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PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE

She appeared wi t hout warning, bal anced exquisitely on a carpet of sunlight, crowned in stars. Wen
she smled at him all the sweetness and serenity that ever were shone from her face. Beautiful
of course—though he could not have defined the color of her eyes, or her hair, or her skin. She
was all he had ever dreaned, many things he had never dared inagine, and she was here, with him
smling. He reached out a reverent hand, hoping he would be allowed to touch her.

"No," she murnured, her voice softly throaty, "not yet, mnmy dear. Al things in tine."

Her starry crown brightened, pulsing in rhythmw th his quick heartbeats, dazzling his eyes. He
drew back slightly, frightened of power for the first time in his life. But he could not | ook
away, for fromthat arc of brilliant |ight shot clear, fiery sparks, each expanding to a
crystalline sphere. She juggled themeasily, alnost whinsically, all twelve in turn caught and
then tossed high by el egant fingers.

Wthin each was a castle. Stronghold, Radzyn, Tiglath, Skybow , Remagev, Swal ekeep, Castle Crag,
Bal arat, Tuath, Goddess Keep—he knew those well, but two were strange to his eyes. He tried to
follow their novenents, tried to discern the patterns of wall and tower and court.

"Too fast?" she asked. Suddenly the spheres were suspended in mdair, the two unfam|liar castles
resting delicately on her fingertips. She held one iridescent globe out to him

"The Feruche that was, before it was taken by Fire."

Yes, he recognized it now, fromdraw ngs. Not half so beautiful as the Feruche Sorin had created,
and very nuch ol der.

She extended her right hand, and he saw a strong, soaring tower, surrounded by a trimvillage of
wooden houses gl owi ng with stained-glass w ndows, unprotected by walls.

"This was nine, before the building of the place you now 'hold."

And when he saw the crystal dome that was oratory and cal endar and nat hematical triunph, he knew
that he | ooked upon the ancient Sunrunner keep on Dorval

More. He | ooked upon the Goddess.

She was toying with the castl e-spheres again. They rose and fell at the flick of her fingers. Al
at once she gestured, and they hovered in a straight |ine before her.

Stronghol d fell and shattered.

And Tuat h.

Fer uche.

Remagev.

The castle on Dorval that no one living had ever seen

"Wait!" he cried. "Not Radzyn! Please!"

"No. You have already paid for your hone. But one other will fall."

Whi ch one? Swal ekeep—where Ostvel was, naking Al asen a widow? Tiglath—+to further break Sionell's
heart? Castle Crag? Skybow ? Bal arat?

Goddess Keep?

"I can't choose!™

"Have 1 asked you to?" Her |aughter was sunlight on dianonds. She began to juggle the remaining
castles once nore, swifter than his eyes could follow

"Then why—=2"

"Because they are still in danger."

"You said | paid for Radzyn. How?" He thought of Brenlis.

The lovely features drew into an expression of shock. "Not with pain. I amnot so cruel as al

that. You paid with belief. "

O course. Wiat other coin would Deity accept?

"I's it possible to do the sane for—"

"Whi ch one?"

As unabl e as he had been to choose a castle to destroy, neither could he choose one to save.

She was smiling again. Her eyes were green and then blue, black and then hazel and then gray. Her
hai r was spun sunlight—o, fiery red—o, soft brown—bl ack—pure silver. She was his nother and

Si oned and Andrade and Hollis and Brenlis and even Al asen

"You see how difficult power can be. One nore will fall. But which?"

She flung all the spheres up into the air. He watched hel pl essly holding his breath, heart stopped
in his chest. Hi gher, Higher, seven glow ng gl obes, shrinking to pinpoints of Iight that circled
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into a crown of stars....

eeAndry? My Lord, wake up." The voice was urgent, fanmliar. "Andry!"

He opened his eyes. Evarin; only him "Were is she?" he nmuttered thickly.

The Master Physician sagged with relief. "About tine you cane out of it. Don't worry about

Princess Al asen. She's on her way to Feruche. She should get there tonorrow sonetinme. | had a | ook
earlier, while you were sleeping. Then this fever canme over you |like a sumer squall, and it was
all I could do to get a cure down your throat. How do you feel now?"

"Cold." Drenched in sweat, Andry huddl ed into a sopping bl anket.

Evarin produced a dry one that reeked of horse. Andry found the snell conforting. He stripped off
wet cl othes and wapped hinself in the wool. Then he drank whatever Evarin gave him and | ay back
weakl y.

Alittle Fire glinrered nearby, warning the darkness of a small stone shelter. "Were are we?"
"One of Lord Garic's way stations. Before you ask, we got here on horseback. Undignified, but
there weren't any artists around to note the pose for a comenorative portrait, so—

"Stop babbling and tell me what happened." Then, |ooking nore closely at Evarin's face, he said
gently, "You' ve got a fever, yourself. How s the |eg?"

The young nman shrugged. "It'll do."

"Where'd the horse come fronP"

"Your horse, actually. He wandered back. You don't renenber?"

"No. "

"Well, you got a pretty nasty crack on the head today.

Your nenory may play tricks for a while. Anyway, we heard hoof beats, and you tried sone whistle or

other, and your stallion canme trotting up—well, linping, actually. You took the stone fromhis
hoof, and—you really don't renenber?"
"None of it. But I'mglad you didn't have to do all the work yourself. | presume we got on the

horse and started riding?"

"I doubt you'd call it that." He grinned tiredly. "Your father'd be appall ed—er |augh hinself
sensel ess, one of the two, seeing us. And |'m babbling again, so | think I'll let you take the
watch for a while."

"'Yes, get sone rest. Is there anything to eat?"

"Water and what was in your saddl ebags." Evarin reached out and dragged the | eather satchels over
"Dry clothes, too."

"Good. You lie down and sleep. I'Il tend the Fire."

One nmonent Evarin's little blaze faded, and the next Andry called Fire to the same spot. The
exchange was nmade snoothly; at least the injury to his head hadn't played foul with his gifts. The
physician curled hinmself into another blanket and was asl eep between one breath and the next.
Andry changed cl ot hes, keeping the blanket |ike a shawl over his shoulders. It was bitterly cold,
but his need for warnth had nmore to do with his guts than his skin.

"One will fall...."

But whi ch? Ch, CGoddess, which one?

He took hard bread and cheese from his saddl ebags and went to the shelter doorway. He had no sense
of time; it mght have been anywhere fromjust after dusk to just before dawn. There nust have
been a clear sky earlier, or Evarin wouldn't have been able to go | ooking for Alasen, but now only
faint, mlKky luninescence showed where the noons | urked behind the clouds. The unusabl e |ight
nmocked him

Whi ch woul d fall?

Not Radzyn. She said he had bought it with his belief. He renmenbered his dreans of death and
destruction. She had shown hi mwhat night happen, and he had believed.

Tiglath, then? Evarin, on their long ride before the disaster of today, had told himall he knew
of events. The Vellant'imhad sailed to Tiglath, attacked, been repul sed, and departed. Tallain
had di ed defending his castle, but the castle still stood. They had tried to take it once. They
had failed. There was no reason to think they mght attenpt it again.

Not so with Goddess Keep. Seven ships were in Brochwell Bay even now. But Torien and the other
devr'im Knew how to protect thenselves. Prince Elsen of Gib was nding south with troops in answer
to Torien's call for aid. The prince's sister Norian was on her way from Dragon's Rest with her
husband, Edrel of River Ussh. They would provide nore traditional defense than the spells used by
the devr'im Wth sudden wyness, he rem nded hinself that Jayachin was there, too—and nothing
woul d prevent her from doi ng everything she could to uphold her own safety and her new position as
unofficial athri of the refugees out-Mle the walls.

No, it would not be Goddess Keep

Castle Crag was too remote for the Vellant'imto bother
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*ith., But not, he realized with a start, for Chiana. It had al ways been her goal to rule there.
Onee she realized that no Vellanti or sorcerous help would be coming to her at Rezeld Manor, she
m ght decide to fulfill her lifelong anbition. GCstvel was at Swal ekeep; Al asen was at Feruche; all
their troops and the levies fromthe surrounding Veresch were with one or the other. There was no
one left to defend Castle Crag. Wuld it be the one to fall?

Per haps Swal ekeep. No, the Vellant'imhad tried once there, too, and failed. There was no mlitary
profit in the place, anyway.

That brought himto think of Balarat, up in Firon and equally irrelevant in ternms of securing the
cont i nent —whi ch

* as obviously not the invaders' intention to begin with. Politically, however, the place
presented dangers. Yarin of Snowcoves occupied the castle and held in custody the rightfu
prince's young heir. Regaining Balarat would present a pretty problem But if it fell to Prince
Lark, would that not be returning it to its rightful owner? This hardly constituted the kind of
"fall" he felt sure the Goddess had neant.

Lastly, there was Skybow . Something inside himquickened. A Desert castle. The Vellant'im had
concentrated on

*uch; it was the next logical place to seize on the way to Feruche, where Pol was; it was a pl ace
of dragons.

If the choice was his, then it would be Skybowl . The sixth dnd last to fall. It could not be
bought back fromthe Goddess' claim not even with faith. A battle would be fought there. Men and
wonen woul d die there. Skybowl would go the way of Stronghol d.

Andry knew all the castles of the Desert. He had visited themin chil dhood, before going first to
Hi gh Kirat and his abbreviated service as Prince Davvi's squire and then to Goddess Keep, where he

had al ways wanted to be. Stronghold was destroyed, as was Tuath; Radzyn still stood, though in
eneny hands. Skybow and Tiglath were held fast. And Feruche—
O themall, next to Radzyn, Feruche was dearest to him It was his dead twin brother's work, his

| egacy of beauty and strength. Sorin's very spirit lived within its walls and towers.

Stronghol d and Tuath were gone. He had bought Radzyn's safety. Remagev was usel ess to the eneny,
as was Tiglath now that the Merida were shattered. If it cane to a choice between Skybow and
Feruche, there was no choice. Skybow would be the sacrifice. The sixth and last offering to the
Goddess.

No, that wasn't quite right. She was not so cruel, she had said so. Then why nust another castle
fall?

Hi s head ached with it, his heart in turnoil. He gave it up, but for one clear decision: Feruche
woul d not be the one to fall.

Fai nt sounds intruded on his thoughts—faniliar sounds that should have blended into his

consci ousness unheeded. Wat had this barren | and done to him that noises heard from chil dhood
caught his attention as the strange noises of the Desert did not? The ring of steel on stone, the
call of the master mmsons, the grunts of the slaves—all the sounds of the quarry that was his
famly's wealth. Good, solid granite with beautiful black graining, cut into snooth bl ocks to
buil d homes and tenples as far away as Kersau, the Island of the Blind...

But those sounds did not belong here. Wnd, the occasional clatter of sandstone pebbles, the

whi sper of sand underfoot—the Desert had its own nusic, and he had reluctantly learned to
appreciate it. The cutting of stone, however, was as alien here as he.

Coming out of his tent, he fixed a cold gaze on the Flanmetower, all that could be seen of
Stronghold fromhis canp. A single lifted finger brought a guard running, a horse

[rotting al ong behind. He nmounted, galloped up the slope to the canyon, and bent his head as he
went through the tunnel

They were using picks on the cobbles of the outer court->ard. They were hacking away at the walls.
They were gouging nortar fromthe foundation stones.

They stopped when they saw him and knelt before himin their hundreds, proud of what they had
acconpl i shed

He spoke very softly into the hush. "The priest?"

"I'n the gardens, O Modst High," sonmeone said to the broken cobbl es.

"Bring him"

Sonmeone el se scranbled to his feet and, after bowing to himwhere he sat the stallion, raced for
the inner gardens. A few of the others risked a glance upward. He ignored them

The priest did not hurry. Hs strides were long with confidence, but he did not hurry. Nor did he
bow. His voice was rich and snug.

"Since the Fire was chased away by your righteousness, lord, | have been thinking how best to
drive the lingering evil fromthis place. After nuch prayer, the solution was vouchsafed ne: bring
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the castle down around itself."

They had sent hi m another priest from Radzyn to replace the one who had net his demnmise at Skybow .
A very young priest. Only soneone just out of Sanctuary would use a word |Iike "vouchsafe."
Repressing a sigh, he let his gaze travel slowy fromthe gatehouse to the walls to the vast

| oomi ng bul k of Stronghold. "That may take sonme tine."

"I't nust be done, lord," the priest said firmly. "This is a >ource of the Azhrei's power. It mnust
fall."

It has been burned to a crisp—what nmore do you want? he thought. What he said was, "And had you
considered the denpons that might still lurk within?"

The young face glowed with sunburn and fervor. "The Father of Storms will protect us."

"Had you noticed," he continued as if the priest had not spoken, "how the Dragon Sign is
everywhere here?"

"We are being careful to eradicate all of them"

"I"'msure you are." He paused, knowi ng this rmust be phrased exactly right. They were all

i stening, even though they pretended not to; it was not the first tine he had faced off with a
priest, and this ponpous little half-beard was begi nning to annoy him

"I'"'mpuzzled," said the High Warlord, crossing his wists casually on the ponmmel of his saddle.
"I'f Stronghold is razed, will the Azhrei's power die?"

"No, he carries the taint and the sin with him But—=

"If all Dragon Sign is defaced, will the Azhrei's power die?"

"No, he will only call forth other dragons of his cursed Fire. But—=

"My lord priest,” he said with respectful curiosity, "howwll we rid this land and the Father's
Sacred Dragons of the Azhrei's power?"

"By killing the Azhrei hinself, of course," cane the inpatient reply. "That is why we canme to this
horri bl e dead pl ace where nothing grows because of the sins of =

It may be why you came, he thought. "Then why?" He swept an armw de. "What does it gain but sore
backs and crushed sword-hands?"

Soneone coughed, and in the sound was anusenent.

Pl unp cheeks turned redder above the scraggly beard. "It is necessary."

"I don't see why. It seens to ne that killing the Azhrei's castle acconplishes very little, when
killing the Azhrei hinself would not only rid the dragons of his evil, but all the Iand and al
its castles as well."

The priest's forehead congested with blood. "It is necessary,"” he repeated stubbornly.

You damed idiot! he wanted to shout. You're using up their strength that should be saved for
battle, and for a stupid superstition—for nothing!

"As you say," he renmarked instead. "Tell ne, for you have studied things | have not, what woul d be
the source of power in this place?"

"The Dragon Signs." Suddenly he | ooked halfway intelligent—and as if he wanted to cut out his own
tongue for having fallen into the trap. It was tenpting to offer hima knife to do it wth.

The Hi gh Warlord continued, "Then perhaps if those were taken care of. this |ong and dangerous
task of bringing the keep down around itself would not be necessary?"

The priest glanced around him It was a terrible nmistake. Not one face was to be seen, only bowed
heads. But everyone knew he had searched for support; everyone knew his

weakness as he realized that he was not the one who truly conmmanded here.

At | east the fool knew when he was overmatched. "l hadn't thought of it that way. In ny zeal =
"—which is conmmendable,” the H gh Warlord interrupted gently before the youngling could make an
even bigger spectacle of hinself. Authority had been established; humliation was to be avoi ded.
"You rejoice in the purity of your calling and the advantage of scholarship. | amonly a

war ri or—gnorant of the deeper nysteries, too concerned with worldly things." He | eaned down a
little, as if wanting to speak confidentially. He could practically feel the hundreds sharpen
their hearing on nental whetstones. "You know, | can't help thinking of their w ves. Palns
roughened by calluses of sword and shield are marks of honor, but very different fromthose |eft
by wor ki ng stone. These would not be pleasing to a wonan's pride as a wife—er to her skin. And
there are times when even the Father of Wnds cannot how as |loudly as an angry woman."

No one dared even clear his throat this time.

The priest shifted his | egs—between which there was |acking certain equi pnent essential to
conjugal relations—and shrugged his shoul ders. "Sonetinmes we priests forget the nore practica
and, as you say, worldly considerations."

"You are fortunate to be able to do so," he replied with good hunor. "The Dragon Signs, then—and
we shall see howit affects the power of this Azhrei who is steeped in sin."

The priest drew hinself up proudly. "And when shall he steep in his own bl ood?" he chall enged.
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He supposed he was owed that, after the rebuke. "The vision was a true one. It shall be done when
the ritual is conpleted."”

"You are nmaking plans to that end?”

He wi shed he knew where the deadfalls were at Stronghold; he would take significant pleasure in
pushing the priest into one.

"I am" He raised his head to the Flanetower. "You night start up there. Dragons sleep atop every
one of those pointed wi ndows."

Turning his horse, he rode from Stronghold. Qut in the Desert once nore, he gave in to inmpul se and
urged the stallion to a gallop across the sand, far fromthe idiots he nust suffer for his greater
pur pose.

He knew the priests were restless. It was their custonmary condition, and did not trouble him
overmuch. But this matter of the Desert castles was irksone. The priests wanted so nuch to
obliterate at |east one.

It hadn't been necessary to forbid the destruction of Radzyn and Wiitecliff; the priests had
seized on their luxuries gladly. Renmagev survived because the old Azhrei had fled it—and the traps
inside were too nunerous to risk. The priests had grunbled at that, but all he'd had to do was
comrent that anyone willing to brave the spells |eft behind was wel cone to do so for the glory of
his clan. Faolain Riverport mattered nothing to him It was too new to be of inportance. The
Merida had denolished and burned Tuath Castle, forgetting all the subtlety of their origins in
their passi onate vengeance. As assassins, the only token of their existence was the broken gl ass
knife left in a victinms heart. But as conquerors, they becane as children smashing a coveted toy
for spite

Feruche mattered little, except that it now sheltered the Azhrei. And her. he reninded hinself,
reining in to gaze out at the enpty vastness of her Desert. She was why he wanted Stronghold to
remain standing. If the Storm Father was good to him he would be able to see her, perhaps even
touch her, before the ending. If circunstances were different, he would have named her as the
prize, not the new Azhrei's wife. But things were as they were, and in fact he was gl ad that she
woul d not be in the charge of the priests.

Al t hough, he told hinself with an inner grin, it would have been a wonder and an education to see.
Turni ng, he saw the sun bal ance atop the Flanetower. Soon it would gl ow t hrough the topnost
chanber, alnost as if the old Azhrei's fire still burned.

It did not. The young one's Fire would never be lit. Eventually he woul d | eave Feruche and they
woul d face each other in battle at last. And then, after the victory, the true prize would be

t aken.

Skybow .

Andry let Evarin sleep hinmself out. Wen the young man finally woke on his own at mi dnorning, hot
taze and toasted bread and cheese were waiting for him The physician ate,

tended to his own and Andry's wounds, and pronounced themfit for travel

"El ktrap?" he asked as Andry hoisted himinto the saddle.

"1"d rather go straight on to Feruche if you can nake it." Taking the reins, he started wal ki ng.
Though Radzyn horses were strong, this one still favored his near foreleg a bit.

Just past noon they reached a shortcut Andry renenbered froma nmap. No need to trust his nenory,
though; the trail was tranpled down, clearly visible. Al asen had cone through only yesterday. No
subsequent rain or snowfall obscured the tracks.

A sl uggi sh breeze began to stir halfway through a gray afternoon. Measure after neasure, Andry put
one foot in front of the other, ignoring the throbbing in his head, refusing to consider what was
and what might be. Eventually he was unable to think past the next step. H's body was beyond
weariness, numb with cold; his mind found confort in sodden exhaustion

But what was permissible and even desirable for himwas not allowed his horse. They ni ght have
continued by dark, a fingerflame lighting their way, but the stallion was exhausted and |i nping
badly. So when the pale, stubborn glow of the sun was a fingerspan above the western crags, Andry
called a halt.

Evarin stirred blearily in the saddle. "W there yet?"

"No. | have to build a shelter while there's |ight enough to work. You're tonight's cook. Surely
all those years of brew ng potions qualifies you."

Evarin rallied a little as he was hel ped off the horse. "Febrifuges and eye ointnments aren't

stuffed venison with nbss-berry sauce. | can boil water."

"That's nmore than Sioned can do." He settled his friend on a flat rock cleared of snow. "I know, I
know, a princess isn't expected to cook. But she can't even brew a drinkable cup of taze. Speaking
of which, here's a pot, and there's the snow. 1'll be back soon."

Andry left the saddl ebags where Evarin could reach them tethered the horse, and started off into
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the trees. Snow would be thin on the ground beneath the gigantic pines, and he had every
expectation of finding branches suitable for his purpose. He had collected nearly a dozen—needl es
still green, linbs still supple enough to bend—when he cane upon a rabbit burrow. He' d never been
much good at hunting | arge

game, but he'd caught plenty of sand-nesting creatures in his childhood. Rabbits couldn't be much
nmore difficult.

He was w ong.

Si ghi ng, he cast aside the stick he'd been using in a dooned attenpt to coax the bleating anima
fromits den. So much for rabbit stew tonight. But on his way back, |ugging heavy branches, he had
the good fortune to find a brave, bedraggled clunp of wolfpaw growi ng around a tiny frozen pond.
Everyt hing about the plants, from golden-brown flowers to pul py root, was edible, nourishing, and
del i ci ous when soaked in wi ne. Hoping Evarin hadn't drunk all of what he'd liberated fromPol's
cellars, he crouched down to harvest dinner

The pond was no nore than a puddl e, barely an arnspan across, and the trees formed nothing
resenbling a circle. But all at once Andry sat back on his heels, breathing hard. The stones

rinm ng the pool had been set there deliberately.

He'd heard of two tree-circles in his life: one near Goddess Keep, the other close to the ruins of
Lady Merisel's castle on Dorval. He'd never even considered that there night be others.

O that they might be used by the diarmadh'im Stoneburners.

Was the Goddess here? Was this her place? Had it once belonged to her and been corrupted?

Only one way to find out.

He stripped off his gloves and pocketed them and let his cloak fall fromhis shoul ders. There was
no question of renoving the rest of his clothes; he wasn't suicidal and doubted that the Goddess
wanted the Lord of her Keep to freeze to death. After closing his eyes for a few nonents to steady
his mnd and his breathing, he gazed at the stone directly opposite him It was |larger than the
others, upright in the frozen nmud |like an armreaching for the sky. He would call Fire to it, let
it cascade down to nelt the ice, and then pluck a hair fromhis head to float on the freed

water. ...

But at the first glimrer of Fire, the stone itself turned to flane. Angry crinson burst head-high
then bled in a swift circle toignite all the rocks. Andry flinched back and bade the Fire be
gone.

It burned brighter than ever.

Wthin the circle, the sheet of ice reflected living Fire. Across the mrrorlike surface swirled
furious shadows

painted in red and yell ow and orange. Hi s hands shook as he tugged a single hair fromhis
nape-startled to find it was a gray one—and let it fall onto the solid, unnelting ice.

Fire, Water, the Earth of which he was nade. One nore thing would finish the gathering of

El enent s—and sonehow he knew that if he did not breathe Air across the pond, the flames would burn
forever. This was a ritual that demanded completion. But for Andry, it was |like being trapped in a
dream struggling to wake, desperately aware that until it was over there would be no escape.

It was not his breath but the Storm God's that blew across the ice and flanes, scattering shadows.
The pond was truly a mirror now-a diarmadhi mirror, not reflecting what was before it but

reveal ing what was inside it.

And unlike the mirror he'd found in the Veresch, this one did not show the living. Every face he
saw was the face of sonmeone dead.

He knew them had seen them since childhood or at Riall'imor in Fire conjurings that showed
others how to recogni ze them Halian of Meadow ord, the Parchnent Prince; black-eyed Myon of
Cunaxa; hawk-nosed Kostas of Syr. Volog and Latham of Kierst, father and son, alike in features
but not in the marks of age and rule. The brothers Edirne and Cananto of Fessenden, utterly
unal i ke. And the youngest, and the nobst regrettable death: R hani of Ossetia.

One after another the faces of dead princes appeared and were consuned in flanmes, just as the
castl es had been dropped and shatt ered.

The price of this war? The sacrifices? Wat m ght have bought their |ives?

Kost as, assassinated by a Merida. Ri hani, dead of wounds. Halian and Lat ham nurdered. Vol og al one
had succumbed to natural causes. Edirne had been killed in an accident. Myon's death had been an
execution as far as Andry was concerned. He didn't know how Cananto had di ed—hadn't even been
aware of his death, in fact, until now

But if this was the tally of princes sacrificed to this war, where was Rohan?

Andry sat back on his heels, tearing his gaze fromthe enpty ice-mrror to stare at the trees.
Though they fornmed only an arc, not a circle, around him they were easily identified. The one
directly to his left was the Child; next to it, Youth. A flowering bush, naked now in w nter
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i ntervened

between that tree and the one that nust represent the Man. Beside it was the Father. And just to
Andry's right was a nassive pine that could only be the G aybeard

Wul d there be any answer, in this place that seized Fire and gave it independent life to mrror
the faces of the dead?

Long ago he had consulted other trees at the proper time. At Goddess Keep the pines formed an

el egant circle around a larger forest pool with its rock cairn. He had asked his questions of al
the trees—except the Graybeard. Not nmany had the courage to look into their old age until it was
actually upon them And by then questions generally lost their inportance anyway, if one was | ucky
enough to be granted a placid finish to life.

Andry had the depressing feeling that his own old age woul d be as turbulent as his youth.

He shifted slightly, biting his Iip. Then he plunged his bare hands through the Fire and into the
ice, and faced the mighty tree.

The ice shards cut like crystal. Needles of pain drove into his knuckles, bringing a nuffled cry
to his lips. The Fire atop the standing stone flared once nore, and in it he saw the face of a
man.

No. The face of the Cod.

He was like unto the Goddess in that his terrible beauty had no specific feature. He was Rohan and
Meath and old Prince Lleyn; he was Torien, Pol, and Walvis. He was Andry's father and grandfather
and brothers and sons. Ostvel's gray eyes becane Roelstra's |eaf-green, Tallain's deep brown, and
then a cl ear sapphire bl ue.

He was ... Andry.

A voi ce snpboth and hard as polished stone reverberated in his mnd. No one calls Fire here now No
one cones to see the faces of the dead,

Andry caught his breath in an instinctive protest, then realized his foolishness. Everyone died.
No bargain could be struck here—his faith for a life as it had purchased Radzyn.

You, the voice accused, you are not of the A d Blood. You are afraid. Go. Return when you
under st and.

The Fire died. The face that was all faces and none faded into the broken ice. The stones were
only stones. Wnd whispered in the pines, finding lonely echo in Andry's soul. He slid his hands
fromthe water and stared at themas if unsure

they were his. The skin was stung scarlet with cold, the nails blue.

It was a long tine before his fingers warned enough to use. He funbled with his gloves, drew his
sodden cl oak back .up around him and pushed hinself stiffly to his feet.

Evarin was noddi ng over steaning taze. He glanced up when Andry trudged fromthe wood with his
branches and his pockets full of wolfpaw

"I was beginning to worry, my Lord. It's getting dark."

"Yes," Andry agreed. "Very."

" hundreds and thousands of them nore than anyone could ever count. But even with all those
stars, people were frightened by the night. So they |earned how to nake torches, and candl es, and
| anps, but it wasn't enough.”

The sound of Pol's soft voice stopped Sionell just outside the half-open bedchanber door. She
waited, listening as he told an old, old legend; it had been one of her own favorites as a child.
"Now, as it happened, there were three sisters who had very special gifts. The el dest of them
could speak with trees, and the second one could speak with clouds, and the youngest could speak
wi th dragons.™

"Li ke you," Jihan's voice said snugly.

"Well, not quite. Anyway, the sisters thought for a long tine about the night's darkness and
finally decided on a plan. The first asked the trees in the forest to fashion three boats. The
second asked the clouds to spin thenselves into sails. The third asked a few dragons to carry them
on their backs far up into the sky, until the starry wind caught their sails. Soon everything was
ready. Trees had built thensel ves into boats, and clouds were hung fromthe masts, and dragons
hunkered down to take the boats on their backs, and the three sisters stood at the prows. Up they
went, into the dark sky w thout sunlight, until the wind caught their sails. The dragons flew back
hore.

"Then the sisters called Fire to their boats, beautiful silver and gold that shone fromthe
curving hulls and billowing sails. And just the way a candl e makes a circle on a w ndow pane, the
light glowing fromthe ships nade great circles in the sky.

"Down bel ow, the night was not so dark as it had been. The three sisters sailed their boats across
the sky, and | ooked down fromthe prows onto the |and, where people took heart that there was
light in the darkness.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybowl.txt (7 of 336) [2/4/2004 11:57:43 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybow! .txt

"But after a while they realized that they'd forgotten something. Wth the clouds as their sails,
there was nothing for the rain and snowto fall from Fields withered, and rivers dried up, and
only the places where water canme directly fromthe ground could still—

"Li ke at Stronghold," Jihan interrupted.

"Yes, like the spring at Stronghold. But one or two springs, or even a hundred, couldn't water the
whol e world. So the sisters decided that part of the time, they'd have to do without their sails,
so that the clouds could give the water a place to live before it cane back down as rain. And
that's why tonight the sisters are drifting through the sky in their curving boats, for their
cloudy sails are sonewhere naking a honme for the rain."

"And that's also why there's a lady at the front of every -hip. isn't that right. Papa?"
"Absolutely right. Sailors and shipmasters call themthe vsary watchers' because, |ike the three
sisters, they're always keeping an eye out for clouds."

"The sisters nmust have been Sunrunners," said a new voi ce—Fobren's. A predictable renmark,

consi deri ng who her father was, Sionell thought, then berated herself for the injustice.

"Or sorcerers,"” contributed Jihan

"No, they weren't," Tobren stated. "They use the stars, not the noons."

"But Sunrunners get sick when they sail," said Antalya, and Sionell nearly nmarched into the room
to denand the reason why her daughter wasn't in her own bed. Though recovering and no | onger
cont agi ous, she was barely over her fever

"So it can't be Sunrunners," Jihan said triunmphantly.

"I't's not Water up in the sky, it's Air," was Tobren's superior reply.

"Well ... so what,"” Jihan nuttered. "Papa, it could have been sorcerers, couldn't it?"

"Not being in a position to ask the three ladies, | really couldn't say. And | think it's tine you
settled down for the

night. It's late and | thought we were only going to have one story, not four."

Once again Sionell took a step, intending to enter the room Once again the conversation inside

st opped her.

"I"'mgoing to be a Sunrunner when | grow up,” Jihan announced. "So is Rislyn. And so is Talya, and
Mei g, and Maara—and you, too, Tobren," she added.

Si onel Fs knees went a little weak. She'd known about her daughter, but—Meig? And how did Ji han
know, anyway?

Pol's voice was even and easy as he said, "If so, you'd better follow Meig's exanple and get somne
sl eep. Being a Sunrunner is hard work."

"No, it's not," Jihan said, encouraged-As if that child needed any encouragenent, Sionell nused—by
her father's acceptance of her statenents. "See what | can do al ready, Papa?"

Pol gave a startled exclamation. Tobren cried out. CGoddess, what has she done? Sionell thought
frantically, and flung open the door

The roomwas brilliant with light. A branch of candl es over by the wi ndows was abl aze—not just the
wi cks but the wax and the iron stand as well, perilously near a tapestry curtain.

Si onel | sidestepped a chair and snagged the cl oak draped carel essly over its back. The heavy, soft
wool was enough to snother the flanes.

Cat chi ng her breath, she turned around. Pol was struggling to untangle hinself fromchildren and
coverlet on the bed. Tobren's face was white with shock; Antalya seened only thoughtful and
curious. Meig, bless him was curled at the foot of the bed Iike a kitten, sound asleep

Ji han perched on a pillow, hands folded denurely in her lap. "You didn't have to do that, Lady
Sionell. | would have put it out nyself."

"But not before you burned up half the room" Sionell responded. "It got away fromyou, didn't
it?"

"Well, sonme," she admitted unwillingly.

Pol was on his feet now, |ooking down at his daughter with eyes of solid stone. "Jihan."

"Yes, Papa?"

That innocent little face, those sweet blue eyes beneath tangl ed golden hair.... Sionell knew
preci sely what was going through Pol's mind. Jihan needed a good scold and a bad

scare, but not now Not after what had happened to her nother and twin sister

"Don't do that again," Pol said, not gently, but not as severely as he night have. "G ve nme your
word. "

"But, Papa—*

"Your word as an athri of the High Prince."

Ji han cast a quick glance at Tobren—al nost defiant, alnpbst sty. "I pronmise, ny lord."

He nodded acceptance. "Well, then. Into bed with all of you." He scooped up Meig, who squirned and
snuggl ed against him "Sionell, does anything short of a trunpet in his ear wake this child?"
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"He'd sl eep through thunderstorns. Hand hi m over."

She felt his forehead with her own cheek, relieved to find it cool. Four years ol d—and al ready
identified as a Sunrunner? She held himnore tightly to her breast, wondering dismally why her

i Mmedi ate instinct was to protect himfromwhat he coul d becone.

The three girls shared the bed. Once they were all settled, and Sionell had reassured hersel f of
Antalya's well-being, Pol retrieved the scorched cloak and beckoned a nmi dservant down the hall to
conme keep watch over the children

As the door closed, Pol murrmured, "I brought the other children in to keep Ji han conpany. She's
havi ng ni ghtmares. She's always slept with Rislyn in the room you see.”
"It's all right. | understand.”

He touched Meig's tousled dark head and gave a rueful smile. "He insisted on joining us—and
think I bored himright to sleep."

"He's like that. Wde awake one noment, oblivious the next."

Pol sighed wearily as they started down the corridor. "I envy him | thought it would work with
the girls, too, but—+t seens | can't even tell a sinple bedtinme story anynore wi t hout sonething
out rageous happeni ng. "

"Did you know Ji han could call Fire?"

"Al asen nentioned it this evening when we spoke."

"And it doesn't worry you?" Sionell asked carefully.

Pol shrugged. "Jihan is what she is. She was bound to pick it up on her own one day. My nother did
when she was only a little older than Jihan is now. There's power in her. | don't want her to be
afraid of it Iike Alasen is." He paused before his own chanber door. "EIIl...."

Swiftly, she said, "Your nother is |ooking for you. Kazander's turned up m ssing, and you know
where he's gone—er at |east what he plans to do."

"Kazander—=2 Ch, good Goddess, that fool!"

“I''ll go tell her you're on your way, shall [|?"

He caught her arm She froze. He let her go and | ooked anywhere but at her. "W have to talk."
They were at her door; she opened it blindly. "There is nothing to discuss. Nothing happened.”

Eyes brui sed beneath with exhaustion wi dened with shock. Not because of her denial; it was Miglan
in his eyes, not her,

"Ell, I didn't nean tal k about—about that."

"No, of course not," she said mindlessly. "I"'msorry, | should ve known—

"l need you."

His quiet plea hit her all wong. She held Meig defensively against her shoulder. "I have three
children who need nme. You don't."

"You don't understand. | have to know that you—

"I don't want to hear this," she snapped, turning fromhim furious. He had no right to claim
anything fromher. No right to start hurting her again. No, she told herself, I'mthe one who hurt

me, all those years ago. It was never his fault. He was what he was.

But what is he now?

This time his fingers shackled her forearm hard enough to bruise the bones. "I need you nore than
Tallain ever did."

And this tinme she gasped. "Don't you dare say his nane tone!"

Meig grunbled in his sleep. She rocked him glaring at Pol. There was no qui ck response of tenper
in his eyes. Bleak, vulnerable, his face al nost broke her heart.

Al nost. She would not allowit.

"I don't know what to do, what to say," he whispered. "If you want to pretend that it never—t
woul d be best, you're right. But don't do this to ne, Sionell. Not now, when | need—*

"Do this to you?" she echoed incredul ously. "You selfish bastard! Wat could | ever do to you that
you haven't already repaid nme a hundredfold in advance? Dam you, let ne go!"

To her surprise, he did. "I"'msorry," he told her, and in the next instant vani shed down the
hal | way.
Conposure shattered, Sionell sagged back against the wall. Her son curled against her; she buried

her lips in his silky hair and cl osed her eyes.

Pol had been cruel, trying to claimher. She had nothing for him Her children needed her. Their
father was dead, their world forever changed. Jahnev was Lord of Tiglath now-at barely seven
winters old. Antalya would be a Sunrunner one day—but who woul d teach her? Not Andry! And not Pol
ei ther. Maarken? Sioned?

And what of Meig? G ubby, bright-eyed, full of mschief, secretly her favorite—was Jihan right?
Was he gifted, too?

She t hought of another child then. Two children, really. Miglan was as gentle and i nnocent as
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Ri sl yn. She thought of them held captive by the Vellant'im and wondered why Pol was not a

shri eki ng nmadman.

Selfish, she'd called him They were two of a kind.

Goddess hel p us, she thought wearily, and went to put her youngest to bed.

Pol stood in the middle of his bedchanber, wondering nunbly how and why he was there. Certainly
not to sleep. Restlessness had seized himas surely as exhaustion, fevered brain and tired body at
constant war, with himas the battlefield and the casualty.

Mei gl an.

Ri sl yn.

Chayl a.

Sionell....

Swor ds st abbing through-iron bars at a caged ani nal .

He turned as if to escape the pain and saw hinmself in the wall mirror. Only his own tense face was
reflected, his own sleepless eyes. But within that other mrror, a dark and dangerous

i mge—aught? Trapped inside silver and glass, alive only in Fire, silent and hel pl ess...

He watched his own face in the mrror, thinking of that dark reflection. Trapped. Hel pless.
Mei gl an.

Ri sl yn.

Chayl a.

Sionell....

Ch, Goddess help him... Sionell...

CHAPTER TV

The only problemw th sneaking into Faolain Low and was the only thing that allowed Saumer and his
troops to sneak in at all.

Rai n.

He'd waited two nights for this stormthat would obscure the arny's nmovenents. He coul d, however,
have done very nicely w thout the deluge that obscured absolutely everything. He couldn't see nore
than a handspan from his nose. Torches were a sodden joke, and he didn't know rmuch about conjuring
a fingerflame. So he directed his people down an access tunnel dark as a Sunrunner's nightnare,
listening to curses that told himfeet had slipped on the |ladder. A nice little shower to keep the
Vellant'imin their shelters, sone conveni ent concealing mst—that was all he'd wanted. Instead he
sent his troops through an entry in the forest floor that rem nded himforcibly of a rabbit hole,
and huddl ed into a sopping cloak that weighed nore than if he'd sinply draped the wool around his
shoul ders while the sheep still wore it.

At | ast everyone was through the chimmey Lady Hollis had described on sunlight—a thing Saumer was
convi nced he woul d never see agai n—and he began his own descent. As he reached up to shut the
wooden covering, soil around it gave way. A silkweight of nuck dunped on his head.

"Lovely," he grunbled, spitting grass, nmud, and a few rocks. "Thanks."

But at least the torrents of rain were closed out. Sliding the iron bar hone to | ock the

entry—M rsath had had it

opened a coupl e of days ago—he clinbed down, junping the last rungs to land in water hal fway to
hi s knees.

Havadi, Prince Kostas' captain and now Sauner's own second-in-conmand, was waiting, having already
sent the rest of their people on ahead. "Lord Mrsath left a few dry ones for us, ny lord,"” he
said, holding up a lighted torch. "The passage is through there."

Sauner pushed nud-thickened hair fromhis face and eyed the darkness of the | ow tunnel uneasily.
"Under the noat. We might as well have swmthe thing."

They started off, following dimflashes of fireglow ahead and the sound of nobre swearing. The
young prince tried to take his mnd fromthe cl oseness, the cold, and his incredi bly soggy self by
concentrating on the torch Havadi held. Having only recently |earned that he was faradhi |ike his
aunt Al asen, Sauner wondered if he could sense anything different about fire. But he saw only a
torch nade of wood and pitch, and the flanes were |ike any others he had watched in his life.

The sudden gl owi ng qui ver on the edge of his nmind was nmade of another kind of Fire entirely.

Sauner straightened abruptly and bunped his head against the |ow ceiling. Havadi turned when an
annoyed exclamation left his |ips.

"My |ord?"

Sauner was running his gloved fingers over the dripping overhead stones. "There's sonething here
Just above the rock...."

file:///ID]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybowl.txt (10 of 336) [2/4/2004 11:57:43 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybow! .txt

"Un ... yes. The noat."

"No, sonething in the noat." He heard what he'd said and blinked. "Why would | think a crazy thing
like that?" But in the next breath he ordered Havadi to douse the torch. "The light's distracting
me. "

He stripped off his gloves in total darkness and blew on his hands to warmthem Searching with
only his eyes, he saw no telltale fiery flicker. So he closed his eyes, and, biting his |lower lip,
explored the ceiling with his fingertips. The shining itched at his mind stronger here, weaker
there. He followed its pull, all form ess black-rainbow iridescence, and all at once snatched his
hands back as if they'd been burned.

"Sauner! What is it?" Havadi grasped his arm

"I don't knowbut it's powerful, whatever it is." He

touched the spot again, gingerly, and again his fingertip felt burned. "How thick is this ceiling,
do you t hi nk?"

"I don't know, and unless you want the moat flooding in to drown us, we're not about to find out."
Flint struck stone, and the torch flared to |ife again. "Conme upstairs, nmy lord, before you catch
achill."

"But— He sighed. "Ch, never nind. I'll ask Mrsath about it when | see him But | want to mark
that place." He groped in his pockets and came up with a hoofpick. He jamed it into a seeping
crack in the rocks near the source of the gl ow

They continued down the tunnel, and the water dripping through fromthe noat began to rival the
rai nstorm out si de. Saumer woul dn't have minded so nmuch if it hadn't snelled so foul. Curiosity
about that strange black-fire shinmrer gave way to the pure and sinple desire for a long, hot bath
and cl ean, dry cl ot hes.

They energed at last into a circular room The tallest staircase Sauner had ever seen spiraled
upward, lit by torches and candles. A nan and woman waited for them prudently standing a few
steps up fromthe ankle-deep water on the floor. Both were young, finely dressed, and had the | ook
of fam |y saneness stanped on their features.

"Lord Mrsath, Lady Karanaya," Sauner said politely, glad to stretch his backbone strai ght again.
"Lovely weather we're having, isn't it?"

"Wl come to Faol ain Low and, your grace," Mrsath responded in kind, his eyes dancing with hunor
at the casual exchange of pleasantries. "I hope your journey wasn't too tiring."

Karanaya gave a snort. "Next you'll be asking after the confort of your horse. At |east one of us
is practical here, your grace. Have sone w ne."

She turned, and froma candl e-shelf took a crystal goblet footed in silver and set with gens. The
deep ruby liquid init steamed in the chill. Sauner drank gratefully as Mrsath remarked, "I

noti ce you got out the princely guestcup, cousin."

"I hope | know what's due a Prince of Kierst-Isel, and a kinsman of the High Prince into the
bargain. "

Saurmer handed the goblet to Havadi. "Here—warm your bones with this. As it happens, Lady

Karanaya, " he went on,

"ny horses are being well seen to. We left people to guard them and as soon as this rain lets up
alittle they'll be herded to a safe place."

"After which we'll herd the Vellant'imto an wnsafe place," she finished with deternmination. "If
you'll cone with us, your grace. W've already had your people seen to, and now the nost inportant

thing is to get you dry and warm"

Sauner nounted the steps to get out of the water, w shing he could upend both boots; he was fairly
sl oshing his way up that daunting staircase. "Wt and warm woul d be better," he smled at her. "I
stink of your noat and need a bath. By the way, Lord Mrsath, when | was going through the tunnel
| =

A runmbling fromthe black mouth of that very tunnel presaged a crash that shook the foundation
stones. Havadi dropped the pricel ess goblet and raced up the steps, arns spread wide to shove the
ot her three ahead of him Karanaya stunbl ed agai nst Saumer; he held her upright and dragged her
with himas they fled the gush of rainwater and nobat nud and shattered rock.

Sauner went to his knees on a riser, cursing, and | ooked over his shoul der. Debris-|aden water
surged ei ght steps bel ow him seven, six—then seenmed to pause and consider, lapping flirtatiously
at the next step. He caught his breath and sat down to watch, earning amazed | ooks from his
conpani ons.

"What are you—

"My lord, we really nust—

"Prince Sauner, there's still danger from—

"Just wait," he said, and cl osed his eyes.
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Ah. There it was. He fixed it in his mnd and scooted down the steps, heedl ess of his boots—ful
to the knees anyway—and the | eaden drag of his cloak. Standing on the bottom step, chest-deep in
snelly muck, he plunged a gloved hand into the gently rocki ng waves.

A few nonments |ater he clinbed back up to the others and opened his fist. In the stained and
sopping |l eather rested a tear-shaped |unmp of filth. Sauner scraped the mud fromit as best he
could so they could see it. But he knew that Havadi, Mrsath, and Karanaya (who gasped in
del i ghted recognition) saw only a black pearl, not its nagical sheen of rainbows.

"What | don't understand," said Mrsath to Johlarian a little while later, "is why you didn't see
it before.”

The Sunrunner gave a shrug. "Perhaps it's in the way of children—which Prince Sauner is when it
cones to faradhi things. They see what's there, not what education and experience tell themto
see. And | was concentrating on the fingerflame, nmy lord, while | was down there. That might have
sonething to do with it."

M rsath peered into the gaping hole in his hall floor, winkled his nose, and strode over to push
the Dragon's Eye that closed it. "Well, that's lost to use, anyway. Qurs or theirs." He watched
the stone slide shut. "You know, it bothers me a little that Sauner was so snmug. Totally
unsurprised that the Tear should snuggle right into his hand."

"Again, my lord, like a child. Wiy shouldn't it happen that way? Reason and logic tell us it's
absurd. Inpossible. But it's the privilege of the young to believe that even if they leap into a
m dden, they'll conme out holding a rose. Or a pearl." He snmiled. "Perhaps the hand of the Goddess
was init."

"Don't start sounding like Lord Andry," Mrsath warned as they clinbed the stairs. "Reason and
logic tell me that the collapse of the npat had an even chance of washing the pearl either
direction down the tunnel. It was |uck."

"As you say, my lord. Good night, and sleep well."

The next norning they met in a room M rsath's grandfather had rather ponpously termed the Hall of
Petitions. Because npbst consultations were done out in the fields or in the village, and rarely
through so formal a nethod as a petition, everyone at Lowland sinply called it "the office."” They
i gnored the ranks of chairs posted along the walls and gathered around the fruitwood tabl e that
old Lord Baisal had fondly pictured awash in respectfully worded parchnments pleading for his
favor.

Sauner was bright-eyed and refreshed after half a night's sleep in a real bed—and a second hot
bat h before breakfast this norning. At Mrsath's request he explained the logistics of the Battle
of Catha Heights while they waited for Karanaya. Eventually she arrived, dressed in a plain, high-
necked gown of bright red wool. The Tears of the Dragon,

all six of thembound in silver wire, hung froma short chain around her throat.

Johl ari an wat ched Sauner carefully for reaction. The young man didn't even blink. He conplinented
Karanaya on the jewels; she thanked himprettily for retrieving the mssing one; they settled down
to busi ness.

O would have, if Mrsath hadn't asked, "Your grace, do you see anything now when you | ook at the
pearl| s?"

"Certainly," was the ready reply. "Don't you, Johlarian?"

The Sunrunner concentrated. Then he stopped concentrating. He pushed all his education and | ogic
asi de, opening hinmself as he had not willingly done since the night sone unknown worman had cone in
the guise of the Goddess to nake a man of him

The pearls began to shine.

Not as the single one had when he searched for it by Sunrunner neans in the noat. Then, the | ost
gem had worn an angry greeni sh shimrmer. Now all six were strangely serene, |um nous, darkly

i ridescent.

"CGentl e CGoddess," he nurnured. "The Hi gh Prince showed me what to | ook for, and the one of them
al one—but all of themtogether—=

"It looks like you' re wearing a black rai nbow, Lady Karanaya,
sort of burst over your head. Too bad you can't see it."

She fingered the pearls. "They're beautiful just as they are. Thank you again, Prince Sauner."
"No trouble,"” he answered with a grin. "As you saw. Now, let's see what kind of support we can
give Prince Tilal when he arrives. The flood wasn't such a disaster after all, you know+ heard
about the bath the Vellant'imtook in the moat. Mud will keep themout as surely as water. |'m
worried about that causeway, though. Can you show ne the plans of the castle, please?"

The chil dhood accident that had crippled Prince Elsen of Grib nmade wal king painful and riding a
tornent. This had not prevented himfromclinmbing into a saddle for the journey to Goddess Keep
when the call went out for help. Now, within sight of the great seaside castle on this fifty-ninth

Sauner told her. "It spreads in a
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day
of Wnter and the fourteenth of his journey, his |l ong agony finally caught up with him

He had been thinking of it as conparable to childbirth. Wak as his wife Selante was after two
days of an exhausting and dangerous |abor, she had found that final reserve of strength that

all owed their son to be born. Surely, Elsen thought, surely if she could endure such w acking pain
t hrough her entire body, he could outlast one knee.

It nortified himthat the first glinpse of Goddess Keep nearly toppled himfromthe saddle. He
woul d dredge up a | ast determ nation, he would endure the pain, he would ride into the courtyard
as a prince and not a cripple—

What ever his nmind' s resolve, his body knew that respite was close. H's body wanted that surcease
now.

"Your grace!"

Wien he fell, it was very slowy. H's bad leg, foot twisting in the stirrup, gave a sickening
crack. Oddly, it didn't hurt at all. He didn't remenber hitting the ground.

El sen woke in darkness. He turned his head and then turned it away froma sharp rectangl e of

Iight.

"Mama? He noved. | think he's awake."

He didn't recognize the young voice, nor the one that answered. "Hush now, Ondiar. W nustn't
startle him Your grace? Prince Elsen? It's all right, you're with friends. My nanme is Jayachin,
and you're in ny tent just outside Goddess Keep. No, don't try to nove. |'ve splinted your |eg and
your shoul der. You took a nasty fall."

He opened his eyes and squinted up at her. She was white-skinned and bl ack-haired, and very
beautifuL "How | ong—=2?"

"I't's just gone noon. They'll be here from Goddess Keep in a little while with a litter to carry
you in."

"My peopl e? Where are they?"

"Wthin the keep, your grace, and nade nore than wel cone.

She settled on a | ow stool beside the

cot. "I had thembring you here to rest and recover yourself before you neet Lord Torien. A few of
your guards are outside." She hesitated. "Before | call themin, your grace, | nust thank you for
your goodness in coming to our aid. | speak for thousands driven fromtheir hones who cane to

Goddess Keep seeking Lord Andry's protection. But he is gone, and Lord Torien refuses to do the
necessary Sunrunner thing

against the Vellant'imwho wait to attack us. You stand between us and destruction, your grace.”
She paused, as if giving himtine to speak. Wien he did not, she went on, "They will |and soon,
your grace. They nust be attacked. It is not enough to defend Goddess Keep—the battle nust be
taken to them 1've tried to find a way of teaching these people to fight, but they're farners and
townfol k, your grace, not warriors. And Torien inpedes me at every turn. He thinks only of his vow
not to kill. But | was nmade athri of these people by Lord Andry hinmself, and | cannot afford such
qual ns. Hel p us, your grace. Please."

A thoroughly uncharacteristic anger conpeted with the agony in his knee. Had his people cone al
this way only because the Sunrunners were squeam sh? Wiat in all Hells was the matter with thenf
He woul d not watch his arny fight and die as Prince Tilal's had for the sake of a faradhi vow.

But he owed it to the faradh '"imto hear their side of it. He said to Jayachin, "I will speak with
Lord Torien."

She nodded and cl asped her hands together. The gesture was oddly possessive, as if she held within
her palns a prom se of |ove or war.

He had no right to demand that the Sunrunners forswear their nost sacred vow. He had cone when
they called for aid; it was his duty. He had never deluded hinself about |eading the charge, but
at least he could have stood on the ramparts, urging his people to victory. Now he was worse than
useless; long fanmliarity with pain told himit would be spring before he could so nmuch as set his
feet to the floor.

But he rmust do something to fight this horror that had overtaken the continent and killed H gh

Pri nce Rohan, who had befriended himwth letters and gifts of books. The denmands of his own honor
and his affection for a man he had never net were no | ess binding on himthan the Sunrunner oath
was to them It was what they were

But why shoul d his people have to die for then? O for hinf

Later, after an unspeakable journey in the litter, he swamout of slow, hot waves of pain to hear
voi ces di scussing him

" how he managed to sit a horse at all, with that leg," a nman said.

"Yes," a wonan replied, "but the break is the best thing that could have happened."

El sen struggl ed to understand. How could his injury benefit anyone? Slitting his eyes open, he saw
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the pair standing at the foot of the bed he lay in. The man was tall, |ong-boned, about a dozen
years Elsen's senior, his Fironese blood strongly proclainmed in his dark features. The wonman was
younger, delicately nade with black hair and snoky-gray eyes.

She continued, "W'Il have to keep himimobile for quite a while. It depends on what | can do
with that knee. 1'd like to find the funble-fingered excuse for a physician who had the origi na
setting of the bones. Goddess, what a ness!”

"Should we find Evarin on sunlight and consult him about proper treatmnent?"

"Torien—=

"1 know, ny |love—you' re wearing the sanme ring he is, and you' re alnost as good. But we're going to
need his advice."

She replied grudgingly, "Al right, yes. For now, we'd better just let the prince rest quietly,
with no distractions."

El sen cl osed his eyes again and tried to breathe around the panic in his chest. Unable to | eave
this bed, he would be unable to give orders. He wouldn't even know what was goi ng on unl ess they
told him He had fought physical hel pl essness since childhood. This was worse. This was so much
worse. It wasn't just him+t was all his people, who had followed their crippled prince because
they |l oved him

"I wonder," the wonan nused, "if Jayachin was as clunsy with words as she was with her bandagi ng."
"Meani ng what ?"

"Meani ng she had him al one | ong enough to say just about anything."

"Jol an! She's not that nuch of a fool."

"You think not? Well, just consider how lucky it is that Prince Elsen is here with us, and not
canped outside with her."

"I see what you nean. Conme, let's |leave himto his sleep.”

"You realize, of course," Sioned was saying quietly as the children gathered in the Attic, "that
this is a case of hiding the sheep after the dragons have feasted."

Meat h gave her a shrug. "They have to learn.”

"Granted." She | eaned against the door frame and folded her arnms. "I'd |ike to get Audran and

Al'l eyn up here from Skybowl, too. And Jeni, if she can be persuaded to | eave her dragon."

"You know we don't dare | et any group smaller than an arny ride anywhere. Not until Chayla's been
found, and we can be sure we've cleaned out all the lingering vermin fromthe hills."

"I'd like to have them here all the same." Sioned nodded to the table, where five children stood
behi nd chairs. At each place was a white candle rising froma small crystal holder. "Do you see
the | ook on Tobren's face?" she went on in a murnur. "She knows as well as you and | that her
father's not going to appreciate this at all."

"Since when have you ever worried about what Andry thinks?"

"Since I've had the feeling that we're going to need his help." Sioned ran a hand back through her
short curls and noved fromthe door to the head of the table. "Good afternoon, ellitev'im" she
greeted the children with a smle. "For those of you who don't recognize that word, it neans
"little friends-in-Fire.' It's what every First Teacher at Goddess Keep calls young Sunrunners.
Tobren, please tell the others whatfaradhi neans."

" 'Silent know edge'," the girl responded sullenly. Her grandnother had told her to be here, and
so she was. But as Sioned had observed, she didn't approve.

"Exactly. And since none of you have nuch know edge yet, you can do ne a favor by taking to heart
the silence part of it!" She smiled again, then |ooked at Meath. He stood at the other end of the

table, waiting for his cue. "We'll begin with our rather large friend-in-Fire down there."
"This is the way Sunrunners greet each other before a | esson." He held both hands out before him
palnms flat. "I am Meath, son of Keriv and Al dannaya, and ny rings are six. Goddess blessing to

you, Sunrunners.”
Si oned gestured to Antalya, who stood at Meath's right. "Your turn."

Si onel Fs daught er blinked huge bl ue eyes and stamered, "I—+ am Antal ya, daughter of T-Tallain and
Sionell, and I don't have any rings. Goddess blessing to you, Sunrunners.”

Ji han was next. She spread out her hands and identified

hersel f by saying, "I am Ji han, daughter of Hi gh Prince Pol and Hi gh Princess Miglan, and I'ma

princess and the athri of Rosewall at Str—

"Ji han." Meat h spoke her nanme softly.

"But if we're saying who we are—-

"Your name, the names of your parents, and the nunber of your rings is enough,” he replied. "W
know who you are."

"Then why—

"Because that's the way it's done," Tobren said sharply.
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Across the table, Jihan gave her a look to incinerate stone. "I amJihan," she said again,
deliberately. "I amthe daughter of Pol and Meiglan, and | have one ring. See?"

"lIt's not a Sunrunner's ring," Tobren chall enged.

"Al'l right! | don't have any rings! Goddess bl essing!"

Si oned and Meath exchanged a gl ance of ningled amusenent and exasperation

Maara, |ike Jihan, was diarmadhi. Unlike Jihan, she was quiet and serious as she naned herself the

daughter of Riyan and Ruala, wi thout rings, and gave the traditional ending.

Then it came Sioned's turn, and the first part of the greeting took her back nore than forty-five
years. She could al nost feel Cam gwen nearby—+ndeed, Cami's granddaughter stood right next to her
So strong were the nenories that the | ast words, which honesty conpelled her to say, tasted

strange. "l am Si oned, daughter of Daniv and Riaza, and | wear none of ny seven rings—
This rem nder was Tobren's limt. "This isn't Goddess Keep," she exclainmed. "W shouldn't be doing
this at all—and especially not with you! You don't even wear your rings!"

Mei g, four-year-old face poking around the | adder back of the chair he stood behind, winkled his
brow. "Don't yell!™

Si oned sighed. "Hush, Meig. Tobren, you're right, of course. This isn 't Goddess Keep. | don't
wear the rings Lady Andrade gave ne."

Meat h stripped off all his rings and put themon the table. "Neither do I."

Tobren caught her breath. "Put them back on, Meath!"

"WIIl they make hima Sunrunner agai n?" Jihan asked, all innocence and gl eeful blue eyes.

Si oned cast her a quelling glance. "All of you know why you're here. There are things you nust

| eam for your own

safety. It has been decided that Meath and | will teach you. If any of you choose not to

partici pate—

A soft voice interrupted fromthe doorway. "I am Al asen, daughter of Volog and Gyula, and | have
no rings. Goddess blessing to you, Sunrunners.”

She glided gracefully into the roomto stand at an enpty pl ace between Meath and Meig. Her |ong,
gold-lit brown hair was undone across her shoul ders, and she was pale and hol |l oweyed with

weari ness. She | ooked worse than when she'd arrived at Feruche yesterday.

"I need to learn how to use what the Goddess has given ne," Al asen said, staring down at her
hands. On the left was the ring Ostvel had given her in token of their marriage—+the only one she
had ever wanted to wear. "WIIl you teach ne? May | leamwith you?"

"You may," Sioned told her. "WII you join us, too, Tobren?"

"You know so nmany things we don't," Antalya contributed shyly. "W'Ill need your help."

Tobren was silent for a tinme. Then, reluctantly: "My name is Tobren, | amthe daughter of Andry
and Rusina, and | have no rings. Goddess blessing to you, Sunrunners."

Mei g spoke the formula, |ooking bored. Alasen repeated it, conpleting their circle. Meath brought
a candle for her fromthe sideboard, and when they all stood quietly behind their chairs once
nmore, Sioned nade a slow, graceful gesture. Her candle Iit with a pure, golden flane.

"The next time we greet each other," she said, "we will each call Fire in turn. Yes, Jinan, | know
you al ready can. And you, too, Tobren. You nmust wait for the others to catch up. Please sit down
now. And while Meath gives you this first |esson, you nust all renenber that part of a faradhi's
name is silence."

I f Jihan expected to learn spells—and if Tobren expected sone revel ati on of CGCoddess Keep's
secrets—+t was a disappointing afternoon. Meath gave thema history | esson. After lighting his own
candl e, he began with the begi nning of Lady Andrade's rule in the Dragon Year of 677—the year of
Sioned's own birth, ancient history to everyone but her and Meath. He stayed away frompolitics
and wars, nerely recounted how Goddess Keep was governed, what a typical day was |ike, and what
the basic duties and functions of Sunrunners were. He spoke of Sunrunners who resided at

Goddess Keep, those who were assigned to specific courts, and those who rode the princedons as
itinerants.

As he tal ked, faces appeared in Sioned s candl efl ane—not by her conjuring, but called up by
menories and visible only to her. Cam gwen, Meath hinself, their other friends of the sane age and
| evel of training. Urival, striding around the keep with Gstvel hurrying at his side and making
frantic notes on parchnment scraps as he was taught the duties of Chief Steward. Kleve, who had
roamed Princemarch and the Desert and Meadow ord for so many years, who had died so horrible a
death. Crigo, setting off so proudly to become a court Sunrunner, |ost to Roelstra and dranat h,
his death even nore hideous. But the strongest vision was of Andrade: pale and stern and aci d-

tongued, and loving themall in her own arrogantly demandi ng way. Lovi ng Rohan and Pol so nuch
that she died trying to save Princemarch for them
What do you think of all this, | wonder? Sioned nused as Meath began to detail the changes Andry
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had made. Are we right in teaching these children? And Al asen—what about her? It isn't m nd-hunger
that brought her to learn, but fear. Not a good start. But | think Meath and | can cure her of it,
show her that she needn't be afraid...

Ji han, now-there's not a quiver of fear in the child. Her nother and sister were taken in a battle

she saw with her own eyes, but I'Il wager she wasn't much frightened then, either. This is the
best thing for her, | suppose—eccupy her nind, give her sonmething to do besides fret. But after
what Sionell said about I[ast night and the candl e branch, she'll bear watching.

Are you watching ne, my Lady? Are you sonmewhere out in the Desert sky, with Zehava and old Prince
Ll eyn, cursing our stupidity?

Rohan, are you there, too? Am | doi ng what you woul d have done?

And what in the Nane of the Goddess shall | do about Pol and Sionell?

It was near dinnertime when Meath finally dismssed his students. Sioned coll apsed back in her
chair with a grimace of relief.

"Goddess! What a group!”

"At least they all kept their nmouths shut. Want sone w ne?" He handed her a cup and she drank

grateful ly.

"Sioned, I'mnot sure we should include Meig in this. He's so young. And | think | just about sent
himto sleep."”

"Sionell wants it done. Frankly, | think she's wise to begin getting himused to faradhi things

early. Did you notice how nervous Antal ya was?"

He sat where Maara had been and sprawl ed | ong | egs under the table. "That took me back a few
years, | can tell you."

"More than | care to think about." She met his gaze with a slight smle. "Giosts?"

"Cami, especially. And Mardeem—+enenber the way he sang? A voice to nmake the CGoddess weep for the
beauty of it. And Pal evha—€o you know that Andrev's her grandson? Her daughter O hanel was his
nmot her . "

"How about two nore ghosts for the collection?" she said, her smle growing wider. "That great big
lump of a Sunrunner lad, and a freckled red-haired stick of a Sunrunner girl.... Goddess, Meath,
how did we ever get here?"

"They're al nost all gone now, you know," he nused. "Those of us who shared | essons, the ones who
came with you to the Desert. Just you and nme, Hildreth and Antoun. | haven't tal ked with either of
themin a long, long tine. He's still at CGoddess Keep, isn't he?"

"Yes. And a devri now, in case you hadn't heard.”

Meath stared at her. "One of Andry' s—F

"Yes, one of Andry's." She lifted one shoul der and drank nore w ne.

"How do you know?"

"They had to train people to replace those who were killed. As you know, Antoun is extrenely

gi fted—+f extrenely antiquated, |ike us," she added wyly.

"How did you find out that he's joined Andry's cause?"

"l have a source."” She opened her eyes to their w dest and nobst innocent.

"And that's all you're going to tell ne."

"You know ne so well," she purred.

Meat h snorted.

She pushed herself to her feet. "I'mgoing to take a nap. The noons will set early tonight, and
I"lI'l be up all the rest of it on starlight."

"How s Hol lis?"

"Pretending to be brave. Marken thinks he has to hold

her together, and she's the sane way about him so they've both been Iying to each other and
everyone el se for three solid days now. "

"I'f only we'd taught Chayla—

"I'f only she'd been interested in sonething other than medicine," Sioned remnded him "Al she
wanted to learn was how to use a fingerflane to give her light to work by. It's nobody's fault,
Meat h. Oh, Maarken and Hollis think it's theirs, for not forcing her to |learn howto go
Sunrunni ng. Right now Chayla is probably daming herself for the same thing. But Tobren keeps
telling us what we've been trained to think: faradh 'imcan only be taught at CGoddess Keep."
"Somet hi ng you ignore when it suits you."

"Who gave Pol his first | essons?" she chall enged.

"At least | asked pernission. You never bothered." He made a little gesture of apology. "That
wasn't fair. You did what you thought was right."

"Not right, necessarily. Expedient. They aren't always the sane thing.
“Meat h, put your rings back on."

She paused, sniling again.
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He stared at his naked hands for a nonent, then quickly replaced the six circles of silver and
gol d. "Goddess-—+ didn't even feel they were gone!"

"l haven't missed mne in years. Jihan was right. You don't need rings to be a Sunrunner.™
"There's a dangerous idea in that sonmewhere."

She al nost | aughed. "Sonmewhere? It's right out in the open! If any gifted person can set up a
school for others of our kind, what need for CGoddess Keep?" She started for the door. "Andry woul d
call that a sin. Which is why it occurs to ne nore and nore often."

Meat h frowned his confusion. "But you said we're going to need him™"

"Did I?" She gave hima curious glance over her shoul der.

"Si oned! Stop playing chess ganes with words!"

"Better words than |ives—+the way Andrade did," she answered wi th sudden vehenence,

"She's ei ghteen years dead. Don't mistake Andry for her," Meath warned.

Si oned tightened her fingers around the door handle. "No fear of that. He's worse. Andrade
believed in what she did as a servant of the Goddess—the nobst inportant one, to be

sure. But Andry, he believes in hinmself. He doesn't serve the Goddess—he thinks of hinself as her
| over."

" Si oned! "

"I't's true and we all knowit," she said, and shut the door behind her

Al'l during the afternoon, while two of her children began their paths to becom ng Sunrunners,
Sionell prow ed Feruche. When she appeared in the kitchens for the third tinme, the cook had
conpassi on on her nerves and kindly allowed her to hel p wash vegetabl es. As the sun vani shed and
torches were lit, Hollis arrived and was simlarly provided with sonmething to do.

It was absurd, really. Two hi ghborn | adies, scrubbing and peeling and chopping as if they were
servants. But it was good, honest work, it demanded their attention if they weren't to | ose parts
of their fingers to sharp knives, and it had the virtue of being useful

Whi ch was at the heart of each woman's unease. Usel ess-ness.

"El'l, we're out of whitespice," Hollis said, up to her elbows in a caul dron about to be put on the
hearth. "WII|l you run down to the storeroomfor me, please?”

"Wi t espi ce?" The cook sniffed disdainfully on his way past. "Better to bring up enough strong
wine to get everyone drunk, so they won't taste this slop. Ah, Goddess, for the old days at
Skybow !'"

The butcher, who stood next to Sionell shredding neat into a pot, whispered, "And now he'll treat
us to the full list of his triunphs. Escape while you can, ny lady."

Sure enough, the cook had | aunched into tender rem ni scences of a rolled roast—featuring kid
wrapped in lanb wapped in venison, the whole of it covered in liver paste, baked in a pastry
shell, and "crowned with the nerest drizzle of berry conpote that we nmade ourselves, for only a
fool trusts an apprentice with a sauce. And it was stupendous. A masterwork, even for us. W
created this marvel for the occasion of Lord Riyan's marriage. Such was its success that we were
invited to prepare the Lastday banquet at the next Rialla. Still, even we cannot performthe sane
feats of art-

istry for three hundred as can be acconplished for a small party of, say, fifty or sixty, such as
the tine when we...."

Si onel | escaped down the steep cellar stairs, a torch lighting her way. She recalled R yan and
Rual a' s weddi ng feast very well; it set her stomach grow ing. Opening the heavy wooden door of the
storeroom she took a deep breath of the spicy air and i medi ately sneezed.

Her nose began to clog as if she had caught a cold. Quickly she |ocated the canisters of

whi t espi ce anid boxes and barrels of taze, nuts, dried fruit, and other pungent seasonings that
made her eyes water. Thanks to that madman upstairs, their meals were tasty, but it was tricky
wor k feeding an arny. Wile nmeasuring out careful spoonfuls of spice, Sionell mentally tallied the
sheep and goats in their courtyard pens, the dressed carcasses hanging in a col droom deep
underneath the castle, and supplies of flour and other staples. Elktrap was supplying Feruche as
best it could, but fear of other maraudi ng bands of Vellant'imhad stopped shipnents for a while.
What was here would have to last until they were certain that no one else would be captured as
Chayl a had been

Si onel |l pushed the big door closed with her hip, the torch in one hand and the bow of whitespice
cradled in her other arm She wanted desperately to wi pe her eyes and rub her itchy nose. Another
sneeze echoed in the cool stone cellar. "Damm!" she nuttered—and froze as footsteps not her own
sounded softly in the' far darkness.

Chil dren, even ones caught playing where they shouldn't, would have nade nore noi se. Anyone with a
reason to be here ought to have seen her and spoken by now. Sionell placed the bow at her feet,
freeing her right hand for the |ong dagger at her belt. Wth fire in one hand and steel in the
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other, she told herself she could fight her way to the stairs and gi ve warni ng.

She edged toward the stairs, trying to see into the dimess. Cisterns of water and barrels of w ne
formed a maze that began just within the reach of torchlight. Anyone could be hiding there.

But how would the Vellant'imknow any of the secret ways into Feruche? Had they forced Chayla to
reveal —

"Put up your weapons, ny lady," said a nocking voice she recognized. "I'm not dangerous.

promi se. "

"Lord Andry?" She could have killed himthen and there for giving her such a fright.

He stepped out from behind a cistern and bowed. "The same. You brandish fire as if you were a
Sunrunner to comand it, Lady Sionell. And | don't doubt you're capable of nmaking at |east a dozen
good-si zed holes in ny hide with that knife. Can you do sonething else with it, please, besides
pointing it at ne?"

"How did you get in here?" She knew it was a stupid question the instant it left her Iips, and
answered it herself before he could do nore than raise an anused brow. "O course. Serin shared
the plans with you. But why have you conme?" Another idiotic inquiry; how could he assert his power
tucked away at Goddess Keep?

Andry sauntered forward, and now that he was fully in the light she saw his travel -stained riding
| eathers, the glinting of his rings and wist cuffs. A dark stubble of beard shadowed his jaw and
cheeks. New lines at the corners of his eyes were filled in with dirt, and there was a bruise on
his | eft cheekbone.

"Well, for one thing, | cane to see ny daughter.”

"And for the rest of it?"

"I'"'mnot your eneny, ny lady," he said softly.

"Not mine, no," she said just as sweetly.

Hi s head jerked up a fraction. "You forget yourself, Lady Sionell. And you forget who I am"

Bl ue eyes nmet blue eyes squarely. "Not for a monent, ny Lord. And because you are who and what you
are, why all this sneaking around in the cellar? Wiy not ride up to the front gates? Unsure of
your wel cone, perhaps?”

"You don't like me, do you, Sionell?"

"No nore than you like ne, Andry." Her hand cl enched on the knife hilt, thumb rubbing the anber
chunk at its tip. It had been a gift from Tobin, who had taught her how to use it.

"Ah, well," Andry sighed. "At least you're not afraid of me anynore. You were when you were a
little girl."

"Afraid of you? No. But | used to feel sorry for you."

That found its mark. "You pitied me? Wy?"

Because you | ost Alasen, and | canme to understand how much that nust have hurt. But you coul d have
gone on fromthat, as | did, as hundreds of people do. Instead it nmade you bitter, and | have no
patience for that.

"Ch, don't worry," she replied, "I don't pity you anynore, so you don't have to resent ne." She
put away her knife and retrieved the spice bow. "Wen you' re ready to cone out of the cellar
you'l'l find Maarken with your father and Pol —+f you dare face any of them"

"You don't fear nme, and you don't pity me," Andry said. "You hate ne."

"Wong again," she told him "Wat | feel for you—+to be perfectly honest, | rather despise you."

Andry nodded, as if he had expected nothing less. The torchlight played over his coolly handsone
face, revealing nothing of his thoughts. So his next words startled her badly.

"l was sorry to hear about your husband,” he nmurrmured. "He was a good man."

Sionell headed for the stairs, unwilling to et himsee the tears that sprang to her eyes. Her
husband, a good nan whose nenory she had betrayed. What had gone so wong with the world that she
could do such a thing?

"Shall | tell themyou' ve arrived, or do you want to slink around down here a while | onger?" she
tossed over her shoul der.
"Actually, you might send soneone with a litter. | left my Master Physician in the little chanber

where this passage lets out. He wasn't up to the wal k. "

Sionell turned, gazing down at himfromthe steps. "You did want to sneak in, didn't you? Wy?"
Andry shrugged. "The truths one overhears when one is not recognized are occasionally
interesting."

"Ch, and here |'ve spoiled it-for you."

"You're not sorry. Not that | expect you to be."

"In fact, I am You'll hear the truth either way—+t's just that now there'll be at |east an
attenpt to polish it a bit. I'msorry everyone will have to nake the effort."

Andry smled up at her. "Pol won't."
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"For your sake? Certainly not. For Maarken's and Chay's."

She continued up the stairs. By the tine she reached the main cellar door, she was shaking so hard
the torch quaked in her hand. She did despise him for being snug and powerful and for what his
presence would do to a group of people already strung taut as the fine wire strings of a fenath.
Dousing the torch and leaving it on its shelf, she entered

the kitchens. "Whitespice," she said to Hollis, setting the bowl on the table.

"Thank you. You didn't have to bring so nuch, but—Sionell?" The ol der wonan frowned, searching
her face. "Wat is it?"

"Nothing. I'Il tell you later," she evaded, turning for the dor-'

"its not- -oh Coddess, is it Chayla? Have you heard—

"now woul d | |earn anything down in the cellar? . Hollis." Sionell replied, trying to snile
"t hen"

"It's Andry." she blurted. "He's here. Downstairs."

Hollis cl osed her eyes briefly, nodding. "Yes, he would cone here," she nurnured at |ast.

"He brought the Master Physician with him | have to go warn Pol."

"Warn?" Hollis frowned. "As usual, Andry is condemmed before he even says a word."

"He condems hinself," Sionell told her. "I know he's Maarken's only living brother, and |I know
you both love him But he'll be nothing but trouble, Hollis."

"If everyone takes that view, we can be sure of it." Reaching for a towel, she w ped her hands
meticul ously clean. "Even if he were not ny husband's brother and ny own friend, | welcone the
Lord of Goddess Keep because he can help find ny daughter. And that's how | intend to present it
to Pol. You can go tell Sioned and Tobin. Leave Pol to ne."

CHAPTER THREE

What ever words Andry had planned while on the road, however he had thought he night greet his
fam | y—and they him-after the horrors of the Autumm and Wnter, all of it fled and none of it
mat t ered when he saw hi s brother

Maar ken strode eagerly across the courtyard, arns held wi de. For a nonent Andry thought it was a
trick of the twilight, that half-enpty left sleeve. Then he glinpsed the white bandage and cried
out .

"I't's all right, Andry," Maarken whispered as they enbraced. "Don't worry. It doesn't hurt and
it's healing well. I'meven starting to get used to it."

He coul d say nothing but his brother's nanme, alnost a nmoan of rage and pain. Wiy hadn't Sionel

war ned hi n®?

The second shock came when Tobi n hobbl ed across the cobbl estones. Sunlight observation had

di stanced the reality. Andry | ooked down at the slurred ruin of his nother's beautiful face, heard
her voice stunble over the two easy syllables of his name, and wanted to weep. He bent quickly to
hold her, to hide his face and his angui sh

When he gl anced up, his father was standi ng nearby. Chay was old now This was his seventieth

wi nter and there was no denying it. Even in nmuted dusk, the lines and gray hair and the strain of
war showed painfully clear. As Maarken supported Tobin, Andry blindly sought his father's arns.
There was strength in themstill, but he was trenbling.

"Andry. I'mglad you're hone," Chay said sinply.

He hung on as hard as he could, until he was sure he could face themall again without tears in
his eyes. Draw ng

away, he caught sight of Pol in the great doorway of the castle. In sone strange way, this was the
worst of all. He'd coolly prepared hinmself to face his cousin, but the triple blows of his
brother's mained arm his nother's infirmty, and his father's age unbal anced him Pol's wi fe and
child had been seized by the eneny. Andry had seen it happen. Pity-stronger than anything he had

i ntended to feel +took him by surprise.

Qdder still, Pol made it easy on him It was the High Prince who descended the steps of Feruche
hands outstretched, to say, "You are well cone, ny Lord."

"Thank you, your grace," replied the Lord of Goddess Keep

But sonehow, by the tinme their fingers clasped and held, they were only Pol and Andry again. Each
felt it, acknowl edged it with a single glance, and |l et the other go.

"There's a lot to be said," Pol nurnmured. "But it can wait until you've rested. Tobren and Hollis
are getting your old roomready for you."

H's "old room" when he had only been in this castle once before in his life. But it was the room
Sorin had made for him everything in it selected with himin mnd. Andry nodded, appreciating the
subtle inclusion of himas part of the famly.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybowl.txt (19 of 336) [2/4/2004 11:57:43 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybow! .txt

"There is alot to tell," he answered, adding wyly, "I'll try to sleep fast. Or maybe Chayl a has
sonething to keep ne awake while we talk. I"'mtold she's getting to be quite the physi— He broke
off at the stricken look in Pol's eyes.

"Andry, the Vellant'imhave her."

Sonet hi ng el se Sionell had neglected to nention. "Wen? Wat's bei ng done? Have you | ooked for her
on sunl —oh, Hells, of course you have."

"Maarken can tell you on the way upstairs. Go on, you're exhausted." He began to nove away.

"Pol." Andry waited until his cousin had faced hi magain. "About Meiglan—=

He shook his head violently. Raking back sun-bl eached hair with an unsteady hand, he rasped, "No.
Later. You can tell nme later."

Andry and Maarken stayed silent by nutual consent on the clinb upstairs. Tobren was waiting in his
roons, and burst into tears when she saw him He held her and sopt hed

her with paternal murnurings, but was grateful when Hollis took her down to dinner. The brothers
were |left al one.

"Just so you know, I'Il tell you how this happened,"” Maarken said, holding up his left arm "But |
don't want to hear anything nore about it. Ever."

Andry sank into his bath and nodded.

Maar ken settled on the tiled edge of the tub, speaking in crisp, dispassionate tones. "It was at
Skybowl . Pol and | were back-to-back, the way Father taught us. | don't know if the Vellanti got
lucky or | got careless, but— He shrugged. "Pol killed him Then he cauterized my armwth
Sunrunner's Fire—probably saved ny life, according to Feylin. Instead of bleeding to death, | |ost
hardly any blood at all."

"I see," Andry replied nunbly.

Maar ken' s voi ce changed then, took on a shading of bewildernment. "It really doesn't hurt—except
when | think it's there. That happens with this kind of injury, I'mtold. But it's odd, because it
feels famliar, in a way."

"Kind of like the way you felt after you |l ost Jahni, the way |I felt when Sorin died."

"Yes," Maarken said, relieved at being understood as few others could understand him "It's |osing
part of yourself. They say the connection is much stronger with identical tw ns, and none of us
are, but | can't inagine it could be any worse than it was for you and nme. When | think of
Rohannon and Chayla— H s voice nearly broke on his daughter's nane.

Andry said quickly, "lIs Rohannon all right? \Were is-he?"

"Wth Arlis. Safe enough for now Chayla— Miarken's jaw tightened. "That's what | regret about mny
hand. | want it back to kill themwth."

He scrubbed intently at a foot so he wouldn't have to look at his brother. "This is the last tine

we'll speak of it, Maarken. You're still you. Still a Sunrunner."

"That's the other thing—and the strangest, really. Even when | don't feel the hand still there,
sense nmy rings. As if they're—+ don't know, as if the power was sonmehow in them not in ne."
"It's special gold. Lady Merisel's work, or so the stories have it. |'ve seen Torien cast them

the way Urival taught himto do. But it's her power in the gold. Just because they' re gone doesn't
mean—

"Yes, well, | can still work," Marken said. "Losing her rings didn't affect Sioned, after all.
But it's a weird sensation all the sane." He handed over a green glass bottle of liquid soap
"Anyway, |'mnot sure how nmuch you know of where things stand, so I'Il tell you all of it. If

sonet hi ng cones up that you know nore about than | do—

"1"I'l interrupt as rudely as | ever did." Andry smled up at himfromunder a headful of Iather
"As rudely as you just did!'" Maarken's right hand suddenly runpled his soapy hair. "Goddess,
Andry, it's good to have you here. Between the Lord of Goddess Keep and the Azhrei, we can't help
but win."

"I's that what Pol's calling hinmself now?" He kept the edge from his voice.

"Reluctantly. The Vellant'imuse it all the time. They seemto think he's sone kind of evi

i nfl uence on the dragons, and—Hells, it's going to be hard to get this in order."

"Tell it any way you like, but tell it!"

When Hol lis opened the bathroom door, clean clothes folded over her arm Maarken was still talking
and Andry was still in the tub

"You idiot, get out of there at once! The water nust be stone cold."

Both nen started. Maarken nearly lost his bal ance and had to brace hinself on the sink to keep
fromtunbling into the bath. Andry grabbed a washing cloth and spread it strategically.

Hollis snorted and threw a towel in his face. "If you nust be so silly, try hiding behind this
instead of that little rag. You're nade |ike your brother."

"Hol l'i s!'" Andry excl ai med, crinson-faced.
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"l brought you something to eat. Dinner's long since over," Hollis went on, placing a pile of
shirt, tunic, and trousers on a shelf. "In fact, the noons have al nost set. Sioned wants to talk
to you before she starts work for the night. If she does. The sky's clear over the Desert, but
there may be cl ouds bl owing over the hills.™"

"Work?" Andry echoed. He stood, draping the towel nodestly around his hips.

"The rest of us take turns searching on other light," Marken explai ned.

They were all silent while Andry used a second towel to dry off. Maarken started to help himwth
his tunic, then |ooked sourly at his left armand gave the garnent to Hollis.

"l can do it nyself,"” Andry protested.

"Yes, he's quite grown up now, isn't he?" Maarken said with an attenpt at a grin. "Feeds hinself,
tal ks in whol e sentences—

Di stracting hunor; Andry recognized it with an unexpected pang. Rohan. | al nbost expect himto be
wai ti ng downstairs....

He made an effort. "And | even renenbered to wash behind ny ears.”

"Clever child!" Hollis' snmile was a very bad fit on her worry-drawn face. "Cone al ong and show ne
how wel | you can use a spoon, little brother."

Andry tugged the tunic into place. "Whatever happened to the dignity of ny ancestry and position?"

He kept on with the gane as he followed theminto the bedchanmber. "I'mthirty-eight, not five!"
Hollis produced a conb fromthe dressing table. "It's the hair. Gow sone gray |ike the rest of
us."

"Ch, but | have."” dancing to the door as light shifted there, he saw Tobren's snmall face peeking
in. "And here's one of the reasons. Cone in, heartling. Papa's clean and proper now, he won't ruin
your pretty dress with the dirt of four princedons—er is it five? |'ve lost track!"

He hel d her on his knee while he and Maarken devoured soup, bread, cheese, and w ne. Tobren
nestl ed agai nst his shoul der, touching his cheek every so often as if to reassure herself that he
was real

"She's been taking good care of her grandmother, haven't you, love?" Hollis said. "And her
grandsir, too, even though he thinks he doesn't need it."

"Now, there's a task," Andry smiled at his daughter

Tobren eyed himnarrowmy. "Are you going to frown |ike he does when | et himand Ganda Tobin
sleep late in the norning?"

"Probably."

She gave a sigh, and he | aughed.

"Papa? | know you're busy, but—= She squirmed a little on his knee. "I have to talk to you

pl ease," she blurted out.

"Right now, if you like." Wen blue eyes the same color and cant as his own flickered to Marken

and then Hollis, he added, "But tonorrow norning mght be better. We'll have breakfast together
just you and I. WII that suit?"
She nodded and junped off his lap. "I have to say good night to Granda. You won't go away before

tonorrow norning, will you Papa?”

"OfF course | won't, sweetheart," he replied, hiding dismay as he realized how distant a father
he'd been. He loved all his children, and they knew it. Tobren's assunption that she nust nake an
appoi ntnent to see him and her worry that he would | eave without telling her, stung him

Wien she had ki ssed himand departed, Hollis said quietly, "I can tell you what she wants to talk
about. Sioned and Meath began giving the children | essons today. Faradhi |essons.”

"So?" Andry poured taze. "It's for the best, you know And they're both entirely conpetent as
teachers. Excellent, in fact, if Pol is any indication."

"Don't start, please," she begged. "I can't bear it."

"I" msorry."

She bit her lip, then burst out, "It's just—t alnost kills ne to hear you tal k about each other.
You both have the sane note in your voice—*

"Qut of tune?" he suggested. "Hollis, | pronmse you |I'll nake the effort. I'mnot a churl. Neither

am| Pol's eneny. Whatever conflicts he and | mght have are neaningl ess conpared to this war."
"But don't you see, that's what |I'mafraid of! You're going to have to work together and we al
know—

"W may surprise you," he replied. Bringing her hand to his lips, he placed a gentle kiss on her
pal m "For you, dearest lady, | will try."

His brother growed, "Stop trying to seduce ny wife," and again they were all glad of the chance
to smle.

But when Maarken went to tell Sioned that Andry would soon join her, Hollis stared Andry strai ght
in the eye and said, "It's not for ny sake. It's for his. He loves you both. He's loyal to you
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both. As your brother and a Sunrunner, as Pol's cousin and Battle Commander. Please don't make him
choose between you."

Andry searched her eyes. At last he said, "I w sh that just

once, just for one day, soneone would | ove ne the way you | ove ny brother."

When Andry entered Sioned's roons, she gave hima quick enbrace, then stepped back and said, "CQut,
the rest of you. Go on."

Hollis, Maarken, Riyan, and Chay all opened their nmouths to protest at the sanme tinme. Ruala, w ser
than they, sinply turned for the door, tuggi ng her husband along with her. The others shrugged and
fol | owed.

Andry's brows arched. "You nust tell nme sonetine how you do that."

Sioned grinned wearily. "I"'mstill a High Princess. Besides, |I'mold."
"You? Never."
"For the rest of nmy life, nmy dear. Cone sit down. |'ve wine and taze—=

"Thanks, but either would put me right to sleep.” He took the chair opposite hers at the hearth.
"Si oned, before anything el se—=

"Pl ease don't," she murnured, fingers wapped around a cup of hot taze.

"I want you to know how we honored himat Goddess Keep that night."

"Antoun told me on sunlight. He and | have known each other a long tinme. | thank you for what you
said in Rohan's nenory, but |I don't want to talk about him Andry. It hurts too nuch."

"Forgive me."

"Nothing to forgive." She stared into the flanmes for a nonent, bani shing nenory of other Fire.
Andry began, "I should tell you what happened with Meiglan."

"Al asen saw nost of it. That can wait. W have things to do, you and |I. Now. Tonight. Pve been

| ooki ng on starlight, but there's nothing. | should have thought of this when we first |earned she
was m ssing, but— She shrugged. "I'mas stupid as the next person. My only defense is that it's
not somet hing we Sunrunners use often and |I'm not very good at it. Pol night be able to do this,
but he's in no state to nake the attenpt." She glanced up with a sardonic snile

"Seens perfectly calmand rational, doesn't he? If atrifle abrupt. He's treading a sword edge,
Andry, slicing hinself with every step. Frankly, | don't think he's capable of what | have in

m nd. But you are."

Ri sing, she went to the table by the windows and returned with a wi de, polished silver bow half-
full of water and a surgeon's knife.

"Chayl a's," she said.

Conpr ehensi on gleanmed in his eyes. "You're going to find her with a Star Scroll spell."

"No, you are."

He frowned. "Why not one of the others?"

"Maar ken? Hol I'i s?" Shaking her head, she set the bowl and knife on a | ow stool and hitched her
chair closer to his. "They're on the same edge Pol is. Your nother's not strong enough, your
daughter is untrained, and why should | use Meath with his six rings when | have the Lord of
Goddess Keep with ten?”

"What about you?"

"As | said, I'mnot nuch good at it." She hesitated, then decided to tell himthe truth. "And it
has to be your work."

Andry pursed his lips. "I can see where it would benefit me, to be the one to find her. But why
shoul d you nmeke the effort for ny sake?"

"It benefits the Lord of Goddess Keep," she corrected. "Chayla' s uncle doesn't matter. It's what
you are that neans sonething right now, not who."

"I't nust be seen that | use ny power on everyone's behal f," he interpreted.

"Seen by the Vellant'im" she agreed. "And by Pol." She sniled as startlenent scrawl ed across his
face. "Do you know what he keeps telling ne? How nuch he needs ne. But not as his nother. He needs
the Sunrunner Hi gh Princess. Well, that dear lady is every bit a manipulative witch. She has to
be. If you're the one to lead us to Chayla, then in spite of what he may feel for you personally,
he'll have to acknow edge you're on his side and he needs you. It night be that once he gets that
past his craw, you two will be able to work together as you ought."

"As long as | don't rub his nose init," Andry said. "You trust nme not to?"

"I trust that you |l ove your home and famly nore than

you | ove your own pride," she answered forthrightly. "I'Il allow you yours. Let Pol have his.
That's all | ask.”

"There's nore, though. You | earned from Andrade, there nust be nore.”

"W both | earned from Andrade—and very well, too, |'d say. Wuldn't you?" Sioned smiled briefly.

"Rohan used to tell ne that the difference between himand her was that although he used peopl e,
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too, it was only to do what they would have done thensel ves anyway. What their own instincts would
have led themto if only they'd thought of it first."

"As you're doing with me tonight. | |like Rohan's way better." He smiled back. "Wat's the rest of
it, Sioned?"

"Al'l right, yes. There's sonething el se.

She | eaned forward, fingers tightly laced. "Wen it

cones time—and don't ask what | nean, |'mnot sure nyself—you' re going to have to give over
control to him" She saw Andry's shoul ders stiffen. "He's High Prince," she insisted. "Unless you
want to be, and | know dammed well you don't, it nust be his work. By doing what | hope you'll do

tonight, he won't just take your gifts and use themand he could, you know. He saw nme do it at
Stronghold. He's a quick learner. But for his own sake, he can't be allowed to do that. He nust
treat you with the respect you deserve."

"Al'l owi ng us both our pride?" Andry |leaned back in his chair and crossed long legs. "Very well,
then, I'lIl be just as honest with you. This el aborate enotional game isn't necessary. | prom sed
Hollis that Pol and | won't carve each other up into little pieces. W'd be killing nmy brother."
Her turn to be startled, know ng she shouldn't be. As their |ove for Sorin had kept themcivil to
each other for so long, now their |ove for Maarken would do the sane.

"Andry." She held the bow out to him "Find her."

His rings clicked softly against the silver as he cradled it in his hands. Sioned held the thin
curving surgical knife between two fingers, hoping not to |l eave too great a trace of herself, and
slidit into the water. It very nearly vani shed on the wide, flat bottom of the bow .

Actual ly, she had lied sone. Pol was perfectly capable of this—and, as it was a di armadhi spell
he woul d be better at it than Andry. The rest, however, was true. She understood her husband's son
and her husband's nephew as if they had both been born of her own body and bl ood.

Still, she wondered what Andry was going to say when he found out who and what Pol really was.
Cami's mirror made that discovery certain. Ah, well; worry about it when it happens, she told
hersel f.

"I"'mnot getting anything." Andry's brows nearly met over his nose with the ferocity of his scow.
"Dam it, |'ve done this before—=

She thought for a nonment, then suggested, "Too many other kinds of light? | shut the curtains to
noons and stars, but maybe the hearth is distracting you."

He gl anced at the flanmes and winced. "You may have sonething there. It hurts ny eyes." After a
slight pause, he said, "It's not just fire, is it?"

"We're a little short on trees to burn.” oligingly, she doused the Fires of her naking, fromthe
candl e branch near the bed to the hearth. A reflexive, wary glance at her hand in the darkness
showed her no enerald glow pulsing in precise rhythmto her heartbeat. That was sonmething she
woul d prefer not to explain to anyone until she could explain it to herself.

But there was a glistening in the roomnow, coning fromthe bow in Andry's hands. He had call ed
Fire into the Water, and it lit her heart to pity for his tired face.

"There, that's got it," he murmured. "Muich better. Now to focus on Chayla through her knife—=

Al'l at once his body shuddered convul sively and he cried out. The Fire vanished from between his
hands. Sioned relit the hearth instantly. Andry was shaki ng, sweat standing out on his forehead
and upper |ip.

Si oned snatched the bowl fromhimand put it on the rug. Quickly she poured wi ne and rmade him
drink, then smoothed his hair and waited for sense to return to his eyes.

"Goddess, " he whi spered as col or seeped back into his face. "lI've never felt anything like that in
all ny life.”

"What was it? |Is Chayla in pain?"

"No—+t was that dammed knife." He | ooked up, a rueful twist to his mouth. "I know it should be

sonet hi ng used often by the person you're |ooking for, but couldn't you have chosen an earring or
a button? That thing's brutal, Sioned."

She sat down very hard in her chair. "Andry—t never even occurred to nme."

"Me, either." He stared into the bow at his feet. "It was the oddest feeling. Pain, as if the
knife had cut into ne,

but + don't know, gentleness, perhaps. Conpassion. And a determination to heal, polished by

know edge. . . ." He trailed off, enbarrassed.

"The things Chayla feels when she uses it? Yes, | see.”

G ngerly he dipped thunb and forefinger into the bow, [ifting the knife by its handle. "If that's
what's in her mnd and heart when she works, | wonder she can't cure people by just touching them
Evarin will either be ecstatic to find another bred-in-the-bone physician, or else insanely

j eal ous. "

"He'll get over it," she said inpatiently. "Are you sure you're all right?"
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He nodded, turning the knife this way and that to watch Fire play on steel. "Remind nme to gl oss

this spell in the margin of the Star Scroll. 'Never, ever use anything with an edge or a point.'

You'd better note it in your copy."”

"It's at Stronghold."

Andry frowned. "Burned?"

"No. But they won't find it. The Star Scroll isn't something one keeps out on a shelf. Besides,"

she added with a shrug, bending to retrieve the bow, "what could they do with it? They can't use

it. There's no danger to us if it's found. Not |ike Feylin's dragon book."

"Actually, they're rather the same. You obviously nmeant themto use her book or you wouldn't have

been so artistic at Remagev—eh, of course | heard about that!" He smiled briefly. "You burned what

you didn't want themto see—the truth. For all its vagaries, there's truth in the Star Scroll

too. And your copy is a clear one, without Lady Merisel's little confusions."

"What's your point?" she asked curiously. "There's not a spark of power in the lot of them They

can't use the Star Scroll.’

"Let's say that there's a field bare one day and covered in grass the next. You don't find it

remar kabl e because you know that seeds in the ground sprouted overnight. But if you knew not hing

about seeds or the way things grow, the sudden appearance of grass would be nagic."

Sioned frowned into the bowl on her knees. "Well ... yes, | see what you nean. Finding out that

there are spells and recipes and so forth behind what we do, that it isn't the hand of the CGoddess

wor ki ng t hrough us—

"Never explain a nystery when keeping it a nystery is to your benefit."

She nodded agreenent, disliking it on principle but admtting she'd put it into practice quite a

few tines. "Andrade woul d appreciate that. And she'd probably blister ny ears for not thinking

this through better. I'msorry, Andry. Wien | tried to find sonething Chayla uses that's the

essence of her, | naturally chose one of her instrunents."

"The stronger the association, the nore powerful the pull."

"Then you saw her?" she asked eagerly. "You found her?"

" The pain shook nme up for a nonment. Evarin will tell you | got a good knock on the head in the

battle and | admit it scranbled ny wits for a tinme. But what | saw is com ng back." He closed his

eyes, fist clenched around the handl e of Chayla's knife as he concentrated. Voice soft, al nost

muf f | ed, he began, "Dark. Thin starlight. \Walking beneath trees, off the road, under cover. Hands

free. Head bent, starshine on her hair...." He paused, frowning. "Men watching her. One in

particul ar—tw ce her size, sonething in his face | don't like...."

"What about the terrain? Gve nme sonething I can use."

"Curve of the road around a gigantic pine ... sheer drop just beyond where it clings to the cliff
cave half-hidden in the trees on the slope above. Faint light there. Horses tethered nearby.

Four—o, five." He was silent a noment; Sioned held her breath. Then he opened his eyes. "That's

all. Just the cave and the tree. I'msorry."

"That m ght be enough,"” she nmused. "Ruala and Riyan know this part of the Veresch—and if they

can't identify it, their hunt master mght." Leaning back, she cradled the bow in her hands and

considered for a tinme. "They haven't tied her up. They let her out for fresh air and exercise.

They're not nonsters."

Andry reached for the wi necup, saying bitterly, "They want her alive and healthy to hold for

ransom"

Somet hing el se to worry about when it happened. "Let's think about when they can travel. Not by

sunlight, not by noonlight—why not by starlight? If they know about Sunrunners, they know we don't

use it."

"Most of us, anyway."

"Most of us. But back to the point. Wen can they nove? Only when there are clouds that blot out

any kind of light."

Andry nodded slowy. "I've good reason to know the weather's been m serabl e. How much | ooki ng have

you been able to do, and can you cal cul ate how far they m ght have gotten during the tinme you

haven't been | ooki ng?"

"Al ways assumi ng they need to eat and sleep like the rest of us, and which direction they're

goi ng—

Andry's brows arched. "South, of course,”

"Woul d they?" she challenged. "That's the first place we'd search.”

"Where el se would they go except to their H gh Warlord?"

"Ch, | don't doubt that. The question is howthey'll get to him...

here nust be able to recognize that tree and cave conbi nation."

"And then?" he asked softly. "How do we get her back without risking her life?"

She gnawed her |ip. "Someone

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybowl.txt (24 of 336) [2/4/2004 11:57:43 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybow! .txt

She decided not to tell him about Kazander. "That's for mlitary minds."

"Which lets ne out." Andry sipped at his wine. "I wish I'd paid nore attention to your brother

when | was his squire.”

"Davvi ? Good Goddess, he was no nore a warrior than you are. Ch, Kostas did very well in the

field, but not because his father taught himnuch beyond what happened in 704." She shook her head

sadl y. "Rohan hoped none of you would have to study war."

"Maybe if we had, we'd be doing better now. Speaking of study, | hear you and Meath are hol ding

cl asses. "

Wth perfect calm Sioned replied, "Yes, we are.”

H's |lips quivered with anusenent. "Did you think I'd cone roaring in here to forbid it? Sioned!

Why should | neke a fool of nyself condeming sonmething that's not only a practical necessity, but

that you'd go on doing with or without nmy permission? It's much wiser to condone it. And | trust

you won't mind if |I give nmy official approval by doing some teaching nyself ?"

"I wish you would," she said honestly. "But watch out for Jihan. | think we've convinced her to

hush up and listen, but that child s silences make ne nervous. You never know what's going on

behind them™"

"I''"ll bear that in nmnd." Rising, he placed the knife and wi necup on the side table and stretched

fromtoes to fingertips. "That bath did ne a | ot of good—nothing cracks when

I nmove," he observed, though he rubbed at his sore shoul der as he spoke. "Shall | go talk to Po

now, or wait for tomorrow? Frankly, |'ve got the grandsire dragon of all headaches."

"That's one reason this sort of thing isn't done too often. Go to bed. Your Mster Physician won't

thank nme for giving you a strain like this when you've had a bad bunp on the head.”

"I really ought to go see Pol," he said, his eyes sol emm.

"He can wait until you're feeling up to it." She paused. "It was you who killed Myon, wasn't it
Mast er Sori ndal ?"

"I didn't think Alasen would renmenber the name."

"She did—and the unfanmiliar face that went with it. For a while afterward she thought you were

part of Myon's anbush, until she remenbered what you called yourself. '"Sorin's shadow. ' "

"I can feel himhere," Andry replied softly, glancing around the chanber. "Does anyone el se?"

"Al'l of us, all the tine." She watched himin silence for a nonent. Then, because unexpected

guestions often brought interesting answers, she said, "I'mnot up on shape-changing. Is it

difficult?"

Andry was a past naster at the verbal parry. Even with a throbbing head, no sleep, and the rigors

of a desperate ride behind him all he did was smle and say, "Not when you've practiced as nuch

as | have the last thirty days. | think you'd find it intriguing."

She ruffled her own hair. "Not that | need nuch disguise these days. Half the servants at Skybow

and Feruche didn't even recogni ze me when | arrived."

He inspected her, a little snmle dancing across his lips. "You know, | rather like it. You | ook

younger . "

"Looki ng and being aren't even in speaking di stance of each other,’

bed, Andry. Sleep well."

"CGood night."

When he was gone, she reached into a pocket and pulled out a small glinting bit of silver, an

earring set with carved white sand-jade. She had searched Meiglan's roomearlier but found nothing

that was strongly enough hers to use. She had brought little with her from Dragon's Rest, stil

less on the flight from Stronghol d, and packed alnost all of it for

the journey hone. Only a lace scarf was | eft behind, and a horn conb used while she was here. But

the | ace had spent too nuch time in the weaver's hands, and Mei gl an had probably used the conb on

the girls' hair. Sioned would search again. If she found something, and if Pol could settle enough

she assured him "Go to your

to work ... well, they'd see.
As for the earring—she would use that herself, later, to find Kazander
She had |ied sone about her own talents with this spell, too.

It was said that the Isulk'imcould hide in the wind. Tonight it was true. Twenty-one |ean bl ack
shadows on bl ack Radzyn horses gal |l oped down a nountain road, the wind-roar in the trees nuffling
even the thunder of their hoofbeats.

Very suddenly, Kazander reined in. The rest stopped instantly. He turned his face to the sky,
where cl ouds drew swift veils across the stars. Fine trenors shook his body and his eyes turned

bl ank and bl i nd.

In every mnd was the sanme thought: Ros'eltan. The Black Warrior, to whomthe Goddess spoke on the
wi nd.

In Kazander's nind was Sioned.
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St eady yourself, ny lord. It's sheer luck that | found you. Every one of you is a shadow in the
darkness. Don't try to reply—you're not a Sunrunner and this isn't a Sunrunner spell. Just listen
Chayla is being held forty-five nmeasures fromthe crossroads ahead of you. Near a place where the
cliff road curves around a giant pine, there's a cave alnost directly opposite the tree. Ruala
recogni zed it and was very specific. Chayla may still be there tonorrow ni ght—they don't dare
travel when there's light for us to work with., But if she's not, she won't be far and traces
shoul d be there to follow Bring her back to us, Kazander. Muy the gentle Mther of Dragons
shelter you beneath her w ngs.

Then she was gone.

He turned to his fellows, trenbling now not with shock but with eagerness. A quick glance at the
sky told himthere wasn't nuch of the night left; even if he pushed his nmen and horses to the
breaking, it would be well past daybreak before they reached the tree and the cave.

"Find us a place to sleep," he ordered Visian. "W reclaim

the I ady tonorrow night. Qur wi se and powerful Hi gh Princess has shown ne the way."

None of them thought he referred to Meiglan

Until she saw the glint of eyes in the firelight, Chayla thought they were all asleep. He had set
a guard outside, of course—pacing footfalls counting off the nonents of the night. Four and a
pause, four and a pause, nmaddening as the drip of a water-clock in an otherw se silent room

He was wat ching again. The others had stared—at her blonde hair, her blue eyes, her pale skin. He
wat ched.

She shifted agai nst the stone wall behind her, trying to find a place where rocks didn't jab into
her spine. She was as far fromthem as she could get, as close to the fresh air as he would all ow,
unabl e to bear the stink of them Distance fromtheir odor, however, also neant distance fromthe
only source of heat. After four nights of this, one would think she would stop being so silly. She
was col d. She needed the warnth of the fire. It occurred to her that this was a stupid tine to
devel op a squeanm sh nose—she who had been up to her el bows in blood, and sliced into putrefying
flesh without a grimace.

VWhat was happening to her was real now. All the tine, not just in spurts. The cold was a fact, and
her weariness, and trying to keep down the food they gave her. The bread was pungent wi th nold,
the nmeat so highly spiced to disguise its age that tears streanmed from her eyes as she gagged it
down. It huniliated her to think they might believe she was crying. She supposed she was | ucky
they shared their rations with her at all

Col d, exhaustion, stomach cranps, and the snell of their unwashed bodi es. Those things were real
Sunl i ght was not; she hadn't seen any. Logical. They feared faradh'im and so noved only when
there was cl oud cover, and even then kept beneath the trees. If the sun or nobons threatened, they
built shelters of branches or found caves. Tonight, with the wind blow ng hard, Chayla assuned
there were no clouds—but they did not travel under starlight, either

She didn't know how far they were fromlvalia Meadow. The first two days had been real only in
sharp jolts like pricks of a knife, and now that she thought back on them she

knew what a fool she had been to succunb to shock. She was a physician, she knew t he synptons, she
shoul d have recogni zed them and dragged hersel f out of stunned | ethargy.

But she hadn't, and now hadn't the vaguest idea of where she was. Twenty, fifty, a hundred
measures in any direction fromthe neadow.

Not that know ng her |ocation would have done her any good.

She wasn't afraid of him-ef any of them They hadn't touched her, had been al nbst polite. They
gave her food and water, let her wal k off her saddle-stiffness, allowed her decent privacy to
attend to her physical needs.

That was the only tine he didn't watch her

The others only | ooked, fascinated by her strangeness. He was the one who searched beyond the
col or of her eyes to what might be found within. He was doing it now-eatching her gaze, trying to
reach into her. She bore it as long as she could, then turned her head away.

The guard cane in quickly, nearly treading on her feet, and said sonmething she didn't understand
On the other side of the snall fire, he sat up, the blanket crunpling around him Flanes danced
of f the golden tokens in his beard. A question was asked, answered, and he stood and ki cked his
conpani ons awake. A harsh order was given and they hurried out into the night.

Chayl a scooted to the mouth of the cave. Fire-dazzl ed eyes saw not hing, but she heard horses,

voi ces. Not even an instant's hope heartened her; they spoke the old | anguage, or their version of
it. Wioever these new arrivals were, they had not conme to hel p her

Levering her chilled body upright, she took a few bold steps outside. A hard hand grasped her
wist—the first time any of them had touched her since she had been seized in the neadow.

"Let go of ne," she said without fear, and tried to shake him off.
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But she was haul ed down the slope to the road. Someone had lit a torch, and by its light she saw a
score of riders on her grandfather's finest horses. Even after so long, the sight of that stil
made her angry. CGoddess, how it made her angry.

She was rel eased, and stood rubbing her wist. She found himw th her eyes, glared at him He paid
no attention.

"Faradh 'reia," he said in triunmph to another tall, bearded

man on a gray stallion, and then a word she didn't understand. "Brenac."

The rider |eaned down, peering at Chayla. She wanted to spit in his face when he began to | augh
"Princess?" he nocked, and the others of his party chortled in response. A gesture brought forward
another rider, leading a dainty nare. "Kir'reial" he announced.

The cl oaked figure astride the nare | ooked up dully. The child in her arns stirred. Chayla nearly
strangled trying not to gasp her recognition

But Mei gl an had seen her in the w ndblown torchlight. Her eyes were black wells of terror.

"Chayl a?" she breathed. "Oh, Goddess—o—

"Chayl a?"

This tinme when he stared at her, it was with narrowed eyes. He repeated her nane, then those of
her father and grandfather

"Faradhi!" the nounted | eader grow ed, and spat. Al the rest of themdid the same. "No princess!"
He flung an armtoward Meiglan, who flinched, then struck his own chest in pride of ownership.
"Kir'reia tir!"

There ensued a di scussion Chayla didn't even try to follow. Meiglan's cloak had shifted with her
movenent; one sight of Rislyn's face told Chayla that the little girl was ill.

"Shut up, all of you!" she snapped, starting toward Meiglan's horse. "They need nmy help, I'ma
physi ci an—

He cl osed his fingers around her shoul der tightly enough to break bones. "No princess!" he grow ed
accusi ngly.

The newconers all |aughed. Their | eader said sonething else, and they rode away. Chayla struggl ed,
hearing Meiglan cry out her name. Then her voice was |lost in the sound of gall opi ng hoof beats and
| aughter on the ni ght w nd.

Chayl a was dragged back up to the cave. "No! Turn ne | oose! What are they going to do with her?
Wiere are they taking her? You' re nothing but cowards, all of you, preying on wonen and chil dren—
He flung her down before the fire and | ooned over her. "No princess," he said once nore.

"No! I'mnot a princess, damm you! But ny father is the Battle Conmander of the Desert and ny
kinsman is the H gh Prince, and they'll kill you!"

The words were brave and ridicul ous, and she knew t hem

for what they were: the sound of her own voice to fling agai nst sudden fear

He paced the short distance to the rear wall and spun around, thrusting out an accusing finger

" Di ar madhi ?"

Her answer was i nmmedi ate and vehenent. "Certainly not!"

Incredi bly, he | ooked di sappoi nted. She wanted to slice out her own tongue. She shoul d have
clained to be a sorcerer. They shouted the word in battle, they were allied with the Merida,
everyone said they were on the side of the diarmadh'imeven though they worked no spells. She
coul d have used her Sunrunner gifts, done sonething el se they woul d consider magi cal —

Except that she knew not hing beyond howto call a tiny fingerflame. "Light to see by, that's all |
need," she'd told her mother. "The rest can wait until | can be a Sunrunner as well as a
physician. | don't have tinme right now "

Oh, Goddess, why had she never found the tine?

He was pacing again. Short, sharp steps, boot heels digging into the rocky floor. H s finger
suddenly stabbed into her face. She flinched back

"Faradh 'reia!"

"No! I'mnot a princess! And |I'm notfaradhi, either! Do you see any rings, idiot?" She held up
both hands, infuriated to see themtrenble. denching her fingers, she repeated, "I amnot a
Sunrunner!" And felt, stupidly enough, that in denying what she was, she had betrayed her parents
and her heritage and even her Uncle Andry.

He spat on the ground. Just when she thought he would stalk out in disgust, he stopped, firelight
seeping wickedly into smling black eyes.

Terror, lurking for four days at the edges of her soul, found her then, seized her by the heart
and mind and claimed her for its own.

"No princess ... no diarmadhi ... no faradh 'reia," he murrmured, and his fingertips stroked a
dirty path down her cheek

It was real now. Al of it. H deous and unrelenting and real
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Si oned found Pol in his bedchanber. He had cranped his | ong body into a wi ndow enbrasure, knees to
chin, hair glinting by feebl e candl egl ow.
"You | ook like seven kinds of Hell," she told him "No," he nuttered. "Only three." "Miglan

Ri sl yn, and Chayla," she supplied. "I would have thought there'd be four." He w nced. She
hesitated, then said, "Waiting for the clouds to clear
| take it."

"They haven't. Not where it was inportant to |ook."

She didn't order himto bed. Sleep wasn't sonething anyone was famliar with these days. Standing
beside him she rested a hand on his shoulder and felt himshy as if touch hurt.

"Kazander will find Chayla tonorrow night," she said quietly, and when his head jerked up in
surprise, told himwhat she and Andry had done.

Hope bl azed in his face. "Then Mei gl an—

"Perhaps. | canme to | ook through these roonms again. Did she | eave anything behind that we can
use?"

He searched the chamber with his eyes. "No. Nothing. | would have noticed it by now There's
nothing left of her here...." Resting his forehead agai nst his drawn-up knees, a shuddering breath
sighed out of him "I should have—

"No, you shouldn't," she interrupted. "They took her for a reason. If it's to lure you out of
Feruche to a battle you'd |l ose along with your life, then they'll be disappointed. Miglan and
Rislyn won't be harned, Pol. Didn't you hear what Al asen sai d? That Myon was adamant about it."
"Myon is dead. What happens when they're taken to the Hi gh Warlord? |'ve got to do sonet hing,

Mot her, | can't just sit here and—Goddess, what are they doing to ny wife, ny daughter—=

"Stop it," she comanded, fingers clawing into his shoulder. "Nothing will happen to them It's
you they want. You've said it yourself, Azhrei,"

"But you can't risk me—and Meiglan and Rislyn are expendable!" He lurched to his feet, nearly
knocki ng her down. "You never cared about Meggie, never wanted ne to Choose her—

Si oned remnai ned silent as the accusations went on. It was not her he railed against; it was

hi msel f, and the new enptions that nmade nockery of that Choice. Meiglan on one side, Sionell on
the other, and Pol snared between, paralyzed by guilt. Sioned thanked the Goddess he was

paral yzed. Tak-

i ng action now, when he could not think and all his enotions were dangerous, would be fatal

A fire iron was seized like a sword, w el ded viciously against the dying hearth. Sioned waited him
out. When he set the poker back into place, it rattled with the shaking of his hand.

"I"msorry." His voice was subdued. "None of that was fair, or true."
She sai d not hi ng.
"I don't know what to do, Mdther." He spoke to the dimflanmes. "I can't ride out to find themif I

don't know where they are. Walvis has sent people out from Skybow to search. Everyone who can is
| ooki ng for themwhen there's Iight enough. Ruala came close to being shadow Il ost |ast night, did
you know that? I'mdoing all | can think to do and it's not enough. They have ny wife, nmy little
girl. What they really want is ne. That's what | have to give them™

"On their terns? The sacrificial prince?"

"If necessary."

"Don't be a fool!" she exclained, her voice rough with fear

He didn't hear her. "They're savages," he said to the fire. "Barbarians. If | offer nyself, if ny
death woul d satisfy themso we'd be left in peace—

"It wouldn't. You know it wouldn't." She shook her head, still surprised not to feel the weight of
her hair, to feel instead the swift tousle of it around her cheeks and neck. "W don't have any
evidence that it would. W don't even know who these people are!"

"Don't we? What about their battle cry?" He turned suddenly to face her, his body |ike a rope
yanked taut. "Mther—what if | reveal nyself as diarmadhi? What if | claimto be sonething besides
the Azhrei ?"

"Andry would love that, wouldn't he!" she snapped. "Not to nention all the people who believe with
himthat sorcerers are evil! What would you do, Pol, proclaimyourself rightful ruler of the
Vellant'im a prince of savages? Even if you succeed in tam ng them who would accept a High
Prince to whomthe eneny bows down in honmage instead of in defeat?"

For a monment he | ooked as if he might argue. But then all the tense energy drained out of him and
he bent his head. "You're right, of course.”

Sioned's knees went a little weak with relief. She sat on the w ndow seat and fol ded trenbling
hands in her lap. "I understand, Pol. You're looking for anything that will get Miglan and R slyn
back. But you can't offer yourself in their places, and you can't nake sonme wild claimthat m ght
or mght not work."
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"Then tell me how, H gh Princess."

"I don't know," she replied, daming her hel pl essness.

"That's not the answer | need to hear."

"It's the only one | have."

He began to pace, but not with the usual supple quickness. Each step was heavy, al nost hobbl ed.
"So we wait |ike Father always did, and see what solution presents itself? This isn't politics,
Mother, it isn't someone's schene of power. These are the lives of my wife and child! | won't be
pushed until the only way out is of Vellanti making!"

She bent her head. There was nothing nore to say and they both knew it. After a time Pol stopped
paci ng and | ooked down at her.

"You were up all last night, and now nost of this one," he said colorlessly. "Go get sone rest."
Si oned pushed herself to her feet. At the door she paused with her fingers on the dragon's head
handle. "Pol, this "is about power. They didn't take your wife. They took the H gh Princess."
"She's not like you," he answered in a nuffled voice. "She's too—~

"Gentl e? Sheltered? Not |ike your ruthless nother—either of thenP" she snapped. "Meiglan ordered
her own ki nsmen executed w thout blinking an eye. The action of a H gh Princess—brutal and
necessary. Just like ne. One of the fewreal privileges of the position and its power is to do
what you have to in order to make the world the way you want it to be."

"Ch, and | can do that by waiting for other people to force me into actions | never chose?" He

| aughed bitterly.

"You can do it by not acting before you know what will come of it! Let's say they made a ritua
sacrifice of you—let's even say they were satisfied and sail ed back where they canme from Wo
woul d be Hi gh Prince then? Andry? He's got the bloodline and he's got Goddess Keep and all the
Sunrunners behind him |Is his world of rituals and sins the one you want to make for your

chil dren?" She flung open

the door. "You just think about that for a tine, Hi gh Prince!"

Ji han' began scream ng sonetinme after midnight. It was dawn before Pol soothed her back to sleep
Her cries still echoed in Pol's ears as he clinbed wearily to the battlenments—i ke his father
seeking a dragon's perch. Hi s dragon curled in the sand far below him not appreciating this
change in position. Usually it was Azhdeen who | ooked down on Pol

There was |ight enough to weave, to communicate. Pol didn't use it. How could he ask the dragon to
fly the nmorning sky, searching for Meiglan and Ri sl yn—who were with those who would kill Azhdeen
and call thenselves glorified?

Yes, 1'd risk even you if | thought it would do any good, he thought, watching the tentative
sunrise shine on golden hide. / doubt you'd understand. Hatchling dragons are lost all the tine.
As for fenal es—f one | eaves, there are always ot hers—

He bal ked at that thought and shook his head at the injustice. No, because Miglan and Rislyn are
part of ne, you'd want them back as nuch as |

"But there's nothing I can do," he said aloud. Just to hear soneone say it. Frustration choked
him but he forced hinself to repeat it. "Nothing!"

They were searching every way they knew, everywhere they could think to | ook. But the Vellant'im
weren't stupid. They knew to stay out of usable Iight. They knew their safety was in darkness and
cl ouds.

Azhdeen roared, w ngs spreadi ng wi de. Even without a connection between them the dragon was
sensing enotions that confused him Pol hesitated a nmonent too long in turning for the stairwell —
—+age—fire—kill—al onri p—bast ar ds—bl oodcl awfury—

Mei gl an—+endf | esh—swor dt hr ust —Ri sl yn—hat chl i ng—avenge defend KfLL-

The dragon's shriek deafened him He was lying on his side on the stones, twi sted, his hip and
shoul der brui sed. He pushed hinself upright, gulping air, sick to his stonmach as he realized how
easily he could have tunbl ed over the ranparts to the Desert bel ow

Azhdeen was skybora, still bellowing his fury—and Pol's. A primal enotion; famliar. O human
guilt and fear and pain, he understood nothing. Pol sat there in nute bew |l dernment, bereft of the
rage that had kept himfunctioning. In the clear soft |light of dawn, he sat there on the cold
stones and cri ed.

There was a point beyond which the brain refused to sustain its connection to the body. Chayla had
seen it happen a hundred times. Pain sinply stopped registering as the mind sought protective
oblivion fromthe unbearable. Chayla had watched for it, knowi ng she could set broken bones, clean
the worst wounds, ply suturing needl es as necessary w thout worryi ng about the patient's agony.
But once the mind reawakened, pain returned tenfold, as if avenging itself for the denial. Capable
physi ci ans gave pain-killing drugs before that happened.

She didn't remenber when her nind had abandoned her body. But there was no soothi ng, numbing
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poti on to ease the rejoining—although nenory efficiently provided the names of several suitable to
her need, according to a purely professional evaluation of her injuries.

The inventory was not all that bad, really. No broken bones, though the ribs were badly bruised.
There were nore brui ses and sonme torn nuscles al ong back and shoul ders. Wals on breasts and
thighs. A cut lip that had nearly stopped bleeding. A nmild throbbing at the back of her head where
it had struck the ground hard. Not nuch blood there. Not nuch blood at all, except—except—

She shied away fromthe specific pain that had called her nind back into its battered shell of a
body. The physician calmy noted what had been done and gave assurances that it would heal. But
Chayl a coul d not acknow edge what the pain neant.

A col d breeze wapped around her naked skin. She wi shed it was water, enough to wash away the
filth, enough to float forever in silken cleanness. She renenbered how in chil dhood at Wiitecliff
even the sight of the sea fromher wi ndows nade her queasy. Now she wanted to plunge herself into
endl ess water and have a Sunrunner's honest excuse to vomt.

She forced herself to sit up, push matted hair from her face, open her eyes. The fire had gone
out, and she was alone. Mrning seeped through the green weaving of trees at the nmouth of the
cave. She drew on her clothes, wenched nuscles protesting every novenent. Her shirt and tunic and
trousers weren't even torn. Wiy should they be? He wei ghed at | east twi ce what she did, and was
three times as strong.

Her clothes stank of him Her skin felt of him Her nouth tasted of himand her own bl ood. There
was no part of her body that did not bear his inprint.

She didn't want to wash in an ocean of water, she wanted to drown in it.

Sliding along the wall to the entrance, she peered out at what little she could see of the world.
A thin forest of evergreens, a road below, a great sentinel pine, a canyon wall beyond, western
crags painted by dawnfire.

Had she expected the world to change? That the sun would hide in shared shame, the sky wap itself
in mourning gray, the rocks bleed in synpathy?

Was this what awaited Meiglan?

She drew back into the shadows as two of the Vellant'imstrolled by. One of themwas him

"No reia, no diarmadhi, no faradhi," he said, ticking off the words on his fingers, and | aughed as
he finished with, "No brenac!"

Dully, she waited for the neaning to cone to her. It took a long tinme. Wen it did, she bit her
Iip and shudder ed.

Wrman-chil d, he'd said. Virgin.

Oh, Goddess.

My father will kill you—and ny grandfather will tear apart what's left and feed it to the carrion
Crows.

She told herself she had enough Fire to kill him To kill themall. She was a Sunrunner. Her

parents were both powerful Sunrunners. Her uncle was the Lord of Goddess Keep hinself. She could
do it.

She searched for rage enough to I end her strength. Al she found was nunb weari ness. The tine for
it had conme and gone. Killing would not undo what had been done to her |ast night, again and again
and—

No. | won't renenber. | won't!

The physician remarked that once nmore her mind was choosing to abandon her flesh—not from pain
this time, but

fromloathing. She curled against the rock wall and cl osed her eyes, willing her brain and body to

separ at e.
It was very hard. There were so many brui ses, so many nmenories in her flesh that npaned of their
hurt, like feverish children crying for their nother. Her mnd rejected them Their whinperings

slowy faded away. The |ast thing she thought before she thought nothing nore was that perhaps, if
she was very lucky, she would never have to listen to them again, never have to fit herself back
i nsi de her body again at all

CHAPTER FOUR

rrince Tilal held a debate with hinmself all the way fromH gh Kirat to the nouth of the Faol ain
sneak up on the Vellant'imor march in as if he owned the place? (Wll, his nephew Daniv did own
the western bank of it.)

The victory at Swal ekeep argued the direct approach. Surely word had spread; nere sight of
Ossetia's dark green banner with its gol den wheat sheaf ought to scare the eneny witless. He was
wel | aware, however, that he owed that triumph not to superior nunbers or his own skills as a
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commander, but to a ruby-eyed dragon token stolen fromthe eneny's ally, Prince R nhoel

Tilal was still weighing probabilities thirty measures fromthe sea. He nust decide soon. Now. |If
only the sky would clear and all ow Andrev to scout ahead for him Riders searched as far forward
as they dared. No one was sure where or whether the Vellant'imlingered along the river. Burned
farns and unharvested fields offered nothing to live on, but Riverport might still be garrisoned
and the eneny seened able to supply thensel ves with food and drink out of thin air.

He worried the problemand his lower lip until both were raw. Slink in by night and slit throats?
Surge over the coastal hills and slaughter themin open battle? Be bold or be sneaky? Chall enge
themor trick then?

But Tilal had seen too many of his people wounded and killed. As he wobbl ed between various pl ans,
fighting themout in his mnd and unable to accept even the nost optimstic estimte of

casual ties, he |earned sonething about war

When a conmander's first concern becane his arnmy instead of victory, he was very likely to | ose
that army in defeat.

As it happened, the decision was taken fromhim On the norning of the sixtieth day of Wnter, the
stormthat had bellied up the river and provided cover for Sauner to enter Faolain Low and drew
its last wispy veils north. Andrev used the clear sunlight inmediately, and within nonents
reported that a battle was already going on

"There's a lot of fighting onshore, ny lord. But—you'll never believe this—Prince AriePs flag is
raised on two of the five ships in the bay!"

"Am el —=2" Tilal swung around and stared southward as if he could see this marvel with his own eyes

across the intervening neasures. "CGoddess help him You're right, Andrev. | don't believe it!"
"The ships the Vellant'imstill hold are going after the other two. They're heading out to sea at
a good clip."

Tilal frowned. "Were do they think they're going? Oh, never mind. | know you don't know any nore

than | do. Al right. As | understand it, his '"arny' consists mainly of physicians. Young idiot!
How in Hells did he take those ships?" Turning to Chaltyn, he said, "There's no time for anything
pretty. Fifteen neasures at a hard gall op, and then hack our way through them™

"Very good, ny lord."

"No, not very good at all. But at |east we may surprise them"

They di d.

The fight was over by noon, with nothing elegant about it. Vellant'imgathered al ong the bay
turned their backs to the sea and fought even as they were driven into the surf. Sone of them died
hi p-deep in saltwater. But nost of themdid die. The beach was so soaked with bl ood that the
sinuous tracery of driftwood and shells nmarking the wave Iine was obliterated for a full measure
of its Iength.

Tilal learned three interesting things that afternoon when he and Aniel finally net over a bel ated
meal along the rocky shore. First, Nyr was pregnant. Ami el announced this before anything else,
and as if no one had ever acconplished such a thing before.

"Congratulations,” Tilal said politely. "I understand your enthusiasm but perhaps we can discuss
your dynastic tri-

unph after you've told nme what in all Hells you thought you were doing by stealing those ships."
Anmiel blinked. "Didn't | tell you?"

"No. What you've said thus far is, 'I'mglad to see you, nmy lord," 'Thank you for your help, mny
lord," 'l hope you weren't injured, my lord," and 'My lady wife is expecting a child, my lord.'
Tilal grinned. "Pull up a rock and sit down. You can tell ne the rest of it nowthat the really
important news is out. Andrev, some wine to toast the next prince or princess of Glad. Ch, your
pardon—Am el , you don't know Lord*Andrev, ny Sunrunner and squire. It was his sighting of your
little seaside party that brought us here at speed.”

"Lord Andry's son?" Aniel's hazel-brown eyes popped. He recovered hinself in good order and nodded

acknow edgnent of Andrev's bow "I've your skills to thank, then, for sparing ny people nore
hurts. I"'min your debt."

"Not at all, your grace."

"Where's your |ady, anyhow?" Tilal asked as he settled down to eat.

Aniel pointed. "See that hill? | told her to stay put until | cane for her." Then he sighed.
"Whi ch, of course, neans she'll be down here before Andrev has sliced the bread."

The second piece of news held a great deal nmore fascination for Tilal. It seenmed that after

pi cking up troops fromthe beaches of the Pyrne and the nmud of the Catha delta, the dragon ships
had been anchored in Faolain Bay for several days to wait for all the renmmining troops to nmarch
back downriver.

"I learned this fromone of the physicians—a Fironese who can nake hinmsel f understood wi thout
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bei ng suspected of anything but an odd accent. He talked to one of their sentries |ast night—=
Nyr arrived then, to be duly greeted and congratul ated. She seated herself on a convenient rock
cushioned with a soft wool en bl anket, and thanked Andrev with a lovely smle as he gave her food
and drink. Am el paused to adnire her, then nentioned where he was in the story.

She snil ed innocently. "Have you said yet how our physician got away with inpersonating a Vellanti
warrior?"

Ani el grinned. "To give this devi ous wonan her due—seven days ago she ordered himto stop

shavi ng. "

"1 approve of devious wonen," Tilal replied. "Beards

aren't too fashionable anynore, but they can be useful. Go on."

"Wel |, he heard that they'd wait one nore day for sone clan or other—they organi ze thenselves into
kin groups which are further divided into sections of forty-five, according to which island
they're fromand which of about fifty different warriors they claimas their primry ancestor
and—

"One nore day?" Tilal pronpted

"Huh? Ch—yes. So | knew that if we were going to steal the ships, we'd have to do it today."
"Then the ones we pushed into the sea this norni ng—

"—are mainly the ones who destroyed Riverport and marched up the Faol ain. The ones fromthe Pyrne
and the Catha are on those three ships we nissed.” He frowned. "They're chasing our two right now,
aren't they?"

" Andr ev?"

The boy was silent for a time. Then he nmet Tilal's gaze. "There's a good w nd, and they're good
sailors. They've passed the headland into the channel between Radzyn and Dorval, ny lord. If
Prince Amel's ships can | ose them anong the Small |Islands...."

"Yes, but that |eaves three ships full of the whoresons to | and and march up to Stronghold."

That was the third item and the nost nonmentous. The Fironese physician had | earned that,
according to the High Warlord's vision—That was the word he said the man used, ny lord, a
‘vision' and not a battle plan"—all surviving Vellant'i mwould soon be at Stronghold. To what

pur pose, the physician hadn't dared ask for fear of giving hinself away.

"How many to a ship?"

"About three hundred. The two we took were for the ones they're expecting, and enpty of all but
the crew. So we sinply stole a couple of |ongboats by night and—

"Excellent,” Tilal interrupted, thinking that he'd have tinme to hear the whole story when the
bards made it into a ballad. Until then, he had other things to do. "Andrev, how many ships are
of f Goddess Keep?"

"Seven. Prince Arlis sank the others in Brochwel| Bay."

"He did?" Nyr asked eagerly.

"When?" Anmiel seconded. "How did it happen? W' ve been conpletely wthout news since we |eft
Medawari . "

"1"I'l tell you all of it soon,"” Tilal pronmised. "Let's call it ten ships of three hundred each
added to the troops at Radzyn and Stronghol d—

"And those on Graypearl, ny lord," Andrev rem nded him

"CGoddess, yes, |'d forgotten. Well, when they | eave, at |east poor Ludhil can conme down fromthe
nmount ai ns and take his island back." He did some rapid cal cul ati ons—and had to pause for a bracing
gul p of w ne.

"Pol's in trouble,” he said at last. "I make it at |east three thousand, possibly nore, al
convergi ng on Stronghol d."

"How many does he have at Feruche?" Nyr asked in a whisper

"I'f he's lucky, seven hundred."

Aniel's windburned face paled. But it was only a nonent before he earned Tilal's admration by
saying briskly, "You know, | haven't been to the Desert in years. Nyr, ny |ove, how do you fancy a
| ook at Radzyn Keep?"

Andry had been tal king al nost without interruption for quite sone tine. His throat was dry as he
said, "So | thought Myon nust be on his way here, to lie his way out of the inplications of what

he did. | didn't realize what he was really up to until it happened.”

Pol shrugged and hooked a finger at Kierun, who innmediately poured nore taze. "You did what you
could, Andry. And that was plenty, believe ne. | ean't tell you what a relief it is to be rid of
him™"

Andry nodded his thanks to the squire. At the beginning of the conversation, the boy had eyed him
the way a colt eyes a hungry dragon. Now, at nearly noon, when nost of the tale was told, evidence
that the Lord of Goddess Keep made ni stakes |ike anyone el se had obvi ously eased Ki erun's mi nd
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Andry noted it with an inner snile.

"What | don't understand, though," he went on, "is why he didn't go to Rezeld. | was convincing
enough with Chiana and Ri nhoel. Wiy didn't Myon join themas ny Merida inpersonation bade him
do?"

"l suspect he saw sonething Chiana didn't." Pol tilted his chair back on two | egs and propped one
booted foot on the

table. "Did your host at Swal ekeep tell you how Tilal got the Vellant'imto march where he wanted
themto?"

"He was a fine gossip, but tavernkeepers aren't privy to mlitary secrets.”

Pol delved a hand into a trouser pocket and produced a little green-glazed ceranic dragon. "This
is fromny father's collection at Stronghold. Marken found them on corpses after the skirmsh he
fought on his way from Renmagev." He tossed it to Andry, who sat a quarter of the way around the
table. "They' re made of various materials. CGold and silver indicate someone inportant. Safe-
conduct passes, essentially. You' re damed | ucky Chiana and Ri nhoel are fundanentally idiots. If
they' d asked, and you hadn't been able to show them one of these, they would have killed you."

Andry turned the token in his fingers. "So Myon knew | wasn't who | said | was. | wonder why he
didn't try to kill ne."

"Presumably, you had a superior—ef whichever faction—+to report to. If you didn't...." Pol
shrugged.

"Way wasn't | told about these?"

"Because no one could find you. Who knew you'd trai pse around eneny-held countryside from Gssetia
to Princemarch?" Pol was smling, shaking his head. "Cousin, you' re the sane breed of crazy | am
Probably why we don't get along."

Andry had to laugh. "At least you drag an arny along in your wake. Me, | get stuck with a | ane-

| egged physician. How s Evarin feeling, by the way? | didn't have time after breakfast with ny
daughter to look in on him™"

"Maar ken played tyrannical Battle Commander and ordered himto stay put. His intent was to hobble
around tendi ng the wounded. "

"He's better, then." Andry paused. "Pol, | have to thank you for what you did for Marken."

"Ch, yes," Pol replied bitterly. "I did alot. | didn't see the bastard in tinme to prevent—

"I used to watch you practice at swords, you know," Andry interrupted. "You were only fourteen but
al ready good. Maarken woul dn't have had you at his back if you weren't. You aren't to blame for
what he lost any nore than | amfor what you lost."

Pol was quiet for a long tinme. Then he drained his cup and said, "Goddess, aren't we tender of
each ot her today? Sorry

about this, thank you for that—does it nmake you as uneasy as it does nme?"

"Yes," he answered candidly. "But we haven't gotten to the difficult parts yet, have we? W' ve
stuck to what's already, happened, the things we can't change. W do share the sane kind of

i nsanity, cousin—either of us crazy enough to fight over a bone that's picked clean."

"The neat |lies el sewhere,” Pol agreed. Over his bent knee he regarded Andry with clear, blue-green
eyes. "Well, shall we carve it—er each other?"

Andry took his irritation by the throat and strangled it. Cal mand conposed, he said, "I nmade a
promise to Hollis, for Maarken's sake. You'll hear no dissent fromthe Lord of Goddess Keep unless
what the Hi gh Prince plans would harmthe Sunrunners."

"For Maarken's sake," Pol agreed.

They regarded each other for a time in perfect understandi ng. Both knew how binding their prom se
was—and how fragile. They had been brought together by tragedies. They shared i nmedi ate conmon
goal s. But sooner or |ater one of them would nake a chance remark, and all the old enmty would
boi |l up again.

And if it cane to the point where Andry's power rivaled Pol's—

"When | rode in," Andry heard hinself say, "I half-expected—and don't hear this wong—but | kept

| ooki ng around for Rohan."

Gief flickered in blue-green eyes. "So do |I. They say 'High Prince' and | keep | ooking for ny
father. You were lucky, in a way, when you took over Goddess Keep. Peopl e have been calling you
"my lord" all your life."

"Yes, but it was a year before | connected that note in their voices with the Lord of Goddess
Keep, and still longer before |I stopped listening for someone to say 'Lady Andrade.' "

Pol smiled—his father's wy and charnming snile, but without Rohan's gentleness. "It's Hell having
to be a grown-up, isn't it? Do you renenber when we were children, and the only thing we worried
about was whether we coul d get sonebody clever to be our dragon? Wich reninds nme, whatever you
do, don't let Jihan cozen you into that, or anything el se!"
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"I hear from Tobren that she calls Fire rather enthusiastically."

"Meath says he'll teach her not to burn the castle down." "Perhaps a lesson fromthe Lord of
Goddess Keep woul d

hel p. "

Pol's head tilted curiously. "You' d teach her? And the

ot hers?"

"You nmean so far in advance of when tradition says they ought to | earn?" Andry shrugged. "I've

been t hi nki ng about that for several years. Wiy should we wait to show Sunrunner chil dren what
they are, what they can do and beconme? But there are very good arguments on both sides. If they

| earn young, they're easy with what they are. They grow up knowi ng—the way you grew up know ng you
were to be High Prince."

"And now that | am it's not easy—but | understand what

you nean."

"Your mother is a case in point, about knowi ng she was a Sunrunner. She didn't—er, rather, she
knew but didn't dare say anything. Her brother's wife didn't exactly appreciate the prospect of a
Sunrunner in the famly."

"Yes, but ny late Aunt Wsla's appreciation of becom ng Princess of Syr because of the famly
Sunrunner was truly profound,” Pol rermarked, and all at once Andry understood what differenced him
from Rohan: cynicism

"Pol, how many children hide and deny what they are because they're afraid? That weighs heavily in
my mind, and it nakes me want to find these people as young as possible. But—=

"But then there are the ones Iike ny Jihan—power to spare and very little restraint in using it."
He paused while Kierun filled his cup again. "Doesn't that argue for teaching themthe ethic while
they' re young?"

"Of course. But it's a long process, you know, and forcing themto grow up too soon isn't a wise
move. | look at what this war has done to Tobren, how hard it is to nake her laugh...." He shook
his head. "Teach themearly and i npose Sunrunner discipline on them or wait until they' ve formed
their own discipline of their own choice? It's an interesting problem"”

"And yours," Pol said with obvious relief. "Let ne know how you feel about it once you' ve spent
sonme tine teaching Jihan. |I'mbetting you'll conme down on the side of waiting.

A hatchling like that is a handful enough w thout addi ng Sunrunner training to it"

It was no time for Andry to reveal that he knew Ji han was no Sunrunner. In fact, he had every
intention of teaching the child; the diarmadhi taint would be countered by proper faradh
disciplines, as it had been in Riyan and Torien and several others. The younger the better, as far
as such peopl e were concerned.

But he kept all of it fromhis face and eyes, and chuckled instead. "I adnit the prospect of being
knee-deep in precocious children is an appalling one. They'd bring the walls of Goddess Keep down
around our ears."

" Speaki ng of which-what do you think the Vellant'imare waiting for? | mean, their ships are just
sitting off the coast, staring at the towers."

Andry grunted. "I hope winter fog waps themcloser than a G |adan wool blanket and they all ram
into each other and sink. Whatever they cone up with, Torien can deal with it."

"He knows how to work the ros 'salath ?" There was nothing but honest curiosity in the question

"Certainly."

"I'd be interested in your opinion of what we did at Stronghold," Pol continued. "Maarken told you
some of it, I'msure, but he wasn't included in the working. Ask ny nother. Between you, you
should be able to figure out a way to use it nore effectively."

n \M?ll

"Me." That snile again—but this time instead of cynicismthere was the gleaning of a dragon's
teeth. "But you expected that, Andry."

"Yes, | did." He leaned forward, his ten rings and wist cuffs shining as he flattened his pal nms
on the table. It was |ike surcease fromchronic pain to feel themagainst his flesh again. "I wll
do all 1 can, and that includes protecting ny brother fromanything you and | may di sagree about.

But | will not be ordered. And you expected that, Pol."

"Certainly," he echoed. "W understand each other, my Lord."

"W do, your grace."

On this note of not-quite-sweetest harnmony, Meath entered the room without bothering to knock. His
graying hair was w ndblown as a boy's, his eyes alight and nearly hidden by the width of his grin.
"Your firstborn's filial duty to you, nmy Lord," he said to Andry, then turned to Pol. "Andrev has

just told Hollis, who's just told nme, that there's been a battle fought and a victory won at

Faol ain Bay. Prince Amiel took two Vellanti ships, and the other three turned tail and ran for the
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Smal | Islands. Prince Tilal's cousinly conplinments to the Hi gh Prince, and do you want himto
start for Radzyn Keep now, or take care of the pestilence at Low and first?"

Pol's foot slipped off the table and his chair nearly toppled. "Radzyn?"

Andry had nore i medi ate concerns. "Is Andrev all right?"

"Perfectly. Even if he weren't, they're with Prince Amiel's little army of physicians. Twenty or
thirty would swarmall over himif he even stubbed a toe. Well? Wat's your pleasure, ny prince?"

Havi ng recovered hinsel f, Pol was al nbst |aughing. "By the Goddess, |'d forgotten how good good
news can feel! My congratulations to Prince Tilal and Prince Am el -who deserves to be taken over
sonmebody' s knee. | thought | taught ny squires to be nore sensible than to risk their lives in

silly adventures like stealing ships. Don't you go getting any ideas, Kierun
finger in the boy's direction

"No, my lord." Kierun's mst-gray eyes brimed with nmischief. "Not yet, anyway."

"Goddess, why am | afflicted with other nen's sons?" Pol mpaned. "At this rate, I'Il have to sire
a dozen of nmy own to avenge nyself on their fathers!™”

"Perhaps | should lend you ny younger boy," Andry drawl ed. "Joscev is only seven, but already the
pl ague of the school room"

"The true famly spirit, eh?" Meath grinned.

"Goddess help us," Pol sighed. Then, nore intensely, "Meath, have Tilal sit tight for a day or
two, as unobtrusively as possible. | have sonething in mnd that may spare giving those physicians
sonething nore to do. Tell himto canp on both sides of the river and wait."

Andry frowned, trying to envision it. Then he smiled, alnobst fondly. "You' re going fishing and
he's the net."

"Absolutely. The problemis to get the fish to swimin the right direction. But | think |I know

he added, waggi ng a

how. And | need you in order to do it. W'll have a little talk with Johlarian at

Faol ain Low and. Wth the full force of the H gh Prince and the Lord of Goddess Keep behind the
order, not even the acquisitive Lady Karanaya will refuse to give up her black pearls to the
eneny."

Andry sat forward. "The-what are they called? Tears of the Dragon? Wy?"
"That's what the Vellant'imare after. As | understand it, they used the sale of themto get into
Ri verport, fully expecting to reclaimthem But Karanaya rode off with all six, so they besieged

Low and. My not her scared themoff with her Fire dragon, but now they're back. And they still want
those pearls." He rose and began to pace. "There's sonething very odd about them Andry. Johlarian
didn't see it until | told himhow to | ook—he's conpetent at his work but not especially powerful.
If Karanaya's within sunlight, | want you to take a ook at themand tell nme what you see.™

"Qdd i n what way?"

"You'l |l find out." He swung around on his heel. "Meath, have Hollis convey all this to Andrev. Do

it now, before Tilal gets restless and starts to nove."

The Sunrunner bowed slightly. "At once, ny prince. But you know how di sappoi nted young Saumer will
be if there's no battle at Lowl and. There's one other thing. Tilal believes the Vellant'imw]|
gat her soon at Stronghold. He estimates their probable nunbers at three thousand.™

Andry gave a | ow whistle. "Thank you for not telling us that first!"

"I't's why he wants to go to Radzyn and take out as nany as he can," Meath explained. "But if he's

right—
"Then in a short while the only people still in danger will be us," Pol finished. "From Kierst-
Isel to Dorval, everyone else will be free of them That's good. That's very good."

He actual |y sounded happy about it. Andry blinked. "It is?"

Pol gave hima smile. "O course. It's good for the other princedons, obviously. It's good for the
Hi gh Prince and the Lord of Goddess Keep, too. Also obvious if you think about it a nonent."

Andry di d, and deci ded he woul d have preferred a less life-threatening way to denonstrate his
power .

"And it's good for the rest of us because it's very bad for the Vellant'im" Pol went on, |ooking
feral again. "They'l

all be in one place. W won't have to go chasing them down to destroy them"

Cautiously, Andry asked, "Has it not occurred to you that we mi ght—

"No," the High Prince said fiercely. "It has not. And part of your job is to nake sure it doesn't
occur to anyone else, either." He flattened his hands on the table, three rings—topaz, anethyst,
and noonstone—shining. "All right, then. We'll work our trick at the Faolain if we can, then think
about how to kill three thousand Vellant'im"

"Goddess help us," Andry added, neaning it.

"I think she will," Pol told him "She always struck me as the kind of |ady who enjoys a good

show. Meath, after you' ve seen Hollis, please find Maarken and Chay and have them cone here.
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There's work to do."
By the time Johlarian finished speaking—firmy and w thout apol ogy, as both Pol and Andry had
i nstruct ed—Karanaya was |ivid.

"No! I won't!"

M rsath squared off against her in the sunlit courtyard. "You will, if | have to rip those damed
t hi ngs from around your neck!"

"They're nine! | won't give themover to that pack of savages!”

Saumer, whose fenale relations were generally even-tenpered—er at |east considered screeching
beneath their dignity—frankly gaped.

"G ve those pearls to the Vellant'imand they'Il |eave us alone!" Mrsath shouted. "I shoul d' ve
made you do it |ong ago!"

"I'"'d like to see you try!"

Johl arian ventured, "My lady, it is the command of the Hi gh Prince and the Lord of =

"I don't care if the Goddess herself commanded it!" The black pearls shimered with her rage.
"My lady," Saumer said reasonably, "I'd much prefer to do battle with themand rid Low and of
their presence that way. But surely once they've been defeated, Prince Tilal will find the pearls
and—

"Pol made no mention of it," she fumed. "Doesn't he un-

derstand that they're all | have left? This was ny father's castle and it should be m ne, but now
it belongs to Mrsath. ldalian will have the rebuilding of Riverport as his lot, and | wi sh him
joy of it. My family has nothing else to give ne."

"But your prince does," Sauner pointed out.

"I may be a beggar, but | won't take his charity!"

The young nman turned to the Sunrunner in bew | dernment. Johlarian only sighed and shrugged. Mrsath
wasted no tine trying to conprehend his cousin. He advanced on her wi th one hand outstretched.
She clutched the gens around her throat. "No!"

Johlarian lifted one hand suddenly. "Wait." Hi s eyes gl azed over and Sauner felt a subtle tingle
at the edges of his own thoughts. Goddess, to be able to do it so easily! War was currently very
useful work, and he was good at it. But to be a Sunrunner....

At length Johlarian | ooked sternly at Karanaya. "The High Prince conmands it. He watches us even
now, and the Lord of Goddess Keep with him"

"He spies on us!" she burst out. "That's what comes of having a Sunrunner for a prince! Rohan
woul d never—=

"Rohan woul d have asked,"” Sauner blurted. "My brother Arlis knew himwell, and fromall he ever
sai d about him H gh Prince Rohan woul dn't have ordered—

"But Lady Andrade woul d." Johlarian spoke from sure know edge of that ruthless mnd

M rsath shrugged inpatiently. "I don't care if it's wapped in silk or raw wool with thistles
still in! You were given a conmand by your prince and Lord Andry. Hand them over!"

Pol | eaned against the frame of the sunlit w ndow he shared with Andry and bl ew out a I ong sigh
"1 thought she'd never give themup."

"Interesting woman," his cousin remarked.

"You can say that—you're not her prince," Pol retorted. Then he sighed again. "I do her a

di sservice. She stood on the ranparts of Faolain Low and and pretended to sunmon a dragon—didn't
even flinch when one appeared. Courage and stubbornness made her do it. Unfortunately, they also
make her somewhat difficult."”

He rested his head agai nst carved wood, watching Andry

stare down at the kitchen garden. Servants were planting seeds. Pol thought this showed a
remarkabl e optimsm Did they continue the usual seasonal progression in serene certainty of the
harvest —er in defiant hope?

" Andry?"

"MmP?" He didn't glance around.

"You surprised ne just now. "

"Real ly?" Atiny snmle twitched the sensitive nouth.

"I thought you'd bargain your help for getting your son back."

Andry sai d not hi ng.

"For Maarken's sake, then?" Pol asked softly.

"Mainly Andrev's," he answered softly. "He'd never forgive ne. O course, /'// never forgive
Tilal. But that's uninmportant, compared to my son's pride."

Pol noved away. "You're welcone to sit in with your father and brother on the mlitary part of it
if you like. It's your neck, too, after all."

"So it is. But I don't have any training in such things."
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"Nor |." He slouched into a chair. "Ch, I'mall right once I'"'min the niddle of a battle, but the
real work of planning it ... actually," he confessed with a brief smle, "it bores me. Al | ever
do is tell themwhat's going on, let themknow ny idea, and let themwork out the specifics."”
"And while they do, you'll go search for your w fe and daughter." Andry approached slowly. "They
won't be harmed, Pol."

"I wish | could believe that. The Vel lant'imhave never taken hostages before. Wiy now? And why
two wonen and a child?"

"Ransom |I'mtold you're the price." He hesitated, and then said sonething shocking. "Wuld they
settle for the Lord of Goddess Keep, do you think?"

It took Pol several nonents to recover. Had he really so m sjudged Andry all these years? O was
this a ploy for greater power? The noble Lord of Goddess Keep offering hinself to the eneny's
wrath—enly to work some magi cal schene that woul d save hinmself and everyone el se, too?

Switch identities, and there was his own rather nebul ous plan

"We really are far too nuch alike," Pol said with an honest snmile. "I appreciate the thought,
Andry, but if either of

us proposed to exchange oursel ves for the captives, our bel oved parents would take us over their
col l ective knees."

"And take turns blistering our asses?" Andry grinned back and shook his head, clean |ight gilding
his brown hair. "No, too crude. Your nmother and ny brother would sinply fry our colors for us on
sunshi ne. Well, then, what else? Have you thought of using your dragon in sone way?"

"Have Azhdeen fly over and scare the Vellant'inP?" He shook his head. "They're nore likely to kill
him Dragons don't scare them anynore.” But Meiglan was terrified of them even of Azhdeen. H's

Meggie ... what were they doing to her and Ri slyn?
"Those pearls," Andry said abruptly. "I understand what you nean."
Pol felt his thoughts being dragged in a new direction. He made an effort and caught up. "It's no

wonder they want them back—but why risk themat all?"

"Do they really know what they are?" Andry countered. \Wen Pol frowned, he went on, "Mrsath and
Karanaya don't see it. Johlarian has to concentrate and know what to | ook for. Sauner spotted it
at once. But there's no evidence that any Vellanti has perceptions conparable to a Sunrunner's—er
a sorcerer's."

If you only knew. "The pearls are priceless in and of thenselves. You saw how beautiful they are."
"That has sonething to do with it, yes."

Pol said nothing, knowi ng that his cousin wanted to be pronpted and dammed if he'd give himthe
satisfaction.

Andry gripped the finials of a dining-table chair. "You have the Star Scroll, but not the
histories. Pearls are nmentioned only once. Lady Merisel preferred dianonds and eneral ds." He
smled slightly. "Her description of what she wore to a victory banquet goes on for half a page.
But there's only one instance when she wore pearl s—shaped |ike teardrops and gl owing |ike bl ack
rai nbows. They nmust be the sane ones."

" How many?"
"She didn't say. Enough for earrings and a necklet, anyhow. She |loved jewelry and al ways wore at
| east that much, and usually rings and bracelets and sonetinmes a circlet as well. She called it

her one weakness—and | think it's probably one reason Sunrunners wear rings."

"Coul d be. When did she wear the pearls?"

"It's part of what nmade nme renenber. She visited the Desert once—and only once, she hated the

heat —-and was entertai ned at Stronghold by a distant ancestor of ours. It was a Dragon Year. That's
what she said she cane for. She'd never seen a dragon, so they rode out to Rivenrock to watch the
hat chl i ngs cl aw out of the caves."

"But you think she had sone ot her purpose for the visit?"

"She always did." He snorted. "Hells, she could have given Andrade | essons. But | don't know what

she had in nmind this tine. She didn't say, and | can't connect anything that happened later to the
Stronghol d visit. Anyway, that night she wore the pearl earrings and necklet."

"So they were hers," Pol nused.

"And you're wondering why | didn't claimthem nyself, for Goddess Keep."

Pol | aughed softly. "Ch, cousin, this feels nuch nore natural, doesn't it? You' ve just repaid ne

for what | said about Andrev. No, | don't wonder any such thing. First, the pearls are useful
You've as tidy a mind as anyone |'ve ever known, and if they gain us a castle's safety and a few
hundred captive Vellant'im then they' Il have done their work. Second, it seens to ne that Lady

Merisel herself would be pleased by the trick. And third— He grinned. "—Jilal wll get them back
you know. We can argue about who owns themthen."
The Lord of Goddess Keep offered brief laughter |ike a man paying a tax. "I wonder how nuch | uck
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"1l have prying themout of Lady Karanaya's clutches."

"I't'll be fun to watch you try." Pol rose. "Let's go see what's keeping Chay and Marken. If |
can't do anything nyself, then | mght as well exercise ny privileges as H gh Prince and tel
everybody el se what to do."

CHAPTER  FI VE

Pol was huddl ed over maps w th Maarken, Chay, and Andry when the Attic door burst open, propelled
so hard that it rattled the cabinet crammed in behind it

" Papa, Papa!"

Ji han raced across the room and grabbed his armwith both fists. The pen in that hand dragged a
thick black Iine across a map of the Veresch spread on the table.

"Papa, it's Linnie, she's hurt!"

The four nen exchanged qui ck gl ances. Pol dropped the pen and took his daughter's shoul ders. Her
bl ue eyes were huge and wild, her cheeks so sickly pale that the freckles stood out greenish-
yellow | i ke bruises. "What is it, sweetheart? What's the matter?"

The two other twins in the roomcane to her at once, kneeling on either side of her. Marken
spared a glance for Pol, but Andry wasted no tinme on sonmeone who could never understand. In a soft

voi ce he asked, "What does it feel like, Jihan? Something you can't quite see fromthe corner of
your eye?"
She shook her head violently. "No! | felt it—all hot and achy and scared, and they won't |et her

sl eep—they just keep riding and riding, and it's cold and hot all at once—

"Jihan," Andry said firmy. "Tell me what you're feeling right now"

She froze in Pol's gentle grasp. After a nonent she shook her head again, frustrated, tears

wel I'ing. "Papa, she's not there anynore!"

"Of course she is, darling," he said, gathering her in his

arms. Her head burrowed into his shoulder. "It's just the feeling that's gone. Rislyn is stil
there." But his gaze net Andry's, begging for reassurance.

"She'd know," Maarken nouthed silently. Andry nodded confirmation. They rose to their feet,

| ooki ng only at each other now, twi ns who knew what it was to lose a twin. Pol rocked Jihan
trying to soothe her, watching his cousins. Al at once Chay spoke behind them

"Rislyn's a Sunrunner, too."

Pol frowned his confusion. But Andry was noddi ng, and Maarken bit his |ip before nodding, too.
Then he understood: neither Sorin nor Jahni had been gifted. Both Rislyn and Ji han were.

"So the connection is stronger?" he asked, finishing the thought al oud.

"Probably." Marken hesitated, then went on, "Andry, do you think—=2"

"Coul d be."

Pol was follow ng themnow-a bit belatedly, nost of his concentration on the shivering child in
his arms. He wal ked over to the windows to give Maarken and Andry freedom for a whispered

consul tation.

"Shh, it's all right," he crooned. "You and Rislyn are very special, did you know that? You're
twins, |ike Chayla and Rohannon are twins, and both Sunrunners just like them too. That neans you
have a special bond with each other. You've felt it before, haven't you?"

She nodded agai nst his shoulder, sniffling. "Little bit. Mre since Ganda Sioned and all the
light at Stronghold."

He could feel his cousins listening even as they spoke to each other in | ow voices. "And you can
tell when Linnie' s happy, or upset—

"Or cold, like in the stone house." She raised her head, sniffling, no longer crying. "I can see
colors, too, if | try really hard in the sunshine."

"Can you see nine now?" He noved into the wedge of |ight com ng through the wi ndow. She smled
slightly, touching his hair.

"You're all kinds of colors, Papa. Mdre than Princess Al asen—and all swirling around through each
other." She wiggled around in his arns and | ooked at Andry. "I saw him too, just before Manma—and
Li nni e— She trenbl ed again and he held her closer

"Shh. It's all right, sweetheart. W'll find them" He paused, neeting Maarken's eyes. The ol der

man nodded. "In fact, | think you m ght be able to help us."
Ji han came up with the obvious very quickly. "I don't know how to go Sunrunning. Are you going to
teach nme?"

"Not just yet," said the Lord of Goddess Keep, with an easy smile. "But you know what, Jihan?
think 1'd like to see your colors on sunlight. May |?"
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She nodded shyly, clinging a little tighter to Pol. Andry cane to them standing with themin the
sunshi ne. After a nonment Ji han gasped softly in wonder. Andry caught his breath, too. Pol was
tenpted to enter the weaving, but did not. Not just yet.

"My lady," Andry said at last, "you will nmake a fine, strong Sunrunner one of these days."

"I know," Jihan agreed proudly, and Pol hid a snile.

"But you have rmuch to learn, and |I'Il enjoy teaching you sone of it," Andry went on. "For now, if
you can, 1'd like you to think about your sister for ne."

"You nean find her on sunlight?"

"No. Just think about her."

Pol said, "Think of Rislyn's colors, and how she might be feeling right now" A quiver coursed

t hrough her, and he snmoothed her hair. "It's all right if you don't want to, love. And it's al
right if you can't."
"I can do it." She closed her eyes, delicate pale brows knitting over her nose. Pol sensed Andry

thread the sunlight around her, so gently and unobtrusively that even he was inpressed by the
subtlety of Andry's touch. Pol did enter into it then, sliding hinself into the | oosely woven
fabric, watching the colors that skirted each other with exquisite precision

Al'l at once Jihan stiffened and cried out. The sunlight unraveled so swiftly that Pol was
momentarily blinded. Jihan was crying again, sobbing against his shoulder. Andry took severa

steps back out, of the sunlight, |ooking stunned.

"Papa! Papa! It hurts!"

Frantically he tried to soothe her, rocking her, whispering, holding her to his heart. But she
shook as if her small bones would shatter. At |ast he gathered up bits of |ight and wove sl eep
around her. She resisted for a nonent, then seized on the refuge and went linp in his arns.

"What in all Hells did you do?" Chay demanded.

Andry, still shaken, managed, "It—t wasn't ne. It was her. She connected for just a nmoment—+ know
that much. But having me there seened to intensify it. She wasn't feeling Rislyn's fever at a
renove—she was feeling it as if it were her own."
"Fever ?" Maarken asked.

"Ri sl yn nmust have caught what the other children have,
i ndi cati on of where they are?"

Chay said. "Did you see anything? Any

Andry shook his head. "I just felt the fever. I'msorry, Pol. | shouldn't have put her through
that, just on a chance that it m ght work."
"We had to try it,"” he nuttered. "I'Il be back in alittle while." And he left the room his

sl eeping sorcerer-child cradled in his arns.

Chayl a spent the day within the cave—soneti nes sl eeping, sonetines sinply curled around herself,
around t he body she | oathed. She could hear them outside, sheltered from Sunranner eyes anobngst
the trees, arguing with each other. But not with him She did not hear his voice at all

They left her al one.

She had resigned herself to the fact that by now her brain had taken up permanent residence inside
her body again. Being a brain—and an intelligent one, at that—t thought and kept on thinking.

Sl eep was her only escape. Gven a choice between waki ng thought and sl eepi ng dreans, she settled
on the fornmer. At l|east she had a little control over it. Not nuch—every tinme she noved there was
a new ache to remnmi nd her—but she could consciously distract herself. Dream ng, she was at the
scant mercy of her own m nd.

Thi nki ng, then, she found distraction in the cave around her. It was not a place of dragons. No

cl aw gouges on the walls, no ground-up shell shards or nmarks of ancient flanmes on the ceiling

i ndi cated past use as a hatching cave. The chanber had been carved by the river many hundreds of
years ago on its slow, inevitable course between nountains, pushing at softer rock until it

col  apsed. Though Water was the Storm God's El ement, caves had ever been the special places of the
Goddess. Wonbs of the Earth, where dragons—ereatures of Air and Fire—were born

Long ago, during the conflict between Sunrunners and Sorcerers, faradh 'imhad met secretly in
caverns. Perhaps even this one. For a nonment she imagi ned her ancestors crouched around Fire,
plotting the destruction of their enem es. They had faced people with powers as great as their

own: How ashamed of her they would be for allow ng these savages to defeat her

Qut side, they seenmed to be trying to decide what to do with her now, with no one w nning and thus
not hi ng bei ng done. Every so often one of them spoke the names of her father and grandfather; she
wonder ed what they thought the Lord of Radzyn and the Lord of Wiitecliff could pay in ransom wth
both rich holdings in Vellanti hands. But she doubted they wanted gold or anything el se. She was
worthl ess to them now.

D d they speak instead of what Maarken and Chay would do to themif they were caught? A fearsone
vengeance, exacted by redoubtable warriors—and for nothing. She was not a princess, not a
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Sunrunner, not diarmadhi, not a virgin. Net anynore.

"My father will kill you. ..." There were two things wong with that. Her father nustn't risk his
i fe—and why nust she rely on hinf She could kill them herself. She was no weak and tim d worman to
wring her hands and beg sone big, brave man to protect her. There was Fire in her. She could kil

t hem hersel f.

Practical | y speaki ng—the physician in her thought in cool, reasoned practicalities—+f she didn't
get all of them at once, the ones who renained would kill her for a faradhi witch.

That was a remarkable thing, really. She didn't want to die. It would have been very easy to
acconpl i sh. She was a physician. She knew exactly how to get the work done with a m ni mum of pain
and fuss.

But why shoul d she? He was the one who deserved death for what he had done. And with that snall
spark of anger that she had even for a little while wanted to die, she began to live again. Only a
little, and reluctantly at first. Yet she was alive, and neant to go on being alive, if only to
see hi m dead.

She was a physician, as inevitably as Andry had becone Lord of Goddess Keep—a Sunrunner forbi dden
to kill with the gifts. But he had. She was a physician, dedicated to pre-

serving life, who had just redi scovered her own in the fierce need to kill

She wondered wearily if being an adult was to glinpse, every so often, the Goddess smiling behind
her hand.

The Vellant'imwould die, and before she returned to Feruche. There nust be none left for her
father to risk hinmself in killing. But Maarken—gentl est and nost civilized of nen—Maarken's rage
woul d be the greater for being deprived of its prinmary object. He would ride out to slaughter the
rest of them for what one of them had done to his daughter

So he nust never know.

She pushed hersel f upright, |eaning back against the rock wall. No one nust know. Not for the
shame of it, but for their lives' sake. And she had better start practicing her portrayal of

scar ed- but - unharmed forner captive right now

It was dusk outside; astonishing. It had taken her a whole day to cone to one obvi ous concl usion.
She was di sgusted with hersel f.

Ri sing and righting her clothes, she yanked on her boots and strode outside into the gloom The
Vel lanti guarding the cave blurted with surprise and grabbed for her. She eluded himwith a swift
step and an icy glare.

"I want food and something to drink and I want it now, " she snapped. "Food, you inbecile!" She
pointed to where the others were crouched around a tiny fire, roasting sone hapless bird caught
for their dinner.

The guard gestured her back into the cave. She ignored himand nmarched to the clearing, and
forbade herself to trenble as he turned to | ook at her

A slow, secret, alnost remniniscent snmile began on his face. "Princess,
fl ane- shadowed gaze ran over her body.

Fury took her unawares, part fear and part anger and part hatred that this worthless carrion could
have nade her want to die. She inmagined himeaten by Fire, screaning as it licked at his hair and
cl ot hes and beard.

And the flanmes circled by stones on the ground | eaped in response.

The nmen tunbl ed backward, crying out. She stood perfectly still, know ng she had betrayed herself
as faradhi, but curiously satisfied. He scranbled to his feet, and there was fear in his eyes.
Goddess, how satisfying that was, to see

himafraid of her. She began to understand a certain kind of power, and called the Fire higher
Behi nd her, w thout warning, a gurgling choke of pain. Before her, |ean black shadows drifting
through the twilight. Al around her, sw ft death.

Chayl a stood still as a stone. Nothing touched her but the silent breeze of the shadows' passing
She watched him held himwi th her gaze and would not relinquish him the way | egends said the
dragons—and Lady Andrade—captured souls with a single gl ance.

A sword point burst like a small silvery flanme bel ow his breastbone. The steel gl eaned, blood

wi ped clean by his skin and shirt. The bl ade was withdrawn with a wet, sucking sound. She wat ched
him keeping himalive through the sheer force of her eyes, wanting himto feel hinself nortally
pi erced by that swordthrust. Violated. Rent asunder

Hs lips parted in agony. No sound came fromhim no cry. Only blood, |eaking fromhis nouth as
terror | eaked fromhis eyes. He knew he was already dead. Chayla snil ed.

She chose to et himgo then. He fell on his face in the dirt.

Behi nd hi m where he had toppl ed stood Kazander, in black from head-cloth to boot heels, his teeth
sparkling white as he smled at her.

he sai d nockingly, and his
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"My lady!" He gave her a bow and a flourish of his sword. Straightening up, he glanced once around
the clearing, to the cave behind them the road and the huge pine, barely visible now Visian
approached—she had troubl e recognizing him so alike were all the shadows around her—and sal ut ed,
brow | i ps-heart.

"My brother, not one lost."

"Truly the Mdther of Al Dragons has watched over us this night." He sheathed his sword. "It

hel ped that they are stupi d—and nost of all that ny lady called Fire. The Goddess gui ded your
gifts. You' ve taken no hurts?"

"None." There: the lie successfully told for the first tinme. "But I-1'"d like to go home now,
Kazander." Suddenly she began to shake, hating herself for it. Any nonent now she'd start crying,
and that woul d nake hi mask questions, and she hadn't told the lie often enough yet to nake it
completely natural....

"At once. Visian!"

A horse was brought, and she suffered Kazander to lift her

into the saddle. Her knees wouldn't work. She kept herself fromflinching as his hands circled her
wai st —Aot because a nan touched her, but because what this man touched nauseated her. Surely he
woul d snell it on her body, sense it in her flesh.

He settled her on her horse, then paused and | ooked up with searching eyes. "They did you no harn?
None?"

"None," she said once nore. But the saddle chafed the welts on her thighs, and it took all the
strength she had left to neet his gaze calmy.

Noddi ng, he nounted his own horse and | ed her down to the road. There were black-clad Isulk'im
everywhere. So nmany, risking their lives for her. It shaned her; it shamed her greatly.
"Kazander ?"

"My | ady?"

"Thank you."

He was shocked. "It is | who nust thank you, my lady, for your Fire that made so easy the killing
of the enem es of our prince."

"Pol!" Chayla's heart gave a sick thud. "Oh, Goddess—Kazander, | saw Mei gl an yesterday! The

Vel l ant'im have her and Rislyn!"

Vi sian heeled his horse over to them "My lady, this cannot be true, they woul d not dare—the Hi gh
Prince's wi fe and daughter—

Kazander said through his teeth, "How did this happen?"

"l don't know, how could I know?" Menory of Meiglan's stricken face swirled in her mnd. "It was
yesterday norning, not quite dawn. They—

"Ri di ng south? To Stronghol d?"

"I think so. They nust be, nustn't they? To the H gh Warlord."

He nodded shortly. "Visian. Take ny lady and eight ros'eltan'imback to Feruohe. Tell the High

Prince that | will reclaimwhat was stolen fromhim"™
"There are at |least twenty of them maybe nore," Chayla exclained. "I can ride back alone. | don't
need—

Kazander smled. "Your courage is surpassed only by your beauty—-and your stubbornness. Six of us
will ride with you just the sane."

"Absolutely not! | forbid it!"
"Six," he repeated dangerously, his snile gone.
"One," she shot back. "Or the instant we're out of your sight I'Il order themto follow you

and—and call Fire to their horses' backsides if | have to!"

Kazander chewed the ends of his mustache, eyeing his brother-by-marriage. "You are half an armnmy in
yoursel f when you put your sword to it. Guard her."

Vi sian's shoul ders straightened proudly. "If any dare to threaten the lady, | will becone five
hundred swords."

Kazander reached into the breast of his tunic and extracted a thin, beaten gold circlet set with
pal e stones. "You know who | would have wear it."

The younger nman bowed his head reverently and tucked the coronet against his heart. "Yes, ny lord
and ny brother."

Wth a final nod, he wheeled his horse around and gave an order to formup for a long, hard ride
Chayl a suddenly felt al one, bereft.

"Kazander!"

"My lady?" He turned in his saddle.

"Be careful." She reached for the right words, and found themin the tradition of the Isulk'inmhis
peopl e that once had al so been hers. "May—my the Goddess fold you in the shelter of her wings."
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He paused a nmonent, then touched his fingers to his heart. "Your life is ny life, Zabreneva," he
murmured for her alone to hear

And then he rode away, a bl ack-garbed nan on a bl ack horse, vanishing into the night.

Tobin was |l ong since in bed, scolded there gently but sternly by her Nanesake granddaughter
Shortly before mdnight, Maarken left Andry's roomfor his own to take over the nmoonlit watch from
Hollis. So it was in that curious suspension of tinme between nidnight of one day and dawn of the
next that father and son spoke, and were silent, and spoke again as the need occurred.

Fam |y things, nost of them Tobin's illness. Maarken's injury. Brenlis and Rusina, mothers of two
of Chay's grandchildren, dead at Vellanti hands. The children thensel ves: Chayly, Joscev, and
Merisel, safe at Goddess Keep. Tobren, growing up too fast. Chayla. Rohannon, sailing the Dark
Water, a Sunrunner on his feet because of dranath. Andrev.

"He won't conme back to me. | can't order it of him" "The contract was freely nmade between hi m and
Tilal," Chay replied. He stared into flanes that burned w thout need

for fuel

"Was it like this for you? Wien all | wanted was to become a Sunrunner?"

"Some. You never openly defied nme. You just got everyone else to do your arguing for you." He
smled briefly. "But it taught nme sonething | should've |earned |ong before that. Denying a
person's true nature is struggling against a sandstorm It can be done, but it's a fight every
step of the way, using energy better spent el sewhere. W are what we are, Andry. W becone what we
must . "

They spoke of other nen's sons—Ri hani, who was dead; Sauner, who was discovering his abilities as
a faradhi. Dannar, Ostvel's son who m ght have been Andry's (though neither said that aloud).

Ki erun, Sethric; Daniv, now Prince of Syr. Jahnavi, killed defending Tuath Castle. Edirne who had
died in a sensel ess accident; Cananto, nmurdered by a sorcerer. And Tallain.

"Except for Rohan, that's the worst of all," Chay murmured. "I'm glad Rohan didn't have to bear
the hurt of it. W loved himas if he were our own bl ood."

Andry's turn to speak to the Fire. "Tallain was nore |ike you than | am More |ike Rohan than Pol
is.” Chay canted a curious |look at him "How so?" "Pride w thout arrogance, honor w thout
ostentation, |aughter w thout nockery-his strength came fromhinself, not frompower. Atruly
noble man. He ... he always renmi nded ne of Sorin."

"You view yourself and Pol rather harshly." "So does he. W' ve spent years denying we're anything
alike. But we are each other's mirror in many ways. | look at himand recogni ze parts of nyself.
What | am what | mght have been—what | have no wish to becone. It's the same for Pol when he

| ooks at ne." He shrugged. "We're very frank about it."

Sionell was less than frank with Al asen when the latter came upstairs with breakfast for two,
intending a private tal k. Separated in age by twelve years, the wonmen knew each ot her

as parts of the vast interlocking ki nweave spread across the continent: relations and friends of
Rohan or Sioned or both. They net every three years at RiaUim exchanged occasional letters, and
i ked each other well enough. But they had never been enough in one another's conpany to know each
other intimately, or to becone close friends.

So it was that Sionell took sone tine to recognize Alasen's tactics, but immediately thereafter
knew what they maneuvered her toward.

"I don't know how Hollis does it," said the princess as they settled to the neal. "She goes about
her duties, tends to what Ruala has no time for—not as if nothing had happened, but as if it can't
be allowed to interfere with any Iife but her own."

"Meiglan's exanple,” Sionell replied. "I'mtold that when she got to Stronghol d, she insisted on
continuing the children's | essons, nmaking life as regular as possible for them She did the sane
here. It does help. It's at |east one hand grasping sonething firm"

"CGoddess, this taze is strong enough to fell a dragon! Perhaps a little honey to sweeten it.
Maarken is just as grimy occupied with nmilitary matters. But while there's nmuch to be said for
routine, it's rather mndless, isn't it? The hands are busy, and part of the nmind, but the fear is

still there. And in spite of all their pretending, neither sleeps at all."

She paused, stirring another dollop of honey into burning, bitter taze. Here it cones, Sionel
t hought .

"As for Pol —-he | ooks dreadful. Sionell, you don't think he'll do anything insane, do you?"

She tore a piece of bread into crunbs. "There are plenty of people ready and willing to tie him
down if he tries it."

"Yes, but he'll have to be untied eventually, and then he'll just figure a way to avoid us. Wat
he needs is to be convinced that he can't risk hinself."

"Sioned is very good at convincing."

The princess snorted inelegantly. "My children haven't listened to ne since they were five winters
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ol d. Have yours?"

"Meig's only four, but |I can already see the signs," she adnitted.

"Well, then. We really can't keep the High Prince | ocked up for his own good. He's always been

st ubborn. One can't

tell himanything. Soneone has to tell himwthout telling him if you catch ny neaning."

Si onel |l dipped a spoon into her bow of hot grains, making patterns in the raisins that sweetened
the m x. How rmuch did Al asen know? O did she nmerely suspect? No one had breathed a word; no one
had so nmuch as cast a speculative glance in Sionell's direction. She had guarded her own feelings
wel | enough. Pol was another matter, but she dism ssed the idea that he was childish enough to
reveal through | ook or speech what had happened that night. That wild, nmad night when he had said
he | oved her. ...

No, Al asen could not know. She nust be remenbering Sionell's girlhood infatuation, believing |ove
enough was left to make her make the effort.

Resenting it, Sionell said with deliberate purpose, "He won't hear it fromAndry, that's certain."
Al asen didn't even blink. "I agree. It nmust cone from soneone who cares for hin-but who doesn't
have any political notive. To al nost everyone here, he's not just Pol. He's the Hi gh Prince."
"The Sunrunner Hi gh Prince," Sionell agreed pleasantly.

"Exactly. Much as we love himfor hinself, what he is never escapes our minds. It has to cone
from=

"Jihan," Sionell interrupted, tired of the dance. "It's cruel, but we can use his own daughter
against him"

Al asen was genui nely surprised. But she seized on the idea quickly. "Jihan. You know, | think
you're right. After she tried to find Rislyn—yes, that's the way to do it." She rose fromthe
table. "I'Il go talk to Sioned and see what she thinks. As you say, it's cruel, but it'll work."
Sionell nmet the Kierstian green eyes calmy. "W you were considering," she said, "was ne."
"Yes," Alasen replied. "Forgive ne."

"No need. That was all a very long tine ago."

"As it was for ne," Alasen murmured. "Or so one nust remnd others. Tiresome, isn't it?" She
smled and left Sionell to her untouched breakfast.

In the event, it had nothing to do with Jihan. O Sionell, either

Maar ken and Riyan were having it out with Pol in the sunlit courtyard. A fine highborn disdain for
t he astoni shnent of the servants led themto conduct a shouting match in full view of anyone who
cared to watch. G oons

guards to mai ds who gaped fromthe wi ndows, they all watched as their lord, their Battle
Conmmander, and their H gh Prince fought |ike hatchling dragons.

"Have you |l ost your wits? 'Seens to be their purpose'—you' d throw your life away on a 'seens to
be' ?"

"There's no guarantee they won't just kill you and march on us anyway! | forbid it!"

Si oned and Al asen arrived, drawn by the noise, just as Andry took up position on the castle steps
to watch. He waved themto seats near him saying, "All we lack nowis my father, who can yel

| ouder than any of them Happily, he's sound asl eep and his w ndows overl ook the Desert."

Tobi n, however, was up and about. She and Hollis energed froma storage shed, the latter holding a
parchnent inventory. The instant Tobin was within sunlight, she halted her |inping progress and
scow ed in ferocious concentration. Al three arguing nen abruptly fell silent.

"Well, that's a relief,” Sioned remarked.

Andry nodded. "N ce of themto conduct the battle out here, where she's free to be el oquent. Look
at Maarken's face! Takes me back to our chil dhood."

"Can't you stop then?" Al asen asked Sioned.

"Way should I? Pol and | had this discussion before, as | told you. Evidently he didn't listen to
a word | said." She gave a shrug and sat down beside Andry. "I'd nake a wager, but it's obvious
Maar ken will win and none of you would take the bet. | rather nmiss the late Prince of Cunaxa that
way. "

Al asen was still standing, dividing a bew | dered stare between them and the three nen, who were
still mute as Tobin used sunlight on them "They're nmaking fools of thenselves!"

"Just so," Sioned told her. "And right out in public, too, where it'll do themthe nost good."
Andry eyed Sioned sideways. "Them or the rest of us?"

"Al'l of us," Alasen said suddenly, conprehension quickening her voice. "They get it all out of
their systens. Pol shows he's willing to sacrifice hinmself, which appalls everyone. Hasn't anyone
thought to renmind himthat if he dies, Jihan becones H gh Princess?"

Sioned grinmaced. "Yes. It doesn't seemto have nmade a |asting inpression.”

"So you're going to trust that Maarken and Riyan can argue himout of it—=
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"—wth a good deal of help from Tobin," Sioned added. "Woops, she's given up on them Look."
"Not given up," Andry corrected. "Had her say!"

Tobi n had turned her back on them and was stanping across the courtyard for the nain steps. She
caught Sioned in a sunweaving and funed, Children! And yours the worst of the |ot!

You think I don't know that? Cone sit down and be confortable. W '"re likely to be here quite sone
time, for all your efforts.

The vol ume had decreased fractionally, but the fight raged on. Maarken was gesturing with both
arms, instinct to hide the left one forgotten. Tobin settled awkwardly on the stair, hel ped by
Andry and Al asen. Hollis hovered near Maarken, the parchnent twi sted in her hands. Her angui sh
sobered Sioned. Reaching out on sunlight, she said, Cone away, ny dear. This had to happen

Si oned, make them stop! Please! | can't bear it!

She rose, well and truly worried now Andry followed her to where Hollis stood trenbling.

Pol caught sight of him "Well?" he challenged, flushed beneath his tan. "Wat has the great Lord
of CGoddess Keep to say?"

Si oned hel d her breath. Andry nerely shrugged.

"Wi chever | choose—go or don't go—you'll think I"'mtrying to gall you into doing the opposite for
my own purposes. Bei ng dammed what ever he says, the Lord of Goddess Keep says nothing."

Pol stared at him for some noments. Then he burst out |aughing. "Beautiful! Perfect! Andry, what
woul d | do without you?"

Incredibly, they grinned at each other. Hollis sagged with relief. Maarken | ooked chagri ned;

Ri yan, suspicious. Sioned sighed in disgust and opened her mouth to order themall into the keep
where they could discuss this as if they were rational adults.

"Open! Open the gates to the Lady Chayla!"

Si oned was the quickest. She caught Hollis as she lurched on her feet, held her up while R yan and
Pol performed the sanme service for Maarken. Every eye in the courtyard and watching from w ndows
above fixed on the massive gates as

frantic guards funbled with heavy iron bars and haul ed the gates open

An Isulki warrior, all in black on a black horse, rode in first. R ght behind him drooping over
her horse's |athered neck, was Chayla. Dirty, exhausted, alive. She slid fromthe saddle into her
uncl e Andry's arns and | ooked both surprised and annoyed when she fai nted.

" and so we cane to the place of the tree and the cave, and waited in silence and secrecy for
nightfall, and killed all the Vellant'im"

Vi si an never paused in all his long tale—not for interruptions, for no one el se spoke, and not
even to noisten his throat with wine. He had hunbly declined all conforts offered—bath, fresh
clothes, food, even the chair Pol hinself pulled out for himat the oval table—until he said his
pi ece.

But now that the recital was nearly done, he swayed a little on his feet. "Forgive ne, your
grace," he said, fingers clenched around the chair back. "There's not nmuch nore to the
telling—enly that we rode all night, and that Lord Kazander and ny brethren now seek the Hi gh
Princess and your daughter."”

Pol nodded. "A few questions, ny friend, and then you'll give yourself over to ny squire's
care—and no argunent," he added as Visian opened his nmouth to protest. "You'll only have to tel
it once. We'll explain to Lord Maarken and Lady Hollis while you're resting."

"How di d you know where to | ook?" Rual a asked.

Si oned answered for him "Because | told Kazander what Andry saw "

"Chayl a," Pol added succinctly.

Andry narrowed sharp blue eyes in Sioned's direction. "But | thought you said you couldn't— he
began, then subsi ded.

"Yes," she agreed. "That's what | said."

"Coul dn't what?" Sionell frowned, as confused as Ruala and Meath. Neither did Pol fully

under stand, and he cast a suspicious |ook of his own at his nother.

Sionel |l persisted. "But how did you know where she was? And how did you tell Kazander about—=
"Sunrunner neans." Sioned folded her arms on the table. "Visian, does he know where he's | ooki ng?"
The young nman was bewi |l dered. "Did | not say that part of it?"

"No, and that neans you're half-asleep on your feet," she told him "Answer this and then go to
your bed, you foolish boy."

A blush stained his skin the color of strong taze in crinson crystal. "lI'msorry, your grace. |
forgot to say what the Lady Chayla told ne. Those who stole the Hi gh Princess and her daughter
rode by two dawni ngs ago. They—

"Chayl a saw then?" Pol's voice was strangl ed.

"She did, your grace," Visian affirmed. "Wole and unhurt, though afraid-as is easily understood
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Upon seeing the Lady Chayla, the newconers scorned those who had taken her, and rode away south to
where the Hi gh Warl ord befoul s the sands outside Stronghol d."

"So much we guessed, about where they're going," Sionell nused. "But do you think Kazander wi |l be
able to catch up with then?"

"If anyone can," Ruala said. "But why were they—what did you call it?-scornful about Chayl a?"
"Theirs was the greater prize," Visian said bitterly. "The Lady Chayla is not a princess herself,
nmerely the granddaughter of one."

"Wort hl ess, conpared to ny wi fe and daughter,"” Pol added in the sanme tone. He gestured to Kierun.
"See Lord Visian to his roomand nmake sure he stays there.”

The young Isulki's eyes widened at the title. "Your grace, |—

Pol arched a brow. "Even had you not done us this service—and don't talk to ne about your duty—n
Kazander's absence you're the | eader of your people here. | suppose you won't allow me to nmake you
an athri. You Isulk'imhave no walls but those of your tents. But | can give you the authority.

Ki erun, push him trip him or have Meath carry him but put Lord Visian in his bed."

Despite exhaustion, Visian was very nuch on his dignity. Meath proved unnecessary. Wen the
warrior and the squire were gone, Pol rose, shoving his chair back so hard it toppled to the
carpet. "What they want, they can have."

"Damm it!" Rual a exclaimed. "Wat's wong with you? Didn't Riyan and Maarken convince you? You
can' t!"

"Everyone in this castle wails the sane damed tune!" he snapped. "I'mtired of listening!"

"You haven't listened to a single word!" Ruala got to her feet, squaring off against himacross
the length of the table.

"Which of you listens to nme? It's ny fault they were taken—

Sionell's voice was cool acid. "And what do you think will happen once you've sacrificed
your sel f ?"

"That's not for you or anyone else to say!"

They had at it for some tinme. Sioned didn't even hear them Sacrifice. Dragon sacrifice...

O course.

The Vellant'imwould do exactly what the | egends dictated. It was why they' d seized Chayla, why
she had been rejected as worthl ess, why Meiglan and R sl yn—

The virgin princess, the pious invocations, the sacrificial nurder by cerenonial knife, the whole
barbaric, superstitious, brutal, meaningless ritual...

They woul d do exactly what Feylin's dragon book told themto do. The book Sioned had |left them at
Renmagev: facts burned, |egends intact.

She had left theminstructions!

Her heart pounded insanely, nearly throttling her. She had shown themhowto kill. If not Chayla,
t hen—

No. Kazander would find them as he had found her. Sioned could not inmagine himfailing. Besides,
Mei gl an had borne two children, she—

But Rislyn.

They wouldn't kill a child. They couldn't.

Pol's wi fe and daughter had been taken to draw Pol to battle. It nust be that. It had to be that.
They wanted the Azhrei. Nothing anywhere told of a little girl being used as the sacrifice, al
the stories were about ol der—

They wouldn't kill a child.

But if the Vellant'imdid believe the superstitions, they'd need a virgin of royal blood. Not a
chi | d—pl ease, not a child!

Jeni ?

She was not a princess any nore than Chayla was. But did the Vellant'imknow that-—any nore than
t hey had known with Chayl a?

She rose to her feet, and the others fell silent. She was aware of Meath's worry-dark eyes
searchi ng her face.

"Enough, all of you!" Sioned told them the words splinters of ice. "Try what you |ike, Pol—the
gates will not open to you and no one will show you any other way out of Feruche. By nmy conmand. |

amstill a High Princess. And / say you will stay here until / say you may |eave."
Pol got as far as "How dare— before Sionell deliberately knocked over the pitcher, startling them
all. The red wine stained the table like flow ng bl ood.

Sioned left the room Qut in the corridor she sought a wi ndow overl ooki ng the Desert. There was
Iight enough and to spare. She twisted it with swift, expert turns of her mnd and sent it to
Skybow .

There was no gentleness in the way Sioned grasped Jeni's colors. The girl fell to her knees in
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rough | akeshore sand, two hundred paces from her dragon

Hear ne, child Nanmed for ny chil dhood friend. This is a conmand of the Hi gh Princess Sioned. Never
again venture outside the keep at Skybowl . Not even to the | ake. Do you understand?

Yes—+—coddess, it hurts!

| mean it to. Obey ne, Canmigwen. It nay nean your life.

But ny dragon—ainian will—

The Vellant'imno |onger fear dragons. Stay within the keep. Swear it!

| swear, your g-grace. Please, | can't breathe—Colors trenbled and frayed w th pain.

Si oned eased her grip. Forgive ne. But you nust understand that you are in danger. You
specifically. If they can, they will take you the way they took Chayla, and this tinme we may not
be so lucky as to get you back

Then she' s—

Yes. Returned to us safe and unhurt.

But why did they want her?

Because she is like you—a young wonan descended from princes. | know you don't understand. It's
not necessary that you understand, only that you obey ne. Tell the others about Chayla, and that
Kazander rides to find Meiglan and Rislyn. But this prom se nust be kept between us. There's no
reason to alarmanyone if you have a care for your safety.

But Lainian! How do | talk to hin? | have to be near himto share col ors.

Talk to himfromthe walls. Do anything you like, as long as you don't go outside. Not a single
step, not afingerspan.

| prom se, your grace

Go back inside now, Jeni. Hurry.

She waited to make sure the girl did as told, then returned to Feruche. Meath stood at her el bow,
wat ching her with a i Vown

"\Where?" he asked.

"Skybowl . | didn't think Pol had told them and | was right."

Meat h caught and hel d her gaze the way Andrade used to. She glared back irritably. "Ch, stop it!"
Hurrying to the stairs, she clinbed quickly, heading for Chayla's room Meath followed. "And don't
hover |ike Elisel does, either!"

He paid no attention to the rebuke, nerely opened the door for her. Wthin the antechanber, Master
Physi cian Evarin was resting in the depths of a soft, upholstered chair. He tried to rise and sank
back down with a rueful snile.

"Your pardon, High Princess,” he said, flicking a finger against the bandage around his leg. "No
one ever told nme Feruche had so many stairs."

"How i s Chayl a?" Sioned asked.

"Her parents are with her—sitting on either side while she sleeps, counting every breath. There's

no need for it, of course. A strong girl, like all her breed. Bruised in spirit nore nman body. But
that will heal now that she's back with her famly, and safe.”
"Meath, go in and share Visian's telling of it. I'lIl be there in a nonent" Wen the bedchanber

door cl osed behind the Sunrunner, Sioned took a step closer to Evarin. "You're good, ny |ad.
You're very good. But there's sonething foul wapped in those sweet words. Qut with it."

The physician, caught off guard, abruptly |lost the confidence of his acconplishnents and | ooked
exactly like the twenty-two-year-old youth he was.

"Quickly," Sioned insisted. "It will go no further than nme."

@Qul ping, he tried to pull his professional dignity together. "Your grace—+ didn't want to tell her
parent s—

"Tell me, instead."”

Dark head bent, he began. "I came up earlier, to tend the children. Andry carried her into her
room+ saw himrunning along the hall with her, heard himshouting for nme. She was unconsci ous.
Lord Maarken and Lady Hollis were still below Andry put her on the bed and took off her boots,
her

tunic. She was shivering and her hands were like ice. W had to get her warm"

He shook his head, absently rubbing his | eg above the bandage. "First | saw the bruises on her
shoul der. A strong hand—Goddess, | could al nost see the fingertip swirls inprinted on her skin.
Her tunic and shirt were torn, and—eh, your grace, the bruises and welts, and—-and marks of teeth
on her breasts—

"No," Sioned breathed. "No."

"Andry got a nightdress to slip over her head and hide her wounds, saying that if her father saw,
he woul d be neither to hold nor to bind. Wen she was covered, | pulled her trou-, sers off and
saw the bl ood. That was when | knew. "
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She stunbl ed against a wall, staring down at him
"I was brewing sinmples when | was seven winters old," he nmurmured. "People canme to me for healing
when | was thirteen. |I've seen all manner of illness and injury, young as | am-but |'ve never

before seen this. And | never even knew anyone anong all the physicians at the G ladan schoo
who' d seen rape!"

"No," she said again.

"We heard the others here in the anteroom Andry went to his brother, kept him back for a noment
so | could rmake sure there was nothing for her parents to see. She was asleep by then, so it was
only a matter of reassuring them and hoping her sleeve didn't slide down to show the bruise on her
shoul der. Those on her arns are easily explained. The rest ... are all too obvious."

"No." It seened the only word her |ips were capable of formng. Her thoughts grated agai nst each
ot her, groaning and screaning

Evarin's voice dwindled to a whisper. "They raped her. Not just once. Many tines."

The words repeated again and agai n between her ears, behind her eyes, throbbing down into her
chest and belly until she begged themto becone neani ngl ess sounds, not words, not pictures, not
nmenori es.

Not just once. Many tines. Raped not just once. Many tines. Not just once—

"They violated a Sunrunner, Lord Andry's own ki nswoman, one of the Goddess' faradh'imchosen to
receive her gifts of light and power. They will be utterly destroyed for their sin."

—any tines. Many times. Raped not just once but many .. . many ... many...

Evarin waited for her to speak, grieved that he had to tell her but glad the know edge was not
just his and Andry's. Men knew horror at this crine, anger, pain for the wonan's pain. But al
physi ci ans were agreed that the best help for a victimwas the confort and counsel of other wonen.
He knew this woman's history—who did not?—and though she had never been raped, H gh Prince

Roel stra had attenpted it. He thought he saw renenbrance of it in her eyes. The bl ack centers were
so huge that all the bright fierce green was nearly obliterated. She was white to the lips, and
for a noment he thought that she would slide to the floor in a faint. Then she gathered herself
together. Her steps were slow, as if she nmust order each one froma body that had forgotten the
knack of it, but by the tinme she reached the door she was steady enough

"Your grace?"

I f she heard him she gave no sign

"Lady Chayla will heal," he said gently. "Wth help, and tine, and in die safety of Feruche—=

The castle's name sent a spasmthrough her, shoulders to knees. She braced hersel f against the
door with both hands.

"Your grace?" |If she fell, as she | ooked near to doing, she mght injure hersel f—and his wounded

| eg nade him hel pless as a child for all his physician's skills. He called her nanme, thinking it
ni ght reach her. "Sioned?"

Her head turned so swiftly he thought it would snap on her neck. And in her eyes that were bl ack
in her face that was the color of bleached silk, he saw that whatever her nenories were, they were
of madness.

"Andry!" he shouted, struggling to gain his feet.

She ran then, stunbling and blind.

"Andry!"
CHAPTER SI X
I couldn't stop her," Evarin said for the third tine. "I couldn't even nove! She nmust be found, ny

Lord. The look in her eyes—

"But what caused it?" Mnarken asked.

When a swift gl ance passed between the physician and Andry, Meath tensed. Watever had been said,
it wasn't sonething they wanted Maarken to know. He touched the younger man's shoul der. "We'|
find her. Take care of Chayla. Go on, go back in to her. It'll be all right."

Meat h wasn't particularly subtle about closing the bedchamber door. In fact, he | eaned back
against it as if to keep Maarken separated from what ever know edge Andry didn't want himto have.

"Tell me," he ordered softly.

There was another silent exchange before Evarin said flatly. "Chayla was raped—and | beg the
Goddess that her parents never find out. | told the H gh Princess because it's said Roel stra
attenpted the sane crinme. | thought she would be able to help the girl." He shook his head and
finished mserably, "I didn't know she'd—+'m sorry."

"Roel stra. Yes, that nust be it," Meath lied, his veins running with ice. "It's no fault of yours,

Evarin. People look at her and see only strength. W forget sonetines...."
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Andry nodded. "We'll find her. But as quietly as possible. There nmustn't be a general alarm
Meat h, take the lower floors. I'll take the upper. Enlist whoever you think wouldn't frighten
her. "

"Or be frightened by her," Evarin added. "What was in her eyes—+ never want to see anything like
that again."

Meath |eft them grateful that he hadn't been forced to ask specifically for the nether regions of
the castle and thus rouse suspicion. He had a very good idea of where Sioned was, and he wanted no
one but hinself to find her.

But as he descended the stairs—wanting to take themtwo and three at a tine, prevented by knee
joints that weren't what they had once been-he changed his mind. Riyan stood on a landing with his
steward, talking over sonme detail of running the keep. Meath waved the nman away and took Riyan

asi de.

"Find Pol. Bring himdownstairs to the cellars. Hurry."

Bl ack brows knitted together, accenting the tilt of his eyes—eyes just |ike his nother Canmi gwen's,
she who was dead these thirty-six years. As he grew older Riyan grew to resenble his father nore
and nore, but for those beautiful Fironese eyes. Sorcerer's eyes. "Meath, what is it? Wiat's

wr ong?”

"Sioned is ill. That's all | can tell you for now. No, don't ask me anything else," he warned.
"And don't talk to anyone but Pol. Find him" Meath kept going down the stairs, ignoring Riyan's
worried call of his nane.

In the kitchen, casual inquiry confirmed that the High Princess had i ndeed cone through and

di sappeared down the cellar stairs. No inportance was attached to it; she nust have behaved

normal |y, then—er passed so quickly that no one noticed what Evarin said was in her eyes.

Meat h was al nost certain of what she renenbered, and it was not Roel stra.

He paused at the first |anding, summoning a tiny fingerflane to light his way. He listened for her
footfalls. Silence, but for the faint scrabWngs of mice. H s owmn steps sounded unnaturally | oud,
hi s heartbeat even | ouder.

In the Feruche that had been, this staircase had descended to the dungeons.

Musty, pungent snells wafted upward, stinging his nose. He paused again when he reached a wooden
floor braced by massive iron beans stretching fromwall to wall, support for storage roons
cont ai ni ng stapl es and spices and huge crates of bottled wine. The stairwell continued and he
began to think it endless, this wi de stone spiral down into the dark

It was colder now Still there was no sound but his own

boots, his own heart, his own breath. Fire hovered at his shoul der, showi ng himthe next few steps
and the bl ackness bel ow them around and around in a slow descending circle, the rich spice-scents
|l ost now in the chill

He clinbed down past another storage floor, this one for neats that nust be kept cold. The great
hooks for hanging sides of elk and deer were enpty. Wth so nany to feed, an ani mal sl aughtered
was an ani mal eaten that sane night.

At last he reached the bottom Sioned was there, huddled in a corner. Meath's fingerflane, the
only light, reacted with a flutter as he realized she had come down all this way in absolute dark
She didn't | ook up as he approached. Her face was ash-pale, her eyes black and enpty, but for all
of it she seenmed strangely calm He had seen that expression before, during the seasons at
Stronghol d while she waited for Pol to be born: doing nothing, thinking nothing, feeling nothing.
He gl anced around/ Great cisterns bulked into the darkness, water for tines of drought. Mre crates
of wine aging to maturity were stacked anmong them Nothing else. No cells, no doors, no iron bars,
no rem nders of the Feruche that had been. Yet she was here, as he had known she woul d be, and as
he stepped carefully near he saw that her eyes saw no farther than where the walls of a cell had
been.

"Stay with her,’
bring her back.
He crouched down a few armlengths away fromher. The fingerflane settled in mdair, close enough
to illumne her face but not within her self-circunscribed range of vision

" Si oned. "

H s voice was soft, steady. She didn't hear him

"Sioned, |ook at ne."

Her eyes did not blink. For a noment he wasn't even sure that she was breat hing.

"It's Meath, dearest. You know ne. Look at ne. You're safe, Sioned.”

She stared at not hingness. It seemed he nust follow her into her prison after all. Rising, his
knees stiff with the cold, he eased closer, bringing the light with him

It caught in her eyes and she flinched. The fingers of her right hand began rubbing at her left,

Rohan had told him But where she had gone now, no one could follow Meath nust
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rubbi ng at Sunrunner rings that were no longer there. She had told himonce that

she could still feel them I|ike scars. If she kept chafing her fingers this way, blood would flow
and there woul d be scars.
"Sioned, listen to ne. No one's going to hurt you. You' re safe.”

She watched the light, trenbling, ringers convul sively noving—skin rasping agai nst skin, bone
grindi ng agai nst bone.

He had only made things worse. He knew where she was—but how did he find her? How did he bring her
back? He knelt within touching distance and sat back on his heels.

"Si oned, please. Look at ne."

She | ooked, and saw him and screaned.

The shriek echoed up fromthe cellar depths. Pol clattered the last fifty steps at a run, bracing
himself with a pal mslapping the wall when he stunbl ed. R yan was behind him the torch he carried
casting wild shadows in the gl oom

Meat h sl unped hel pl essly near Sioned, who had wedged herself into her corner as if she wanted to
hide within the wall. She cried out again and w apped her arns around her head as Riyan's
torchlight washed over her

Meat h spasmed upright. "Get rid of that, damm it! She thinks you're here to attack her."

Ri yan bl anched and extingui shed the Fire. He said nothing, but his gaze begged to be told why.

Pol thought he knew. "She's back at the old Feruche, isn't she?" he asked Meath, who nodded, dull-
eyed with nisery.

"Chayl a was raped. Maarken and Hollis don't know-and don't tell them But Sioned |earned it from
Evarin, and— His head bent again. "Being here in this castle was always an act of defiance for
her. This time the nmenory won."

Chayla. Fifteen winters old. Raped. Pol couldn't face that; not yet. Not with Meiglan in eneny
hands. He watched his mother for a few nonents, unable to equate this cowering, terrified creature
with anyone he had ever known. "Wh— His voice caught and he cleared his throat. "Wat can we do?"
"Wait for her to come back to us. Hope that she does."

"Do you nmean she's renenbering when she was— Riyan could no nore say the word than Pol could. He
| ooked as if he would be sick. "I didn't know. That—that |anthe had done this to her."

The sound of his voice, or perhaps the sound of that name, brought her head up. Her fingers
twisted, stilled. Squinting into the di mess, she whispered tentatively, "Gstvel? Is that you?"

Ri yan flung a shocked gl ance at Pol, who nodded. Taking a deep breath, OstvePs son went to her

crouched down, took one of her hands. "Yes, Sioned. |I'mhere.”
Her smled was sweet, radiantly youthful. Pol saw her again as she had | ooked when he was a little
boy. An instant later, that woman vani shed behind a bew |l dered frowm. "But ... you shouldn't be

here. He's not born yet, it's not tinme to take himfromher."

"I'"ve come to take you hone."

Her eyes sought the darkness beyond the fingerflanme, wary and searching. "It's not tinme yet. And
you mustn't stay. They'll find you. They were here just a nonment ago, | can still snell them*
"There's no one here but us."

She shook her head. "No! They were here. They |eave ne shut in the dark except when they cone
and—and— She clutched his shoul der with her other hand, peering at him "GCstvel ? Wiy are you
here? It isn't time yet. Hurry, you must go before they come back and find you—=

"We'll |eave together, Sioned."

Pol held his breath. Her nindless terror was gone. There was sense of a sort in her eyes,

angui shed concern, know edge of why she was afraid. But her worry was for a man who wasn't even
there, froma tinme before Pol was born

"No, Ostvel. | nust wait until she lets us go, and then |I nust wait for the child. W'Ill cone
back, don't you renenber? You and Tobin and |I. We cane to Feruche and he was there in the cradle
and—and you—

Suddenly her features contorted and she went for his face with fingers like talons. Riyan
struggled to grab her wists before she clawed his eyes out.

"You\ Damm you for stealing her death fromne! It was ny right to kill her, not yours!"

Pol heard this in stunned unfeeling shock. He'd always thought |lanthe had died in the Fire. They'd
allowed himto believe it.

"Sioned, stop it!" Meath slid forward. He held on to one arm Riyan to the other. "Sioned!"

Her eyes found him flaring with new rage. "And you! Watching nme, all that tine—sneaki ng across
the sunlight, too nuch of a coward to speak openly! But |I knew it was you, | felt you watching ne,
spying on nme for Andrade—

Meat h turned his face away.

"Sioned!" Riyan snapped, catching her attention again. "That's not true and you know it. Listen to
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me! lanthe is dead. You're free. W have to | eave now, and take Pol hore."

"Pol ?" Her face crunpled into confusion with the pull of nenories back and forth in time. One
instant she had already lived it; the next, it had not yet happened. "But how do you know what

I'"l'l Narme hin? It was at Skybowl ...." Menory solidified for her and her eyes softened, her voice
al nost dreany. "You renenber, Ostvel. Nothing but the Desert and the stars ... you and | and
Tobin, and himso snmall and new ... but |I felt the power in him GCGoddess, what a Sunrunner he'l
make, and what a prince—you can't feel it, of course. | know Tobin did. Wien | gave himhis Nane,
and the stars with it ... and when—when | used the st-stars to— Horror flooded her face. "Rohan!"
"No, it's all over, he's— Meath choked on the rest. He couldn't do that to her. Not even to bring
her back could he give her that |ie. Rohan—safe, waiting for her at Stronghol d—Rohan was dead and
Stronghol d was a bl ackened gapi ng ruin.

"Rohan!" Sioned's voice had changed, trenbling nowwith joy. She freed her hand from R yan's grasp
and held out both arns, and the snmile that curved her |ips now was one of transcendent |ove.

She was | ooki ng straight at Pol

"Rohan—eh, please, take ne away from here, take ne honme—

Pol couldn't nove. He felt the contours of his own face as if they had becone a stone nask, and he
within made of nalleable flesh, invisible behind the carved senbl ance of his father.

Si oned caught her breath. "Don't you see, it doesn't matter that it was |lanthe! She'll bear the
son | couldn't give you! Please, don't |look this way, beloved! | don't care that you were with
her. She'll give us your son, just as | saw in

the Fire—= She broke off, and her fingers began to chafe madly at each other. "M dw nter, Rohan,"”
she continued feverishly. "She told nme so—taughing, she was |laughing as if the victory was hers.
But it's not. It's mne. She'll bear your son and then she'll die."

H s knees woul d no | onger support him He put out a hand to brace hinmself on Meath's strong

shoul der.

H s not her was beggi ng hi m now-beggi ng Rohan. "You told nme once that you couldn't bear |ooking at
a child that didn't have nme in his eyes. Don't do that to him Rohan. Please, beloved. He isn't
hers, he's yours and m ne."

Her arns fornmed a cradl e agai nst her breast. He realized with a jolt that it was hinself she held
in menory. Hinself, newborn of a wonan they had all hated, who had died by Gstvel's hand.

"He's innocent. If it's guilt you want, we can both carry it. Blane yourself and bl ane ne—but not
him"

When he stayed nmute, tears formed in her eyes. Geen eyes, the color his own turned sonetines in
certain light.

"I know you don't want to touch ne. Wiat they did to me—+ renenber it all, every hand, every-she
wat ched sonetines, |'msure of it. Watched and | aughed. But it doesn't matter. There's Pol. |
would go through it all again, to have himin my arns like this. Wn't you | ook at hinf Please?"
She held the invisible child up for himto see. "He's nothing like her. There's only you in his
face, in his eyes. Rohan, | ook at him"

He could endure no nore. Sinking to his knees, he wapped his arns around her and rocked her as if
she were the child. She whispered his father's nanme and began to cry very softly, still holding
her nenory of a baby to her breast.

After a time she wilted against him senseless with exhaustion. He lifted her, appalled at how
Iight she seened, how fragile.

"WIl she— Riyan couldn't find words for it. He gestured hel pl essly.

"l don't know." Meath pushed hinself to his feet. "Take her upstairs, Pol," he said in a voice
|i ke death. "Riyan, go up ahead of us. Make sure there's nobody to see."
"How? What do | say— He stopped, swall owed hard, and nodded. "I'Il think of sonething."

Meath Iit their slow, silent way back up the stone spiral. Pol clinbed, a dull mndless agony
clutching his chest. In

the kitchen, they i mediately saw how Ri yan had cleared the room Sunrunner's Fire still blasted
fromthe main hearth as if a hatchling dragon had exhal ed down the chi nmey.

"It was just the cook and a couple of maids. | didn't singe anybody," he explained as he let the
flanes die back. "They didn't even know it was ne. | hid behind the door. Take her up the back
way. "

It was Meath who went ahead then, to tell Andry that Sioned had been found. Pol followed R yan up
the narrow well of the servants' stairs, lit by tall, thin windows like arrowslits. It wasn't

much past noon; the sunshine hurt his eyes. He had expected it to be night, as |ightless black as
the cellar bel ow

Al asen and Tobin were waiting in Sioned' s bedchanber. They asked no questions, nerely renoved the
outer layers of her clothing and put her to bed. Wen Al asen noved to pull the curtains, Pol said,
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"No. Don't let her wake in a place where there's no light,"
that told himshe understood. Al of it. She always had.
Pol hadn't. Not all of it. Not until now
"We'll take care of her," Alasen told him
"Yes," he answered, and went away.
He wanted solitude. He wanted to hide. But just down the hall fromhis own chanber door he saw
Sionell. Her name left his |lips before he even knew he had spoken. She hurried to him searching
his eyes. A soft, wordl ess exclamation escaped her and she urged himinto the privacy of the
anteroom He noved unsteadily, chafing his hands as his nother had done, to hide their shaking.
"Pol . "
She touched his arm the warnth of her pal mbranding his skin. Turning, he reached for her
blindly.
"She thought —she thought | was Fat her—&oddess, what | anthe did to her—
"Hush." She surrounded himw th her arms and her strength.
"She was raped, over and over agai n—+ knew it had happened but | never—she thought | was Father
spoke to ne as if she saw him not me—what will it do to her when she renenbers he's dead?"
"Pol, no. You nmustn't."
But he couldn't stop. "She said she'd go through all of it
again, it didn't matter because—because of nme! Ell, what am| that she would say such a thing?"
"Her son. Not lanthe's. Don't you know that by now? Pol, |ook at ne."
He Iifted his head. Her eyes were dark with grief, yet the quiet certainty in themtouched a pl ace
in his soul he had never known was there.
"Your father was Rohan, and your nother is Sioned. They had the maki ng of you—they and all the
others who taught you and | oved you. Who are you to doubt such |Iove and trust? They know who you
are when they |l ook at you—and it's the son of Rohan and Sioned they see.” Al at once she sniled a

and Tobin's eyes filled with tears

little, and brushed the tousled hair fromhis eyes. "I told you all this a long tine ago. Wy do
you make ne keep repeating nysel f?"
"You ... believe it," he said, not quite a question

"Yes. And you'd better, too. | really amgetting tired of saying it."

She offered her arms again. He and she fit each other like seal and matrix. Gadually a subtle
peace seeped through him Suspicious of it at first, soon he relaxed into it and closed his eyes.
This was sonething new in his experience of Sionell. The chall enge of her he had often seen; her
anger, her intelligence, her pride were all famliar to him He had al ways known that passion was
in her, and when he had awakened it the other night—

But he had never thought that he would find such sweet tranquillity in her arns. She was as cl ose
to himas his own heartbeat. He listened to their slow, tw nned breaths and was at rest.

"Can you tell me now what happened?" she asked softly.

They sat on chairs in the anteroom close together but not touching. Yet he felt her all along his
body—not with desire, but as if her presence was his second ski n—warm and supple and protective.
That strange, gentle quiet stayed with hi meven through the pain of what he nust say.

"I don't know what Riyan told the others,” he finished. "I'll have to ask himand Meath so we can
get our stories straight. Maarken and Hollis nustn't know what really caused this."

Cautiously, she asked, "Is it fair to keep it fromthenP"

"Thi nk what Marken would do if he found out Chayla was raped," he countered, shaking his head. "I
agree with

Andry and Evarin. If Chayla wants her parents to know, that's her choice. Not ours."

"Yes. Al right." Sionell gazed at her folded hands for a long nonent. "Pol ... about Sioned. She
m ght remenber nothing or everything. But if it's as you said, and she's kept this |locked in for
SO nmany years—

"Not just that. She's always said she didn't recall much of the last part of that year. That maybe
she'd been a little mad."

"She's renenbered now. She lived it again."

Pol frowned. "And survived it? Is that what you nean?"

"I hope that's how it will be. She was afraid to renenber, and didn't. Couldn't, perhaps. But now
she has, and it didn't destroy her."

He mulled this over, and at |ast nodded. "I can't be there when she wakes up. She might think it's
Father with her again, not ne." Pausing a nonent, he ventured, "ElIl, it was—+ felt as if | really

was wearing his face for a tine."

Her head tilted, sunlight glowing in her dark red hair. "It's a face very like his, but it's your

own. Wth you inside it."
"Yes, but—+ felt trapped. Into looking like him being him And |I'mnot. Everyone expects ne to be
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as wise and clever as he was, and |I'mnot."

She regarded himw th patient blue eyes, deep-set in the pale triangle of her face. "You know,
that's about as stupid as thinking that everyone expects you to be like |anthe. You're forcing ne
to say the sane things again. Al that changes is the nane. You're not Rohan. People don't | ook at
you and see him For one thing, you're a lot taller," she added with another snall snile.

He felt his lips curve hesitantly. Thank the Goddess for a wonman who could nake himsmile in spite
of everyt hing.

"And for another," Sionell added deliberately, "he was |losing this war."

Pol stiffened in his chair, his serenity shattered. This was the Sionell he knew. He wanted the

ot her one back.

"I loved himas if he were nmy second father," she went on. "But he was fashioned to nake peace.
Have you realized yet how angry you are with himfor not teaching you how to nake war?"

He was too exhausted to rise and pace and shout at her. Too exhausted to deny it. Al he could do
was nod.

"It wasn't his fault, Pol. And it doesn't make you | ess

than he—er nore, for that matter—that you're getting rather good at war. You hate it as nuch as he
did. But where it nade himsad, it nmakes you furious. That's what people see in you, the power of
your anger. And that's why you'll wn."

He shrugged his irritation, aware that his interviews with Sionell always did this to him "I'm
not nmy father. | couldn't be if I tried, and | intend to stop trying. |Is that what you want to
hear ?"

She sat back, | ooking snug.

He scow ed, understanding her now. "You are an inpossi ble woman. You know that, don't you?"

She gave him an unrepentant snmile. "My prince, | rejoice init."

"Do you al ways have to nake nme angry?"

"Yes—when you use it to acconplish things, instead of ripping up yourself or soneone else with
it." She stood. "CGo get sonme rest. You look like you need it. I'lIl talk to Riyan and Meath. And
don't worry too nmuch about Sioned.”

"You didn't see her today."

"No. But she lived through it once in reality, and once again in nenory, and survived both. Do you
know anyone el se who coul d?"

Si oned slept until early evening. Pol had ordered that no one who had known her back then shoul d
be near when she woke, so the first face she saw was Al asen's, She frowned a little, then sat up
and stretched. Al asen brought her a bow of soup kept hot over the bedchanber hearth. As she ate,
she asked about the children—ncluding Siona, who had di ed several days earlier. Al asen replied
that everything was fine and there was nothing to concern her. She went back to sleep

She woke again around midnight. This tinme it was Sionell who sat with her, reading by the

consi derabl e bl aze of two candl e branches. Pol had been specific about that, too. The two wonen
were quiet for a long while. Then Sioned's eyes filled with tears.

"Rohan is dead," she nurnmured, as if saying it for the first tinme. Her Nanesake hel d her close
whil e she wept, and stayed with her through the night.

In the early norning of the next day, Pol was in Meath's

room talking with himand Riyan. A knock at the door turned their heads; the entrance of their
topi c of conversation nade themstart guiltily.

"Ch—all of you together," she said, nervous and trying to hide it. "I wanted to—+ said and did
sonme terrible things yesterday. |—
"Mother, it's all right. You were—

"More or less insane. Yes, | know Please don't interrupt, Pol. | need to apol ogize." She | ooked
at Riyan. "l thought yea were your father, as you know. I'msorry | cane at you like a raving
madwoman. "

Riyan bit his Iip. "You're all right. That's all any of us cares about."

"Thank you," she said, and the quiet, bruised gallantry of her manner cut Pol's heart in pieces.
She faced himnext, hesitating, fingers noving at her sides and then stilling as if she recogni zed
the action.

"Pol ... I'mafraid you | earned things yesterday that you shouldn't have. It's true that your

father couldn't |ook at you—but you nustn't blame him He hadn't seen you in Fire the way | —all he
could see was | anthe, and what happened to both of us at the old Feruche."
"Mot her, you don't have to—

"Yes, | do," she insisted. "I want you to know that the first tine he | ooked at you, he forgot
everything except that you were his son, and mne. Fromthat instant onward the rest didn't
exist." Again she paused, glancing at Riyan and then away. "Ostvel ... did what he did. But you
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have to understand why. It was the sanme reason he tossed a knife to Lyell of Wies so that he and
Kiele could die quickly, before Andry's Fire killed them" She shrugged. "Andry was a long tine

forgiving himfor it. So was |, about lanthe. But to Ostvel, it was very sinple. W mattered and
he didn't. He kept their blood fromour hands by taking it onto his own. But the truth of it
remai ns that | anthe died because of me. | just—+ don't want you to |look at Ostvel any differently
because of it."

Pol nmade hinself say, "No. | won't."

At |ast she turned to Meath, who had risen when she came into the room Her head tilted back so
she could look into his face. Her lips parted, but he forestalled her words with a gesture.
"Don't."

"I have to," she repeated

"No." And he started to | eave his own chanber.

"Meat h, please!"

He stopped, his back to her.

"I msorry," she whispered. "You nust know that | never believed what | accused you of yesterday.
When you watched over ne, it was for ny own sake. | always knew that. And | renenber that it
conforted ne, feeling the nearness of a friend. WIIl you forgive ne for what | said?"

"For the CGoddess' sake, Sioned! Stop it!" he rasped, swinging around. "It kills me to hear you—
"I'msorry," she said again. "But | had to." She drew herself straighter and ran a hand back
through her hair. Pol was startled to see how much of it was stark white. "I won't talk about any
of it again. Can any of you tell ne—+ don't like to intrude, but—+s Chayla awake? Do you think
she'd see me?"

"Thank you," Chayla said, sighing her relief as the door closed behind her parents. "They nean
wel |, but they've been staring at ne as if |1'Il disappear if they don't. You won't scold if | get
out of bed, will you, Sioned?"

"Of course not."

The girl threw back the covers and went i mediately to the wi ndow. She opened the casenent and
gul ped in several deep breaths of fresh air, then sank onto the enbrasure seat with one foot
tucked under her.

"They treat me |ike a hothouse flower," she said wyly. "Too fragile for air and sunlight. But |
swear |'mperfectly fine. Sore fromriding so far so fast, but otherw se—=

Sioned, still feeling a bit fragile herself, nodded noncommittally and tried not to hurt too much
for Chayla. She | ooked made of sunlight, sitting there in the window, clothed in a white | acy
shift and her unbound gol den hair and the brightness of the norning. Fifteen sumers ol d—ene could
not count winters when faced with this shining girl.

"I's there any word of Meiglan?"

"None. Chayla...." Sioned pulled a chair frombeside the small hearth and sat down. But she
couldn't think how to begin. "Has Master Evarin been to see you?"

"Yes, and told Mama |'m fi ne—ahi ch she doesn't believe fromhimany nore than she does fromne."
"What did he say to you?"

"Not hi ng. Just physician-talk. As equals," she added with a pleased snmle. "I'mglad he's here.
can learn a lot fromhim And he doesn't speak to ne as if | were a child and nmy only experience
was setting a bird's broken wing. He used to, you know, when he was younger than |, and—

"Chayl a," Sioned murmured, staring down at her hands.

"I's somet hing wong?" Her eyes sharpened. "It can't be nme, | know as well as Evarin does that ny
brui ses and scrapes will heal. Is it Meiglan?”

Her heart cringed. "No, I'msorry. It's just—

"Please. Tell me what's the matter."

Sioned stared at the emerald ring on her finger. "I was a captive, too, you know. In the castle
that once stood here. You've heard the story, |'msure, | could never bear to think of that tine.

I was afraid of it. But it's better to face what one fears. Even the things that are too terrible
to renmenber."

"Ch, Sioned!" Hands warmwi th sunlight reached to enfold her own. "I brought it all back—+'m
sorry!"”

"Don't be, heartling." She clasped Chayla's fingers and searched her clear blue eyes. For soneone
who had felt queasy at the very sight of the ocean when a child, Chayla's eyes were ironically the
exact color of a sunlit sea. "It was |like |lancing a wound, painful but necessary. The poison of it
is gone and I'mall right now. And so shall you be."

The girl went very still.

"You nmustn't do what | did," Sioned told her gently. "You nustn't build a wall. Keeping it intact
will use up your strength. It will never be the past. It will always be now. You'll probably dream
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about it, as | did at first. But the dreans nust fade on their own—not because you force every

menory behind a wall. Do you understand, Chayl a?"
"l think so," she said after a tine, and for an instant Sioned thought she would tal k about it.
Chayl a's next words negated that hope. "I hadn't considered bad dreans. Thank you for warning ne."

Si oned gat hered hersel f, her own nmenories clawi ng at her mnd. But the poison was gone. Not the
pai n, not yet. Perhaps never. But she had known worse. She was no | onger afraid-not for herself.
For this bright-haired girl nmade of sunshine.

"Chayla ... if you want... if it's sonething you can't tell your parents or anyone else ... | know
what it is to—+to be frightened that way."

She was caught in a fierce hug. "Thank you. You're very good to ne. I'msorry all this rem nded
you. "

Coward, she accused herself as she stroked Chayla's long hair. But | can't force her to tell ne. |
just can't. Not even for her own good. No, I'll just keep an eye on her, and if she seens to be

all right, then—

| "seened to be" for over thirty years. But it was waiting for me. Always waiting....

"My dear," she began.

Chayl a pul | ed back and sat again in the wi ndow seat. "You mustn't worry, Sioned. |'ll be fine once
I'"mnot rem nded every tine | nove." She sniled, rubbing a shoulder ruefully, and Sioned's heart
br oke.

Cour age or deni al ? Sioned had argued Rohan into rebuilding Feruche, which could be construed as
bravery—but the castle formed visible walls to match those inside her. Tangible denial. At |east
Rohan had been honest about it; he had never set foot inside this keep. Not for |ack of courage,
but because he coul d not deny what had happened to them here.

I'"l'l keep an eye on her, she told herself again. That's all | can do for now. Maybe she's stronger
than I. The young are nore resilient. Mre prideful, as well. And maybe she's right, and the
menory of it will fade naturally once all the bruises are gone. | night do nore harmthan good by

forcing her to talk about it now

A pretty excuse.

War or no war, and perhaps especially in time of war, castles nust function. The usual deliberate
rounds of stewards, cook, master of horse, guards conmander, and all the other retainers who
oversaw a keep's daily life must be naintained. Sonmetines Riyan found his conferences with his
servants confortingly normal, and sonetines so unreal that he was tenpted to pinch hinmself awake.
But it was an obvious fact that rigid routine soothed. Wile no one was fooled into believing life
was as it had always been, still the appearance

of it was there: sonething of order to hold fast agai nst chaos.

But it was still like walking with one leg injured—a sure and easy step, then a painful |inp.

The Lord and Lady of Feruche customarily net over the noonday neal in their joint office—a trick
borrowed from Rohan and Sioned at Stronghold, with a similar pair of desks facing each other. From
Feruche, their main seat and favorite castle, they governed the substantial triangle of nountain
and sand, Princemarch and Desert, fornmed by their three major holdings. In fact, their | ands were
only alittle snaller than the whol e princedom of Isel, though not as popul ous.

Sone concessions to the unsettled times were necessary, but abandoning the daily conference was
not one of them Ruala had conplained the other day that the only tine she ever saw her husband
was at noon and in bed. Today, after sharing the reports of various stewards and deciding that
hunters nmust be sent out to find what deer and elk they could, the pair fell silent and gazed at
each other for long nmonments. Finally Ruala began to | augh

"You'd think we'd each forgotten what the other |ooks |ike!"

"Ah, so that's why you gave yourself a little tour of nme last night in the dark!" He grinned.
"I''d like to try it sonmetine when | can actually see you."

"I mss having the tine to | ook at you," he said, abruptly serious, gazing wistfully across the
expanse of polished fruitwood. A thin streak of white hair twisted fromher left tenple back to
the knotted braid at the crown of her head, delicate lightning in a starless night sky. This was
the only difference between the wonan she was and the wonan he had first seen nine years ago at

El ktrap. Her fine, pale conplexion had defied Desert sun and wi nd; there wasn't a |line on her
face, not even around green eyes that made himthink of secret forest glens. "I really do forget
soneti mes how beautiful you are, Ruala. Wy don't we |ock the door, clear off the desk, and make
good use of the daylight?"

"The not her of your children deserves better, nmy lord!"

"Ch, all right, the rug, then. It's s-soft...." The plural suddenly clubbed hi mover the head
"Dam it, this isn't how | planned to tell you." She sighed her regret. "It's an insane tine for
it, the mddle of a war, but we've waited and hoped for so long. Just please don't
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behave the way your father always did with Alasen, as if she were made of glass—

"Stop right there," he commanded. "What are you telling me?"

The corners of her mouth tucked into a crooked snmile. "Take a guess. You can count. Perm ssion to
use your fingers if you have to."

"Rual a!" He wanted to leap to his feet and seize her in his arns and dance her around the room
H s legs did not cooperate. "Wy didn't you tell ne?"

"I just did." She peered at him "Riyan, are you all right?"

"You' re pregnant ?"

"Well, yes. Sonetime around early sumrer, or so Master Evarin says."

Hi s jaw dropped halfway to his lap. "You told himbefore you told ne?"

"He told ne, yesterday norning. Don't ask how he knew when | didn't know nyself—er at |east |

wasn't sure. And don't act so injured! | would' ve said something last night if you hadn't fallen
asl eep so fast."
"I"'msorry," he said reflexively.

"Don't nention it.”

They spent a while staring at each other again, a little bew |dered, before an arch of Ruala's
brows brought a twitch to Riyan's lips, and all at once both were | aughing again.

"Well, well," cane Pol's cool voice fromthe doorway. "If it's that funny a joke, tell me at once.
| could use a good | augh."

Ri yan sobered on the instant, feeling a little guilty for his joy. Ruala did not share the
enotion. She smiled at Pol, saying, "Only the joke every wife loves to play on her husband when
telling himhe's going to be a father."

"Real | y?" Pol's eyes lit, chasing away noodi ness. "But that's nmarvel ous! Wat do you thi nk—boy or
girl this time?"

"How shoul d | know?" she retorted. "How does any wonan know? Men!"

Pol grinned and went on, "Congratul ati ons, Riyan."

"Thank you," he said, a bit helplessly. "I'mwondering how|I'mgoing to tell ny father, though. No
Sunrunners at Swal ekeep. "
"Ch, leave that to ne." Pol made a casual gesture. "I've been neaning to have a talk with Princess

Naydra anyway. "

O course. Lallante's daughter, as Pol was Lallante

grandson. She might not know how yet, but weaving |light was her birthright as nmuch as it was Pol's
and Ruala's and his own. Diarnmadhi, all of them as his daughter Maara was, as the new child would
be. Heirs to starlight, and sorceries, and .mrrors—

"Pol," he said urgently, "does Andry know about that mrror?"

"Mt her of Dragons—'d forgotten all about it!"

"Not surprising," Ruala conmrented.

"Riyan, find a place for it, a roomwhere we can work undi sturbed."

"Wor k?" he echoed, bew | dered.

"It has a purpose,” Pol said grimy. "I"'mgoing to find out what it is."
"If Andry learns we have it, he'll learn that only diarnmadh'imcan see into the thing—and then
he'll know about you."

"What if he does?" Pol shrugged. "What can he do? Denounce and execute ne for a w cked, sinfu
sorcerer? I'd like to see himtry it. Besides, he seenms to have nell owed. W have a rather good
under st andi ng bet ween us now. "

"Lady Merisel decreed that any of their mrrors nust be destroyed,” Riyan warned. "And you know he
takes her words as though they cane straight fromthe Goddess herself."

Pol wal ked sl oWy past the bookshel ves, one finger brushing the spines of fine tooled I|eather
printed in gold. "If it conmes to diarmadh'imagainst faradh'im then we'll |ose everything,

Ri yan—+ncluding this war. Andry will have to understand that. |If he doesn't— Again Pol shrugged.
"He's proud and stubborn, but he's not an idiot."

"No, he'll just wait until after we've won," Ruala warned. "You'll give hima reason to condemn
you publicly. And if he succeeds with the H gh Prince, none of us will be safe.” She put a hand
over her waist. "Damm it, | don't want to see himas an eneny to ny children! But if he nakes

hi nsel f into one—~ She paused, then shook her head. "Grandfather was right. W're safe only when
we hide what we are. Andry nmustn't find out about that mirror."

"He won't," Pol assured her. He | eaned a shoul der against the wi ndow frame. "But we can't go
sneaki ng about or Andry will be sure to notice."

Ri yan shrugged. "So hide it in plain sight. It hung in the

hal | at Skybowl for thirty years and nobody ever saw anything but thenselves in it."

"We can't put it right out in public like that. W need a place we can work in—dndi sturbed and
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unr emar kabl e. "

Rual a toyed with a stick of Hue sealing wax. "W haven't had dinner in the Attic since Andry
arrived. Wuld that do?"

"Perfectly. He'll only notice that you've added a decorati on—

"—and what nore natural than a mirror that belonged to ny nother?" Riyan finished. "Sone of us
usually linger in there after dinner anyway, and it's convenient for strategy sessions. Yes, that
will do very well indeed."

"The Attic, then," Pol agreed.

Ri yan hesitated. "Maarken will never lie to his brother."

"If Andry doesn't know what to ask about the mrror, he can't question. And if he doesn't
question, Maarken won't have to lie."

" But -~
"Then Maarken will just have to choose," Pol said softly. @ ancing out at the courtyard, he added,
"Chayl a's up and about. |'m surprised she was kept from her patients this |long."

Anot her secret, Riyan thought. And this one nust be kept even fromhis wife. Did secrets define
peopl e, make them who and what they were? Pol's had. Chayla's might. And what was the real secret
of that mrror?

Pol turned for the door, then turned back. "Ch, | alnost forgot what | cane to tell you. Al the
patrols have returned, and it's the general opinion that the mountains are clean of Vellant'im
They' ve covered every square handspan for fifty measures around. So | think we can send to El ktrap
for supplies and let the hunters go about their work wi thout too much worry."

"Good. W need the food." Ruala got to her feet, and Riyan couldn't help | ooking her over for
signs. She nade a face at him He grinned, abashed. Catching the byplay, Pol |aughed at them both.
But there was an edge to it, as there had been to every word and | ook since Meiglan's capture. No,
Ri yan amended as he tidied his desk, since Rohan died. Al the easy grace of speech and manner had
vani shed. Lean, tense, all angles, Pol had becone a living sword.

Ri yan found hi nsel f hoping that he didn't carve hinself up along with their enem es.

CHAPTER SEVEN

At about the same tine Sioned was watching the Desert sun glow in Chayla's hair, Tilal was

wat ching the dismal Syrene rain drizzle outside his tent. The nessage from Pol had been received
yesterday on what proved to be the very last glimer of |ight.

"It's supposed to be getting better,” he groused to Andrev, shaking his head at the offer of nore
mull ed wine. "Hints of spring, sun waking the flowers, that sort of weather. Cone to think of it,
sl osh out sonme nore of that. | mght as well get drunk at ny |eisure. Goddess knows, there's
nothing else to do around this m serable swanp."

Andrev obedi ently poured. Then he withdrew to stand beside the closed doorflap, silent until his

| ord chose to speak again. Tilal appreciated that. In fact, he was nore and nore inpressed with
the boy. There was a quiet self-possession about hi munusual in one his age: a quality of watching
and |istening that had nothing furtive about it, only a desire to learn. He didn't run riot like
nmost chi |l dren—eki ng noise sinply to be nmaking it, heedl ess of anything but thenselves. Tilal
wondered if this was an acquisition of his status as a squire, along with the dark green Gsseti an
tuni c and wheat -sheaf badge, or if he had al ways been this way. He rem nded Tilal of R hani at

t hat age.

Ah, Coddess, his firstborn, his boy...

I should be with his nmother right now W ought to be together, Genmma and Sioneva and Sorin and |
There wasn't even anyone to drink with. Amiel was out in the rain, slogging through ankl e-deep mud
to check on the

troops. Nyr sat and shivered in her tent—ot that Tilal would have given nore than a thinbleful of
wine to a pregnant wonman anyway. Hi s own conmmander, Chaltyn, had joined Ariel. There was only
Andrev, who was much too young to understand or appreciate the uses of a dozen cups of w ne.
Still, Andrev was definitely an asset. Wiat had been a slap in Andry's face had turned out to be
Tilal's best luck of this whole bl oody war. He'd gained squire and Sunrunner both in this

t owheaded boy whose eager smile reveal ed a crooked front tooth that nade hi ml ook even younger

t han he was.

But Tilal had cone to value Andrev for nore than his abilities. He had grown fond of Andry's
son—though except for the Sunrunner part of it, he considered himnmore as Chay's and Tobin's
grandchil d and Maarken's nephew. He was pl eased by the glinpses of the man Andrev woul d one day
be, and even nore pleased that he would influence the form ng of that man. Andry's son he m ght be
by bl ood and Sunrunner gifts, but Tilal would teach himthe ways of people outside the insular

file:///ID]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybowl.txt (56 of 336) [2/4/2004 11:57:44 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybow! .txt

little world of Goddess Keep, the work and duties of the great lords and princes who were his
ancestors.

"Your grace! Prince Tilal!" Am el burst into the tent, nearly knocking Andrev aside. "Ships, ny
|l ord—eut in the bay with boats row ng ashore!"

"Qurs or theirs?" Tilal put his wine down. Incredible howthe young G | adan prince coul d negl ect
to mention the nost inportant things first.

"Qurs!" Amiel reported triunphantly. "The ones we stole!"

"Excellent!" For nmore reasons than one. Not only did he have an idea about using those shi ps—he
must renenber to reward whoever was in charge for sheer brilliance in bringing them back—but
finally he had sonething constructive to do. "First make sure they really are on our side. The
Vellant'imaren't above a few tricks. Once you've settled that question, we're going to take a
little boat ride." He grinned. "Andrev, stop trying to | ook the stalwart. Wuld | do that to you?"

"Don't worry about nme, ny lord," the boy replied ganely. "I'Il do what ny cousin Rohannon
does—find nyself a corner and a bucket!"
"You won't have to. | need ny Sunrunner on his feet and able to use the |light—+f we ever see any

again. Cone on, let's get toit. W have a lot of work to do if we're going to inprove on Pol's
schene. "

Ami el rubbed his chin. "How so, ny |ord?"

"He wanted us to march up the Faolain and attack themon their way down the river. |'m not
inclined to bestir nyself to march that far in this nmuck. So the Vellant'imare going to conme to
us."

Am el 's hazel eyes, the lashes long and curling enough to be envied by any woman, blinked wi de and
then crinkled at the corners as he laughed. "I like it! Ch, | do like it!"

"I thought you might. Go find out if they're really our people, and then cone back here with

Chal tyn and your own captain."

When Ami el was gone, Andrev ventured, "My lord? | think | understand about getting themonto the
shi ps, but you don't have to risk any of your soldiers in an attack. | can do it."

Tilal opened his nmouth, then closed it again and stared |ong and carefully at his crooked-toblied
squire, son of the Lord of Goddess Keep.

There was a full conpl enent of highborns in the Attic that night. Riyan kept waiting for someone
to remark on the mirror, hangi ng now above the hearth between two candl e sconces. The space had
fornmerly been filled by a framed tapestry square depicting Feruche in spring splendor, rising from
flowers nmore properly found in the forests of Syr. This now decorated the wall above the
sideboard. It didn't quite fit there, just as the mirror didn't quite bel ong above the hearth, but
unbal anci ng Sorin's design was secondary to hiding the mrror in plain sight.

But no one said a word about it as they stood around the roomwaiting for dinner to be brought
upstairs. People sipped wine, talked of this and that, and generally behaved as if this were any
other famly dinner. Riyan began to get nervous. Surely sonebody had noticed. He was about to say
sonet hing hinself, just to get it over with, when Kierun and Dannar flung open the door. Two burly
manservants carried in an inmense silver platter of sliced roast venison. In great

hal f-nbon bow s around the neat were nost of the usual acconpani nents: vegetables, thick-crusted

| oaves, hot and cold fruit conpotes, cubed cheeses, and such salad greenery as the kitchen garden
afforded in late winter.

"Wl l!" said Alasen as the platter was hefted to the sideboard. "I see sonmebody had very good | uck
in the hunt today."

"Goddess in glory,"” Evarin breathed reverently. "Andry, will you look at this? Wen | think of
what we ate on the road, this is al nost painful!"

"Two hel pi ngs of everything, Master Evarin?" Dannar asked with a grin.

"Three," he said happily, and linped over to the table, seating himself with knife and fork at the
ready in his fists.

By nutual agreenent, nothing was di scussed that might disturb the digestion. Everyone had had
enough of tense, silent neals; everyone renenbered what had happened the last tinme Chay had sought
to get sone conversation going. So everyone did his or her part in the conspiracy of civility.
Certai n nanes were not spoken; certain events were not referred to. Riyan, presiding at the head
of the table, could alnost believe it really was just any other famly dinner. Al nobst. For though
si xteen chairs were occupied, he still thought of fam |y and friends who were m ssing. So nany
faces he woul d never see agai n—

And that one face that woul d appear when Fire was called to unlit candl es beside the mirror. The
three-lobed crystal |antern hanging over the table glowed with traditional flanes, but he couldn't
hel p the feeling that those strange dark eyes watched. He glanced involuntarily to his left, where
the mrror tilted slightly forward above the hearth.
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"Don't worry, it |looks lovely there," Sioned told him Ileaning forward to speak around Evarin and
Chayla. "lI'mglad you brought it up from Skybow to be properly adnired. | meant to tell you that
when we first arrived.”

"A beautiful piece, ny lord," Evarin comented.

Maar ken asked Andry to pass the salt.

"I't belonged to Riyan's nother, ny chil dhood friend Cani gwen,
long forgotten at Goddess Keep."

"Not at all, your grace! | have her to thank for the still-room in fact. It's a marvel of |ogic.
And soneone told ne

it was her good, clear hand that copied the sinples books fromthe scrawls of former physicians."
"Her project when she was quite young. Doubtless you've found her spelling an entertainnent in
itself."

"More wine, ny lady?" Kierun inquired of Tobren, who sat between Riyan and her father. "Wtered,"
Andry said firmy, reaching for the pitcher. There, R yan thought; the mirror had been conmented
upon and the subject neatly turned in Sioned' s ininmitable style—though he' d have to renenber to
choose a date for its appearance.

At Riyan's end of the table, Chayla and Evarin predictably tal ked nmedici ne while Meath engaged
Tobren and Andry in rem ni scences of Goddess Keep then-and-now. Sioned becane as quiet as Tobin
directly across fromher, but Riyan had the feeling that a whol e conversati on was goi ng on between
themin total silence. Wich was inpossible with the sun down and the nmoons not yet risen, and the
wi ndows too far away to give light fromeither in any case. But the inpression lingered all the
sane.

He heard only a little of the talk at Ruala's end, but snatches of sentences indicated that topics
ranged fromchildren (whose were the nost ranmbunctious: Pol's, Sionell's, Al asen's, or Miarken's;
Chay finally settled it by snorting that he defied anyone to present pestilential sons to nmatch
his) to Alasen's hilarious description of Princess Chiana's private bathroom At Pol's and

Maar ken' s urgi ng, Draza refought the Battle of Swal ekeep using condi ment di shes, w necups, and
cutlery.

Every so often R yan caught his wife's eye, and once caught her glancing over at the mirror mnuch
as he had done. Toward the end of the neal, while the two squires cleared away enpty plates before
taze and the sweets arrived, Chay turned to Pol

"It's getting dark in here. Mike yoursel f useful."

Pol gave a start, then gestured with his right hand. Fromthe tall swirls of wought iron in the
corners to the pair of sconces flanking the mrror, every unlit candle in the roomflared to life.

Si oned expl ai ned. "I suppose she's

"Much better," Chay said glibly. "I was enbarrassing all these pretty wonen by squinting at them
And at nmy age, all | can do is |ook."

Tobin turned her head and arched an el oquent brow.

"Well, nostly," he anended, grinning.

The gathering broke up slowy. At last there were only six left: Pol, Sioned, Meath, R yan, Rual a,
and Chay, who rose to his feet and cast a sour | ook at his nephew.

"I won't stay for your discussion—+ wouldn't understand it. But you should know that there's very
little ny son the Battle Conmander doesn't tell ne."

"So you deliberately had nme light the candles," Pol nurnured.

He snorted. "That piece of pious fraud about when that nmirror got put on the wall—as if | hadn't
seen Riyan unload it as if it was worth nore than every bolt of silk that ever eane through Radzyn
port."

"Not hi ng gets past you, does it, nmy lord?" Sioned asked sweetly.

Eyes dancing, he accused, "Sunrunner!" and she | aughed.

When he was gone, she turned to Pol. "You were a little flanboyant about it, you know Have fun?"
"Absolutely. There's nothing in the mirror for Andry to see."
Ri yan took his cup and nmoved to a chair facing away fromthe nirror. "Well, / can, even though

haven't | ooked—but | can feel himwatching us."
"Li ke sonebody's ghost," Rual a agreed.
"Well, ny lady," Meath said, "you're the only one who can tell us anything about it."

"I't's not nmuch," she apol ogi zed. "I've been trying to renmenber what ny sister and | used to
pretend to read when we were little. G andfather despaired of teaching us anything. Neither of us
had t he maki ngs of a scholar. And the scrolls were mainly histories, like stories you tel

children at bedtine. Al imagination and no substance."

"You were both very young for such know edge," Pol said. "Maybe he thought the way we're having to
think now, with Jihan. Learn it early so it's part of you and you don't get knocked over by your
own power |ater on."
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"Maybe. But | wish nowthat I'd paid nore attention." She finished off her taze and stared into
the enpty cup. "I renenber that the way to use any nmirror was to call Fire, but Rossana and
experimented with every mrror at Elktrap, fromthe ones in our pockets to the big one in Mther's
dressing room Not a glinmer." She smled. "W were very di sappointed."
"I'"'mnot surprised your grandfather didn't keep any around," Riyan said. "They sound risky things
to have, for a diarnadhi who didn't want to be known as such."
Pol rose and approached the hearth. "Have you | ooked into this one yet? No? Then cone tell ne what
you see."
She joined him they all did, even though Sioned and Meath woul d never see any reflections but
their owmn. Rua-la's head tilted back, and she gazed into the mirror—and her nil k-white conpl exi on
turned the col or of ashes.
Ri yan put a hand around her waist to steady her. "Wat is it, |ove?"
"I-1 know him" she breathed. "He | ooks Iike ny father!"
"Your father died of Plague the year after you were born," he reminded her gently. "You were too
young to recall his face."
She shook her head violently, backing away fromthe mrror. "Gandfather liked to draw. He did
that picture of you and ne the day we narried, renenber? It was to natch a portrait of ny
parents." A shaking finger pointed to the face in the mrror. "He | ooks the way ny father |ooks in
that portrait. Thinner, and a little older, and his eyes are unhappy, but | tell you the face is
the sane."
Sioned had pulled a chair out fromthe table and sat down in it, hands clasped quietly in her |ap.
"An ancestor," she said. "You may be | ooking at the face of a man who |ived when Lady Meri sel
lived."
Shaken, Rual a asked, "But if that's true, why did the nmirror belong to Cam gwen?"
"Possibly she was of the same fanmly."
"Of dlarmadh'im" Pol added.
"Or," Sioned went on, "possibly soneone in her famly was an eneny of this man, and kept the
mrror as a token of victory."
Meat h peered up at the glass, then shook his head. "Nobody but ne in there. Pol, you can see him
Does he | ook |ike Riyan?"
Pol studied the proud face, noved again by the ancient, patient sadness. "Only around the eyes,
Ii ke nost Fironese." He glanced at Ruala. "No resenblance to you at all. Your eyes are green, not
dark brown or black, and don't tilt upward." Those eyes glared at him and he added hastily, "I'm
not calling you a liar, you know I'mnot. It's just an observati on—"
"You never net ny twin sister," she snapped.
"No," Sioned told them "but / did once, when she was about twelve or so. Your grandfather brought
her to a Rialla, You were sick and had to stay hone. Rossana could have been Cani gwen's
daught er—ironese to her eyel ashes." Rising, she glanced at Meath and finished, "W're useless
here. It's tine to relieve Hollis on the watch, anyway."
The three diarmadh'imwere left alone with the mrror—and the man inside it. Ruala refused to
| ook at it again. Riyan and Pol exchanged hel pl ess shrugs.
"What do we do now?" Pol asked. "Ask him questions?"
Rual a strai ghtened abruptly and started for the door. "If he answers, | don't want to hear it.
Good ni ght."
She sl anmed the door. Riyan whistled softly, a |low, descending note. "This has really upset her
She's not usually like this.™
"Pregnant wonen are notoriously unpredictable,” Pol replied idly. "Shall we start?"
"Start what?"
"Damed if | know. "
Long past midnight, weary and di scouraged by an utter lack of success, Riyan stripped and fel
into bed. Ruala wasn't there, but he didn't worry much; she was probably helping in the search for
Mei gl an. He curled up beneath the velvet quilt and was inmedi ately asl eep
The next norning, however, they heard himall the way downstairs when he read the note left on his
wife' s pillow
Gone to El ktrap for Grandfather's scrolls. Back in a few days.
Not hi ng nore —but enough to make himshout for servants, soldiers, and a horse.
A short while later, down in the courtyard, his guards commander informed himthat Lady Rual a had
ridden out a little after mdnight with a contingent of twenty —under his strenuous protests, of
course, but she was sovereign |lady here. Riyan strangled the urge to strangle the conmander
As he was about to order a troop of his own to ride out
and bring her back, he felt famliar and cherished col ors dance around himon the norning
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sunl i ght.

Ri yan, don't you dare.

He was so angry he couldn't form coherent thoughts.

I"lI'l be perfectly safe, she went on. It's not very far. Pol told us yesterday that the hills have
been scoured of Vellant'im And we need Grandfather's scrolls or we'll never know what that mrror
really is.

Damm all strong-wlled, independent, intelligent women—especially when they were right.

Very well, then, she told him sensing what he would not say. /'// talk to whoever's in the Iight
whenever | can. | hope it's soneone who'll condescend to talk to ne,

Rual a—

But she was gone from his thoughts as surely as fromtheir castle, and all he could do was stand
there i ke a fool

Tilal rested his back against a tree overlooking the Faolain River, watching a dragon float its
stately way to its ovvn death.

His arny, nade up of his troops and Amiel's, had shadowed the great ship along either side of the
river, and would wait here until the Vellant'imcanme down on it fromLow and. M dnorning, he
guessed, taking a swig of water froma skin, and he squinted at the shadows cast onto the river by
trees on the opposite bank. A while yet to relax and contenplate his advantages in this com ng
battl e that he hoped would be no battle at all

Lovely, having half an arny of physicians at his disposal. For one thing, what they |acked in
fighting technique they made up for in sure know edge of the vulnerabilities of human anatony.
He'd inspected the Vellanti corpses at the nmouth of the Faolain and the precision of the death-
wounds i npressed even him No flailing about with a sword, hitting anything they coul d; they
seermed to approach each kill with surgical deliberation. Thrusts to the neck cut directly through
the vital artery; those to the heart, up and under the |eather chest-arnor and between the
appropriate ribs as if the blade had eyes. Few trained warriors tested in a dozen battles were
nmore efficient.

The physicians were not trained warriors, of course. The

fever that cane over nobst of themhad nothing to do with the veteran soldier's battle-lust that
bani shed all fear. They fought as they did because they were terrified and wanted out as quickly
as possible. Young Chegry, who attended Princess Nyr, had adnitted as nuch to Tilal on the ride
her e.

"Some really do like it, nmy lord," he'd said, "but nbpst of us are scared to death."

One woul d have thought that nmen and wonen dedicated to healing injuries would balk at inflicting
them Sone did, of course. They were the ones who stuck to their trade and stayed out of the fray.
But it surprised Tilal that so nany turned their know edge to taking life instead of preserving
it.

After further consideration, he decided it was entirely understandabl e. They had honmes and
famlies; they were part of the princedons |ike everyone else, battling the Vellant'imwho had
despoiled the lands. Tilal hinself didn't rmuch |ike slashing his way through a hundred bearded
savages all bent on killing him but it had to be done.

He thought again of R hani—as capable as any man and nore so than nost, but in the end too
sensitive for the brutality of war. Brooding over his son's death in the enpty days at Hi gh Kirat,
Tilal had cone to understand that it had not been the festering wound or the sickness in his |lungs
that had killed R hani. He had warred inside hinself, and | ost.

There were people who woul d consider R hani a coward and a weakling. His inability to adjust to
the horrors of what he had been forced to do woul d have been seen by sone as a flawin his
character. Tilal knew he had only been born into the wong tinme, a civilized prince in a world of
bar bari ans.

Li ke Rohan. But Ri hani had | acked the toughness that maturity had gi ven Rohan, which allowed him
to survive the battles he fought within his own soul

Chegry had interrupted Tilal's bitter musings by saying somethi ng el se about the physicians: that
not only did they know where to strike for a quick kill, they also knew what eneny thrusts to
avoid at all costs. "That's why we haven't lost nmany, ny lord. W know which way to turn to keep a
blow rel atively harm ess. Qur technique may not be pretty, but it works."

"But you're frustrating the spit out of the Vellant'im™" Tilal snmiled. "You don't play by the
rul es and you don't make the usual noves. You don't waste energy by engagi ng

themin swordplay, but wait until you can get in a really good hit. You don't have the decency to
stand there dazzled by their brilliant maneuvers, but slide out of the way however you can
"Pretty' belongs in the practice yard to inpress girls, Master Chegry."

The third advantage to their presence was norale. The usual ratio of battle physicians to soldiers
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was al ong the order of seventy to one. In this arny, it was nore like ten to one. This produced a
certain serenity on the part of the regulars, who knew their wounds woul d be treated al npst

i medi ately, with a correspondingly greater chance of total recovery.

So, as Tilal presided over the west bank of the Faolain and Am el over the right, it was a
remarkably cheerful army that waited for the Vellant'imto sail downriver into the trap

They woul d have been downright festive if they'd known what that trap really entail ed.

Tilal glanced at his squire, and even though the plan had been set firmy yesterday, felt it

i ncumbent upon himto voice the usual caution about using his gifts to kill

Andrev | ooked surprised for a nonent, then shrugged and replied with a circunvention worthy of his
father's highly flexible reading of the faradhi ethic. "All I'Il be doing is calling Fire to
whatever will catch on board the ship. The sails and hull won't—they |earned that at G aypearl and
Radzyn. But there should be other things to work with."

"Not their clothing."

"No, my lord, of course not. Just whatever's around them" He shrugged. "Even if they get singed
by accident, they'll be free to junmp if they want."

The river was cold and ran swift and high this tine of year, but it was probably possible to swim
for shore—where the arny would be waiting. Fire or sword: no choice at all, really. Tilal's
conscience didn't bother him He'd seen Maarken set Fire to bridges across this very river—n
truth, not so very far fromthis spot—back in 704. It hadn't done Marken any irreparable nora
harm But as Andrev's lord, as a prince, as a fond substitute parent, and as a nan who had |ived
with Sunranners nmuch of his life, he'd had to mention the Sunrunner vow. Especially to a boy who
was the son of the Lord of Goddess Keep

"Soon now, ny lord," Andrev murnmured a few nonents |ater.

"Real ly? Has it gotten that late?" He sat up a little straighter, peering upriver. "Can you see

t henP"

"On what little sunlight there is since the mist cleared. The ship is about two nmeasures off,

carrying a full load of Vellant'im™

"Ha! Then Nyr's idea about beards worked.™

"Yes, indeed." Andrev grinned. "I didn't know the Fironese were so hairy! Torien nust have to
shave twi ce a day!"

"Well, our little group of them have been working on theirs for three or four at |east. Smart
| ady, the Princess of Gib. I'mgoing to enjoy doing business with her."

"Ch, you nean after Prince Velden dies and Prince Am el inherits.”

Tilal's voice was bland as mlk. "And do you really think Cousin Pol will |et an obvious

i nconpetent remain as ruling prince? Don't be too surprised if Vel den suddenly decides he's earned
a peaceful retirement and hands things over to Amel."

"Then Prince Cabar had better give us sone help, too," Andrev said. "And Prince Pirro, and—ny
lord, what's Pol going to do about Ri nhoel ?"

"Whatever it is, there'll be a long line of those eager to hold his cloak while he does it." He
eyed the boy. "You, on the other hand—what would you like to do after this is all over?"
"Continue in your service, ny lord," Andrev replied pronptly. "If you want nme, that is."

"I have no conplaints," Tilal assured him "But what about after that? You could do just about
anyt hi ng, you know. There are plenty of hol dings throughout Pol's |ands. As his kinsman and a
great - grandson of Prince Zehava, you could take your pick. Do you see yourself ruling a castle?"

"I"'mnot sure." The squire shifted uneasily. "I think—ay lord, you won't tell anyone, wll you?"
When Tilal shook his head, Andrev went on, "I think ny father wants ne to be Lord of Goddess
Keep. "

He squel ched the urge to say, No, really? | hadn't guessed. "Wat do you want, Andrev?" Then
ashaned of hinself for pressuring the boy, he added i mediately, "Well, how should you know?

You're only thirteen. But a Sunrunner for all your scant years. Were's that ship now?"

"Coming, ny lord. Coming!" Andrev grinned at him "You're starting to sound like ny little brother
Joscev!"

Tilal growed, instantly spoiling the effect by |aughing. Goddess, he was |ooking forward to this.
Not a hundred killings, nor a thousand, nor five tines a thousand would bring back his firstborn
but it was going to feel very, very good to kill all the sane.

He sat forward, el bows on splayed knees, and fixed his gaze on the bend in the river, half a
nmeasure away. A stand of trees and the four burned cottages tucked beneath them formed a screen to
prevent the Vellant'imfromcatching sight of the anbush. Unhappily, Tilal's view was obscured as
well. But he had Andrev—and all at once the boy junped to his feet.

"Easy," Tilal cautioned, anused that suddenly the inpatience was all on the squire's side. "Tel
Chaltyn to send word down the |ine."
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Tilal pushed hinself to his feet, sliding deeper into the cover of the trees. Timng, he told
hinself, it was all in the timng. He and Am el nust hold their people back or be seen too soon.
Andrev could not begin his Fire too late or the river's speed would carry the ship out of range.
Except for the one who spoke sonmething akin to the barbarians' |anguage, Am eFs four bearded
Fironese must all be high in the riggings, out of danger.

Many of the G ladans and THal's own Gssetians had experience with ships, and gave the Fironese
physi ci ans intensive instruction. The najor problem of inpersonation had been solved when a rich
mer chant's daughter from Graypear|l had offered her gold bracelets. They had been a gift from her
Chosen when she | eft Dorval to becone a physician. Fromeach tiny link of the chains hung snall
del i cate gol den beads.

Her eyes filled when she handed them over; she knew not whether her lover still lived, and the
bracel ets night be all she would ever have to remenmber himby. Tilal and Aniel prom sed her that
every bead would be retrieved and rermade into twin weddi ng necklets, and beside every one of them
woul d be an eneral d—gem of heal i ng—added by them

After the bracelets were taken apart with thin surgical probes, the beads were threaded through
Fi ronese beards. They were too small to match the Vellanti version, but at a few paces the

i mpressi on was good enough. C oser, things

becane riskier. Wiich was another reason why the ngjority of the nen had been told to clinmb the
riggings and stay there.

Andrev reported what Tilal had hoped: Vellant'imon board, all serene. Now, if only everyone el se
stuck to their tinmng...

The ship appeared around the bend in the river. Tilal caught his breath. He heard Andrev come back
to his side, felt the boy trenble with eagerness. The |aden ship rode lowin the river, nore
beautiful than a vessel that had brought such death and destruction had a right to be. But
beautiful it was. The dragon head rose and di pped with proud majesty, the sails spread |ike w ngs
about to sweep down and lift the ship into the air. He stared at it, thinking that whatever else
these savages were, they had a thing or two to teach the shipwights of Ei nar and Waes, Port Adni
and Sandeia. The nasts were as tall as towers. To stand in the nests atop them would be—

He saw it at the sane tinme Andrev gasped. "There's no one up there! Not in the nests or the
rigging!"

"Take a closer |ook at the deck. Tell me what's going on!"

It took only a nonent. "They—they have Prince Anmiel's man, nmy lord. Wth a sword to his throat."
"What about the others? Can you see thenf"

"No-no, ny lord. There are so many of themw th beards—

"Chal tyn!"

The conmander was beside himat once. "My |ord?"

"We're in trouble," he said grimy. "Andrev says they're holding our man at sword point. They
nmust' ve been found out. The other four may be dead."

The ship was within easy sight now On the short upper deck the crush of Vellant'imparted, and
Tilal had an all-too-clear view of the Fironese physician and the two nen who held himcaptive.

H s hands were pinned behind him his head wenched back by the hair. The bl ade shone at his
exposed neck.

"Way did they let himlive?" Chaltyn whispered.

"What ?" Tilal turned fromthe infuriating scene

"They've killed everybody el se they could get their hands on. Wy not hinP"

"How in Hells should I know?"

"Maybe— Andrev hesitated. "Maybe they want himas a hostage. O to tell themwhat he knows about
us. "

"Or maybe they know that we value every life," Chaltyn said.

"Maybe, could be, perhaps—hush up and let ne think!" Tilal ground his teeth. "Right," he snapped
wi th sudden decision. "They want to talk to us. That's why he's alive. He understands both

| anguages. "

"Son of a— Chaltyn glanced at the boy and swallowed the rest. "I'Il go," he said

"No, you won't," Tilal replied, and strode out of the trees down the steep slope toward the river
"Dam it," he nmuttered to himself on the way, "why is it nothing ever happens the way it's
supposed to?"

Sailors nore expert than Amiel's collapsed the sails with enviable swiftness. A nmonent |ater the
anchor splashed into the river. The current tugged at the ship but could not carry it any farther
It rode just out of arrow shot of where Tilal stood.

"Al'l right, you whoresons," he granted. "Here | am Talk to ne."

"My lord!"
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Unaccented except for the lilt of a mountain-born Fironese, the voice belonged to the captive.
"I"'mlistening!" he yelled back
"My lord, | amto tell you that you are to—to surrender!"”

Tilal drewin a deep breath and used it in |laughter that echoed off the opposite shore.

"They say they don't want to waste their tine fighting, ny lord! There's a big battle coning up at
Skybowl and— He blurted with pain, as if his captors had deci ded he spoke too nmany words for the
content of their nmessage.

"Tell themthat if they want us, they can conme ashore and take us—f they can!" His nmind was a
torrent: Skybowl ? Why? When? Three thousand of them—+f these nmake it, which they won't—but how can
I work it without losing that man's |ife? And what about those stupid pearls?

As if hearing his internal question, the voice shouted, "My lord, they have told ne to say that
with the Tears of the Dragon, they are invincible and you have no hope!" He spoke faster now, his
words racing Vellanti patience. "They nunber one hundred eighty, sone wounded—the pearls are
carried by the one with a horn at his belt-he wears a badge with a wheel device—ahhh!"

Tilal winced in synpathy. He knew the sound of a fist in the belly when he heard it. "Tell them
there's another arnmy waiting for themat the nouth of the Faolain! Their own ships have fled! Tel
themthat they're the ones w thout hope! And tell themthat if you're harmed, I'lIl cut off their
balls and then let themlive!"

There was no reply. He narrowed his gaze, then cursed and pulled R hani's long-lens fromhis belt.
Senile at forty-five winters, not to have renmenbered it earlier. Yet as he put it to his eye and
found the upper deck, he wi shed he hadn't. The physician was on his knees now, curled over. There
was a second sword now, one at his back joining the one still pressed to his throat. The man's
head lifted. Hs right eye was swollen nearly shut, and blood sneared his lips and chin. Tila

took an involuntary step back; the dark eyes seenmed to be | ooking straight at him

"My lord!" the call canme, weaker now. "The others are dead. There's only ne! Tell Lord Andrev to
call his Fire now"

And on that word he lurched back onto the swordpoint. Agony was there and gone so swiftly in his
face that Tilal cried out and dropped the lens. He didn't need it to see the man fall forward onto
the deck, the sword enbedded in his spine. Physician—he knew the quickest way to die—

"Andrev!" he bellowed. "You heard him NOW"

Fire sprang up fromthe physician's corpse. And at |ast things began to happen as Tilal neant them
to.

Andry was strolling with Tobren in the naze garden when the little girl half-stunbled agai nst him
He caught her, started to speak—and felt colors swirl around her, bright with triunph. He'd seen
them many times before, though never in sunlight; the mrror he'd shattered had been a useful way
to discover a Sunrunner's colors, and perhaps such teaching had been its intended function. He
knew Andrev because of it, and hesitated only a nonment before weaving hinmself into the gl ow ng
skeins that linked his offspring. —ae got themall, Tobren, either our swords or the river

when they junped and tried to swim It was hard, calling Fire Iike that, but—

The rush of words ceased. Andry spoke gently into the silence. It's only nme, son. Goddess greeting

to you, Sunrunner. | take, it you won the battle?
Fat her? Uh, yes, we did, ny Lord. We didn't |ose nany, only fourteen. | called Fire to the
ship—well, to the physician who 'd died, because | thought he 'd want to be burned instead of the

river getting himwas that right?

Very right. Howis Prince Tilal?

Fine and unhurt. Prince Anmiel twisted his ankle on a rock underwater, but he didn't even notice it
until later, he was killing so many of them

Tobren asked, What about you? Are you all right?

Not a scratch. Andrev sounded aggrieved. Prince Tilal has ne guarded so close that | never get the
chance to get scratched!

And a good policy it is, Andry said. You're his Sunrunner as well as his squire.

Anot her silence, while a living rai nbow spun around them At |ast Andrev ventured, Father, | know
you didn't want ne to go with—

W'l | talk about that sone other tinme. For now, be assured that |'m proud of you, Andrev. You've
done your duty to your lord and to Goddess Keep. That's what counts in the end.

The boy's col ors shone. Thank you, Father! I'mtrying ny best. Ch, | alnost forgot! Prince Tila

says to tell you we got the pearls back. He went hinself to | ook at every single corpse that
washed up onshore, and for a while we were scared that the man hol ding them m ght' ve washed
downriver. But we found them and now he wants to know if he should give them back to Lady
Karanaya or keep them

Emm Hang on to them for now. There seens to be power in them—
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Is there ever! | held themin ny hand and they al nost burned!

Do they? That's intriguing. Bring themw th you to the Desert, then. Are you going by boat or on
f oot ?

Prince Amel's taking the ships. Prince Tilal's going to march, thank the Goddess!

Andry and Tobren | aughed, and she said, You're |uckier than Rohannon! He's still with the
Kierstian fleet, Uncle Maarken says, going to Showcoves!

What's Tilal got in mind? Andry asked.

Just a monent, please, Father. | want to ask himand nake sure |'ve got it right.

They wai ted, he and Tobren. She was | eani ng against his side, as easy and trusting as her colors
woven around and through his.

You're not nmad at Andrev anynore?

I never really was, darling. At Tilal, yes, for not sending himback to us at Goddess Keep. But |
was thirteen once, you know-hard as it nay be for you to believe it!

She | aughed again and the |ight danced around her. He rejoiced in her gol den beauty of anmber and
topaz lit with |um nous noonstone white. Jinan had been very different—#11 deep, intense colors,
edged in onyx, a pattern of nystery and dark power. But perhaps that was only his distaste for

di armadh 'i m—

Fat her ? Tobren?

Still here.

Tilal says this: Amiel is going to Dorval to pick up Prince Ludhil and his troops, because we're
going to need them Even with those we got rid of today, there should be sonmething like three
thousand to march on Skybow —

Skybowl ? The light tilted wildly around himas he renenbered the Goddess' crystal gl obes.

That seens to be their plan. It had sonmething to do with the pearls, and the H gh Warlord, and a
cerenony. Nobody here knows what or why.

Pol said that Skybow is the best place for a battle, Andry nmused. And | have pretty nmuch the sane
feeling nyself. So we'll all meet there, one way or another, shall we?

It looks that way—unl ess Prince Pol wants us sonmewhere el se. From what you say, he doesn't. 1'Il
tell Prince Tilal that. W "Il bring the pearls with us. Maybe we can draw them out of Radzyn or
sonewhere and make them fight for them and kill a few nbre so there won't be so nany at Skybow
Leave nmilitary managenment to those who understand it, Andry warned. You're a Sunrunner

Yes, my Lord. Chastened, Andrev paused before continuing, |Is Princess Miglan found yet?
Sonething el se glinted on the edges of Andry's mnd, sonething that nade the correct sum out of
Skybowl , pearls, Meiglan, Chayla, and cerenpony. He couldn't quite grasp it.

No, Tobren was saying sadly. Lord Kazander—'ve told

you about him the crazy one who |ikes Chayl a—he's gone after Princess Miglan, and Jeni at
Skybow says Lord Sethric of Gib is doing the sane.

The Desert's a big place, even just from Feruche to Stronghold, Andrev worried. Does anybody know
where to | ook?

We've all been searching on light. But there's nothing to be seen. They're being very careful how
they nmove. Chayla saw her a few days ago when they rode by, but that's the |ast anybody knows of
her .

Andry entered the conversation again. W "Il et Pol know what you've told us. Congratulate Til al
and be sure to give himny thanks for taking good care of you whether you like it or not!

I will, Father.

I am proud of you, nmy son, Andry finished, and withdrewto let the children say their own
farewel | s.

He hel d Tobren cl oser, concentrating on that elusive equation. No, it was gone now. Wen she
returned, looking up at himwith a smle, he smled back and took her with himto find Pol

CHAPTER EI GHT

(O

all the people searching for Miglan that day, only one saw her

Those trained in Sunrunner arts kept watch by any |ight they could weave. One of them used the
stars. Kazander and Sethric and their soldiers had no such help, and had to seek with unai ded

eyes. The Vellanti H gh Warl ord repeatedly scanned the terrain around Stronghold, and, |ike al
the rest, often swore sharply in frustration

But one person saw her—not unai ded, but not with the aid of sun or mpbons or stars. Meiglan was
found as Andry had found Chayl a and Sioned, Kazander.

Thanys tucked herself inside a shelter nmade of her cloak and a bl anket, supported by a few
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branches. It was evening, and danp beside the little stream she'd been followi ng all afternoon
She had tried this spell several tines during her journey, wthout success. It had been a very
long tinme and her gifts were rusty. But now she called on the deepest part of herself, power

buri ed and deni ed as her distant kinswonman Lallante had rejected what she was. And she did it with
the hel p of dranath.

It grewwld in the Veresch. She had seen a patch of it today as her horse |linped over the crest
of a mountain pass. The animal's | aneness woul d not heal wi thout rest, but there was no tine for
that. Better to make a few neasures each day than none at all

Thanys m xed the herb with streamwater and drank. The cup was clouded with nilky sap that warned
her the dranath was too fresh and therefore dangerous. She drained the cup

nonet hel ess. Di stant nenories evoked by the flush of intoxication brought a dark fire, like that
in her nother's eyes when she dreaned of regaining their rightful place in the princedons. She
could even feel the hotter lust in the gazes of Mreva and Mreva's unspeakable father for the
same t hi ng—though they had done nore than dream

But their purpose had never been hers, any nore than it had been Lallante's. Thanys let the
recol l ections run their course and fade. Then she evoked the nenories of Meiglan, for it was
Mei gl an she sought this evening, out of the distracting Iight of the setting sun, the rising
noons, the first pale stars.

She cradled the silver bow of water in trenbling fingers. Meiglan's wedding necklet coiled within
Ii ke a dianond snake, the great pendant anmethyst rattling. Thin, nearly invisible snmoke m sted
across the Water when she called Fire to it, and she exhaled slowy. Wen the vapor turned white,
she nodded her satisfaction. It had been a very long tine, but the power was still there.

The first glinpse she had was of Pol. Thanys waited patiently for inpressions of himto swrl
away, unsurprised that he shoul d appear at her conjuring. He was the one Meiglan thought of and
dreamed of every time she saw this necklet, touched it, wore it, unclasped it fromher throat to
lay it tenderly away.

Eventual | y Pol was gone. Thanys had no interest in where he was or what he was doing. He didn't
need her; her lady did. Cbservation by nore usual nmeans had shown Jinan and Princess Al aseh at
Feruche, but not Meiglan or Rislyn. Thoughts of her |adies in eneny hands shuddered Thanys' heart
so she could hardly draw air into her |ungs.

The whol e neckl et chittered against the silver now The snoke vani shed. Water rippled with Thanys
own quivering. She stilled herself, concentrated, and at |ength white snmoke drifted across snooth
Wat er agai n.

She saw Mei gl an.

The Hi gh Princess slunped on a horse picking its weary way across a sparsely wooded hill side,
along a trail no wider than a bookshel f. One bad step in the evening gl oomand she woul d be | ost
down the rocky slope. It didn't seemas if she cared one way or the other; her hands hung linply,
her head drooped, her spine bent w th exhaustion

Her head turned then, slowy, to | ook over her shoul der

The hood fell fromher hair and face. Al though Thanys coul d not see what she stared at, the
angui sh in her eyes was unm stakable. Straining to expand the vision, the watching wonan had a
fleeting blink of a |ook behind Meiglan. A huge man rode just behind the Hi gh Princess, sword arm
crooked up toward his body. A strange posture for one of these accursed dark-bearded warriors—but
perfectly natural for a father hol ding a child.

A child with sweat-dulled fair hair.

The warrior glanced forward at Meiglan, and the small nod of reassurance he gave was even
stranger. Thanys recoiled fromhis eyes that seened to look directly at her. The spell reacted to
her fear: necklet withing into mmckry of the twi sting road, vision expandi ng, distancing her
fromthe riders. She was borne on a cloud of white snoke, sobbing aloud as the hills receded

di zzyingly. The living map on the Water's surface dinm nished as she rose hi gher and hi gher—as high
as the clouds, as the noons. She would never find the Earth agai n—

Thanys flung the silver bowl away and col |l apsed into a heap. The sky was alive with nocking stars
bef ore she stopped shaking and lifted her head.

She had found them It neant nothing. Who could she contact, who could she tell? Wio would listen
to her pleas for help in rescuing Meiglan and Ri slyn?

Not the diarmadh' i mwho opposed Mreva's faction; even had she known any, they wouldn't believe
her. Not her own kin; they would only | augh and shrug and say that Meiglan was worthl ess, and Pol
deserved to suffer for mnurdering Ruval

Not Pol, or whichever Sunrunner was on duty at Feruche tonight. They all thought the Vellant'im
allied with the sorcerers. Perhaps they were; she had been too long fromthe councils of her kind
to know. But if she reveal ed what she was—and she would have to, for this spell was not one worked
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by Sunrunners and there had been none of their kind of light to work by in the dusk—t was worth
her life. And that would not help her [ ady.

Besi des, who could ride fast enough to reach Meiglan before Miglan reached Stronghol d?

Thanys began to weep as she realized that Miglan would reach Stronghold, no matter what was done
or not done. Her wild upward flight had shown her that those hills were per-

haps half a day's ride fromthe enpty castle and the encanpnent below it. Tonorrow night at the

| atest, her lady would be brought to the H gh Warlord. No one could reach her in tine.

In this, she was nistaken

Lord Sethric of Gib and Lord Kazander of the Isulk'imrode the sane narrow hillside track not ten
measures fromwhere the Vellant'imhalted for the night. They were certain their quarry would
stop, once the sun went down and the nobons cane up. The Vel lant'im knew Sunrunner ways. Staying
beneat h the cover of trees when they could, hiding thensel ves when the |and did not provide
shelter and the Iight was good—t was the sole explanation for the Sunrunners' inability to find
t hem

The two young nen had net the previous evening. Perhaps "nmet" was the wong word; they very nearly
came to blows. Sethric's troop was abruptly and silently surrounded by bl ack-clad nen on bl ack
horses. Swords sang from scabbards before Sethric recognized the smling dark face fromthe nock
battle at Renmgev and several battles in earnest since. He called to his people to hold, and
greeted Kazander wi th adm rabl e self-possession

"Wl come, ny lord korrus," he said pleasantly. "Lovely night for a gallop, isn't it?"

Kazander nodded enthusiastically. "It is, ny lord of Gib, it is indeed! Al one lacks is a | ady
to share it with.”

"My thought precisely, ny lord."

But the | ady they encountered that night was not the one who needed finding. She appeared on the
road before them as suddenly as noonlight slicing through a cloud, holding up both hands t hat
glistened withfaradhi rings.

Sethric's first thought was not What in all Hells is a Sunrunner doing here? Instead: So will
Jeni's fingers shine one day, with tokens of what she is that | amnot and can never be...
Kazander had no such notions to distract him He sprang down off his horse, as spry as if he'd
been in the saddle only for the afternoon and not six whole days. Striding forward, he bowed and
sal uted the Sunrunner wonan.

"Lost, strayed, or stolen, you are safe now, ny |ady," he

said gallantly. "I am Kazander, unworthy one who |l eads the Isulk'im M noble conmpanion is Lord
Sethric of Gib, knight, acconplished warrior, and generous in honoring me with friendship I
return in gladness and trust."

The wonman blinked at this speech. So did Sethric, not so much at the prai se but because Kazander
called hima friend, and really did sound sincere about all of it.

"My nane is Valeda," the Sunrunner said at |ast.

Kazander's fingers fluttered like a bird's wing, browlips-heart. "Devri to Lord Andry, nother of
hi s daughter Chayly, and powerful farodhi of many rings. You were not |ost, then, for such as you
cannot becone | ost. You have not been stolen. But why do you stray so far from Goddess Keep?"

Val eda seened to need a nonment to recover after each recitation. This time she was qui cker, and
more blunt. "We could stand here all night exchangi ng our credentials and pretty words, but that
woul dn't do Princess Meiglan any good."

Instantly the korrus abandoned his flowers of |sulki eloquence. "Have you seen her? \Were?"
"I"ma Sunrunner. W're supposed to see things."

Sethric gestured at the noons. "On that |ight? Your pardon, ny |ady, but—

Val eda gave hima wy snmle, as unexpected as it was attractive in her rather severe face. "No
magi ¢ for you, eh? Trail-signs aren't difficult to see if you know what you're | ooking for.

found theirs. Then | found them-damed near wal ked into a sentry, if you nust have the truth. The
important thing is that the Hi gh Princess and her Vellanti escort are ten neasures away, right
over that hill." She pointed. "Alittle while and you woul d' ve gall oped snmack into them wth
predictable results.”

"So you cane to find us," Kazander interpreted.

She nodded and pushed back the straggling ends of her dark blonde hair. "You don't happen to have
anything to drink, do you? My horse and | parted conpany about fifty measures back. He got
honesi ck for Radzyn in the niddle of the night and took nost of my gear with him"

Sethric i medi ately handed over his waterskin. "You ve been two days on foot through these hills?"
"Only one," Valeda replied laconically. "I don't waste tine."

"I guess not," he said, inpressed that she had conme so far

in a single day through tough country on foot. After waiting politely for her to drink her fill,
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he asked, "Are they riding fast?"

"They're canped, and not all that carefully. It's not far to Stronghold, after all, and nobody's
found themyet."

"We nust give thanks to the Goddess that you did, ny lady," said Kazander

"Ch, it's one for the bards to wite songs about, all right." She handed back the waterskin. "But
we haven't put the finish to it yet." Surveying the troops gathered around in the noonlight, she
addressed a slimyoung woman astride a big gelding. "WII that gray brute of yours mind double

wei ght ?"

The sol di er sl apped her horse's neck affectionately. "Ch, no. Rabenel |ikes Sunrunners. Lord
Maar ken trained himfroma hatchling." She held out a hand. "Up you cone, ny lady. He's no silk
pillow, but he'll spare your feet."

"This is fine." Valeda settled herself to ride pillion

"Thank you, Hestiba," Sethric said, not quite pointedly. Val eda gave no sign that she'd heard. He
exchanged gl ances wi th Kazander, who shrugged, gathered his reins, and renounted.

"All right, then," the Sunrunner continued, pulling |eather gloves over her hands and her nine
telltale rings. "Let's get noving—and quietly. W'll want the advantage of surprise."

"I ndeed," Kazander said mldly. "My lady, | am pleased we could offer you a horse to ride, however
unconfortably. But it would be even nore useful for you to ride the noonlight and tell the Hi gh
Prince where we are and what we plan."

She shook her head. "Once we've succeeded."

"Please do it now," he replied, with utnmost courtesy and with steel in his voice.

"Understand this, nmy lord korrus. | go Sunrunning when, where, and as | see fit, and take orders
fromLord Andry al one."

"Order?" He was all innocence. "Respectful request, nmy |ady!"

What ever she mi ght have answered was cut short when the gelding junped and sidled, nearly spilling

Val eda into the dirt. "Sorry," Hestiba nurnured, sounding contrite. Sethric knew better.

So did Val eda. She scowl ed, her lips tight and her jaw

clenched. But a nonment |ater she wore the expression that had becone familiar to Sethric since
Autumm, the expression nost Sunrunners wore while working.

Kazander still |ooked as guileless as a child. Hestiba wi nked at Sethric; others of the conmpany
were grinning, and Isulki teeth shone especially white above black clothing in the gloom They had
all sobered by the tine Val eda returned; this Sunrunner m ght be prickly of tenper, but she was a
Sunrunner, and due proper respect.

"There's cloud cover across the approach to Feruche,"” she said.

Sethric wondered if she was |ying. Kazander seemed undi sturbed, and after a nonent the younger man
understood why. Telling Pol nmattered little; authority had been established and everyone,

i ncludi ng Val eda, knew it.

"Later, then," Kazander responded with perfect calm He and Sethric signaled to their people, and
they started off to find Princess Meiglan

A silent way down the road, Sethric asked, "Did you have any trouble finding us, mnmy |ady?"

"I knew where you'd be." Val eda shifted her hold on the back of Hestiba's saddle. "Intercepting
you before you stunbled into the Vellant'imwas the problem They're about half a neasure either
side of the canp."”

"I'n fours or eights?" Kazander asked. When she gave hima startled | ook, he explained, "That is
their habit when posting guards. | have observed this from Renagev to Skybowl. So | say again, mny
| ady: fours or eights?”

"Eights. Al on foot. You should be able to kill them quickly enough, if you're quiet about it.
She paused. "Wich you Isulk'imw |l undoubtedly be. |'ve read about the Black Warriors."

H's turn to | ook startled. But he said nothing.

Sethric waited for her to ask questions about what had transpired since she'd | eft Goddess Keep
Eventually he wanted to kick hinmself for stupidity. She was a Sunrunner; what the others knew, she
woul d know. Hells, she probably knew nore than he did. Pol had recently taught Jeni to do nore
than listen passively on sunlight, but her colors were not yet w dely known and so she did not
receive news as readily as other faradh'im And what was there to know, anyway? He had his task to
perform That was all he needed to think about.

Now, however, with a Sunrunner riding next to him he wanted to hear about his family. H's cousin
El sen, crippled as he was, had surely reached Goddess Keep by now. Wrd was that Norian and her
husband Edrel weren't far behind. The Goddess herself couldn't nmatch Norian for fury when she
really made the effort. He wondered if Elsen's courage would finally cause Prince Velden to bestir
hinself from Sumer River. If it didn't, Pol would find some way of naking himsorry he hadn't
once this was all over. Perhaps Cabar of Glad would now do sonmething as well, for his son Ami el
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was fighting Vellant'imin the south. It was possible that Cabar's daughter, married to El sen
woul d argue both cautious and frightened princes into action. Sethric hoped so. Pol was going to
need all the help he could get.

But nost of all he wondered how Val eda had cone so far through such perilous country without

getting herself killed. He decided this was the question he wanted answered nost of all, and so
asked it

Her answer was very sinple. "I'ma Sunrunner. And up until last night, I had a good, strong Radzyn
horse."

"Still, you were lucky."

"' The Goddess wat ches over her own." She alnobst smiled. "If we have the sense to keep our own kind

of watch, of course.™

"Silence," Kazander snapped, and held up a hand to call a halt. Sethric heard nothi ng unusual

Val eda' s eyelids drifted shut and the noonlight shone oh her blank face for some noments before
she shook her head.

"Not hi ng. "

"That you can see," Kazander appended. "I feel them Like death waiting outside the tent of ny
not her, many years ago." Hs fingers noved in the air, and his nineteen black-clad warriors
gathered around him Sethric and the rest were pushed gently but firmy away. No words were
spoken, and Sethric wasn't close enough to see what further signals Kazander gave, but in the
space of three breaths all of thembut the korrus had nelted into the night.

"Ride on," he said into the enptiness between hinself and Sethric. "Keep alert. My |ady, watch as
you can. They are near, | feel them My the Mdther of Al Dragons fold you gently in her w ngs."
He sal uted and becane as invisible as his conpanions.

Val eda gl anced around, anmazed. "Were did they go? How did they do that?"

"Silence," the young man told her, then gave a few swift orders of his own, w shing for the kind
of communi cati on Kazander had with his people. He sensed nothing, but his spine itched anyway and
his pal mached for the hilt of his sword.

They rode on. No one tal ked now, not even in | ow voices. Only one noon renai ned above the ragged
black trees on the ridge, veiled in clouds and then clear, the light flirting with perceptions.
That bush, was it a crouching man with sword ready to kill? And the strange bend of that tree
trunk just down the sl ope—every boul der, every hollow of ground, might hide a secret inits
shadows.

"Stop."

It was barely a whisper, heeded instantly. Valeda slid fromHestiba's gelding. "He's right.
They're close," she said, with nore breath than voice. Drawi ng up the hood of her cloak to cover
the shine of her hair, she noved to the side of the trail where the tree-shadows were and picked
her way silently down the hillside.

Sethric di smounted. Eighteen of his group did |ikew se, swords hissing softly free in the
uncertain noonlight. The other six stayed on horseback, and would wait here to cut off any escape.
That was the idea, anyway. New to this kind of warfare, he was di scovering that he much preferred
open battle in open country. All this sneaking about in the dark roiled his stomach and knotted

t he nmuscl es between his shoul der bl ades.

Li ke Val eda, he sought the shelter of deeper darknesses as he went, gliding fromone patch to
another like a child junmping frompuddle to puddl e after a rain. The rustle of garments was

pai nfully | oud. He convinced hinself that the sound was exactly like wind playing with | eaves. The
trail leveled out just as the | ast noon set, making darkness of everything.

No, not everything. In that gulley just up ahead was the faintest glow, screened by a stand of
scrub pine. Sethric froze.

Val eda crept to his side and | eaned cl ose, her breath tickling his ear. "The nobons are down, they
may | eave shelter. 1'll do what | can."

Days ago, some stray shower had soaked to silence the

dry leaves and needles littering the ground. Not a branch snapped, not a footfall was audible as
Sethric and his eighteen soldiers stole through the pines toward the Iight. Fromthe thin cover of
a scraggly trunk, he squinted down into the hollow. The Vellant'imwere getting what rest they
could. Thirty or so dark heads—pill owed on the ground, |eaning agai nst trees, bent over cups of
sone hot drink that boiled in a pot on the fire—eontrasted sharply with the gleanmng fair hair of
Mei gl an and her daughter. They huddl ed back fromthe others, the child cradled in the wonan's
arms. Meiglan was not afraid; she was too exhausted, too much in shock to feel anything. Sethric
suddenly pictured Jeni in her place, and just as suddenly knew that when he returned to Skybow he
woul d tell her how deeply he I oved her. Life was too uncertain to deny feelings. He night | ose her
or she him and there nmight be no future at all—+easons enough to | ove her as nmuch as she would
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I et him now.

Atall, powerfully built Vellanti whose beard was thick with gold tokens glanced up at the

nmoonl ess sky and rapped out a command. Instantly the holl ow was alive with novenent. Men rose and
stretched and finished off their drinks; sonme went to bring the horses around. It was only when
one of them cane roaring back into the canp shouting "Enel'im Enel'im" that Sethric realized
what Kazander had done. The word was a familiar one, though sel domused in the plural like this.
Kazander had done what his people did best. He had stolen their horses.

Set hric al nost |aughed al oud. He watched the chaos down bel ow for sone nonments as the |eader

bell owed orders in a rage and nmen scurried to catch the wayward aninals. Meiglan sat in the mddle
of it, seemngly oblivious as she stroked Rislyn's forehead and tried to get her to drink froma
cup. Sethric decided that when four or five nore Vellant'imhad gone to | ook for the horses, he
woul d att ack.

But their commander was no | onger shouting. He called out one word. The warriors who renained in
the clearing took up position with their swords, circling Meiglan in a wall of steel

Sethric nearly gave his own order then. But Kazander was nowhere to be seen, and that worried him
H s ei ghteen were overmatched. So he waited.

And wai t ed.

And nearly | aughed again as, when no one arrived to do battle, the | eader was nmade to | ook like a
nervous fool

The Vellant'imlowered their swords, raised them peered around into the night as if the dying
fire could pierce the shadows of the trees. At length the commander swore—the tone was

unm st akabl e, even if the words were inconprehensi bl e—-and ordered themto sheathe their weapons.
Sethric rem nded hinself to congratul ate Kazander. The enemy were now convi nced that the horses
had sinply wandered of f. Those responsible jbr such carel essness would pay dearly if their
commander's expressi on was any indication. Hi s face was congested with anger and humiliation as he
paced before the fire, snarling—probably about the time and trouble needed to catch the accursed
Radzyn enel'im

But Kazander had decided the tinme was now. And Sethric was only a heartbeat behind him

They had tal ked it over yesterday, agreeing that if the Vellant'imhad wanted to kill Meiglan

t hey woul d have. They wanted her alive and in the possession of the H gh Warlord. So whatever
happened during the fight, she would not be harmed. This know edge gave their swords a certain
freedom as they converged on the Vellant'imfromall sides—+twenty men in black, eighteen nore
wearing the badges of Skybow and Remagev and Radzyn Keep, and one whose tunic boasted the white
candl e of Gib.

As he shouted "Azhrei!" and fought and killed—this feeling nuch nore famliar than skul ki ng

t hrough the dark—Set hric sonetinmes caught a glinpse of Meiglan. She was curled as snmall as she
coul d make hersel f, protecting her daughter with her body, while warriors clashed and shout ed
around her. He tried to fight his way to her, blocked at every attenpt by what seened a wall of
bearded nen. The nearest he got to her was when a fallen Vellanti caught hima vicious slice
across the back of one thigh with his sword, and he lurched forward, toppling flat on his face two
arm | engths from her.

Set hric was |ucky. The eneny thought he was dead. They paid himno nore attention than they woul d
a fallen log. Wiich for a time he resenbled, |lying strengthless and nauseated by the agony of what
he knew nust be a slit hanstring. H s right |eg was usel ess—and nmight remain so the rest of his
life.

He vowed to get what use he could out of the rest of his body and began to drag hinsel f toward
Mei gl an. Keeping hold of his sword while plowi ng through the dirt on his el bows took up nost of
his attention. He didn't see Kazander coming until the man practically stepped on his outflung
sword, barely missing the fingers that grimy hung on to it.

"The princesses!" Sethric called out. "Get them out of here!"

Startled by his voice, Kazander parried a slashing sword barely in tinme. He bent, trying to haul
Sethric to his feet.

"No! Leave ne! See to them"

He was ignored. His right |eg dangl ed, unable to support him but with the I eft one under him and
his sword as a cane, he was steady enough—f totally defensel ess.

"Co!" Kazander ordered, swerving to avoid one Vellanti and skewering another who was naking for
Sethric. Wiirling furiously, he stepped toward Meiglan—at the sane time the Vellanti |eader ran
toward her fromthe other side

Nei t her man touched her. Sunrunner's Fire sprang up in a neat circle, encasing her in a tiny
castle of flames. She screaned, huddling tighter around her daughter. The Vellanti couldn't reach
her —but Kazander couldn't, either. They glared at each other through the Fire, and Sethric
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couldn't tell which was the nore surprised, or angrier.

Val eda' s work, of course: both a brilliant nmove and a mistake. The eneny still on their feet ran
to find the Sunrunner, scream ng "Faradhi!" as they storned up the hill. Their abandoned opponents
raced after them Sethric was knocked down again and groaned as his | eg twi sted under him
Gitting his teeth, he straightened it out with both hands, hal f-blinded by pain. He used his
sword to | ever himself upright once nore and | ooked around.

If his leg hadn't hurt so nuch, and if there hadn't been so nany fallen bodies, he would have

| aughed: the precipitous mass flight had enptied the clearing. As it was, he shivered with dread
Renai ni ng were only hinself, the cowering figures within the flanes, and two warriors who began a
dance of swords and cunning that would end in death for one.

Sethric | eaned heavily on his own sword, cursing his hel pl essness. Kazander was smling. He did
not engage in direct play; instead, his blade flickered out |ike a dragon's tongue to tease the
Vellanti. After a noment Sethric saw what he was up to. The Isul ki carefully, alnobst gently,
coaxed the en-

eny comander away fromthe princesses. Sethric took one slow, |inping step, then another, then
anot her. He was cl ose enough now to feel the heat of the Fire—but there was no heat.

His brain balked at that. The flanes were real. He could see them was close enough to touch them
But the air was chill. There was no sharp crackle, no snmell of burning, no snmoke, nothing of real
fire but the sight of flanes.

I'llusion, conjuring, trickery—an image of fire but not its substance—

No! It was bright and red-gold and, by the CGoddess, it was fire—

He told his brain to shut up and | eave him al one, and reached through the flames with his free
hand.

Reason told himhe should be withing in pain, his armimolated to the el bow. But he wasn't even
singed. H's heart tried to |l eap out of his throat. He swallowed it back down and grasped Meiglan's
shoul der.

She | ooked up, and in her eyes wild, dark reflections blazed. Between her and himwas Fire.

Swayi ng, nearly losing his balance, he again told hinself that it had no heat, no substance, it
wasn't real

"Your grace, hurry! The flanmes won't hurt you! Get up!"

She caught her breath on a sob and shook her head violently. Sethric tried to pull her to her
feet, but he was too precarious on his own.

"Your grace, please!" He glanced around and saw Kazander keeping the Vellanti busy enough, their
swords ringing nowin the cold night, Firelight flashing off steel. "Miglan! Touch it! Look at ny
hand! It can't hurt you!"

But the fingers that ventured toward the flanes were those of a child, small and trenbling, one of
themwearing a delicate enerald ring. Rislyn's face was flushed with sickness, and her green eyes
were only hal f-focused, but she alnost sniled, as if recognizing the Fire as sonething of her own.
Her fingers stroked it wonderingly.

Sethric grabbed her hand. Her slight weight was easy to lift. Her nother cried out again and
thrust her at Sethric, up through the flanmes. Wiether an act of blind trust or total desperation,
it was done and he had the child safe in his arns.

"Take her!" Meiglan screaned.

Weak and feverish, Rislyn was terrified by the loss of sheltering arnms. She clung to Sethric,
crying for her parents and her sister.

"Hush now, it's all right, it'lIl be all right." Sethric held her awkwardly against his left hip

H s voi ce wavered between gentl eness and urgency, a nmad fluctuation like a string going in and out
of tune. "But you nust help nme, Rislyn, we have to hurry-ny | ady, your grace, for the love of the
Goddess, it won't hurt you! It didn't hurt her! Shh, it's all right, R slyn, your nama will cone
with us. Meiglan, get up!"

"Marma! " the little girl pleaded. "It's not bad fire, Mama, please!"

Mei gl an gat hered her |egs under her. "Take her! 1'Il follow [|'II—=

The Fire vani shed

Set hric knew what that neant. "Kazander! They've got the Sunrunner!"

The korrus, fighting for his life now against a man half again his size, yelled sonething. Sethric
heard great crashing sounds in the scrub now. Any nonent the chance to escape would be |ost.
Wthout the sword in one hand to prop himup, he had no hope of wal king nore than one pace. But
with Rislyn in his other arm he was out of hands to drag Meiglan to her feet. The Hi gh Princess
tried to stand and couldn't; tried again; failed again. And then he saw why. They had hobbl ed her
ankl es.

"Kazander!"
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A oved fingers clanped around Sethric's shoul der and his stonmach |urched. But the voice shouting
at himwas female, and familiar.

"Her e—ount up! Take the girl and ride like all Hells! Hurry, dam you!"

Sonehow t he Sunrunner had el uded everyone. She snatched the sword from Sethric's right hand and
replaced it with the reins of a black Radzyn nmare whose ears were laid flat with anger. Rislyn was
no weight at all, but Sethric's balance was so fouled by his useless leg that halfway into the
saddl e he al nost col |l apsed. Val eda shoved his right |leg over the horse's runp and Sethric saw
stars. And then, mracul ously, he was seated, the child snug at his side, the reins in his hand.
"Go!" the faradhi yell ed.

He turned his head, hoping she would push Meiglan up

behi nd him She had knelt beside the princess, fingers scrabbling at the rope around her ankles.
But there was no time. He saw shapes of nen and horses in between the trees, converging on the

cl eari ng once nore.

"Val eda! They' re—=

She | ooked up, the rope dangling fromher hand. "Get out of here!" she screaned at him

And as he accepted that she was right, and he nust at |east get Rislyn to safety, he saw sonething
that made the Fire's unreality seemas natural as breathing.

Her face changed.

Bl ue-gray eyes shaded to brown. Strong, handsone features softened to wistful delicacy. Dark

bl onde hair paled, curled in an unruly cloud around her face that was no | onger her face.

It was Meiglan's.

Sethric heard a guttural cry of "Diarnmadh'inm "™ behind himthat snapped himout of his
entrancenent. Cutching Rislyn to him he dug his heel into the mare's ribs and fl ed.

Val eda cursed under her breath as Sethric finally rode away, daming himfor taking so | ong about
it. Then again, it wasn't every day one saw such things. And the astoni shnent scrawl ed across his
face had served her as a mirror. She had succeeded.

No, not quite. She yanked the cloak fromthe H gh Princess' shoul ders and exchanged it for her
own. Confusion enough, if she was |ucky. Then she stripped off her gloves and stuffed her rings
into them clenching small, white, unfaniliar hands around them for an instant before throw ng
theminto the forest as far as she coul d.

What el se? Necklet? Earrings? She checked quickly, relieved to find no jewelry that night give
away the ganme. The cl othes were al nost right—oth of themwere dressed in brown riding | eathers of
standard desi gn, though her own were of |esser quality. She thanked the Goddess that Meiglan was
evidently a practical sort of woman who did not ruin really fine clothing by wearing it on a | ong
journey. Besides, what man ever truly noticed what a wonman wore unl ess he had given it to her or
had plans to renmove it?

She ran through the list Evarin had established of possible

troubles in this spell, and decided she had taken care of everything that could be done on such
ridiculously short notice. During the long ride from Goddess Keep she had anused herself by

wor ki ng the spell on occasion, barely able to hide her smles when at a farmhouse in Syr she had
been wel coned as a nan. That had been difficult. Men noved differently than wonen—sonet hi ng about
the set of the hips that affected the bal ance of the body. But she had succeeded in her guise.
Taki ng Meiglan's shape was nuch sinpler. And, by the expression on the H gh Princess' face,
copyi ng her dermeanor would only be a matter of acting afraid.

Not that she had to act. Val eda knew what these barbarians did to Sunrunners. It was why this
madness had been her only hope, once she had escaped their discovery in the forest.

But she had not heard Meiglan's voice. As the clearing filled with battling warriors agai n—al
avoi di ng the two wonen who huddl ed together in unfeigned terror—Vval eda drew both their hoods up
and took Meiglan's face between her hands, whispering urgently.

"My lady, | know what it's like to see your own face in a living mirror. I'"'msorry for the shock.
But it's necessary. My nane is Valeda, and |I'm a Sunrunner of Goddess Keep. You know of ny
daughter, Chayly, who is also Lord Andry's daughter, grandchild of your husband's aunt. So in sone
small way we are kin. | will help you all | can, but you nustn't be afraid of ne."

The first kind voice she had heard in nmany days slowy got through Meiglan's fright. She touched a
finger to the face that was her own, then snatched it back. "You—how did you do this?" she

br eat hed.

A lighter tone than mne, softer, not as deep. "It would take too long to explain. |- She was
jostl ed agai nst Meiglan as soneone stunbled into her back. Righting herself, she kept her head
bowed and her shoul ders drooping and said, "I nust tell you two things about it, though. | can't

do any other Sunrunner work while this is taking up all ny power. And this face will becone ny own
when | sleep. If we don't win free, and if we're taken to the Hi gh Warlord, then we nust be
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constantly together and neither of us can sleep at the sanme tinme. Do you understand?"

Mei gl an gave a jerking nod. "But we will be freed. Lord Kazander—

"Of course, of course," Valeda soothed. "I only told you in case the worst happens.™

"But why woul d you-Andry has no love for ny lord."

"Andry is Desert-bora, and Lord of Goddess Keep. He—

Hands dragged her up, set her on her feet. She hadn't noticed the sudden quiet. Meiglan was haul ed
up to stand beside her, and clung to her arm Val eda curved her spine a little nore to nake the
three fingers of difference in height |ess noticeable, and | ooked around.

Bodies littered the hollow One of themsprawl ed half across the canmpfire, his clothes snol dering.
Val eda was pleased to see it was the commander. It nmight be easier to deal with underlings, those
who were accustonmed to obey rather than think. She had originally thought to take on the shape of
a Vellanti, but aside fromthe problem of novenent, she knew it was a poor |eader who did not know
his own nen—even though they all |ooked alike to her, with their beards and their fierce bl ack
eyes.

They were not fierce now. They were stricken

She bit back a snile of satisfaction. There was no reason to smile in any case. Rislyn was
free—but there was no one left to help her and Mei gl an

One or two nmen approached, then shrank back. Sonmeone canme into the clearing saying something about
the horses being found. Val eda had heard enough of Man's ol d-|anguage poetry to discern nost of
the words, even if they were snarled instead of sung. The tal kative one stopped in md-stride when
he saw the doubled image. He and all his fellows stared at the two wonen and at each ot her

utterly at a | oss.

Suddenly one of themwi ped his sword clean on a black Isulki cloak and nmarched up. Val eda knew
what he was about to do and flinched back. So did Meiglan, but for a different reason

The twi nned reaction stopped the Vellanti, but only for a nonment. He grabbed Meiglan's armproof
enough that no one could tell the difference—and brought up his bl ade.

Anot her man cried out in protest, talking rapidly. The first paused and turned his head, the sword
a handspan from Mei gl an' s skin.

Val eda held her breath, concentrating on putting the words together in her m nd. Then she had
it—and nearly sagged with relief.

i

The man had called out, "No! Unnarked! Priestlaw"

He spoke again, coming forward with eyes that dared not | ook at the two wonen. "No! No bl em sh, no
fault! It is law Priests will know which is fal sel™

"But —faradh'imdie of steel!"

"Choose wong, you will die! Think, my brother!"

The sword wavered. Meiglan's armwas rel eased, and the blade returned to its scabbard. Meiglan

hal f - col | apsed agai nst Val eda, breath sobbing in her throat.

The horses were brought. Several of the Vellant'imbegan to stack the dead for burning. Meiglan
whi spered, "Is Kazander there anmong then? Is he?"

Val eda shook her head helplessly. "I don't know. | can't tell."

And then they were lifted onto horseback, and | ed away into the night.

Kazander's fate was also in Sethric's mnd. He rode due north without regard to the terrain,
certainly without heeding whatever trails mght appear before him Rislyn had |ong since fainted,
or slipped into fever. He couldn't tell, and he couldn't stop to help her. Feylin, he kept
thinking, | nust get to Feylin at Skybow , she'll know what to do. Skybowl . North. Hurry.

Hs leg didn't hurt now He could feel nothing below his right hip. He was beginning to get dizzy,
and knew it nust be fromloss of blood. Earlier, he'd sensed the I eg sliding agai nst saddl e

| eat her and reached down. The bl ood was still flow ng, incredible ambunts of it. He slowed the
horse and used his belt knife to cut a length fromone rein, and tied it around his thigh as best
he could. But he nust get to Skybow , to Feylin, who would know what to do for himand for the
unconsci ous chil d.

He had no idea how | ong he'd been riding. He kept expecting to hear Kazander's voi ce behind him
calling himto a halt, telling himthat the H gh Princess was safe and everything was all right.
But perhaps they woul d neet at Skybowl. Feylin was there to scold his carel essness and heal him
and say that he would have the use of his leg again in perfect health. And Jeni was there. He
would tell her, he swore he would, and if she said she loved him too, he

woul d go down on his knees in thanks to the Goddess who had | et one of her Sunrunners care for
him a nere younger son of a younger son—

—and probably a cripple for the rest of his |ife, Iike his cousin Prince El sen

Goddess, he felt strange. Light-headed, shapes noving closer and then darting away, his face
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clanmy, his hands | oosening on the reins...

No. Mustn't fall asleep. Must ride. North. Skybow . Feylin. And Jeni —

"My |ord?"

H s head snapped up. "Kazander?" he nuttered thickly.

There was an odd hesitation. "Here with us, ny lord, and twelve of our Isulk'im and ten of your
own from Skybow . Here, let me help you—=

"Skybowl ," Sethric repeated as hands eased the child out of his arms. He was cold now where she
had been.

"Yes, ny lord. Careful now comi ng off your horse, we'll want to bind that leg a little better—
"Mei gl an?" he asked, trying to focus on the dark face at his knee. Hands coaxed himdown, ready to
help him " "Mfine," he munbled. "Cn ride...."

"After you've been bandaged, ny lord. Lady Feylin will lop off my ears to cast in silver for wnd
chimes if you |l ose any nore blood. Cone, ny |ord—=
"Feylin ... Skybow ...." There was one nmore word that went to the formula, and as he frowned and

groped for it, he felt hinself topple slowy fromthe saddle. But that didn't matter; soneone
caught him and he had found the word.
"Jeni . "

PART Two
CHAPTER NI NE

, hew Lord of River Ussh, was aware that his Chosen |ady had a tenper. No one would think it to

| ook at her. She was bl andly bl onde, sweet-featured, with big, soft blue eyes and a gentle smile.
But, in fact, one of his nost cherished nenories was the sight of her confronting her father, eyes
flashing and cheeks afire with a fury of determ nation

Prince Vel den of Gib had forbidden his daughter to marry a mere younger son. Prince Vel den had
changed his mind. Norian in a rage was about as dainty as an expl odi ng furnace.

And she had been snol dering ever since they'd left Dragon's Rest.

Edrel had been waiting fifteen days now for the blast. Nothing. At Iength he understood: she was
not one to vent her anger at any but its true object. On the norning of the sixty-fourth day of
Wnter, that object becanme visible over the crest of a low hill: CGoddess Keep

The troop they had started with had been augnented during their ride through Gib. Those unable to
come in time to Prince Elsen's sunmons now joi ned his sister and her new husband. It was therefore
a respectabl e arny—seventy-one nounted warriors, over a hundred archers, and at |east that many
brawny farners carrying wi ckedly sharp scythes—that narched through the norning mst.

Edrel thought his wife would ride faster now, grimy intent on a chat with those who had conpell ed
her crippled brother to this journey. Norian surprised him She slowed

her mare to a wal k, regarded Edrel with a frown, and said sonething conpletely irrel evant.

"Your hair's gone white. Did you know that?" She pointed to his right tenple. "Just a few threads,
but | swear there are nore every day."

He ran a hand reflexively back through his hair and shrugged. "Just a coincidence. It runs in the
famly."

Nori an shook her head, braids like pale rivers of gold across her shoulders. "It's sonething el se
the Chief Steward of Goddess Keep will pay for, along with every nmeasure ny brother had to

ri de—and the rest of us, too."

"1've been neaning to talk to you about that," he said as their horses anbled down the hill

"Let's see how Elsen is doing first, get his ideas and inpressions. W ought to know everything
before we say anything."

Nori an consi dered, then nodded. "Yes. Besides, it's this Torien person who should be adnmitted to
our presence, not we to his." At the expression on his face, she began to | augh. "There are uses
to being born a princess, love!"

"l know." He grinned back. "l spent years curing Am el —-he started out an obnoxious little beast,
you know. "

"I't's not a disease, knowi ng what your rights are," she conplained. "And you ought to learn a bit
of it. You're athri of River Ussh now "

"And you're ny lady," he said firmy. "Wich means that until we do summon Torien to explain
hinself, 1'Il do the talking. No," he added, raising a hand half to warn her, half to placate her
"a Princess of Gib you may be, but | learned politics at Dragon's Rest, where | essons are
slightly nore subtle than your father's. You can carve up Torien at your |eisure once |'ve found
out what | need to know." He paused, grinning again as fair brows drew together over her nose.
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"Just please don't sharpen your tongue on me for practice!"

"Ch, very well. But keep those Sunrunners out of my way."
He said nothing in reply. He couldn't. The awkward village of tents and | ean-tos |lay before them
hol | ow and enpty as a drai ned wi necup. Mst slunk low and furtive, like cats stalking field mce

"Did the Vellant'imattack? No," Norian answered her own questions "there aren't any bodies, and
no snmoke to nmean they' ve been burned.”

"I"'mnot sure what this is, but I'mdamed sure | don't like it."

He led the way through the silent sprawl, his stallion's hooves shredding the thin m st |ike
silken lace veils. Pots still simered on fires. Itens lay scattered about as if abruptly
abandoned—a child's toy here, a water bucket there. Qutside one tent a box of razors and scissors
and brushes had overturned near a rickety stool, as if a barber had been interrupted in a

nmorni ng' s wor k.

Edrel reached for his battle helm "Norian. Get back."

They hadn't been nmarried | ong, but they'd been married | ong enough for her to know he did not give
orders on whim She reined her horse around and cantered away.

Breat hing no easier, he rode toward the closed gates of Goddess Keep. H's arny formed up around
him eight across and forty deep, nmounted soldiers in front.

"My lord?" whispered their elected conmander, son of a nminor athri fromnear the Gib-Meadow ord
border. "Do we attack?"

How in Hells should I know? There's not a sound coning fromthe place, not a single sign of life.
There may not be anybody in there to fight.

"Not yet. Let's see what's going on in there first."

As he guided his horse up the rise, soneone within the keep cried out. A child, calling in panic
for his mother. Edrel flinched. One little boy left alive of all the hundreds—no, thousands, by
the |l ook of that village—at Goddess Keep?

Anot her voice, |oud and strong, shouted angrily. Edrel waited for the man to finish, then stood in
his stirrups and yelled up to the walls.

"Qpen! OQpen to the Princess Norian of Gib!"

There, he thought, nmonentarily anused, she'd have great fun teasing himlater for his quickness in
| earni ng the uses of her rank

Sil ence again. Several faces appeared above the walls, and in due course the gates were unbarred
and pushed open.

Edrel sinply gaped. The great courtyard was packed. Men, women, children, Sunrunners and not, were
crammed |ike sides of nmeat in a coldroomafter a hunt neant to feed a castle all winter. A narrow
path opened for him straight to the main stairs, where a curious scene presented itself.

A woman stood on the bottom step, her long black hair spilling down the back of her white cloak. A
row of angry

faradh'i m spread behi nd and above her at the doors. Wth defiant shoul ders and proud head she
confronted the throng, one armflung out to point at Edrel

"You see? The Goddess heard ne! | begged her to conme to our defense against the Vellant'im and
she has provided a whole arny! And it was nmy work, not these cowardly prating Sunrunners'! Mne!"
Edrel didn't know what it was he'd stunbled into, but nothing here convinced himto put up his
sword. He cursed under his breath as his wife nudged her mare through the crowd to his side.
Norian was flushed and furious, and every whit the princess.

"Where is ny brother?" she denanded of the Sunrunners. "I've come to see Prince Elsen of Gib, and
I will see himnow"

There were nine faradh'imlined up before the tall doors. In the mddle was a tall man of about
forty winters, dark-skin and hair and eyes proclaining himFironese. At his right was a woman
several years younger, whose delicate noonlight-and-ni dnight beauty did nothing to distract from
the righteous rage in her gray eyes. Instinct told Edrel that these were the pair to deal wth.
There were four nore men—ene of themresenbling a respectable-sized tree, and one of themvery
much ol der than the rest and deeply troubled in a way different fromthe ot hers—and three wonen,

of whomtwo were quite young. Al were undoubtedly fornidable enough in their calling, but, with
Andry gone, the two in the niddle held the power here.

So these are the devr'im Edrel thought. Lords and Ladies of light, as Andry would have it. Wo's
this woman in front of them and what has she done that the little gray-eyed one | ooks ready to
kill her?

The Fironese took a half-step forward. "Princess Norian? Then you woul d be Edrel of River Ussh.

am Torien, Chief Steward of Goddess Keep. This lady is nmy wife, Jolan. Please be assured that
Prince Elsen is receiving the best of care from our physicians. He—=

"I's he injured? What happened?” Norian asked anxiously.
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"Not hing, nmy lady. No battles. Hs leg was troubling him but is healing."
The wonan besi de hi mJol an—spoke up. "You'll want to see himat once, of course. Your people my
rest outside the keep."

"Arrayed to defend us against the Vellant'im" interrupted the white-cl oaked one who had cl ai ned
t he Goddess' favor.

"l see no threat here," Edrel said. "Do you expect one soon? Is that the reason for this in-

gat hering of —=

"This does not concern you," Jolan replied sharply. "It is a matter for faradh'im™
Torien gestured. "Antoun, please escort the princess and her husband to her brother's chanber."
"Go along, ny lady," Edrel told Norian. "I'll be there shortly."

She searched his gaze for an instant, aware that no one el se nust see her hesitation. Edrel gave
her a tiny smle and a nod. He might need her authority as a prince's daughter—but she needed to
see her brother. She disnmounted and tossed her reins to a nearby Sunrunner, who | ooked startled at
this denption to groom

Norian clinmbed the stairs; the older man net her hal fway, bowing slightly as he placed a hand
lightly at her el bow. "Your grace," he said, "I talk with Prince Elsen often, and he will be very
glad to see you."

Edrel thought he heard sonething beneath that. But although Norian gave Antoun a graci ous enough
nod, her attention was for Torien

"You are the one who authorized the sunmons?"

"l am your grace."

"I'I'l speak with you later."

Jolan turned to stone, only her furious eyes alive. Norian ignored all of them-especially Jolan,

t hough Edrel didn't know how one ignored one person in particular when ignoring a crowd in

general —and acconpani ed Antoun i nsi de.

Not know ng what he had interrupted, besides sone transgression on the part of the white-cloaked
wonen, Edrel explored the anger and tension around himand decided it would be best to break it—f
he coul d.

"I don't nmind saying, Lord Torien,
drink. Any chance of it?"

The usages of hospitality were the last thing on Torien's nmnd. Jolan frowned nore deeply.

"I't would be best to renove yourself fromthe courtyard for the tinme being, ny lord," she said.
"Thi ngs of inportance are being done here in which you have no part. Your soldiers will have to
wait."

Edrel felt thousands of eyes on himand didn't nuch like it. Did Pol feel this way when he was on
display at a Rialla, and everyone |ooked to himfor solutions to inpossible problenms? Wll, first
he had to di scover what the trouble was.

Nothing if not direct, Edrel asked, "Wat things?"

"I have done what no one else dared to do," said a voice at his knee. He gl anced down. The accused
worman had abandoned the bottom step and now stood next to him Her proud and | ovely face was
raised to him but she truly spoke to the crowmd. "I freely adnit it, ny lord. The Vellant'im hover
of fshore, preparing to attack us. | prayed to the Goddess in her grove nearby, and she answered me
by sending you and your army. And now | amblamed for it, for—=

"For violating the circle and the spring, which are sacred to Sunrunners al one!" ©Man excl ai ned.
"You adnmit your sin without shanme or contrition! Master Jayachin, you are judged—

"Lady Jayachin," she flung back, "athri of Goddess Keep by Lord Andry's own order! None can judge
me but him or the H gh Prince!"

“In matters of the High Prince's Wit, that would be true," said Torien. "This is different. It is
a sin against the Goddess."

Edrel wanted no part of this. He wi shed he'd gone upstairs with Norian. He w shed even nore
fervently that he'd arrived tonmorrow. But he was the nearest thing to a representative Pol had
here, and he knew his duty to his prince.

Taki ng a determ ned breath, he asked, "Wat exactly did you do?" It was not a question destined to
find favor with the Sunrunners, but he needed know edge and tinme to think up what to do with it.

"I will tell you, ny lord," Jayachin declai ned, noving away from himso she could be heard from
one end of the courtyard to the other. She drew the white cloak around her, lifting her head so
her voice would carry. Edrel had to admire her command; he thought Pol woul d, too.

"This morning at dawn | rose after a sleepless night, and in gazing at the first light of the
Goddess' Fire | suddenly knew what | nust do. | wal ked alone to the circle of pine trees in the
forest, on the cliffs where Sunrunners go when they wish to speak with the Goddess. It was cold,

he began pleasantly, "that ny troops could do with a hot
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and the mi st was everywhere, and many tines | al nost |ost nmy way,

but the Lady nust have guided ny steps, for | found nyself facing the circle of nmighty pines, with
the small Water and rock cairn within."

More substance and |less art, if you please. Edrel shifted inpatiently in his saddle. "And then?"
he pronpt ed.

She didn't break verbal stride. "Even in the norning chill, |I knew that | nust not approach so
sacred a pl ace except as the Goddess nade ne, so | renoved all ny clothes. And | was no | onger
cold, for the sunlight came through the trees to warmne with the Goddess' own Fire. | knelt

besi de the pond, and as | begged the gentle Lady for her help, | also begged her pardon for com ng
into this place that the Sunrunners say is only for them"

Uh-oh, Edrel thought, appreciating the dig for what it was. He snatched a gl ance at Jol an. Here,
too, he realized with a start, was a worman who woul d unl eash her fury only on the one who had
caused it.

Jayachin spread her arms wide, the white cloak unfolding. "At that noment, thirst canme upon ne,
even though | had sipped a little wine before | left ny tent. The Water before ne | ooked soft and
sweet, and ny thirst increased—and | felt the Goddess guiding ny hands into the shape of a cup

and | gathered Water in them and drank."

She had probably told sone of this before, but evidently this part was new. The courtyard hissed
with gasping breaths. Edrel, having spent years serving one of the three nost powerful Sunrunners
now living, knew all of it to be dramatic enbellishnent, if not downright Iies. The faradh'i m knew
it, too. But the common fol k did not.

Jol an's words were shards of ice. "For this alone you deserve puni shnent."

Jayachin whirled, white cloak and | ong black hair flying. "For daring the grove, and the Water?
Why? | was sent there by the Goddess herself, | firmy believe it! And after | had drunk of the
sweet Water, | beseeched the Lady for hel p—as none of you have done that anyone can tell! And now
| ook—here is that help, cone in response to ny prayers!" She pointed at Edrel once nore, a wild
gesture that made his horse's ears |ay back. "An arny has come, and we will be defended agai nst
the barbarians who have raped our | ands and nade us honel ess! The Goddess heard ne, and has saved
us!"

"You're notfaradhi," Torien said calmy. But Edrel, feel-

ing the turn of the crowmd' s nmood in favor of Jayachin, heard an undercurrent of fear in his voice.
"You are not chosen of the Goddess. The circle is forbidden to you. The Water is forbidden to you
The Goddess cannot speak to you as she does to us."

"1 never said she spoke,"” Jayachin retorted. "Not in words. The presence of Lord Edrel with his
arnmy i s answer of another kind!"

This is a very dangerous worman, Edrel told hinself. And she had put himin an inpossible position
If he took her side, which Torien's ponpous edicts and Jol an's pious nouthings tenpted himto do,
he woul d be undernining the authority of CGoddess Keep and all Sunrunners—aot to nention aiding and
abetting what he knewto be a lie. But if he asserted that his arrival was only a fortuitous

coi nci dence, he would be allying hinself with this new idea that faradh "i mwere set apart by nore
than their ability to weave |ight. Wiat had Torien said? Chosen of the Goddess? He didn't like the
sound of that at all. After so many years with Pol, he had no awe of Sunrunners and scant regard
for Lord Andry and his innovations. Wo spoke for the Lady? Who could speak to her? Wo woul d

j udge whether a Sunrunner told the truth about it? And just what was a "sin," anyway? Yes, a very
danger ous wonman, with dangerous ideas. Jolan obviously thought so, too. And Edrel saw in her frost-
gray eyes that she did indeed intend to punish Jayachin. Perhaps even to kill her

Torien was speaking again. "Lord Edrel has cone here—safely, thank the Goddess—after a |ong
journey from Dragon's Rest that began nany days ago." "Yes," Jayachin agreed. "But he arrived
today." Jolan was having none of this petty nattering over what to her was an irrelevancy. "And if
he had ridden a little faster, he would have come | ast night, before your sin! That is the issue
here, and the judgnent is clear. By your own unrepentant adm ssion, you have entered the sacred
circle. You are notfaradhi. Your words are lies. The Goddess did not listen to you, she did not
even notice you—except in anger that you dared a place that is for her chosen Sunrunners al one."
She paused-no stranger to dramatic effect either, Edrel noted—and used her sharpest bl ade.

"Ot herwi se why would a Sunrunner, a devri of Lord Andry's own choosing, be

warned and go to the circle this norning to discover you there, and raise the alarm when she

Wi t nessed your sin?"

The young wonan flanking Jolan called out, "I saw you by the dawn's light! | woke early with a
feeling of dread in ny heart and went to the forest to ease ny fear by consulting the Goddess!"
"And all of you know what happened after,"” Jolan continued. "Linis came running back to Goddess
Keep. Deni ker and N aldan returned with her, and found Master Jayachin conming fromthat sacred
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pl ace, ready and willing to tell everyone of her sin."

Edrel could al nost hear Pol's snort of disgust. If it was a sin to take a walk in the forest,
everyone was guilty but those who lived in the Desert. As for Linis' "dread," that had the sane
snel | as Jayachin's supposed thirst.

He cleared his throat. Jolan shot a | ook of icy daggers at him "Lord Torien," he said

deliberately, further infuriating her, "I understand that she did sonething offensive. Surely she
meant no harmby it."
"Do you expect ne to apol ogi ze?" Jayachin exclained. "I won't! | acted in accordance with the

charge Lord Andry himself put upon ne—+o guard the safety of the people outside the walls, whose
athri he made ne!"

She had clainmed the authority of the Goddess, and now 1 she was claimng Andry's. Edrel felt as if
he stood between a Merida with a poisoned glass knife on one side and a Vellanti with a hungry
sword on the other. Support Jayachin and her lies to keep the Sunrunners in line, or take the
Sunrunners' part in their self-righteous arrogance—and their lies—+o curtail Jayachin's bl atant
anbi ti ons?

In the end, he didn't have to nmake the choice. Torien raised both hands, his rings glittering, and
his voice rang out in the norning chill.

"This woman adnmits and even boasts of entering the tree-circle and drinking of the Water there.
She clains that the CGoddess answered her pleas, using Lord Edrel's appearance here as 'proof of
the truth of her words. She clainms the sanction of the Lord of Goddess Keep and of the Goddess
hersel f.

"But what she has really done is lied. The Goddess heard nothing fromher, and saw only the sin of
her entry into a place sacred to the Goddess and her chosen faradh'im and | warned one of us wth
feelings of fear and m sgiving. Lord

Edrel cane here today by the Lady's graci ous gui dance—ot at this woman's comand. This woman has
no standi ng at Goddess Keep, which is in ny guardianship in Lord Andry's

absence.

"The only truth here is her sin. She has defiled the tree-circle and its Water. She has thus
defiled the Goddess' chosen Sunrunners, and the Goddess' intention that they al one should cone to
the circle.

"And for sin against the Goddess, the punishnment is

clear."

Edrel had thought hinmself ready for it. Death had been in Jolan's eyes fromthe beginning. But he
had thought a sword, or perhaps Sunrunner's Fire, would be their weapon, and was preparing hinself
to leap fromhis horse and snatch the woman to relative safety. Woever he sided w th, whatever
she had done, she didn't deserve to die.

But he had forgotten what the devr'imhad done here that had so enraged Prince Tilal, the wall of
horror that had surrounded Goddess Keep

It could surround a single person, too.. Nothing changed from one heartbeat to the next. Torien
arms still upraised, did not nove. The nen and wonen around himon the top step did not even close
their eyes. Jayachin screaned.

Edrel's horse leaped as if Iightning had exploded in his hooves. The stallion bucked and | unged
away from Jayachin, nearly tranpling a girl who was slow in getting out of the way. Edrel clanped
his knees tight, fighting to control the terrified animal. He felt a little of it hinmself as his
horse skittered to the other side to avoid a small boy who broke free and ran for Jayachin. "Mma
Don't hurt Mama—

Peopl e pressed back, crying out, hollowi ng the courtyard where the white cloak had crunpled to the
ground. Jayachin was on her knees with her arns wapped around her head, shrieking. Her son had
collapsed in a small, withing heap an armis length from her

The stallion reared. Edrel was nearly unseated. He yanked the reins and the horse cane down on al
fours, immediately |eaping, slanmng into someone el se. Wen he hit the cobbl es again, he kicked
out with his hind hooves. Edrel was tossed forward, out of the saddle, and the last thing he knew
was Jayachin's scream followi ng hi mdown into darkness.

"I blame nyself," Antoun said dully, staring down at his beringed hands. "I knew what was in her
mnd to do. | should have stayed. | m ght have stopped it from happening."

"How?" Edrel resisted the inmpulse to rub at a bruise on his shoulder. Norian was finally convinced
that he would live, but it had taken nost of the norning to do it. He had been unconscious only
for a few nonents—enly for as long as it had taken Jayachin's heart to give out fromthe extremty
of her terror. He had been groggy for sone while after, but, aside froma cut on his head and a
few aches, was perfectly fit.

Now they sat in Elsen's chanber, a snug and even | uxurious guest roomdirectly above the library,
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with a view through two narrow wi ndows of the southern cliffs and the sea. The weat her was typica
of CGoddess Keep in winter: early fog giving way reluctantly to stubborn sun. C ouds nassed out to
sea like Vellanti ships gathering for war. It would rain tonight, perhaps even this afternoon, but
inthis roomthe threatening chill was warded off by a seascape tapestry on one wall and a good-
sized fire. Elsen's bed was set before the hearth, a book-laden table beside it. Antoun had drawn
up chairs for hinself and Edrel, while Norian sat cross-legged at the foot of her brother's bed.
It was a pose that brought back menories for both of them of |ong days when, bedridden, he had
taught his little sister to read. She had remarked on it earlier, while they all pretended to eat.
But now t hey spoke of other things, in quiet voices though not in whispers. Antoun had reassured
them that no one would think anything of their sharing the noon neal with him and even | ess of
his joining them He |ooked in on the prince rather often, and as Norian's conmanded gui de and a
devri, no one would suspect himof disloyalty. For as they talked, a thing | eft unspoken becane

clear to all: that they were conspirators.

El sen set his wi necup aside and hitched hinmself a little straighter in bed. Addressing the
Sunrunner, he said, "My friend, you are no nore to blame than Edrel. If either of you had
interfered, Jolan m ght have killed you, too. For 'sin," " he finished bitterly.

"That's sonething | don't understand yet, but we'll leave it for later," Norian said. "I want to
know preci sely what happened and why."

"Precisely?" Antoun shrugged, gray eyes bleak as a nourning cloak. "I don't doubt that sone of
Jayachin's story was true. She tried various schenmes for provoking a battle—shaming Torien into
it, into killing the Vellant'imat a distance. She also tried to worm her way into residence

wi thin the keep. Nothing worked, so she violated tradition by entering the circle.”

"She had plenty to say to ne when | arrived," Elsen put in. "Enough to nmake ne suspici ous of what
t hese Sunrunners might have in mnd—which could be just what they did to Prince Tilal's arny."
"They won't do it to ours," Edrel grow ed.

"That's why I'mglad ny new little brother is here," the prince snled. "Wth ne laid up in bed,
they could issue any order they liked in nmy name. But now thsy have you to contend with, a man

kni ghted by the High Prince, and lord of a great holding in his ow right." He patted his sister's
hand where it rested on his arm "You' ve done very well by all of us, Norian."

"I't wasn't ny intention to do well by anybody but ne," she replied, anused. "But it does seem/|
have excel |l ent judgnent."

“I''"ll remnd you that you said that, sonmeday when you're ranting at ne for one thing or another,"
grinned Edrel. "New big brother, you' re ny wtness."

"Rant? | would never have such bad taste! That knock on the head nust've addl ed your wits."

"Long enough to miss what really happened after," he answered griny. "I suppose they took
Jayachin for burning, but what about her little boy?"

"As it happens, you're wong," Antoun told him "They took her body to the cliffs and threwit
into the sea."

"Unbur ned?" Norian | ooked sick

" "As she liked Water so nuch,' Jolan said, 'Water and its creatures shall have her.' | don't know
about the boy. Soneone probably took himback outside when the rest of themleft." He pinched the
bridge of his nose between thunb and forefinger, closing his eyes. "Ah, Goddess, why didn't she go
home to Waes when she coul d?"

El sen | ooked surprised. "In Waes she was just another

merchant. Here, she was an athri. W ought to find out about the child, though. Woever takes
guardi anship of himtakes control of whatever wealth the famly left, too." He shifted again, and

Norian was instantly ready with pillows. "No, I'mfine. My runp gets sore, that's all. One thing
I"1l give these Sunrunner physicians, they're healing nmy bad leg for me. It hurts | ess now than
ever before in ny life. And they say I'll be able to walk on it w thout pain, maybe even without a
linp."

"The only thing 1've found in their favor thus far," Norian said. "If it's true—and | beg the
CGoddess that it is."

"True enough, ny lady." Antoun snmiled. "I've heard them discuss him as |'ve told Prince Elsen

before. They're quite excited, actually. He's a real challenge. Al they ever get to treat here
are cuts and scrapes and the occasi onal broken bone—and the inevitable winter colds, of course.”

"They made qui ck enough work of ny cracked head," Edrel admitted. "I'mcurious about the faradh
girl—+tinis? How did she happen to go out to the tree-circle this norning?"
"Ch, that." Antoun poured hinmself nore taze. "My lady? No? It's a little strong for sonme, | know.

Linis is pregnant, or so she hopes. She and Martiel have discovered each other as wonman and nan,
not just as devr'im She went this norning to consult the Mothertree. That sinple.”
"But revised by other needs into that story about waking up filled with dread." Edrel declined the
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of fer of taze. "You Sunrunners are nothing if not creative in your thinking, and quick with it,
too."

El sen frowned. "Don't class Antoun with them |'ve said he can be trusted.”

"But you didn't say why," the graying faradhi rem nded him

"That's yours to tell, ny friend."

"So it is. And I'Il tell it now, so there's no msunderstanding." Settling himself wth hands

fol ded, he began, "I was here at CGoddess Keep, twenty-two winters old and four rings to nmy hands,
when Lady Andrade conmanded Sioned to the Desert. Meath, Hildreth, and | are the only ones |eft of
those who went with her. And a journey and a half it was, too," he added with a rem ni scent snile.
"OfF us three, Meath went to Graypearl, Hildreth eventually canme to rest with Pol and his dragons,
and | stayed here. Wen Andry becane Lord of

Goddess Keep, many of us who had | earned our craft from Lady Andrade grew inpatient and angry-as
Hi |l dreth di d—and asked to | eave, either to be court Sunrunners or to ride the princedons—as
Hildreth did." "But you stayed,"” Norian said.

Ant oun nodded. "I stayed. Not because | agreed with Andry's changes and ambitions, but because

Si oned asked ne to."

Edrel felt his jaw hang open and quickly shut it. Every so often at Dragon's Rest he'd heard Po
wonder al oud—sonetines irritably—ust how Sioned got her information about Goddess Keep and what
went on rmere. Now he knew. This aging, plain-faced, clever Sunrunner, friend of her youth, was her
sour ce.

And Lord Andry didn't have a clue. "I haven't seen her in, oh, it nust be twenty years now, "

Ant oun mused. "But of course | can see her, and she ne, whenever we choose. And we do talk quite
often on sunlight." Al at once he | aughed, and they all had a glinpse of the young man he had

once been. "I can tell you it was the shock of ny life when Andry nade me one of his devr'im"
"Was the High Princess—dm-able to appreciate the irony, then?" El sen ventured.
The faradhi sobered at once. "She knows now, of course. But when it happened...." "Rohan," Elsen

mur mured. "Yes."

Nori an paused a nonent before asking, "You're loyal to Sioned, not Andry?"

"To Lady Andrade," he corrected. "To her teachings, and those of Lord Urival. During his |ast
years here he hel ped nme escape Andry's notice, mainly by telling me to keep ny eyes open and ny

nmout h shut whenever Andry changed sonmething. Don't mistake me, |'mnot arguing with everything
he's done. The physicians, for instance." He nodded at El sen. "There have been good things that
have cone of his rule here. But others ... this idea of sins against the Goddess. ..." He sighed

"No. My loyalty is to Andrade, and to her hope that Goddess Keep and H gh Prince would clasp
hands, not raise fists."

After a tinme Edrel got to his feet and went to the windows. The sea was a deep gray-green, painted
by the wind with whitecaps |ike miniature shifting nountains peaked in

i

snow. The Vellanti ships were to the north, hovering in Brochwell Bay, waiting for they al one knew
what. He couldn't even inmagi ne them although they had been described to himseveral tines.
Dragons plying the waves, w ngs outspread, carrying death on their backs.

Not turning, he said, "Fists will be raised here, you know Fromwhat little |I've heard, they've
had more than enough chances to | and and take Goddess Keep, as they failed to do the last tine.
You Sunrunners can't burn themin their ships because their ships don't burn. The oath not to kill
with your gifts doesn't seemto apply anynore. You'll protect Goddess Keep—and, presumably, the
peopl e outside the walls—+f they |and and attack. But they haven't."” He swung around. "Antoun

what in all Hells are they waiting for?"

The bright noon sunlight seized Andry's mind so powerfully that he stunbl ed agai nst his brother's
shoul der. Maar ken caught him said sonething Andry didn't hear. The voice in his mnd and the
colors swirling around himobliterated all other awareness.

Andry, thank the Goddess | found you! Listen carefully—there's not much tine. Meiglan and | are

bei ng taken to Stronghold. She's all right, shocky, but all right. I'"'mwearing her face. W'll be
safe so |l ong as nobody sees ne asleep or while I'm Sunrunning. | don't know yet what they want of
her—as soon as | can, I'll find out and tell you. But | need to know what you want themto know.
Qui ckly, Andry—they |let us have sone privacy for a wash, but we 'Il have to go back soon

He didn't even have to think about it; he and Maarken and Sionell had just been di scussing that
very subject. Skybow . \Whatever happens, convince themto go to Skybow .

VWhy?

| saw it. The Goddess showed ne that one nore castle will fall. It has to be Skybow . For mlitary
reasons, Maarken and Pol agree, though they don't know about the vision. Say whatever you think
will persuade the Vellant'im but turn their mnds to Skybow .
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"1l try. And 1'Il tell Meiglan

He tried to catch his breath after the Iightning exchange.

Val eda, you said you' re shape-changed to Mei gl an? Wy? Wiat happened?

The Isulki and that young Gribain tried to free her. |I think they got anay with the little girl,
I"mnot sure. But 1 couldn't escape. So | threw ny rings away—better that and wear soneone else's
face for a while, than have themwear ny rings in their beards.

Goddess! his nmind began to reel again. You're not injured? Meiglan?

Unhurt. So far. I'Il speak to you when | can—perhaps by the moons, | don't know. But don't try to
reach me. | tried this spell a fewtines on my way here, and found out that |I can't do any other
work while caught init.

Val eda, be careful. Here, let me show you ny brother and his wife. If you can't find ne, try for

them He built their patterns, first Maarken and then Hollis, with el egant speed and skill, and
sensed her fix themin her nind
Thank you. Now | don't feel so alone. She paused and he felt her colors trenble. Andry, I'm

frightened. These people, | don't know what they want, what they'll do with us—

Abrupt sil ence.

Val eda! he cried into it. But the Iight had cleared of her colors. She was gone. He swayed agai nst
hi s brother, gasping.

"Andry? Are you back with us? Sionell, get himsone water—=

"I'"'mfine," he nanaged, and | eaned agai nst Maarken's strong shoul der

"No, you're not. What happened?”

"It—+t was Val eda. She's with Meiglan—wearing her face—+they' re being taken to Stronghold. W have
to find Pol =

"Not just yet." Maarken half-carried himto a nounting block and nade himsit down. "El|l? Were's
that water? Oh—thanks. Drink," he conmanded, spilling chill liquid dowmn Andry's throat. "Again?
Al'l right. Deep breaths now Easy."

The courtyard of Feruche cane into focus around himagain. His brother's worried face, Sionel

near by, servants eyei ng hi maskance. The great Lord of Goddess Keep, shaking and weak as if he'd
never felt the touch of sunlight before. Andry straightened his spine and cleared his throat of
fear.

"I'mall right"

"You're such a rotten liar," Maarken observed, smling crookedly. "Drink some nmore water, calm
down, and tell us what you heard."

Lord of Goddess Keep or no, it was a relief to do what his big brother told him He sipped nore
water, waited for his racing heartbeats to slow, and drew in a breath.

"There was a rescue attenpt. They seemto have gotten away with Rislyn, but not Meiglan. Val eda
was caught, too. We all know what the Vellant'imdo to Sunrunners, so she shape-changed into
Meiglan. Evidently it's working so far. But it'll fade when she sleeps, and she can't work

anyt hing el se while working the spell.”

"Shape- changed?" Sionell whispered. Andry |ooked up, and saw equal astoni shnment in Maarken' s eyes.
"I't's sonething sone of us have | earned how to do," he explained. "I've used it nyself on
occasion. "

Maar ken chewed his lip. "At least the Vellant'imw |l be confused for a while as to which of them
is really Meiglan. | don't want to think what will happen if Valeda slips."

"She won't," Andry said. "She knows what she's doing." / hope. Pushing hinself to his feet, he
continued, "We'll have to tell Pol, and warn Jeni down at Skybow that Kazander is on his way,
with Rislyn if we're lucky. Ch—Skybowl . | told Valeda to convince the Vellant'imto nmarch there."
Sionell folded her arns. "Don't you think you should consult Riyan before you give away his

castl e?"

It was what they had been arguing about before Val eda's precipitous Sunrunning. Marken said,
"We've explained why it's the best place to fight them W can sneak a whole arny in and they
won't be any the wi ser until we land on themlike a dragon on a stray |anb."

Andry stayed silent, the castles globes whirling in his nenory. One nore nust fall. It nust not be
Feruche or Goddess Keep or any of the others. Skybow was his choice. Thank the Goddess that

Maar ken and Pol agreed with him—even if they didn't know what the castle's ultimate fate woul d
be.

Si onel | gave an annoyed shrug. "I'll go find Sioned so she can warn Jeni."

"Do that," Maarken agreed, and as she returned to the keep his glance seconded Andry's own

t hought: she didn't

want to be anywhere near Pol when he found out what had happened. Andry didn't blanme her

Sioned was duly inforned, and the afternoon | essons for Sunrunner children left to Meath. Sionel
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returned to her own room there to sit at the window with one of Jahnev's shirts to nmend, taking
only a few stitches before she flung the garment to the fl oor.

It seened forever since she'd felt anything for herself. For others, yes: for Chayla, Sioned,
Maar ken and Hollis, Chay and Tobin, Miglan and R slyn and Ji han. Each nane in her mnd brought
its measure of horror, fear, pity, anguish. But apart fromloving her children and grieving that
they had lost their father, she dared risk none of her own enotions.

She wasn't really avoiding Pol. For one thing, it wasn't possible. He was everywhere at Feruche.
Her own duties—the wounded, the Tuathis and Tiglathis, her children—took her in a fairly
restricted round, but he was likely to appear around any corner. She couldn't afford to let the
sight of himaffect her, and so she allowed nothing to affect her

It was easy during the days. O her people denanded her tinme, her thoughts, her feelings. It was
even easy at night, when she fell into bed too tired to think or feel. The bad tine was norning,
when she hal f-woke and turned to reach for a faniliar, conforting body.

The worst of it was that she never knew which of them she sought.

One man she woul d never see again; the other, all too visible. One of them her own husband, the
ot her Meiglan's.

What kind of person was she that she had done this to herself, to Miglan?

To Pol ?

No. Wiatever had been done, he was responsible for his part in it. Enough that she should bear
guilt for Meiglan. For herself. For Tallain...

It wasn't loving Pol that she feared. She didn't want to know what she felt for him because it
m ght turn out to be hate. But even that woul d be bearabl e conpared to the other thing | urking

i nside her. Because what truly frightened her was the anger

Not at him At Tallain. For |eaving her. For sending her

away by means of a trick and a betrayal, sending her away to be safe, while he fought and di ed.
How coul d he have done that to her, know ng how rmuch she | oved hin?

How coul d he have left her alone with this madness that had caused her to do what she had done
seven ni ghts ago?

She coul d hate Pol —and hersel f -because they both deserved it. But her anger was directed at
Tallain. It shamed her, this rage that cut into her vitals, at times so deep she could scarcely
breathe. It edged her voice in broken glass and made her want to shatter everything fromthe w ne
goblets on the dinner table to the arrogance in Pol's eyes.

She knew it was wong and wi cked and appallingly selfish. If Tallain was here, she would have
begged his forgiveness on her knees. Wrst of all was knowi ng he would only stare, lift her up
into his arns, and tell her in honest angui sh never to kneel to himagain.

But he was not here. Damm him for not being here.

She wanted to cry. Couldn't, of course. She'd never had any practice in a | oved and sheltered
chi l dhood, so she'd never |earned how Onh, once or twice in frustration and hurt over Pol's
indifference, but no nore than that. Surely this terrible Autum and Wnter shoul d have taught her
how All the |osses, all the defeats, all the deaths. Her brother Jahnavi, his wife Rabisa, their
daughter Siona. Lyela. Rohan, Tallain.... Surely all those she had | ost deserved their tribute.
The tears that burned in her eyes now and would not fall were not of grief or even of rage. She
t hought of Meiglan—gentle, innocent, betrayed Mei gl an—and was bitterly ashaned.

But not even for Meiglan could she weep.

What kind of person was she, that she could do these things and feel these things and not cry?
When Andry and Maarken | eft his chamber, Pol sank onto the pillowed seat of the w ndow enbrasure
and put his face in his hands.

Ri slyn. Safe. Probably, anyway. Soon she would be at Skybowl, with Feylin's skills to cure the
si ckness Ji han had

sensed, and Audrite's soft voice to soothe her terrors. Rislyn would be safe.

Mei gl an. ..

Sionell....

The one nane brought with it the other nowadays. And each brought with it a fist to crush his
heart.

He had faced down eneny princes' schenes, his father's wath, his own half-brother's sorcery. He
had stood in the sand with his dragon at his back and faced a Vellanti arny.

He could not bring himself to face Sionell

He knew he should talk to her. Quietly, in private, where they would not be interrupted. Wnen
tal ked out their enptions, vented their hurts and angers with words. Mst wonen. Hi s nother did;
Tobin did. Meiglan—ever. He woul d have thought Sionell the type who expressed herself as inmpul se
took her; if it included a fist to his jaw ... well, he was prepared for that. Wuld have wel coned
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it. Anything but this terrible silence.

Was she sparing him or herself?

She had been kind the other night, when his nother had slipped into the past. She had been bruta
several nights before, revealing to the others who and what he was. And between tinmes she had been
silent.

I't might never have happened. They m ght never have nade |ove. He was beginning to think that for
her, love had had no nore to do with it than when a mare allowed a stud to nount her.

No. She loved him She must [ove him No worman was capabl e of such passion w thout |oving the nan
she gave it to.

Used it against?

Oh, Goddess, why wouldn't she talk to hin? Scream rant, rave, knock himout, run himthrough
tear his heart out with words she knew very well how to use like Chayla's surgical knives—
Anything but this terrible silence.

But as often as he resolved to break it, equally often he knew he could not. He was too afraid
that breaking it would break his heart.

And Mei gl an? What about Mei gl an?

Soon she woul d be near Stronghold, and the Vellanti H gh Warlord woul d have her guarded as the
prize she was. Thank the Goddess for Val eda and her strange shape-changi ng

spel |l . Perhaps she could take sone of the brunt of it from Meiglan. For there would be questions,
and demands, and angry words.

Mei gl an. . ..

Si onel | .

Hs wife, his nistress. Goddess, what a horrible thought. Was he turning into his grandfather? How
many nistresses had Roel stra acquired in his fifty years? O his bl ood-not her—ow, there was a
wonman who didn't waste a nonent in beddi ng whatever man she wanted. Four sons by four different
men, and who knew how many | overs between.

Pol had al ready made a good start, before his marriage. He renenbered them all -he wasn't that nuch
of a churl—and there had been quite a few. From Graypearl to Stronghold to nost of the manors and
keeps in Princemarch and the Desert, on visits to Syr and Waes, and at Dragon's Rest before
Mei gl an—

Was he turning into his grandfather?

Sionell as his mistress? The very concept nauseated him

But what woul d he do once Meggie returned to him if he still loved Sionell with this hel pless
gnawi ng ache?

He wanted the past back. He wanted his father and his placid Iife at Dragon's Rest and his friends
and famly all around himand his own turn at being H gh Prince a hundred years away.

No goi ng back. The past was as dead as Rohan, as Tallain. As dead as, sonetinmes at dawn when he
hadn't slept and the fresh new sunlight pierced his eyes, Pol wanted to be.

No goi ng back. They were dead and he was alive. High Prince. All of it was his responsibility. H's
to sol ve.

Mei gl an.

Si onel | .

Goddess help him he | oved t hem bot h.

I dalian had been lying flat on his back in bed, staring up at the blackness of the ceiling, since
nightfall. And black it was in his chanber: curtains drawn, candles snuffed, hearthfire quenched
Bl ack was an appropriate color. It fit his nmood, his hopes, his anger, the night outside, and that
strange boy Aldiar's eyes and hair. ldalian was sick and tired of black. WlII| aware that if he
tried to do sonething about it he might just be courting the eternal blackness of death, he
thought it all over one last tine.

"Al right, that's it," he nuttered, and rolled out of bed.

He'd lived in this chanber for years. He didn't need light to dress by. He didn't stunble over
furniture or rug nap as he took up sword and knife. Knives; Al diar's had devel oped a wobbly grip
that ldalian had offered to fix. And fixed it now was, as good as ever. Sharper than usual as
well. He slid it into his boot top, pulled his trouser hemdown to hide it, and snatched up his

cl oak.

The garnment was heavy Cunaxan wool, black as the rest of his clothing. The color night as well
help him after depressing himall Autumm and Wnter. He'd debated on white so he could vani sh
into the snow, but decided he could just as easily becone a rock and fool any watchers that way.
Besi des, after he got past the fields around Balarat, it would be nostly forest all the way to
Snowcoves. Forests draped in white, of course, but better to be a shadow.

Bl ack hel ped, too, getting through the castle hall to Tirel's roons. There was no guard; where
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woul d the young prince go? How coul d he escape? Idalian thanked Yarin for his

overconfi dence and abruptly damed his own when a servant went by at the intersection not thirty
paces away. ldalian nmelted against a stone wall, holding his breath. Safe. He opened the door of
Tirel's chanbers and sli pped noisel essly inside

Pausing to watch the child sleep for a nonent, he had yet another ache of doubt. No use init; if
they stayed, Tirel was dead one way or another. Wen the attack cane, he would be killed if Prince
Laric lost, or killed the instant Prince Laric |ooked to be wi nning. Idalian had no choice.

And if they both died out there in the winter snows? Trying to get through this country in this
season on horseback was fool hardy enough. ldalian proposed to do it on foot—at |east until he
could beg, borrow, or buy a horse. He shoul dered mi sgivings aside. No use in them He'd nmade up
his mind.

By the light of the bedside candl e, he gathered bl ack cl othes—easy enough, as it was Firon's col or
and Tirel had plenty of shirts, tunics, and trousers to turn himinto a shadow, too. Idalian chose
the heavi est wool, and with his belt-knife cut the Fironese badge—a red shell on a black field
outlined in silver—froma tunic. Placing the clothes at the foot of the bed, he bent over Tire
and whi spered hi s nane.

The boy grunted irritably and turned over, snuggling deeper into the blankets. ldalian's throat

ti ght ened when he saw that the pillow was danp; Tirel had cried hinmself to sleep, too proud to
call for him

"Tirel. Wake up now. Cone on." He put a hand on the thin shoul der

He started awake, flinging back the covers with a soft cry. "No!"

"It's only ne," ldalian nmurnured hastily. "Tirel ?"
Si nki ng back into the froth of pillows, he knuckled his eyes. "I thought it was Uncle Yarin."
Cone to kill himin the mddle of the night, when there were no witnesses. |dalian cursed hinself

for not continuing the habit of their seclusion for "disease,
ant echanber. Tirel had had no bad dreans then.

"No, just nme," he said again, smling for the boy's sake. "How would you like to get out of here?"
Tirel bounced up onto his knees on the mattress. "Really? You're not fooling with ne, are you

| dal i an?"

when he'd slept outside in the

"No, I'"'mnot fooling. We're leaving tonight. It's midnight, the noons are down, and |'ve had
enough of this. Well? Want to cone with ne?"
n m I ! n

"Put these on, then. And be quiet about it." He gestured to the clothes. Tirel pounced. I|dalian
suddenly took his shoulders in both hands and | ooked down into the bright gray eyes. "Listen to ne
first. You nust do everything | say, w thout question or argunent. If | tell you to run, run unti

| say stop. If | tell you to be still, turn to stone until | say it's all right to nove again.
This isn't a gane, Tirel. It's our lives."
The child nodded solemly. "I understand. | won't even talk unless you say | can. Pronise."

"Thank you, ny prince. Now, put your clothes on and let's get out of here.”

The nightshirt was off and the undertunic was on before Tirel asked, "How are we going to do it?"
"Just do as | tell you to." He hesitated. "And if we're caught—

"W won't be."

"I'f we are, tell them!| said I'd hurt you if you didn't conme along with nme quietly."

"l dalian!"

"No arguments, remenber?" He held out the black wool shirt. "Put this on and hurry up."

The boy was silent until his boots were on and he stood ready to go. "ldalian?" he asked in a
smal | voi ce.

"Yes?"

"Shoul dn't we do sonmething with the pillows? Make it look like I"'mstill in bed?"

"Do you honestly think it would do any good?"

Tirel sighed. "No. If sonebody canme init'd be to talk to ne, not to see if I'masleep. |'msorry.

I won't ask any nore dunmb questions.”

"I't wasn't dunmb. But 1've thought about all of this. Trust

ne.

Noddi ng, he pulled his hood up to shield his face. "Let's

go. n

There were a few tense nonents on the way downstairs, glinpsing servants and Lord Yarin's guards
here and there.

But it was very late, and nobody was | ooking for a pair of black-cloaked shadows in the hallways
and stairwells. ldalian stopped in a side corridor near the kitchen and | eaned down to whisper in
Tirel's ear.
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"I'mgoing to go get us sonething to eat on the way. Stay here."

"No! Don't leave me all alone." Tirel clutched at his arm gray eyes wi de. Reluctantly, ldalian
nodded, and they sneaked down the stone floor to the kitchen entrance.

No one was about, except for a boy about Tirel's age who shared the space before the hearth with a
few cats. Al were sleeping soundly, curled up together near the warnth of the low fire. No neat
roasted overnight on spits, so no one would cone in to turn or baste or otherwi se interrupt |da-
lian's foraging. Qickly, efficiently, having planned this out in his head, too, he took an enpty
grai n-sack fromthe hook near the pantry door and filled it with fresh | oaves, fistfuls of dried
fruit, a small jar of honey, a sizable wedge of cheese, and dunped a container of candies in for
good neasure. He knew his charge's love for sweets. Finished, he turned to snile success at Tirel
and found hinself face-to-face with Nolly.

The cook's eyes were as round as her noon-round face. ldalian knew her for a synpathetic friend,
but he couldn't help a defiant glare. She |ooked fromhimto the sack to the prince, bit her lips
bet ween her teeth, and nodded. Gesturing for himto follow, she tiptoed past the slunbering

ki tchen boy, heading for the garden door. She opened it, glanced around, and beckoned themto her
"Hurry," she breathed. "This way's safe. Take the path to the gate, go right ten paces, and slip
through the chink in the fence where rabbits got in last sumer. You'll both fit."

He hadn't planned on that route, but now saw that it was better than going through the pleasure
gardens. The herb and vegetabl e beds, swathed in snow, were closer to the postern gate he intended
to use, and would avoid the courtyard entirely.

Tirel stood trembling in the doorway—unafraid, eager, like a hawk anticipating free flight.

I dalian put a hand on his shoul der

"Thank you, Nolly," he whispered. "Prince Laric will hear of this."

"I't's best to get the boy out of this castle. | only wish

you'd told ne so |I could have sonet hing ready for you. Goddess keep you both, and send you safe to
our true prince at Snowcoves."

Tirel |ooked up, his hood falling back. "My father is there?"

"By the tinme you arrive, ny lord, he will be. | heard Lady Vallaina s maid gossiping with the
second steward, all aflutter with the prospect of a siege here. Thank the Goddess, you'll be safe
with your father."

Idalian drew in a breath of cold midnight and grasped Tirel's gloved fingers. "Take care, Nolly."
It was a short run to the fence, a tight squeeze for himthrough it, and six quick paces across
the slushy path between the stables to his left and the courtyard to his right. He had a bad few
monments just inside die postern turret when heavy footsteps overhead warned hima guard was

clinmbing the spiral wooden steps to the upper wall. ldalian waited until the sound faded, then
slid open the bolt of the outer door
" Ready?"

Tirel's nod was felt nore than seen, and nore enphatic with urgency than fear. Idalian knew there
woul d be another difficult stretch between the gate and the nearby trees. |If the guards happened
to | ook down...

He gathered hinsel f, hoisted the sack of provisions over his shoulder, and got a tight grip on the
boy' s hand.

"All right. Run!"

Back inside the kitchen, Nolly's plunmp figure and round, kindly face were nowhere to be seen

I nst ead, soneone young and thin and angul ar gave a deep sigh, raked black hair out of slanting

bl ack eyes, and nmuttered, "At last!"”

At dawn Feylin and Walvis were rousted out of bed by Daniv, who burst into their chanber at ful
cry.

"Hurry—wake up, please, ny |ady! Cone quickly, they're hurt!"

Feylin junmped out of bed and grabbed a robe. "Wo and how bad?"

Wal vis, groggy after spending half the night walking the walls with Chadric, raised up on his

el bows and blinked at the young man. "Vellant'i m—=2 \Wat—=2"

"Sethric and Kazander," Daniv said, runmmaging in a wardrobe for sonething for Walvis to put on, as
if he was a lowy page instead of the Prince of Syr. "And Princess R slyn-she's very sick, ny

| ady, Jeni's frightened. She sent nme up here for you. She says you must hurry."

"Done," Feylin said, knotting her |oose hair around itself to keep it out of the way. She slid her
feet into | ow shoes and swooped down to pick up her coffer of nedicines. "Walvis, 1I'll need
Audrite. Come on, Daniv, don't just stand there."

On their way downstairs, she questioned Daniv about the wounds. He didn't know much, only that
they were plentiful and some of them serious. Qutside, in the blue-gray dawn's light thin as mlk
ski nmed of cream she had to stop and catch her breath. OF all those who had gone with Sethric and
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t hose who had been with Kazander, not nore than twenty renmained. Al needed help getting down from
their horses, linping or half-delirious with fevered wounds or too sodden with exhaustion to wal k
unai ded.

Jeni called out to her. Daniv was right; the girl was badly frightened, her voice high and thin
She knelt on the cobbles with Rislyn in her arns. Sethric wavered on his feet nearby, supported by
a bl ack-clad |sul ki whose own stance was none too steady. Feylin | ooked himover swiftly, found
not hi ng worse than a fewrents in his clothing, and sighed with relief that here was at |east one
who woul dn't need her skills. He squinted into her face, obviously trying to find sonething
famliar about this wld-haired woman i n ni ghtgown and robe.

"Go on, get cleaned up before you fall over," she told him H's whole face rel axed then; he had
recogni zed her voice. "I'll take care of Sethric."

"My lady," he rasped, "Lord Kazander—

"I'"l'l see to him too. Go on." She prodded himout of the way. "Daniv, get your shoulder in there
for himto lean on. That's right." Sethric's curly head drooped with weariness, his spine with
despair.

" '"Mall right," he nmunbl ed when Feylin bent to inspect the | eather strip tied around his |eg.

"Ch, of course you are," she told him careful to keep her voice sharp and sarcastic. |f she
altered her usual pattern and

spoke as gently as her worry, wanted her to do, he would know sonething was wong. And it was. She
pried of f the makeshift bandage and set her jaw. The slash across the back of his thigh, open and
still oozing blood, cut deep enough to sever nuscles damed near to the bone. Unstitched for a day
and a half, it would have to stay that way and heal fromthe inside out; she couldn't draw the
edges together into a natural dressing wi thout doing nore damage than the long ride had al ready
caused. She didn't want to think what it nust have been like for him weak with bl ood-Ioss,
clinging to the saddl e, one | eg dangling usel ess and crudely bandaged. Goddess only knew what the
strain had done to the nuscles. Wth luck and care, he would heal, but the scar would be thick and
heavy, wi thout suppl eness, and probably give hima lifelong Iinp.

Twenty winters old, with his whole |life ahead of him Feylin thought. Goddess, what is this war
doing to these children?

At least Sethric was still alive. Not |like her own son. Not |ike Jahnavi. Or Tallain. O Tilal's
boy, Ri hani.

"Daniv, get himup to bed. Cean the wound, Jeni —you know what to do, you' ve watched ne and done
it before yourself. Look lively now Gve Rislyn to ne." Wen Sethric | ooked at her all nuddl e-
eyed, Feylin snapped, "Are you trying to bleed to death? Go on!"

" K- Kazander," he managed, before swaying to one side. Daniv caught him Feylin swept Rislyn up
into her arns. Jeni, white to the lips, rose and between themthe two young people half-carried
Sethric into the keep.

Feylin imediately felt Rislyn's convul sive shivers. Her skin was dry, water-starved, giving off
waves of heat |ike a shimer-vision on the Long Sand. At Feruche the children had cone down with
sil k-eye. Feylin had | ost her granddaughter Siona to it, another child sacrificed to this damed
bl oody war. But this was different. It might have started as the famliar chil dhood di sease, but
had becone sonet hing el se

She held the little girl in one armagainst her hip and with the other hand tried to turn her head
fromside to side. R slyn noaned feebly. Feylin called out for Audrite, frightened now Rigidity
in the neck nmuscles, high fever, spasming trenors, heart shaking within the small body—
"Audrite!" she cried again, and a nonent |ater the prin-

cess was at her side. Dishevel ed, barefoot, wearing a cloak too short for her over her nightgown,

| ooki ng twenty years younger than her age, Audrite gave a soft exclamation at the sight of Rislyn.
"Take her upstairs. Wash her down with cool water—but first get some mlk into her. Goat, sheep
mare, it doesn't matter what kind. Al the milk she'll take. Hurry."

She transferred the child to Audrite's arns. Ri slyn whinpered as her head was noved, cradled by a
gentle hand to the long, |oose hair at the princess' neck. "Wat is it? Wiat's wong?"

"Later," Feylin said. "Do as | say. At once."

She turned, not wanting to watch them go, not thinking what she nmight have to tell Pol about his
daughter. But what she saw next was the worst of all

Kazander .

She knelt where they had placed himatop blankets on the stones. Wappings went all the way around
his chest, but the bulk of the bandage was at his back. She eased himhalf onto his side. Mddle
ribs, right side—not the heart, Goddess be thanked—but by the sound of his breathing his lung had
col l apsed. And the blood at his nouth-—Bright blood, the brightest in the whol e body.

He was awake. Incredibly, through the pain and an inpossible ride and with only one |ung working,
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he was awake and aware. He even smil ed.

"You foolish boy," Feylin chided, a lunp in her throat. "Look at all the trouble you' ve put ne
to." Over her shoul der she called, "I need a litter!"

"Lady," he said with no voice at all

Reaching into her nedical chest, she said, "Wiat |'mgoing to do to you will hurt like al

Hel | s—Aot that you don't deserve it for being so silly. I'll be sticking a tube right in the sane
spot the blade went in and then I'Il expand your lung again so you can get air enough to tell ne
how beautiful | am you honey-tongued liar. But for now | want you to get this past those cactus
spi nes on your upper lip." She slipped a tiny pill past the blood and his teeth, and watched as he
| abored to swallow. "Don't worry. It'll dissolve on its own. You don't have to choke it down." She
had seen enough of such wounds this year to know he had al ready swal | owed enough bl ood to choke a

dr agon.

Two guards arrived with a litter. She hel ped them slide

Kazander's linp body onto it, talking all the while, watching as the drug took effect and his
eyelids drifted cl osed.

"You really are the nost inpossible man," she told himas she wal ked beside the litter toward the
keep. "What am | going to do with you? Here | was all set to give in and run away with you, and
of f you gallop on sone mad chase through half the Veresch. | don't know what ails your wits, but a
good swift kick in the head wouldn't conme aniss. O, considering where you keep your brains, a
boot in the ass would work nuch better." She paused. He was drowsi ng now, the pain gone. Only then
did she allow herself to snoboth back his hair. "You sleep, dearest,"” she whispered. "I'll take
care of everything."

By nmidnorning she had reinflated his lung, cheeked on Rislyn, nade sure Sethric was in bed where
he shoul d be, and tended all the other wounded. Only then did she realize she was still in her

ni ght gown—and wi th bl ood all over it, too, and even in her hair. Wearily, she started back to her
roonms for decent clothes.

Her husband cane toward her down the stairs. She didn't know why it happened, why the nere sight
of himsuddenly col | apsed every defense she had. But everything fell in on her then. Jahnavi.

Tall ain. Siona. Rohan. Kazander and Sethric and Rislyn and poor Meiglan and all of it, all of it.
And in the rubble of her thoughts one thing renmained intact: it nmight have been Walvis, it so
easily could have been hi m—

Silently, he held out his arms. She clung to himand sobbed until she had no tears left.

Sethric emerged fromsleep with a feeling of drowsy contentnment. Warm and cl ean, he floated on
some sil ky-soft cloud that wapped all his bones and nuscles in a hazy glow. He didn't want to
nove ever again.

But he had to nove. He nmust hurry. Back to Skybow —never nmind the pain, the cranps in his hands
around the reins, the knotted | eather around his thigh (was it tinme again to loosen it so bl ood
could flow and he woul dn't | ose the whole | eg—no, they couldn't stop, they nust go on) and what
about Kazander and Ri slyn and—

"Jeni "

But there was no sound. He couldn't nove. The nmuffled sl eepy gl ow snuggled in around him He
struggl ed against it, and all he managed to do was slit his eyelids open

Jeni. No mistaking the sun-streaked brown hair cascadi ng down her back, the graceful curves of
wai st and hip reveal ed by the belted green-velvet robe. But there was a hand snoothing that hair
and an armcircling that wai st, and she was trenbling as she huddl ed i nto soneone's conforting
enbr ace.

The head bending gently to hers lifted. Sethric blinked, neeting Daniv's intense turquoise eyes.
So that's how it is, he thought; she's decided, and it's not nme. Well, who could blanme her? Daniv
was strong and intelligent, handsone and brave. Though not even seventeen, he had proved hinself
in battle and under siege, and had been squire to Hi gh Prince Rohan, He had all the nmakings of a
fine man and a wise Prince of Syr. A loving husband. Sethric saw the needing way Jeni held him
They' Il be happy. Good to each other. |I'm gl ad.

And the rotten thing about it was that he was glad—n a bittersweet sort of way. Anger woul d be
nore appropriate, wouldn't it?

Dani v's brows had net over his nose in a puzzled frown. Then his nouth stretched from one side of
his face to the other in an irrepressible grin. He turned Jeni around by the shoul ders. There were
angui shed shadows ki gray eyes that went w de as she | ooked at Sethric. Daniv gave her a little
push toward the bed—and she stunbl ed, sat down abruptly as if her knees couldn't hold her, and

cl asped Sethric's hands as if she would never |et them go.

He stared fromone to the other of them bew |dered. Daniv was still smling, and in fact | ooked
vastly pleased with hinself, as if he'd just done sonething very clever. Jeni |ooked ready to cry.
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The young prince backed away to the chanber door, his watchful anticipation changing to
exasperated inpatience.

"Go on, you idiot!" Daniv exclaimed at |ast, opening the door and sliding hal fway through before
delivering his parting shot. "Kiss her!"

The door sl ammed.

Jeni flinched.

Sethric gaped, not understanding at all. Then comprehension flooded in, brighter than the noonday
sun.

Jeni kissed him

They were brought into the Vellanti canp, escorted on foot through the sand to the tent of the

H gh Warlord. Trenbling; clenching teeth to keep back whi npers of fear; holding each other's hand
for support, if not confort, for of confort there was none.

Stronghol d bul ked still behind its natural walls of rock. The Fl anetower rose as proud as ever

Bl ackened now, scarred by Fire—yet sonmehow undefeated. Unpossessed. Sioned had seen to that. She
had burned every stone and stick and stitch of it. Still, Rohan's Fire was gone, as dead as he
was. Only the Goddess knew whether or not Pol would ever light his own flanes to burn across the
Desert night.

Earlier in the day, the two wonen had been allowed a few nmonments' privacy to wash away sone of the
dirt and stink of the road. The cursory daubing with torn cloth soaked in water froma skin only
made each long for a real bath. Oddly enough, it was this nmurmured confidence fromone to the
other that put each by way of |iking her double. For it struck themboth as incredibly silly after
all that had happened, wanting to loll in a bath in the mddl e of the eneny canp. They' d returned
to their horses feeling better, a state that lasted only until they reached the Vellanti enclave
out side Stronghold. There, wists free at |ast, they stunbled on foot through heavy sand, watched
by what seemed thousands of black eyes above bl ack, gol d-speckl ed beards. Fingers sweat-noi st and
shaki ng, each woman tried in her own way not to be afraid.

Mei gl an—the real one—+emenbered dragons, and how she had al ways hi dden her terror of themfrom
Pol. If only she thought of this High Warlord as one nore dragon, she would be all right. The fear
was the sane. She couldn't help feeling it, but she could hide it. She could. She nust.

The other Meiglan remenbered Lady Andrade. She had known and feared the formidable old wonan hal f
her life. Born in 700 at Goddess Keep of two Sunrunners dead in the next year's Plague, she'd had
her skills tested and her first rings bestowed by Lady Andrade, shaking al nbst as nuch as she did
now. But she'd hidden it, as they all had.

Wal king toward the |arge silken tent, the two Meiglans kept their conposure by thinking of their
separ at e dragons.

"I't's Lord Chaynal's, from Radzyn," one of them whi spered.

"I recognize the colors," the other nmurmured, and pressed her conpanion's fingers. They had
managed a few words now and again since |last night, and enough after Valeda's Sunrunning to share
the essential information about Skybowl . But there was so much of the one that the other didn't
know. They'd decided to dole out what was necessary to keep these peopl e guessing, but knew they
must rely on silence as nuch as they could wi thout endangering each other

Al the world seemed unnaturally bright, with the clear, piercing sunshine of a crisp w nter day.
But not even the breeze could disguise the stench of too many nen and too nany horses who had
stayed in one place too long. As they made their way through the center of the canp to that |arge
sky- bl ue wool tent, a silence fell around themso that the only sounds were the shussh of the
slight wind and the echoing rasp of thek steps in the sand.

The tent flap was pushed aside for them and they entered. Atall, lean-linbed man sat with his
back to themat a carved fruitwood desk, |like any nmerchant or athri or prince tending his affairs.
But the desk, the chair he sat in, the silver pen he dipped into a fat red jar of ink, the
parchment—al |l of it, down to the rugs on the floor and the sheets on the cot—belonged to Andry's
father. Al except for the singed pages of a book stacked inside a half-burned | eather cover by
the man's el bow. Barely visible in gold | eaf on the spine were enough letters to tell themwhat it
was and who it belonged to: Lady Feylin's book on dragons.

The two wonen exchanged gl ances. Both had heard the story of how at Remagev all but the | egends
had cunningly been burned to terrify the Vellant'imwhen they found the book. Again, Sioned's
doing. But as the pen was replaced in its stand and the long frame unfolded fromthe chair and
turned to face them neither wonan thought this was the kind of nan to be terrified by anything.
Per haps they had expected himte be striding about his canp |ike the conqueror he had cone here to
be, snarling comands and ordering vicious punishnent for the slightest infraction of warrior

di scipline. Perhaps they had t hought he would be fierce, or fiercely ugly, with a thousand gold
tokens in his beard and eyes even a dragon—er Lady
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Andrade—aoul d cringe to meet directly. \Whatever they might have anticipated, it was not this
darkly el egant nan, no older than forty-five winters, whose bl ack eyes held both sharp interest
and sardonic nerriment and whose face was as clean of whiskers as on the day of his birth.

"Wel come,” he said in their own | anguage, his voice deep and sonorous. "Hi gh Princesses,"” he added
wyly, |ooking fromone Meiglan to the other with no hint of anger. Then he gestured and spoke a
single word that one wonman understood and the other didn't. The guards bowed and |l eft the tent.
"Please sit," their host invited, indicating two chairs near the desk. "Along ride tires. Sit and
rest. Wne for your thirst?"

Nei t her wonman spoke or noved

The Hi gh Warlord smled, revealing a shining set of large, straight, white teeth. "Lady—and Lady,"
he said, evidently relishing the irony, "a princess sits in the presence even of enemes. | ask,

pl ease. "

When they remai ned standi ng, he shrugged and turned the desk chair around to take his ease. He had
made hinself utterly at home in this stolen splendor, as if he had owned it always—and yet it was
like a fine cloak he could discard at will without mssing it at all

"Two High Princesses," he nused, still snmiling. "One real, one not. My choice, clear as nud."
Leani ng forward, he propped his el bows on his knees, hands cl asped | oosely between them and
scrutinized each face in turn. "One faradhi, one not."

One pair of dark brown eyes stared straight over his head, unflinching. The second pair gl anced
wildly about the tent, as if seeking escape. The Hi gh Warl ord watched, plainly fascinated. Then he
rocked back in the chair and began to | augh softly.

"Two Kir'reia' inr he chuckled. "My wish, given by the Father of Wnd and Rain! He |aughs, so

| augh al so. My aski ng was not—-ah, what word?—preci se? Yes." He wagged a finger at them sleeve
falling back froma broad, shining arnband. "Have care in wi shes, Lady—and Lady. | forgot to w sh
for one with firegold hair and one of dawn-cloud. Kir'reia Sioned, Kir'reia Meiglan." He grinned
wi dely, enjoying the joke his god had played on himfor not being specific. "Now+wo of one!"

The wonen shifted cl oser together. At |ast one of them quavered, "Wh-what do you want from us?"
Still he | aughed.

The other, voice equally trenmulous, said, "If any harmconmes to us, the High Prince, ny lord and
husband, will slaughter you and your people, every one."

"Let us go," pleaded the first. "Leave our |ands in peace."

And the other cried, "CGoddess, why don't you listen? Haven't you killed enough?"

H s | aughter stopped. Again he sat forward, hands fisted now on muscul ar thighs. "Enough? What is
"enough' ? What paynment for your evil? | tell you 'enough' is not yet, will not be until all are
dead!"

They gl anced at each other, well and truly frightened now.

"I will tell you howit was," he continued in a low, lethal voice. "Islands under swords, warriors
killed, wonen raped, children dead. Herds sl aughtered, so people starved. Crops burned, so people
starved. Fishing boats sunk, so people starved. For a hundred thousands of days, we renenber. For
such evil, no nunbers of killings can be enough.”

They traded | ooks again, and one of themsaid, "I don't know what you're tal ki ng about. A hundred
t housand days?"
Ri sing, he stood an armis length fromthem black fire in his eyes. "Your evil! Yours! No peace

until you starve and die as we did! Until the Azhrei and all his | ands and people starve and die!"
"That's insane! You can't nean this war is because of sonething that happened al nost three hundred
years ago, that we had nothing to do with!"

"That," he whispered to her, their faces a breath apart, "is why we cone—to rem nd you. You forgot
us. But we renmenber. Your evil. Your magic. Qur deaths. A hundred thousands of days."

"But it wasn't us!" the other woman excl ai ned.

He gl anced at her. "You do not renenber. But you will. All names that were lost to your evil wll
be spoken. And remenbered." He stepped back. "Before he dies, the Azhrei will know. Before | kil
himand his evil nmagic for the Dragon, he will know. He will speak all |ost names before |I slice
out his faradhi tongue, and he will see the truth before | carve out his Goddess-green, CGoddess-
bl ue eyes."

"No!" she screaned. "No!"

Instantly he drew a knife fromhis belt and plunged it into

the other's heart. She gasped, falling to her knees, hands clasped around the hilt enbedded in her
chest. And a terrible thing happened, that nade the second Meiglan scream again. Delicate features
becane stronger, sterner; the cloud of curling fair hair turned to |onger, thicker waves; eyes
pal ed frombrown to bl ue-gray.

Mei gl an knelt and yanked the knife from Val eda's breast. But renoving the iron, deadly as poison
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to faradh'im ended only one kind of pain. Blood soaked Val eda's hands, |eaked between her fingers
that clutched the wound as if trying to hold her life in. She | ooked up at Meiglan, infinite agony
and infinite pity in her eyes.

"I"msorry," she managed.

Mei gl an pl ucked hel pl essly at her sleeve, touched the face that was no |longer a nmirror, whispered,
"No, you can't—pl ease don't—

Val eda coughed bl ood. "My daughter," she said, slunping. "Chayly—and ... Andry ... tell...."
"Yes," Meiglan said, "yes, I'Il tell them anything you |ike—eh, please—=
"... that I'm... s-sorry ... and ... love them ... oh, Goddess," she whi npered, and fol ded around

hersel f, and di ed.

The Hi gh Warlord wi ped his knife on Valeda's cloak. Quite dispassionately, he said, "She spoke as
a High Princess. You spoke as the Azhrefs wife."

Mei gl an | ooked up, stunned al nost to sensel essness. He | oomed over her, black eyes very bright in
his Desert-tanned face. Then, with amazing care, he bent and hel ped her to her feet.

"We honor wives. Not princesses."”

Arlis turned weary, red-rinmmed eyes on Laric and said, "I'mgoing back by land if | have to wal k
every nmeasure on ny own two feet."

The ol der man shrugged in rueful apology. The first thirteen days of their sail north had been

si npl e enough, even pl easant—f one didn't think too much about what they'd have to do once they
reached Snowcoves. The ragged coastline was close on the west; to the east, south, and north,

t hough Rohannon had kept careful watch, no Vellanti ships had appeared. Even as it grew col der
and the wind acquired icy teeth, clear weather and relatively snooth sailing had been their |ot.
Laric had warned Arlis about floes that would clog the sea, and gigantic nountains of ice as

i npassabl e as the high Veresch, but Arlis hadn't believed him

Now he did. After a day and night and half a day again of weaving his flagship on a perilous
course, he believed, all right The other ships followed, captains gnawing their |ips bloody just
as Arlis had, squinting against the white sunlight glare by day and peering into eerie greenish-
bl ack gl ow by night. They trusted himto | ead them safely through, but all of themand their crews
and the soldiers, too-—knew what woul d happen to wooden hulls if a m sjudgnment brought themtoo
close to one of those nonstrous icebergs. GQuessing which could be approached and whi ch nust be
avoi ded was Laric's work.

And he had done it very well. There renained only a cape to be rounded, and then the castle and
town of Showcoves

woul d appear, nestled in a protected cove. Now it was Rohannon's turn

Hi s supply of dranath had run out last night. He'd doled it out carefully, taking only what he
hoped was enough to cure his seasickness, for Arlis didn't need himas a Sunrunner. But these
fourteen days had been hard goi ng, especially whenever he thought of his father's horror at what
he'd done. Perhaps he had already becone addi cted. He thought not; his nother had been fed small
doses of the drug for quite some time, and while her withdrawal fromit had been agony, she had
survi ved. Rohannon hadn't taken as nuch as Hollis, or for as long. And at |east he'd gotten sone
use out of it. But he kept hearing Maarken's voice in his head, thick with fear

Wl 1, what was done was done. Soon he would be on | and again. Wth the dranath wearing of f now,
and his stomach queasy, he | onged for ground underfoot instead of planks—and perhaps at Snhowcoves
sonmeone had stockpiled the herb agai nst a day when the Plague might return, and he coul d borrow
some, just alittle, just enough to—

Rohannon |istened to what he was thinki ng—Ro, what his body was urging, for it had nothing to do
with his mnd—and shuddered.

"Too cold for you, Desert-born?" Arlis asked, ruffling the boy's hair fondly. "Well, 1'Il tell you
sonmething. It's too dammed cold for anybody up here. Thirty-five days till the end of wi nter—you'd
never know it, would you? | think ny bones have turned to icicles."

"Mne, too, ny lord. W're safe enough now, aren't we?"

"Enough. At least nmy poor ship isn't the needle anynore, with the others a string of thread,
stitching our way through this." Arlis gestured to the bl eak seascape, where snow shrouded i ce-
nmountains floated in uncaring najesty. "Now all we have to do is weave Laric's princedom back
together. And to that end I need you to weave the sunlight for ne."

"At once, ny lord."

They were still out of sight of Snowcoves, not having sailed around the cape. It was too nuch to
hope that no one knew they were com ng, though; Rohannon had seen a diarmadhi ritual in the forest
near Balarat, so it was taken for granted that eyes had watched their progress. But if the
sorcerers thought Arlis and Laric helplessly linmted to what their own eyes could see, they were
ni st aken.
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What Rohannon saw now was a daylight version of what he'd watched on starlight fifteen nights ago.
There had been no new snow since then. The streets were shovel ed nore or |ess clean, but
perpetually running with neltwater. Rainy Swal ekeep, built on nostly flat ground on the Faol ain

Ri ver, had perforce an excellent drainage systenm in the Desert, nobody bothered. They didn't
worry about it at Snowcoves, either. Built on a slowy rising hill, the upper |evels drained right
down the streets to the docks and the sea. It nade for slick, dangerous footing, but people nostly
stayed on the sidewalks if they ventured fromtheir hones.

And venture they did, despite the cold, during the scant tinme the sun shone these short winter
days. Al the shopping, visiting, noving of goods, and other daily conmerce Rohannon had observed
in other places—Radzyn Port, Einar, New Raetia, Zaldivar—was carried on as if this were a warm
spring day. Children ronped outdoors while parents gossiped in open doorways. Rohannon admired the
har di ness of the people of Snowcoves and felt vaguely humiliated by his own reaction to the
cold—until he realized these people would be as mserable in his native climte as he was in
theirs.

Yarin's flag flew over the keep in solitary arrogance. Laric's should have been there, too. If
anyone had protested, if anyone was nervous at their athri's usurpation of their prince' s power,
there was no sign of it on the streets of Snowcoves.

But within the keep itself, Rohannon saw nmuch to intrigue him The soldiers, all in Yarin's colors
of white and yellow, did not drill in anticipation of a fight. They nerely trod off the paces of
their watch without seening at all interested in whether or not the castle required their

guardi anshi p. They sat about the courtyard, wal ked the walls, gamed with dice or chessboards,
meander ed through the gates on their way to or fromtown. It was very odd, and Rohannon said so
when he returned to the ship.

"They must know we're coming," Arlis said, worrying a raw place on his upper lip where the cold
had cracked the skin, "Damm! Are they so confident that they don't need to nount a defense?"

Laric stood with his spine against a mast, arnms folded, wind blowing thick brown hair back from
his face. "How many did you count, Rohannon?"

"Only about fifty, nmy lord. But there are probably nore within the keep, staying warm Very few on
the town streets at all."

"And on the ships? CGuarding the docks?"

"I didn't think to | ook. Excuse nme a noment."

"Take your time," Arlis said wyly.

A short while | ater Rohannon was nodding. "There are only a few people on the docks, ny lord. But
four of the ships ride lowin the water and the sails aren't wapped and stowed the way we al ways
do at Radzyn for wi nter harbor."

"Ready to raise them are they?" Arlis nused.

"Against their prince," Laric added, his cheeks red with nore than col d.

"l saw sonething else, ny lords,"” Rohannon said. "The holds are all open to the sunshine. Fromthe

size of the ships, and counting the ones within range of light, I'd say there are about fifty
sol diers on each of those ships."”

"Where is Yarin getting these people?" Laric exclained. "Two hundred ready to sail, at |east
anot her hundred in the keep. By the Goddess, I'Il cut himto pieces with ny own sword!"

They were beginning to get used to such vows fromthe bookish prince, so neither made any coment
about it. What Arlis said was, "So they do know we're coming. They've hidden thensel ves. Rohannon,
did you see any beards in the ot of 'enf"

"None, ny lord. | would have said.”
"That you would. My apologies.” Arlis reached into a pocket for salve to rub on his bleeding |ip.
"Al'l right, then. | want you to ook for me once nore, and this tinme into the castle w ndows if

you can. Laric, is there any place Yarin mght use as a prison?"

After a nonent's thought, he nodded. "Try the west side, a building that used to be a stable. The
roof caved in fromsnow |last winter. Yarin lost a |l ot of good horses that | bargained with Chay at
this year's Rialla to replace, the nore fool |I. The roof's back on, but the horses were all noved
to the older stable at the east gate. If | needed a jail, that's where I'd put it."

One last foray on sunlight, a lengthy one this time as Rohannon tried every wi ndow on the western
wall. H gh and wi de, placed to spare courtyard and castle the usual horsey snells, the w ndows
were recessed to nmake arrow shots

more difficult (although it was only a stable, and in time of war enpty of horses). But the angle
was al so wong for the norning sun to penetrate. So Rohannon sought around the other side,
approaching fromthe east after fixing the location in his mnd.

He was very lucky. Two servants crossed the courtyard, staggering with the weight of a caul dron of
porridge that swung between them Another followed with a sack, presumably of bread. CGuards who
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had formerly | azed about snapped to the alert, swords drawn, as the stable doors were unbolted and
the food taken in. Rohannon found a gap in the slats of the projecting roof, slid down the thin
shaft of sunlight, and hovered at head- hei ght a handspan inside the open door

He saw what Arlis had hoped he'd see: all the soldiers, servants, and townsfolk [oyal to Prince
Laric were stuffed into the stalls and tack roons of the stable. He withdrew quickly and opened
his eyes. He didn't need to say anything, only nodded.

"Right," Arlis nuttered. "I'mbetting that these shipboard troops aren't really trained soldiers
at all, but diarmadh'im siphoned down fromthe Veresch for the occasion and suited up in Yarin's
colors. Same for the ones inside the castle—though they may know a bit nore about what to do with
a sword."

"Don't underestimate nountain folk," Laric cautioned. "|'ve seen themdrop a wolf at two hundred
paces with a single arrow "

"I don't doubt it. But a single arrow, cousin." He smled, then swore as his lip cracked again
"They' re i ndependent, not given to the kind of discipline and concerted effort needed in a battle.
If they'd been inclined to work together, we would' ve heard fromthem|ong before this. Qur own
troops, on the other hand, have been tested in battle and not found wanting." He paused. "It's
your hol ding, of course, and I'l| be guided by your wi shes. But | have an idea or three, if you'd
like to hear them™

Al'l Sethric had done was kiss Jeni back. Nothing el se. Wariness and weakness, he told hinself,
had nothing to do with it. How could it, when life seemed ready to explode within

himat the touch of her nmouth on his? No, it wasn't his wound or the |oss of blood or the |ong
ride to Skybow that nmade himkeep his hands to hinself (nostly). It was the thought of her
parents, and her youth, and honor, and ... and...

But, oh, her lips were sweet, and her hair soft, and her fingers tender as they cradled his face,
and her snile filled with shy wondering joy...

He was dreaming with his eyes wi de open when she canme into his room next norning. Feylin had

al ready been by to | ook at his leg. Jeni brought breakfast for two. Seating herself on the bed,
with the tray between them she acted as if this was the habit of nore years than either of them
had been alive.

But they were only hal fway through the neal when Wl vis poked his head in. Apologizing for the
interruption, he asked Jeni if she would do himthe favor of apprising Pol of the news.

"Ch—+ completely forgot! | was going to do that first thing!"
"I think you can be forgiven," Walvis answered, casting Sethric an amused gl ance. "For nyself, |
don't mind at all. I won the bet!" And he was back out the door before either could do anything

nore than bl ush.

Set hric watched Jeni perch confortably in the wi ndow seat in full sunshine. For a few nonments he
i ndul ged in nore waking dreans, admring the straight |line of her back, the highlights in her
hair, the pretty profile limed in white-gold. But as conpletely with himas she had been earlier,
so now was she gone. Her body was present, her thoughts el sewhere.

He had never been exactly jealous of Daniv. Not of a friend. Nor even of that dragon of hers. But
now he began to wonder about his own character—for he suddenly could not bear to have the sunlight
take her away from him

The High Prince's caution repeated in his mnd, words about getting used to her being a Sunrunner
But how in Hells would he know anything about it? In that marriage, Pol was the Sunrunner. He
never had to watch while eyes that had gazed softly on himturned blind to his very existence. He
never had to wait while mnd spoke to mind in a manner forever beyond his understandi ng, using
wor ds he woul d never know unl ess he was told about them

Sethric wanted to | ook away from her where she sat all aglow with norning sunlight. No, he didn't
want to—he wi shed he could | ook away. The sight of her was all he had |left of her. Jeni —voice,
smile, thoughts, feelings, all that was Lady Cami gwen of Castle Crag—had left him

But she was here. He had that nuch: the know edge that with himwas where she wanted to be. She
woul d cone back, and it would be to him Not to Daniv or her dragon. To him

By the time she sighed quietly and rose fromthe wi ndow seat, Sethric could smle and wel cone her
back to his side

Jeni nestled close for a nmonent, there within the curve of his arm Then she drew back slightly,

her cheeks pink, her gray eyes straying to his mouth as she said, "I have to go talk to Walvis.
|

Sethric nodded. "But you'll conme back."

"Yes." She seened puzzled. "OF course.”

He ki ssed her to seal the bargain—ot only with her, but with hinself.
Morning | essons had just begun in the Attic when Sioned came in, sniling a snile that caused Meath
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to falter in midword. He | ooked quickly at Riyan, then at Andry. Neither understood the reason for
that dangerous glitter in her eyes any nore than he did. But though they were all three grown nen,
and Meath Sioned's elder by four years, each struggled to hide automatic / don't know what | did,

but whatever it was, |I'msorry! expressions.
"Good nmorning!" Sioned greeted the children brightly. "And too pretty a norning it is to sit like
| unps inside while these boring old nmen drone on. I'mdeclaring a holiday. Go on, out! Into the

gardens, 211 of you!" She | owered her voice to a conspirator's murmur. "And if you ask himvery

ni cel y, perhaps Meath can be persuaded to be your dragon.”

He cast her a sour glance. She replied with another sleek and I ethal smnle.

The children took instant advantage of the suggestion, tunbling fromthe room Wen Andry and
Riyan made as if to rise fromtheir chairs at the table, Sioned spoke again.

"No. You stay."

They sank back down.

Meat h shut the door behind him thanking the Goddess that he was well out of it.

Sioned got right down to it. "Wiat do you know of a woman named Jayachi n?”

Ri yan frowned slightly. "Sounds famliar, but—

"I't should," Andry said. "The R alla of 719? Black hair, white skin—

"oh. "

Si oned tapped her fingers inpatiently on the finials of a chair, then gripped themas if they were
her tenper. "\What about her, Andry?"

He shrugged. "A nerchant from Waes, now |living outside Goddess Keep."

"Wong."

"l beg your pardon?"

"Not living. Dead. Yesterday—by neans of the ros'salath.”

For just a nonent his nuscles tensed, as if he'd spring to his feet and chal |l enge her physically.

She wat ched hi m consciously relax and | ean back. "I have always," he said lightly, "admired your
sources of information. Better than mine, in this instance.”

"You don't use the stars much," she retorted. "It's a prejudice you m ght consi der overconing."

"Thank you for the advice."

Ri yan shifted as if to stand and go. Sioned spared hima single glance. He subsided. "I'msorry
she's dead. You've known since |ast night?"

"Since the last stars before norning. | don't get nuch sleep these days."

"No, indeed,” Andry commented, still unruffled. "The Goddess has but two eyes. Hi gh Princess

Si oned has—how nmany is it? Dozens? Hundreds?"

"Thousands, for all you'll ever know of them" She glared across the width of the table at him

"Whul d you like to hear about it?"

He nade an idle gesture. "OfF course."

"She went to the tree-circle. She was seen there. Brought back. Subjected to what your Chief
Steward and his wife would probably terma trial. Condemmed—and then murdered."

"Executed,"” Andry corrected.

"Murdered," she repeated. "For sonething called a 'sin.' By a spell forbidden—

"—except in defense of Goddess Keep," he interrupted. "Torien and Man have ny conpl ete confi dence.
Consi dering what she did, they'd have no choice but to condemm her. They have the authority to—
"To kill her by driving her nad? Dear Goddess, Andry, what have you nade the Sunrunners into but
mur der er s?"

He nmet her gaze, head tilting upward, a little smle teasing his lips. "And are your colors clean
of bl ood, Sioned?"

"That's enough," Riyan snapped. "Andry, ask your people what happened. WAit until he knows the
specifics, Sioned, before you condemm." Fisting one hand on the table, he said fiercely, "This is
ny castle and | won't have it nade a battlefiel d—especially between faradh "im"

Si oned opened her nouth, closed it again. "You're right. | ask your pardon, ny lord."

She nmeant it, but she also neant it to make hi munconfortable. She used titles on her own athr'im
only on fornmal occasions or when she wished to renmind certain of themthat she had changed their
wr appi ng cl ot hs back when they were squalling infants.

Ri yan nmet her stare for stare, then rose. He went to the door and opened it, standing beside it in
silent and obvious invitation to get out.

Sioned left first. She didn't much care if Andry thought her enphasizing her precedence or if he
thought her fleeing fromfurther contention. She sought the battlenents and the sunshine, on the
Desert side of the keep where she woul d hear no children laughing in the gardens and no soldiers
drilling in the courtyard. Leaning a shoul der against a high stone crenellation—solid for defense,
yet delicately bal anced for beauty—-she gave up fighting the wind' s playful tousling of her hair
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and stared at the Long Sand.

Confronting Andry had been a m stake. She'd known that even as she storned up the stairs. But
after hearing Antoun's horrifying account of Jayachin's death, imagining what it nmust have been
like, realizing what Andry had done in creating his devr'im—

"'l wouldn't have done it if you'd been here to stop ne," she nurnured. "If I'd said nothing, he
woul dn't know to tell Torien to keep alert for a spy. Ch, | can hear you saying that—--ow When
it's too late. But | couldn't be silent, can you un-

derstand that? A working of madness, used to kill—-and for what? A 'sin.' Not even Antoun could
reatly explain that one.

"And what have | done to him you'd ask. No, you never did. He offered to be used. Not during
Andrade's ti mne—although I found out a thing or two back then as well, that she didn't think

knew. But since then ... we both used him He wasn't doing anything he woul dn't have chosen to do
on his own. That was always your justification, wasn't it? Only now he's in danger. H m and Edre
and Norian and poor crippled Elsen, riding to Goddess Keep's defense when they need no defending
except fromthensel ves.

"That's why | had to confront Andry. | had to. He doesn't see it. But you always knew, didn't you?
Power once used is easier to use again. And again. Until using it beconmes its own justification
and not using it is inmpossible. But he'll never understand that.

"Does Pol? He did once. He was scared into it, nine years ago, fighting his half-brother. But this
is different. This war is different. Using power is not only possible and justified, it's
essential, and not just to save his own life. What will he do with it? Wth that mrror, if Ruala
finds out at Elktrap howto use it ... with his diarmadhi heritage...." She glanced down at her
clenched fist. "And with this, if it turns out to be a thing of power...."

The enerald was just an enerald, gleanming in the sunshine just as it always had. But in darkness
it glowed and pulsed in precise rhythmw th her heartbeats. Bl ooded, |ike a sword.

"I"ve killed," she whispered to the sands far below, to the sky above and the wi nd between. "Wth
my gifts, ny power, |'ve killed. |1've been bl ooded—y colors, the way Andry said. No nore Kkilling.
I don't want any nore death to come of ny kind of power-—er Pol's, or Andry's." She sighed. "Is it
only that I'mold? Is that why |I'mso sick of death, because |'mafraid of my own?"

Wth both hands she scraped the tangled curls back fromher face, held her head between her hands
as she stared up at the bright blue sky.

"You know, | don't much |like being alive w thout you," she said.

Andry nearly bunped into a cloud on his way to Goddess Keep. Pausing, he cursed hinmself roundly
for behaving like a four-ringed Sunrunner who barely knew how to weave |ight. Anger nade for
haste, and haste nade for carelessness, and if he didn't watch it he would become shadow | ost-—-and
t hen what woul d become of themall?

Det ouri ng around the cloud, he was hal fway across Gib when sonething tugged hi mback toward
Feruche. That nade hi meven angrier. But the insistent colors would not go away, so he returned—
and found that the presunption and the colors were his elder son's.

Annoyance vani shed instantly. Andrev? Wat's wong? Were are you?

Everything's all right, Father, I'msorry if | startled you. W 're on the way to Radzyn—enly we
have to go slow so we don't get there before Prince Amiel and Prince Ludhil sail in from Dorval
From—=? What's going on? Wiy didn't Tilal do what he was told?

He said Prince Ludhil would be furious if he wasn 't in on the kill, what with being trapped up in

the hills all this time, so Prince Am el took one of the ships to Graypearl. They thought he was
friendly! It was beautiful! He sailed right in and Prince Ludhil came down with all his fighters
and the Vellant'imwere smashed between!

Andry tried to envision it—a dragon ship unloading arrows instead of bearded warriors; a sudden
attack fromthe rear while the docks swarned in confusion; the two forces pinching the Vellant'im
like a dragon's talons. Sounds risky—but beautiful, you're right! Serious casualties?

Not as many as we were afraid of. They'd already sent nost of the troops at Graypearl across to
Radzyn. | guess they'll go up to Stronghold fromthere.

Only Tilal plans to stop them

Yes. Prince Am el and Prince Ludhil are |oading their own people on board ship right now I'mto
keep an eye on themto nmake sure we all get to Radzyn at the sane tine.

You' ve done good Sunrunner service, then

The boy's colors glowed. It's nmy duty, Father, nothing

nmore, he said, as expected. Then: But it's wonderful to be in

the mddle of it! Not the fighting, Prince Tilal won't |let ne,

but to be able to watch everything, and know |'mthe only

ene who can report back, that I'mny lord s eyes—

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybowl.txt (93 of 336) [2/4/2004 11:57:45 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2003%20-%20Skybow! .txt

So you like being a Gunrunner, do you? Andry asked, arnused. Well, you should. It's what you were
born to do.
It feels that way, Andrev adnmitted shyly. And born to a sword is what Princess Iliena | ooks |ike,

can you believe it? | saw her this norning, fighting right al ongside her husband!

He tried to picture the forty-year-old nother of two arrayed in arnor, her dark

Fi ronese—di ar madhi —face nearly hidden behind a helm O all the wonen he could see in the pose,
Iliena was anong the very |last But people did what was necessary, he supposed. And one coul dn't
fault her courage.

Then something occurred to him Did they fight back? Against a woman, | nean. And all the other
wonen in Ludhil's group.

Yes. No such luck as Rohannon had on Kierst-lsel, Father. By the way, is he all right? Were is
he?

In Firon by now, |I should inmagine. Goddess, all the reports fromall over the continent—t's a
wonder | can keep track of where | aml | assune you 're also here for news, so |I'll give it to
you. Chayla was found—but you knew that, didn't you?

Yes. Prince Tilal told ne to ask about Princess Meiglan

They still have her. But we got Rislyn back. She's at Skybow now. They're undoubtedly taking
Meiglan to Stronghold, so be careful what you do there. A wong nove and they could kill her
Tilal says that if we work it right, he'll march up from Radzyn with Anmiel and Ludhil, you can
come fromthe north, and we can smash them outsi de Stronghol d.

No. At Skybow . It nust be Skybow . He had the inpression of nental fidgeting. It's my decision
and Pol's. Tilal can push themnorth all he likes, but the final battle nust happen at Skybow .
I"Il tell him But I don't knowif he'll do it that way. He's been a little strange lately. After
his son died, it was |like he didn't see or hear anything. He just sat with Princess Danl adi for
days. Then we started to march again, and now sonetinmes it's like he has a fever. He said
yesterday he'd like to line up all the Vellant'imand kill themone by one with his own sword, but
so they'd die as slowy as Ri hani did.

I understand. O hers feel the sane. And | know how I'd feel if anything ever happened to you. But
t he Goddess wil |

keep you safe. There's work for you to do far beyond being Prince Trial's Sunrunner squire. And
now | think you'd better go back. Al this weaving of light has tired you

Not very nuch,

This is your father you're talking to, ny lad, and the Lord of Goddess Keep knows weary col ors

when he sees them Go on. I'll tell the others what you' ve told ne, and cone to you tonorrow with
further orders for Tilal And tell himl said to take good care of you
Oh, he does. Too good. | never get to do anything really interesting. Wll, except the Sunrunning,

of course, but just once |I'd Iike to stick nmy sword into a Vellanti. For Brenlis, and Cclel and
Rusi na.

I . . . understand, Andry said again. But |eave the swords to the soldiers. And consider this:
that by doing what only you can do, you 're hel ping nore than anyone with a sword.

I guess so. You take care of yourself, too, Father

| hear and obey, ny lord Sunrunner

Laughter echoed down the light. Andry relaxed back in his chair, smling. It had taken Andrev's
defiance and his own anger to do it, but somehow they were closer now than they had ever been. It
was the gift of faradh'imto each other, this communion. The gift of the Goddess.

He spent a few nonments resting, breathing in the scents of turned earth and a few stubborn flowers
in the kitchen garden, letting the sun warmhim G adually his pleasant nood faded, for he had yet
to do what he had come out here to do. Gathering hinmself, he once again spun sunshine in the
direction of Goddess Keep

"I think that finishes it. Anything el se?"

Qdd, Man thought, how the same words can be so different. Andry had said on sunlight what Torien
now said aloud to the devr'im but Torien's genuinely concerned inquiry was a world away from
Andry's inpatience.

The upper bal cony enptied of everyone but Jolan and her husband. Such good little peasants, she
told herself, hearing and obeying the orders of the great Lord of Goddess Keep. Do this, do that,
keep an eye on Edrel and Norian, too bad about Jayachin, you did the right thing —patting us on
the head like kittens who' ve caught their first nouse.

"Jol an?"

She shrugged Torien's armfrom her shoul ders. "He should be here."

"He has duties to his famly in the Desert."

"Hs duty is to us!"
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"As ours is to him" Torien rem nded her

She laid her hands flat on the bal ustrade stones, glaring down at the gleam of silver and gold on
her fingers. "We'd foll ow himon sunlight or on foot or any other way he asked, just for the
asking. But he doesn't ask, Torien. He doesn't want us to follow. Wy did he create us, out of his
vision of this war, if not to follow and support hin®"

St andi ng beside her, watching the bustle in the encanpnent bel ow the keep, he neither touched her

nor spoke for a long while. At last, with a weariness that alarmed her, he said, "I feel very much
alone. Not in ny heart—you're always there, |ove, CGoddess be thanked for it. It's in my nmind, in
the part of ne that's a Sunrunner. |'ve yoked and shackl ed the diarmadhi in ne ever since |I found
but about it. But when the Sunrunner is silent, sonetines | hear the sorcerer whispering."

"No, you're wong," Jolan protested, taking his armin both hands. "I hear the sane thing and
there's no diarnmadhi blood in me at all. It's not disloyalty to Sunrunners or to Andry—t's being

abandoned li ke this. He should be here!"

"His vision is larger than ours. W see only Goddess Keep. He sees—

"—the chance to beat Pol."

"I't m ght have begun that way," Torien admtted. "I don't think that's very inportant to himnow "
"Maybe 1'd feel better if it was," she nuttered.

"You' re not nake any sense, dearling."

Oh no? she thought, and did not say out loud. At least if he was behaving as the Lord of Goddess
Keep, 1'd know he still gave a damm about us. He's becone Chay and Tobin's son again, a son of the
Desert. A lord of the Desert. And all we good little peasants can do is wait for himto find time
for us.

"I feel alone, too," she told her husband.

Torien encircled her with both strong arns. "But not in your heart?" he murnured into her hair
"Never," she replied. "I'd foll ow Andry wherever he asked—but only if you were there with ne."
"But didn't she tell you what we ought to do?"

Ant oun shook his head. "My |ady, you nmust not expect too much just yet. The Hi gh Princess has her
own difficulties. I'msure that once she consults with her son, she'll contact ne again with

advi ce. "

Frowni ng, Norian tapped a finger against the spine of a shelved book. Her brother had sent her
down to select another volume for himto read, knowing that Antoun was usually in the library
during the early afternoon. It would not do for any of themto be seen overrmuch in his conpany,
especially as he was one of the devr'im He would either be questioned for information about their
di scussions, in which case he would have to lie even nore than usual, or soneone m ght question
why he was so often in attendance on the Gribain prince, his sister, and her husband. They woul d
have to be very careful and very clever to keep nost of their encounters "accidental."

Norian didn't nmuch Iike having to wait on Sioned' s convenience, and said so. The Sunrunner arched
a brow at her.

"What choi ce do we have, ny |lady? We could provoke a conflict with the Vellant'im and see
hundreds kill ed—and not just by them but as Jayachin died. You and your husband could withdraw to
prevent your troops' being used in that fashion, but noving your brother risks the healing of his
| eg. No, we nust do as Hi gh Prince Rohan always did, wait, and see how events shape thensel ves.
When the time for action cones, we will knowit."

"I don't enjoy feeling hel pless, Antoun," she said.

"No nore than anyone. But have patience. The Vellant'imare waiting for something, too. | don't
know what, but perhaps that's something Sioned can find out for us so we nay plan accordingly."”
"And if she can't? If she's just as ignorant as we are by the tinme they finally attack?"

Antoun said nothing for a nmonent. Then he clinbed a stepladder, making a great deal of noise.
Norian stared up at himas if he'd gone nad.

"My students ask me the dammedest —your pardon, princess—but the damedest questions sonetines,

whi ch send ne to the nost obscure vol umes—which are invariably

in a place where |I nust risk life and linb to reach—ah! Look out!"

He purposely spilled a few books from an upper shelf. Norian junped out of the way.

"WIIl you be so kind, your grace, as to help ne pick those up?"

Norian finally caught on. "Ch, of course." She knelt and he clanbered down to crouch beside her
conpl ai ni ng about his age and infirmties.

"If there's anything to learn, Sioned will find it out," he whispered. 'Trust her. | have, for al
the forty-five years |I've known her."

And with that Norian had to be content, for just as Antoun agai n began his inprecations agai nst
his over-inquisitive students, a boy of about sixteen cane around a corner of the shelves and
said, "Everyone all right? Oh, Princess Norian. The very person | cane to fetch."
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Antoun frowned up at him "Kov! Did you grow up all alone on a mountaintop in the Veresch, then
with no one to teach you manners? You do not 'fetch' a princess!”

The boy turned pink to his earlobes. "I +"msorry, | didn't nean—=

"I't's all right, Kov," Norian said, rising with a heavy book in her hands.

"Beggi ng your grace's pardon, and m ndful of your grace's generosity, but it isn't all right."
Ant oun pushed hinmself to his feet. "Not everyone becones a Court Sunrunner, but we all |earn how
to be polite. The first thing you do, Kov, is bow to her grace. Then you ask her pardon for

i mposi ng yourself on her. Then you introduce yourself. Then you say that so-and-so w shes to know
if she would be so kind as to spare a few nonments. Go on, say it."

Kov gave an abrupt, awkward bow. Staring at his ringless hands, he stammered, "Your g-grace
excuse ne for interrupting. My nane is Kov, and | was sent b—by Lady Uwis to ask if you and your
husb—+ nean, if your grace and Lord Edrel would honor her and her husband by dining with them
tonight." He | ooked anxiously up at Antoun

The ol d Sunrunner smiled with perfect benevol ence. "Excellent. Al the proper forns observed. The
bow could use a little work. But | know you' ve never addressed a princess before in your life."
Nori an al nost nissed her cue—a quick gl ance—so intent

was she on watching Kov's reaction. But the boy found nothi ng unusual about such whol ehearted
approval following so closely on the heels of such irritable severity; evidently it was Antoun's
habi t .

"Yes, very prettily done,"” Norian said, smling. "My father's pages rarely do it so well. Please
tell Lady Uwis that we'd be glad to accept her invitation, and thank her for it, please.”

Ant oun snorted. "Never heard a princess say 'please' to you before either, have you? That's
manners, Kov. Renenber them Run along with you now. " As he gave another bow, Antoun sniled again
"Very good!"

When Kov was gone, the Sunrunner |eaned wearily against the bookshelves. "A recent arrival, who's
become Uw s' pet. | hope she doesn't have his man-maki ng ni ght —he's so cow eyed over her he'd
see through the spell in a nmonent."

"Hs what? | don't understand.™

"Never mind. Just be careful around him He pops up all over the place on errands for Uws or
Deni ker, and repeats everything he hears to them"

"What are they Iike?"

"Deni ker cones from G |lad Seahold. But don't count on any righteous anger at its destruction that
could be turned to Pol's advantage. He's Andry's to his toenails. Uws is another matter. She had
a son by Andry—and didn't want to. In love with Deniker, you see, but too proud to say it. She

i gnores young Joscev—and wongly, for he's a likely lad."

"So she has a grudge? WII it be useful ?"

"No," he said flatly. "You don't understand the kind of loyalty they give Andry as Lord of Goddess
Keep. But another thing about U w s—she's Cunaxan, and Merida stock, although she'll deny it to
her dying breath. If you want to end an unconfortable conversation, bring up this puzzling
connection between the Vellant'imand the Merida. It won't nake her love you, but it'll turn the

tal k qui ck enough. ™

"But why do they want to dine with us?"

He shrugged. "Man wants to sound you out. Her actions of the other day didn't exactly nmeet with
your approval, so she assigned Deniker and Uwis to do the work for her."

"It's all so obvious, once you explain it." Norian clutched the big |eather-bound volunme to her

chest. "Antoun ... | understand court intrigues, but—=
"You' re shocked to find it goes on at Goddess Keep?"
"Alittle. | always thought—+ nean, |'ve always been told that things are different here."

"So much for the purity of our calling." He smled, but she was |ike her brother in that her sense
of hunmor was nearly inoperative when she was upset. "Don't worry. Edrel will do just fine. He was
Pol's squire, with the opportunity to watch hi mand Sioned and Rohan as well. And they were better
at it than anybody. Even Lady Andrade used to say so."

She frowned. This was an aspect of her new husband's position that she hadn't considered before.
Norian had grown up a princess—but Edrel had grown to manhood at the court of the Hi gh Prince.
Except for the honor of it, and the inportance of the connection, she wasn't conpletely certain

this was a desirable kind of training. So she was not conforted when Antoun finished, "If he's
listened to even half of what he's heard over the years, he'll know how to handle U w s and
Deni ker . "

Fol l owi ng Draza's exanple in describing the Battle of Swal ekeep, that evening Andry refought that
norning's events at Graypearl using the Attic table as a battle nmap. He had to do sone guesswork,
of course, but was pretty sure he had the basics right. And until Ludhil and Amiel told their
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version in person, Andry's would have to serve

Qdd to think that soon now—+n ten days, perhaps twenty—the two princes would i ndeed have a chance
to give a firsthand account. They would | and at Radzyn tonorrow or the day after, with Tilal
attacking fromthe east, and if all went well would march for Stronghold and push the eneny up
toward Skybowl . And then let the Vellant'imcall on the sorcerers for help as they were ground
between two arnmies like graininamll.

Ten days, fifteen, twenty—t had becone difficult to remenber a time when the war was not being
fought. It was nearly inpossible to conceive of its being over. But it would be, and before

wi nter's end.

"I make it twelve days,
Stronghol d. W

may have a problemthere. If the Hi gh Warlord refuses to budge—

Maar ken shrugged. "Let's say for the sake of argunent that they nove. We'll figure that out |ater
I'"d call it four days.to Stronghold, Father, Radzyn will be a hard fight and they'll want to take
it slow"

"Al'l right, four days. Add another four to push themup to Skybowl, a day for the usual insults
and feints, and one nore for the battle."

"Fourteen days until all this is over?" Riyan shook his head. "I don't believe it."

"No nore do |I," Andry agreed. "A lot can happen in a single day—as we' ve seen over and over since
Aut umm—tet alone in fourteen.™

"We'll plan on that anyway, and revise as necessary." Chay drained one goblet of w ne and poured
hi msel f anot her. "Sioned? You haven't had much to say about this.”

"I's ny opinion sonething you need to hear?"

The acidic comment gathered all their attention. Pol took stock of her pose—rel axed, casual

compl etely deceptive

"I think you intend to tell us anyway," he said.

"Ch, it's not much. Only this. What are the Vellant'imwaiting for?"

She rose, distributed a smle all around, and wal ked out.

"Goddess, but | hate it when she does that," Chay renmarked. "Picked it up from Rohan." He gave a

Chay said. "Two to clean out Radzyn, two nore to rest. Three to nmarch to

long sigh. "Very well, ny ladies, ny lords, and ny prince. Any of you care to try an answer to
t hat ?"

Hollis | ooked down at her half-finished dinner. "I think it's another way of asking what it is
they want."

"And as they haven't been considerate enough to tell us,
to begin with."

"Not quite." Maarken reached for the taze pitcher, stopped, and nade an annoyed sound. "Damm it!
I"mgoing to put a bell onit, |I swear, to keep me fromdoing stupid things like that!"

Sionell poured for him After nodding his thanks, Marken continued, "We know they're here partly
because of the dragons. W heard what they yelled when they cane for Pol. And didn't Visian say
that he threw Birioc's head at the Hi gh Warl ord outside Ri venrock? So they're investigating
dragons. It's got sonething to do with them"

'They attacked the rivers and Kierst-lsel to prevent any-

one fromconmng to our aid," Riyan said. "That part of it's over. Anyone who's going to help is
already in the field. The rest are sitting tight like the cowards they are.”

Hollis gl anced up. "And now Tilal says the Vellant'imw Il converge on Stronghol d. That nust be
why the H gh Warlord is waiting. He needs the rest of his forces before he can nove."

"Perhaps," Andry mused. "But what about the ships off Goddess Keep? Personally, and | admt |'m
prejudiced, | think that's what Sioned was tal king about. What are they waiting for?" He picked up
the fork he'd used to represent a line of Vellanti ships in harbor and speared a cube of cheese.
"They' ve tined everything rather carefully, don't you think?"

Draza spoke up for the first tinme. "Not everything, ny Lord. They couldn't know how long it woul d
take to march on Swal ekeep—er that they would | ose.™

"Forgive ne for saying it," Chay nurnured, "but Swal ekeep didn't natter. Nor Kierst-Isel, nor
Waes, nor anypl ace el se."

Pol nodded. "If they'd really wanted New Raetia, for instance, if it had been essential, they
woul d have kept at it until they won. But they didn't."

"And CGoddess Keep?" Sionell asked suddenly. "D d they change their m nds?"

"Not at all," Andry said. "Lady Merisel's histories speak of Sunrunner arm es—or at |east of
Sunrunners in arns along with regular troops. | think we were neant to be bottled up, the way
Roel stra trapped Lady Andrade in 704."

"And because they're back at Goddess Keep, that's a clue that something big is about to happen?”

said Sionell, "we're still where we were
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Chay nodded, paused for a sip of wine, and continued, "A|l these other things were to keep
everyone el se busy. Nothing truly mattered but the Desert."

"And not even all of it, Father," Miarken said, sitting straighten ' They were herding us to
Stronghol d. They didn't even bother with Tuath thenselves, but let the Merida take it. And they
turned around and went back to Radzyn once they knew they wouldn't be able to take Tiglath. But
Tiglath wasn't inportant."

Sionell stiffened. "Then it was for nothing?"

"No—Goddess, no!" Maarken exclainmed. "If Tallain hadn't stopped them they would' ve trapped us
here at

Feruche and we'd never get the chance to neet themat Skybow ! Sionell, | never neant—
She gestured hel plessly. "Forgive nme. It's just—
"Skybowl ," Pol interrupted. He stood, began to pace, nervous energy crackling along his nuscles.

"W won't have to lure them W won't have to intercept them before they can march on Feruche."
"Expl ai n yoursel f," Chay snapped.

"Radzyn was taken but not destroyed—+too useful as headquarters. They followed us to
Remagev—herdi ng us, as Maarken says. But they didn't destroy that, either. Stronghol d—Mther did
that. But what did they want? What were they after? Look, we've never even heard of these people,
we don't know who they are. Lady Merisel never nentions themin her scrolls—does she? Andry?"

The Lord of Goddess Keep shook his head.

"Al'l right, then." Pol found himself in front of the mirror. He turned to avoid |l ooking at it,
even though no spell of light had called forth that strange, compelling face. "She did wite about
Sunrunner armes. One of the first places the Vellant'i mwent was Goddess Keep, to destroy you if
they could. They didn't, so they |left—but now they' ve returned, and they're waiting for whatever
it is the Hgh Warlord is going to do. They must be afraid of what you might do when the tine
cones—things that haven't been done in fifteen or sixteen generations, since Merisel's tine."

He paused, trying to control the fever of ideas. "I'mnmuddling this. Does anybody see what |'m
getting at? All of our Desert castles are old, but none predates Skybowl . They didn't really want
Stronghol d, except that that's where Father was. He's dead-so they cane after nme. The Azhrei. They
could' ve followed us up here. They didn't. They don't care about Feruche. It's Sorin's creation
too new to have any history. But Skybow is the single nost identifiable keep anywhere. It's a

pl ace of dragons, even nore than Stronghol d. Threadsilver Canyon is where they used to mate."
"And?" Chay pronpted when Pol stopped for breath.

"We don't have to worry about getting themnorth. They'll march on Skybow whatever we do. Hells,
they already did! And they' Il go back, with everything they've got this tine."

"\ 2"

O themall, only Sionell was not caught up in the flood of his words. "Wiy?" she denanded again
Pulling in a deep breath, he replied, "Because Skybow is where the dragon gold is."

CHAPTER TWELVE

L
Arils was subtle only as a sailor. He had coaxed and caj ol ed his ships through m serabl e seas and
vicious battles, coming at tinmes within a fingerspan of disaster but always slipping free. He had

skill as a sailor, and even grace. As a prince, however, and a warrior, he was sinple,, direct,
and | et hal .
Laric, listening to Arlis' ideas and contenplating his friend s probable effect on his princedom

deci ded he had something else in mnd for Showcoves.

In the late afternoon of the sixty-fifth day of Wnter, Arlis ordered his ships into harbor at
Snowcoves with every soldier on board lined up in full battle gear—and full view of the town. The
setting sun behind them nmade the sails loomlike dark, uplifted wings. The light suddenly sliced a
wi cked glint through the gloom the polished steel tip of a single arrow shot fromthe fl agship,
quenched in a wooden pole. It was taken down by trenbling hands (so Rohannon reported, trenbling
hinself with the need for a stronger dose of dranath) and the attached letter read aloud to the
ast oni shed and grow ng crowd.

To the good and | oyal people of Snowcoves, fromLaric of Firon, your prince, greetings.

("I have to assune they're innocent,"” he'd said as they worked out the wordi ng over the noon neal .
"I'f they think they'Il be punished, they'|ll be too afraid to do anything. |I'Il sort out the

bl anel ess fromthe guilty later.")

| understand that recently, to your shock and di smay, the peace of Firon has been conpron sed by
the illegal and injurious actions of the traitor Yarin, fornmerly athri of Snowcoves and, to ny
regret and ny dear wife's shane, ny own brother-by-marriage. | know that this treachery was not
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your design. | know that the castle which hitherto protected your lives and property i s now
occupi ed by servants of the usurper. | know that those who attenpted to resist are now i nprisoned
within the castle. | know that Yarin has seized Balarat and even now threatens the life of ny
young son, Prince Tirel. |I know al so that troops are hidden in various ships in the harbor

wai ting their chance to take up arns agai nst ne.

("I'n other words," Arlis grinned, "you know everything! And what you don't know, they'll assune
you'll know, and deal with it anyway. Brilliant, Laric!")

("I try," the prince replied nodestly.)

Good peopl e of Snowcoves, this cannot but be as intolerable to you as it is to ne.

Prince Arlis of Kierst-lsel, nmy cousin and stalwart friend, who has had nuch nore experience in
matters of war than |, having lately destroyed many ships of the Vellanti fleet in battle on
Brochwel | Bay, believes that a fight is necessary to renedy this situation

("Do pardon nmy maki ng you out a bl oodthirsty savage who can't wait to start |opping off heads.")
("My dear cousin, | don't mind in the least. What a lovely reputation I'mgetting! | can hear the
bards now, singing ny prowess. Besides, you' re the one who has to rule here afterward, not ne.")
But | amof different mnd, for although he may know

the ways of war, | know the ways of the people of
Snowcoves and of Firon. Qur way, yours and mne, is
peace.

I know that by dawn tonorrow, ny belief in you will be
denmonstrated, and ny princely cousin will receive an
educati on.

Laric

Clouds blew up after the letter was delivered, so Rohannon coul d not have seen what was happening
even if he'd been in any shape to | ook. At dawn, Arlis and Laric went up on deck, |eaving the
Sunrunner in abject misery bel ow. .

"I amready to be educated,” Arlis announced.

"There is your lesson,"” Laric replied, and pointed to the banner flying over the keep: a red
seashell on a black field, edged in gold.

It turned out to be true. The peopl e of Snowcoves, whether or not they had participated, resisted,
approved, or bewailed Yarin's treachery, had renedied the intolerable situation. There had been
sonme fighting within the walls of the keep, until those inprisoned in the stables charged the
doors and joined the fray. But there had been no blood spilled in the town at all. As for the

sol diers on board the shi ps—+they were dead enough. The vessels had been cut |oose fromtheir

nmoori ngs by night after holds were nailed shut and hulls hacked open bel ow the waterline.

As he sailed in, Laric lifted a palmto acknowl edge the wel conming cheers of a popul ace which, if
not precisely loyal to their last collective breath, was smart enough to do the necessary for self-
preservati on.

"Listen to them Arlis. You'd think I'd come to shower themin gold coins."”

"Enjoy it. Their relief is genuine—and so is nmne."

Laric replied lightly, "And so will poor Rohannon's be, after he's gotten sone sleep!"”
"I"'mserious," Arlis insisted. "I'd be yelling your praises with themif you'd let nme. You're the
only one of us to defeat the eneny without a scratch to any of his people. | wish | could say the
sanme. "

"It was nostly your idea. And they did all the real work."

"Don't be so dammed npdest | only suggested that we sail in and | et them know our strength. The

| etter was your doi ng—the perfect use of power without using it at all. Ro-han would ve loved it."
He was qui et a nonent as they canme al ongside nmasts rising |ike drowned, denuded trees. "Of course,
whoever did that work will need three days to thaw out. Hell of a season for a swim'

Laric peered over the side. "I must renenber to have the harbor dredged cone spring. It's cold as
a nmeat | ocker down
there now, but when things warmup the corpses will rot and kill the | obsters.”

It was Sioned's favor to Arlis that his brother Sauner was not present for Tilal's ship-sinking
festivities on the Faolain. He had asked that Sauner be protected—ot an easy thing to inmpose on a
sevent een-year-old youth eager to prove hinself yet again at the warrior's craft. But she nanaged
it. Sauner was asked (not precisely ordered, but who dared di sobey the Sunrunner Hi gh Princess?)
to stay at Low and and do what he could to secure it—not from any further incursions of

Vellant'im but fromthe results of his own entrance. The coll apse of the noat had fl ooded the
under ground tunnel with a noxious, possibly disease-bearing nmuck. Sonehow the castle nust be
protected fromit, and the nopat repaired.

Just how to acconplish this was left to any inagination fertile enough to devise a plan. The
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stench proved inspirational

Karanaya, with fine disdain for back-breaki ng work she wouldn't have to do, said that the only
course was to bail out the whole ness by hand. Johlarian agreed with the bailing, but thought sone
sort of punp could be arranged. Sauner had no opinion at all except that he resented nissing the
action downriver. Various of his soldiers and Lowl and's citizens proposed other plans: wait for
the spring sunshine to dry it; cut drainage channels; fill the passage with rubble to nix with the
mud and eventually forma kind of cenent; or give up entirely and nove to what shelter was |left at
Faolain Riverport. It was Mrsath's outrageous proposal that finally solved their problem

"You're faradh'im" he said to Johlarian and Sauner. "Use Fire."

They stared at himas if he was out of his mnd

"Wt can't build a fire of the regular kind," he added a bit testily. "W couldn't control it. The
whol e keep might go up. But if you concentrate enough heat down there, it'll turn into an oven
and—

"I'"'ma Sunrunner, not a baker!" Johlarian excl ai ned.

"For the next few days, you're a baker," Mrsath told him

For the next few days, he was a baker. So was Sauner.

At first the effort was ludicrous—half a moat's worth of slush would not evaporate on comuand. But
after the second evening, it was seen that the |level of water had gone down appreciably. They kept
at it, winging with sweat as foul -snelling steambillowed up the access stairs. Every w ndow and
door at Low and was flung open to let it escape. Karanaya, who had elected to wait out events in a
tent set up in the burned fields, reported that the keep | ooked |ike a gigantic double boiler
bursting at the seans.

It worked. It took themfive days of constant Fire, but it worked. Johlarian and Sauner took turns
keeping it stoked, pausing only to eat a little and sleep |less. The flames burned white-hot noon
to midni ght and midni ght to noon. Down below, iron fixtures nelted and stone walls turned bl ack
but the water gave over sovereignty to Fire.

Bot h Sunrunners col |l apsed for a full day when it was done. Wen they woke, late in the afternoon
of the sixty-sixth day of Wnter, it was to Karanaya's news that Prince Tilal had sent a courier
to tell of his victory in the south. He had not, however, renenbered to return her pearls.

The peopl e of Faolain Low and coul d now work on repairing the noat—and, if Mrsath chose, the
under ground passage—without fear of disease or further landfalls, for nmud had been baked into
brick. His duty to his hosts done, his comission fromthe Hi gh Princess fulfilled, Saumer |eft at
dawn the next norning, ostensibly to reclaimthe Tears of the Dragon and deliver themto Karanaya.
VWhat he really wanted was to get out of there as fast as his horse could carry himwhile clouds
obscured the sun and no nore orders could conme from Si oned.

He nmarched east at the head of the arnmy of Syr, which now seened to consider himits prince as
well as its conmander. In truth, he had to keep reninding hinself that these were not his people
and he was only delivering themto Prince Daniv. Wien Mrsath sent himoff with the parting gift
of a pennant in Kierst-Isel's yellow and scarlet, he waited until he was out of sight of the keep
before ordering it rolled up and tucked away. It was only .a little flag, nowhere near the size of
Kostas' turquoise banner that led the march, but it enbarrassed him

Still, for all intents and purposes, these were his people. He had fought beside them at Catha
Heights, led themto River Run where they'd stood vigil together at Kostas' pyre,

and taken themall the way to Faolain Low and. Now they would follow himinto the Desert.

At noon, with the river long behind themand its rich green farm and fading to scrub that heral ded
the endl ess sand beyond, Sauner asked Havadi to call formation. The captain did so and the arny of
Syr—sadly depl eted since Catha Hei ghts—gathered to