago, you would not have treated me so. Now it is
commonplace. Are Gramme swhispers growing strong in your skull? Do you redlly conceive of replacing
me as queen?"



Something came over William' sface, then, something she had not seen for sometime. He turned away
again, unable to meet her gaze.

"All kings have midtresses, Muriele. Y our own father did.”

"That never answers my question.”

He turned back to her. "Y ou are my queen, my wife, and | think my friend.”
"We once werefriends," she said, more softly, alittle confused.

"l can't let you bekilled. It sassmple asthat. | can live without Ambria, or Alis, or any of those others.
Without you..." His hands dropped helplesdy at hissides. "Being king is hard enough, without you asking
me to be better asaman. Y ou' ve never asked that of me. Y ou’' ve never even mentioned my mistresses.
Why now, of dl times, when things are worst and weakest, do you chooseto... to...erupt inthis
manner?'

Shelifted her chin defiantly. "1 don’t know. | suppose becausethisisthefirst timel’ vefdt truly
unwanted. After | was nearly murdered, you came to me. Y ou were tender, as you were of old. And
then, poof! Nothing. Asif in that one night you could take my terror away. And now to send me off, like
achild, without even talking to me? Intolerable.”

He cast his head down. "Tonight. Can't we talk tonight, when we have cooled a bit?"

"Y ou want me to come to our bed when you still have her stink on you? When | know for certain? What
do you think of me? That | have no pride at dl?1’m ade Liery, damn you, Wilm!*"

She knew shewas going to cry, then, if shedidn’t leave quickly. "I’ ll go. Not for mysdlf, but if my
children will be safer & Cd Azroth, I'll take them there. Never mind your ridic—" She couldn’t finish.
She turned and walked swiftly down the stairs, through the bedchamber.

"Erren. Sir Nell. To me, now."

Her shoulders were shaking by the time she reached the hall. By the time they came to the Depren Stairs,
the tears had started.

Neil paced dowly in the anteroom, wondering what he ought to do. Only afew hours ago, he had begun
his service as the sole member of the Lier Guard. The queen had hardly said two wordsto him, and
before he knew it hewas off to confront his sovereign lord—the same king who had just given him the
rosel—in a state of undresswith hismisiress.

Now the queen had shut hersdlf in her bedroom, and the lady Erren with her.

The other knights assigned to the queen were confined to the halls. Only Nell wasdlowed inthe
gpartment. He supposed he might stick his head out and ask them what he ought to do, but Vargus
wasn't there, or even Sir James, and he did not know the rest.

A door creaked, and he turned, hand on the pommel of Crow.
It wasthe lady Erren.

"Take ease, young chever," she said, in Lierish. "The queen sends her apologies. She' sbeen—asyou've
seen, | think—too distracted to properly welcome you to her staff.”



"That’ sno matter,” Neil replied. "Thisis o great an honor for me, | cannot even begin to say. But..."
"But you have questions, yes? Ask them of me.”
"Thank you, Lady. Modtly, it’ sthis—what exactly are my duties?'

Erren smiled gternly. "That’ s smple enough. Y ou protect the queen. Not me, not her daughters, not her
husband, not the crown prince—but the queen. Always and only, your eyeisto her safety. If you can
savetheking'slife by alowing the queen to be stung by abee, you areto let the king perish. Isthat

ampleenough?'
"Itis. Quitesmple.”

"Y ou have command of yourself, in that case. No order will you be given, no task or errand can keep
you from her side. It matters not who givesit. Act dways asyou think best.”

"And the other knights? The Craftsmen?”

"They are not under your command, if that iswhat you mean. Nor are you under theirs. The queen
commands this household, and | am the chief of her saff. Y ou obey the queen’ s command, then mine,
thentheking's, in that order. If at any time you fee any command jeopardizes the queen, you shdl ignore
it." She paused. "But be certain . I'll have no cocksure young man second-guessing every order | give.

Y ou are not the strategist, here. Y ou are the watchdog. Y ou are the sword. Do you understand the
difference?’

"I do, Ladly."

"Very well, then. Intime, wewill assembleared Lier Guard, and you will beits captain. Until then, things
stand as |’ ve put them before you. Do you have other questions? About what just happened, for
ingance?'

"No question that ismest, | think."
"What do you mean?"'
"I meanitisaquestion | would put to theking, if it were not impertinent,” Neil said softly.

A mixed look of alarm and approval flashed acrossthe lady Erren’ sface. She placed ahand on his
shoulder.

"Love her," shesaid, "but do not fal in love with her. She counts on you for her life, and | would not
want you to be dispassonate about that. But fall in love with her, and sheisas good as dead. Y ou might
aswell thrust the knifein yoursdlf. Y ou understand?!

Nell stiffened. "I know my place, Lady."
"I’m sure you do. That's not what I’ m talking about."
"I know what you' re talking about, Lady Erren. | may be young, but I'm not afool."

"If I thought you were, you would not be here," Erren said softly. "And if | ever think you are, you will
vanish quite quickly, be assured.” Sheleaned in and kissed him on the cheek. "There. Welcome to the
gaff. | must go out for atime."

"Inthat case, Lady, shouldn’'t | bein her room? That is, if sheisnot in your sight, shouldn’t shebein



mine?"

"An excdlent point,” Erren replied. "Let me prepare her. | will return shortly enough. | have newsto
ddiver to the archgreffess Fastia. Let her have the unpleasant task of carrying it further.”

"Ca Azroth?' Anne blurted. "I can’t go to Cal Azroth! Not now!"

Fastiagave Anne apeculiar look. "Whatever do you mean by that, Anne? What particular thing keeps
you here at this particular moment?'

Annefdt something in her belly drop away. "That’snot what | meant,” she said quickly. "I just don't
want to go, that’ sdl. Ca Azroth isaboring place.”

Fadtid s suspicious gaze lingered for amoment. Then she shrugged. "Anne, let me explain thefactsto
you. Fact the firgt: our mother was nearly murdered. Fact the second: Father and Erren and everyone
€lse who ought to know fear that you, or |, or any of us might be next. We're al going where we can be
protected. Fact the third: you are going to Ca Azroth. Thisisnot an evening chape or asewing lesson
you can skip by dressing as aboy and leading the Roya Horse on amerry chase. If need be, you will be
tied hand and foot until the barge iswell under way."

Anne opened her mouth to begin an angry protest, but Fastiaheld her finger to her lips. "A moment,” the
older woman said. "L et me say more. Mother needs us, Anne. Do you think shewantsto go into exile
any more than we do? When she heard, she stormed to Father and railed against it. But Father needsto
know we are safe, and Mother needs her children. Needs you , Anne.”

Anne closed her mouth. Fastia had away of making everything sound true. And if Erren was
involved—well, Erren had away of finding thingsout, if she put effort into it. And Erren most certainly
should not find out about Roderick.

"Very well," Annereplied. "l seethisisimportant. When do we leave?!

"On the morrow. And tell no one, you understand? Too many people aready know where we're
bound."

Anne nodded. "Austrawill go, of course?'
"Of course.”
Fastiatook Anne'schinin her hand. "Y ou look tired, Anne. Have you been degping well?"

"I’ve had Black Marys," Anne admitted. "I—" She had a sudden, powerful urgeto tell Fastiaabout her
experiencein the maze. But if the praifec himself told her not to worry, there was no point iniit. It would
only be one more thing Fastiawould think was wrong with her.

"Yes?' Fastia prompted. "What sort of Black Marys?'

"Slly things" Annelied.

"If they keep up, you must tell me about them. Dreams can be important, you know."
"I know. But thesearejudt... slly."

"Not if they make you unwell."



Anneforced asmile. "Well, therewill be plenty of timeto discussthisat Ca Azroth, | should think.
Ther€ snothing ese to do there."

"Wdll, there saways Elyoner. I'm sure she'll pay usavist. And I’ ll see about having your horse Faster
brought dong. How would you like that?'

"Oh, Fadtia, would you?'

“I'll do my best."

"Thank you."

"Now, pack. I’ll see you soon."
"Verywdl."

"And, Anne?'

"Yes, Fastia?"

"l do loveyou, you know. You are my little sster. | know sometimes you think—" She frowned, and
reddened dightly. "Anyway." Her hands fluttered briefly, then settled. "Pack,” she said.

When Fastiawas gone, Austra came padding into the room.

"Y ou heard?' Anne asked.

"Yes

"What anuisance. I’m supposed to meet Roderick tomorrow."

"Do you want meto get word to him?' Austraasked, alittle trepidantly.

"Yes" Annemurmured. "Yes. Tdl him I’ll meet him tonight, instead. At the midnight bell, in the crypt of
my ancestors."

"Anne, that' savery bad idea."

"l may not see him for months. | will see him beforel go."

CHAPTER EIGHT
Scrifti
The sting of adap brought Stephen out of his dream.

Hewas actudly grateful to the pain, for it released him from terror, a phantasmic netherworld of horned
beastmen, eviscerated women and children, feathered beasts, and leering faces that formed and
dissipated like clouds, varioudy his kidnappers, Aspar White, and Brother Desmond.

Hewasn't grateful for long. In his deep, blood had glued his shift to hisback, and in placesto the
wooden bench he dept on. The movements of waking pulled ropes of pain tight about his back and



limbs

"Thereé sagood lad," the brother bending over him said as Stephen sat up. "Up with you." He dapped
Stephen on the back, inciting a gasp of shock and tears of pain.

"Leave him be" asofter voice said. "Desmond and his bunch aren’t around now."

"l don’t know that," thefirst fellow muttered. He was a short man, barrel-chested with skinny arms,
red-haired and copioudy freckled. "For al | know, you're inwith’em. All I know is, it never hurtsto
treat the new onesrough. It can hurt to go soft on’em." He thumped Stephen’ s back again, though not
ashard thistime,

But it was too much. Stephen bounced up from the deeping board, towering agood head over his
antagonigt. "Stay back from me," hewarned. "Don’t touch me again.”

The redhead gave two steps, but he didn’t look terribly concerned.

"What' syour name, fellow?" That was the other man, agangly young fellow with big ears and an easy
amile

"Stephen Darige.”

"I’m Brother Alprin, and thelittle one thereis Brother Ehan.”

"Don't cdl methe‘little one,” " the redhead warned.

"Gozh margens ezwes, mehelz brodar Ehan,” Stephen said.

"Eh?" Brother Ehan exclaimed. "That' s Herilanzer! How isit you speak my language?'
"l don’t. Only afew words."

"How did you guess he was Herilanzer?' Brother Alprin asked.

"Hisname. Hisaccent. I’'m good at that sort of thing." And it’ s been getting me in trouble, up until
now. | should have kept my mouth shut.

But Ehan grinned. "Wéll, that beats anything I’ ve heard lately. Generally speaking, no one understands
Herilanzer but Herilanzers. No one even tries. What' s the point?”’

Stephen shrugged. "Maybe someday I’ ll go to Herilanz.”

"That’ seven funnier,” Ehan said. "You' d last about haf abel in my homdand. If thefrost didn’t kill you,
thefirg child to come dong would."

Stephen mused that if Brother Ehan was atypicd Herilanzer adult, the children must be knee-high at
best, but decided against saying any such thing. He aready hurt too much. He nodded instead. "Maybe,"
he conceded.

He glanced around the dormitory—alarge room illuminated by high window dits. It was very
spare—fifty wooden benches each just wide enough to deep on, and asmall open box at the end of each
bench for possessions. He noticed his was empty.

"My thingsl My books, my charcod—my rubbingsl Where are they?!



"One of Desmond’ s boystook them. If you' re lucky, and behave wdll, you'll get them back.”
"Does—I mean, the fratrex—"

"Don’'t even gart thinking that way," Alprin cautioned. " The only way around Desmond and hislot isto
cooperate, thank them, and hope they eventually move on to someone €l se. Whether the fratrex knows
about dl of this, | can't say. That’samoot point. If you go to him—or to anyone—that’ savery bad
migake."

"But how can he—how can they jus—just do thesethings?'
Brother Ehan dapped him on the back again, and Stephen nearly bit his own tongue in half.

"Youidiot!" Ehan hissed. "Do you know me? Or Brother Alprin?Y ou just met us! We could bethe
worgt of thelot! And if wewere, right now you would, by the saints of storm and blood, be regretting it,
oh, terribly you would. Y ou want to survive here? Listen, learn—don’t talk until you know the other
fdlow."

"Aren't you breaking your own rule?’Y ou don’t know me either.”
"I know you're new. That’s enough.”

"He sright,” Alprin said. "And don’t expect any kindness from us—or anyone—if there sthe least
chance anyone iswatching. There are rules concerning new people. Even | won't break them, often.”

"So you' ve been warned,” Ehan grunted. "That’s more than | meant to do, and it' sthe last you' Il get.
Trust no one." He scratched his chin. "Oh, and the fratrex wanted you in the scriftorium a quarter bell
ago. Something about ‘important trandations.”™

"Santd" Stephen said. "But my things—"

"Forget them," Alprin said. "Redlly. Y ou're sworn to poverty anyway."
"But my thingsweren't riches. They werethings | need for my work."

"Y ou have the whole scriftorium,” Ehan said. "What €l se could you need?”
"My notes."

"Too bad." Brother Ehan turned to Brother Alprin. "It' stime weleft. We ve risked our necks enough for
one day, and I’ ve got work to do."

"Thank you," Stephen said." Eh Danka ' zwes."
Ehan laughed as he left. " Speaking Herilanzer," he exclaimed. "What next?"

What indeed? Stephen thought. Back at Tor Scath, he thought things had gotten as bad asthey could.
Now he found he was aready nostalgic for those days.

But the scriftorium awaited, and that thought <till brought excitement, though a much warier excitement
than he had known the day before.

"Stiff from carrying that wood, eh?" the fratrex asked, peering down hisnose.



"Very giff, Reverend,” Stephen replied. He wasn't fooling himsdf. Despite choosing hiswords carefully,
he' d just told his superior alie. Hedidn't likeit, but until he understood more about the monastery and its
inhabitants, he was determined to take the ominous advice of Brothers Alprin and Ehan.

The fratrex looked sympathetic. "Well, this evening you can take the meal out to the watchposts. The
walk will loosen you up.”

"Thank you, Fratrex."

"No need for that. Now, my boy, did you find anything of interest yesterday? I’ m sure you did."
| found rotten applesin the church bin, Stephen thought sourly.

"| found an early copy of the Amena Tirson ," he said.

Thefratrex nodded approvingly. "Ah, yes, the old geography. We havethe origina.”

"| think that must have been what | found. Were—were the copies made here?’

The fratrex scratched his chin and cocked his head. "1t’ s been here for the last two centuries, so | would
guessthat any copy you' ve seen e sewhere came from here. Why? Did you find an error?!

"Not exactly. What |—"

"Wl then! Of course not. We have the best copyistsin theworld." Hewinked at Stephen. "And the
most competent trand ators, eh? Now, do you want to see what | brought you here to show you?”

"Very much, Fratrex Pell,” Stephen said.
The old man thumped a cedar box. "It sright here."

The box was much like the one that had held the Amena Tirson , but larger. This box looked new—but
when the old man did off thelid, what wasinsde did not.

"L ead sheets," Stephen murmured, amost to himsdlf. "A holy text.”

"So one would think. But see the date? This predates the Hegemony—and the spread of the churchiin
thisarea—by two hundred years."

"True," Stephen agreed. "But scriving on lead was known to have significance even before the church
codified its use. Messages to the dead, for instance, were written that way, in archaic Vitellian, beforethe
Sacaratum and the first church.”

"Messagesto the dead, yes," the fratrex acknowledged. " According to our earliest doctrines, the spirits
of the departed are best able to read from lead. But before the church, those messages were small
things—curses and other requests, just as some still write today. It was only after the second reform that
texts dedicated to the saints were written in this fashion, since the saints are served by the departed.

"But here, long before the second reform—uwell, seefor yourself.”

Stephen moved closer, for abetter look, and his heart thumped faster. The painin hisback didn’t go
away, but for an ingtant he nearly forgot about it. "It san entire text,” he said. " A book, just likethe
sacred writings of the church.”

"And do you know the language?'



"May | holdit?"
"Of course"

Stephen lifted out the first heavy leaf. When hisfingerstouched it, it dmost seemed asif he could taste
the lead in hismouth, and hisfingerstrembled dightly.

Who had scrived this? What had the author been feeling, when he set down thisfirst page? The
immengty of time swept over Stephen like awave tumbling him in the ocean—deightful and allittle
frightening. He squinted at the small figures.

"Thereisagreat ded of patination,” he murmured, brushing a the white film that coated it. "Where was
thisfound?'

"Inthe old chapel of Saint Donwys, in the Marches of Hume, or so I’'mtold.”

"They didn’t take very good care of it," Stephen noticed. "It' s been kept damp.” He frowned. "And it
amost looks—could it have ever been buried?’

"| doubt that ," thefratrex said. "In any case, we have it now, and will take proper care of it. Indeed,
that’ s another reason we requested a brother of your qualifications. To be honest, | would have preferred
someone higher in the order than anovice, but I'm sureyou' |l prove yourself worthy of the church’s
trugt.”

"I will gtriveto, Reverend."
"Now. What can you tell me of it? It's Vadhian, that much even | can discern, but—"

"With greatest respect, Reverend," Stephen said, very cautioudy, remembering hisearlier [essonin
humility. "At firgt glance, I'm not dtogether certain that' sthe case.”

lld,.]?l
"It ssmilar, to besure, but..." He stared at thefirst ling, frowning.
"It sthe Vadhiian characters, yes?' the fratrex asked.

"Yes. But look at thisline. It lookslike Dhyvhubh khamy , ‘ this addressed to the gods.” In Vadhian,
that ought to be Kanmi udhe dhivhi . Y ou see? Vadhiian had lost the case endings from ancient
Croatani. | think thisisan unknown diaect—perhaps avery old form of Vadhian.”

"Indeed? How old? The date tells us it was written during the reign of the Black Jester. The language of
his empire was Vadhian."

"The text may have been copied. See here, below the date?’
"| seetheletter Q, at least if | understand the scrift.”

"ItisQ," Stephen affirmed. "The Black Jester reigned for the most part of acentury. During the early
years of hisrule, it became customary for ascrive or trandator to put his mark below the date.” He
amiled grimly. "The Jester wanted to know who to punish if anything was copied incorrectly. After his
defest, of course, the Hegemony established itself, and the church aong with it, and practices were
brought into line with church procedure.”

"Y ou think thisisacopy of something earlier, then?"



"Possibly. Or perhaps this was some sort of literary dia ect—much aswe use Vitellian and Croatani for
our sacred texts."

Thefratrex nodded. "Here | acknowledge my limits. It may be asyou say."

"Or it may not,” Stephen said hagtily. "After dl, | based that on just afew words. But with some study, |
can develop amore confident opinion.”

"And how long until you' ve trand ated the whole thing?"

"| can’'t say with certainty, Reverend. If it isan unknown diadect, it could be troublesome.”

"Yes. Could you doit in anineday?'

"Reverend?’ Dismayed, Stephen tried to keep the strain from hisvoice. "I cantry. Isit that important?’

Thereverend frowned. "To me? No. But consder it atest, afirst devotion. Do thisin thetimel’ve
dlotted, and you may well walk the fanes earlier than any other novice."

Mention of the fanes brought Stephen’ s pain back to mind. What would Brother Desmond say to that?

"Reverend, | desire no specid treatment. Of course | will trandate with dacrity. It swhat you brought me
herefor, and | will not disappoint you."

"l don't expect you to." Then Fratrex Pell’ s voice sharpened. "Nor do | expect you to question my
judgment. If | declare you are ready to walk the fanes, it will be because you are . Do you understand,
yes? Specid treatment does not enter into it.

"We ve been banging our heads againgt this scrift for months, and in a count of one hundred you' ve
aready unraveled one of its mysteries. That isaclear Sgn from the saints. Y our success or failurein the
next nineday will aso be aclear sgn, oneway or another. Y ou see?'

"Oneway or another, Reverend?'

"Exactly." Thefratrex patted him firmly on the shoulder, sending darts of agony shooting through
Stephen’sbody. "My, you are tender,” hesaid. "Well, I'll leave you to it. Saints be with you.”

"And with you, Reverend,” Stephen replied.

When thefratrex was gone, hiswords still hung intheair, as certain in form asif scrived in lead, and as
uncertain as the content of the manuscrift.

One way or another. If Stephen succeeded, he would walk the fanes and become an initiate, something
that might otherwise take ayear or more. Of course, then Desmond Spendlove would probably beat him
to degth.

But what if hefailed? What would the saints be telling the fratrex then?

But no, one thing was certain—no one had read these ancient words in more than athousand years.
Whatever might come, whatever he wasrisking, hewould do it.

Hefound paper and charcoa for tracing, abrush for cleaning the characters, and mixed someink.



A bdll later he had forgotten the fratrex, Desmond Spendlove, and dl threats of punishment and pain, as
ancient thoughts dowly, tentatively reveded themsdlves.

The didect was, indeed, unknown. The form of the words was much like Vadhtian, but the way those
words were put together, and the grammar that gave them sense, were older, more akin to the tongues of
the elder Cavarum.

The vespers bdl found him still hunched over the manuscrift, with trandated lines scribbled on the paper
next to it. As he progressed, he had crossed out preliminary guesses and replaced them with more certain
ones. Sitting straight up, he cracked his neck and rubbed his eyes, then went back through his notes.

He had begun to gather the pieces of the puzzle—the conjugation of thisand that verb, the relation of
subject to object—but hadn’t tried to put it al together. So, on a clean sheset, he began arunning
trandation. It read:

This addressed to the gods.

In the thirty-eighth yeer of thereign of Ukel Kradh dhe’ Uvh (atitle of the Black Jester, meaning "Proud
Heart of Fear," written in the VVadhtian diadect, unlike the rest of the document—S.D.) these words were
scrived. Behold them, for they areterrible. They arefor your eyes, Great Lord, and for none other. Lord
of the Sedoi, hereistold of the (noybhubh: fanes? dtars? temples?) belonging to the (zhedunmara:
damned gods? unsacred demons?). Hereistold of the (vath thadhathun: sedos-paths? faneways?) of
the Mother-Devouring, of the Sacred Desire, of the Madman Lord, of the Lightning-Twisted-Inside, of
their kith and clan. Hereistold how to entertain them. (Uwdathez: Cursed?) is any other who gazes
upon these words. And (cursed?) ishe who writesthis.

A frost touched Stephen’ s spine. What in the name of the saints did he have here? He had never seen an
ancient text even remotdly likethis.

Of course, little had survived from the era of the Warlock Wars. Much of what had been written then
was profane and evil, and had been destroyed by the church.

If thiswas such atext, how had it dipped by? Simply because no one could read it? That was Stupid.
When the Hegemony brought peace to the north, they had with them some of the greatest scholarsin the
ancient world. Besides, this language would have been close enough to didects of the time that any
scholar back then should have been able to accomplish with ease what Stephen was now doing with
difficulty—trandate it by reference to Sster languages.

Maybe this one had been hidden or, as Stephen suspected, buried. Maybe some peasant had dug it up in
hisfield and brought it to the brothers at Saint Donwys, who assumed it was a sacred church text, and
put it intheir scriftorium.

Wherever it had come from, Stephen was virtually certain that it ought not to exist. Just as certainly, when
the church learned what it was, it would be destroyed.

He should tdll Fratrex Pell al this now. He should go no further.

"Brother?'

Stephen nearly jumped out of his skin. A monk he did not know was standing only afew feet avay.
"I'm sorry?' Stephen said.

"Fratrex Pell asked you to ddiver the evening medl to the watchtowers."



"Oh! Of course”
"Shall | replacethat?" The brother waved at the scrift.

"Oh—no. It'ssomething I’'m trandating for the fratrex. Could we leaveit here, so | can takeit up more
eadly tomorrow?"

"Of course," thefdlow said.
"I'm Stephen Darige," he offered.

"Brother Sangen, at your service. | keep things on the shelves, here. That' s one of the new Vadhiian
rifts?”

"Thereare more?'
"Oh, yes. They’ve beentrickling in for the past few years."
"Redly? All from Saint Donwys?'

"Heavens, no. From dl over." Hefrowned dightly, asif suddenly concerned. "Y ou’ d better get going.
Fratrex Pell ismostly patient, but if he asks that something be done, he meansit.”

"Of course." Stephen picked up hisfreetrandation and notes. "I’m going to keep these with me, so | can
mull them over before deep. Isthat permitted?”

"Of course. Good evening to you, Brother Stephen.” His voice dropped. "Keep you well on the path to
the watchtowers. ' Tis said the south path, down by the woods, islonger but more... pleasant. | can
explain theway to you, if you would like."

"l would,"” Stephen said. "Very much.”

In the gloaming, with firefliesrising like ghosts departing the world, Stephen fdlt the chill return. He fought
the urge to go straight to the fratrex and reved what he had discovered.

Hedidn’'t fear the curse, of course. Whatever pagan god had been invoked was long dead, or a captive
of the saints. The Black Jester had been defeated and lay dead for more than amillennium. The curse
was no longer of any matter.

But any scrift that began with such astrong curse was likely to contain things no man ought to see, ought
to have ever seen.

Y et he couldn’t be sure. It might prove to be nothing more than a cataogue of dead fiends. And it might
contain information useful to the church.

Until hewas certain it wasirredeemable, he couldn’t giveit up to be destroyed.

Hewould read further. If he came across something clearly unholy and dangerous, he would take it
draight to thefratrex.

Right now he had other worries. Brother Sangen was either hel ping Stephen avoid Brother Desmond and
histhugs or sending him into their arms. There was no way of knowing which, and nothing he could do
about it but prepare himself.



He had the sudden, strange thought that it would be nice to have Aspar White with him right now. The
holter was gruff, but he also seemed to know clearly what was right and wrong.

Not to mention the fact that Desmond Spendlove and his bullieswouldn’t last a twenty count against
Agpar. That was afight Stephen would loveto see.

Then again, Aspar White would scoff at Stephen for being aweak, pampered child. He straightened his
back. He couldn’t defeat his enemies, but he could make certain that they did not defeat him, even if they
beat him to the ground. They would not beat his pirit.

It was the best he could do. It would have to be enough; he only hoped it didn’t kill him.
On the hedls of that thought, a voice spoke from the forest, soft but carrying.
"Well. What are you about, little one?"

Stephen took a deep breath, for courage, as Desmond Spendlove stepped onto the grass, awicked
gleamjust barely visblein hiseyes.

It took Stephen amoment to understand that Brother Desmond was't talking to him. In fact, he hadn't
even seen Stephen. Quickly, Stephen ducked behind ahummock of hay, peering around the edge of it.

The prey Spendlove and his wolves were gathering around was Brother Ehan.
"Don’'t cal methat," Ehan cautioned.

"I'll call you whatever | want. What did you tell the new felow, Brother Ehan? Nothing disparaging, |
hope.”

"Nothing he didn’t aready know," Ehan replied.

"How do you know what he does or doesn’t know? Are you that friendly with him aready?
Brother Ehan’ s chin lifted defiantly. "Come on, Spendlove. Just you and me. Without your dogs.”
"Hear what he cdled you, fellows?' Brother Desmond said.

"Dogs," Ehan repeeted. "Little bitchesfollowing abig one.”

Thecircle closed in. Ehan suddenly legpt into motion, straight toward Brother Desmond.

He never got there. One of the other cowled figures swung a stiff arm so that Ehan caught it under his
chin. Hisfeet flew up inthe ar, and he landed with a pronounced whoosh of air, audible even from
Stephen’shiding place.

Stephen felt aknot in histhroat. He shouldn't interfere with this; every ingtinct warned him not to. And
yet, from far away, he il somehow fdt the holter’ s eyes on him. Aspar White, however crude he might
be, whatever hisfaults, would never stand by and merely watch this.

"Damned cowards!" Stephen shouted. Or histhroat did, anyway. He couldn’t remember giving it the
go-ahead.

But it got their attention. Brother Desmond and four others started toward him, a arun. Three madea
bedline, and the other two circled around the other side of the haystack.



Stephen ducked behind the mound of fragrant straw. He could run, of course, but they were moving fast
, much faster than he could. They would catch him.

So ingead, he dug hisfingersinto the plaited grass and climbed as swiftly as he could. When he had
nearly reached the top he stayed very ill and watched his pursuers meet and mill below.

"He must have run on to the tree line, under cover of the haystack,” one of them said.

"Find him." That was Brother Desmond, whose face Stephen could suddenly see quite clearly, for atorus
of light had appeared around him, asort of glowing mist.

Saint Tyw, don't let them look up, Stephen prayed silently.

Whether by the grace of the saint, or because it smply did not occur to them, they didn’t but instead
spread out and ran for the trees.

That wouldn't distract them long. Beyond the stream and its willow border lay nothing but open pasture,
and they would quickly discover that he wasn't there.

Stephen scrambled on over the haystack and did down the other side.

Thetwo remaining men were still with Ehan; one was holding the little fellow down while the other
produced what |ooked like aheavy bag.

They saw Stephen at the last second, as he kicked the fellow on top of Ehan under the chin. He felt teeth
clack together, asthe other man bellowed like abull and swung the bag at him.

It hit hard, low in hisback, and it hurt . It felt like asack full of pears, and probably was. Stephen
dropped to his knees, tasting blood in his mouith.

The next thing he knew, Ehan wastugging a him.
"Get up, youidiot! They’ll be here any second!”

Stephen came woozily to hisfeet. Thefelow he had kicked waslying still, and the other was on the
ground, too. Moaning.

"Comeon!" Ehan repeated. Then heran.

Stephen followed, inspired because he could suddenly hear Desmond and the others, calling for them to
gtop, threatening direthingsif they didn't.

Hefollowed Ehan to the forest edge, and then it was al branches scratching at him, sudden outcroppings
of unseen rock, and findly atrail that twisted itsway uphill.

Hislungsfdt like apair of hot lanterns, and the ache in his kidneys where the bag had hit him turned into
amatchingfire

Finally, they dodged back into aclearing. It was now full pitch night, but Ehan seemed to know where he
was going.

Just when Stephen thought he couldn’t go another step, his companion grasped hisarm and pulled him
down.

"l don't think they'refollowing anymore," he panted. "We' |l wait here, and see. But they can find us



anytime; they probably won't waste the effort.”
"Why—did—we—run—then?" Stephen managed, between savage, painful breaths.

"I wouldn’t have, if you hadn’t done what you did," Ehan replied. "But they might have killed us, just
then. Next time Desmond catches us done, it’'ll be bad, but he'll have camed them down.”

"They can't just kill us" Stephen protested.

"Oh, can't they, fellow-boy?' Ehan said. "They killed anovice just two months ago. Broke his neck and
dumped him down awell, so it would look accidenta. These fellows aren't playing. That wasan
ogre-stupid thing you did. We' rejust lucky they |eft Inest and Dyoniswith me; they don't have any saint
giftsyet. If it had been any of the others, we would be dead.”

Ehan paused. "But—Eh Danka ’ 2wes, yah? Thanks. Y ou didn’t know any better. Y ou're a better fellow
than | reckoned you for. Stupid, but agood fellow."

"I couldn’t just watch," Stephen explained.
"You' d better learn,” Ehan said serioudy. "You'd redly better.”
"Surely if wedl got together—"

"Forget that. Listen, they redlly will leave you done, eventudly. That’ sthefirgt time they’ ve come after
meinayear."

"Because you taked to me."
"Yah, | guess”

Stephen nodded at the darkness, and they both sat until the tempestsin them had cdmed to a
normal-breathing zephyr.

"All right," Ehan said. "Thisway back to the dormitory."

Stephen felt the provision bag, il tied to his belt.

"| have to take thisto the watchmen."

"They’ll bewaiting for you to do that, like asnot.”

"Thefratrex told meto doit."

"The brothers on watch will understand.”

"Thefratrex told metodoit,” Stephen said again, "and | will."

Ehan mumbled something in his own language, too low and quickly for Stephen to understand.

"Very wdl," hesadfindly. "If youindgst on being afool. But let me show you aback way."

CHAPTER NINE

Exile



Breath caught in Anne' sthroat as Roderick’ sfingers brushed lightly over her breast. Had it been an
accident? He had never done that before. But it had never been like this before, either, their kisses grown
S0 urgent, demanding of something more.

No, here his hand came back to her breast, clever thing. The first brush had been aforay, to see what
her reaction would be. But now he was there with confidence, tracing over the thin fabric of her gown,
rasing her nippleinto alittle fortresstower.

And his mouth nibbled and bit and licked itsway around her throat, till he was standing behind her,
panting into the nape of her neck, one hand still on her breast, onetickling over her bely, lower and
lower, exploring her like an adventurer in an unknown land.

When she could stand it no longer, sheturned in hisgrip and kissed him fiercely, beginning an exploration
of her own around the base of histhroat, to his chest where his shirt opened. When their lips met again it
was with afurious, passionate tangle as something other than her brain took control, and Annewas
pushing and pulling her body againgt hiswith al of her strength.

They came apart, both gasping like animals, and for an instant Anne felt ashamed and frightened. But then
Roderick’ s hand cameto her cheek, very gently, and his dark eyes held her, promising nothing but
happiness and devotion.

Around them, the tomb was utterly silent, little reveded by the single taper burning in awall sconce. They
were in the center room, where bodies lay in state and the family gathered for therites of the dead. No
one had died recently; her ancestors were e sawhere, in their own rooms, in the vaults that made up the
rooms of the great house. Before Roderick arrived she had said a prayer to keep them quiet.

"Y ou are more beautiful than anyone | have ever laid eyes on,” Roderick whispered. "When | first met
you, it was not s0. Y ou were beautiful, yes, but now—" He struggled for words. "It' sasif each time |
seeyou, you glow with agreater light.”

She couldn’t think of anything to say, and she could hardly stand the intensity of hiseyes, so sheleaned in
and tucked her head under his chin and laid her cheek againgt his chest.

"It must be that love brings greater beauty,” he said, into her hair.
"What?' She drew back, to seeif hewasjoking.
"I know, it'sdoomed, but thereitis. | loveyou, Anne."

Thistime she didn’t turn from his gaze but watched as his face dropped nearer, hislips parted, and he
gave her along, sweet kiss.

But then she pushed away from him.
"l haveto leave tomorrow," she said roughly. She felt sudden tears clotting her head, trying to get out.
"What do you mean?"'

"Father is sending us away, to Ca Azroth. My mother, my ssters, my brother—me. He thinkswe'rein
danger. It'sstupid. How could we be safer there?'

"Tomorrow?"' Roderick sounded asif hewasin pain. "For how long?'

"I don’'t know. Months, probably, until this stupid thing with Sdtmark isover.”



"That sterrible,” he whispered.

"l don’t want to go." Now it was her turn to stroke his cheek. "We gill havetime,” she said. "Kissme
again, Roderick. Let’ sworry about tomorrow when it arrives."

Hedid kissher dowly at firgt, but within moments he had reclaimed dl of the ground he had conquered
earlier, and pushed forward. When he took her nipple between thumb and forefinger, shelaughed in
delight: who would think of something likethat? It was dl so surprising!

He unlaced her bodice and kissed the long border of fabric and flesh, so each touch of hislipswas wet
and vivid, yet somehow far avay, and al the more exciting for it.

The bodice dipped farther.

When his hand worked past her stockings, to the bare flesh of her upper thigh, her whole body went iff.
She moaned, and for thefirst timefelt red fear. It was astrange fear, however, amixed one. And
Roderick seemed so certain of what he was doing, so confident.

And heloved her, didn’t he?

He stopped, and caught her with those great eyes again. "Shall | sop? If you have any doubt, Anne, say
it"

"Would you stop if | asked?' she panted.

"Yes"

"Because I’m not sure—but | don’t want you to stop yet ."
Hegrinned. "I loveyou, Anne Dare.”

"I loveyou, t0o," she said, and just as she was redlizing what she had said, he came back to her. And a
sort of helplessness swallowed her, asif nothing could happen anyone would blame her for. Nothing.

And shewasfifteen! Who remained virgin at that age?

Just then Roderick stiffened and lespt up, whirling, reaching for his sword.

"Y oung man," afamiliar voice said, ""do not be more foolish than you aready have been.”
Anne sat up, gathering her gown againgt her bosom. "Who isthat? Erren?!

Erren stepped through the doorway, and behind, saints help her, came Fastia.
"Wewere—" Roderick began.

"About to hump likewild goats? Yes, | saw that," Erren said dryly.

"Anne, fasten your clothes," Fastiasngpped. "Now. By dl the saints, in the house of our ancestors?"
Something strange quivered in her voice, something more than outrage, but Anne could not identify it.

"Anneisblameess" Roderick began.

But Anne had found her own voice. "How dare you!" she snapped. "How dare you follow me down
here? Thisismy affair, and mineaone! I1t'sno one' sbusnesswho | love!"



"Perhapsnot,” Erren replied. "But it is very much the business of the kingdom withwhomyou rut , I'm
afrad.”

"Indeed? Redly? What of my father, who lieswith every dut who—"
"Hush, Annel" Fastia shouted.

"—walksinto the palace, no, | will not hush, Fastia. | cannot help that my blood does not run likeice, as
it doesin both of you."

"Youwill beslent,” Fagtiasaid. "And you, Roderick of Dunmrogh, you’ d best begone. Now, before this
turnsinto an incident that must come before the court.”

Roderick lifted hischin. "I do not care about that. We have done nothing shameful, Anneand I, and we
have only followed our hearts."

"When hearts swing between thighs, that will undoubtedly betrue,” Erren said.
"Don’'t go, Roderick," Anne said. It was more a command than a plea.
Hetook her hand. "1 will go. But thisis not done. Y ou will hear from me."

He gave Erren and Fastia one arch glance, then left without looking back.

Anneglared at the other women, aswell, marshaling her arguments even as the sound of Roderick’s
horse’ s hooves on |lead cobbles faded. Fastid s face, meanwhile, was working through some frightful
contortions.

And suddenly, Anne solder sister burst out laughing. Erren joined in by grinning and shaking her head.
"Heavenly saintsl" Fastiamanaged. "Where did you find that one?"
"It snot funny! Why areyou laughing?'

"Becauseit’' s so laughable! Do you think you' re the first to come to the tombsfor this sort of thing? Did
you think you were being clever? And Roderick. ‘ Shdl | sop? Oh, dear. And you, thinking he would,
that you would even want him to!"

"Y ou were watching the whole time?”’

Fastiacamed, but she was il chuckling. "No, not thewholetime. Only asit was starting to get
interesting.”

"Y ou had no right, you cold-blooded bitch!"

That stopped Fagtia’ slaughter, and Anne was suddenly sorry. How long had it been since her sister had
laughed? Eveniif it had to be at Anne' s expense. Her sdlf-righteousnessfaltered.

Fastianodded, asif to hersdf. "Wak with me amoment, Anne. Erren, if you could stay here?!
"Certainly.”

Outsde, therewas afaint chill inthear. The necropolislay under slver light. Fastiatook afew stepsinto
the courtyard, then looked up at the half-empty moon. Her eyes were wide and glistening. Annewasn't
certain if there were tears there or not.



"Youthink | begrudge you this, Anne?" she asked softly. Y ou think | don’t understand exactly how you
fed?"

"No oneknowshow | fed."

Fagtiasghed. "That' sjust part of it, Anne. Thefirst time you hear anew song, you think you' rethe first
to ever hear it, no matter how many lipsit’sbeen on. You think | never trysted, Anne? Y ou think | never
felt passion or thought | wasin love?"

"Youdon't act likeit."
"l suppose| don't. Anne, | do remember what you feel now. It was the most exciting time of my life."
"And then you married.”

To Anne' ssurprise, Fastia chopped her head in agreement. "Yes. Ossdl isa strong lord, agood dly. He
isagoodman, dl indl."

"Heisnot good to you," Anne said.

"That’ s neither here nor there. Hereisthe point, Anne: Every passion | knew when | wasyour age, every
pleasure, every desre—they arelike thornsin me now, twisting. | regret ever—" She fluttered her hands
helplesdy. "I don’t know how to say this."

"l do,” Anne said. "If you had never known how good loving could be, you would not hate it o much
with your husband.”

Fadtia slipstightened. "That's crude, but that’ sit inawanut.”
"But if you had married for love—"

Fastia s voice grew harsher. "Anne, we do not marry for love. Nor may we, like our men, seek love after
marriage. That sword does not swing both ways. We can find other pleasures—in our children, in our
books and needlework and duties. But we may not—" Her hands darted about like confused birds, and
shefinally settled them by crossing her aams over her chest.

"Anng, | so envy you, and o pity you at the sametime. Y ou are just like me, and when redlity fals upon
your dreams, you will become just as bitter. | know what you think of me, you see. | have known it for
years, snce you cut me out of your heart."

"Me?1 wasagirl! You cut meout of yours, when you married that oaf."

Fastia clasped her hands together. "Perhaps. | did not want to. But those first few years were the
hardest, and after—" She shrugged. "After, it seemed best. Y ou will marry, one day, and go off, and |

will not seeyou anyway."

Anne stared a Fastiafor along moment. "If thisisdl true, | mean..."
"Why did | follow you down here?’

"Yes Why didn’'t you leave well enough done?’

"Weren't you lisening?1 told you my reasons. But there are other reasons. This Roderick—heisa
schemer from afamily of schemers, Anne. If he wereto get you with child, there would be no end of it."



"That' s not truel Roderick is—no, he' snot like that. Y ou don't know him, and | don’t care about his
family."

"Youdon't. | wish | didn’t haveto, but Mother and Father do. Absolutely. Anne, | have nothing if not
my duty, do you understand? | could not willingly stand back and let this happen. As much asthis may
hurt now, it would have hurt much, much more later. And it would have hurt the kingdom, something |
know you don’'t consider yet, but it istrue.”

"Oh, figs!" Anne exploded. "What nonsense. And besides, he and |—we never—I| mean, he couldn’t
have got me with child, because we never—"

"Y ou were going to, Anne. Y ou may think you weren't, but you were."

"You can’'t know that."

"Anne, please. Y ou know it’ strue. Without my interference, you would not have | eft the tomb avirgin.”
Anne graightened her shoulders. "Will you tell Mother?!

"Erren dready has. She' swaiting for us now."

Annefet asudden tremor of fear. "What?'

"Mother sent usfor you."

"What will she do?What can shedo?’m dready exiled. | won't seehimin Ca Azroth.”

"l can't say, Anne. Believeit or not, | did speak for you. So did Lesbeth, for that matter.”

"L esheth? She told? She betrayed me?”

Fastia s eyebrows went up. "Oh. So Lesbeth dready knew? How interesting.” Anne thought there was
hurt in her voice. "And predictable, | suppose. No, Mother asked her opinion in the matter, as shedid

mine.
"d],"

Fastiabrushed Anne shair from her face. "Come. Make yoursdf presentable. The longer we make
Mother wait, the angrier shewill be."

Numbly, Anne nodded.

Up the hill, through the gates into the castle—from Eden-of-Shadows to her mother’ s chambers—Anne
prepared her arguments. She nursed her outrage, reassured herself of the unfairness of it all.

When she entered her mother’ s chambers, however, and found the queen Sitting in an armchair asif on a
throne, her mouth went dry.

"St," Muridesad.
Annedid so.

"Thisismogt disgppointing,” her mother began. "I thought, of al my daughters, in your own way, you had
the most sense. | was fooling mysdlf, | suppose.”



"Mother, I—"

"Just keep your tongue, Anne. What can you say that would sway me?"
"Helovesme! | love him!"

Her mother snorted. " Of course. Of course he does.”

"He does!"

"Listento me, Anne," her mother said softly, leaning forward.” 1. Don’'t. Care." She measured each
word for fullest effect.

Then sheleaned back in her chair and continued. "Most peoplein thiskingdom would kill to live your life,
to enjoy the privilege you hold. Y ou will never know hunger, or thirg, or lack for clothing and shelter.

Y ou will never suffer the dightest tiny boil without that the finest physician in theland spends hishours
easing the pain and healing you. Y ou are indulged, spoiled, and pampered. And you do not gppreciateit
intheleast. And here, Anne, hereisthe price you pay for your privilege: it is responsibility ."

"The cost ismy happiness, you mean."

Muriele blinked dowly. "Y ou see? Y ou haven't the dightest ideawhat | mean. But you will, Anne. You
will."

The certainty of that clutched at Anne' s heart. "What do you mean, Mother?"

"Thelady Erren has written aletter for me. | have arranged for acoach, adriver, and an escort. Y ou will
leaveinthemorning.”

"For Ca Azroth, you mean?| thought we were going by barge.”

"Weare. You are not going to Ca Azroth.”

"Wheream | going?'

"Y ou are going to study, as Erren did. Y ou will learn the most useful artsalady may know."
"Erren?' Anneblurted. "Y ou—you' re sending meto a coven?'

"Of avery specid sort.”

"Mother, no!" Tendrils of panic seized her.

"What else can | dowithyou?You leave meat aloss.”

"Please. Don’'t send me away."

"It won't beforever. Just until you' ve learned afew lessons, until you gppreciate what you have,
understand that you serve more in thisworld than your own desires. Y ou need not take vows, though
you may choose to do so, of course, in your fourth year."

"Fourth year! By dl the merciful saints, Mother!"
"Anne, don't carry on. You' ve aready embarrassed yoursdlf gplenty for one night.”
"But thisign't fair!" Annefelt the blood rushing to her cheeks.



"Lifesddomis”

"l hate you!"

Murielesighed. "I hopethat is not true."
"Itis. | hate you."

"Very well," her mother said. "Then that isthe price | must pay. Go now, and pack. But don't bother
with any of your better gowns."

CHAPTERTEN
Into the Tangle

"I"ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Winnasaid, her voice hushed with awe. She stood on astony
ridge, profiled against the monstrous peak of Sé Eru, where glaciers threw the sun back at itself and
eaglesglided in lazy spirds. On either sdethe ridge—really a saddle between SIé Eru and the lesser but
gtill dazzling pesk of SIé Cray—dropped into breathtaking glens, deep and forested. They had just come
up from Glen Ferth, where the headwaters of the Slaghish had their start in theice melt of thetwo
mountains. That was avery deep drop, agreat green bowl whose other rim was hazed blue with
distance, and the Saghish was atiny slver rill inits bosom. The other side of the ridge did not drop so
far, but it was no less breathtaking, a highland valley of meadows and birch, and behind it another line of
modest mountains, the footstool of the immense range whose pinnacles faded from sight, evenin aclear

blue sky.

"It strue," Aspar replied. But he wasn't looking at the landscape; he was looking at Winna standing
againgt the backdrop of the high snowfields of SIé Eru. She wore awide grin and her cheeks were pink
with exertion and excitement, eyes al wonder-jewe ed.

Winna caught that and gave him ady, sdewise glance. "Why, Aspar White! Wasthat honey talk?'
"The best | can do," hereplied.

"Y ou do well enough,” she assured him. She pointed at the highest peaks on the horizon. "What
mountains are those?'

"Sa’ Ceth ag sa’ Nem—the Shoulders of Heaven,” he said.
"Have you been there?"

"Yeh"

"Did you dimb them?'

"No man has ever climbed the Shoulders," he replied. "Not even the tribesmen who live on them. Those
mountains have barely gotten started when the snowline starts.”

"They’ rewondrous.”
"That they are," he agreed.
"And thisvaley below us? What'sit caled?’



"Anything you like. I’ ve never seen it before, nor heard it named. Those are the Cockspurs beyond.”
"Then Mother Gastyawasright. There is ahidden valey here.”

"Lookslikeit," Aspar agreed. He wanted to be annoyed about that, but found he couldn’t. Instead he
wondered how powerful the magic must be to hide awhole valey—and what such power might mean if
it wasturned againgt two small people.

"Let’sgo, then!" Winnaexclamed.

"Givethe horsesafew moments," Aspar replied. "They aren’t used to the heights, and they had ahard
climb up. After al they’ ve been through, | don’t want to risk abad step now."

When they’ d come out of the waterway that led from Rewn Aluth, Ogre, Angel, and Pie Pony had been
waiting for them. How they knew where to be would aways remain amystery; Ogre was asmart horse,
but not that smart. Mother Gastya had to have had apart in such things, and Aspar didn’t like that,
much—the thought that his horses could be shinecrafted.

Though he was damned grateful to have them.
"How long should we let them rest?" Winnaasked.
"A bdl or s0. Let them forage downd ope abit.”

"Y ah. And what might we do meantime?"

"Rest oursalves, | suppose,” Aspar said.

"Indeed?’ Winnareplied. "With abedroom view like this? | had other inmind." And she smiled, inaway
he had cometo like quite well.

"What are you looking at now?" Winnaasked, abell later. They were ill on the ridge, Winnadoing up
the fastenings of her dress, Aspar pulling on his buskins. Aspar was gazing back toward the Saghish, and
the way they had come.

"Wel?' Winnaperssted. "Do you seethem?’

"Not asign. That'swhat worries me. Twenty-five days since we left Rewn Aluth, and no hint of either
Fend or the greffyn.”

"Areyou disgppointed?’

"No. But where are they? If the greffyn is coming here, as Mother Gastyasaid, and if Fend and his bunch
arewithit, or following it—" He shook his head. "What are they doing?"

"Don’'t you reckon they’ re the ones making the sacrifices at the old—how did you say it?—sedos fanes?
The ones cutting up those poor people?”

"There were men with the greffyn at Taff Creek," Aspar said, lacing his buskin. " Some of them stayed
withit al theway to Rewn Aluth, | think, but some went back west. | couldn’t follow ’em both, of
course. So, yah, | think Fend ismixed up in that, though it wasn't him alone. There' sanother bunch out
there somewhere.”



"So they killed squattersin the forest, and went after the Halafolk at Rewn Aluth,” shesaid. "They’re
chasing folk out of the King's Forest."

"Yeh"

"So maybe they aren’t done yet. Maybe they went after more squatters, or another Halafolk rewn before
coming back to the Briar King."

"That sounds sensible,” Aspar agreed.

"But | don't understand the sacrifices. The greffyn killsjust by atouch. So the men are the ones doing the
awful things, yah? Not that any death isn't awful, but you know what | mean."

"l do. And, yah, men did what | saw on the Taff."
"Then why?What hasit to do with the greffyn?’

Aspar examined the back of hishands, noticing asif for thefirst time how wrinkled they had become.
"That priestish fellow | told you about, the Virgenyan—he said the warlocks used to do thingslike that,
ages ago. Sacrificesto the Damned Saints, he said. My father’ sfolk—" He gestured vaguely northeast.
"—they 4ill hang criminds as sacrifice to the Raver.”

Winna s eyeswidened. "That' sthefirg you' ve ever said of your parents.”

"My father was an Ingorn, my mother aWatau. My mother died when | was born, but my father took a
second wife, and we lived with my father’ s people, in the mountains. The Ingorns keep to the old ways,
but | don’t remember much about living there. There was afeud, of sorts, and my father was outlawed.
He moved down afew leagues from Waker’ s Bailey, and welived in the woods theretill | was seven or
thereabouts, | guess. Then the feud caught up with us. They killed my father and stepmother. | ran likea
rabbit, but an arrow caught me. They reckoned me for dead, and | would have been, but Jesp found
me"

"And raised you up.”

"Yeh"

"I"m sorry about your parents. | guess| reckoned they were dead, but nobody ever knew."
"l haven't told that story in along time."

"Aspar?”

Tr—

She kissed his cheek. "Thank you for telling me."

He nodded. "It' s getting awful easy, tdling you things." Too easy, maybe.

They followed the glen down, as Mother Gastya had instructed, camping that evening at the edge of a
meadow, and waking to the low calls of aurochs. The forest cattle were rooting in the edge of the woods,
and afew of the males cast uneasy glancesin Aspar and Winna s direction. Ogre stamped and whinnied
achdlenge.



"Calves," Aspar whispered, nodding toward the smallest of the beasts. "Best we back away from here,
dow."

So they broke camp and retreated into the woods, making awide circle around the meadow and its
touchy occupants.

For most of the day they continued down the gently doping valley, through fields of brilliant green, or
flaming with red clover. Deer, ek, and one pride of spotted lionsthat Aspar noticed watched them go,
with mostly lazy eyes. It was asif the reputation of man had never reached this place.

Latein the day, theland fell more steeply, and they found themsealves following the stony course of a
stream bordered with head-high horsetails and ferns. The valey walls rose steeply on each side, closing
them in, unscaable without rope and spike.

Night came swiftly in the narrow valley, and Aspar and Winnabathed in a shockingly cold poal,
embracing first for warmth and then for more. Winnatasted like the water, amost metallic with youth and
life. After, they curled in their blankets benegth the ferns. When Winnawas adegp, Aspar lay ligening to
the warbling of frogs and nightbirds, and the trickle of water over stone. Somewhere near, that trickling
became a rushing hiss as the stream dropped for some unknown depth. It was that sound that had
stopped Aspar alittle shy of true dark. If they were to negotiate acliff, let them do it in morning’ slight.

Ashelay there, he was amazed a how good he felt. There was something in the forest here, some
amost sensud vitdity, that he hadn’t noticed since hewas aboy. It was the force that had first made him
fal inlove with the woods, aforce that was wonder and beauty and awe forged together.

He hadn'’t realized how much the hard years had stripped from him until now, when he suddenly had it
back. Wasit redly this place that was different, somehow more aive than therest of theworld, or wasit
achangein Aspar White, brought on by—well, Grim, he could admit it to himsalf, however foolish it
might sound aoud—love?

Hedidn't know and hardly cared. For thefirst time since he was aboy, he fdt perfectly a onewith the
world.

Therewas indeed a cliff, as sheer as ever one could be, and it seemed to drop forever. That was difficult
to tdl, of course, for the canyon—it was certainly that now, with walls scarcely a stone' sthrow
gpart—wasfilled with trees. Not tall, dender boles, but awrithing, twisting, twining maze of thick
branches, black-skinned and armed with thorns bigger than his hand. They rose from the unseen bottom
in aheady tangle that reminded him of nothing so much asthe tyrants. Y ou couldn’t fdl far, in there. Of
coursg, if you fell a al, you werelikely to beimpaled by the dagger-size thorns.

"What sort of treeisthat?' Winna asked.
"I’'venever scenitslike"

Winnawaved at the glossy green leaves, shaped likelong, narrow hearts. "Briar trees, maybe? For a
Briar King?"

"Why not?" Aspar wondered.
"We have to climb down through that, though, don’t we?"
"It'sthat or go back," Aspar replied.



"What about the horses?"

Aspar nodded reluctantly. "WEe Il haveto leave’em. | suspect we'll be back thisway anyhow. I’'vea
feding thisvaley boxes, somewhere up ahead.”

He turned and patted Ogre' s cheek. "Take care of these two, asyou did before, yah? I’ [l be back for
you."

Ogrelooked at him darkly, then tossed his head and stamped.

They kept close to the solid comfort of the granite wall, descending down the snaky branches from one
to another. So tightly did they coil and twine, rarely was there room for Aspar to straighten. The thorns,
at least, were spaced wide enough to avoid with relative ease, and in fact made good handholds.

The sky above became amosaic, sained glass, amemory. At noon they werein twilight, and the leaves
were going thin and yellow, starved for sunlight. A little lower, there wereno leaves at all. Insteed, the
limbswere home to pde shdf fungi and yelow dime mold, white mushroomlike spheroids, and vaguely
obscene crimson pipes.

Dragonfliesthe 9ze of smd| birdswovein and out of the briars, and pae, squirrellike beasts scampered
away from Aspar and Winnaasthey climbed farther and farther from the sun.

Winna, ever delighted, and getting comfortable with their descent, moved ahead of Aspar by astone's
throw. He didn't like that, and said so, but she replied with lighthearted taunts about his age and
encouraged him to greater speed.

When first she shrieked, he thought it was another joke, so unreal did her scream sound. But when she
repeated hersdlf, he understood the terror init.

"Winnal" He dropped his own height, hit abranch dick with fungus and nearly fell. He caught himsdlf,
though, and went down the next branch as dexteroudy as asquirrel. He could see her, but he couldn’t
see what threatened her.

He siwung under the next branch, and something hit him in the face, something that gripped him likea
giant, hairy hand. He gave ahoarse cry and clawed at it, pulling off aspider bigger than his head. He was
mired in aweb, too. It ripped easily enough, but it was sticky and disgusting. He hurled the spider away,
hoping it hadn’t bitten, not fedling abite.

A moment later he was just above Winna. She, too, was velled in the sticky white spider-weave, crying
and shaking. One of the eight-legged creatures was advancing toward her dong the limb.

He pinned it there with histhrowing ax. Itslegsflailed wildly, but it was stuck fadt.
"Wereyou hit?' he asked, as he reached her at last. "Did one of those things bite you?"
She shook her head, but waved atrembling hand around them.

They were everywhere, the spiders, spread between nearly every limb. Some were the size of fists, some
aslarge asacat. They werethick-legged, hairy, with yellow striping. An arm'’ slength from Winna, one of
the squirrels struggled in aweb, asits weaver moved toward it, mandibles working eagerly.

"Arethey poisonous?' Winnarasped faintly.



"Wearen't going to find out,” Aspar said. "We re moving back up. W€ ll trave in the higher branches.”
"But don’t we have to go down?"
"Not yet. Not now. Maybethisisjust aloca nest of 'em.”

Aspar retrieved hisax, and they climbed back up, weaving carefully between the webs. A spider
dropped from a branch, straight toward Aspar’ s head, but he batted it away with a disgusted growl.

Findly, when they were well above the level where the spiders dwelt, they stopped and cleaned off as
many of the webs as they could. Then they examined one another for wounds and spent afew moments
nestled together.

"We'll want to be out of these trees by nightfall,” Aspar said.
"Why?Y ou think the spiderswill come up?'

"No. But what elselivesin here? What lives even farther down, where it must dways be dark? | don't
know what might come up at sunfdl, and that’ s the problem. Aswell, wewon't deep wdll in these
branches, and we can't gart afire"

"We should go, then." She sounded shaky.

"Canyou?

"Yah. | can."

He had the sudden urge to kiss her, and he did.

"What was that for?' she asked.

"You'reabravelass, Winna. The braves."

She uttered astaccato laugh. "I don’'t fed brave. Screaming at spiders.”
Aspar rolled hiseyes. "Come on, you."

They went on, keeping to the middle heights. The rift walls came nearly together and then began to widen
again, and asthey got wider, the thorn forest dropped lower and lower; without the narrow wallsto
crowd them up toward the sun, the branches wandered in amore leisurely fashion.

Now and then, Aspar could actualy see the ground, covered with what resembled white ferns.

But the grest, dark, unknown cavern behind them troubled him more and more as the day waned. He
could amost smell the presence of something large and mirksome, caged by the sun but free to walk
when the Shining King dept.

And he would deep soon.
"Let’sgo down," Aspar said, "and hope for no more surprises.”

The spiders were there, but in much fewer numbers and spread much more thinly. They were aso
generdly smaller, and so Aspar and Winnamade their way down through them with relaively few
anxious moments. Finally, reluctantly, Aspar dropped around twice his height from the last branch onto
the leaf mold that covered the ground, avoiding the patches of white, whisklike growth that might hide



more many-legged predators.
A moment later, he caught Winna as she followed him down.

More than ever it seemed like a cave. The trunks of the thorn treeswere massive in girth, but spaced
wide apart. Theresult waslike agigantic, low-roofed hal with many pillars. A very dark hdl, and from
the way they had come, from the heart of that darkness, Aspar smelled something fetid.

"Comeon," hesad. "Let’shurry.”

They more or lessran. Aspar strung his bow, brandishing it in front in case of spiderwebs they might not
see. The ground was level and flat and deep with mold. It smelled like centipede, like the underside of a
piece of rotting bark.

Asthelight faded, the tree trunks grew taller, but Aspar gill saw no end to them. Finally, desperate, his
back itching and the smdll of autumn leavesfilling his nogtrils, he noticed onetreewith alarge hollow iniit.

"If thisforest has an end, wewon't find it before nightfal,” he told Winna. "Thisis the best we can do."

Striking tinder, he held it inside and made certain the space was empty, then the two of them crouched
within.

The forest faded and vanished, and Aspar placed himself between Winnaand the outside, gripping his
bow.

Behind him, after abell or so, Winnd s breath starting coming dow and regular.

A little after that, the nightbirds stopped singing, and the dark grew very quiet indeed. And then—there
was gtill no sound, but Aspar felt it, like ablind man fed sthe heat of the sun on hisface. The earth
trembled faintly, and then astench thickened the air.

Aspar squinted at the darkness, and waited.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Departures

"I know itisn't fair, dove" Leshbeth said, drawing Anne' shair back for the pin. "But your mother fedsit’'s
best for you."

"Roderick will forget about me.”

"If that happens, then he never loved you," Lesheth said. "Besides—Anne, | tried to warn you of this."
"But you're marrying for lovel" Annesaid. Y ou'rethe youngest, and soam "

"l was patient," Lesbeth said. "And most of dl, | wasfortunate.”

" wish to be so fortunate,” Anne said.

Lesheth came around so she could look Annein the eye. "Then do as your mother says. Y ou may not
understand, Anne, but sheis giving you a chance for true love better than ever you had before.”



"By sending me away? To a coven? That makes no sense.”

"Oh, but it does," Lesbeth assured her. "It will keep marriage off you for atime, for onething, and even
after you leave the coven you will have agrace period wherein you might claim to be considering vows.
Y ou will have away of delaying suitors, and thus opportunity to be courted by more of them. The more
you have, the better your chance of finding one who pleases you. And if worse comesto worst—why,
you can take the vows."

"Never." Annetossed her head. "Besides, I’ ve already found the suitor | want.”

"Wdll, him you can’'t have, and that’ sthat, Anne. Not now, anyway. Maybe in afew years—maybe
Roderick will prove himsdlf in service, or in some other way to redeem hisfamily. Morelikdy, you'll
realize that what you two share is ayoung passion, ateakettle love, done once the steam boils out. More
men arelike that than you might think." Lesbeth took Anne' sfingersin her own. "A merchant knows,
never buy thefirst ware you see. It may appear al very wel, but until you have some basisfor judgment,
how can you know?"

"Well, I'll get no better basisfor comparison in the coven, and that’ s assured!" Annereplied bitterly.
"Patience," Lesbeth replied. "And you' Il have Ausirawith you, yes?

"Yes," Anne agreed reluctantly, "but it shdl still be awful. Learn to be like Erren? What exactly does
Erren do, besides sneak about and pry into things?'

Lesbeth made afunny little frown. " Surdly you know what Erren does.”

"She' sMother’ sspy."

"Y es, she' sthat. But she dso—Anne, Erren kills people.”

Anne started to laugh at that, but then she saw Lesbeth wasn't joking. "Killswho? How?" she asked.
"People. People who are dangerous to the kingdom, and to your mother.”

"But who? Who has she killed?'

L esbeth’ s voice dropped very low. "It s secret, mostly. That' sthe thing about Erren, she' svery... quiet.
But—do you remember that fat lord from Wys-on-Sea? Hemming?'

"Yes. | thought hewas asort of clown, dwaysjoking.”
"He was aspy for the Reiksbaurgs. He was part of aplot to kidnap Fastia.”
"But | remember—hedied in his chambers. They said it was his heart.”

"Maybe. But it was Erren who stopped his heart, whether by poison or needle or sacaum of death it
cannot be said. But it was Erren. | heard your mother speak of it, once.”

"That's..." Annedidn’'t know what it was. Erren had aways been spooky, but... "I’ mto learn such
things?' Anne asked. "Why?'

"Great houses must have women like Erren. Sheisyour mother’ sfirst cousin, you know, of gentle birth.
But your mother hasthisin mind: If you will not serve your housein marriage, you will serveit in some
other way. She' sgiving you achoice.”



"l don’'t believeit. Mother hatesme.”
"How absurd. She lovesyou. She may love you best, of dl her children.”
"How can you say that?"

"Y ou cannot see yoursdlf, can you, Anne? Except in amirror, and there everything is backwards. Believe
me. Y our mother lovesyou. I, too, wish she would not send you off, but | understand why she does.

Y ou will, too, one day, even if you never agree. That' s what growing up ought to be, you know, or bring
with it anyhow—the vision to understland something even when you' re dead set againgt it.”

Annefdt tearsstart. "I’ll missyou, Lesbeth. Just as| get you back, now | haveto go.”

"I'll missyou, Anne," Lesbeth said, giving her along hug. "And now | must go. | cannot bear to seeyou
off."

"Neither can Mother, it seems. Or Fastia™

"They are dready gone, Anne. Didn’t you know? They |eft on the barge, before dawn. And everyone
thinksyou arewith them.”

Including Roderick, Anne thought, as she watched her aunt vanish through the arch in the stable yard.
He still thinks I’m going to Cal Azroth. She and Austra had been watched like prisoners, and she had
found neither the time nor the opportunity to send him amessage.

Besides, shedidn’t know where she was going.

I’ll take my first chance, shethought. They can’'t do thisto me. Even Lesbeth, though | love her
dearly, doesn’t understand me. | can’t be trapped in a coven. | can’t. If | haveto live like a bandit,
or dress as a man and fight as a soldier of fortune, | will do it.

Shewas gtill thinking in that vein when the coach came, and Austraand some bearers with their luggage.

"Where do you think we' re going?' Austrawhispered, as the shades were drawn on the coach, and it
began rumbling forward.

"It does’t matter," Anne said, with false brightness. "It doesn’t matter one bit.”

Muriele watched the ms go by. They lined the cand like a colonnade; ems had deep, straight roots that
would never undermine the dikes they were planted on, only strengthen them.

Beyond the elms, the fields of Newland went flat and green to the horizons. Only the now distant bump
that wastheidand of Y nis marred that flatness, for even the south hills were obscured by anoon haze.

"Did | dotheright thing?' she murmured. Anne sfacewasvividin her mind. | hate you. What mother
could bear to hear that from her child?

Some things had to be borne.
"My queen?'

Muriele turned to find the young knight, Neill MegVren, dmost a her elbow. "Y es?' she said.



"I'm sorry, Your Mgesty," he said, bowing hagtily. "I thought you spoketo me."
"No," shesad. "Only to mysdlf, or to the saints.”

"I’m sorry to bother you, then.”

"It'sno bother. Y ou said your farewellsto Sir Fail, | hope.”

"I had little time, and we spoke only afew words," Neil replied.

"He sburgting with pride of you. If you were hisown son, | think he could never be prouder.”
"If hewere my own father, | could never be gladder of it."

"I'm surethat’ sso,” Muridereplied.

Shelet silence rest between them for amoment. "What do you think of al this, Neil?*
"Newland, you mean?"

"No, that’s not what | meant, but since you bring it up, you must have some opinion.”

Neil grinned alittle sheepishly and looked very, very young. "1 guess, Mgesty, that it makes me nervous.
Y ou'refrom Liery, S0 you understand; we would never put chains on our lord the sea. We would never
dream to tell him where he can and cannot go. Y et here—well, it is grand, | haveto say, and
astonishing—that land can be taken from the waves. And | suppose Saint Lier has raised no objection,
but it seems... impertinent.”

"Even for the emperor of Crotheny?'

"Begging your pardon, Y our Mgesty, but even an emperor issmply aman. | servethat man, and dl he
represents, and if you should ask me to throw my body into aholein one of these dikesto plug it and
keep the seaout, I'd do it, then let the saints judge me as they might. But ill, in al—I love the sedlord,
but | do not trust him over my heed, if you know what | mean.”

"l do," Muride said quietly. "The Reiksbaurgs began this, and my husband’ s people finished it. Beneath
these waters, they found the most fertile soil in all the world. But don't allow yourself to be fooled; we
pay atitheto the saints of the waves, of marsh, and river. And sometimesthey take their owntithe. Itis,
asYyou say, an uneasy arrangement.”

Neil nodded. "And so what did you mean, Mgesty, when you asked me what | thought?"
"Do you agree with my husband? Isgoing to Ca Azroth what we ought to do?!

Neil consdered hiswords carefully before answering. "The lords of Hansa are atreacherous|ot,” he
findly said. "They fight from the smoke, aways behind masks. They pay Wehand raidersfor Lierish
scalps, and do not cal that war. They are dabblersin shinecraft, despite al their pretenseto beaholy,
churchish nation. That man | fought was your man, through and through, 1 do believeit. And yet he would
havekilled you."

"These are al statements of fact, more or less," Muriele noted. "What do you think?'

"I think if Hansa believed that by striking at the king’ sfamily they could weaken the kingdom, they would
doit. But, to be honest, this retreeat to the countryside makes me unessy.”



“Why?

"l am not dtogether certain. It feds... wrong. Why try to day you , rather than the king himsdlf? And
how can you be safe in any place when we don’t even know how your man was turned againgt you? If
"twere shinecraft, | might be turned againgt you just aseasly. | would throw myself on my sword before
doing you harm, but I’ [l wager that knight | dew would have sworn the same thing.”

"Perhaps. Sir Neil, in some things you are wise beyond your years, but in the ways of the court you are
yet naive. It takes no shinecraft to corrupt aman, not even a Craftsman. The magicks of greed, fear, and
envy are quite enough to work most of the evil you will ever see at court.

"Asto why me, rather than theking, | admit to puzzlement there, aswell.”

"Maybe..." Neil frowned to himself amoment. "What if al your enemy desired wasto separate you
from theking? To divide your family?'

Something about what the knight was saying seemed very right. "Go on,” she said.

"If | were the king, suddenly deprived of children and—wife—I would fed the weaker. Like awagon
missing awhed."

"My husband dtill has hismistresses. And his brother.”
"Yes, Your Mgesty. But—what if it were they who wanted you out of the way?'

Muriele stared a the young man, suddenly redlizing she did not have ameasure of him at al. "By the
sants, Sir Nell,” she murmured. "It was purest libel for meto cal you naive. Accept my gpologies, | beg
you."

"I know nothing, Your Mgesty," Nell said dowly, "but | follow the lady Erren’ sadvice to the end of the
path. In my mind, | must think everyonein the world your enemy. Thelady Erren included. Mysdlf
included. And if | think like thet, everything seems suspicious. And if | think likethat, saintswilling, 1 will
not long stand surprised when your true foesraise their hands again. Instead, | will daughter them where
they stand.”

The passion in hisvoice sent a shiver through her. Sometimes, a court, one forgot that there were redl
peoplein the world, genuine people. Thisyoung man was such aone, till. He was genuine, he was
dangerous, and, saintswilling, hewas hers.

"Thank you, Sir Nell, for your opinion. | find it worth congdering.”

"Thank you, Y our Mgesty, for listening to my concerns.”

L esbeth tossed back her auburn hair and stared off across the western bay, and the great white teeth of
Thornrath that marked it from the periwinkle sea beyond. She could just make out the white sails of a
merchantman, near the horizon. A gull whedled overhead, no doubt eyeing the remains of the baked hen,
Donchest cheese, and honey cakes still spread on the picnic cloth.

"A beautiful day," her brother Robert said, Spping from thelast haf of their second bottle of wine. They
sat together on the westernmost prominence of Y nis, agrassy spur littered with the crumbled ruins of an
old tower.



"Itis" Lesbeth replied, flashing him asmile she didn’t quite fed. Robert had been. ... brittle snce he
learned of her betrothd. She' d accepted hisinvitation to picnic, in hopes of hedling that. But she hadn’t
dreamed he would bring her here of al places. Robert was spiteful, yes, but usualy not to her.

Just concentrate on the sea and sky, shetold hersdlf. Concentrate on the beauty.
But Robert seemed determined not to let her.

"Do you remember how we came up here as children?' he asked. "We used to pretend the tower there
was our own castle.”

"Those were excdllent days,”" Lesbeth said, around the lump in her throat.

"I knew you, then," Robert said. "Or thought | did. | lwaysfancied | knew your least thought, and you
mine." He swallowed another mouthful of wine." Then."

L esheth reached for his hand and took hisfingersin hers. "Raobert, | am sorry. | should have asked your
permission to marry. | know that. And I’'m asking now."

An odd look crossed Robert’ s face, but he shook hishead. "Y ou asked Wilm's. HE sthe e dest.”

L esbeth squeezed hishand. "1 know | caused you pain, Robert. It'sonly that | didn’t know how to tell
you."

"How can that be?' he asked.

She drew adeep breath. "It is as you say. Once we were so close, one of us could not blink without the
other knowing. And now, somehow—"

"Y ou don’'t know me anymore,” hefinished for her. "We have grown separate. Every since that day
when Rose—"

"Please, sop!" Lesbeth closed her eyes againgt the terrible memory, willing it away.
"Asyouwish," hesad. "But we never spoke of—"

"Nor shdl we. | cannot ."

He nodded, and alook of resignation crossed hisface.

"Besdes," shewent on. "I know you believe my prince Cheiso insulted you—"

"l do not believe hedid,” Robert said. "I am certain of it."

"Please, Robert. He did not mean to give offense.”

Robert smiled and held hishands up. "Perhaps he didn’t,”" he alowed. "And so whereis he now?|
should think he would have come to ask permission—if not from me, then at least from Wilm. Why did
he leaveyou to do it?"

"Hewill arrive within anineday or two," Lesbeth replied. "He had matters pressing him. He asked meto
wait, so we might travel together, but | wasimpatient. | wanted to share my news." Sheturned her head
to the side. "Please, Robert. Be happy for me. Y ou are my brother, and | do love you, but after—"

"After wekilled Rose?' hesad bluntly.



L esheth nodded silently, unable to go on.
"It was an accident,” he reminded her.

L esbeth didn’t remember it that way. She remembered acruel game, played with aservant, agame that
went further than it ever should have. And she remembered knowing that Robert meant for it to go that
far, from the very start. After that, she hadn’t wanted to know what Robert was thinking anymore.

But she nodded again, asif agreeing with him. "I cannot spesk of this," she said again.

"I’'m sorry,” he murmured. "I’ ve spoiled our outing. That was not my intention. There are years between
uswe cannot repair, | know. Silence has worked on uslike poison. But we are twins, Lesbeth.” He
stood suddenly. "May | show you something?"

"What isit?"

He smiled and for amoment looked like the boy she remembered. " A wedding gift," he replied.
"Up here?'

"Yes" Helooked alittle embarrassed. "'It' s something | worked on with my own hands. Itisn't far.”

Lesbeth smiled tentatively. There was so much hurt in Robert, so much broken. She did love him, though.
Shetook hishand and let him pull her up, and followed as he led her into the mostly wild gardens around
them. When they had been young, these had been well-tended, but over the yearsthis spot had fallen out
of fashion, and the roses and hedges alowed their own way. Now, in places, it was asdense asatrue
forest.

Robert did not lead her far. "Hereit is."

Lesbeth could only starein dull shock. The sun was shining, flowers were blooming. She was going to be
married. He could he do this?

He had dug up Rose. Her little bones—she had been ten—Ilay in the bottom of ayawning holein the
earth. Her clothes had gone to rotten rags, but Lesbeth recognized what remained of the blue dress she
had last worn.

"By dl the saints, Robert—" The horror choked off anything else she might have said. She wanted to run
and scream, and bawl her eyes out. Instead she could only gaze into that hole, into that terrible crime of
her past. She had never known what Robert did with the body. They had told everyone Rose had run

avay.
I’msorry, Rose, shethought. Saints of grief, but I’'m sorry.

"I loveyou, Lesbeth,” Robert said softly. ™Y ou should have asked my permission. Mine, not Wilm’s.
Mine"

And as sheturned to face him, he struck her in the breast, so hard she staggered back and sat down, her
skirts billowing around her. She stared up a him, more perplexed than hurt. Robert had never hit her
before, ever.

"Robert, what—" As soon as she tried to speak, she knew something was very, very wrong. Something
ingde her wasdl twisted, and her breath hurt like fire. And Robert, standing over her—his hand was il
afig, but therewasaknifein it, the narrow bodkin he awayswore at his bet, the one Grandpa had



given him when he was deven. It wasred to the hilt.

Then she looked down at the front of her dress and saw the wet redness over her heart. Her hand was
sanguine, too, where she had pressed it without thinking against the wound. As she watched, blood
actudly spurted between her fingers, like a spring bubbling from the earth.

"Robert, no," she sghed, her voice high and strange. ""Robert, do not kill me.”

He bent over her, hisdark eyes glistening with tears. "1 aready have, Lesbeth,” he said, very softly. "I
aready have." And he kissed her on the forehead.

Shaking her head, she crawled away, trying to get to her fegt, falling. "I’ m going to be married,” shetold
him, trying to make him understand. "To a Safnian prince. HE's coming for me." She could dmost see
Chelso, standing before her. "I’ll give him children. I'll name one for you. Robert, don’t—"

Sheer panic swept through her. She had to get away. Robert had gone mad. He meant to hurt her.

But there was no strength in her arms, and something closed around her ankle, and the grasswas diding
benesth her, and she wasleaving abroad trail acrossit, like agiant snail, except that the trail was red.

And then amoment like floating, and Robert’ sface before her again.

"Seep, sger,” he sad. "Dream of when we were young, and al waswell. Dream of when you loved me

"Don’t kill me, Robert," she begged, sobbing now. "Help me.”
"You'll have Rose," he said. "And soon enough—soon enough, you' || have company aplenty. Aplenty.”

And he smiled, but hisface seemed very far away, retreating. She hadn’t felt the fall, but the empty
sockets of Rose slittle white skull wereright next to her.

L esbeth heard the music of birds, and awhispering she ought to recognize, words she half understood.
They seemed very important.

And then, suddenly, that wasdll.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Spendlove

When Stephen Darige awoke from the grips of Black Mary for the fourth time in one night, he cursed
deep, rose, and crept from the dormitory. Outside, the night was clear and moonless, with afed like
early autumninthe air. Hewalked asmall distance, to where the hillside started itsroll down to the
pastures, and there sat gazing up a the stars.

The stars eternal, hisgrandfather had caled them.

But his grandfather was wrong; nothing was eternd. Not stars, not mountains. Not the saints, nor love,
nor truth.

"Saint Michadl," he murmured. "Tdl mewhat truth is. | don’'t know anymore.”



Hefét asif there was something spoiled in him, something he badly needed to vomit up. But hefeared if
it came out, it would take alife and form of its own, and devour him.

He should have told the fratrex what the scroll was as soon as he understood. He shouldn’t have
trandated it. By the saints, he shouldn’t have.

Now it wastoo late. Now he had those evil wordsin him. Now he couldn’t get them out.

A faint brush of shoes on grasstold him someone was behind him. He was sure he knew who it was, and
didn't care.

"Héello, Brother Desmond.”
"Good morning, Brother Stephen. Taking someair?”

Stephen turned enough to see the shadow of the man standing againgt the stars. "L eave me done or kil
me. | don’t carewhich.”

"Don’'t you?' It sounded strange, the way he said it, dmost like alullaby. Then afist knotted in Stephen’s
hair and yanked him down flat. Desmond dragged him afew feet and then crouched, brought the edge of
abroad-bladed knife against Stephen’ sthroat.

"Don’'t you?' he whispered again, dmost in Stephen’ sear.

"Why?" Stephen managed. "Why are you doing thisto me?”

"Because. | don’t like you. Y ou' re going to walk the fanes next month. Did you know that?*
"What?"

"Yes. You're done with your trandation, aren’'t you?"

"What? How did you know that?'

"I know everything that goes on around here, you little pissant. Why wouldn’t | know that?"
"l haven’t told anyone.”

"Don’'t worry. | took your notesto the fratrex for you, after | read them.”

The knife came away, and Brother Desmond stood. Stephen expected aviciouskick, but instead, to his
surprise, Desmond sighed and sat next to him on the grass.

"Wicked stuff,” Spendlove said, dmost whispering. " Spellsto turn men to jely, prayersto the Damned
Saints. Blood rites, deformation of children. Fird-rate wicked. Isthat why you can’'t deep?”

"Youreadit," Stephen said dully. "Can you degp?!

Desmond growled up something like alaugh. "I never could,” he replied.
"Why did you sted my work?"

"Why not?'

"But you gaveit tothefratrex.”



"Y es. Believe what you might about me, Brother Stephen, but | do serve my order.” His voice dropped
evenlower. "Very well | serveit.”

Stephen nodded. "Wdll, you' ve done me afavor. | didn’t know if | would have the courage.”
"What do you mean?"'

Stephen suddenly wished he could see Brother Desmond’ s eyes. For the first time since they had met,
the other man sounded puzzled.

"Y ou know," Stephen said. "Y ou know very well | won't be walking any fanes after the fratrex reads
what | wrote and redlizeswhat I’ ve done."

"Y ou did what he told you to do," Spendlove replied, and thistime there could be no doubt abouit it, the
monk was puzzled, or doing ablessed good imitation.

"Brother Desmond, the work of the church has dways been to destroy such foul texts. The moment |
knew what it was, | should have consulted with the fratrex. Instead, | barreled ahead and trandated a
forbidden scrift. I’ ve probably damned mysdlf, and | will certainly lose my position here.”

That got awry chuckle from Spendlove.

"Brother Stephen, you may think I’'m your worst enemy in thisplace. I’'m not. Y ou’ re your own worst
enemy. | wouldn't wish that on anyone." With that, Brother Desmond stood. " Good luck walking the
fanes" he said. He dmost sounded asif he meant it.

A moment later Stephen was adone again, with the stars.

The fratrex looked up from adesk cluttered with books, paper, and severa inkwells.

"Eh? Good morning, Brother Stephen.” He tapped some sheets of paper on his desk. "Excellent work,
this. Areyou quitesureof it al?

"Reverend? Assureas| can be”
"Well. | am not disappointed inyou, | can tell you that.”

"But, Reverend—" He fdt as he had in the woods, when the hounds were coming, and for an ingtant he
redly had believed Aspar White' s Grim Raver was stooping on him. He had felt the same way when he
was hafway through the manuscrift and really understood what he had.

It was that Spinning sensation that came of suddenly redlizing he truly didn’t understand the world. Of
having too many secure assumptions upset a once.

The fratrex sat waiting for him to continue, one eyebrow cocked.

"The nature of the scrift,” Stephen explained. "I should have told you as soon as| knew. | should have
stopped before | finished it. I'm sorry. I'll understand if you ask for my resignation.”

"You don't haveto tell methat," thefratrex said. "If | ask for your resignation, | shdl get it, and whether
you under stand or not is entirely beside the point. But why should | ask for it? Y ou did exactly what |
requested, and splendidly.”



"l don’t understand, Reverend. Church policy—"

"Is much better understood by me than by you,” the fratrex finished dryly. "The church has concernsyou
cannot begin to understand, and which | cannat, a thistime, explain to you. Sufficeto say thet thereis
evil intheworld, yes? And that evil may remain sllent for many years, but when it spesks, we should at
least know the language. If we do nat, it may well tak usal into its spell.”

Theimplications of that walked through Stephen like aghogt, leaving chill footprints on his heart.
"Reverend, may | confidein you?"'

"Asin no other."

"l heard... things on the way here. On theroad. At Tor Scath.”

"Goon. Please, Sit. You look asif your legs are ready to give way."

"Thank you, Reverend." He settled onto asmall, hard stodl.

"Sotdl methesethings.”

Stephen told him the rumors of the greffyn, and the terrible rites on the abandoned sedos fanes. When he
was done, the fratrex leaned forward.

"Such rumors are not unknown to us," he said, in alow voice. "Nor should they be spread any further.
Keep them to yoursdlf, and be assured that the church is not complacent in these matters.”

"Yes, Reverend. It sjust that—the sacrifices at the fanes. They resemble certain rites described in the
sorift”

"l have seen that. What reason do you think | had for wanting this trand ated?'
"But—I think whoever is doing these things only haf understands what they are about.”
"What do you suppose they are about?*

"I’m not sure, but | think they are trying to revive an ancient faneway, one of the forbidden ones. Perhaps
the very onethat the Black Jester walked to gain his unholy powers. Therites are asort of test, to help
them learn which of the thousand fanesin the forest still have power, and to determine the order in which
they ought to be walked."

"But they aren’'t doing therites correctly, so we have nothing to fear—yet," the fratrex reasoned.

"Y et my work would help them," Stephen said softly. " Some of the missing piecesto their puzzie may lie
inwhat you have before you."

Thefratrex nodded solemnly. "Of course, we are aware of that. But we cannot risk fighting thisenemy in
the dark. They have some of the secrets. They got them somewhere. We cannot oppose them when we
know nothing."

"But, Reverend—" Theimage of Desmond Spendlove flashed through his mind. "—what if our enemies
arein our midgt dready? In the church itsdf?"

The fratrex smiled grimly. "The surest way to catch aweasd isto set atrap,” he said. "And for atrap,
bait is needed.”



He stood. "I thought | taught you alesson in humility, Brother Stephen. | wonder now if | succeeded. |
am no doddering fool, and the church istoo canny to be cuckolded by evil. But your loose tongue and
your questions could do agreat deal of damage, do you understand? Perform the tasks | set before you.
Do not speak of them to anyone but me. Do your best to keegp anyone €l se from seeing your work."

"But my work has aready been seen.”

"By Brother Desmond, yes. That was not unforeseen. But do better in the future. Hide your progress.
Write faulty trandations as well as sound ones."

"Reverend? Thetrandation isdone.”
For answer, the fratrex stooped, and from benegath his desk he brought up alarge cedar box.

"Therearemore,” hesaid. "l expect the same aacrity that you have dready shown." He smiled thinly.
"And now, | suggest you meditate and prepare. Soon you will walk the faneway of Saint Decmanus, and
you must be in the proper state of mind.”

Stephen knelt and bowed. "Thank you, Reverend. And | gpologize for any impertinence. | assureyou it
comes entirely from concern for the welfare of the church.”

"Inthis place, that ismy concern,” the fratrex reminded him. He waved the back of hishand. "Go on," he
said. "Put away your worries, and prepare for revelations.”

But Stephen left feeling that he had dready had one revelation too many. He feared another might break
him.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

TheBriar King

Morning's soft stirring found Aspar ill awake, legs cramping beneath him, bow gtill strung.

Whatever had comein the night had gone with it, leaving only the memory of its stink. And when Winna
began to wake, Aspar stepped cautioudly into the light and gazed around him.

Sun maidens were kissing the leaves high above, and though shadows lay long on the earth, they all
pointed back toward the way from which Aspar and Winna had come. Before them, the forest grew
thinner, and not far away, Aspar could reckon the end of it, by the open ook of the treetops.

He ingpected the damp lesf litter for some sign of what had come stalking the night before, but found no
track or spoor, no broken branches, fur or feathers. Thisleft him wondering if his senses hadn’t betrayed
him, somehow. Hewas, after dl, on a Sefry errand, where truth and lies mixed in the same muddy water.

"Good morning to you, Aspar,” Winnasaid. "Didn't youdeep at dl?"
He grinned wryly. "Not likely."

"We agreed that we would share the watches," she reminded him, exasperation in her voice. ™Y ou should
have waked me."

"Y ou can have tomorrow night, then, the whole thing," he promised. "Anyhow, look, | think we' re nearly
out of theforest." He nodded in the direction where the trees thinned.



Winnastretched and yawned. "L ooks the sameto me, but I'll take your word for it. Did we have any
vigtorsin the night?"

"'Something came out, but it made no sound and left no prints. It went away before the dawn.”
Winnafrowned. "l dreamed of something that smelled foul.”

"Thefoul smell wasn't adream,” Aspar said. "That' sfor certain.”

"Could it—could it have been the Briar King himself?' she wondered.

"Grim, | hope not," Aspar swore. "Whatever was out in the dark, | never want to seeit.”
Winnalooked unsettled at that, but she didn’t say anything.

"What now?" she asked instead.

"| suppose we go on, and see what thereisto see. Do you need food?"

"Not yet. We can eat in awhile. If there are more of those spiders overhead, I'd like to be out from
under 'em. Saints, yes! They crawled al through my dreams, too."

Asthe space widened between the trunks of the treesthe white, strawlike ground cover gave way to
ferns and horsetails, then to bushier growth—rambling mounds of blackberry bushes, knee-high catgrass
and broomsedge, grapevines groping over dl. For Aspar, it was ardief to see plants he knew, by Grim's
bloody eye!

At lagt, just short of midday, they |eft the forest behind them. The trees ended rather abruptly, giving way
to agently rolling valey floor. Mountains framed every direction, adding force to Aspar’ sguessthat the
only way in and out of the valley—short of crawling acrossthe icy glaciers—was probably the way they
had come.

Thefidds were brushy with grass and thistle and wild primrose, but riddled with enough animd trailsto
make the going easy mogt of thetime.

If they had anywhereto go, which they didn’t.

They struck on toward the far valey wall, but dowly. Aspar wondered just what in the name of the
Sarnwood witch he waslooking for.

It was abell later when Winna pointed off to their right. "What' sthat?' she asked.

Aspar had aready noticed what she was gesturing at—aline of small trees, not much taler than the
grass, marching toward the vdley wall, not quite pardlding their own path.

"A gream, most likely," he grunted.

"Most likely," Winna conceded. "But it seems odd to me.”

"Nothing odd about it," Aspar argued.

"What would it hurt to have alook?" Winnaasked. "I don't see anything ese even alittle strange.”

"You'veapoint,” headlowed. They turned their stepsthat direction.



After afew hundred paces, Winnaasked, "Aspar, what do the Sefry expect usto do here?
"Find the Briar King, | reckon."

"Jug find him?'

"That’ swhat Mother Gastya said,” Aspar replied.

Winnanodded. "Y ah. But aren’t you the one who saysthe Sefry dwayslie?!

"l am," Aspar admitted. "But that doesn’t matter. Whatever they want of me, | would have come here
eventudly. I'velived inthisforest dl of my life, Winn. Something' swrong with it. Very wrong." He
chewed hislip, then cleared histhroat. "I think it’sdying. | think the greffyn has something to do withit,
and if there isaBriar King, and he' s a the bottom of this rot—I need to know."

"But suppose Mother Gastyalied. Suppose thisisn't wherethe Briar King is. What if she sent you asfar
from him as she could?'

"| thought of that. | took the chance." He glanced at her. "But that’ s not what you' re worried abot, isit?
You' reworried that he is here.”

For afew moments the swishing of Winna stattered skirts against the grass was the only sound. "'l know
he' shere," she said finaly. "But what if the Sefry sent you to him so he could kill you?'

"If Mother Gastya wanted me dead, she needed only to have kept silent for another few heartbesats, back
in Rewn Aluth," Aspar pointed out. "Whatever the Sefry want, it'snot just my desth.”

"l guess not,” Winna conceded. Then she stopped.

They had reached the line of smdll trees. "I don't see a stream.”

"No," Agpar said dowly.

The treeswere very small versions of the briar trees. They stood just over waist high.
"Look how regular they’ re spaced,” Winna said. "Like somebody planted them.”

"There ssomething dse" Agpar said, crouching. "Something..." It reminded him of tracking, somehow.
But it took him another twenty heartbegts to understand why.

"They’re planted like aman’ sfootsteps,” he said. "A big man. But see? It sasif a every dride, atree
sprang up." He glanced back over his shoulder. Thetrail of treesled back into the forest—and it led
ahead, to the valey wall.

"What' sthat up there?'

Aspar followed theimaginary line her finger traced in the air. Far off—half aleague, maybe—the row of
trees led to some sort of dome. It looked man-made.

"A building?' he speculated. "1t looks alittle like a Watau longhouse.”

It wasn't alonghouse. His mother’ s people built their lodgings of freshly cut young trees, bending them
into arches and then covering al with shingles of bark. The structure he and Winna beheld was likewise



made of trees—but they were il dive, thrusting strong rootsinto the soil and lacing their branchestightly
together. It was shaped like agiant bird’ s net, turned upside down. It stood perhaps twenty yards high

at its apex.
So tight and dense were the trees woven that nothing could be seen within, even when they drew near
enough to touch it.

A circuit of theweird, living structure led them to an opening, of sorts—atwisting path between the
trunks and branchesjust large enough for Aspar to squeeze through. No sound came from within.

"You'll stay here" Aspar told Winna

Winnafrowned a him. "Aspar White, I’ ve climbed mountains, snvum in freezing water, and endured
thunderstorms with you. I’ ve saved your life twice now, by my count—"

"Winna, do thisfor me."
"Give me areason to. One that makes sense.”

He stared at her, then took a step and put his pam to her cheek. "Becausethisisal different,” he said.
"There s nothing canny, here. Who knows which stories are true, and which are lies? Who knows but
that if the gaze of the greffyn brings faintness, the eyes of the Briar King might not day in asingle blink?"
Hekissed her. "Because | love you, Winna, and would protect you, whether you want me to or not. And
findly, if something happensto me, someone must get word to the king, and the other holters. Someone
hasto save my forest."

She closed her eyesfor along time, and when she opened them, they were smiling and moist. "l love
you, too, you great lout. Just come out aive, will you? And then take me out of this place. | couldn’t find
my way back adone anyhow."

"I'll dothat," he said.

A moment later, he stepped into the trees.

Immediately, something went strange. He felt asort of shock, like he might fedl if he had nodded off, then
jerked his head up suddenly. A bumblebee seemed to be buzzing someplace inside his chest,
accompanied by arhythmic humming from hislungs.

He continued on, following the winding path, and felt degpness, asif he were far beneath the earth.

There was ascent, too, powerful and changeable, never the same from one breeth to the next, and yet
somehow consistent. It was pine sap, bear fur, snake musk, burning hickory, sour swest, week-old
carcass, rotting fruit, horse piss, roses. It grew stronger as he approached, and seemed to ettle, to
become lessvaried, until the smdll of desth and flowersfilled his head.

Thus Aspar turned the last corner of the maze and beheld the Briar King.

He was shadow-shape, caught in the thousand tiny needles of light piercing the gapsin the roof of the
living hall. He was thorns and primrose, root and branch and knotted vines, tendril-fingered. His beard
and hair were of trailing gray and green moss, and hornlike limbs twisted up from hishead.

But his face—hisface was mottled lichen papered on human skull, black flowers blooming from hiseye



sockets. And as Aspar watched, the king turned dowly to face him, and the roses opened wider, ill
blooming.

Aspar opened his mouth, but he didn’t say anything. He couldn’t look away from those widening eyes,
the ebony stamensthat seemed to grow larger until they were the only thingsin the world. The stench of
death and perfume choked him, and hislimbs began to twitch, hisbody fdt violent, itchy, and suddenly,
without warning, hisvison cracked like amirror and from behind it he saw. ... things.

He saw the ironoaks—his ironoaks, the tyrants—rotting, limbs snapping, plagues of worms and flies
bursting from beneeth their putrefying bark like maggots from a corpse. He saw the Warlock River
running black, deer faling in ther tracks, green things shriveling and melting into aviscous pus. He
amelled the putrefaction. The Sickness he had felt on touching the greffyn’s spoor hit him again, ahundred
times stronger, and he doubled to vomit, and then—

—then he went mad.

The next time he knew anything clearly, it was agony. His shoulder was on fire.

"Agpar?’

He looked up through afilm of pain to see Winna, staring frantically down a him. They werein astand of
trees, someplace. Poplars. He had something gripped in his hand.

"Aspar, isthat you? Areyou sensible?!
"l—wha s hagppening?'

"Y ou were gone—" Her head suddenly jerked up, and when she started again, her voice was much
lower. "Y ou werein there for three days! The tree house closed up, and | couldn’t go in after you. Then
when you came out, you ran like awild man. | chased you."

He clawed at his shoulder and found a crude bandage, soaked in blood.

"The one-eyed man and his band are here. Y ou attacked them, and they shot you. They’re hunting for us,

"Fend? He' shere?!
"Shhh. I think they’re close."

"Three days?' Aspar grunted. "How can that be?' He looked around. "My bow? Whereisit?' He
looked dully a what he held in his hand. It was a horn, awhite bone horn, incised with weird figures.
Where had he gotten that?

"Still with the Briar King, | guess. When you came out, you didn’t—" Her head jerked up again, and she
raised adirk. It was Aspar’ sdirk.

"Givemethat," hegrunted. "I can dtill fight." He put the horn in his haversack and reached for the
wesapon.

"But | wouldn't adviseit," afamiliar voice said.

A circle of bows appeared around them, and there, in Aspar’ s pain-reddened vision, stood a Sefry ina



broad-brimmed hat, bundled against the pale amber evening that suffused the scene. Hewore ajerkin
and cloak of umber felt, the same color as his hat. He had one eye of pae green, and where the other
eye ought to be was ayellow patch.

"Fend," Aspar snarled. "Come and die.”
Fend laughed. "No, thank you," he said.
"Stay back,” Winnasaid. "I'll cut thefirst to come near.”

"Wewon't come near, then," Fend said reasonably. "We Il fill you both with shafts from a distance.
Aspar, tel your little girl to put down her knife and come here."

Agpar chewed that for |less than a heartbest. "Do it, Winna," Aspar said.
"Ag—"

"Hell kill you if you don't."

"Wheat about you?'

"Girl," Fend said, "I’ ve nothing againgt you, redly. | can't allow Aspar to live, of course. Heknowsit,
and so do I. But he also knowsthat if you behave, | might let you live”"

"And leave her done" Aspar said. "Promiseto do her no harm.”

"Why should I'?" Fend asked. "After al, there are so many kinds of harm. She might even cometo like
some of them.”

Winnareversed the knife and placed it againgt her breast. "Y ou can forget that,” she said.

But in the next eye blink, the dirk was on the ground, and Winnawas screaming and staring wide-eyed at
an arrow shaft nestly piercing her palm.

"Winnal" Aspar shrieked. And then, "Fend!" Animpossible energy lurched into Aspar’ slimbs, and he
picked up the knife, hurling himsdf forward.

A second shaft struck himin thethigh, athird in hisarm. Even as he staggered, he knew they were
missing hisvitals on purpose, and he remembered the bodies around the old sedos shrine on the Taff,
tortured and bled while they were il dive.

He got back up, grimacing, and heard Fend' slaughter.
"Oh, Aspar. | so admireyour tenacity.”

"I'll kill you, Fend," Aspar said quietly. "Believeit, you bitchson." He twisted the shaft in histhigh until it
snapped. He went light-headed from the pain, but then took another step toward the one-eyed Sefry.
The point hadn’t cut any tendons.

Suddenly, Fend’ s men gave ground, and Fend himself stepped back, eyeswidening. Aspar felt an
ingtant’ s savage satisfaction before he redized it wasn't him they feared.

It was the greffyn. It had stepped from the wood very, very quietly. With silent purpose it padded toward
Aspar.



"Well," Fend said. "It’s chosen you. | would have preferred to kill you myself, but | imagine thiswill do.
Good-bye, Aspar.”

Agpar blinked once at the greffyn, lessthan akingsyard away. Then he turned and ran. Fend laughed
agan.

The greffyn seemed in no hurry to finish him. Aspar ran asif in anightmare, hisfeet cloying to the ground.
If he could only escape the greffyn and find his bow, he might have a chance to save Winna.

He clung to that thought, to keep him going, to keep his heart pumping blood and hislegsmoving. He
didn't look back, but he could hear the greffyn behind him now, hissing dong through the grass. Enjoying
the chase, perhaps, like the cat it resembled.

He knew where he was, now, anyway. In his madness, he had gone farther aong the canyon wall. Ahead
he could seethe Briar King' sweird, living barrow. If he could reach it, the greffyn might not be ableto
sgueeze through the narrow opening. And his bow wasin there.

Heran on, but hislegs caled ahdt, and hisbody left hisfeet behind. With dull surprise, he found hisface
pressed into the earth.

He managed to roll over, with the dirk held up.
The greffyn wasthere, looking down at him with saucer-sze eyes.
Aspar’ s other hand strayed to his belt, and found his ax.

The greffyn came astep closer and lowered its head. It sniffed at him. It clacked itsjaws, then came even
closer and sniffed again.

"Just alittle closer," Aspar said, gripping hisax. "Come on, what are you waiting for?"
But it sniffed once more, and then drew back.

Aspar didn’t know what that meant, but he took the opportunity to regain hisfeet. He turned and
continued on, staggering often, but the greffyn didn’t follow.

Its gaze did, however, the sweset, hot sickness that he had known three times aready. It wasn't as bad,
thistime. Maybe the medicine Mother Gastya had done to cure him back in Rewn Aluth was il
working. Maybe that was why the greffyn hadn’t wanted to touch him.

Whatever the case, two arrow wounds and the greffyn’ s deadly gaze proved finally too much. Hefél into
thetall grassand dept, and dreamt foul Black Marys.

He awoke smeared with his own vomit. Hiswounds were no longer bleeding, but they were throbbing
and red, and felt hellishly hot.

He got up anyway, thinking of Winnain Fend' s hands. He started a smdll fire and plucked out the
remaining arrow, then seared out the wounds with aglowing coal. He pressed the paste Mother Gastya
had given him into the cauterized holes and bound them with scraps of his shirt.

The night came and went before he could manage to stagger more than afew yards at atime, but the sun
seemed to bring him new strength, and he grimly rose to search for Fend, and his men, and Winna. Most
of dl, Winna.



Hefound only their trail, leading back into the briar tree forest.

Implacably, wishing his head would clear, wishing the pain would ease off instead of getting worse with
each step, he set off after them.

"I will kill you, Fend," he murmured. "By Grim, | will. | will."
He repeated it until it made no sense, until long after he was capable of rationa thought.

But even then, he didn’t siop moving. Only death could stop him.

PART 11
THE RECONDITE STIRS

TheYear 2,223 of Everon
The Month of Ponthmen

When wakes the recondite world, the sword shall appear as a feather, the wolf as a mouse, the
legion asa carnival. | shall laugh frommy grave, and it shall sound as a lute.

—FROM THE CONFESS ON OF THE SHINECRAFTEREMMEVICCARS AT THE
PRONOUNCEMENT OF HER SENTENCE OF EXECUTION

CHAPTER ONE
In theWarhearth

William poured another goblet of hisfavorite Virgenyan wine and paced across the red marble floor of
Warhearth Hall. He took a hedlthy swallow of the amethyst-colored vintage, then set the goblet down on
the broad black table in the center of the room.

The paintingswere looking a him again. Rebelioudy, he returned their scrutiny.

They were everywhere; whole floor-to-celling panels of the wall were bracketed in gilded oak-leaf
molding and painted in dense and murky colors, asif rendered with mud and soot and blood. In asense
they were, for each was adepiction of some part of the long history of hisfamily’ swars.

"Would you rather look at those old pictures or me?* Alis Berrye inquired sulkily. She was draped upon
an armchair, bodice unlaced so asto revea her firm, rose-tipped breasts. Sherolled off her stockings
and threw one bare leg over the arm of the chair. It was a pretty leg, dender, white as milk. Her chestnut
hair was mildly touded, sapphire eyeslanguid, despite her vexed tone. She was nearly asfull of wineas
he, and totdly unlike the paintingsin character.

Wéll, not entirdly true. She wasn't murky, but shewas abit dense.
"| am sorry, my dear,” William murmured. “The mood is no longer on me.”
"I can put it on you, my lord, | assureyou."

"Yes" hesghed. "I’'m certain you could. But | do not wishit."



"Doyoutireof me, Your Mgesty?' Alisasked, unableto hide abit of panicin her voice.

He regarded her for amoment, taking the question serioudy. She was an exuberant, enthusiastic lover, if
one without the skills of an older woman. Her palitical desgnswere charmingly transparent and naive.
She got drunk well, and when her guard was down she was unsdlfconscioudy sweet, and her mind went
down tracks strange to his, which he enjoyed on the pillows.

She was awel come change from Gramme, whose mind had turned almost obsessively to her bastards
these last few years. They were provided for, of course, and he liked them, especidly little Mery, but
Gramme wanted them to have the Dare name and said so far too often. Aliswas less ambitious, and
perhaps didn’t even have the intdlligence for such ambition.

That wasfine. Two intdligent women in his life were more than enough.

"No, not at al," hetold her. "Y ou are adelight to me."

loving.
"Yougotobed, lady," hesaid gently. "I shal join you presently.”

"Then shall weto bed? It' s something past midnight. | can soothe you to deep, if you don’t desire

"Inyour chambers, Mg esty?'

William turned an irritated frown on her. "Y ou know better than that. That ismy marriage bed, and |
shareit only with my wife. Do not presume, Alis, merely because sheisaway.”

Her face fell as sheredlized her mistake. "I’m sorry, Sire. Y ou'll cometo my chambers, then?”
"l said | would."

She swayed to her feet and picked up the stockings, then came over, stood on tiptoe, and gave him a
little kisson the lips. Then she smiled, dmost furtively, and cut her eyes down, and for amoment he felt
himsdlf stir, but he was too drunk and too sad, and he knew it.

"Good night, Sire" she murmured.
"Good night, Alis™"

Hedidn't watch her go, examining instead the largest painting in the room. It depicted GenyaDare,
burning like asaint, leading agrest army. Before her towered the vague but threstening shadow of the
Skadoi fortress that had once stood on the very spot where Eden castle now stood. Against that dark
red citadel, giant formless shapes of black were bardly discernible.

"What shall | do?' he murmured. "What isright?' Hetook his gaze round the other paintings—the baitle
of Mingter-on-Sea, with itsrolling thunderheads, the fight at the Ford of Woorm, the Sege of Carwen. In
each, aDare stood at the head of an army, resolute and steadfast.

A hundred years ago, these same walls had depicted scenes of Retksbaurg victory. They had been
stripped and painted over.

It could happen again.

He shivered at the thought, and wondered if it wasn’t time to go see him . Thething in the dungeon, the
thing hisfather had shown him, so long ago. He found that thought nearly astroubling as a Retksbaurg
victory, however, and dismissed it.



Instead, William moved back to the table and unscrolled amap, weighting its corners with brass counters
made to resemble ram-headed vipers, coiled to strike.

"Still up? Still brooding?* afaintly mocking voice asked.
"Robert?" William swung around, nearly lost hisbaance, and cursed.
"What' sthe matter?'

"Nothing. | can hardly drink at dl, these days. It takes no more than a bottle to give me clumsy legs.
Where the saints have you been this past nineday?"

Robert smiled thinly. "Sdtmark, actualy."
"What? Without my leave? For what?'

"It were better not to have your leave for this," Robert said darkly. "It was more of my—I think you
would say inappropriate—dedings.” He put on agrim smile. "Y ou did make me your prime minister,
remember?"

"Had thisto do with Lesbeth?'

Robert fingered his mustache. "In part.”

William paused for courage before he asked the next question. "'Is she murdered?!
"No. Sheisdlive. | waseven allowed to see her.”

William took adeep draught of thewine. "Thank Saint Anne," he muttered. "What sort of ransom do
they want?"'

"May | have somewine?' Robert asked mildly.
"Help yoursdf."

Robert glanced at the carafe on the table and made a disgusted noise. "Do you have anything el se?
Something from alittle farther south? 1 don’t see how you stomach that sour stuff.”

William waved at the cabinet. "Thereis afreshly decanted bottle of that red from Tero Galléyou're so
fond of "

"Vin Crové?'

"Thet’sthe one."

He watched impatiently as Robert produced and poured some of the sanguine liquid and tasted it.
"Ah! That' s better. At least your vintners have good taste.”

"How you can be so cam, when our sister has been kidnapped?

"Don’t ever doubt my concern for Lesbeth," Robert said sharply.

"I"'m sorry—I was wrong to remark so. But please, give me the news."

"As| sad, sheiswdl, and | was alowed to see her. She sends her love."



"From where? Where is she?'
"Sheisacaptive of the duke of Austrobaurg.”

"How? In the name of the saints, how? She was last seen on her horsg, riding east from the Sleeve. How
did they abduct her from thisidand?"

"That, Austrobaurg would not tell me.”

"Her fiancé from Safniaarrived, you know. A day ago. He is beside himsdif."
"Indeed?’ Robert’ s eyes gleamed strangely.

"Wéll, come. What does the duke want?"

"What do you suppose? He wants aransom.”

"Whet ransom isthat?'

"He wants aransom of ships. Twenty, to be precise.”

"Twenty sailing ships? We cannot spare them, not if we go to war with Sdtmark. Or Hansa,
saints-me-to-bed.”

"Oh, he doesn’t want twenty of our ships. He wants twenty Sorrovian ships. Sunken. To the bottom of
thesea"

"What?" William thundered. He hurled the goblet against the wall and watched it shatter into athousand
purple-drenched shards. "He dares? By Saint Rooster’ sballs, he dares?'

"Heisan ambitious man, Sire. Twenty shipsto his credit will take him far with the court at Hansa."

"To his credit? My ships must appear to be from Satmark? Y ou mean he expects my ships, my crews,
to sall under hisflag?'

"That ishisdemand, Y our Mgesty,” Robert said. Hisvoice took on an angry edge. "Else, ashe put it, he
will rut with our sister to his heart’ s desire, then give her to hismen with ordersto ride her until her back
isbroken."

"Saint Michad," William swore, taking his seet. "Whét has the world come to? Isthere no honor init?"
"Honor?" Robert bittered ahumorlesslaugh. "Ligten, William—"
"Y ou know | cannot doiit.”

"You—" Robert actudly lost histongue, for amoment. ™Y ou pompous ass” hefindly got out. "Thisis
Lesbeth!"

"And | am emperor. | cannot sdll the honor of my throne for one sster, no matter how well | love her.”

"No," Robert said, voice very low, finger pointing like adagger. " No. William, | will Snk those ships
myself, do you hear me? With my bare hands, if need be. Y ou should have sent Lesbeth off with the ret,
but you heeded her whim and let her stay here to meet her Safnian prince. The same Safnian prince, |
might add, who sold her to Austrobaurg.”

"What?' William stared at his brother, wondering if he had somehow misunderstood the words.



"l said Austrobaurg would not tell me how he kidnapped her. But | did discover it through my spies, one
murder and torture I’ m sure you don’t want to hear about. Austrobaurg has enemies, some very near
him, though not near enough to open histhroat, more sthe pity. Not yet. But | discovered what | wanted
to know. Lesbeth’ s Safnian prince has called in Hansamany times. Heiswell known there, and heisin
their pay. He sent aletter, telling Lesbeth to meet him on the Cape of Rovy, that his ship was damaged
and he' d made camp there. She went to him, only to find a Hanzish corvette."

"Prince Cheiso did this? Y ou have proof ?"
"I have the proof of my ears. | trust my sources. Oh, and thereisthis.”

He pulled something from the pouch at hisbelt and tossed it to William, who caught it. It wasadim metd
box, with acatch fagteningit.

"What isthis?'
Robert made a peculiar sound, and William was stricken to see tears start in his brother’ s eyes.

"It sher finger, damn you." He spread hisright hand and wiggled theindex finger. "This one, with thetwin
of thisring. We put them on when we were eight, and have nat, either of us, been able to remove them
gncewe werefifteen.”

William opened the catch. Insde, indeed, was adim finger, nearly black. On it was agold band with a
scroll of oak leaves about it.

"Ah, saints of mercy!" He snapped the box shut with shaking hands. Who could do thisto Lesbeth?
Lesbeth the ever smiling, the best, the most compassonate of them al?

"Robert, | did not know. I—" He fought back tears.
"Do not console me, Wilm. Get her back. Or | will."

William found another goblet. He needed more wine for this, to pacify the blood thundering in hisears,
the blind rage he felt building again.

"How, Robert?' he sngpped. "If we do thisthing, it could cost us every dliance. Even Liery might bresk
with us. It' simpossible.”

"No," Robert said, hisvoice still quavering. "It isn't. We have dready sent shipsin secret to the Saurga
Sea, haven't we?'

"It' snot much of a secret.”

"But the ships have not been counted or accounted for. Only the two of us know how many have been
sent. Crews can befound; | know where to find them. Crews that will ask no questionsand tell no
dories, if they are pad well enough.”

William stared a Robert for along moment. "Isthistrue?’

"Itis. Austrobaurg will get dl the credit, as he desres—and he will get al of the blame. The sealords of
Liery will be none thewiser of our part and will remain our friends. | will overseethis persondly, William.
Y ou know my lovefor Lesbeth; | would risk nothing, here, that might mean her life. But | would never
risk our kingdom, ether.”

William drank more wine. Soon it would be too much; aready the world wasflat, like the paintings on



thewall. Thiswas a poor timefor judgment. Or perhaps, in such matters, the best.
"Doit," hewhispered. "Only do not give me details.”
"Itisdone," Robert replied.

"And Prince Cheiso. Have him arrested and put in Spingter Tower. Him I'll deal with in the morning.”

CHAPTER TWO
ThePrince of Shade

The air above the ochre brick of the Piato da Fiussa shimmered like the top of astove. It was so hot that
even the pigeons and grackles—which normally covered the square, scavenging for bits of bread or
cheese—would not light upon it for fear of roasting themselves.

Cazio, amilarly concerned, exerted himsdlf just enough to scoot an armspan, following the shadow of the
marble fountain his back rested againgt as he gazed laconically around the square. There he found few
people with any more ambition of mobility. Earlier, thelittle market town of Avellahad been abustling
place. Now, with the sun a noon, people had more sense.

Buildings of the same ydlow brick up to three stories high walled the piato, but only on the south sde did
they cast ameager shadow. In that welcome umbra, the shopowners, bricklayers, vendors, street
officers, and children of Avella, sat, lay, or otherwiselolled, spping the brash young wines of the Tero
Mefio, nibbling cellar-cooled figs, or dabbing their brows with wet rags.

Smadller gatherings under awnings, next to stairways—wherever the sun was thwarted—made plain why
the hours between noon and three bells were named Z onfros caros—the treasured shadows. And, ina
city where noon shadows had va ue—indeed, were sometimes bought and sold—the shade of Fiussa's
fountain was one of the dearest.

That was where Cazio rested, with the nude, flower-adorned goddess watching over him. The three
nymphs at her feet disgorged tall plumes of water, so that a gentle damp mist settled on hisdarkly
handsome face and broad shoulders. The marble basin was cool, and no matter which hour of the sessa
it might be, there was ample shade—for perhaps four people.

Cazio lazily examined the upper-floor windows across the piato. Thistime of day the rust or Ssenna
framed windows were dl thrown open, and sometimes pretty girls could be seen, leaning on the
casementsto catch abreeze,

His laconic search was rewarded.

"Look there," he said to hisfriend Alo, who reclined nearby. "It' s Braza daca Feiossa." He nodded his
head toward a dark-haired beauty looking out over the square. She wore only a cotton undershift, which
left much of her neck and shoulders bare.

"l seeher," Alosaid.
"She' strying to catch my attention,” Cazio said.

"Of course sheis. The sun came up just for you today, too, I’'m sure.”



"I wish he hadn’t bothered,” Cazio murmured, wiping abead of swesat from hisforehead and pushing
back histhick mop of black hair. "What was | thinking, getting up so early?"

Alo started at that. "Early? Y ou' vejust now risen!” A sallow-faced boy with caramel-colored hair, at
sxteen Alo was ayear younger than Cazio.

"Yes, and see, it’ stoo hot to work. Everyone agrees.”

"Work? What would you know of work?" Alo grunted. " They’ ve been working al morning. I’ ve been
up since dawn, unloading bushels of grain.”

Cazio regarded Alo and shook his head sadly. "Unloading grain—that isn’t work. It's labor ."
"There sadifference?’

Cazio patted the gleaming pommel of hissword. "Of course. A gentleman may work. He may do deeds.
Hemay not labor ."

"A gentleman may starve, then," Alo replied. "Since | labored for thefood in this basket | doubt that you
want any."

Cazio consdered the hard ewe' s cheese, the flat brown round of bread, the stoneware carafe of wine.
"On the contrary,” hetold Alo. "A gentleman has no objection to living off the [abor of others . It' sthe
nature of the arrangement between master and servant.”

"Yes, but I’'m not your servant,” Alo observed. "And if | were, | don’t seewhat | would get out of the
arangement.”

"Why, the honor of serving a gentleman. And the privilege of resting here, in my paace of shade. And the
protection of my sword."

"l have my own blade.

Cazio eyed hisfriend’ s rusty weapon. "Of course you do," he said, with as much condescension ashe
could put in hisvoice.

“ldo."
"And much good may it do you," Cazio replied. "And see, look, you may soon have achanceto useit.”

Alo turned to follow his gaze. Two men had just ridden into the square from the Vio azaVera Onewas
trimmed out in red velvet doublet, black hose, and broad-brimmed hat jaunted with a plume. His beard
was negtly trimmed and his mustache delicately curled. His companion was attired more modestly in a
plain brown suit. They were headed directly for the well.

Cazio put his head back and closed his eyes, listening to the sound of hooves approaching. When they
were quite near, he heard a squeak of leather and then boots scuffing on brick as the two dismounted.

"You don't mindif | get adrink from the fountain, do you?" an amused voice asked.
"Not at dl, casnar ," Cazio replied. "The fountainisapublic work, and itswater freeto dl."
"Very true. Tefio, fetch meadrink.”

"Y es, master,” the fellow’ slackey said.



"That looks acomfortable spot you' re Sitting in,” the man said, after amoment. "I think | shall have that,
too."

"Wdl, now there you are mistaken, casnar,” Cazio said, in an amiable tone, hiseyes il closed. "The
shade, you see, is not apublic work, but is cast by the goddess Fiussa, as you can see. And she—as
you can also see—favorsme.”

"l see only apair of boyswho do not know their gation.”

Alo made to move, but Cazio restrained him with ahand on hisarm. "1 know only what | have been
taught, casnar,” he answered softly.

"Areyou begging mefor alesson?'

Cazio sat up alittle straighter. "Beg, did you say? 1 don’t know the meaning of that word. Since you
seem so well acquainted with it, am | to understand that you are offering me ingtruction in grammar?"

"Ah," thefdlow said. "l understand now. Y ou arethevillagefoal."

Cazio laughed. "l am not, but if | were, my position would have changed the moment you rode through
the gate.”

"That is quite enough of that," the man said. "Relinquish your spot or my lackey will best you.”

"Set him on me and you shall be lackless. And do | understand you now, casnar? Do you fed unqualified
to ingtruct me? Please, tell me more of this*begging’ of which you spesk.”

"Y ou mark yoursdlf when you speak so and wear asword,” the man said, his voice suddenly low and
dangerous.

"Mak mysdf? What, with this?' Cazio asked, pointing to hiswegpon. "Thisisfor marking, yes. It' sa

right good pen, if | dip it in the proper inkwell—but I’ ve never marked myself with it. Or do you mean
you see the marks of dessrata on me, and wish to trade in proficiencies? What awonderful idea. Y ou
will teach me about begging, and | will teach you about swordplay.”

"I will teach you to beg, yes. By Mamres, | will."

"Very good," Cazio replied, dowly levering himsdf to hisfeet. "But how isthis Let usmake an
agreement that whoever learns the best lesson shadl pay the going rate for it. Now, I’ ve no ideawhat they
chargefor lessonsin begging, but at Mestro Estenio’ s school of fencing, | hear therateisagold regatur

The man looked over Cazio's faded leather jerkin and threadbare velvet breeches. "You don't have a
regatur to your name," he sneered.

Cazio sghed, reached under the collar of hiswhite shirt, and drew forth amedallion. It was gold, with a
rampant boar embossed onit. It was nearly al that remained of hisfather’ sfortune, and worth at least
three regaturs.

The man shrugged his shoulders. "Who shdl hold our money?' the man asked.

Cazio pulled off the medallion and tossed it to the man. ™Y ou seem an honest sort,” he said. "Or at least
you will be, asacorpse, for dl the dead are siffly honest. They lie, but they cannot lie, if you understand
me." He drew his sword. "Meet Caspator,” he said. "Between us, we are happy to teach you the art of



dessrata”

The man drew his own weapon. Like Caspator, it was arapier, with alight, narrow blade and
half-basket hilt. "1 do not bother to name my swords," he said. "My own nameis Minato Sepios
daz Afinio, and that is quite enough.”

"Y es, what need have you of asword, with aname like that? Repest it often enough—say, twice—and
your opponent will fall straight to deep.”

"Toguard, you," daz' Afinio said, taking a stance.

Cazio frowned and waggled areproving finger. "No, no. Lesson one: stanceis everything. See? Yoursis
too narrow, and too forward facing, unless you plan to use an off-hand bodkin. Point your front toe like
m_ll

Daz Afinio roared and lunged.

Cazio danced to thesde. "Ah," hesad. "Thelunge. Thelungeis properly executed thus ." Hefeinted
with his shoulders, hopped to hisleft, and when daz’' Afinio jerked his blade up to parry the nonexistent
attack, flicked his blade out and kicked his front foot forward. Thetip of Caspator pricked lightly into
daz' Afinio’'sarm, not deeply enough to bring blood.

"Y ou see? Y ou prepare the ground with some other movement, then—"

Daz' Afinio just sat hismouth grimly and came forward with aflurry of hard blows, shalow thrusts, and
poor attemptsto bind. Cazio laughed ddlightedly, parrying each or sidestepping, dancing clockwise
around his opponent. Suddenly daz' Afinio lunged deep, his point aimed straight at Cazio's heart. Cazio
ducked, so the stedl went right over his head, extending his own blade as he did so. Daz' Afinio, il
moving forward with the momentum of his attack, impaed his shoulder on Cazio' s point—again, not
deeply, but thistime the tip of Caspator had abit of red on it that wasn't velvet.

"The pertumum perum praisef,” Cazio informed hisfoe,

Daz Afinio threw adraw cut to Cazio' s hand. Cazio caught the blade with his own, captured the fellow’s
wegpon with aquick rotation, and then drove through. Daz’ Afinio had to scramble backwards quickly to
avoid another cut.

"Theaflukamen truz .

Daz Afinio best hisblade and lunged again.

Cazio parried, paused, and skewered him through the thigh.

"Parry prismo ," Cazio said, " com postro en utave. A difficult riposte, but it pleases.”

He watched as daz' Afinio dropped hisweapon and crumpled to his knees, clutching hisfregly bleeding
leg.

Cazio took amoment to bow toward the applause from the shaded spectators around the piato, noticing
with interest that one of them was Braza daca Felossa. He winked at her and blew her akiss, then turned
back to hisfalen opponent.

"l believe, dr," he said, "that my lesson is concluded. Would you care to teach yours now? The one
about begging?'



The door shuddered, uttered arusty protest, and sagged on its hinges as Cazio tugged it open.
Something—arat, most likely—scurried adong the cracked pavement in the darkened portico beyond.

Ignoring both, Cazio strode through the covered way to the inner courtyard of hisvilla

Liketherest of the place, it was amess. The garden had gone to weeds, and grapevines crept out of
control on casement and wall. The copper basin and sundia that had once marked the center of the yard
waslying onitssde, asit had been for two years. The only orderly element of the house, in fact, wasthe
small area set asdefor the practice of dessrata—a cleared place on the flagstones, with asmall ball
dangling from a string, abattered practice mannequin with the various humors and cruciad points of the
body marked in faded ink. Near that, stretched out on amarble bench, aman snored fitfully.

He was perhapsfifty, hisface covered in coarse black and gray stubble, save for along white scar that
marred one cheek. Hislong hair was an unruly mess. He wore atattered brown jerkin stained copioudy
with red wine, and no pantsat al. An empty carafe of winelay near his haf-opened hand, which rested
on thefloor.

"Z'Acatto."

The man snuffled.

"Z' Acatto!"

"Go, or | kill you," the man snarled, without opening his eyes.
"I havefood."

He cracked hislids, then. The eyeswithin were red and watery. Cazio passed him ahempen bag. "There
is cheese, and bread, and cloved sausage.”

"And what to wash it down with, then?" Z' Acatto asked, amurky spark gppearing in his gaze.
"Here." Cazio handed him aceramic carafe.

Z' Acatto immediately took adeep drink. An ingtant later he spat, howled like a damned soul, and hurled
the container againgt the wall, whereit burst into ahundred pieces.

"Poison!" he shrieked.
"Water," Cazio corrected. "That substance that falsfrom the sky. The grassfindsit most nourishing.”
"Water iswhat they drink in hell " Z' Acatto groaned.

"Well, then you should begin building up atolerance now, for thereis no doubt that you will be the guest
of Lord Ontro and Lady Mefitain the next life. Besdes, | had no coin for wine."

"Ungrateful wretch! Y ou think only of filling your own blly."
"And yours," Cazio corrected. "Eat."

"Bah," hegroaned, levering himsdlf dowly into agtting position. "I—" Hisnose suddenly twitched, and
suspicion knotted hisforehead. " Step closer!”



"I don’t think I will," Cazio told him. "Water can aso be used on the outside of the body, you know," he
added.

But Z' Acatto stood and advanced on him. "I smell wine on your breeth," he accused. "Last year's vino
dac arva , from Troscia."

"Nonsense," Cazio replied. "It was from Escarra”

"Hah! It sthe same grapel” Z' Acatto shouted, waving hisarms like amadman. "The blight destroyed the
Escarran vinesten years ago, and they had to beg their cuttings from Troscia."

"Interesting. I ll try to remember that. In any event, the wine was not mine; it was Alo's, and it isgone,
now. Eat something.”

"Eat." Hefrowned again. "Why not?" He returned to his bench, fumbled in the bag until he brought out
the bread. He tore a hunk and began chewing it. Speaking through the paste thus formed, he asked,
"How many fights did you get into today?"

"Duels, | take you to mean? Only one, that being the problem. It wastoo hot, | think, and there weren't
enough strangers. So not enough coin.”

"You do not dud," Z Acatto grumbled. "Y ou brawl. It isafoolish waste of the art | teach you. A
progtitution.”

"Isit?" Cazio said. "And tel me, how should welive, if not like this?Y ou scorn thefood | bring, and yet
it' sthe only food you are likely to see. And where does your wine come from, when you get it?'Y ou buy
it with the coin you filch from me!”

"Y our father never stooped so low."

"My father had estates, you fool. He had vineyards and orchards and fields of cattle, and he saw fit to get
himsdlf killed in one of your dudls of honor, and thus pass his property to hiskiller instead of to me.
Besdeshistitle, the only thing my father left me was you—"

"And thishouse."

"Yes, andlook at it."

"Y ou could make income fromit,"” Z Acatto replied. "It could be rented—"

"Itis my house!" Cazio shouted. "I will live here. And | will make my money as| please.”
Z' Acatto wagged afinger at him. "Y ou will get killed, too."

"Who here can best me a swordplay? No one. No one has even come near in nigh on two years. There
isno danger in this, no gambling. It is pure science.”

"I am Hill your better," Z' Acatto replied. "And though | am perhaps the greatest master of dessratain the
world, there are those who gpproach mein skill. One day, you will meet one of them."

Cazio looked unblinkingly at the old man. "Then it isyour duty to make certain | am ready when they
arrive. Or you will havefaled me asyou faled my father."

The old man’s head dropped then, and hisface pinched ever more sullen. ™Y our brothers have put it
behind them,” he said.



"| suppose they have. They would let our good name blow away in the seawind to which they’ ve fled.
Not me, not Cazio. | am ada Chiovattio, by Diuvo!"

"I do not know the face of the man who killed your father," z Acatto said softly.

"| carelittle about that. My father dueled the wrong man, for the wrong reasons. | will not make that
mistake, and | will not mourn him. But neither will | pretend to come from common birth. | was born to
fight and to win, to reclaim what my father lost. And | will."

Z’ Acatto grabbed him by the deeve. "Y ou think you are wise. Y ou think you know something of the
world. Boy, Avdlais not the world, and you know nothing . Y ou would rebuild your father’ s estates?
Start with thishouse. Start with what you have.”

Cazio brushed the hand from hisdeeve. "I have nothing," he said, rising.
Z’ Acatto did not reply as Cazio went back outside.

Once back on the street, Cazio felt apang of regret. Z' Acatto wasn't much, but he had raised Cazio
from the age of five. They had had their share of good times.

Just not lately.

Avdlaat night was darker than acave, but Cazio knew hisway around it well. He found the north wall
aseadly asablind man feding about his own house, and after ascending the stairs stood in the night wind
looking out over the moonlit vineyards and olive groves, the gently rolling hills of the Tero Mefio, the
heartland of Vitdlio. He stood thus for more than abdll, trying to clear his head.

I’ll apologize to him, hethought to himself. After all, there are secrets of the dessrata he still holds
to himself.

Returning to his house, Cazio felt an odd prickling at the back of his neck, and hishand strayed to
Caspator.

"Who'sthere?' he asked.
All around him he heard the soft kissing of leather on brick. Four, maybe five of them.

"Cowards," he said, more softly. "Lord Mamres spit on you dl." Caspator made no sound as he did from
his sheeth. Cazio waited for thefirgt rush.

CHAPTER THREE
Flight and Fancy

Anne pushed open the wooden shutters, wincing as they squesked faintly. Outside, the night air was
warm and strong with the scent of woodfire and the stink of horse manure. The moon wore her scantiest
gown and fretted the date rooftops of the hamlet with dull pearl light.

Anne couldn’t see the ground—the street bel ow was sooted with shadow—»but she knew from earlier
that it was only asingle story down, that just beneath her window a narrow eave jutted, and under that
was the front door of the small inn. She had jumped from higher places, in her life.



Twenty long days had come and gone since they left Eden—Austra, five Craftsmen, and she. Anne
didn’t know where they were or how far they had to go, but she knew her best chance to escape when
she saw it. She had been able to lay aside enough hard cheese and bread to last for afew days. If she
could but find abow and aknife, she was certain she could live off the land.

If only she had better clothes for riding—but she could find those, too. Saint Erendawould surely smile
on her and bring her fortune.

Anne cast aglancein thedirection of Austra sregular breathing, and repressed apang of regret. But she
couldn’t tell her best friend what she planned; it would be better for Austraif she knew nothing of this, if
shewasjust as surprised in the morning as Captain Marl and the rest of her escort.

Taking adeep breath, Anne sat up on the windowsi Il and felt for the eave below with her stocking feet.
She found it—farther down than she had hoped, and more doping than she remembered it. Fear of faling
held her for amoment, but then she eased her weight on down.

And promptly dipped. Her hands scrabbled wildly as she did forward. At the last moment she caught
something—and held it, breath coming in gasps, her feet dangling over the unseen ground.

By itsfed, she had grabbed the wooden gamecock that peered from over the doorway of the inn.

Nearby, harsh laughter suddenly cut through the darkness. At first she thought someone had seen her,
then two men Started talking in some language she didn’t understand. Their voices passed under her as
she held her breath, and continued on.

Her arms began shaking with the effort of holding herself up. She had to either drop or climb back up to
her window.

Shelooked down, though she couldn’t see even her feet, and after another quick prayer, shelet go. Air
seemed to rush by for much longer than it ought to, then she found the ground. Her knees buckled, and
shefdl facefirg. One of her handswent into a pile of something that gushed, and she recognized the
amell of afresh horsecake.

Trembling, but with agrowing feding of triumph, she cameto her feet, shaking the wet dung from her
hand.

"Annel" A desperate voice from above, cracking with the attempt to whisper asloudly as possible.
"Hush, Austral™ Anne hissed back.

"Where are you going?"'

"I don’t know. Go back to deep.”

"Anne! You'll get killed. Y ou don't even know wherewe are!™

"l don’t care! I’'m not going to any coven! Farewell, Austra—| loveyou.”

"Thiswill betheend of me!l" Austragasped. "If | let you go—"

"| dipped off while you were adeep. They can’t blameyou for that.”

Austradidn’t answer, but Anne heard a scrabbling from above.

"What are you doing?"



"Coming with you, of course. I’'m not going to let you dieaone.”
"Audra, no!"

But it wastoo late. Austragave the briefest of shrieks. Her passing made a dight breeze before she hit
the ground with a pronounced thud.

"Her arm is badly bruised, but not broken," Captain Marl told her, very matter-of-factly. He was that
sort of man, taciturn and plaingpoken. His manner went well with his pitted, homely face.

"l want to see her,” Anne demanded.

"Not just yet, Princess. Thereisthe matter of what you two were doing."
"Wewere being silly. Wrestling near the window, and lost our balance.”
"And how isit you aren’t even bruised, when she was hurt?"

"l waslucky. But | did soil my gown, asyou can see.”

"Therée sthat, too. Why were you fully dressed?’

"l waan't. | didn’t have my shoeson.”

"Y our maid wasin anightgown—as you should have been.”

"Captain, who are you to presume how a princess of Crotheny ought to be dressed? Y ou treat me asif
I”’m acaptive of war!"

"| treat you aswhat you are, Princess—my charge. | know my duty, and | takeit serioudly. Y our father
trusts me. He hasreason to." He sighed and folded his hands behind hisback. "I didikethis. Y oung
women should have their privacy, away from the company of men. | thought | could afford to give you
that. Now | seel wasfoolish.”

"You aren't suggesting that | share my room with one of your men?"

"No, Princess. None of my menwill do." Hisface pinkened. "But when | cannot find lodging that
precludes escape, | must stand watch in your room mysdlf.”

"My mother will have your head!" Anne shouted.
"If that’ s o, that’ s s0," Marl replied obligingly.

She had learned not to argue with him when he adopted that tone. He had made up hismind and redlly
would take a beheading before changing it.

"May | see Austra, now?" she asked, instead.
"Yes, Princess.”

Austra sface was white, and her arm bound in ading. She lay on her back and wouldn’t meet Anne's
gaze when she entered.

"I'msorry,” Austrasaid, voice curioudy flat.



"Y ou ought to be," Annereplied. "Y ou should have done whét | told you. Now Marl will never let me
out of hissght.”

"I said | was sorry." Tears were streaming down Austra s face, but she made none of the sounds of
arying.

Anne sighed and gripped her friend’ s hand. "Never mind,” she said. "How’ syour arm?"
Austra set her mouth stubbornly and didn’t reply.
"It'sdl right,” Anne said, more softly. "I’ll find another chance.

Austraturned to her then, red eyes glaring and angry. "How could you?' she said. "After al thetimes|’ve
watched out for you, lied for you, helped you play your stupid games. Y our mother could have sent me
to work with the scouring maids! Saints, she could have had me beheaded, but | dways did what you
said anyway! And for what? So you could leave me without a second thought?'

For amoment, Anne was so shocked she couldn’t say anything.

"l would have sent for you," shefinally managed. "When | was safe, and—"
"Sent for me? Do you have any ideawhat you're planning?'

"Torun away. Seek my love and destiny.”

"The destiny of awoman, aone, in a strange country where you don’t even speak the language? What
did you think you would do for food?"

"Liveoff theland."

"Anne, someone owns the land. People are hanged for poaching, do you know that? Or rot in prison, or
serve asdaves until their debt isdone. That’ s what hgppens to them who *live off theland’ in your
father’ skingdom."

"No onewould hang me ," Anne replied. "Not once they knew who | was."

"Oh, yes. So once caught, you would explain that you are a very important princess, and then they
would—what? L et you go? Give you asmal estate? Or call you aliar and hang you. Of course, since
you' reawoman, and pretty, they wouldn’t hang you right at first. They’ d have their pleasure from you.

"Or suppose you could somehow convince them of who you are. In the best case they would send you
home, and thiswould al start again—except for me, for I'll be carrying charcod on my back up from the
barges, or something worse. Worst case, they would hold you for ransom, maybe send your fingersto
your father one a atime, to prove they really have you."

"l planto dressasaman,” Annesaid. "And | won't get caught.”
Austrarolled her eyes. "Oh, dressasaman. That will work."
"It' s better than going into a coven.”

Augtra s eyes hardened further. "That’ s stupid. And it’ s sdfish.” She balled her unbound fist and banged
it againgt the bedpogt. " | was stupid—to ever think you were my friend. To think you gaveasingle piss
about me!"



"Austral”

"Leavemeadone”

Anne started to say something ese, but Austral s eyes went wild. "L eave me alone!”
Annestood up. "WEll talk later."

"Away!" Audrashrieked, dissolving into tears.

Onthe verge of bawling hersdf, Anneléft.

Annewatched Austra’ sface, limned against alandscape of rolling pasture broken by copses of
straight-standing cedar and el egant cottonwood. Her head eclipsed adistant hill whereasmall castle
lorded over a scattering of red-roofed cottages. A herd of horses stared curioudly at the carriage asiit
rattled by.

"Won't you tak to me yet?* Anne pleaded. "It’ s been three days.”
Austrafrowned and continued to look out the window.

"Fine," Anne snapped. "I’ ve gpologized to you until my tongueis green. | don’t know what else you want
meto do."

Austramurmured something, but it went out the window like abird.

"What was that?"

"l said you could promise " Audtrasaid, sill not looking at her. "Promise not to try to run away again.”
"| can't escape. Captain Marl is much too watchful, now."

"When we get to the coven, there will be no Captain Marl,” Austrasaid dowly, asif speaking to achild.
"I want you to promise not to try to escape from there."

"You don't understand, Austra.”

Slence

Anne opened her mouth to say something else, but it fell short of her teeth. Instead she closed her eyes,
let her body fal into the restless shuddering of the coach, and tried to pretend she wasfar avay.

She put on dreams like clothes. Shetried on Roderick, to start with, the memory of that first, sweet kiss
on horseback, their steadily more intimate trysts. In the end, however, that brought her only to that night
in the tomb and the humiliation that followed. Her whole memory of that night wastainted, but she
wanted to remember, to fed again those last exciting, frightening caresses.

She changed the scene, pretending that she and Roderick had met instead in her chambers at Eden, but
that went no better. When shetried to imagine what his chambersin Dunmrogh were like, shefailed
utterly.

At lagt, with aburst of inspiration that stretched alittle smile on her face, sheimagined the small castleon
the hill she had seen afew moments before. She stood at its gates, in a green gown, and Roderick rode



acrossthefieds, brightly caparisoned. When he came near her he dismounted, bowed low, and kissed
her hand. Then, with afirein hiseyes, pulled her close againgt the stedl he wore and kissed her on the
mouth.

Inside, the castlewaslight and airy, draped in silken tapestries and brilliant with sunlight through tens of
crystal windows. Roderick entered again, clad in ahandsome doublet, and now, finally she could conjure
the feding of hishand on her flesh, and imagine more, that he went farther, that they were both, findly,
unclad. She multiplied the remembrance of the touch of hispam on her thigh, imagining thewhole length
of him againgt her. There was just one part she couldn’t picture, exactly, though she had felt it againgt her,
through his breeches. But she had never seen the privates of aman, though she had seen stdlions aplenty.
They must be shaped the same, at least.

But the image that conjured was o ridiculous she felt suddenly uncertain, and so she adjusted her
imagination again, to hiseyes saring into hers.

Something didn't fit there, either, and in swift horror, she understood what it was.
She couldn’t remember Roderick’ s facel

She could till have described it, but she could not see it, in the shadows of her mind. Determined, she
shifted scenes again, to their first mesting, to their last—

But it was no good. It waslike trying to catch afish with her hands.

She opened her eyes and found Austra adleep. Frustrated, Anne watched the scenery go by and now
tried to imagine what sort of people lived out there, in that country so unknown to her.

But in the vain search for Roderick’ sface, she had somehow awoken something €lse and found a
different face.

The masked woman with amber hair. For dmost two months, Anne had pushed that phantasm away,
encrypted it as she had the dream of the black roses. Now both came back, joined, nagging for her
attention, despite Praifec Hespero' s assurances. Having endured three days of silence and Austra's
sulking, and with nothing else to distract her, thoughts of that day on Tom Woth nagged at Annelike an
itch, and the only scratch for it was thinking.

What had happened? Had she fainted, asthe praifec believed? That seemed most likely, and it was what
she most often told herself. And yet, inthe middle of her heart, she knew somehow it wasn't the truth.

Something real had happened to her; she had seen asaint, or ademon, and it had spoken to her.

She could almost fedl the voicein her head, asort of remonstration, a scolding. How could she be
thinking of hersalf and Roderick when so much was happening? Her mother and father were in danger,
maybe the whole kingdom, and only she knew it. Y et despite that, she had done nothing, told no one,
pursued this hopeless, selfish love. The praifec’ sword had only given her the excuse.

"No," Anne said, under her breath. "That isn't metaking. That's Fastia. That’s Mother.”

But it was neither, and she knew it. It was Genya Dare, her voice whispering across the leagues from that
crack in her tomb. GenyaDare, the first queen, her most ancient ancestress.

Would Genya Dare have ignored her responsibilities for the selfish pleasure of youth?

Anne gave agtart. That hadn’t been her own thought; that had been a voice, spoken into her ear. Not a



whisper, ether, but aconfident tone. A woman’ svoice.

The voice of the masked woman, she was nearly certain.

Annetossed her head back and forth, searching for the speaker, but there was only Austra, deeping.
Anne settled back in her seat, breathing hard.

"Areyou there?' she whispered. "Who speaks?’

But the voice didn’t return, and Anne began to wonder if she had dropped into sleep for amoment, long
enough for the Black Mary to whisper in her ear.

"You are not GenyaDare," she murmured. ™Y ou are not.”

She was going crazy, talking to hersdlf. That was certainly it. She had read of such things, of prisonersin
towers who spoke at length to no one, whose minds were shaved of reason.

She shook Austra' sknee. "Austra. Wake up.”

"Hmm?" Austraopened her eyes. "Oh," shesaid. "It syou.”
"l promise, Augdra”

mWhat?

"| promise. | won't try to run away."

"Truly?"

"Yes. | haveto..." Shefrowned, embarrassed. "Everyoneistrying to tell methe samething. Mother,
Fadtia, you. I’ ve been sdlfish. But | think—I"m needed for something.”

"Wheat are you talking about?'
"I don't know. Nothing probably. But I’'m going to do my best. To do what I’ m supposed to.”
"Does that mean you' re giving up Roderick?"

"No. Some things are meant to be, and the two of us are fated to be together. | asked Genyato make
him fal in love with me, remember? Thisismy fault, and | can't just abandon hislove."

"Y ou asked Genyato make Fastianicer, too," Austrareminded her.

"But shewas ," Annereplied, remembering their last two meetings. " She was. She was dmost like the
Fadtial loved, when | wasagirl. She and Mother did thisthing to me—but they think what they are
doing isfor the best. Lesbeth explained it, but | didn’t want to listen, at thetime.”

"What convinced you?'

"A dream, | think. Or amemory. Mostly you . If even my dearest friend thinks I’ m asdlfish brat, how
can | not wonder?'

"Now you're starting to worry me. Did you bump your head, going out the window?'

"Don’'t makefun of me," Annesaid. "Y ou wanted meto be better. I'm trying."



Austranodded gravely. "I’'m sorry. You'reright.”
"l waslonely, without you to talk to.”

Austra s eyeswatered up. "'l waslonely, too, Anne. And I’ m afraid. Of where we' re going, of what it
will belike"

"We rein thistogether, then, from now on. Yes?'
"By Genya?'

"By her grave. If | had lead to writeit on, | would. | swear | will make no attempt to escape from
whatever awful place my mother has sent us. And | will be your companion in this, and no matter what, |
will never, ever leaveyou.”

Findly, fitfully, Austrasmiled. "Thank you," she said. She reached across the space, and they briefly
sgueezed hands.

"Where do you suppose we are, anyway?' Anne remarked, to change the course of the conversation. "I
gather we' ve been traveling south.”

Audradimpled alittle.
"l know that look!" Annesaid. "Y ou know something.”

"I’ ve been keeping directions,” Austrasaid. "The names of towns, rivers, and al. So we might find our
route, if ever we seeamap.”

Anne gaped in astonishment. "Austral Clever girl. Why didn't | think of that? I’ m so stupid!™

"No," Austrasaid. "Y ou've just never been out in theworld. Y ou probably figured if you ran away the
road would just take you where you wanted to go, like in the phay stories. But in the rea world, you
have to have directions.”

"Your journd, then! May | seeit?"
Austrareached into her purse and withdrew asmall book.

"l didn’t get every town,” she said. "Only when | heard one of the guards mention it, or sometimes|
would see asign. Thewriting looks almost the same here, though with some odd flourishes. Here, I'll
read it to you; you could have trouble with my scribbling, and | can sum up for you."

"Goon," Annereplied.

"Wefirst crossed over the Warlock on the raised road. The sun set on our right, so we were going south.
Then wewent up into some hills, till south.”

"Wewerein Hornladh, then!" Anne said. "Roderick isfrom Hornladh! | found it on the map, after
medting him."

"Inthe hillswe stayed in aplace called Carec, avery small town. The next few nights| didn’t catch any
names, but we went through aforest | think was named Duv Caldh, or something like that. At the edge of
it we stayed in alittle place named Prentreff."

"Oh, yes. Theinn with the dreadful lute player.”



"Exactly. From there, | think we went still south but more west, but then the next day it rained, so|l
couldn’t tell. Then we spent two nightsin Padh.”

"I remember Paldh from the map! It'saport, so we were on the seal | thought | smelled the sea that
night."

"After that we crossed ariver. | think it was cdled the Teremené, and so was the town there. That's
when we started seeing more fields than woods, and the houses with red or pae roofs. And
vineyards—remember those endless vineyards? Then we dept in alittle town named Pacre, then Alfohes,
Avalé and Vio Toto. Mogt of that time, | think we were going south and west. We crossed another
river; | don’t know its name, but the town on the other side was Chedadia. | missed some towns, after
that, but the place where you tried to run away was named Trivo Rufo. Sincethen | haven't written

anything. | wastoo angry.”

"It'senough!" Anne said. "But | don’t understand. If you didn’t want meto run away, why do this? Why
map meaway home?'

"l wasn't going to tell you about it until you promised not to run away. But | thought—it’ s always better
to know where you are. Suppose something awful happens? Suppose we' re attacked by bandits, our
escort iskilled, and we have to run? It’ s better to know." She shook afinger a Anne. "But apromiseis
dill apromise, yes?'

"Of course,” Annereplied. "But you' reright. From now on, I'll keep ajournd, too."
"What country do you think we'rein, now?" Austra asked.

"I have noidea. | never paid attention in the tutorias, and | looked at the map only to find where
Roderick was from. Perhgpswe' rein Safnia, where Lesheth’ sfiance lives™

"Perhaps," Audtrasaid. "But | don't think so. | think it's Vitdllio."

"Vitdlio!" Anne peered out the window again. The road arrowed through avast field of some sort of
grain. It had cut steep banks, and the soil was avivid white.

"I thought Vitelliowas dl yellow and red, and covered up with greet cities and fanes! And the people are
supposed to dressdl in silk of fantastic colors, and quarrel most congtantly.”

"I could bewrong," Austraalowed.

"Wherever it is, the countrysideis quite beautiful," Anne remarked. "1 would love to run Faster through
those fields. | wonder how far we haveto go?"

"Who can say?' Audtrareplied. "This coven must be on the very edge of the earth.”
"Maybethiswill be an adventure after dl!" Annesaid, feding her spiritsrise.
But she did have one quick, guilty thought.

Roderick would walk off the end of the earth to find me, Annetold hersdf. And if | can send him
one letter, he'll know wherethat is.

Shetried to brush that away, stay firm to her new convictions, and afew moments later, asthegirls
chattered about what Vitellio might be like, she dmost forgot that it had even occurred to her.

And eight daysater, by the tattered light of sunset, in acountryside empty of houses but replete with



gently swaying trees and pasture, she and Austra stepped from the carriage for the last time.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Faneway
Brother Ehan stood arms akimbo, aworried expression on hisface, watching Stephen prepare.

"L ook out for Brother Desmond and hisbunch,” thelittle man said. "They’ re none too happy with you
taking thewak this soon.”

"l know." Stephen shrugged. "What can | do?If they follow me, they follow me. If they catch medonein
the woods, there won't be much | can do, whether | see them coming or not.”

"You could run."

"They would just wait for me at the next fane. | till wouldn’t be ableto finish the walk."
"But you would be dive."

"That' strue,” Stephen allowed.

"Y ou don't sound as happy about that as you might.”

"Something’ stroubling him,” Brother Alprin said. He d just walked in from the vineyards, till wearing a
broad-brimmed hat to protect him from the sun. "And it isn’t Brother Desmond.”

"Homesick?' Ehan said, alittle tauntingly.

"No," Stephen replied. Except that he was. Homesick not for a place, but for aworld that till made
sense.

"What isit, then?' Ehan perssted. But Stephen remained Slent.

"He ll tell uswhen he' sready,” Alprin said. "Won't you, Brother? In any event, don’t worry about
Brother Desmond. The fratrex sent him off yesterday."

"Off?' Stephen said. ™Y ou mean away?'
"No such luck. Just off to do some sort of church business."

Stephen had a sudden memory of Brother Desmond that night on the hillside, when he had gone quiet
and strange.

"After suppliesor something?!

"Hah," Brother Ehan grunted. "No. He sends’ em to take care of things. Brother Desmond walked the
fanes of Saint Mamres. He' s one promotion short of being aknight of the church. Why do you think he's
so strong and fast? That’ sthe blessing of Mamres. A few ninedays before you got here, some bandits
wererading thetemple a Baymdal, in the Midenlands. The fratrex sent Brother Desmond and his
cohort.”

"Desmond put a stop to the bandits, dl right. A very decisve stop, as| hear it."



Ehan’ s brow pinched up. "This might be worse. What if they hung around, out in thewoods for aday? If
you' re found with abroken neck, they’ Il have an dibi."

"Wait," Stephen said. "'l didn’t think afratrex had that authority. He can dispose men only for the defense
of hismonastery. An order to send them someplace has to come from apraifec.”

"A messenger from Praifec Hespero in Eden came yesterday,” Brother Alprin said.
lld,].ll

"| shouldn’t worry about Brother Desmond too much,” Brother Alprin said. "He enjoysthesetripshe
goeson. He can kill you anytime he wants."

"Very comforting,” Stephen said.

Alprin smiled. "Besides, you mugt cultivate a meditative state to walk the fanes properly.”
"I’'mtrying,” Stephen said. "Can you tell me what to expect, what it fedslike?"

"No," Brother Ehan and Brother Alprin said together.

"But you'll be different, after,” Brother Ehan added. " After, nothing will be the same.”

Ehan probably meant that to sound encouraging, but instead it opened another pit in Stephen’s belly.
Since leaving home, he had received one surprise after another, each ruder than the last. Hiswholeworld
had aready been turned upside down, and he had a sinking feding that whatever he had thought walking
hisfirst faneway would belike, the redity would be completdly different. And if it followed suit with
everything e se he had experienced, unpleasant.

And s0, though hetried his best to contemplate the saints and begin hisfirst step toward priesthood in a
meditative mood, it was with trepidation that he set hisfoot on the path and approached thefirst of the
twelvefanes of Saint Decmanus.

To Stephen, his own footsteps somehow sounded like intrudersin the great nave of the monastery. He
had never seen it thisempty and gtill. He wished for ordinary sounds, for another person to talk to. But
from this moment until he finished hiscircuit of the fanes, hewould be aone.

He stood for amoment, examining the great buttresses that supported the ceiling, amazed thet frail and
imperfect human beings could make such beauty. Was that what the saints saw in them, that potential ?
Was the creation of afew beautiful things worth the price of the evil men could do?

Hewouldn’t get an answer to that question. Perhaps there wasn't one.

Mouthing prayers, he stopped at the stations, twelve small alcovesthat held statues and bas-reliefs of the
various guises of holy Decmanus. There was no power in them beyond the power inherent in any image,
but they reminded him of what he would soon undertake, for the faneway was akin to these small
dations, written large.

When he had lit acandlein each, he findly turned to the first fane. It lay behind asmall door, in the rear
of the nave. The stone around the door looked much older than the stone of the rest of the monastery,
and amost certainly it was. The saint had left his mark here before the church ever found itsway to these
lands, before even the dread Skadoi were defeated.



Once there had been nothing here but a hill. Having afane or even amonastery did nothing to enhance
the power of the sedositsdlf; it could serve only to prepare those who were about to walk the way, to
partake of the saint, for what wasto come.

When he reached for the handle of the door, he felt a sudden prickling in hisbelly and knew that if he
hadn’t been fasting for three days he might have lost whatever wasinit.

He stood, staring, unwilling to begin.

Hewasn't ready to begin; hismind wasn't on hisgod, on the sanctification of hisflesh and soul. There
was too much elsein there that was decidedly unsacred.

S0, sighing, he knelt on the stone before the door and tried to meditate.

Sometimes, when he couldn’t deep, it was because the events of the day kept scurrying around in his
skull, like rats chasing their tails. What he should have said, should have done, shouldn’t have said and
done—playing over and over again. Trying to meditate now was like that. He tried to will the thoughts
away, dissolve them like sdt in boiling water, but each time they re-formed, more insistent than ever.

And chief among those thoughts was a simple question: After doing what he had done, how could he
deservethe blessing of the saint?

After perhaps half abell, Stephen knew the meditation of emptiness would never work, so he changed
histactics. Rather than trying to empty his head, he would try the meditation of memory. If in
remembrance he could find afew moments of peace, he might achieve the state of calm acceptance
needed for entering the fane.

So he closed his eyes and opened the gallery of memory, glanced down it at the imagesthere, frozen like
paintings
There hung Brother Geffry in the oratory hall of Lord’s College, straight and tall in the murky light filtered

through narrow windows. Brother Geffry, explaining the mysteries of sacarization in language so € oquent
it sounded like song.

Hisfather, Rothering Darige, knedling on the bluff of Cape Chave, white-toothed sea behind and blue
sky above. Hisfather, giving him hisfirst indruction in how to behave in the temple. Stephen was eight,
and in awe both of hisfather’s knowledge and the fact that he would soon see the dtar chambers.

Hissigter Kay, holding his hand during the festival of Saint Temnaos, where everyone wore maskslike
skullsand carried censers of smoking liquidamber. Watchfiresin the shapes of burning men stood aong
the coast like immolated titans. Sefry musicians and acrobats, painted like skeletons, capered madly
through the crowd once the sun was down. The Sverrun priests, dl in black, singing dirges and dragging
chains behind them. Kay, telling him that the Sefry took little boys away and they were never seen again.
It was one of the most powerful experiencesin hislife, for it wasthe first time he had ever redly felt the
presence of the saints and ghosts that walked among humanity, felt them as surely asflesh and bone.

Yet of dl these paintings of hismemory, it was old Sacritor Burden, the elder priest of Stephen’ s attish,
that brought him closest to what he needed. On that canvas, Stephen could see the old man’'s sallow
face, hisquick but somehow sad amile, hisbrows, amost lizardlike with age—asif time were making of
him something quite different from human.

But hisvoice was human, and it had been soft that day he had taken Stephen into the small scriftoriumin
the rooms behind the dtar.



Stephen concentrated, then relaxed, until the frozen painting began to move, until he saw again through
eyes twelve summers old, heard the voice of his past.

He was gazing around the room at the boxes and rolls of scrifti. He had seen hisfather write, seen the
book of prayer his mother kept at her belt, but these he had trouble comprehending. What could al of
thiswriting be about?

"The greatest gift of the saintsisknowledge," Sacritor Burden told him, pulling down afaded vellum scroll
and unrolling it. "The most refined form of worship isin learning that knowledge, coaxingit like alittle
flamein thewind, keeping it divefor the next generation.”

"What doesthis say?" Stephen asked, pointing to the scroll.

"This?1 choseit at random.” The priest gazed over the contents. "Aha. Seg, it'saligt of dl of the names
of Saint Miched."

Stephendidn’'t see at dl.
"Saint Michad has more than one name?'

Burden nodded. "It would be better to say that Saint Michadl is one of many namesfor apower that is
actudly name ess—the true essence of the saint, what we cal the sahto ."

"l don’'t understand.”
"How many saints are there, Stephen?”’
"I don’t know. Hundreds."

"If we go by their names,” the sacritor mused, "I should say thousands. Saint Michadl, for instance—heis
aso known as Saint Tyw, Nod, Mamres, Tirving—and that names only four of forty. Likewise, Saint
Thunder isaso cdled Diuvo, Fargun, Tarn, and so forth.”

"Oh!" Stephen replied. ™Y ou mean they’ re called that in other languages, like Lierish or Crothanic.” He
smiled and looked up at the priest. "I learned some Lierish from a sea captain. Would you like to hear?!

The priest grinned. "Y ou' re abright boy, Stephen. I’ ve noticed your quickness with language. It
recommends you to the priesthood.”

"That’ swhat Father said.”
"Y ou don’t sound very enthusiagtic.”

Stephen looked down at the floor and tried not to squirm. Hisfather didn’t like it when he squirmed.
"|—I don’t think | want to be a priest," he admitted. "I’ d rather be the captain of aship that sails
everywhere, sees everything. Or amapmaker, maybe."

"Well," Sacritor Burden said, "that’ s something for later. Just now you made a keen observation; some of
the namesfor the saints are just what other people call them in other languages. But it' smore
complicated than that. The very true essence of a saint—the sahto—iswithout name or form. Itisonly
the varying aspects of the sahto we experience and name, and each sahto possesses many aspects. To
each of these many aspects we éttribute the name of asaint, in the king’ stongue. In Hansa, they cal
them ang , or gods, and in Vitelio they call them lords. The Herilanzers call the aspects angilu . That



does't matter; the church alowsloca custom to call aspects whatever they wish.”
"So, Saint Michadl and Saint Nod are the same saint?'

"No. They are both aspects of the same sahto, but they are different saints.”

He chuckled at the confused ook on Stephen’ sface.

"Come here" he said.

Then Sacritor Burden led Stephen to asmall, rickety table, and from asmall wooden coffer lying oniit he
withdrew a peculiar piece of crystal, cut to have threelong sides of equal width and two triangular ends.
It rested easily in the sacritor’ spam.

"Thisisaprism,” Burden said. "A smple piece of glass, hmm? And yet see what happenswhen | placeit
inthelight." He moved the prism into a shaft of sunlight coming through asmall, panelesswindow and
shining on the desk. At first Stephen didn’t notice anything unusua—abut then he understood. It wasn't
the crystal that had changed but the desk. A smal rainbow spread uponit.

"What' s doing that?" Stephen asked.

"Thewhitelight actudly containsdl of these colors” the priest explained. "Passing through the crystd,
they become divided so that we can seethem individudly. A sahtoislikealight, and the saintslikedl of
these colors. Digtinct, and yet apart of the same thing. Do you understand?’

"I'm not sure," Stephen replied. But then he did, or thought he did, and felt asudden giddy excitement
sazehim.

"Ordinarily," Sacritor Burden went on, "we can never experience the truth of any sahto. We know only
their aspects, their various names, and what their nature isin each form. But if we take care, and
understand the colors, and put them back together, we can briefly experience the white light—the redl
sahto. And in so doing, we can become, in away, aminor aspect of the holy force oursaves.”

"How? By reading these books?'

"We can understand them here, using the books," Burden replied, tapping hiswisp-locked skull. "But to
understand them here—" He motioned toward his heart. "—to put on even the feeblest of their raiment,
we must walk the fanes.”

"I've heard of that. It' swhat priestsdo.”
"Yes. It is how we become sanctified. It is how we know them.”
"Where do the fanes come from?'

"There are places where the saints rested or dwelt, or where parts of them are buried. We call these
places sedoi—sedos inthe singular. Little hills, usudly. The church is blessed with the knowledgeto find
these sedoi and identify the saint whose power lingers there. Then we build fanes, to identify them, so
those who vigt them know to whom they pray and offer.”

"And s0if | goto afane, I'll be blessed?"

"In some small way, if the saint chooses. But walking afaneway is something different. To do that, one
must walk many fanes, each left by a different apect of the same sahto. They must bewakedina
prescribed order, with certain ablutions made aong the way.”



"And the saints—er, the sahto—gives you his powers?’
"They give usgifts, yes, to usein ther service—if we areworthy.”
"Could I—could | walk afaneway? Could | learn from these books?"

"If you want," Sacritor Burden said softly. ™Y ou have the potentid. If you study, and devote yoursdlf to
the church, | believe you could do well, bring much good to the world.”

"l don’t know," Stephen said.
"Asl sad, your father isinfavor of it."
"l know."

And yet, for thefirst time, it didn’'t sound so bad. The mystery of the words dl around him pulled at his

imagination. The prism and its patterns of colored light enthralled him. In afew words, Sacritor Burden

had shown Stephen an unknown country, as strange and distant as rumored Hadam, and yet as near as
any beam of light.

Burden must have seen something in hisface. "It’ s not the easiest path,” he murmured. "Few walk it of
their own freewill. But it can be ajoyous one.”

And in that instant, Stephen had believed the old man. It was ardlief, redly. Hedidn't know if he could
have stood up to hisfather even if he wanted to. And now wonder had agrip on him, and he
remembered how Sacritor Burden could bring light from the air, coax music from stones, summon fish
from the shoals when the catch was poor. Little miracles, the sort that were so everyday no one even
thought about them.

But there must be bigger miraclesin such awide, complex world. How many faneways were there? Had
they al been discovered?

Maybe being apriest wouldn't be so bad after all.

He bowed his head. "Reverend, | would liketo try. | would liketo learn.”

The sacritor nodded solemnly. "It'sajoy to an old man to hear that," he said. "A joy. Would you liketo
begin now?"

"Now?"

"Y es. We gart with thefirg gift of Saint Decrmanus. With the aphabet.”

Stephen came back from remembrance to the sound of ajay chasing some other bird in the high reaches
of the nave, complaining loudly. He managed atroubled smile. Sacritor Burden had been aman of faith
and principle, agood man. Fratrex Pell seemed like agood man, too, if abit severe at times. The fratrex
knew exactly what Stephen had done, and till thought him fit to walk the faneway. If there was any
lesson that the past few months had taught him, it was that taking his own thoughts too serioudy led only
to trouble. What was he, anyway? Only anovice. No—he had trusted Sacritor Burden, and he would
trust Fratrex Pell.

That sounded good, but he wondered if Sacritor Burden could have imagined that, hidden in the bright
colors of the rainbow, there was astreak of purest darkness. That wonder held in its embrace more than



its share of terror.

Fratrex Pell knew. And if that wasn't enough, the ineffable something that some called Saint Decmanus
could judge whether Stephen was still worthy.

He pulled himsdlf up by the door handle, tried once again to settle his thoughts, and opened the wooden
portal. He hesitated briefly at the entrance, his hand on the weathered stone, then, murmuring a prayer,
he stepped in and closed the door behind him. Darkness swallowed him.

Onceingde, he produced histinderbox and asingle white candle. He struck fire to tinder and touched it
to the wick, and watched the flame climb its ladder of smoke.

The fanewas small enough that he could amost touch both walls by stretching hisarmswide. 1t was
spare, aswell; astone knedling bench and the dtar were its only furniture. Behind the dtar, on thewall,
wasasmal bas-rdief of Saint Decmanus, a weathered figure crouched over an open scroll, alantern
held up in one hand and pen in the other.

"Decmanus ezum aittis sahto faamo tangineis. Vos Dadom,” Stephen said. Decmanus, aspect of
the Sahto of Commanding Knowledge. | surrender to you.

"Y ou embody the power of the written word," Stephen continued, in theliturgical language. 'Y ou gave
usink and paper and the letters we make from them. Y oursis the mystery and the power and the
revelation of recorded knowledge. Y ou move us from past to future with the memories of our fathers.
Y ou keep our faith clean. | surrender to you."

In the inconstant light, the statue of the saint seemed to be laughing at Stephen, agentle but mocking
laugh.

"I surrender,” Stephen repeated, very faintly thistime.

When the candle was haf-gone, and his vigil was complete, nothing had changed; hefdt no different.
With asigh he reached to snuff the flame with the thumb and forefinger of hisright hand.

The flame hissed out, and for a heartbeat Stephen understood something was wrong, but couldn’t place
what. Then heredlized that he hadn’t fdt the flame at al. Or the wick.

He rubbed hisfingerstogether, and again fet nothing. From the tips of hisfingersto hiswrit, his hand
wasthat of aghost. He pinched it until the blood welled red, but he might aswell have been pinching a
piece of roadt.

Stephen’ s astonishment turned quickly to horror and then to brittle panic. He bolted from the fane, out
into the empty chapel, where hefdl to his knees and heaved dry, croaking sobs from an empty belly
trying to be emptier. The dead thing that had been his hand disgusted him, and he suddenly found himself
tearing into his pack, looking for the little woodchopping ax.

By the time he found it, he had gotten around to asking himsdlf what he wanted it for. He sat there, wild
eyed, switching his gaze from the ax to hisunfedling hand. He felt like abeaver with itsfoot in atrap,
preparing to gnaw it off.

"Oh, saints, what have | done?" he groaned. But he knew; he had put himself in their hands, the saints
hands, and they had found him wanting.

Trembling, he put the ax away. He couldn’t chop it off, now that the moment of madness was passing.
Instead, still shaking and occasiondly retching, he lay on the sone, staring up at the light coming through



the stained glass, and wept until he was dmost sane again. Then he rose shakily, retrieved his candle, and
said another prayer to Saint Decmanus. Then, without looking back, he went through another door—a
small one, which led outside to where thetrail began.

Bleskly, helooked at thetrail. From this point it went in only one direction. He could stop now, admit
falure, and be done with it. His father would despise him, but that would hardly be anything new. If he
quit now, he could escape it all—Brother Desmond, the awful texts, Fratrex Pell’s demands, this cursing
by the saints. He could be free.

But a hard resolve came after his panic. He would seethisthrough. If the saints hated him, hislifewas
done anyway. Perhaps, when they had punished him enough, they would offer him absolution. If they
didn’'t—well, he would find out about that. But he wouldn'’t turn around.

The path went in only one direction.

He reached the fane of Saint Ciesd afew bells after noon, under a sky aready dimmed by clouds, ina
grove of ashes. It wasfitting, for the story of Saint Ciesdl wasadark one.

Once he been aman, thefratrex of amonastery on the then-heathen Lierish Ides. A barbarian king
burned Ciesd’ smonagtery and dl of his scrifts, many of which wereirreplacesble, then threw Ciesdl ina
dungeon. There, in the dark, the saint had written the destroyed scrifts again, from memory—carved
them into hisown flesh with hisfingernails, sharpened by filing them againgt the stone of hiscdll, using the
aily filth from the floor to darken the scars. When he died, his captorsthrew his body into the sea, but
Saint Lier, lord of the sea, delivered the corpse to the shore of Hornladh, near amonastery of Ciesdl’s
own order, where the monks found him. Ciesdl’ s skin had been preserved and copied through the ages.
Theorigina skin was said to be preserved in sdt in the Caillo Valaimo, the mother temple of the church
inZlrbina

Stephen burned his candle and made his ablutions. He left the fane without feding in the skin of his chest.

Two bdlslater, Saint Mefitis, patroness and inventor of writing to the dead, took the sensation from his
right leg. He camped alittle later, and while building afire to keep the beasts a bay, he was surprised to
discover blood on his breeches. He had hit his leg a glancing blow with hisax and not noticed. The
wound was minor, but he could have chopped the foot off and it would be no different.

Hedid not deep, but dreamed of terror anyway. It hovered beyond thelight of hisfire; it had invaded his
body. If hefinished the fanewak, he would surely die.

Thefirgt triad of fanes had been aspects of knowing connected with the written word; the next three were
wilder, asreflected by the cruder, more primitive carvings. Saint Rosmerta, the patroness of memory and
poetry, was picked out in dmost savage smplicity, barely recognizable as human. Shetook the use of his
tongue. Saint Eugmietook his hearing, and from then on Stephen stumbled through the forest in eerie
slence. Saint Woth took the sight in hisleft eye.

When he woke to dl of this on the third day, he wondered if he was aready dead. He remembered his
grandfather talking about how desth preparesthe old by taking their senses one at atime. How old did
that make Stephen now, a hundred? He was crippled, deaf, and half blind.

The next day seemed better; the fanes were to Coem, Huyan, and V eiza—aspects of wisdom,
cogitation, and deduction. So far as he could tdll, they took nothing from him at dl, and by now hewas
getting used to walking on aninsensibleleg.



He was settling into the silence, too. Without birdsong or creaking branches or the sound of his own fet,
the forest became adream, so unreal that Stephen could not longer imagine danger iniit. It waslike his
memory paintings, an image or series of images to which he was only distantly connected, that seemed to
have very little to do with the here and now.

But when he started to build hisfire that night, he didn’t know how to do it. He rummaged through his
possessions, knowing that he had the tools he needed. He could not recognize them. Hetried to picture
the process, and failed in that, aswell.

He couldn’'t even remember the word fire , heredized, with swelling dismay. Or hismother’ sname,
when hetried, or hisfather's.

Or hisown.

But he remembered fear perfectly, if not what it was called, and spent the night huddled over hisknees,
praying for the sun, praying for an end to everything.

Dawn peeked over the trees, and he wondered who he was. The only answer he got was | amwalking
this path . He stopped in the various buildings he encountered. He couldn’t remember why he was doing
it and he didn’t care. When he reached the las—somehow he knew that it wasthe last, and he was
nearly finished—he was acloud with asngle eye, moving through ajumble of unfamiliar colorsand
shapes, many dike, al different. He passed like less than awind, and the only sensation that remained
was arhythmic beating that the Stephen of afew days before might have recognized as his heart.

When he walked into the last fane, that beating stopped, too.

CHAPTER FIVE
Dud in the Dark

An eyeof fire blinked open in the darkness, just to Cazio’ sright, and Cazio found himsdlf leafed in
lamplight. Another lantern was unshuttered near hisright hand. Both were Aenan lamps, which directed
their light gtrictly in one direction by means of amirror of polished brass enclosed in atin hood.

Now Cazio's enemies could see him quite well, but he could see only vague shapes and the occasiond
gleam of sted.

Heturned dowly, rdaxing his shoulders and thighs, holding Caspator amost languidly in hisfingers. He
hoped fervently his attackers had only swords. Bows were forbidden insde the city gatesto dl but the
guard, but in Cazio's experience, murderers didn’t care whether they broke the law or not.

One of the men grew bold, and the long tip of asword cut into the light, in adice amed a Cazio’'s hand.
Cazio laughed, stepping away eadly. Helet thetip of hiswegpon drop to touch the ground.

"Come, you bravefdlows," he said. ™Y ou have me outnumbered and nearly blinded. And still you begin
with thistimid bit of poking?'

"Keep it shut, lad, and you may ill have aheart beating when we leave you," someone said. Hisvoice
sounded vaguely familiar.



"Ah!" Cazio said. "It spesks, and sounds like a man, yet demonstrates none of the equipage. Do you
keep abag of marblestied between your legs, so none will know in daylight how fainthearted you are
beneath the moon?'

"l warned you."

A blade dashed into the light, swinging up for acut from overhead. Thiswasn't arapier, but aheavier
sword suited for cleaving arms and heads from shoulders. In that instant, as the fellow cocked back for
the cut, Cazio saw hisforearm, limned by the lamplight. He hit it with a stop thrust, skewering through the
meset and into the elbow joint. The man never completed his swing. The wegpon clattered to the ground,
asitsowner shrieked.

"You do sng soprano,” Cazio said. "That’ sthe voice | imagined for you."

The next ingtant, Cazio found himself defending against three blades—two light rapiers and another
butcher’ s chopper—and now he knew where his opponents were, sort of; attacking him, they entered
the beams of light. He parried, ducked, lunged from the duck and very nearly pricked a surprised face.
Then, very quickly, he spun and bounced toward one of the lanterns. A quick double lunge, and his point
went right into the flame and on through. The startled bearer let go as ail spurted, caught fire, and turned
the lantern into atorch.

Cazio spun again. Burning oil rushed adong the length of hisblade. Lifting his boot, he kicked the flaming
meass that was clinging to the end of it, sending it flying toward his antagonists. They appearedin the
sudden burst of light, and with a shout Cazio legpt toward them. He push-cut one dong the top of his
wrigt, leaving a second man who couldn’t hold a sword, then he bounced after another, rapier il
flaming. He recogni zed the face—one of the household guards of the Z' Irbono family, afellow named
Laro-something.

Laro looked as he might if Lord Ontro were come to take him to hell, which cheered Cazio considerably.

Then something struck him in the back of the head, hard, and palelilies bloomed behind hiseyes. He
swiped with his weagpon, but the blow was repeated, thistime to hisknee, and he toppled with agroan.
A boot caught him under the chin, and he bit histongue.

And then, suddenly, he was lying in the street, and the attack upon him had ceased. Hetried to riseon his
elbow, but couldn’t find the needle of strength in the haystack of pain.

"Thisisno concern of yours, drunkard,” he heard Laro say. "Movedong.”

Cazio finaly managed to lift hishead. The burning lamp lit the dley fully, now. Z’ Acatto stood & the edge
of thelight, acarafe of winein one hand.

"You'vedonewha y'camefor,” Z Acatto durred. "Now leave’im done.”
"WEe re done when we say s0."

Behind Laro, holding the other lantern, was daz' Afinio, the man Cazio had dueled earlier that day. One
of the men nursing hishand was Tefio, daz' Afinio’slackey.

"This man took me unawares and robbed me," daz' Afinio asserted. "I merely return the favor.”

"I'll fix him, my lord," Laro said, lifting hisfoot to stamp on Cazio' s outstretched hand. "Hewon't play his
sword games after this.”



But Laro didn’t stamp down. Instead, he pitched over backward as z Acatto’ s wine carafe shattered on
his face and broke his nose.

And, somehow in the sameingtant, Z' Acatto had his blade out. He sumbled forward ungteadily. One of
the other men made the mistake of engaging Z Acatto’ s blade. Cazio watched as the old man put it
amog lazily into abindin perto , then impaled the man in the shoulder.

Cazio wobbled to hisfeet, just as daz' Afinio drew hisweapon and launched an attack—not on Z' Acatto,
but at Cazio. He managed to straighten hisarm in time, and Caspator sank hafway to the hilt into
daz' Afinio’sbely. The nobleman’s eyes went very round.

"|—" Cazio choked. "I didn’t mean to—"
Daz Afinio fdl back, off of Caspator, clutching both handsto hisgut.
"The next man to step forward dies,”" Z' Acatto said. He didn’t sound drunk.

Only one of the men was left unwounded, now, and they al backed away with the exception of
daz' Afinio, who was clutched into abdll.

"You're both fools," another fellow said. Cazio recognized him from the z' Irbono guard—Mareo
something-or-other. " Do you have any ideawho you just ran through?"

"A skulk and amurderer," Z' Acatto said. "If you get him to the chirgeon at the sign of the needle, he
might yet live. It smore than he deserves. Than any of you deserve. Now, go."

"Ther€'ll be moreto this" Mareo said. "Y ou should have just taken your beating, Cazio. Now they’ll
hang you in the square.”

"Hurry," Z Acatto urged. " See? He' s spitting out blood now, never agood sign.”

Without another word, the men gathered up daz’' Afinio and carried him off.

"Come," Z Acatto said. "L et’ s get you to the house and have alook at you. Were you stabbed?”
"No. Just beaten.”

"Did you fight that man today? Daz' Afinio?"

"You know him?"'

"I know him. Lord Diuvo help you if that man dies"

"l didn’t mean to—"

"No, of course not. It'sal just agameto you. Prick on the arm, cut on the thigh, and collect your money.
Come."

Limping, Cazio did as his swordsmaster bade.

"You'relucky," Z Acatto said. "It’ sjust bruising, for you."

Cazio winced a the old man’ stouch. "Yes. Just as| said." Hereached for hisshirt. "How did you
happen to befollowing me?



"l wasn't. | went to find some wine and heard you shouting. Lucky for you.”
"Lucky for me," Cazio repeated. "How do you know daz’' Afinio?"
"Anyone with sense would. He sthe brother-in-law of Vo Z' Irbono.”
"What? That lout married Setera?'

"That lout owns athousand versos of vineyardsin the Tero Vaillamo, three estates, and his brother isthe
adil of Ceresa. Of dl of the peopleto pick abrawl with—"

"ltwasadud. And he sarted it."

"After sufficient insult fromyou, I'm sure”

"Therewereinaultsto go around.”

"Well, whatever. Now you' ve insulted him with ahole from back to front.”

"Will hedie?' Cazio asked.

"Y ou worry about that now?" The swordsmaster cast about for something. "Where' s my wine?"
"You brokeit on Laro Vintalio'sface."

"Right. Damn.”

"Will daz' Afinio die?" Cazio repested.

"Hemight!" z' Acatto snapped. "What a stupid question! Such awound isn’'t ways letha, but who can
know?'

"I can't be blamed," Cazio said. "They came a me, like thievesin the dark. They were in the wrong, not
me. The court will stand with me."

"Veo Z Irbono is the court, you young fool."

"Oh. True"

"No, we must away."

"l won't run, like acoward!"

"Y ou can't use dessrata against the hangman’ s noose, boy. Or againgt the bows of the city guard.”
"No!"

"Judt for atime. Someplace where we can hear the news. If daz' Afinio lives, thingswill cool.”
"And if he doesn't?'

Z’ Acatto shrugged. "Asin swordsmanship, deal with each attack asit comes.”

Cazio wagged afinger at the old man. "Y ou taught meto look ahead, to understand what the opponent’s
next five moveswill be"

"Yes, of course,” Z Acatto replied. "But if you rely on your prediction, you may dieif you are wrong



about hisintentions. Sometimes your opponent is't smart enough or skilled enough to have intentions,
and then where are you? | had afriend in the school of Mestro Acameno; he had studied since
childhood, for fourteen years. Even the mestro couldn’t best him in amatch. Hewaskilled by arank
amateur. Why? Because the amateur didn’t know what he was doing. He didn’t react asmy friend
assumed hewould. And so my friend died.”

Cazio sghed. "I cannot leave the house. Suppose they takeit aslien on my return?’
"They will. But we can seethat it is purchased by someone we trugt.”
"Who would that be?" Cazio murmured. "I trust only you, and even you not so much.”

"Think, boy! Orchaevia. The countess Orchaevialoved your family well, and you especia. Shewill take
usin. No one will think to look for usthere, so far in the country. And the countess can arrange that your
housefdlsinto theright hands."

"The countess," Cazio mused. "I haven't seen her since | wasaboy. Would sheredly take usin?'

" She owes your father many favors, and the countessisn’t the sort to let her obligations go unattended.”
"Stll," Cazio grumbled.

At that moment afist thundered against the door.

"Cazio Pachiomadio da Chiovattio!" avoice cried, carrying faintly through the portd.

"Y ou cannot duel arope,” the old man said, for the second time.

"That'strue. If | die, | dieby the sword," Cazio swore.

"Not here, youwon't. You'll take afew, and then they’ll bear you down by weight, just asthey did inthe
dley." Z' Acatto shrugged. "Y ou' Il remember | said this, when you fed the noosetighten.”

"Very well!" Cazio sngpped. "'l do not likeit, but | concede your point. We |l gather our things and leave
by thecigern.”

"Y ou know about the tunnd from the cisern?"

"Sincel waseight,” Cazio replied. "How do you think | got out, all of those nights, even when you sedled
my window?"

"Damn. | should have known. Wéll, let’ s go, then.”

CHAPTER SIX
The Abode of Graces

A primwoman in an ochre habit with black wimple and gloves greeted Anne and Austra as they stepped
down from the carriage. Her gray eyes surveyed the two girlsrather clinicaly from above asharp and
upturned nose. She was perhaps thirty years of age, with awide, thin mouth plainly accustomed to the
shape of disapproval.

Annedrew hersdlf sraight, as behind her the knights began taking down her things from the roof of the



carriage. "1 am the princess Anne of the house of Dare, daughter of the emperor of Crotheny,” she
informed the woman. "Thisis my lady-in-waiting, Austra Laesdauter. \Whom do | have the honor of
addressing?'

The nun’'slipstwitched asif a aprivate joke.
"l am caled Sster Casita," she said, in heavily accented Virgenyan. "Welcome to the Abode of Graces."”

Sigter Casitadidn’t bow or even nod as she said this, so that Anne wondered if she were perhaps hard
of hearing. Could Vitdlio be so different that they did not acknowledge the daughter of aking here?
Wheat sort of place had she cometo?

I’ ve made my decision, she thought, fighting down the sudden bad taste in her mouth. I’ [l make the
best of it.

The Abode of Graces wasn't an unpleasant-looking place. Indeed, it was rather exctic, rising from the
spare, rustic landscape asiif it had grown there. The stonesit was built from were of the same color as
those they had seen exposed in seams along the road, ayellowish red. The coven itsdlf sat on aridgetop
encircled by acrenulated wall longer than it was wide and enclosing an areathe sze of asmall village,
Square towers with sharply steepled roofs of rust-colored tile rambled up at odd intervals and
incongstent dtitudes around the wall, while through the arched gate Anne could make out the large but
oddly low-built manses across a flagstoned courtyard. The only height within thewall was asingle ribbed
dome that Anne assumed to be the nave of the chapdl.

Grapevine and primrose crawled up the walls and towers, and olive trees twisted through cracked
cobblestones, giving the place alook that was somehow both untidy and immaculate.

The only discordant note was provided by the ten persons with carts and mules who seemed to be
camped outside of the gates. They were swaddled head to toe in patchwork linens and gauzy veilsand
sat or suatted beneath temporary awnings of light cotton fabric.

"Sefry," Austrawhispered.
"What wasthat?' Sister Casita asked sharply.

"If it pleaseyou, Sidter,” Austrasaid, "l wasjust noticing the Sefry encampment.” She gave asmall
curtsey.

"Bewary," the sster said. "If you keep your voice low, it will be assumed you mean mischief.”
"Thank you, Sgter," Audtrareplied, moreloudly.
Irritated, Anne cleared her throat. "Where shdl | have my men carry our things?' she asked.

"Men are not dlowed within the Abode of Graces, of course" Sister Casitareplied. "What you want,
youwill carry yoursdf."

"What?'
"Choose what you want and can carry in asingletrip. The rest remains outside of the gates.”
"But the Sefry—"

"Will tekeit, yes. Itiswhy they are here"



"But that' sinsane," Annesaid. "Thesethingsare mine ."

The sgter shrugged. "Then carry them.”

"Of dl—"

"Anne Dare," the Sgter said, "you are avery great distance from Crotheny.”

Annedid not missthe lack of any title or honorific.

"Crotheny travelswith me," she said, nodding at Captain Marl and the rest of her guard.
"They will not interfere,” Sister Casitaassured her.

Anneturned to glare at Captain Marl. "Y ou're going to let her treat me thisway?"

"My orders preclude interfering with the will of the ssters” Captain Marl replied. "I wasto ddiver you
here, safe and whole, and place you in the care of the Coven Saint Cer, aso known as the Abode of
Graces. | have done s0."

Anne switched her gaze from the captain to the Sster, then looked back down at her things. There were
two trunks, both too large and unwieldy for her to lift.

"Very wel," shesad at last. "Do your orders preclude giving me ahorse, Captain Marl ?*
"They do, Princess"

"A rope?’

He hesitated. "1 see no reason not to supply you with arope,” he said at last.

"Give meone, then."

Anne grunted, straining her back and legs at the earth, and her trunks dragged reluctantly forward
another handspan or so. She shifted her footing.

"l can assureyou,” Sster Casitasaid, "whatever you have there will not be worth the effort. Littleis
needed within these walls—habit, nourishment, water, tools. And dl of those will be provided. If you are
vain, rescue your comb. Y ou will not be alowed to wear jewery or fine gowns.”

"It smine," Anne sad, through gritted teeth.
"Let mehep her,” Austraasked, for the sixth time.
"They aren’t your things, my dear,” the Sster replied. "Y ou may carry only your own things."

Anne looked up wesrily. After an hour of dragging, she had nearly madeit to the gate. She had attracted
an audience, some twenty girls of various ages but tending toward her own. They wore smple brown
habits with wimples of the same color. Most of them were laughing and jeering at her, but sheignored
them.

She strained again, feding the rope she had strapped across her chest cut into her bodice. Her foot
sought purchase on thefirst of the flagstones and failed.



The Sefry seemed to be enjoying the spectacle as much as everyone el se. One had produced a tambour
and another asmall five-stringed croth, which he played with alittle bow.

"Giveit up, PrincessMulel" one of the girls shouted. "Y ou' |l never bring them in, no matter how stubborn
ajackassyou be! And why would you?'

Thejaping girl got agood chorus of laughter for that. Anne marked her, with her long, dender neck and
dark eyes. Her hair was hidden by her wimple.

Annedid not, however, reply but set hersalf grimly and pulled some more. She had to go back and work
each trunk onto the flagstonesindividually, but after that they went abit smoother. Unfortunately shewas
wearing out.

At firgt she didn’t notice the sudden silence that fell acrossthe other girls, and when she did she thought it
was because she had stumbled. Then shelooked up and saw what had redlly silenced them.

Firgt she noticed the eyes, fierce and piercing and bright, like the eyes of Saint Fendve, the patroness of
war madness, in the painting in her father’ s battle chapd . So striking were they that it took momentsfor
her to understand their color—or rather that they had amost none, so black were they.

Her face was harsh and old and very, very dark, the color of cherry wood. Her habit was black,
wimpled in storm gray, and the moment Anne laid her gaze on her she was afraid of her, of what damage
crouched behind those eyes and the rough seams of that face.

"Who areyou," the old woman said, "and what do you think you' re doing?"

Anne s&t her jaw. Whoever thiswas, she was just awoman. She couldn’t be any worse than Mother or
Erren.

"I am Anne of the house of Dare, princess of Crotheny. | am told | may have only those thingsthat | can
carry to my room, so | am carrying them there. And may | ask your name, Sister?”

A collective gasp went up from the assembled women, and even Casitaraised an eyebrow.

The old woman blinked, but her expression did not change. "My name is not spoken, nor isthe name of
any sster here. But you may cal me Sister Secula. | am the mestra of this coven.”

"Very wel," Annesad, trying to remain brave, "where shdl | put my things?

Sgter Seculalooked at her for another digpassionate moment, then lifted her finger. Annethought at first
she was pointing to the sky.

"Thetop room on theleft,” she said softly. It was then Anne realized she was pointing at the tallest of the
towerson thewall.

Midnight found Anne collapsed at the base of the narrow spird stairsthat led to the tower heights. Sister
Casita had been replaced by another observer, an older member of the order who identified herself as
Sdaus. Austrawas till there, of course, but otherwise the courtyard was empty.

"Why pergast inthis, Anne?' Austrawhispered. "Y ou would have lft dl this behind had you succeeded in
fleeing. Why do you care so much for it now?"

Anne regarded her friend wearily. "Because that would have been my choice, Augtra. All of my other



choices have been madefor me. To keep my thingsisthe only choiceitisstill in my power to make."

"I have been up the stairs. Y ou cannot do it, and they will not let you separate yoursdlf from them. Leave
one of the trunks behind."

"No."

"Anre..."

"What if | give oneto you?' Anne asked Audtra

"I’m not alowed to help you."

"No. I mean | will give one of the trunksto you, and al of its contents.”

"l see," Audrasaid. "And then | would giveit back, later."

"No. It would be yours, Austra. Forever."

Augtra s hand flew to her mouth. "I’ ve never owned anything, Anne. | don’t think I’'m alowed to."
"Absurd,"” Anne said. Sheraised her voice.

"Siger Sdaus. I'm giving one of my cheststo my friend Austra. Isthat permitted?’
"If itisatruegift.”

"Itis" Annereplied. She tapped the smaller of the chests. "Take thisone. It has two fine gowns,
stockings, amirror and combs—"

"Themirror set with opal ?' Austragasped.
"Yes, that one"
"Youcan't givemethat.”

"| already have. Now. Y ou can choose to carry your things to our rooms, or you can leave them for the
Sefry. I’'ve made my choice. Now you make yours.”

They crossed the threshold into their room an hour or so before dawn, dragging the trunks behind them.
Sister Sdaus presented them with alit taper and apair of dun habits.

"Themorning med isat saven bdls,” shesaid. "Y ou should not missit.”" She paused, and her frown
deepened. "I’ ve never quite seen the like of that," she said. "I do not know if it bodesill or well for you as
abeginning here, but it certainly setsyou apart.”

And with that, sheleft. Anne and Australooked at each other for afew moments, then both burst out in a
fit of laughter.

"It certainly setsyou gpart,” Audtrasaid, imitating the Sster’ sthick Vitdlian accent.

"There s something to be said for that, | suppose,” Annereplied. She cast her gaze around the room.
"Saint Loy, isthisredly wherewe reto stay?"



The room was a quarter of the tower, about five paces on aside. The roof was mere beams, and above
that was the deep darkness of the conical roof. The girls could hear doves cooing, and feathers and bird
droppings decorated the floor and the two wooden beds that were the only furnishings. Therewasa
smdl window.

"It shardly better than adungeon cell," Austrasaid.
"Well," Anne sighed. "It'sagood thing I’ m a princess and not a greffess, | suppose.”

"It'snot s0 bad," Austra supposed dubioudy. "Anyhow, now you're aprincessin atower, just asinthe
dory of Rafquin.”

"Yes, I'll begin knitting aladder from spider silk right away, so when Roderick comes—"
Audra sface went serious. "Annel™

"I'mjoking, dove," Anne said. Nevertheless, she went to the window and peered out. "Look," she said.
"Thesunisriang.”

The pa e horizon became a golden seam and eventudly the sun himsalf peeked up to reveal the leagues of
gently rolling pasture, sprinkled with gnarled olive trees and dender cedars. In the middle distance, a
gently meandering river clothed itsdf more verdantly in cypress and willow, and beyond that, the scenery
faded into pale green, ydlow, and findly sky.

"Thisplacewill do," Anne said softly. "If | can see the horizon, | can bear anything.”

"We'll test that now," Austrasaid, holding one of the habits toward Anne.

"Well, there’ s Princess Mule," the girl with the long neck said as Anne and Austra entered the refectory.
Ann€e sears burned asthe girls within earshot laughed, and a chatter went up in Vitellian.
"| seem to have earned anickname,”" she noticed.

The refectory was an airy place, itsflat roof supported by dim, open archeson all sdes. The tableswere
long, common, and rustic, and few empty seats greeted them. Anne chose the least popul ated bench and
sat a an end across from athickset young woman with alarge jaw and close-set eyes. As Austra settled
beside her, Anne noticed that the other girls had already been served bowls of porridge dressed with
some sort of curd or fresh cheese.

The girls at the table glanced a her from the corners of their eyes, but no one spoke until severa
uncomfortable moments had passed, when the thickset girl, without looking up from her medl, said,
speaking Virgenyan, "Y ou have to serve yourself, you know. From the cauldron on the hearth.” She
gestured, and Anne saw a cauldron tended by apair of the dun-dressed girls.

"I’ll fetch ours, Anne," Audtrasaid quickly.
"They won't dlow that," the girl said.
"Doesn’'t she know anything?' another of the girls wondered aoud.

"You didn’t know when you arrived, Tursas,” the thick girl pointed out. Then, to Anne, shesaid, "You'd
best hurry. Soon they’ Il take the food to the goats.”



"What kind of placeisthis?" Annewhispered. "My father—"

"You' d best forget your station here,” the girl said. "Forget it, and quickly, or Mestra Seculawill teach
you to regret your stubbornness. Y ou’ ve dready been foolish enough. Take my advice."

"Rehta should know," the other girl said. "Sister Mestra put her—"
"Hush, Tursas" Rehtasaid sharply.

Anne congdered ignoring the advice, but her belly added the final weight to the argument. Cheeks
burning, feding dl of their eyes upon her, she went and fetched the porridge, ladling it into a toneware
bowl and procuring aspoon to egt it with. Austrajoined her. Despite its consistency, the mush was
surprisingly good. Anne washed it down with cold water and wished for bread. Halfway through her
medl, she glanced back up at the girl identified as Rehta.

"Thanksfor the advice," she sad.
"And so what happens now, | wonder?' Austra asked. "What do you do all day?'

"You'll interview with the mestra,” Tursassaid. "You'll get your names, then you' |l be assigned studies
and tasks."

"That soundswonderful,” Anne said sarcagtically.

The other girlsdidn’t answer.

They met the mestrain asmall, dark room with no windows and lit by asingle oil lamp. The ancient Sster
regarded the girls from behind asmal writing desk for a very long space before spesking. Then she
looked down at the ledger before her.

"AudraLaesdauter. Henceforth, in this place, you shdl be known as Sister Persondra. Y ou, Anne Dare,
ghdl be Sdter Ivexa”

"But that means—"

"In the language of the church it Sgnifiesafemade caf, and denotesthe behavior | desirefrom
you—obedient and passive.”

"Stupid, you mean.”

The mestrafocused her frightening gaze on Anne again. "Don't think to make trouble here, Sgter Ivexa,”
shesaid quietly. "An education in the Abode of Gracesisarare privilege and a priceless opportunity.
Thelady Erren recommended you, and sheiswell thought of by me. When you disappoint me, | am
disappointed in her, and to fed disgppointment toward her is upsetting.”

"l endeavor to do my best,” Annerepliedrigidly.

"Y ou do nothing of the kind. Y ou began your tenure here with an unseemly tantrum. | wish it to be your
last. It may bethat you will return to the world one day. If you do, your behavior must reflect well your
time here or | and every other sister of this order and the very Lady of Darkness herself will bear your
shame. If, after atime, I’m not assured that you will represent uswell, | promise you—you shal not leave
adl"



Anne' sscalp prickled at that, and a sudden panic caught at the base of her throat. She suddenly felt very
uncertain and very far from home, as she considered just how many ways Mestra Secula could make
good on that promise. Already she could think of two, and neither seemed very promising.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Gifts

Stephen awoke to his bresth, and agony that shot like flames from his lungs out to hisfingers and toes,
burning holes where his eyes ought to be and scorching hair from his head. His eyesflickered opento a
terrifying light that poured nightmare colorsinto his skull and Ieft them there to clot into shapes so terrible
and fantagtic that he shrieked &t their very existence. He lay on the ground wailing, covering his eyes, until
gradualy the pain subsided, until he redlized that it wasn't pain a al, but areturn from nothingnessto
normal sensation.

Nothingness. He had been nothing at al. He hadn't even been dead. He'd been lessand lessand
then—nothing.

Now he was back, and as he gradually grew more accustomed to fegling again, he saw that the terrible
shapes were only the trees of the forest and the blue sky aboveit. The rasping across hisskinwas a
gentle breeze swaying the fern fronds.

"My name," he said shakily, "is Stephen Darige." He sat up and brought his handsto hisface, felt the
shape of his bone beneath the skin, the stubble of beard on his chin, and began to weep. He drew breath
and worshipped it.

A long timelater he pulled himsdlf to hisfeet with the aid of anearby sapling. The bark was aluxury
againg hisraw fingers, and he coughed out alaugh that sounded strangeto his ears.

Hewasfilthy, covered in mud and blood from shalow scratches. He smelled like he hadn’t bathed in
weeks, and it smelled wonderful.

Asreason reasserted itsalf, he began to try to work out where he was. He had collapsed—who knew
how long ago—on the gently doping hill of asedos, bare of trees but covered in bracken fern. At its
summit was asmdl fane, and by the characters graved on its face he recognized it as dedicated to Saint
Dryth, thefind incarnation of Decmanus on the faneway.

Which meant he had finished the walk. The saints had not destroyed him.

Hefound apooal fed by the clear waters of apring, stripped off hisrank clothing, and bathed beneath
the overhanging branches of an ancient weeping willow. His ssomach was asflat and hollow asa
tambour, but he felt incredibly good despite his hunger. He scrubbed his clothes, hung them out to dry,
and lazed on the mossy bank, drinking in the sounds around him, so happy to be alive and sensible that
he didn’t want to miss anything.

Some sort of bird trilled acomplex bramble of notes and was answered by another with adightly
different song. Bronze and meta-green dragonflies danced over the water, and water-skitters dimpled
along the transparent surface of another world where silver minnows darted and crayfish lurked in search
of prey. All wasfascinating, al waswonder, and for thefirgt timein along timeit seemed, he



remembered why he had wanted to be a priest: to know theworld, indl itsglory. To makeits secretsa
part of him, not for gain, but for the smple pleasure of knowing them.

The sun climbed to noon, and when his clothes were reasonably dry he donned them and set hisfeet
back on the path toward the monastery, whistling, wondering how long he had been gone. Trying to
understand what had happened to him. He spoke aloud, to hear his own voice.

"Each saint took asense from me," hetold the forest. "In the end they gave them back. But did they
fashion them? Did they change them, as a blacksmith takes rough metal and makes something better?
Nothing fedsthe same!”

Moreover, hefdt that nothing ever would be the same again.
He gtarted whigtling again.

He stopped still when hiswhistling was answered in kind, and with agtart he redlized thet it wasthe
birdsong he had heard earlier. Every note, every variation of it was il in his head, clear and delicate. He
laughed again. Could he have done that before, or wasit agift from waking the fanes? The giftswere
different for each faneway and for each person who walked them, so there was no way of knowing what
he had gained. At the moment, he felt that if this one thing—the power to imitate the birds—was al he
had received, it would be enough.

At night the songs changed, and as he sat beside hisfire, Stephen ddighted in learning them as he had
those of the day. It seemed he could forget nothing, now. With no effort at al he could recall to the least
detail the appearance of the pool he had bathed in. He could fed the patternsin the night asif he had
aways understood them.

The sahto of Decmanus was that of knowledge, understanding in al of itsforms. It seemed he had indeed
been... improved.

The next day he further tested his abilities by reciting ballads as he traveled. The Gorgoriad , the
Fetteringsaga , the Tale of Findomere . He never stumbled on aword or phrase, though he had heard
the last only once, ten years earlier, and itsrecitation took amost two bells.

He sacrificed near each shrine and thanked the saints but did not mount their sedoi. Who knew what
wa king the fanes backwards would do?

His second night, something in the nightsong changed. There was atremor in it, an echo of athing he
knew, asif the forest were gossiping about something dark and terrible that Stephen had once met. The
more Stephen listened, the more convinced he became that it had to do with him. The conviction grew as
deep eluded him, but hetried to ignore it. He was expected back at the monastery. He had work to do,
and the fratrex probably would be unhappy if he dallied. He had walked the fanes early so asto better
perform histasks, after dl.

But morning found the waking forest with the same terrible undertone, and whenever Stephen turned his
face east hefelt achill and avague sickness. He remembered the dark tales at Tor Scath, the old knight's
conviction that something evil was aboroad. When he thought of the Briar King, he felt aterror that nearly
scaded him.

At thefane of Saint Ciesdl, the feeling began to fade, and with each step nearer the monastery it faded
more. Soon he began whistling again, singing other songs and ballads he knew, but even so hisjoy was
diminishing, replaced by anagging in his bones. Something out there was wrong, something needed him,
and hisback wasto it.



He cameto a stream, one he remembered crossing early in hisjourney. He was nearly there, would
probably be a the monastery by sundown. By morning he would be testing his new gifts on the things he
loved best, the ancient scrifts and tomes of the church. Surdly that was what Saint Decranus wanted of
him, not to go chasing a bad dream through the wilderness.

He stared at the stream for awhile, dithering, but in the end he let his newly minted heart turn him east.
He struck from the path, out to the wilderness.

Hunger was aliving thing in him now. He must have lost the food he d brought early in hisjourney; he
didn’'t think he had eaten for three or four days. The forest provided little; nothing edible grew benesath
the great trees, and he knew nothing of hunting or snaring. He managed to spear afew fish with astick he
sharpened using hisfinger knife, and he discovered that open places, burned off by lightning in years past,
were veritable oases; in those places not shadowed by branches he found understories of hard apples
and persmmons, tiny cherries and grapes. By seeking these he managed to sustain himsalf, but his hunger
continued to grow.

For therest of the day he traveled east and camped in a high place where stone had cut up through the
earth and dressed itsdlf in lichen. He built asmal fire and listened to the night grow frantic.

For whatever worried the forest was near. His ears were sharper than they had been; he could hear
labored footsteps in the darkness, the snapping of limbs and scraping of something against bark. Now
and then a coughing growl wended through the columns of the trees.

What am | doing here? he wondered, as the snapping became a crashing through the forest. Whatever
that is, what can | do about it? Hewasn't Aspar White. If it wasthe greffyn, he was surely dead. If it
wasthe Briar King...

The crashing was very close, now. In asudden panic, Stephen felt hideoudy exposed in thefirdight. With
his sharpened fish spear, he moved out of the circle of light, wondering belatedly if he should climb atree,
if he could find one with branches low enough.

Instead he crouched near alarge bole, trying to gill the echo of his heart beating in hisears.

Then the sounds ceased. All sounds had ceased. The nighthawks and whippoorwills, the frogs and the
crickets. The night was an empty box. Stephen waited, and prayed, and tried to keep hisfear from
clawing out of his head and into hislegs. He d seen acat, once, stalking afield rat. The cat had toyed
with the smaller creature, never striking until the mouse' sfear madeit bolt. Not because the cat couldn’t
seeitsprey, but because the cat, like al of itskind, had acrud stresk. Stephen felt very much like the
mouse now, but hewasn't one. He had reason. He could fight hisingtincts.

But maybeinthis casg, after all, it would be better to run...

The old Stephen would never have heard the sound in time to move, the faint whisper of leather against
damp leaves. He threw himself forward, away from the sound, but something struck him hard acrossthe
back of hislegs, and helogt hisstride and fell. A dark thing clawed at hisfeet, and Stephen turned on his
back and kicked &t it, pushing away from it with the palms of his hands. The creature came on, rearing up
and reveding itsdf in thefirdight. It had the frame of aman, and avisage so terrible and so well known at
the sametime.

"Agpar!" Stephen shrieked, even then not absolutely certain.



But it was the holter, hisface blackened and bruised, his eyes bereft of human knowing. He lurched
forward at his name, gasping.

"Agpa, it' sme, Stephen Darige!™

"Ste—7?"' The holter’ s face softened to a sort of insane puzzlement, and then he collapsed at Stephen’s
feet. Stephen opened his mouth and took a step toward the holter, then held himself very il as he saw
what was behind his erstwhile companion, what his body had hidden when he was standing.

Behind the holter, apair of glowing yellow eyes sared at Stephen through the darkness. They shifted
noisdesdy closer, and the wavering firdight limned something huge with abeak likeabird. It sniffed a
him, and the eyes blinked dowly. Then the head raised, and it uttered a sound like a butcher sawing the
long bone of a cow.

It took another step toward Stephen, then nodded its beaked head angrily at him. The eyes blinked once
more, and in aslent rushing it was gone, off through the trees, running faster than anything could run,
leaving only the silence, and Stephen, and the dead or unconscious Aspar White.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Course of Study

Annefdt abrief taste of bilein her throat asthe flesh of the man’s chest opened in two grest flapslike
floppy cupboard doors. Within was awormy mess such as she had never imagined could befoundin a
human being. She supposed she had aways imagined the inside of a person much like the outside,
perhaps redder for the blood, but relatively featureless. What she saw now seemed senseless and
bizarre.

The girl on her right dropped to her knees, retching, which began atrend that |eft al but two of the eight
girlsin the chamber relinquishing their morning medl. Anne did not join them, and neither did Serevkis, the
long-necked young woman who had nicknamed her "Princess Mule." From the corner of her eye, Anne
caught aglance from Serevkis and was surprised when the girl sent her abrief, sardonic smile.

Sigter Casita, who had made the incisions on the corpse, waited patiently for the involuntary purging to
end. Anne absently maneuvered to keep her shoes clean, but focused her attention on the cadaver.

"That'sanatural reaction,” Cadtasaid, when the round of sickness seemed to be over. "Be assured that
thisman wasacrimind of thewors sort. Serving the church and our order in deeth isthe only virtuous
thing he has ever accomplished, and it will earn hisremains decent internment.”

"Why is7't he bleeding?" Anne asked.

Cadgtaregarded her with alifted eyebrow. "Sister Ivexa asks an interesting question,” she said. "Out of
turn, but interesting.” She gestured at something fist-size and bluish gray in the center right of the chest.
"Hereisthe heart. An ugly thing, isit not? In appearance hardly worthy of the praise hegped onitin
poetry and metaphor. But it isindeed an organ of importance. In lifeit contracts and expands, which
makes the beating you fed in your own breasts. In so doing, it sends blood racing around the body within
tubular canals. Y ou seefour of these here." Sheindicated four large pipes stuck fast to the heart. "In
death, the heart ceasesits activity and the blood ceases to move. It pools and congealsin the body, so as
Siger Ivexanotices, even the most grievous cut drawsllittle blood.”



"Permission, Sister?" Serevkis murmured.

"Granted.”

"If you wereto cut alive man, we would see his heart beating, and the blood would flow?
"Until hedied, yes"

Anne placed her hand over her slernum and felt the heart beneath. Did hersredly look like that?
"And whence comes the blood?’

"Ah. It isgenerated by aconfluence of humorsin the body. All of thisyou will learn in duetime. Today
we will learn the names of certain parts, and later the humorsthat control them. Eventudly we will discuss
how each organ can be made to sicken and die, whether by insult from awound, from physic, or from
holy sacaum. But today, | want you to be most clear on this." She swept her eyes about the chamber.
"Siger Facifda, Sster Aferum—are you paying attention?" she snapped.

Facifdla, agangly girl with aweak chin, looked up meekly. "It ishard to look at, Sister Casita.”

"Atfirg," Cadtasad. "But you will look. By the end of the day, you must name all of these organsto
me. But thefirgt lessonisthis, so dl of you listen carefully.” She reached into the body cavity and pushed
things around, making awet sucking sound.

"Y ou, your father, your mother. The greatest warrior of your kingdom, the highest fratrex of the church,
kings, scoundrels, murderers, stainless knights—inside, al of usarethis. To be sure, thereisvariation in
strength and hedth and internd fortitude, but in the end it matterslittle. Benesth armor and clothing and
skin, thereis aways this soft, wet, infinitely vulnerable interior. Hereiswhere liferesdesin our bodies;
hereiswhere desth hides, like amaggot waiting to be born. Men fight from the outsde, with clumsy
swords and arrows, trying to pierce the layers of protection we bundlein. They are of the outside. We
are of theinsde. We can reach there in athousand ways, dipping through the cracks of eye and ear,
nostril and lip, through the very pores of the flesh. Hereisyour frontier, Sisters, and eventudly your
domain. Hereiswhere your touch will bring theriseand fal of kingdoms."

Annefdt alittletrembling in her and for an instant thought she smelled the dry decay of the crypt she and
Ausgtrahad found long ago. The feding wasn't one of fear but of excitement. It felt, suddenly, asif she sat
inatiny boat on avast seaand had for the first time been explained the meaning of water.

Walking into the hall, she nearly bumped nose to nose with Sister Serevkis and found hersdlf staring into
thegirl’scool gray eyes.

"You weren't repelled?’ Serevkis asked.
"A little" Anne admitted. "But it wasinteresting. | notice you didn’t get Sck ether.”

"No. But my mother was the undertaker for the meddix of Formesso. I’ ve seen the insdes of bodies all
of my life. Thiswasyour firg time, yes?"

"Yes"
Serevkislooked off somewhere behind Anne. "Y our Vitdlian hasimproved,” she noticed.
"Thank you. I'mworking hard oniit."

"A good idea," Serevkisreplied. She smiled and her gaze met Anne' sagain. "1 must go to my cyphers



tutorial. Perhaps|’ll seeyou a the evening med, Sigter Ivexa”

Therest of Ann€' s classeswerelessintriguing, and numbers least of dl, but she did her best to pay
attention and do her sums. After numbers came greencraft, which she thought at first would be better.
Even Anne knew that the weeds from beneath a hanging tree and the dark purple blossoms of the
benabell were used as poisons. They did not discuss any such thing, however, but instead doted on the
care of roses, asif they weretraining to be gardenersinstead of assassins. At the end of greencraft, Sister
Cadtacamein and cdled three names. One of them was Anne's. The other two girls Anne did not

know. They went, of dl places, to the yard out back of the coven, where sheep were brought in from the
fiddsto be milked and fleeced. Anne stared at the dumb creatures as they wandered aimlesdy, while
Sigter Casita explained something to the other girlsin their own language, which Anne thought might be
Safnian. She turned her attention back to the older woman when she switched to Vitdlian.

"My gpologies,” the sster said. "These two haven't made the progressin Vitdlian you have. | must say,
you've done very well inashort time.”

"Braz, Sor Casita,” Annesaid. "l studied the church Vitdlian a home. | suppose more of it stuck than |
thought, and many of thewords are smilar." She nodded a the animds. "Why are we here with the
sheep, Sigter?' she asked.

"Ah. You' regoing to learn to milk them.”
"Isshegp’smilk of some usein physic?

"No. At the end of thefirst month, each sister isassigned aduty. Thisisto be your job, milking and
making cheese"

Anne stared at her, then laughed aoud.

Tears tung Anne' seyes asthe switch laid abright strip across her bare shoulders, but she did not cry
out. Instead, shefixed her tormentor with aglare that would have sent any courtier scurrying.

Sister Seculawas no courtier, and she did not so much asflinch at Anne' s expression.
Another lash came down, and thistime allittle gasp escaped Anne'slips.

"So," Sister Seculaexclaimed. "Only threefor you to find your breath? Y ou don't have the bravery to
Uit your attitude, little Ivexa.™

"Switch medl you want," Anne said. "When my father finds out—"

"He |l do nothing. He sent you here, my dear. Y our roya parents have aready agreed to any medicinel
administer—and that isthe last time | shall remind you of that. But | won't switch you again, not just now.
I’ve dready learned what | wanted. Next time, you may expect more than three strikes of the switch.
Now—back to the task set for you."

"No, I will not go," Annetold her.
"What? What did you say?"

Anne straightened her back. "I won't milk sheep, Sister Secula. | was born a princess of the house Dare



and aduchess of the house de Liery. | will dieassuch, and | will be thosethingsall the years between.
However long you keep mein this place, and however you chooseto treat me, | remain who | am, and |
will not be lowered to menid tasks"

Sigter Seculanodded thoughtfully. "1 see. Y ou' re protecting the dignity of your titles.”
llYall

":Asyou protected them when you ignored your mother’ swishes and rode like awild goat al over
Eden? Aswhen you were busy spreading your legsfor thefirst buck to spout poetry at you? It seems
you' ve discovered the dignity becoming your station right quickly and conveniently when asked to do
something you find distasteful .

Annelaid her head back down on the chagtising table. " Strike me more if you wish. | do not care.”

Sger Seculalaughed. "That is another thing you will learn, little lvexa. Y ou will learn to care. But
perhapsit is not whipping that will make you do so. Who do you think the ladies of this coven are,
lowborn peasants? They are from the best familiesin al the known lands. If they choose to return to the
world, they will find their titleswaiting. Here, they are members of this order, nothing more and nothing
less. And you, my dear, arethe very least of them.”

"l am not theleast,” Annereplied. "I will never betheleast of anything.”

"Absurd. You arethe least learned in every subject. You are the least disciplined. Y ou arethe least
worthy of even that novice robe you wear. Listen to you! What have you ever done? Y ou have nothing
that was not given to you by your birth."

"It isenough.”

"Itisif your only ambition isto be the brood mare for some highborn fool, for brood mares neither need
nor have brains enough to want more than they were born with. Y et my understanding isthat the very
reason you were sent to meisthat even that lowest of ambitions escapes your thick head.”

"l havetdents. | have adegtiny.”

"Y ou haveinclinations. Y ou have desires. A plow-ass hasthose.”

"No. | have more." My dreams. My visions. But she didn’'t mention those aloud.
"Well, we shall see, shan't we?"

"What do you mean?"'

"Y ou think yoursdlf a cresture gpart, better than every other girl here. Very well—we shdl give you the
chanceto provethat isso. Y es, wewill. Come with me."

Anne gazed down into the utter blackness and tried not to tremble. Behind her, three ssterstightened a
series of ropes supporting the leather harnessthey had strapped on her.

"Don’'t do this" Anne sad, trying to keep her voice low.

None of the ssters answered, and Sister Seculawas aready gone.



Theair wafting out of the hole was cold and metdlic.
"What isit?" Anne asked. "Where are you putting me?”

"Itiscdled thewomb of Lady Mefitis" one of the initiates answered. "Mé€fitais, asyou know, an aspect
of Cer."

"The aspect that tortures damned souls.”

"Not at dl. That'sacommon misconception. Sheis the aspect of motion in rest, of pregnancy without
birth, of time without day or night."

"How long am | to be down there?’

"A nineday. It isthe usud penance associated with humility. But | urge you to use your timein meditation,
and in percaiving the glory of our lady. After dl, her faneisthere”

"A nineday?!’ll sarvel”

"WEe re going to lower food and drink sufficient for that time."
"And alamp?'

"Light isnot permitted in the womb."

“I'll gomed!"

"Youwon't. But you'll learn humility." Her smile hid an uncertain emotion. Triumph? Grief? Anne thought
it could be ether. "Y ou must learn it some time, you know. Now, inyou go."

"No!"

Anne kicked and screamed, but for naught. They had her strapped well, and in no time the initiates had
her out over the black well and descending into it.

The opening was as wide as she was tall. By the time her descent ended and her feet touched stone, it
seemed no larger than abright star.

"Keep near, where the toneisflat and leve," avoice floated down. "Do not go beyond the wall we have
built, or you will find danger. The caves are empty of beasts, but full of cracks and chasms. Stay inthe
wall, and you will be safe”

Then the circle vanished, and the only light remaining wastheilluson of it painted on her eydids, asingle
spot fading quickly from green, to pink, to deep red—gone.

And Anne screamed until her throat fdt torn.

CHAPTER NINE
The Kept

Prince Cheiso of Safnia spasmed and coughed flecks of blood onto the stone floor as historturer drew a
score across his back with ared-hot iron, but he did not scream. William could see the scream anyway,



buried in the Safnian’ sface, digging to get out like the larvae of an earth wasp struggling to emerge froma
paralyzed spider. But it stayed prisoned in that proud, dark face.

William could not help but admire Chelso’ s bravery. The man had been whipped and burned, the flesh of
his back sanded raw and rubbed with sdlt. Four of hisfingers were broken, and he had been dunked
repeatedly inavat of urine and offal. Still he did not beg, or cry out, or confess. They were made of
serner suff than William had known, these Safnians. He doubted that he would have held up so well.

"Will you speak now?' Robert asked gently. He stood behind the prince and stroked his brow with a
damp rag. "Y ou have sisters yoursdlf, Prince Cheiso. Try to imagine how we fed. We degrade oursalves
when we treat you thus, but we will know why you betrayed her."

Lying there on atable turned upright, Cheiso lifted his eyesthen, but he did not look at Robert. Instead,
his black eyes focused steadfastly on William. Helicked hislips and spoke.

"Your Mgesty,” hesad, in that faraway accent of hiskind, "1 am Prince Cheiso of Safnia, son of Anfile,
grandson of Verfunio, who turned away the Harshem fleet a Bidhaawith two shipsand aword. | do not
lie. I do not betray my honor. Lesbeth your sister ismy dearest love, and if any evil has cometo her, |
will liveto find who did it and make him pay. But you, Emperor of Crotheny, areafool. Y ou have
supped on lies, and they have fattened your wits. Y ou may dig with your prick of iron down to my very
bones and carpet your floor with my blood, but thereis nothing | can tell you save that | am innocent.”

Robert gestured, and the torturer took the Safnian’s ear in agrip of red-hot tongs. The prince’ slean
body arched, asif trying to break his own back and bend double, and thistime aragged sigh escaped
him, but nothing more.

" Twill take but alittletime," the torturer told Robert. "He will confessto us.”
William clasped his hands behind his back, trying not to fidget.

"Robert," he grunted. "A word."

"Of course, dear brother.” He nodded to the torturer. "Continue," he said.
"No," William said. "Respite, until we ve sooken.”

"But brother dear—"

"Respite” William said firmly.

Robert lifted his hands. "Oh, very wdll. But thisisan art, Wilm. If you ask the painter to lift hisbrushin
midstroke—" But he saw William meant it, and broke off. They moved away, into the dank and vaulted
hall of the dungeons below Eden, where they could speak unheard.

"What troubles you, brother?'

"| am dtogether unconvinced that thisman is dishonest.”

Robert folded hisarms. "The birds that twitter in my ear say otherwise," he said.

"Y our birds have been magpies before,” William said, "leading us astray. Now issuch atime.”

"Y ou cannot be certain. Let us continue until al doubt is cleared away."

"And if we find him innocent after dl? They have shipsin Safnia, you know. They might lend those ships



to our enemies, and in atime when war gpproaches, that isno small thing."
Robert’ s eyebrows arched. "Are you joking with me, Wilm?"*
"What joke can you possibly hear in that?"

"I have dready given it out that the prince and al of hisretainerswere killed by Rovish piratesin the Sea
of Ale. Word of what we do herewill not travel.”

"Y ou don't expect me to have this man murdered,” William said increduloudly.
"What sort of king are you? What sort of brother?"
"If heisinnocent—"

"Heisnot ," Robert exploded. "Heis Safnian, born of athousand years of oily southern lies. Of course
he seems convincing. But he will confess, and he will die, and Lesbeth’ sbetraya will be avenged. My
sources are not mistaken, Wilm."

"And how doesthis bring our sister back to us, Robert? Revengeis a sad feast next to aloved one
restored.”

"Wewill have both, I promise you, Wilm. Y ou have met Austrobaurg’ s conditions; twenty ships have
been sent to the basin of the Saurga Sea dready.”

"And you trust Austrobaurg to keep hisword?'

"Heis an ambitious coward; there is no more trustworthy sort of man, so long as you understand them.
Hewill do ashe says"

"Austrobaurg maimed L esbeth, Robert. How can he hopeto stay our revenge if he returns her to us?'

"Becauseif you try to take revenge, he will send word to the lords of Liery that you have been aiding his
cause againg their alies. Certainly he can produce proof."

"And you did not foresee this?*
"Indeed | did," Robert said. "And | saw it asthe only guarantee of Lesbeth’ s safe homecoming.”
"Y ou should have been clear about that, then.”

Robert lifted hisnose afraction. ™Y ou are emperor. If you cannot see the consequences... | am not your
only councilor, brother.”

"Liery must never know what we have done."

"Agreed. For that matter, it must never be known abroad that L esbeth was ever taken captive. It would
make us seem weak, which we can ill afford even in the best of times. No, this entire business must be
erased. Austrobaurg will not talk. Lesbeth isour sster.”

"And that leaves Cheiso,” William grunted. "Very well."
Robert bowed his head, then lifted his eyes. "'Y ou need not witnessthe rest. It may take sometime.”

William frowned, but nodded. "If he confesses, I’ [l want to hear it. Do not kill him too quickly."



Robert smiled grimly. "The man who betrayed Lesbeth shall not die easily.”

William' s steps through the dungeon were dow ones. The vague fear that had lived in him for months was
deepening, and at last it was beginning to take sharper form.

Hisreign had known border squabbles and provincial uprisings, but it had escaped real war. On the
surface, thisaffair with Saltmark seemed another such petty dispute, yet William fdlt asif he and the
empire were balanced on thetip of aneedle. His enemies were striking somehow into hisvery
house—first Muriele and then Lesbeth. They were laughing at him, the impotent king of the most
powerful empirein theworld.

And while Robert spun dark websto snare their troubles, William did nothing. Maybe Robert ought to
beking.

William paused, suddenly realizing that his steps had not taken him nearer the stairway that led to the
palace, but rather, deeper into the dungeons. Torches il flickered here, clouding the dank air with
scorched ail, but the passage faded into darkness. He stood there amoment, peering into it. How many
years snce he had been that way? Twenty?

Y es, sincethe day hisfather first showed him what lay in the degpest dungeon of Eden castle. He had
never returned.

He knew amoment of panic, and checked himsdlf from fleeing back up into the light. Then, with
something at least pretending to be resolve, he continued on abit, until he came to asmall chamber that
was not acell, but that did have asmall wooden door. Through it, William heard afaint, sveet music, a
not-quite-familiar tune played on the strings of a theorbo. The key was minor and sad, with smdl trillslike
birdsong and full chords that reminded of the sea.

Hesitating, he waited for abreak in the music, but the melody never quite seemed to find itsend, teasing
the ear with promise of closure but then wafting on like a capricious zephyr.

Finally, remembering who was king, he rapped on the wooden surface.

For long moments, nothing happened, but then the music stopped in midphrase, and the door swung
inward, silently, on well-oiled hinges, and in the orange light a narrow wedge of ghost-pale face
appeared. Eyes of milky white looked upon no world William knew, but the ancient Sefry smiled asif a
asecret joke.

"Your Mgesty," hemurmured, in adight voice. "It has been many years."
"How—7?" William fdtered again. How could those unsighted eyes know him?

"I know itisyou," the Sefry said, "because the Kept has been whispering for you. Y ou were bound to
come."

Corpsefingerstickled William’s spine. The dead are speaking my name. He remembered that day in
his chambers, the day L esbeth returned. The day he d first learned about Saltmark from Robert.

"Y ou will want to speak to him," the old one said.

"I don’t remember your name, Sir,” William said.



The Sefry smiled, to reved teeth still white but worn nearly to the gums. "I was never named, my liege.
Those marked to keep the key are never named. Y ou may call me Keeper." He turned, and his silk robe
shifted and pulled over what might have been aframe of bone. "'l will fetch my key."

He vanished into the darkness of his abode, and reappeared amoment later with aniron key gripped in
hiswhite fingers. In the other hand he carried alantern.

"If you would but light this, Y our Mgesty," hesaid. "Fireand | are not friendly."
William took atorch from thewall and got thewick going.

"How long have you been down here?' William asked. "My father said you were the Keeper in his
father’ stime.” How long do Sefry live?

"I camewith thefirg of the Dares," the withered creature said, starting down the hall. ™'Y our ancestors
did not trust my predecessor, since he was aservant of the Retksbaurgs.” He hissed asmdl laugh. "A
wasted fear.”

"What do you mean?"

"That Keegper no more served the Retkshaurgs than | serve you, my liege. My task isolder by far than
any linethat ever sat thisthrone."

"Y ou serve the throne itsdlf, then, without regard for who stsit?”

The Sefry’ s soft footsteps scraped ten times on stone before he softly answered. "I serve this place and
thisland, without regard for thrones at dl.”

They continued in silence, down anarrow gtair that cut through stone in which the black bones of
unknown beasts could be seen now and then—here arib cage, there the empty eyes of aflat and alien
skull. It was asif the stone had melted and flowed around them.

"These bonesin therock,” William asked. " Are they monstersimprisoned by my ancestress, or some
older Skadoi sorcery?'

"There are sorceries more ancient than the Skadoi," the Keeper murmured. "The world isvery old.”

William imagined hisown skull, gazing emptily from the stone across unimaginable gulfs of time. Hefdlt
suddenly dizzy, asif suspended over agreet pit.

"We are below Eden, now," the Sefry informed him. "We arein dl that remains of Ulhegelesh.”

"Do not speak that name,” William said, trying to control his breathing. Despite the narrowness of the
dair, his strange vertigo persisted.

The Sefry shook hishead. "Of al namesthat might be spoken here, that isthe least powerful. Y our
ancestress destroyed not only the form of the citadel, but the very soul of it. The nameisonly asound.”

"A dread sound.”
"I will not spegk it again, if it bothersyou,” the Sefry promised diffidently.

They continued without speaking, but the way was no longer slent. Along with the scraping of their shoes
on the stone there was a hissing, awhispering. William could not make out the words, if indeed there
werewords, if it were not some movement of air or water in the degps of the place. And ashe drew



nearer their destination, it began to sound familiar.

Was the old man right? Was the Kept caling his name? The words lisped, asif from some creature with
no lips, Hriyah. Hriyah Darrrr...

"Why are his guardians never named?" William asked, to shut the voice from his head.

"You fed why, I think. Names give him alittle power. Never fear. Heisfeeble, and what strength he has
| will check.”

"You'recertan?'
"Itismy only duty, Sire. Y our grandfather did come here often, your father, aswell. They trusted me."

"Very well." He stopped, staring at the door that appeared before them. It wasiron, but despite the
damp no rust marred its surface. In the lamplight it was black, and the curling charactersthat grooved its
surface were blacker till. A faint smell hungintheair, abit like burning resin.

The keeper approached the door and placed his key in one of two locks. But he paused.
"Y ou need not do this, Sire," the Sefry said. "Y ou may adwaysturn back.”

He thinks me weaker than my father and grandfather, William thought, ashamed. He senses a lack
of will.

"I think | must continue," he said.
"Then it needsthe other key."

William nodded and reached beneath his doubl et to the chain that hung there, and extracted the key he
had worn since taking the throne, the key that every king of Crotheny had worn since the days of the
elder Cavarum. William himsdf normally didn’t weer it; itsweight felt cold againgt his breast, and most
daysit remained in acoffer near hisbed. He had put it on that morning before descending to the
dungeons.

Likethe door it fitted, the key was black metal, and like the door, it seemed imperviousto rust and all
other marks of time' s scythe.

He placed the key in the lock and turned it. There was hardly any sound, just the faintest of snicks from
somewhere within the greeat portal.

| am king, William thought. Thisis my prerogative. | am not afraid.

He grasped the handle of the door and tugged, and felt the amazing mass of it. Y et despiteitsinertia, it
moved, dmog asif it wasthe touch of his hand rather than the strength of hisarm that moved it.

The voice grew louder and broke into aweird, low sound that was perhaps alaugh.

"And now, Sire, you must extinguish the lantern,” the keeper said, "before we open theinner door. Light
has no place there.”

"l remember. Y ou can guide me?"

"That ismy task, Sire. | am not yet too infirm for it."



William snuffed the lantern, and black welled up from the dark heart of the world. He felt the press of
ancient bones al around him, asif in the darkness the stone were flowing, cregping closer to takehimiin.

A moment later, he heard the sound of metd diding, and the odor strengthened and bittered. He had
smelled something likeit oncein hisown swest, just after an unexpected bee-sting.

"Qexganeh," the Sefry said, in the loudest voice William had yet heard him use.
"Qexganehilhidhitholuh, ulegedhinikhu."

"Of course," avoice burred, so close and familiar it made William jump. "Of course. Thereyou are,
Emperor of Crotheny. Thereyou are, my swest lord.”

The tone was not mocking, nor were the words, quite. Nevertheless, William felt mocked.
"I am emperor,” he said, with forced confidence. " Speak to me accordingly.”

"A mayfly emperor, who will live hardly more than two beats of my heart,”" the Kept replied.
"Not if | have your heart stopped,” William said.

Motion then, asound like scales scraping againgt stone, and more airy laughter. "'Can you, could you? |
would weep black garnet tearsfor you, Prince of Least. | would bleed white gold and shit you
diamonds." A rasping cough followed. "No, little king," the Kept continued. "No, no. Those are not the
rules of our game. Y our bitch ancestress saw to that. Go back to your sunlit halls and cuddle’ round your
fear. Forget me and dream away your life.”

"Qexganeh,” the Keeper said firmly. "Y ou are commanded.”

The Kept snarled, and sultry rage infused hisvoice. "My name. Older than your race, my name, and you
useit like arag to wipe up the run from your bowels."

William tightened hislips. "Qexganeh," he said. "By your name, answer me."

The Kept’sanger vanished as quickly asit came, and now he whispered. "Oh, littleking, gladly. The
answersshal givemejoy," hesad.

"And answer truthfully.”

"I must, ever since that red-tressed whore that began your line shackled me. Surely you know that."
"Itisso, Sre" the Keeper agreed. "But he may answer usively. Y ou must Sft hiswords.”
William nodded. "Qexganeh, can you see the future?"

"Could | seethefuture, | would not bein this place, foolish manling. But | can seetheinevitable, whichis
something dseagain.”

"Ismy kingdom bound for war?"

"Hmm? A tide of blood iscoming. A thousand seasons of woe. Swordswill 1gp their fill and more.”
Dread gripped William, but not surprise.

"Can | prevent it?" he asked, not redlly hoping. "Can it be stopped?’

"Y ou can own degth or it can own you," the Kept said. "There are no other choices.”



"Do you mean by that that | should prosecute thiswar? Attack Sdtmark, or Hansaitself?!

"Little does that matter. Would you own degth, little king? Would you keep it near your heart and beits
friend?Will you feed it your family, your nation, your pitiful human soul? | cantell you how. Y ou can be
immortdl, King. Y ou can belike me, the last of your kind. Eternal. But unlike me, there will be noneto
prison you."

"Thelast of my kind?' Thiswas confusing talk. "Thelast Dare?"

"Oh, yes. And thelast Retksbaurg, and the last de Liery—the last of your pitiful race, manling. Y our first
queen killed you all. It has been adow death, adeepy death, but it isawake now. Y ou cannot stop it.
But you can beit."

"I don’t understand. No war can kill everyone. That’ swhat you are saying, isit, Qexganeh? That only
one man will survive the daughter? What nonsenseisthis?' He looked &t the Keeper. "Y ou are certain he
cannot lie?!

"He cannot knowingly lie, no. But he can twist thetruth into rings," the Keeper replied.

"I cantell you," Qexganeh murmured silkily. "Y ou can be the one. Y ou can put out the lights of thisworld
and start anew one."

"You'remad."

"Someonewill doit, little king. The Nettle-man isaready arising, you know. Therot has spread deep,
and maggots crawl up. Even here | smdll the putrescence. Y ou can be the one. Y ou can wear the night
rament and wave the scepter of corruption.”

"Beclear. Do you redly imply the end of theworld isat hand?’

"Of course not. But the end of your house, your kingdom, your foul littlerace and dl itsissue—that is
indeed on time' s nearest horizon."

"And one man shdl causethis?

"No, no. What are those things on the side of your head? Does nothing you hear reach your brain? One
shdl benefit fromit."

"At what cogt?" William asked skeptically. "Other than the cost of being like you?"
"The cogt islight. Your wife. Y our daughters.”

What?"

"They will dieanyway. Y ou might aswdl profit from their daughter.”

"Enough!™ William roared. He turned to leave, then suddenly spun on hished.

"Someone attempted to murder my wife. Wasthiswhy? Thistainted prophecy of afuture even you admit
you cannot truly see?!

"Did | admit thet?'

"You did. Answer me, Qexganeh. This prophecy of yours. Do others know it?"



The Kept panted for afew moments, and the air seemed to warm. "When you wreiched dave beasts
stood on the bones of my kin," he grated at last, "when you burned every beautiful thing and believed that
you—you lowly worms—findly owned the world, | told you then what would happen. My words began
the new era, this age you name Everon. They are remembered in many places.”

"So the attempt on my wife?!

"I do not know. Coincidences happen, and your raceisfond of murder. It' s what made you such
entertaining daves. But shewill die, and your daughters, too.”

"Y ou do not know that,” William said. "Y ou cannot. Y ou spesk only to deceive me.”
"Asyouwishit, 0itis" Qexganeh said.
"Enough of this. | was mistaken to come here”

"Yes" Qexganeh agreed. "Y es, you were. Y ou do not have theiron in you that your ancestors did. They
would not have hesitated. Good-bye, mayfly."

William left then, returning to the halls above, but laughter walked behind him like athousand-legged
worm. He did not deep that night, but went to Alis Berrye.

He had her room lit with tapers, and she played on the lute and sang lighthearted songs until the sun rose.

CHAPTER TEN
L ost

Aspar White opened his eyesto avaulted stone celling and a distant, singsong litany. Fever crawled like
centipedes beneath his skin, and when he tried to move, hislimbsfelt like rotting fern fronds.

Helay ill, ligening to the strange song and to his old-man breeth, rasping, puzzling at the air above him,
interrogating his mute memories.

He was better than he had been, he remembered that. He' d been fevered, his mind fettered with pain.
What had happened? Where was he now?

With an effort, he turned his head from side to sde. He lay on ahard wooden bed with ssone walls
around him on three sides, alow curved ceiling above. It was amost like atomb, except adit of a
window inthe wal above hishead let in air from the outside. It smelled like late spring. Looking over his
feet, he saw the niche opened into amuch larger space—the hdl of acastle or, judging by the weird
language of the Singing, achurch.

By inches hetried to sit up. Hislegs throbbed with agony, but an inspection showed them both till there,
to hisrdlief. But by thetime he had lifted his head halfway to Sitting, it was spinning so badly he
surrendered to a supine position. He fought down his gorge, and swest broke out thickly on his brow.

It was awhile before he could continue hisinspection. When he did, he found that beneath the sheet he
was naked except for bandages. His weapons, armor, and clothes were nowhere to be seen. The
bandages suggested someone was well disposed toward him, but that was anything but certain.

Where was he? He tracked aong his memory like ahound on afaint trail, pausing at landmarks. He' d



come down from the mountains that he knew, clinging to Ogre' s back. He remembered haf faling his
way down atadus dope and aplummet into aravine. At some point, he' d falen off the beast and couldn’t
find him again. He had flashes of days clinging to atree trunk floating down ariver, then endless sumbling
through hill country that grew steadily flatter. And he remembered something following him, dwaysjust
behind, making agameof it.

After that, memory falled completely.

He waked backwards up thetrail in hismind, back into the mountains, climbing ablack tangle of
boughs, a song repesating endlessly in his head.

Nittering, nattering
Farthing go...

The Briar King. He remembered with sickening suddenness the thing in the living barrow. He is waking
At'sall true.

"Winnal" he croaked. The Briar King be damned. The world be damned. Fend had Winna. First Qerla,
now Winna

He heaved hislegs over the Sde of the cot, ignoring the great waves of agony. Something in hishead
whirled like achild' stop, but he neverthel ess managed to stand. Two steps brought him to the
upward-curving wal, and he used it for support to make hisway out of the niche.

A black flash passed behind his eyes, and then he wasin the larger space, an enormous cave, like a Sefry
rewn, but regular, curving high, high above.

No, not acave. That was stupid. He wasinsde abuilding. ..

Hislegsweren't under him anymore. The stone floor aoruptly explained to him how foolish he had been
to try towalk. Cursing it, he settled for crawling.

A bell tolled somewhere, and the singing stopped. A few moments later, he heard a gasp nearby.
"Gentlesaintd" aman’ svoice exclamed. "Sir, you should il be abed.”

Aspar squinted up to see aman in the black habit of achurchman.

"Winna," Aspar explained, through gritted teeth. Then hefainted.

When he came around the next time, it wasto afamiliar face.
"Huh," Aspar grunted.

"I spent alot of time and effort dragging you here," Stephen Darige said. The young man was Sitting on a
stool afew feet away. "I’d appreciateit if you d not make that labor wasted by killing yoursalf now.”

"Wheream 17" Aspar asked.
"The monastery d' Ef, of course.”

"D’Ef?" Aspar grunted. "More than sixty leagues?”



"Sixty leagues from where? What happened to you, Holter White?"
"And you found me?* Aspar grunted skepticaly.

"es"

Hetried to St up again. "Darige," he sad, "I haveto go."

"You can't," Stephen said, placing ahand on hisarm. "Y ou’ re better than you were, but you' re ill badly
wounded. You'll die before you get haf aleague, and whatever it isyou need so badly to do will no
more get donethan if you rest hereawhile.”

"That' s sceat. I'm hurt, but not that bad.”

"Holter, if | hadn’t found you, you would be dead, right now. If | hadn’t found you near amonastery
where the hedling sacaum are known, you would still be dead or at the very least you would have lost
your legs. There are three sorts of poison il trying to kill you, and the only thing keeping them down are
the treatments you get here."

Aspar stared into the young man’ s eyes, considering. "How long, then,” he snarled, "before | can leave?’
"Fifteen, twenty days."
"That’stoo long.”

Stephen’ sface went grim and he leaned forward. "What did you find out there?' he asked in alow voice.
"What did thisto you?' He paused. "When | discovered you, there was some sort of beast with glowing
eyesfollowing you."

It's not what | found, Aspar thought bleskly. I1t'swhat | lost. But helooked Stephen in the eye again.
He had to tell someone, didn’'t he?

"That wasthe greffyn," he grunted. "It wasas Sir Symon told us. | saw it dl. The dead, the sacrifices at
the sedos. The greffyn. The Briar King. | saw it dl.”

"TheBriar King?'

"l saw him. | don’t think he sfully awake yet, but he was tirring. | felt that.”

"But who... what ishe?'

"I don’t know," Aspar said. "Grim take me, | don’t know. But | wish | had never seen him."
"But he did thisto you?'

"A man named Fend did some of it. His men shot me up with arrows. The greffyn did more." He rubbed
his head. "Darige, at the very least | must get word to the other holters, as soon as possible. And to the
king. Can you arrange that?'

"Yes" Stephen said, but Aspar thought he detected a hesitation.
"This man that wounded me—Fend. He took captive afriend of mine. | need to find Fend.”
"Youwill," Stephen said softly. "But not now. Even if you found him—in this state, could you fight him?"

"No," Aspar said reluctantly. If Fend was going to kill Winna, she was dead. If he had some reason to



keep her dive, shewaslikely to remain that way for awhile. Hewinced at animage of her, spikedto a
tree, her entrails pulled out and—

No. She's still alive. She must be.

The boy wasright. He was letting hisfedings get in theway of hissense.

Suddenly, something occurred to him.

"Y ou saw the greffyn,” Aspar said. "Up close”

Stephen nodded. "If that’ swhat it was. It was dark, but it had luminescent eyes and abeek like abird's."
"Werlic. Yah. But you didn't get Sck? It didn’t attack you?”

"No, that was strange. It acted cross, sort of, and then left. | don’t know why. It could have killed me
withasngleblow, I'm sure.”

"It could have killed you with its breath ," Aspar corrected. "I fell down from merely meeting its gaze. |
know one boy died just of touching a corpse that died of touching the monster. And yet you never even
got astomachache?'

Stephen frowned. "I’ d just walked the faneway of Decmanus. Perhaps the saint protected me."

Aspar nodded. There was more than one thing he didn’t understand about the greffyn, anyway. It could
have killed Aspar any number of times, but it hadn’t. "Can you take that letter for me?”

"l can find someoneto doit," Stephen said. "Right now | have duties.”
"Takeit when you can, then. | don’t trust anyone else here.”
"You trus me?"

"Yah. Don't take it too closeto heart. | don't know anyone else here. You | know alittle He paused.
"Don't take thisfor much either—but, ah... thanks"

The young priest tried not to smile. "I owed you that,” he replied. Hisface grew more serious. "I’ ve
something elseto ask you. When | found you, you had this"

Stephen reached into aleather pouch and produced the engraved horn. A shudder ran through Aspar’s
limbswhen hesaw it.

"Yah," hedlowed.
"Where did you find it?'

"I don't know. There' saspace | don’t remember, after | saw the Briar King. After, | had it with me.
Y ou know what it is?"

"No. But thelanguageonitisvery old."
"What doesit say?"
"l don’t know." The priest sounded troubled. "But | intend to find out. My | borrow it for awhile?’

"Yah. I’'ve no usefor the damned thing."



Stephen nodded and started to rise. "Oh, another thing," he said. ™Y our horses showed up aday after |
brought you here. No one can get near them, of course, but they have plenty of pasture. They’ Il be left
aoneuntil you recover.”

Aspar’ sthroat caught, and for an instant he had aterrible fear he might cry in front of the boy. At least he
hadn’t lost Ogre and Angdl. They’d followed him, the damned stupid, loyal beasts, even with agreffyn
behind them.

"I’ll be back when my duties are done," Stephen assured him.

"Don’t trouble yoursdlf," Aspar said gruffly. "I don't need anursemaid.”
"Actualy, you do," Stephen replied.

Aspar grunted and closed his eyes. He heard Stephen’ s footsteps recede.
I’1l find you, Winna. Or I’ll avenge you, he promised.

Fratrex Pell smiled at Stephen as he entered his spare chamber.

"I am most pleased,” he said, tapping the newest sheef of trandations. "No one else has managed even a
phrase of thislamina. The saints must have blessed you well.”

"They did, Fratrex," Stephen replied. "The language itsdf was not difficult—adiaect of the elder
Cavarum."

"Then why the difficulty?'

"It was written backwards."

Thefratrex blinked, then laughed. "Backwards?'
"Each word, front to back."

"What scribe would do such athing?'

Stephen remembered the disturbing content of the lamina. "A scribe who did not want hiswork widely
read, | should say." He struggled for his next words. "Fratrex, | know we' ve discussed this before, but |
fed | must say again that my heart tells me these things are best left encrypted.”

"Knowledge belongsto the church,” the fratrex said gently. "All knowledge. Let’ s have an end to your
questioning, Brother Stephen, once and for dl. | admire your persastence, but it isill placed.”

Stephen nodded. "Y es, Fratrex.”
"Now, thisother thing." He held up avellum scroll. "I’ m puzzled. | didn’t ask you to trandate this."

"No, Fratrex, but in light of what the holter told us, | thought it pertinent to see what the scriftorium might
hold concerning the Briar King and greffyns.”

"| see. | assume you're doing thisin spare time?”

"At night, Fratrex, in the meditation hour."



"The hour is caled that for areason, Brother Stephen. Y ou should meditate.”
"Yes, Fratrex. But | think this might be important.”

The fratrex sighed and pushed the scrifti back. " The holter was mad with fever when you brought him
here, a the quay awaiting Saint Faranth’s boat. Whatever hallucinations he may have had aren't likely to
be relevant to anything.”

"Hewas badly hurt,” Stephen admitted. "And yet | know this man, somewhat. Heis deeply pragmetic
and not given to flights of fancy. When last | saw him, he thought greffyns and Briar Kings no more than
children’sfantasy. Now heis convinced he has seen them both.”

"We often mock those things we believe most deeply,” the fratrex said, "especialy those thingswe do
not wish to believe. Thereis much separation between the waking mind and the mind of madness."

"Yes, Fratrex. But asyou see, inthe Tafles Taceis , the Book of Murmurs , thereis a passage copied
from an unnamed sourcein old high Cavari. Init, mention is made of the gorgos gripon , the
‘bent-nosed terror.” They are described as the * hounds of the horned lord,” and it is further said that their
glanceisfad."

"| can read, you know," the fratrex said. "The Tafles Tacels isan enumeration of pagan follies. It goeson
to say in the annotation that thiswas most likely aterm used to describe the persona guard of the
witch-king Bhragnos, yes? Viciouskillers known for their beaked hdms?

"It does say that,” Stephen dlowed. "And yet that annotation was written five hundred years after the
origind passage.”

"By alearned member of the church.”

"But, Fratrex, | saw the beast.”

"You saw a beast, certainly. Lions have been known to come out of the hills, on occasion.”
"| do not think thiswas alion, Fratrex."

"Haveyou ever seen alion, in the dead of night?'

"l have never seen alion at dl, Eminence.”

"Just so. If what you saw was one of these beasts, why did it not day you? Why were you not poisoned
by its mere presence? Y ou should have been, if we take the holter’ sravings serioudy.”

"| cannot answer that, Fratrex."
"| fed thisinquiry of yoursisawagte of our time."
"Isit your wish | no longer pursue the matter?'

The fratrex shrugged. "So long as it does not interfere with the tasks expected of you, you may pursue
whatever you wish. But to my mind, you' re chasing phantasms.”

"Thank you for your opinion, Fratrex,” Stephen said, bowing.



Why didn’t | mention the horn? Stephen wondered, as he left the fratrex’ s presence. The horn was
something of aproblem. The script on it was one he had seen only twice. It was a secret script used
during the reign of the Black Jester. It was decipherable only because of asingle scrift—uwritten on
human skin—which was accompanied by apardld inscription in the Vadhian script.

The letters were unlike any other writing known to the church, and heretofore Stephen had dways
assumed that it had been invented by the scribeswho used it. And yet hereit was again, thistime
recording something in alanguage so strange Stephen hadn't the faintest inkling what it might say. The
language resembled no tongue he had ever seen or heard.

No human tongue, rather. But the way the words were formed resembled the tiny fragments of the
Skadoi language he had seen glossed in elder Cavarum texts.

What had the holter found?

Pursing hislips, Stephen returned to the scriftorium.

A closer ingpection of the Book of Murmurs proved frustrating. In the back of hismind, he' d thought
that perhaps horned lord might be better trandated as lord with horns , but the word in question quite
plainly referred to something like antlers, not a sounding instrument made of horn. He sat for awhile,
garing glumly at the text, wishing he had the origina sources the unknown author had drawn upon.

His mind whirred up various roads that went nowhere. He thumbed through the Tome of Relics , hoping
to find some religiousicon that matched the horn’ s description, though without much hope. If the
language wasredlly a Skadoi diaect, it probably predated the triumph of the saints over the old gods.

As he was putting the book away, memory intruded, of an evening not long past, when Aspar White had
frightened him with the threat of Haergrim the Raver. He remembered his own fanciful connection to his
grandfather’ s mention of Saint Horn the Damned, and on impulse he tracked down avolume of obscure
and fase saints peculiar to eastern Crotheny. It didn’t take him long to find it. Since walking the fanes,
Stephen found that the scriftorium had become dmost like an extension of hisown mind and fingers,
smply thinking of asubject led him quickly to the gppropriate shelfs.

The book was arecent one, written by ascholar from the Midenlands, and though its organization was
somewhat archaic, he soon found the reference he was seeking. He thumbed to the page and began to
reed.

The Oostish folk speak in whispers of Haergrim Raver, a bloodthirsty spirit of madness who rides
in hunt of the dead. It cannot be doubted that this is none other than a manifestation of Saint
Wrath, or as heiscalled in Hanzish, Ansi Woth, a saint with a strange history. Originally one of
the old gods, he was of fickle nature, and at the beginning of the age of Everon did alter his
allegiance and become a saint, though a dubious one. He presides over the hanging of criminals,
and his blessing is to be avoided, for it unfailingly leads to madness and ruin. The sound of his
horn, like that of the Wicker Lord, is said to awaken doom.

Stephen paused at that, but read on. What followed, however, was mostly arecitation of other names for
the Raver, one of which wasindeed Saint Horn the Damned, for it was said he had drawn the curse of
the old gods upon himself by betraying them.

But Stephen kept returning to the reference to the Wicker Lord, and when he was done, searched for an
entry concerning him. To his disgppointment, the entry was dim.



The Wicker Lord is a false saint, doubtless an invention of the country folk, condensed from their
fear of the dark and unfathomable forest that surrounds them. He is found most often in
children’s songs, where he is an object of terror. His awakening is said to break the sky and is
connected with a horn that accompanies himin his thorny barrow. He is perhaps connected with
the tales of Baron Greenleaf and may be a confused version of Saint Selvans, for similar talesare
told of them. In some songs he is known as the Briar King.

Excited, Stephen pored through similar sources, and found some of the children’ s songs mentioned, but
nothing that cast more light on the current Situation.

The hour was late, and he done remained in the scriftorium. Seep tugged at the corners of hiseyes, and
he was near concluding that he had found al he was going to. One scrift remained, and it wasn't
promising, being little more than abook of children’ stales, but as he wearily unscrolled it, asmall
illugtration caught hiseye. It was of amanlike creature made up of leaves and vines, with limbs spreading
from his head like antlers. In one hand, he gripped asmall horn. It captioned a song he had aready seen
twice, acircledancefor children.

Ashewas about to put it away, hisfingers brushed the margins, and he felt something—an imprint in the
vellum. Intrigued, he examined it more closdly.

It looked asif someone had written anote on another vellum or piece of paper, likely with alead stylus,
and the impression had gone through. Eagerly, he found a piece of charcoa and lightly rubbed the paper,
as he had the stone markers on the Vio Caldatum, and faint characters emerged. When he was done, he
sat saring at the results.

The characters were the same as those inscribed on Aspar’ shorn, to the letter. Following it wasasingle
word in the king' stongue.

Find.

"I’d stay away from her, if | wereyou," Brother Ehan remarked the next day as Stephen sidled nearer
Angd.

"I’veridden Angel before," Stephen said. "Haven't 1, girl ?*
The mare looked dubious.
"Well, she may not be as crazy asthe other, but she' s learned some wildness.”

"Shh. Angel." He proffered the mare an gpple. She sniffed suspicioudy and her eyesrolled, but she took
astep or two closer.

"That'sit, good girl. Come here."

"I don’'t see what the point is, anyway," Ehan said.
"Thepointis," Stephen said softly, "'l want to ride her."
"Why?

"Becauseit would take too long to walk where | want to go."

"What in Saint Roogter’ s name are you talking about?"



The mare was dmost close enough to touch now. Her flanks were trembling as she took another step,
ducked her head, pulled it back up, and gently took the apple.

"That' sfine, girl," Stephen said. "Remember this?' He drew abridle from behind his back.

Ange eyed the thing, but seemed dmost camed by its presence. Stephen lay it against the Side of her
heed, |etting her get agood whiff of him and it, then gently Started putting it on her. She didn’t object.

"That’s my sweetheart,” Stephen cooed.
"Tell mewhere you're going,” Ehan demanded. "WE re supposed to be tending the orchard after this."

"I know. If I'm missed, | don’t expect you to liefor me. I’'m not going to tell you where I’m going for the
samereason.”

Ehan chewed hislip and spat. "Y ou'll be back by vespers?'
"Or not at dl," Stephen assured him. "All right, girl, are you ready?'

Angel answered by not throwing him once he’ d gingerly climbed on her back. She slamped alittle
skittishly, but then took the bridle. Stephen switched her into abrisk trot, which wasn't dl that pleasant
bareback, for either party.

"Sorry, girl," hesaid, "'l couldn’t have brought a saddle out here without being noticed.”

It had taken him amost two daysto drag Aspar White from where he had found him to the monastery,
but in fact the distance was only about aleague. Unencumbered and mounted, he covered the distancein
under two bells. His memory was as perfect a mental mgpmaking asin every other thing snce his
fanewak, so he found the spot without much trouble.

He surveyed the scene, frowning, and dismounted. Dead |leaves littered the ground, falen from atree that
might have been lightning struck but there was no mark of lightning on it. Nevertheless it was dead, and
sowasatrail of ferns and undergrowth that wound into the clearing, stopped short of the remains of his
fire, then continued off in adifferent direction. The point where thetrail turned was exactly where he
remembered the beaked creature standing.

"Nolion did this, Angd," he murmured. Not that he had ever accepted the fratrex’ srationalization.
Hewas till studying the unnaturd trail when he heard voicesin the distance.

Stephen had had plenty enough experience with strangersin the forest for one lifetime, so he began
quietly leading Angd away. Remembering Aspar’ s story, he went up aridge where aline of thicker
growth hid him from the valley. He tethered the mare on the other sde of the ridge, then crept down
where he could have aview of the place he'd found Aspar White.

After perhaps haf abdl, eight mounted men came into view. Stephen felt a cold shock when he saw who
they were.

It was Desmond Spendlove and his men. They had their cowls down, and Stephen recognized severa of
them: the hulking Brother Lewes, Brothers Aligern, Topan, and Seigereik—the four nastiest of the bunch,
according to Ehan. The others he had seen but couldn’t name. They wereeightinall.

They stopped and examined the campfire and dead vegetation.

"What isit up to?' Lewes grunted.



Spendlove shook hishead. "I don’t know. It was chasing someone. Maybe that holter Fend told us
about."

"Right. Thenwhereishe?'

"Someone dragged hisbody out,” Seigereik said, examining the ground. "That way."
"D’Ef isaleague that way," Spendlove mused. "How interesting.”

"But the greffyn didn’t follow,” Seigereik said.

"It probably left after killing itsprey.”

"Areweto teke upitstrail again, then?'

Spendlove shook his head. "No. We vework to do inthewest."

"Ah. The queen?'

"The changding in her guard bungled her killing. Now it’s our turn. We re to meet with Fend in Loiyes."
Helooked again at the greffyn’strail. "But first | think we' d better stop in at d' Ef, to learn more about
what happened here.”

"With the alies Fend has, he should be able to handle thison hisown," Topan said, hisice-blue gaze
needling casualy through the surrounding forest.

"Fend canfail, just like the changding. They should have sent usto begin with, but oursisn’t to question.”
"Still, it could take usamonth to get there," Topan argued. "What if we go al that way for nothing?'
"There are other mattersto tidy,” Spendlove assured him. "Besides, the country air will do you good."

"I’ ve had too much of thet lately.”

"We do what we do," Spendlove replied. "If you don’t want to do it anymore, you know the way out.”
He started for his horse.

Asthey rode off, Stephen didn’t dare bresthe. He lay there, teeth clenched, redlizing that he had taken
Aspar White to perhaps the most dangerous place imaginable.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
TheWomb of M€fitis

Anne dreamed of the light of the sun on the grassy Seeve, of the furnace of sunset on therinns, of the
simple dance of acandle flame. She wrapped herself in the memory of color and shadow and hoped she
wouldn’t forget the way thewind in the leaves of the tall e ms aong the cands shivered thelight into
pieces of phay gold. Not the way she had forgotten Roderick’ sface.

They won't let me go mad, shethought. They won’t leave me down here for a nineday.

But maybe they dready had. Maybe she had been here for amonth. A year. Maybe her hair had turned
gray and Roderick was married. A father dead of old age. Maybe her madnesswas in clinging to hope,



in pretending she hadn’t been herefor very long at dl.

Shetried to re-create time by counting heartbeats or tapping her fingers. She tried to measure it by her
periods of hunger, and how much food and water remained. She preferred to keep her eyes shut rather
than open. With them shut, she could pretend things were as they ought to be, that she wasin her bed,

trying to deep.
Of course, she had mostly lost the difference between waking and deeping.

Her only consolation was that she had begun to hate the darkness. Not to fear it, as shefirst had, or
capitulateto it as Sister Secula surely meant her to.

No, sheloathed it. She plotted againgt it, imagining how she might strike alight initsugly belly and kill it.
She searched through the meager supplies, hoping to find some smal piece of sted, something that would
make a spark againgt stone, but there was nothing. Of course there was't. How many girls had they put
down here, over the centuries? How many must have thought of the same thing?

"But I’m not another girl," Anne muttered, listening asthe sound of her voicefilled the place. "I’'m a
daughter of the house Dare.”

And s0, with grest determination, she Stared a nothingness and imagined asingle point of light, banishing
every other thought. If she couldn’t break the darknessin redlity, she could at least do so in her heart.
Shetried, and maybe she dept, and shetried again. She took theidea of light, her memories of it, and
squeezed them together between her eyes, willing it to be redl with every fiber of her being.

And suddenly it was there—a spark, the tiniest of points, no larger than a pinprick.
"Saintd" she gagped, and it vanished.

She wept for alittle while, dried her eyes, and with greater determination than before, began again.

The next time the spark appeared, she hdd it, nurtured it, fed it dl of the membrance of light she could
find, and dowly, hesitantly, beautifully it grew. It grew to the Size of an acorn, then aslarge asa hand, and
it had color init, and spread like amorning glory opening its petals. She could see things now, but not
what she had expected. No walls and floor of stone, but instead the rough bark of an oak, twining vines,
agpray of yelow flowers—asif thelight wasreally ahole through thewall of adark room, openinginto a
garden.

But it wasn't ahole; it was a sphere, and it pushed away the darkness until there was none left and she
stood not in acave, but in abrightly lit forest glade.

She looked down and could not see her shadow, and with askip of her heart knew where shewas. She
also knew her madness must be complete.

"Y ou’ ve come without your shadow,” avoice said.

It was awoman, but not the same one she had seen before, that day on Tom Woth. This one had
unbound hair of fine chestnut and amask carved of bone polished very smooth. Itsfeatures were fine and
lifelike, and her mouth was not covered by it. She wore adress of golden brown silk embroidered with
interlaced braids and knots of ram-headed serpents and oak |eaves.

"| didn’t meanto come hereat dl," Annetold her.



"But you did. In Eden you made a pact with Cer. It took you to the Coven Saint Cer and now it brings
you here." She paused. "I wonder what that means?”

For some reason, that smple question frightened Anne more than the darkness had.

"Don’'t you know? Aren't you asaint? Who are you, and whereis the other woman, the one with the
golden hair?'

The woman smiled wistfully. "My sister? Near, I'm sure. Asfor me, | don’t know who | am, anymore,”
shesad. "I’'mwaiting to know. Likeyou."

"l know who I am. I'm Anne Dare."

"Y ou know aname, that’sdl. Everything e seisaguessor anilluson.”

"l don’'t understand you."

The woman shrugged. "It’ s not important. What do you want?"

"What do | want?"

"Y ou came here for something.”

Anne hesitated. "I want out of the cave, out of the womb of Saint Mefitis."
"Eadly done. Leaveit."

"There saway out?'

"Yes. Y ou found one way dready, but thereis another. Isthat al?'

Anne considered that carefully for amoment. She was probably mad, but if shewasn't...
If she wasn't, she would do better thistime than she had the last.

"No," she sad firmly. "When your sster abducted me she said somethings. | thought they were
nonsense, or that | was having adream. Praifec Hespero thought so, too, when | told him."

"And now?"

" think shewas redl, and | want to understand what she said.”

Thewoman'slips curved in asmile. "She told you that there must be a queen in Eden when he comes.”
"Yes. But why, and whois‘he ? And why tell me?’

"I’m sure you asked those questions of my sigter.”

"Y es, and she answered with nonsense. | was scared then, too scared to demand better answers. Now |
want them."

"Y ou can't dways have the things you want."

"But you—she—wants me to do something. Everyone wants me to do something. Act oneway instead
of another, go to acoven, promisethisor that. Well, herel am! If you want something from me, explainiit
or stay out of my dreamd”



"Y ou came herethistime, Anne, of your own freewill." The masked woman sighed. "Ask your
questions. I'll try to be more helpful than my sister. But you must understand, Anne, that we arefar less
masters of ourselvesthan you are, however you might fedl. A dog cannot speak like aman and acloud
may not sound like alute. The dog can bark, the cloud can thunder. It is how they are made.”

Anne pursed her lips. ™Y our Sster said that Crotheny must not fal, and that there must be aqueenin
Eden when your mysterious‘he' comes. At the very moment she told me that, my mother the queen was
nearly killed. Did she know about that?"

"She knew."
"Why didn’'t shetdl me?'

"What good would it have done? The attempt on your mother was over before you returned to Eden.
My sigter told you what you needed to know."

"Shedidn’t tell me anything. Who isthis man who is coming? Why must there be aqueen? And mostly—
mostly—what must | do?"

"You'll know when the time comes, if you only remember what she said. There must be aqueen. Not the
wife of aking, you understand, but a queen paramount.”

Anne' sjaw dropped. "No. No, | didn’t understand thet at al. But still—"
"Y ou must seethat thereisaqueen, Anne."

"Y ou mean become one?'

The woman shrugged. " That would be one way."

"Y es, an impossible one. My father and mother and brother and dl of my sisterswould have to be
dead... before..."

For amoment she couldn’t go on.

"Isthat it?" she asked, feding cold. "Isthat what’ s going to happen?’
"l don't know."

"Don't tell methat! Tell me something real ."

The woman cocked her head to the side. "We only see need, Anne. Like agood cook, | know when the
roast needs more salt or abay leaf, whether it needsto stay on the spit for another bell or not.”

"Crotheny isnot aroast.”

"No. Nor isthe world. Perhaps| am more like a chirgeon, then. | see aman so wounded and infected
that parts of him have begun to rot, and the worms, growing bolder, begin to devour what isleft. | fed his
pain and disease, and know what salves he needs, where fire needs to be put to the wound, and when."

"Crotheny isn't rotting.”
Thewoman shook her head. "It isvery nearly dead.”

Anne dashed the back of her hand in the woman’ sdirection. "Y ou're acloud, you' re achirgeon.



Crotheny isaroad, it'sawounded man. Speak plain words! Y ou suggest that my country and family are
in gravest danger, and that | must be queen or queen-maker, yet herel amin Vitdlio, athousand leagues
away! Should | stay or leave? Tell me what to do, and no more nonsense about roasts and invalids.”

"Y ou're where you are supposed to be, Anne, and I’ ve already told you what to do. The rest you must
discern for yoursdf."

Annerolled her eyes. "No better. No better. Then answer this straight, if you can. Why me? If you can't
redlly see the future, why am | needed, and not Fastia, or Mother, for love of the saints?"

The woman turned her back on Anne and walked afew paces. Her back till turned, she sighed.
"Because | fed the need for you," she said. "Because the oaks whisper it, even asthe greffyn kills them.
And becausg, of dl living women, you are the only one who can cometo melike this, unbidden.”

"My sster summoned you when you wa ked widdershins under the sun. | did not summon you—you
summoned me ."

"I told you. Y ou made a pact with Saint Cer. When you send prayers by the dead, there isaways a cost,
thereis aways consequence.”

"But | didn’'t know."

Thewoman uttered a chilling little laugh. "'If ablind man walks over the edge of adliff, doestheair ask if
he knew what he was doing before it refuses to hold him up? Do the rocks below ask what he did or
didn’t know about them before they break his bones?’

"Then Cer has cursed me?'

"She has blessed you. Y ou have walked her strangest faneway. Y ou are touched by her as no other
mortd."

"I never walked any faneway," Anne said. "Faneways arefor priests, not for women."

A smiledrew across the woman'’ s thin and bloodlesslips. "The tomb below Eden-of-Shadowsisa
sedos” she sad. "Thewomb of Saint Mefitisis another, itstwin. They are two haves of the same thing.
A very short faneway, | suppose, but very difficult to find. Y ou arethe only oneto wak it in morethan a
thousand years. Y ou will bethelast to walk it for another thousand, perhaps.”

"What doesit mean?"

The woman laughed again. "If | knew, | would tell you. But | do know this: It needed to happen. Y our
prayer to Saint Cer brought you here and set in motion every consequence of that trip. Including this one.
Asl said, you are where you were meant to be."

"So I’'mto Say in the coven, even if they throw mein the earth to rot? No, | see. They were supposed to
throw me down here, because Saint Cer willed it." She snorted. "What if | choose not to believe you?
What if | think you' re some shinecrafting witch, trying to trick me?Y ou comeinto my dreams and tell me
liesand expect | will eat them like gingercake.”

A sudden thought occurred that struck her straight to the middle. "What if you’ re aHanzish shinecrafter?



That you and your sister bewitched the knight into trying to murder my mother? Of course, you must be!
How stupid of me!"

The implications made her knees buckle. Everyonein Eden waslooking for someone with the power to
bewitch a Craftsman and at the very moment it happened Anne had been holding conversation with just
such aperson.

And she hadn’t told anyone but the praifec, who hadn’t believed her, and now here she was, caught in
the grip of sadistic nuns a thousand leagues from anyone she trusted.

Even Austra had made her promise not to run away. Maybe Austra was bewitched, too.
"You'realiar," Annesad. "A liar and awitch."

Thewoman shook her head, but Anne couldn’t tdll if it was adenid. She started to walk off, into the
woods.

"No! Come back here and answer me!"
Thewoman waved her hand, and al was darkness.

"No!" Annewailed again. But she was back on the cold stone floor of the cave. She pounded the floor
with her figts, tears of anger wincing from her eyes.

After cdling hersdf stupid afew hundred times, Anne cameto one very certain conclusion: She could not
and would not trust Sister Seculato let her out of the caves. The masked woman had told her there was
another way out. It was probably alie, but she remembered now the storiesin which cavesfigured, and
indeed there usually was more than one exit.

And so, very carefully, moving very dowly and on dl fourslike abeast, she crossed the boundary the
nuns had warned her not to cross, and passed onto the unknown, uneven floor of the cave.

It was easier than she expected it to be. Each dip and curve in the floor seemed to be somehow where it
ought to be, and exploring quickly became more like remembering. It was both frightening and exciting.
What if shereally had somehow walked afaneway, like apriest? Like Genya Dare and her heroes?
What if this strange new sense wasn't her imagination, but exactly what it seemed to be?

Imagination or not, she grew more and more confident of her way, and stood up. The echo of her
footsteps told her when shewasin alarge galery or smal. A colder fed to the air warned her of adeep
cleft in the rock, and the taste of the cave' s breath suggested water. The taste grew stronger as she went
aong, until findly she could hear amerry trickling. And, after crawling up and down through
passages—some almost too small to move through at al—she saw light.

Dimlight.
Red light.

Soon the light was bright enough to be painful, and she had to stop to let her eyes regather their strength
after so many days of darkness. But findly, when the sun’ srays were no longer daggers, she advanced
farther to the mouth of the cave, and for awhile she did nothing more than luxuriate in thefed of thelight
and wind upon her skin. Then she began taking in her surroundings.



The cave opened from ahillsdethick in olive, bay, and juniper. Anne reasoned it was the same long
ridge that the coven stood upon, but afew careful glances showed the towers nowhere in sight, which
meant she must be on the other end of it. She carefully picked her way toward the top until shefinaly
could see the coven, and see as well that it was quite adistance away. Satisfied that she knew where she
was, Anne made her way back down and began to explore, being careful to fix the landmarks near the
cavefirmly in her mind.

The flatter land below the cave was lightly forested, the lines of trees broken often by grassy clearings. It
must once have been pasture—probably for the stupid shegp—but she saw no recent signs of grazing.

A littlefarther on she again heard the trickle of water, and to her ddight found a spring-fed poal. A flight
of birds darted up from the trees surrounding it, such abright yellow in color that she exclaimed aoud.

Finishing her survey around the pool, she tested the water and found it cool. She looked around again,
until she convinced herself she was quite alone, then stripped out of the smelly habit and eased into the
water. It felt wonderful, and after alittle swimming she was content to rest in the shallows, submerged to
her chin, and close her eyes. Theingdes of her eyelids shone red, and she tried to forget about her
experiences in the womb of Saint Mefitis—and to forget, too, that she had to go back there. Whether the
woman of her vison wasaliar or not, there was ill her promise to Austra, and she would not bresk
that.

She might have dozed, for she came awake certain she had heard something but wasn't at al surewhat it
was. Suddenly frightened, she looked quickly around the pool, redlizing thiswasn't Eden, that there
could be any number of wild beasts around that she knew nothing of.

But it wasn't abeast saring at her with wide, dark eyes. It wasaman, atall, young one, in black doublet
with brown hose and large-brimmed hat. He had one hand draped on the pommel of avery long sword.
He smiled asmilethat Annedid not likeat dl.

CHAPTER TWELVE
A Quick Decision

When Brother Spendlove and his men were out of sight, Stephen urged Angel into awalk that angled
them away from the direct path that led back to d’ Ef. Spendlove had walked the faneway of Mamres,
but he had also walked the same faneway that Stephen had. Each person who walked a faneway
received different gifts, but it was reasonable to suppose that Spendlove’ s senses had been heightened,
aswell—and prudent to suppose he could hear at least aswell as Stephen.

Once Stephen couldn’'t make out their voices anymore, he turned Angel to aparald path back to the
monastery and urged her to agallop.

Riding arunning horse with a saddle on atrail was one thing; doing so bareback in the forest was
another. Stephen gripped hisknees against Angdl’ sflanks, dug hisfistsinto her mane, and kept his body
low. Angel splashed through a stream, stumbled climbing the opposite bank, then recovered. Stephen
prayed the mare wouldn't step into some leaf-hidden hole or den, but he couldn’t afford to spare the
poor beast; he knew to hismarrow that if he didn’t reach d’ Ef before Desmond Spendlove, Aspar White
was adead man.

He swallowed hisfear at the breakneck pace and did his best to hold on.



He and the mare broke from the woods into the lower pasture, where ahandful of cows scattered from
their path and the two brothers tending them gawked curioudly. Oncein the clearing, Angel’ s pace went
from breathtaking to absolutely terrifying. The two of them pounded up the hill to where he had last seen

Ogre.

The big stallion was il there, watching their gpproach with suspicious eyes. Stephen dowed as he
neared, cleared histhroat and shouted, "Follow, Ogre!™ in the best approximation of Aspar White's
voice he could manage. He was startled by how good the impersonation was. To his ears and memory, it
sounded exactly right.

Ogre hesitated, stamping. Stephen repeated the command, and the beast tossed his head before—with a
gedy glint in hiseye—he began trotting after Angel.

Together, they raced through the orchard, whipping past Brother Ehan. The short fellow shouted
something Stephen couldn’t hear. Stephen ignored him; he didn’t have time to go back, and there was no
need to involve the closest thing he had to afriend in this mess. He had to reach Aspar. With the possible
exception of Brother Ehan, there was no one else a d Ef he could count on. The holter would never
survive donein his condition, and anyway, Stephen himsalf would bein danger for heping White,

They would have to flee together, and though he felt shame and failure and dl of those things hisfather
would seein thisflight, he aso had to admit that he was damned well reedy to leave the monastery d' Ef.
There was too much wrong here, too much darkness, and he wasn't equipped to ded withiit.
Furthermore, if the queen of Crotheny wasin danger, it was his duty to warn her.

He hdted Angd & the very foyer of the nave and legpt down, then rushed into the cool dark, hoping he
wasn't aready too late. Aspar lay where he had been, eyes closed and pale, but before Stephen was
within five strides the holter’ s eyes flicked open and he sat up.

"What?' Aspar grunted.
"You'rein danger,” Stephen said. "We're in danger. We have to go, and right away. Can you do it?'

Aspar’ s mouth pinched, probably around a caustic remark, but then he snapped his head in assent. "Y ah.
I’ll need ahorse.”

Stephen drew adeep breath of relief, surprised and gratified that the holter took hisword so readily.
"Ogreisjust outsde," he said.

"Y ou have wegpons?'

"No. And thereign't timeto find any."

"Will we be pursued?’

"I'msurewewill."

"I’ll need weapons. A bow. Do you know where you can get one?"
"Maybe. But, Holter—"

Exasperated, Stephen sprinted back outside, remembering that abow used for shooting at deer in the
orchard was kept in the garden shed. He had never seen any other weapon at d’ Ef, unless the butcher’s



cleavers counted. There must be an armory somewhere, but he' d never thought to discover it.
He nearly bowled over Brother Recard on the way out.
"Brother!" the Hanzish monk asked. "What' sthe matter?"

"Bandits," Stephen improvised. "Maybe fifty of them, coming through the orchards! We' Il need to defend
agang them. Ring thedarm.”

Themonk’ s eyeswent wide. "But why did you comein here?'

"Because | know the bandits," Aspar grunted. "They may have followed me here. Outlawed cutthroats
from beyond the Naksoks. Bloody-handed barbarians. They’ Il not respect your clericy. If you don't fight
them, they take you dive and egt one eye while you watch with the other.”

"I’ll ring the bell!" Recard said, aready racing to do so.
"I’ll get your bow, now,” Stephen said.

"Yah. The horses are outside? I’ Il meet you there.”

Stephen reached the shed and took the bow down from its peg, checking quickly to make sure the Snew
was there and grabbing the quiver of eight arrows hung next to it. On the way back out of the shed, he
noticed a swingle-blade leaning against the wall, the kind used for clearing underbrush. He grabbed that,
too, and hurried back to the nave. He found the holter outside, his face white and swesating as hetried to
mount Ogre. Monks darted past him, going to the places assgned them in the event of an attack on the
monastery, there to await orders from the fratrex.

The fratrex, who stood in the doorway of the nave, watched the holter mount with afrown.
Stephen gpproached warily. The fratrex shifted his gaze.
"Brother Stephen,” he asked mildly. "Are you behind this commotion? Why are you armed?”

Stephen didn't answer but handed the holter the bow and climbed upon Angel, keeping the
swingle-bladein hishand.

"Answer me," thefratrex said.
"Brother Spendloveiscoming to kill thisman," Stephen said. 1 will not dlow it."
"Brother Spendlove will do no such thing. Why should he?!

"Because he' sthe one murdering people in the forest, doing the blood rites on the sedoi. The same blood
ritesyou’ ve had me research.”

"Spendlove?' the fratrex asked. "How do you know that?"
"I heard him say it," Stephen said. "And now he' sgoing to murder the queen.”

"One of our own order?" thefratrex asked. "That’ s not possible, unless—" His eyeswent wide, and
wider still. He gurgled, spit blood from his mouth, and collgpsed. From the shadows of the nave behind
him, Desmond Spendlove stepped into the light, his men just behind him.



"Congratulations, Brother Stephen,” Spendlove said. "To spare this holter, you' ve killed the fratrex.”
Once again, Stephen’ s orderly world of assumptions collapsed around his ears.
"But | thought..."

"I know. Very amusing, to think this doddering old fool was at the bottom of anything. Did you ever think
himwise?' Helooked up at Aspar. "And you. | have friendslooking for you. | suspect they will be happy
enough with some token of your death. Y our head, perhaps. And stop trying to string that bow, or Il
have you cut down right now." He looked back at Stephen. "Brother, despite your trespasses, you can
be forgiven. Well, perhaps not forgiven, but certainly spared. Y ou can till be useful.”

"l won't help you anymore,” Stephen said. He swallowed ahard lump of fear, but to hissurprise hefdtin
his chest something stronger forming. 1 won't betray my vows or my church or the people of my
country. You'll haveto kill me, too." He raised his makeshift wegpon. "I wonder if you have the courage
tokill meyoursdf."

Spendlove shrugged. " Courage? Courage is nothing. Y ou’ Il see what happensto your courage when we
cut you open. Not to kill you, mind you. Just to convince you of your worth. I'm afraid | can’t merdly
release you to Saint Dun.”

Stephen tried to say something in return, but he faltered. Hands shaking, he raised the wespon.
"Ride away, Aspar White," hesaid. "I’ll do my best to keep them back.”
"l wouldn’t get far," Aspar replied. "I might aswell die here as anyplace.”

"Then do me afavor," Stephen said. "Stick that arrow of yoursin my heart if they take astep toward
rre.ll

"Thisisvery touching,” Spendlove said. He suddenly bared histeeth, and Stephen felt something likea
hot wind pass him. Aspar White gasped in agony and the arrow he was holding dropped to the ground.

"There" Spendlovesad. "And now..."

Helooked down at a sudden movement near hisfeet. It wasthe fratrex, pushing himsalf up on hispams,
reaching toward thewal| of the monastery.

"Spendlove, betrayer, heretic,” the old man murmured, just barely loud enough to hear.

Suddenly cracks spidered up the sonewals of the nave, multiplying, and in an ingtant, with agritting
roar, the entire face of the building collapsed. Spendlove and his men vanished behind the rubble and
dust.

"Ride, damn you," Aspar shouted, even before the stones settled.
"But |I—" Stephen sarted helplesdy toward the collgpsing building.
"Ride and we may liveto fight later. Stay and today we'll die.”

Stephen hesitated an instant longer, then spun on histoe and legpt up on Angdl’ s back. Together, the two
men rode asif al the dark saintswere at their backs.

As perhapsthey were.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
A Meeting

Cazio rested his hand on the pomme of Caspator and leaned againgt a pomegranate tree. The girl in the
pool saw him, and with an audible gasp sank suddenly to her chin, which was disgppointing. Though he'd
only been teased by the view of her dim white body in the water, her neck had been shapely enough, and
now even that was hidden.

He smiled and picked at her pile of clothes with thetip of his sword.

"Thank you," he said, in acarrying voice, directing hisface at the sky. "Thank you, Lady Erenda,
patroness of lovers, for granting my wish."

"l am not your wish," the girl sngpped angrily. "Y ou must leave immediately, whoever you are” She
gpokewith alilt asforeign and exotic asthe color of her hair. Thisgirl was growing moreinteresting al of
thetime. Of course, shewas aso the first girl he had seen in weeks, since he and z' Acatto had accepted
the hospitality of the countess Orchaevia. The countess preferred male servants, and the nearest village
was afull day’swalk. But here, only aleague' s ramble from the mansion, he' d happened on abit of luck.

"And | am not your dave, lady," Cazio replied. "I do not answer to your orders.” He waggled afinger at
her. " Anyway, who are you to know what | do or do not wish? As| waswaking along, just now, | said
to our lady Erenda, ‘Lady, thisworld isfull of uglinessand pain. It isadisma domain of woe, and my
trials have taught meto despiseit. Asaresult, |, Cazio Pachiomadio da Chiovattio, who once loved life,
now weary of it. Lady Erenda—' | prayed this. ‘—if you could show me but one instant of the most
perfect beauty imaginable, just asingle glimpse, | could find the strength to forge on, to bear the burdens
aman such asmysdlf isfated to bear.” Only amoment later | heard the sound of thiswater, saw this
poal, and in it the answer to my prayer."

That wasn't entirely alie. He had been hoping steadily for femae company, but hadn’t actually addressed
the lady of love, a least not formaly.

The girl frowned alittle deeper. "Are Vitelian girls more stupid than the usua sort? Or do you think me
dense because | am from another land?"

"Stupid? Not at dl. | can seetheinteligence in your eyes. Y ou have, perhaps, been cardess, to bathein
apool frequented by highwaymen and other scoundrels of low repute, but I'm certain it' s only because
you don’t know the area.”

"I'm learning it quickly enough,” the girl replied. "I’ ve been here only afew moments and dready |’ ve met
someone of ill repute.”

"Now you try to wound me," Cazio said mournfully.

"Leave, 0| may dress.”

"I cannot,” Cazio said regretfully. "My heart will not let me. Not until | know your name.”
"My name? My nameis... Fiene"

"Anintriguing name."



"Y es, and now you haveit, so begone."

"A musicd name. Already my heart issinging it. From what distant land comesthat name, Lady?"
"Liery, you graceess oaf. Will you go now?"

Cazio blinked a her. "Y ou're smiling & me, Fiena."

"Fiene. And I’'m not. Or if | am, it'sbecause you' re so absurd. And it’s pronounced Fee-en-uh.”
"Don’t you want to know my name?"

"Y ou dready said. Cashew, something likethat.”

"Ca-tsee-oh," he corrected.

"Cazio. Cazio, you must leave now."

Cazio nodded and sat down on the gnarled root of awillow. "Certainly | must," he agreed. It suddenly
struck him that the pile of clotheswas ahabit. "Areyou anun?' he asked.

"No," thegirl said. "l found one and killed her and took her clothes. What do you think, you lout, with the
Abode of Gracesright up the hill?"

Cazio looked up and around. "There’ sa coven nearby?"

"On the other sde of the hill."

"A whole house full of women aslovely asyou? Lady Erenda must indeed be pleased with me."
"Yes, you d better hurry and court them," Fienesaid. "They’redl quite naked as| am.”

"It would be awaste of time," Cazio said, trying to sound mournful. "I’ ve aready seen the loveliest of
them. I’d have to go up around that hill just to come back here. Which raises a question—why are you
here? Something tells me you aren't supposed to be."

"Areyou ahighwayman?' the girl demanded suddenly. "Are you arogue?'

"I am at your command,” Cazio answered. "If you want arogue, | can certainly be that."

"l want agentleman who will dlow meto get dressed.”

"Thisgentleman will dlow that," Cazio replied, patting the clothes.

"Not whileyou' rewetching.”

"But the Sight of you was granted me by agoddess. Who am | to deny her will?"

"You didn't seeme," Fiene corrected, though her tone betrayed some doubt. "I was submerged.”

Cazio peered over hisnose. "'l admit, I’ ve not viewed the undistorted image. The rippling of the water
might mask defectsin figure. I'm starting to wonder if you could actudly be as beautiful as| imagine.”

"Figd" Fenereplied. "l don't haveto take such adight. Here, you judge whether there are any defects.”

So saying she began to rise from the water—but when the water rested across her breastbone, she



snorted derisively and sank back down. "I repest,” Fiene said, "why do you think I'm stupid?”
Cazio drooped his head. "I’ m the stupid one. | aready know that your beauty is perfect.”

Fenerolled her eyes, then settled them boldly on him. "1 am betrothed, sr," shesaid. "1 don't care
whether you find me perfect or perfectly ugly.”

"Ah. Then you are not anun."
"I have been sent here for my education, that isdl.”

"Praised be every lord and lady in the night sky and under earth,” Cazio said. "For now | have at least a
dimhope

"Hope? For you and me?' Shelaughed. "There' s no hope of that, unless you intend to kill me and
abominate my body. After that you can look forward to your own degath at the hands of my betrothed,
Roderick."

"Roderick? That is an unwholesome name. It sounds of pimples and deception.”
"Heisnoble and good, and he would never take advantage of alady’ s distress, asyou do."

Despite himsdf, Cazio suddenly fdlt hisearsburning. "Then heishardly aman," hereplied, "for no true
man could ever unfasten his eyesfrom your face."

"Oh, it smy face you' reinterested in. Then you won’'t mind my dressing. My wimple will not hide my
features”

"Not if you'll promiseto stay here and spesk with me abit," Cazio relented. "'l sensethat you'rein no
grest hurry.”

The girl arched her brows. "Y ou'll turn your back, at least?"

"Lady, | will." And he did so, despite the tantdizing sound as she emerged from the pool, and the rustle
of her clothes as she retrieved them. For amoment she was so near he could have turned and touched
her. But she was sKittish, this one. She would take work.

He heard her carry her clothes back toward the poal.

"What day isit?" she asked.

"May | turnyet?'

"Y ou may not."

"The day isMenzodi," hereplied.

"Threemore days," she murmured. "Good. Thank you."

"Three more days of what?' he asked.

"Do you have anything to eat?" Fiene asked, instead of answering him.
"Nothing, I'm afraid.”

"Very well. No, keep your back turned. I’'m not quite finished.”



Cazio puffed his cheeks and tapped hisfoot.

"Y ou never told me what you were doing out here," he said. ™Y ou' re up to mischief, aren’t you?”'
Shedidn’'t answer. "May | turn yet?" he asked. "I’ ve kept my bargain.”

When shedidn’t answer again, he did turn—in time to see her vanish up the hillsde.

"Faithless beauty!" he shouted after her.

She popped back into view briefly, waved, and blew him akiss. Then she was gone. He thought about
chasing her, but decided againgt it. If she wanted to play that sort of game, to Lord Ontro with her.

With asigh, he turned and began walking back toward the mansion of the countess Orchaevia. But he
took care to remember the landmarks of the place.

The sun was a perfectly golden coin and it was an hour before sunset when Cazio came back in sight of
the manse. It lay below him, in the midst of ahundred versos of vineyards, asingle narrow road
wandering to and away from it. The house itself was splendidly huge, white-walled and red-roofed, with
agpaciousinner courtyard and arustic-walled horz on its west wing. Behind that were stables, barnyard,
and the must-house where wine was fermented and bottled.

Cazio descended between rows of grapevines, idly picking the amethy<t fruits now and then, enjoying the
sweet, windike smell of those that had falen to rot upon the ground.

He couldn’t stop wondering about the girl. She said she’d come from Liery. What country was Liery?
One of the northern ones, surely, where such pale skin and strangely colored hair were commonplace.

Hefound himsdf at the manson gate dmost beforeredizing it. A sharp-featured serving boy in yelow
stockings and plum doublet recognized him and let him into the red-flagstoned courtyard.

A throaty femae voice greeted him as he entered. "Cazio, my ddlo!" she said. "Where have you been?
Y ou'veamost missed dinner.”

Cazio bowed. "Good evening, casnara Countess Orchaevia. | was merdly taking my leisurein the
beautiful countryside around your estate.”

The countess Orchaeviasat at along table beneath the eaves of the courtyard wall. She wasawomanin
her middle years, enlarged and rounded by the copious foods that always graced her table. Her face was
asround and shiny asaporceain platter, with alittle snubbed nose, emerald eyes, and pink cheeks.
Cazio had rarely seen her without a smile on her face.

"Rambling again? | wish | could think of moreto entertain you with here, so you needn’t walk al over
crestion.”

"l enjoy it," Cazio told her. "It kegps mefit."

"WEell, ayoung man should befit," she dlowed. "Please, join mein repast.” She nodded &t the viands
before her.

"I think I will," he said. "I’ ve worked up a bit of an gppetite.” He pulled out aleather-bottomed chair, s,
and surveyed what was to be had. He settled on afig, cut and opened to resemble aflower and
garnished with the dry, salty ham of theregion. A servant approached and poured him agoblet of dark



red wine.
"Was Z Acatto with you?' the countess asked. "I haven't seen him today either.”
"Have you checked your wine cdllars?' Cazio asked. "He has atendency to sttle there.”

"Well, let him stay there then,” she pouted, spooning a cube of fresh cheese, drenched in olive oil and
garlic, onto adice of toasted bread. "He can't get to the choicest vintages, anyway. Hethinks| don't
know he' s searching for them.” She looked up at Cazio. "Which direction did you go today?"

Cazio gestured west with the half of the fig that remained.
"Oh! You paid avist to the Abode of Graces."

"I don’t know what you' re talking about," Cazio replied innocently, taking asip of thewine. "l saw only
trees and sheep.”

Shelooked a him suspicioudy. "Y ou're telling me ahandsome young dello like you hasn't yet sniffed out
acoven full of young ladies?| never thought it would take you thislong.”

Cazio shrugged and reached for aripe black olive. "Perhaps|’ll go there tomorrow."

The countesswagged agrilled partridge leg a him. "Don’t go to cause trouble. Those are my neighbors,
you know. Each year | throw asmall fete for them. It sthe only such luxury they are alowed.”

"Do you indeed?' Cazio said, placing the dlive pit in asmal dish and turning his attention to a plate of
diced pears and hard ewe' s cheese.

"Oh, Orchaevia has your attention now, doesn’'t she?"

"Nonsense," Cazio said, stretching hislegs out and lazily crossing them at the ankle.
"Well, if you're not interested. .." She shrugged and took along draught of her wine,

"Oh, very well, let usassume | have some dight interest. When might thisfete take place?!
The countess smiled. "On the eve of Fiussand, thefirst day of Seftamenza.”

"In threeweeks time."

"Of course, you aren't invited,” she said dyly. "But | might be able to arrange something, if amatter of the
heartisinvolved."

"No such matter exists. Besides, | may not be here in three weeks."

Orchaeviashook her head. "Oh, things haven't cooled in Avdlayet. That will take moretime.”
"l had considered atrip to Furonesso,” Cazio said.

The countess sputtered into her wine. "In this heat? Whatever for?"

"My sword isgrowing rusty.”

"Y ou practice every day with my guards!"

Cazio shrugged.



The countess narrowed her eyes, then suddenly laughed merrily. "You'll stay,” she opined as she spread
rabbit liver pété on another toast. "Y ou’' re only trying to convince yoursdlf that someone hasn’t got you
by the nose"

Cazio stopped with a buttered quail egg halfway to his mouth. " Casnara, what under heaven are you
talking about?"

She amiled. "I can seeit in that distracted ook on your face, the expression when | mentioned my fete.
Never try to fool Orchaeviawhen it comesto mattersof love. You areinlove”

"And that isvery ridiculous,”" Cazio said emphaticaly. He was becoming annoyed. "Eveniif | did meet
someone today, you think my heart could be so quickly swayed? That' s the stuff of your romances,
Countess, not red life."

"That' swhat every young man thinks until it happensto him," the countess replied, with awink.
"Tomorrow you' Il wander in the same direction you did today. Trust me."

Annewoke in darkness. From avantage on the hill, she’ d watched the strange man leave, but she didn’t
trust him not to return, so she’ d dept in the cave. Of course, he seemed relatively harmless; he'd never
threatened her, only swaggered and Strutted like arooster. But there was no sensein being stupid.

Sherosg, stretched, got her bearings, and began cautioudy back toward the outside. Her stomach
rumbled; al of thefood that had been sent down with her was back in the fane of Mefitis, and Anne
didn’t want to go back there until she had to. She’ d considered going all the way back there to deep, on
the off chance that the Ssters might check on her, but if they hadn’t in the Six daysthat had aready
passed, she couldn’t imagine they would today.

Still, shewould have to do something about her hunger soon. Perhaps she could find apples or
pomegranates.

She waited at the cave entrance for awhile, watching and listening, then began climbing back down. She
found the pool again, circled it several times, and found no one there. Then she went to look for food.

Around noon she was ready to give up and go back to the fane. She’ d found some fruits, but either
didn’t know what they were or didn’t find them ripe. She’ d seen arabhbit and many squirrels, but knew
nothing of hunting or how to build afireif she did manageto get one. Austrahad been right, of course;
her fantasy of living free and off the land was just that, a fantasy. It was a good thing she hadn’t managed
to run away.

Disconsolate, she started back toward the cave.

Passing by the pool again, she caught amotion from the corner of her eye and ducked behind a bush.
She winced at the stir of noises she made, then cautioudy peered around the leaves.

Cazio was back. Today he wore awhite shirt and dark red breeches. His sword was propped against a
nearby olive tree and he sat on a blanket. He was busy removing items from a basket—pears, cheese,
bread, a bottle of wine.

"I"ve brought food thistime," he said, without turning.

Anne hesitated. He was far enough away that if sheran, he probably couldn’t catch her. Still, what did
she know of thisfellow other than he was an arrogant ass?



That he' d kept his back turned when she was naked, as she'd asked him. After amoment’s
consideration, she emerged and walked toward him.

"You're peragtent,” she noticed.

"And you're hungry,” the fellow replied. He stood and bowed. "There were no proper introductions,
yesterday. | am Cazio Pachiamadio da Chiovaitio. | will beinyour debt if you will join mefor atime.”

Anne quirked her mouth. "Asyou say, | amn hungry.”
"Then, if you please, casnaraFiene, sit with me.”
"Andyou' || be agentleman?'

"In every way."

She settled warily on the other side of the blanket, with the food between them. She eyed the victuas
hungrily.

"Please, edt," Cazio said.
She reached for apear and bit into it. It was sweet and ripe, and the juice drizzled down her chin.

"Try the cheese with it," Cazio suggested, pouring her agoblet of red wine. "It’'s caso dac’ uva , one of
the best in theregion.”

Annetook of awedge of the cheese. It was sharp, hard, and piquant, and went very well with the pear.
Shewashed it dl down with the wine. Cazio began eating, too, at amuch more leisurely pace.

"Thank you," Anne said, when she had eaten some of the bread and had alittle more wine, which was
aready warming her thoughts.

"Seeing you isthanks enough,” Cazio replied.

"Youaren't aroguea al," Anne accused.

Cazio shrugged. "Some would argue with that, but I’ ve never made the claim, only the offer.”
"What are you, then? Not a shepherd, with that sword. A wanderer?'

"Of sorts," Cazio replied.

"So you aren’'t from these parts?’

"I'mfromAvdla”

Annelet that pass. She didn’t know where Avellawas, and didn’t care. "Y ou’ ve taken aholiday?' she
asked.

Cazio grinned. "Of sorts," he repeated. "Though it was never festive until now."
"I'm gtill betrothed, you know," Anne reminded him.
"Yes, s01've beentold. A temporary Stuation, for once you' ve gotten to know me—"

"l will undoubtedly till think you an ass, if you keep talking that way," Anne replied.



Cazio clutched at hischest. "Now that wasan arrow,” he said, "striking right to my heart.”

Annelaughed. "Y ou have no heart, Cazio, or at least not aloud one. | think other parts of you are more
outspoken.”

"Y ou think you know mewell, so soon?' Cazio said. "Thisfiancé of yours—heis better spoken?”

"Infinitely so. He writes wonderful letters, he speaks poetry.” She paused. "Or he did when he could il
speak to me and writeto me.”

"Does hetdl you how your hair islike the rarest red saffron of Shaum? Does he reflect on the myriad
colors of your eyes? Does he know your breath aswell as he knows hisown?' Cazio' s eyeswere
suddenly, uncomfortably focused on hers.

"Y ou shouldn't say thingslikethat,” Anne mumbled, feeing a sudden empty pain. | can’t even
remember his face. Nonetheless she loved Roderick. She knew that.

"How long since you' ve seen him?' Cazio asked.
"Almog two months.”

"Areyou sureyou're fill betrothed?”

"What do you mean?"

"I mean aman who would let hislove be carried off to a coven a thousand |eagues awvay might be less
gurdy in his affections than some."

"That... You takethat back!" Anneroseto her feet infury, dmost forgetting that her "betrothd" wasa
lie. Roderick had mentioned nothing of marriage. She' d brought that up only to deflect Cazio' s attentions.

"I did not mean to offend,” Cazio said quickly. "If I've gonetoo far, | gpologize. Asyou say, | canbean
ass. Please, have some more wine."

The wine was dready having considerable effect on Anne, but she nevertheless knelt back down and
accepted the newly filled glass. Still, she regarded him with something resembling acold Sare.

"l have anidea," Cazio said, after amoment.

"Whet alondly cregture it must be."

"l have gpologized," he reminded her.

"Very well. What isyour idea?'

"I presume your lover has not written you because you are not alowed correspondence in the coven?”
"He doesn’'t know where | am. But evenif he did, aletter of mine would never reach him, | fear."

"Y ou know hishand?'

"Likemy own."

"Very wel," Cazio said, leaning back on one elbow and holding hiswineglass up. "Y ou writeand sedl a
letter, and | shall seeit delivered to this Roderick person. | shal receive any reply and bring it to you, a a
place of your liking."



"Y ou would do that? Why?"

"If heis, asyou say, fond of you, he will write you back. If heisinlovewith you, hewill ride hereto see
you. If he hasforgotten you, hewill do neither. Inthat case, | hopeto gain.”

Anne paused, stunned at the offer, though she quickly saw theflaw init. "But if | trust you with his
correspondence,” she pointed out, "you might eesily libel him asfaithless by never sending the letter.”

"And | giveyou my word | will deliver any letter he sendsto you. | swear it on my father’ snameand on
the blade of my good sword, Caspator.”

"I could still never accept the absence of correspondence as proof.”
"Nonethdless, my offer till stands," Cazio replied esslly.
"Agan, why?'

"If nothing moreisto exist between us," Cazio said, "l want you to at least know I'm honest. Besides, it
costs melittleto do this. A trip to anearby village, a handful of coinsto a cuveitur . | need only know
where your Roderick might be found."

"It might be difficult for usto meet after today,” Anne said. "And | have nothing to write with."
"Surdy we can think of something.”

Anne considered that for amoment, and it struck her that she could send not only Roderick a message,
but aso oneto her father, warning him of her visons and the threet they foretold to Crotheny. "Y ou have
seen the coven?' she asked.

"Not yet. Itisaround the hill, yes?'

"Y es. My room isin the highest room of the highest tower. | will write the letter, weight it with astone,
and drop it down. Perhaps we can contrive something with string for you to send hisreturn letters up. Or
perhaps | can meet you here again. If so, | will drop further notesto you." She looked up a him. "Does
this require too much of you?"

"Not intheleast," Cazio replied.
"You aren’'t going to wander on?"
"l am comfortablein thisregion for the moment," he said.

"Then | thank you again,” Annereplied. "Y our offer ismore than | dreamed to hopefor. | will find some
way to reward you."

For aningtant, it dmost looked asif Cazio was blushing. Then he shrugged again. "It isnothing. If thereis
areward, it shal be our friendship." Heraised hisglass. "To friendship.”

Smiling, Anne maiched the toast.

Cazio grinned wryly to himsdlf as he crossed the fields toward Orchaevia s manse. He was wdll pleased
with himsdlf. It might be that there was no onein these parts worthy of his sword, but at least he had
found achallenge. Love, no. Orchaeviawas afoolish romantic. But the chase, yes, that was worthwhile.



It would make the loving al the sweeter when Fiene submitted. She was a project worthy to occupy his
time

And if this Roderick should come looking? Wdll, then Caspator might teach him alesson or two, and that
would be even better.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Purauit

"I hear them,” Stephen whispered in aslow avoice as he could manage. "That way." He thrust hisfinger
eadt, pointing through the trees.

"l don't hear anything," the holter said.

"Shh. If | can hear them, they may be able to hear us. The faneway blessed my senses, and some of them
have marched the same fanes."

Aspar just nodded and laid hisfinger to hislip in agesture of sllence.
After atime, the sounds of horses and riders receded.
"They’ re out of earshot,” Stephen told the holter, when he was sure.

"They took the falsetrail, then. Good." The holter sood. Hisface was il strained and pale, and he
moved asif hislimbswere haf-savered.

"Y ou need rest, and attention,” Stephen said.

"Scedt. I'll live. I'm feding better.”

Stephen was dubious, but didn’t argue. "What now?" he asked instead.
"Tdl me exactly what you heard them say.”

Stephen repeated the conversation as he' d heard it. When he came to the part about Fend, the holter
diffened.

"You'resure. You're sure they mentioned Fend?'

"Yes. My memory is better now, too."

"Fend and a bunch of monks, off to kill the queen. What in the Raver’ seyeisgoing on?"
"l wish | knew," Stephen said.

"Cd Azroth," Aspar mused. "It sin Loiyes. It swhere the royas go when they need extraordinary
protection. | don’'t see how ahandful of nsplanto getinthere”

"They havethe greffyn.”

"I’m not so sure about that,” Aspar said. "They were following it, yes, and it didn’t attack them, but |
don't think they control it."



"But the Briar King controlsit,” Stephen replied. "And the Briar King seemsto be behind al this. And
who knows what powers Spendlove has gained from the dark faneways?'

"Yah," Agpar grunted. "Does't matter. We'll follow ’em and kill "em.”

"You're not in any shapeto kill anyone," Stephen said. "Can't we contact the king? Get him to send
knights?'

"By thetime we could do that, they’ |l be at Cal Azroth.”
"What about Sir Symen?’

"Too far out of theway."

"Soit’sjust us?'

"Yeh"

Stephen took a deep breath. "Wadll, then. | guesswe' |l do that." He cast aglance at the holter. "Thank
you, by theway."

"Whet for? Wasyou saved my hide. Again.”
"For believing me. Trugting me. If you’ d paused to question—"

"Ligen," the holter said. "Y ou' re green and naive and annoying, but you're not aliar, and if you see
danger, it must be pretty damned obvious.”

"l dmogt didn't seeitintime," Stephen said.
"But you saw it. Must be those new eyes of yours.”
"I didn’'t seeit intimeto savethefratrex,” Stephen said, feding the dig of that fact in hisbelly.

"Y es, wdll, the fratrex was there longer than you. He should have known, himsdlf," Aspar said, moving
toward Ogre. "Anyway, thisisawaste of time, al this back-patting and bemoaning. Let’ s pick up their
trail beforeit cools.”

Stephen nodded, and they mounted and set out. Around them, the forest sang of desth coming.

PART IV

THE BLOOD
OF REGALS

TheYear 2,223 of Everon
TheMonth of Seftmen

O mother | am wounded sore
And | shall dietoday

But | must tell you what I’ ve seen



Before I” ve gone away

A purple scythe shall reap the stars

An unknown horn shall blow
Whereregal blood spills on the ground
The blackbriar vines shall grow

—FROM Riciar ya sa Alvgin, A FOLK BALLAD OF EASTERN CROTHENY.

CHAPTER ONE
An Excurson

Neil MegVren cast his gaze around the hillside, searching for murder. He clucked under hisbreath to
Hurricane, urging him to catch up with the queen and Lady Erren, riding Sidesaddle just ahead of him on
the raised track of road.

"Magesy," hesad, for thethird time, "thisisnot agood idea.”
"Agreed,” Erren said.

"I’m aware of your opinions,” the queen replied, waving off their protests. "Indeed, | have heard them at
least two timestoo many."

"We cameto Ca Azroth for its protection,” Erren noted.
"Sowedid," the queen replied.

"But if wearenot in Cal Azroth, what protection can it afford?’ She motioned toward the keep, which
was dill visible behind them. It wasn't large, but it did have three defensve walls, a garrison, and agood
position on the hill, further surrounded by broad canas. Ten men had once held Cal Azroth against two
thousand.

"I am not convinced we are any safer in the fortress than out here," the queen replied. "It is protected
agang anarmy, I'll give you that. But do you think anyone will send an army to kill my daughters or me?
| do not. More and more | cometo share Sir Neil’ s opinion.”

"What opinionisthat, if | may ask?" Erren asked mildly, giving Neil aglance so sharp it could have cut
ded.

"That William was maneuvered into sending us here by someone—Robert or Lady Gramme
perhaps—who wants us away from the court for atime.”

Erren’ seyes narrowed. "Not that | don’t suspect that mysalf,” she said, "but | would like to know why
Sr Nell did not mention thisopinion to me."

| amjust the sword, remember? Neil thought. "I was certain my lady had amore informed opinion than

mine



"You wereright in that, if nothing s Errenreplied. "But did it occur to you thet if someone
maneuvered Her Mgjesty and her children here, the goa might be more than to merely remove their
influence from court? The intent to do them harm, aswell?"

Before Nell could answer, the queen laughed. "If that’ s the case, then the last place we ought to beisin
the fortress, where our hypothetical conspirators expect usto be gathered, like lambs awaiting the
butcher’ s hammer.”

"Unlessthey count on you doing something stupid, likeriding out to Glenchest.”

The queen rolled her eyes. "Erren, we' ve been prisoned in Cd Azroth for near two months. Elyoner’s
homeislessthan haf aday’ sride, and we have twelve armored knights and thirty footmen with us."

"Y es, we' re eminently noticeable," Erren commented.

"Lady Erren, Sr Nell, surrender!" Fastia advised, riding up from behind. " Once mother has made up her
mind, it isset, asat least you ought to know, Erren. We re going to see Aunt Elyoner, and that’ sthat.”

"Besdes," Elseny chimedin, "I’'mtired of that old castle. There’ snothing to do there.” Shesighed. "l 0
miss the court. Prince Cheiso, Aunt Lesbeth’ sfiancé, was to have arrived by now, and | wanted to meet
him."

"You'll meet him soon enough,” the queen soothed.

Neil heard al of that with only one ear; the other he kept pricked for danger. The road they followed
passed through mostly open country—ypear and apple orchards, fields of wheat and millet. And yet even
such terrain offered ample opportunity for ambush. A single well-placed arrow from someone hiddenin
the branches of atree, and dl waslost.

AsErren said, they made quite a procession. The queen, Erren, Fastia, Elseny, and himself rodeina
close clump. Audraand Mere—the maids of Fastiaand Elseny respectively—rode afew yards behind,
chattering like magpies. Prince Charlestrailed farther behind, singing achildren’ s song as Hound Hat
capered along beside him on foot. Today the jester’ sred cap was so large it covered him nearly to the
knees, and though Neil was sure that the Sefry could by some artifice see, exactly how he couldn’t say,
for the hat had no holesiniit.

Around theroya party, mounted Craftsmen and the Roya Footguard formed aloose hollow square,
ready to tighten at any moment.

That didn’t give Nell much comfort. For al he knew, any or al of those men might turn againgt him. Still,
if that were the case, the queen wasright: they could as easily do murder in akeep asin clear light.

"Why so glum, Sir Knight?"

Startled, Neil swung about in the saddle. Concentrating on the middle and far distance, he hadn’t noticed
Fastiadropping back to pace him.

"I’'m not glum, Archgreffess. Just watchful."

"Y ou look more than watchful; you look as nervous as arabbit caught in afox hunt. Do you redly expect
danger out here? We'rein Loiyes, after al, not Hansa"

"And we werein Eden when your mother was attacked.”



"True. Still, it' sas| said amoment ago—M other won't be dissuaded, so you might aswell make the
best of it." She smiled, and it was so unexpected on her normally tightly composed face that he couldn’t
help but follow suit.

"That’ s better,” she sad, ill smiling.

"|—" He suddenly worried that he had abug in histeeth or something. "1s something funny,
Archgreffess?'

"Turn and look behind you."
Neil did ashewastold. There was Prince Charles and Hound Hat, the maids. ..

When his gaze touched Audra and Mere they both turned as red asripe cherries and then burst into
giggling. Mortified, Nell turned around quickly.

"They’ ve been back there talking about you al morning,” Fastiasaid. "They redly can’'t seem to get
enough of watching you."

Nell fet his own face burning and guessed it agood match for the girls. "'l didn’t—I mean | haven't..."
"So much as spoken to them? 1 know. If you spoke to them, | expect they would fall off of their horses.”
"But why?'

"Sir Nell! Please. Y ou’ re ahandsome man, and you must know it. Therewere girlsin Liery, weren't
there?"

"Ah—wel, there was one." He was uncomfortable with such talk, especialy around the prim Fastia
"One?Indl of theidands?'

"l meant only onewho I, ah..."

"Y ou had only one sweetheart?'

"Shewas never my sweetheart,” Neil said. "She was betrothed, soon after we met.”

"How old wereyou?'

"Tweve"

"' She was betrothed when you were twelve? And so after that, no young woman has ever pursued you?'

"Somedid, | suppose. But my heart was given. | promised her, you see, that aslong as shelived | would
loveno other."

"A promise given when you were twelve. And she never released you from your vow?"
"Shedied in childbirth, Princess, ayear ago.”

Fadtia s eyes widened and went oddly soft. He had never seen them so soft. "Saint Anne bless her," she
said. "I’'m sorry to hear that."

Nell merely nodded.



"But—and forgive meif this sounds cruel—you are released from your vow now."
"That’ strue. But I’ ve taken another—to protect your mother.”

"Ah." Fastianodded. " ou will find, I think, that few men keep vows asyou do.” A note of bitterness
crept into her voice. "Marriage vowsin particular.”

Nell could think of nothing tactful to say to that, and so remained slent.
Fastia brightened, after amoment. "What abore | can be," she said. "Anneisright about me."

"l do not find you boring,” Neil replied. "Of everyone | have met in this court, you have been the kindest
and mogt helpful tome.”

Fastia s cheeks pinkened. "How kind of you , Sir. Y our company these past months has been
appreciated.”

Neil suddenly feared he had crossed some threshold he should never have approached, and so he
needled his gaze around the landscape again. Along the side of the road, stalks of spindly flowersliketiny
gpird gairs caught his attention with their vivid orange blossoms.

"Do you know the name of that flower?" he asked, for want of anything better to say. "'l have never seen
itinLiery."

"Those are Jeremy towers," Fastiasaid. "Y ou know, | once could name every kind of flower on this
road."

"Would you entertain me by doing so, Princess? It would help me stay vigilant. | know it isimpoliteto
look away while converang, but..."

"I understand completely. | would be happy to entertain you thus, Sir Neil."

When they stopped to water the horses, Fastia braided necklaces of pharigolds—one for each girl and
Charles, and onefor Neil. Hefelt rather slly wearing it, but could think of no polite way of refusingit,
ether.

While the party reassembled itsalf, Neil rode to the top of the nearest hill, to get abetter view.

Theland wasralling and lovely, copsed with trees but mostly pasture dotted with brown-and-white
cows. About aleague away, he could make out the dender towers of a castle—presumably Glenchest,
thelr destination.

Hoofbeats sgnded the arriva of Sir James Cathmayl and Sir Vargus Farre.

"Wadll, if it isn't the captain of the queen’ sguard,” Cathmayl said. "How do our chanceslook, Captain?
Do you think you can take her?"

"Pardon?’

"You'reafinetactician, I'll tell you that. Y ou’ ve got the ice princess smiling, up top, which isagood first
step to that smile down below."

"Sir James, | most honestly hope you are not implying what you seemto be."



"Let impsliewherethey may,” Sir Jamessaid.
"Crudenessaside," Vargusinterposed, "you do seem to have away with her.”

"She' sill agirl, under that dress,” James said. "That fool Ossdl barely touches her, they say. But I’ ve
never seen her show anitch till now.”

Neil regarded Sir James serioudly. "Princess Fadtia, if that’ swho you mean, isaperfect and gentle lady,”
he said. "Any kindness she shows meisfrom politeness, | assure you.”

"Well, let’ s hope she very politely licks your—"
"Sir, stop there, | warn you!" Neil shouted.
James did, and let awicked grin spread across hisface. Then he chuckled and rode off.

"Sir Nell," Vargus said, "you are far too easy atarget for Jamesto hit. He means no mdice, but he loves
to see your blood up.”

"He should not talk that way about the archgreffess. It offends honor.”

Vargus shook his head. "Y ou were brought up by Sir Fail. | know for afact that he taught you that honor
hasits place. But so does levity, and even alittle crudeness.” He swept his hand at the party down the
hill. "We re ready to lay down our livesfor any of them, anytime, and Sir Jamesis not the dightest
exception. Why begrudge us alittle harmless fun? More to the point, the guard isn’'t going to like you, if
you keep this tiff, standoffish mien. And you need the men to likeyou, Sir Neil. You areto assemblea
saff for the queen’s new bodyguard, yes, and captain it?'

"l am.”
"Better to have men who likeyou.”
"Mogt will not like me anyway, however | act. | am not of gentle birth, and many find that offensve.”

"And many do not. There aretiesthat can bind warriors much more surely than any title or rank. But you
have to be willing to make some of the rope.”

Nell pursed hislips. "l waswell liked in Liery, asyou say. | fought dongside lords and called them
brother. But thisisnot Liery."

"Y ou earned your placethere," Vargustold him. "Now earn it here."
"That' sdifficult, with no battlesto fight."

"There are many kinds of battle, Sir Nell, especialy at court.”

"l know little of that sort of warcraft,” Neil admitted.

"You'reyoung. You can learn.”

Nell nodded thoughtfully. "Thank you, Sir Vargus," he said sincerely. "I shall keep that in mind.”

Glenchest, asit turned out, was not so much a castle as awalled amusement. Its towers were tapering,
beautiful, and utterly impractica for defense. Itswall, while high enough to keep goats and peasants out,



would do little more than make an army pause. The gate was ajoke, an eaborate grill of wrought iron
made to resemble singing birds and blooming vines, through which could be seen avast park of trees,
hedges, fountains, and pools. Besides the towers Neil could see the roof of the villa, bright copper,
shaped very much like an upside-down boat.

The castle stood upon alow mount, and the town below was clean, trim, and very smdll, clearly grown
up recently to service Glenchest. Itsinhabitants watched the queen’s party curioudy as they approached.

When they drew nearer, four young girls broke from the rest, dancing excitedly up to the party. Neil’s
hand strayed to his sword.

"Sir Nell, stay your hand,” Fastiawhispered. "Village girls pose no danger.”

For their part, the girls seemed oblivious to Neil’ s guarded attitude. They cameright to Hurricane' s
withers, eyes bright and upturned. They giggled, much in the same manner asthe maids had earlier.

"Sir Knight," the eldest-looking said, abrown-haired lass who might have been thirteen. "Couldn’t you
giveusafavor?'

Neil stared at them, confused. "Favor?' hereplied.

"For my wishing chest," the girl said demurdly, casting her eyesdown.

"Go ahead, Sir Nell," Vargus urged jovidly. "Givethe girl alittle something.”
Nell balked, feding hisface flush, but remembered the older knight's advice.
"I don’t—" He broke off, befuddled. Elseny laughed.

"Here," Sir Vargus said. "I’'m aknight, aswell, ladies, though not so young and pretty asthis one. Would
afavor from medo?'

"Oh, for me!" one of the younger girls cried, changing her attentionsin an ingtant to Vargus. The older
knight smiled and produced aknife, cutting alock of hiscurly hair.

"That’ sfor you, miss" hesad.
"Thank you, Sr!" the girl said, and then ran off, holding up her prize.

"It sthe custom, hereabouts,” Fastiasaid. "They’ll wish on it and pray to Saint Erren for alove asnoble
asyou."

"Oh," Nell said. He looked down at the three till eagerly waiting. "'l supposeit’'sno harm.” He produced
hislittle belt knife, sawed through abit of hisown hair, and handed it down to the girl. She beamed up at
him, bowed, and ran off. The othersfollowed, demanding a part of her prize. Elseny applauded. Audra
and Mere looked sullen.

"Asl sad,"” Sir James drawled, "this one has away with the ladies.”

Neil caught movement from the corner of hiseye, and to his chagrin realized he' d been distracted enough
to missthe arriva of aszable party.

It was agaudy group emerging from the gate. There were pages dressed in yellow hose and orange
frocks, footmen in silver mail—it looked likered silver, which wasridiculous—knightsin baroque,
flowery armor and red and blue surcoats trimmed in gold lace. In the center of al this, on apaanquin



covered with asilk awning and sprouting pennants of cloth of gold and argent, reclined awomanina
voluminous gown of gold and forest green brocade, touched here and there with scarlet flowers. It spilled
down the sides of the palanquin like awaterfdl, in al directions, and was surdly impossibleto walk in.
The bodice was cut precarioudy low and pushed dangeroudy high, and it seemed to Neil that any motion
at al might send her breastsforth to reved what little of them was hidden.

Theface abovedl of thiswas, at first glance, dmost plain. It was gently ova, with atiny sharp nose and
small lips. But the woman' s eyes were cerulean and radiated an easy mischief, and her lips were painted
red and bowed in asmile to match. All this somehow made her whimsically beautiful. Her hair was pale
brown, caught up in acomplex silver coronet.

"My aunt Elyoner, my father’s Sster and the duchess of Loiyes," Fastiawhispered. She leaned away, and
then back. " Sheisawidow and an enemy of virtue, my aunt. Watch yourself with her, especidly if you
aedone”

Nell nodded, thinking the duchess did not resemble her brother theking in the lesst.

"Muriele, my lovel" the duchess said, when they were near. "What a disaster that you should come now!
I’'m barely fit to recelve visitors. | just came out to the country afew days ago and haven't had timeto
properly put thingsin order. | hope you will forgive this drab reception! 1t was the best | could manage
on such short notice, but | could not fail to welcome you!™

As she spoke, the pages scattered the road before them with lilies, while others offered goblets of wine
and took the reins of the horses. The queen took one of the proffered cups.

"A graciousreception, asadways," shesad. "It pleasesto see you, Elyoner.”

The duchess coyly averted her eyes. "Y ou are ways so kind, Muriele. Please, adl of you, come down
off those sweaty things. | have chairsfor most of you, and your guard will enjoy thewalk." She gestured
at four palanquins, each with two seats. They were somewhat smaller than her own.

"Elseny, what a beauty you' ve become!” she continued, as the party dismounted. "And Fastial Y ou have
color back in your cheeks. Have you findly taken my advice and found alover?'

Fastiamade a sound like a hiccup, and suddenly, for some reason, the duchess focused her eyes on Nell.
"Aha" shesad. "An excdllent choice”

"I’ ve done no such thing, Aunt Elyoner," Fastiasaid, "as you ought to know."

"Redly?How sad. | takeit, then, that this ddlicious young knight isfree for sport?”

"HeisSr Nell MegVren, captain of my Lier Guard,” Muride said.

"How odd. | could have sworn he was guarding Fastia. But that hardly answers my question.”
With aguilty Start, Neil redlized that he was, indeed, nearer to Fagtiathan to her mother.
"Aunt Elyoner, you have no shame, truly,” Fastiasaid.

"Why, | never claimed to, dear. Now, come give us akiss, and let’ s get out of thisdreadful sunlight!”

"Pease accept my apologies, once again,” the duchess said, that night at supper, gesturing at the table, an
enormous affair the size of some gdleries. "The cupboard was rather bare, and my best cook istooiill to



betroubled."

Neil was starting to notice a pattern with the duchess. The polished oaken surface wasfilled from end to
end with partridgesin butter gravy, quall pie with currants and amonds, ten kinds of cheese, mixed
herbs, steaming platters of ed stew, caponsin crust of salt, three roasted suckling pigs, and agilded

bull’ s head. Wine had been flowing like water since they passed through the gates and fantastic gardens
of Glenchest, and Elyoner herself had taken quite abit of it, though to no obvious effect. Servants hurried
everywhere, keeping glassesfull, and Neil had to be careful to keep up with what he drank.

"Y our hospitality, asusud, isfar more than adequate,” the queen assured her.
"Well, aslong as| got you out of that dreary Cd Azroth. What ahole!”
"But asafe hole," Erren muttered.

"Oh, yes. The attempt on Muriel€ slife. | got that news only alittlewhile ago. It must have been terrible,
my dear."

"I hardly had timeto notice it before Sir Neil removed the danger,” the queen replied.

"Ahal" the duchess said, waving her cup a Nell. "Thisisthe one? | knew this young man had aqudity
about him. | can spot that sort of thing right away.”

"Those are kind words, Duchess," Neil said. "But | smply did what any man in the guard would have
done. It'sonly that | was nearer."”

"Oh, and modest, too," the duchess said.

"Heisthat, and truly," Fastiasaid, setting her goblet down and spilling alittle wine in the process. "1t sno
courtly pretenson, with him. Heezh—" Fastialooked surprised, and glanced at her wineglasswith abit of
chagrin. Misunderstanding, a page hastened to fill it. By her durred speech and pink cheeks, that was
hardly what the usualy sober Fastia needed.

Neil wasthe only one who seemed to notice her discomfort, perhaps because he sharedit.

"Well, Sr Nell," the duchess said, with ady smile, "we shal have to think of some reward for you. Our
gger-in-law isvery dear to us, and we thank you very much indeed for preserving her life.”

Neil nodded politely.

"Now, dear Muridle, tell me every little thing about the court. Well, no, not the boring things, you know,
no politics or war or matters of that sort. Just the interesting things—which cocks are in which henhouses,
you know. Page! Bring the brandy, will you?'

After dinner it was gamesin the garden—darts, tennis, hide-and-seek in the hedge maze. The duchess
sent more and stronger spiritsto Nell, which he Spped a and poured out when she was't looking. The
gueen took part in the games, and even seemed to be enjoying herself. So did Fastia, though she swayed
unsteadily as she consumed more wine and brandy.

The duchess had changed before dinner, and now wore ablack gown embroidered in silver and of more
manageable length, though still scandaoudy reveding. She presded over the play from alittle throne her
servants carried from place to place.



Asthe sun set, she beckoned Neil over. When he drew near, her servant produced asmall golden key.
"Thisisfor you," shesad, her gazetracing hisfacelanguidly. "I do hopeyou'll useit.”
"| don’t understand, Duchess.”

"It isthe key to acertain chamber, in the tdlest tower, there. Iniit | think you will find areward you will
Quiteenjoy.”

"My lady, | must stay near the queen.”

"Foo. | will protect her. | am thelady of thishouse, and | command it.”

"Lady, with greatest respect, and with al of my gpologies, | cannot leave my queen’ sside.”
"What? Will you deep with her?"

"No, Lady. But near."

"She has Erren, when she degps.”

"l anvery sorry," Nell said again firmly. "But my first and only duty isto the queen.”

The duchess studied hisfacein fascination. "Y ou are the virtuous one, aren’'t you? | thought they threw

al of your sort off of the cliffslong ago.” Shebit one side of her lower lip, then Straightened her amile.
"How exciting. It only makes the chase more worthwhile. | amyoung, I’ ve plenty of time." She frowned a
bit. "Agreewith me, Sr Nell. Tdl mel amyoung.”

"You are, my lady. And beautiful.”

"Not so beautiful as some, perhaps,” shereplied. "But | will tell you this, Sir Neil: | am very, very learned.
| have read books—forbidden books—and | do so hateto read. But it wasworth it." She stroked his
cheek and parted hislipswith her finger. "Y ou would find my studieswerenot invain, | assureyou.”

Neil’ s body was dready convinced, and he had to swallow before answering. "Duty,” he managed.

Shelaughed, atrilling, beautiful sound. "Y es, we shall see about thet,” she said. "Y ou will take some
breaking, but every horse can beridden." She dimpled. " Suppose | told you | could have something put
inyour drink, something that would drive you mad with desire?"

"Then | should haveto stop drinking,” Neil said.
"Suppose | told you you aready drank it?"

Neil’s mouth dropped. He did fed flushed, and certain parts of him were very much attentive. He could
smdll the flowery fragrance on the duchess, and his eyes were drawn more and more to the precipitous
cleavage she exposed.

"May | be excused, lady?' Nell said.

"Of course, my dear," shereplied. Shetook hishand and stroked it, sending ajolt through hisbody. "A
little jumpy, areyou?' Shereleased hishand. "I’ [l seeyou later, Sr Nell. Hopefully al of you.”

Later that night, once he was certain the queen’ s suite was secure, Neil retired to asmall chamber



outside of her receiving room, and there removed his armor, gambeson, and underclothes. He splashed
cold water from the basin on hisface and then sat on the bed, trying to control his breathing, which was
il abit irregular. He was dmost certain now that the duchess had somehow bewitched him. It was asif
lightning wereflashing in hishead, and each bright eruption illuminating an imagined femininelimb or
curve. He knew that in the next room the queen was undressing, and it disgusted him that he could not
keep that fact from his mind. He lay on the bed, summoning memories of battle and death, of anything to
divert histhoughts from lust. Failing, he rose and exercised, padding silently in hissmall chamber, working
through the motions of sword practice with his open hands, as he had first learned them.

Finally, sweating and knowing he needed deep to be dert, he sat back on the bed and put hishead in his
hands.

He amost missed the dight creak of the door under the pounding of his pulse, but his body was limbered
and ready, and in aswift ingtant he had his sword in hand and at guard.

"Sir Nell, itisme," awoman’ s voice whispered.

Slowly he lowered the sword, trying to make out the vague shadow in the doorway. He knew it must be
the duchess, and his blood roared even more loudly in hisears.

She stepped alittle farther in, so that the moonlight through the window touched her face, and he beheld
with astart that it was Fastia

CHAPTER TWO

Tracks

Aspar knelt by the still-smoking ashes of the campfire and growled in the back of histhroat.
"What' swrong?' Stephen asked.

The holter didn’t look at the boy but stood and surveyed the clearing again. "They didn't try to hide their
sgn,” hegrunted. "They didn’t even stop the embers smoking. They led usright here."

"Maybe they don't imagine we refollowing them. It' s been nearly amonth.”

Indeed, they’ d |eft d’ Ef in the hottest days of Sestemen, but they were now well into the month of
Seftmen. The leaves were aready touched with autumn color, even herein the lowlands, where pasture
and farmland cut up the King' s Forest. Aspar smply hadn’t been able to keep the pace needed to catch
the monks early on. He was stronger now, though he still didn’t fed quite himsalf.

"They know we' re after them," he said. "Make no mistake." He fitted an arrow to his bow, one of the
four that remained. The others had broken in hunting.

"Y ou think—" Stephen began, but in that moment Aspar smelled the ambush. Two men were racing from
the trees behind them. Stripped to the waist, they were heavily tattooed on their shoulders and chests,
and they bore broadswords. They were running faster than men ought to be ableto run.

"That’s Desmond’ s men!" Stephen shouted. "Or two of them.”

"Mount," Aspar shouted, leaping onto Ogre and digging in his heds. The big horse jolted into motion.
The men split, one headed toward Stephen and one keeping a course toward Aspar.



Aspar stood in his stirrups and turned, sighting down a shaft a the one attacking Stephen. Ogrewasn't
quite settled into astride, but Aspar couldn’t wait. He rel eased the dart.

The arrow flew true, or dmost so, striking the monk in the kidney. Hefell, giving Stephen timeto get up
on Angdl, but came back to his feet with absurd speed.

Meanwhile, incredibly, the other monk was gaining on Ogre. Grimacing, Aspar fitted another arrow to his
bow and shot it, but just as he did so Ogre legpt a downed log and his shot went high and wide.

Now he was down to two arrows.

He yanked on hisreins, spun the horse around, and aimed him right at his pursuer, staring down the shaft
at him. He saw the man’ sface, set and determined, and as mad as one of the Raver’ sberserks. He
amed for the heart.

At thelast ingtant, the monk threw himself aside, so the arrow buried itsdlf in sod. He cut vicioudy at
Ogre' slegs as he tumbled past, but the horse avoided the blow by whiskers. They thundered by, back
toward Stephen, whose wounded attacker was nearly on him. He was bleeding fredly, but that seemed
only to have dowed him alittle. Fortunately, he was so intent on the boy that he didn’t notice Ogre until it
wastoo late, until the beast’ s forehooves had crushed his skull.

Aspar whedled again, taking out hislast arrow and legping down from the beast.
"Ogre, galyast! " he shouted.

Ogreimmediately charged the monk, who set himsdlf grimly to meet the horse. In that ingtant of rlative
dillness, Aspar shot him in the center of the chest.

The monk spun with the blow, avoiding Ogre as he did so, and ran past the horse toward Aspar.
Cursing, Aspar turned and lifted the dead man’s sword. It wasn't aweapon he knew alot about—he
wished he had his dirk and ax—but he held it a guard and waited. Behind him, he heard Stephen drop to
the ground.

The monk was on him, then, cutting fast and hard toward Aspar’ s head. Aspar gave ground, but not
enough, and had to bring the heavy weapon up to parry. His shoulder jarred asif he’ d just stopped thirty
gonefaling from atower. Stephen camein from the right, swinging hisfarm tool, but the swordsman
turned and neatly hacked through the wooden shaft. Aspar svung clumsily, and the monk danced aside,
feinted, and cut. Aspar legpt insde the swing, dropped his own weapon, grabbed the sword arm with his
left hand, and punched the monk in the throat. He felt cartilage crush, but his opponent kneed him
vicioudy in the chest, hurling him back and to the ground, empty of breath. The monk staggered forward,
lifting hissword, just as Ogre hit him from behind. Hefdl, and Ogre kept samping him until his hooves
were red and the corpse wasn't twitching.

"They could have killed usif they’ d been alittle smarter,” Aspar said, when he got hiswind back. "They
were overconfident. Should have ignored us and gone straight for Ogre.”

"Contemptuousis more likeit," Stephen replied. "Those were two of the pettiest of Spendlove's
bunch—Topan and Aligern. Spendlove himself would never be so stupid.”

"Yah. | maunt he sent the men he could most afford to lose. Evenif they’ d got only one of us, it would
have been abargain. He should ve given ’em bows."



"Those who walk the faneway of Saint Mamres are forbidden to use bows,”" Stephen remembered.
"Well. Thank Saint Mamresin your prayers, then.”

They stripped the corpses, and to Agpar’ s satisfaction found afighting dirk not unlike his own lost one.
They dso found afew slver tierns and enough dried meat and bread for aday, al welcome additionsto
Aspar and Stephen’ s meager possessions.

"| reckon that leaves about six of them," he mused, "and however many Fend brings. Let’ s hope they
keep sending them two at atime like this, so we can keep evening the odds."

"I doubt Spendlove will make the same mistake twice," Stephen said. "Next time, he'll be sure.”

"Next time could be anytime. These two might have just beento lull us. We reriding out of here, right
now, and not the way they’l expect. We know where they’ re going, so we don’t need to trail them.”

Once they were mounted, Aspar chuckled.

"What?' Stephen asked.

"I notice you aren’t arguing we bury these, like you did those last.”
"A holter’ sburid is good enough for them,” Stephen said.

"Werlic," Aspar dlowed, "at least you' ve learned something .

CHAPTER THREE
Plots
"Well, Sster Mule" Serevkis said. "The greencrafting has become much more interesting, hasn't it?"

Anne glanced up from her examination of the double boiler and the fermenting ewe' smilk it contained.
She loved the scent of it, till warm from the sheep, and even more the anticipation of the magic that was
soon to occur.

"Why do you il cal methat?" she asked absently.

"Wouldn't you rather be amule than alittle cow?"

Annesmiled. "There sthat,” she admitted. "Y es, greencraft ismore interesting now. Everything is.”
"Even numbers?' Serevkis sounded skeptical.

"Yes. If they’ d told me from the start that we were studying numbers so we could manage the money's of
our househalds, I might have paid more attention in the beginning."

"But greencraft isthe most interesting,” Serevkisingsted. "Who knew how many poisonslieright beneath
our feet or in garden wals, and requiring only alittle achemy to make them potent.”

"It'slikealot of things," Anne said. "Even this cheese I’m making. To know we have the power to
change things, to make one thing into another.”

"Y ou and your cheese. Isit doing anything yet?'



"Not yet,” Anne said.

"But you'reright,” Serevkiswent on. "To be able to make something harmless into something
deadly—it’' swonderful.”

"You' reawicked girl, Sister Serevkis," Annesaid.
"Who will youkill firgt, Sster Mule?"
"Hush!" Annesaid. "If the mestra.or one of the edershearsyou talking like that..."

Serevkis yawned and stretched her long limbs. "They won't,” she said. "The mestraand her favorites
went off through the gates four bells ago, and the rest are teaching. No one ever comes to the creamery.
Who will you murder in the night?'

"No one comes to mind, except a certain long-necked name-caller.”
"I'm serious”
Anne met the girl’ s casudly evil gaze. "Do you have someonein mind?'

"Oh, indeed. Severd someones. There' s Dechio—he d befirgt. For him it will be the pollen of the
witherweed, cooked into agum with nightshade. I'll put it in the candlesin hisroom.”

"That’sadow, crud death. What did this Dechio ever do to you?'
"Hewasmy first lover."
"Andjilted you?'

"l wasten. He was twenty. He pretended to be my friend and made me drink wine until | couldn’t stand,
and then he had hisway with me."

"He raped you?' Anne asked, incredulous.
"There stheword,” Serevkis said. Her mouth twitched, after.
"And your father? He did not avenge this?'

Serevkislaughed, abit bitterly. "What use to afather adaughter so early despoiled? No, it would have
been better to legp to my death from the moat tower than tell my father what Dechio did that day, and
continued to do until | grew too old to attract him."

"l see" Annedidn’t see, though. She couldn’t imagine. "May | make asuggestion?’
"Cetanly."

"Black widow spiders, fatted on corpse flies. Glue little threads to them and the other ends under the
edge of the stting-holein his privy. When he danglesdown. ..."

Serevkis clapped her hands. "Wonderful. It would rot like an old sausage, wouldn't it? But it might not
kill him."

"True. But there are other waysto finish him off. After dl, the candles might kill someone innocent—the
girl who cleans his chambers, or another of hisvictims.”



"Or | could leave himto live with arotted poker,” Serevkissaid. "Clever, Sister Mule."
"Thank you." She glanced back at her boiler. "Look!" she exclamed. "See! It curdled™
Serevkis got up to see.

A solid white mass had formed in the pot, shrinking dightly asit did so, so that it pulled away from the
edges of the container. It floated there like an idand, surrounded by clear, yellowish liquid. Anne inserted
awooden skewer into the solid part, and when she withdrew it, the hole remained.

"Thethick part isthe curd,” Anne explained. "Therest iswhey."

"What worked this change?' Serevkis asked, suddenly interested. "What broke the milk in two?"
"Rennet, taken from acow’sbdly."

"Appetizing. What else might it clot, | wonder? Blood? | suppose | see why you find thisinteresting.”
"Of course. It once was one thing—milk—and now it istwo."

"It «till doesn't look much like cheese™

"True. Thereismore magic to be worked."

"Y ou know," Serevkis mused, "when | was young, we had a servant from Herilanz. She had the pretense
of religion, but in fact she was pagan. Once, she told me her god, Y emoz, created the world from milk."

"Separating curd from whey, seafrom land,” Anne mused. "It makes a sort of sense. After dl, the saints
did separate the world into its parts.”

"Saint Mule, the woman who brought curd and whey from milk," Serevkis said, and laughed. "Y ou are
like agoddess now."

"You may laugh," Anne said, "but that’ s the point. When we learn to creste these things—your poison
candles, my cheese—we partake of creation. In alittle way, we do become like the saints.”

Serevkis pinched a skeptical frown. ™Y ou’ ve been listening to Sister Seculatoo much,” she said.
Anne shrugged. "Crud she may be, but she knows everything.”

"She put you in the cavel"

Anne amiled enigmaticdly. "It wasn't so bad.”

Everyone had been surprised at Anne' s compaosure when they brought her up from the shrine of Mefitis,
and Sister Secula had given her more than one suspicious ook and remarked on her color. The matter
hadn’t been pursued, though. Anne didn’t expand now to Sister Serevkis. She hadn’'t even told Austra.
She felt somehow that what happened in the cave and beyond were her secrets, and hers aone.

It certainly would not do for Austrato know that she' d sent aletter to Roderick; though it wasn't a
violation of the oath, Anne till suspected Austrawould be anything but pleased.

Cazio had been good to the first part of hisword. When she cast the letters down from the window her
first evening back in the coven, he' d appeared near sundown, waved to her, and taken the
correspondence with him. Timewould tdll if hewastruly honest.



Meanwhile, she was content. Everything was suddenly interesting to her, and she’ d begun to understand
what Sister Seculameant when she called Ann€' s presence at the Abode of Graces aprivilege.

She il hated the mestra, but she' d begun to grudgingly admit that she was worth listening to.
"Now what?" Serevkis asked.
"Now we cut our new-made world into cubes," Annereplied, "to let the whey still within it seep out.”

With asharp ivory knife, shedid just that, dicing it first lengthwise, then crossways, then at an angle
toward the bottom of the crock. When she was done, and had stirred it once, ajumble of neat cubes
floated in the yellowish whey.

"Now we cook it alittlelonger and put it in amold and press. Six months from now, we et it."
"Cregtion takesalong time," Serevkissaid. "'I’m hungry now."

"That' swhy saints are patient,” Annetold her. "But there' s plenty of food around—"

Austra, dashing into the creamery from the garden outside, interrupted her.

"Have you heard?" the blonde girl said excitedly.

"Hello, Sigter Persondra," Anne said, rolling the rscomicaly.

"l have heard," Serevkisremarked. "l continueto."

"Thenews, | mean," Ausrasad. "Thegirlsaredl taking about it. We re going out.”

"What do you mean?"

"Toagrand triva in the country. The casnarathere hosts an annua fete for the women in the coven, and
it shappening inthree days time!"

"Redly?' Annesaid. "l can hardly see Sigter Seculadlowing that.”

"No, it'strue," Serevkis confirmed. "The older girls have spoken of it. It' ssaid shethrows alovely bdll,
abet onewithout men."

"It ill soundsfun," Audtrasad, abit defensively.
"If it snot," Serevkisreplied, "we [l makeit s0."
"What sort of party can we have with everyone dressed in these habits?" Anne wondered.

"Well, you have your things, Sister Mule," Serevkis said. "But I’ ve heard the countess keeps gowns
enough for dl of us"

"A borrowed gown?' Anne said distastefully.

"But not for us," Audtraexclaimed. "As Sister Serevkis says, thanks to your stubbornness, we at least
may wear our own things."

"Youmay," Annereplied. "l brought only onedress, and | gave that to you."

Audtra s mouth hung open for amoment. "But your other chest. It' s even heavier than mine."



"That' sbecause my saddleisinit.”

"Your saddle?’ Austrasaid.

"Y es. The one Aunt Fiene gave me, the one | rode Faster with."

"Y ou worked dl night and earned the mestra s displeasure for asaddle?" Serevkis asked.
Anne merdly nodded. She didn’t fed like explaining.

But Austra, of course, would not let the matter rest.

"Why?" she demanded, that night in their room. "Why did you bring the saddle? So you could run away?'
"That was onereason,” Anne dlowed.

"But you dragged it up the sairs, after you promised me you wouldn’t try to leave.”

"I know."

Austrawas silent for amoment, and when she spoke again it seemed dmost asif her voice crept out of
her reluctantly. "Anne, are you cross with me?”

Anne sat up in her sheetsand looked at her friend’ sface in the faint moonlight. "Why would you think
that?" she asked.

"Because you—you're different,” Austraanswered. ™Y ou spend so much time with Serevkis, these

days"
"She’' smy friend. We re studying the same subjects.”
"It' sjust—you never had any other friendsin Eden.”
"You'redill my favorite, Austra. I'm sorry if you fed neglected, but—"

"But | cannot discourse of the same things you and Serevkis do,” Austrasaid flatly. "Y ou learn sorcery
whilel scrub pots. And sheis gentle born. Naturdly you prefer her company.”

"Audra, you slly diumma , | don't prefer her company to yours. Now go to deep.”
"l don’t even know what you just caled me,” Austramurmured. "Y ou see? I’ m stupid.”

"It sasort of water spirit,” Annetold her. "And you aren’t stupid just because you don’t know a
particular word. If you were alowed to study what | do, you would know it. Enough of this! Austra, |
will dwaysloveyou best.”

"l hope s0," the younger girl said.
"Just think how you'll look at the ball. The only girl in her own gown.”
"I’mnot going to weer it."

"What? Why? It syours."



"But you don’t have one. It wouldn't beright.”

Annelaughed. "Asalot of people—you included—have been fond of telling me, we are not in Crotheny
anymore. | am not a princess here, and you are not amaid.”

"No?' Audtrasaid softly. "Then how isit you learn magic, and | best rugs?’

For that, Anne didn't have acomfortable answer.

The blade darted toward Cazio, faster than he had imagined it could, cutting his cheek dightly. Thepain
brought everything into sharp focus, and with a shout he stamped, sidestepped, then ducked quickly
back in the direction he had come from, and committed himsdlf to ashallow fleché.

It proved an unwise commitment. Z' Acatto parried in prismo, deflecting Cazio' s attack and stepping in
close, hisfree hand clenching in the cloth of Cazio’ stunic. In acontinuation of the parry, the
swordsmaster lifted the hilt of the wegpon above his head, so the blade danted down to rest its bright
sharp tonguein Cazio' s navel.

"What in Lord Fufio’'s nameiswrong with you?' the old man barked in hisface. "Whereisyour brain?
Y ou can't fence with just your hands and feet!"

Z’ Acatto’ s breasth was rancid with the wine of the night before. Cazio wrinkled hisnosein disgust.
"Let go of me," Cazio demanded.

"Isthat what you'll say to your next opponent when he has you in this position, or worse?"

"I would never alow that to happenin ared fight," Cazio asserted.

"Every timeyou pick up that sword it'sared fight," z Acatto roared. He let go and stalked off. "You're
hopdess | giveup!"

"Y ou’ ve been saying that for ten years," Cazio reminded him.
"And it' s been true the entire time. Y ou' re hopeless as adessrator.”
"That’ sridiculous. I’ ve never been beaten, except by you."

Z’ Acatto whirled to face him, eyes bulging. " Now you're going to tell me you know more about being a
dessrator than | do?' He held his sword levd to the ground, pointed at Cazio. "On your guard,” he
Snarled.

"Z’ Acatto—" Cazio began, but the older man launched himsdlf forward, and Cazio was forced to bring
his blade up. He gave ground, parried, and launched ariposte with a step-lunge, but his master caught
the blade in abind and pressed, then released in alightning-fast disengage.

Cazio backpedaed and parried again, riposting desperately. Almost contemptuoudly, z' Acatto danced
nimbly aside and counterattacked. Cazio avoided the deadly thrust only by hurling himself backwards,
tripping as he did so, but not quitefaling. Z’ Acatto followed, alook in his eyes Cazio had never seen
before, one that sent a sudden chill of panic down his spine.

No. | will not fear, Cazio thought, setting himsaif.



For amoment the two men circled each other warily, weaving into and out of striking distance. Cazio
sruck firgt, thistime, afeint that turned into adraw cut aimed at his master’ sarm. Z’ Acatto dropped his
hand away from danger, then stabbed toward Cazio’ sthroat. With sudden understanding Cazio redized
that during hisfeint the older swordsman had drawn his back foot up and was lunging in much deeper
than Cazio ever imagined he could.

Heturned, so the point took him in hisleft shoulder. It sank in and hit bone, and with acry he extended
his sword arm. Z’ Acatto yanked hisweapon out with atwist, and in an instant the two men were
touching each other on the chest with thetips of their blades.

"Shal we perform the parry of two widows?' Z' Acatto growled.

"Neither of usismarried," Cazio gasped, feding blood soak his shirt. They continued to stand that way,
and for along terrible moment, Cazio thought he would have to thrust. He could dmost fedl the older
man’ssted in hisown heart.

But Z Accato findly dropped his blade.
"Bah," he snarled, asit rang on the stonefloor. In relief, Cazio sank into achair, clutching his shoulder.
"| thought you were going to kill me," he said, as soon as he had caught his bregth.

"| thought s0, t00," Z' Acatto said, hiseyes till flashing with anger. Then, softer, he murmured, "Boy,
you' re afine swordsman. Y ou're just not adessrator. Y ou don't have what it takes, in here." He tapped
his chest over the heart.

"Thenteach me”
"I'vetried. | can't." Helowered hishead. "Let’s bind up that wound. | need adrink. So do you."

A short time later, they sat beneath the verandah in the courtyard, one bottle of wine already gone and
another half-empty. It was amost enough for Cazio to ignore the pain in his shoulder. Around them,
Orchaevid s servants were stringing up lanterns, banners, and chains of dried flowers.

Orcheeviahersdf bustled up, wearing alime-green gown embroidered with golden roses.

"Wll, you two areasight,” the countess remarked. "How do you like that year? | never considered it
one of the best from the region.”

"No," Z Acatto grumbled. "That would be the vintage from the year the baron Irpinichio became
meddisso of the Seven Cities.”

"Quiteright," the countess said. " And perhaps one day your tour of my various cdlars obviousand
obscure will lead you toit. Though | don’t think that likely." Sheturned to Cazio. "Y ou, on the other
hand, | might be ableto help.”

"Countess?'
"The young ladies from the coven will be here tomorrow night.”

"What'sthis?' Z Acatto said. "Thelast thing the boy needsisto go solid over aband of nuns. HE's
aready digtracted enough.”

"Y es, and what do you think has him so distracted?' Orchaevia asked.



"Ridiculous," Cazio said, waving her words away as he might afly.

"That’sit!" Z Acatto exploded. "I remember now. It'sjust like when you were chasing after that little da
Brettti girl. The same stupid expression. No wonder you can't even hold your sword."

"Thereisnogirl," Cazio inasted. Thiswastoo much. Hewasredly starting to fed put upon.

"Of course not,” Orchaeviasaid. "And if there were, you wouldn't see her at my party, for the mestra of
the coven forbids her chargesto see men. I’ ve had to hire serving girlsfrom Trevinaand send my regular
servantson holiday. But... it is possible that one of the young darlings might find hersdf done, inthe
lavender garden, if | knew what shelooked like."

Cazio nodded and drank more wine. His head was starting to swim, and he rdented. "Thereisno girl,"
he said, "but as long as you' re going to throw one my way, make her onewith pale skin and red hair. A
northern girl. I’ ve dways fancied one of those."

Orcheevid s smile broadened until Cazio thought it would split her head. "I shall see what can be done,”
shesaid.

Z’ Acatto finished the bottle of winein asingle long draught. "No good will come of this," he predicted
withasgh.

CHAPTER FOUR
An Encounter

"Lady Fadtia?' Neil gagped, in utter astonishment. She stood there in the moonlight, her long hair flowing
unbound to her waist, shimmering like silk.

"l..." Fastialooked confused, then suddenly gaped and put her hand to her mouth. "Sir Neil, you' re quite
unclothed."

Redlizing she was right, he grabbed a sheet from the bed and wrapped it around himsdlf. He felt stupid
for taking so long to react; what if Fastia had been an assassin, cometo kill the queen?

What had she comefor?
"Have you taken awrong turn, lady? May | show you to your room?"

"No." Fagtialooked down at the floor. He noticed then that she wore a dressing gown of silk brocade
over aflimsy shift of cotton. "No," shesaid, "l camebecause... |... Elyoner gave methe key. And
she—Sir Nell, | must be going mad.”

Neil knew what she meant. His heart was pounding awarbest. Fastia s face was perfect in the near
dark, al jewels and preciousivory, amystery of shadow that needed touching, needed more than
touching. Hefdt a profound ache in his chest and an even more profound rush of blood throughout his

body.
"The duchess, she gave us something, made aspdll,” Nell sad.

"Yes" Fastiareplied. "Yes" Then shelooked up boldly. "And | am aso quite drunk, though | do not
care." Her brows scrunched. "Well, yes, | care, but | don't.”



She moved toward him, then, or at least so it seemed, and he must have reciprocated, for in the next
ingtant he was looking down into her face and her eyeswere inchesfrom his, her lips so near he could
sl her breath. Much of him suddenly didn’t care what happened, either. Her arms were wrapped
firmly about his back, and her head tilted.

Hefdt Elyoner’s spell overcoming him, and could think of no good reason not to surrender and kiss
Fadtia, fed thoselipsagaing his, and |et the emotions coursing his blood have him.

But there was areason. He knew it.
He pushed her gently back, and her eyes suddenly filled with hurt.
"Y ou will not have me?' she asked.

"l... think I cannot,” Neil replied. Speaking the words felt like eating shattered glass. Seeing her
expresson was worse.

"I am ayoung woman," Fastiatold him softly. "I am ayoung woman married to an old man, an old man
who does not care theleast that | am awoman, much less young, though he finds his sport with those
who are even younger. | am so unhappy, Sir Neil. The closest | have come to happiness has beenin our
conversations these last two months. | want more of it, now, while | don't care, while Elyoner’ s spell has
me"

Then she began to weep, which was unfair. It meant he had to reach for her again, to try to brush away
her tears.

"Archgreffess—" he began.
"My nameis Fadtia Just Fastia At least cdll me Fagtia™
"Fadtia, you are the daughter of my queen.”

"I know who | am,” she said, her voice suddenly angry. "Saints believe, | know who | am. Day inand
day out | act my part and keep my place, like avinetrained to climb atrdlis, like adog taught to fetch
dippers. | never forget mysdlf, | never sn—" Her expression went suddenly ferocious, and she hurled
hersdf a him. Thistime he was unableto resist. Her lips closed upon his. With her tears on them, they
tasted like the sea. "Just thisonce," she said into hislips, asthey kissed. "Just thisonce.”

They fell fumbling to the bed, her dressng gown faling over him like wings as she kissed into histhroat,
and for atime there was no thought, only sensation and a crazy sort of happiness. But when much of her
flesh was bare againgt his, and their lips had moved from neck and throat to other regions, his heart
stopped him again—or at least the tiny bit he still owned.

"l cannot," hesad. "Fastia—"

She pulled away from him, sitting up. The moonlight was stronger now, and she looked like asaint
hovering above him.

"l dowishit," hesad huskily. "But | cannot.”

Fastia stared down at him unreadably for severd moments, and then she smiled wanly. "'l know," she
said, patting hischeek. "1 know. Neither can 1." She swung her leg over and gathered her clothes back
about her. But shedid not leave.



"May | liewith you amoment?' she asked. "By your Sde?'
"That you may," hesad. In truth he wished shewould liethere dl night.

She settled next to him and fastened her eyeson the celling. "I’ m sorry,” she said. "I’ mterribly
embarrassed. I'mredly not likethis. I'm never—"

"I’m the one to apologize," he said. " The duchess warned me about her drug. | thought | was prepared to
fight its effects. But that’ swhen | thought she was coming, and not you."

Her facetilted toward him. "Isthistrue? Y ou have fedingsfor me?

"| did not know it until tonight. Or admit it."

"Perhaps, then, it is just her pdl.”

Nell smiled faintly. "Do you redly believe there was aspell?' he asked. "I have my doubts.”

"Sodol," Fastiaadmitted. "Tomorrow we shall know, each aone. But we will be oursalves again, either
way. | do not think we will spesk of it."

"Nor do I. But only know, if you were unmarried, and | of proper station—"

"Hush. If wisheswere teardrops, the world would flood, Sir Nell." Her eyes did glisten with teardrops,
and they spoke no more.

In time, when her breathing became regular and quiet with deep, Neil rose, gathered her in hisarms, and
started toward her chambers.

When he opened the door, he saw afigure standing in the hall.
"Lady Erren," hesad diffly.
"Sir Nell," shereplied. "Do you need help ddlivering that package?'

"Think noill of the archgreffess, Lady Erren,” Nell said. "She was not in possession of her senses. Any
blamefalsonme™

Erren shrugged. "Come. Let us put her in her right bed.”

They took the deeping Fastiadown the hall and placed her there. Despite Erren, he paused to look at
her dreaming face, so youthful in thelight of the candle. Then the two of them quietly left.

Back in the hdl, Erren examined him. ™Y ou did not do the deed,” she said. "Y ou waked that way, but
did not open the door.”

"How can you know that?" Neil asked, both astonished and somehow grateful that Erren knew the truth.

"I know," shesaid. "It'smy art to know such things. Not that | would have disapproved of your bedding
Fastia, Sir Nell, not asan act of itself. Saints know she needs that, needs someone like you. Maybe even
needs you, specificaly. | have watched thisfamily’ s philandering for most of my life, and I no longer have
amord opinion on it. But, Sir Nell, you are sworn to the queen, do you understand? Y ou cannot be
distracted by love. If you need