Court Duel by Sherwood Smith (Book Two of the Crown and Court Duet)

PROLOGUE

THE SCRIBESIN THE HERALDRY GUILD WRITE THE history of Remana. What | am doing here
istdling my own higory: how I, Mdiara Adtiar, who grew up running wild with the village girlsand
scarcely knew how to read, managed to find mysalf swept up in the affairs of kings.

Who will read my history? | try to imagine my greet-great-great-granddaughter finding this book some
wintry day—becausein summer, of course, she will be rambling barefoot through the mountains, just like
| did. Harder to imagine are people in other lands far from Remana, and in future times, reading my
dory.

Y ou might ask why | wrote this, when we have court scribes whose job it isto record important events.
Onething | have learned while reading historiesis that though the best scribeswill faithfully report what
people did at crucia moments, they often can only guessat why.

The scribeswill begin, for example, with the fact that | was the second child born to the Count and
Countess of Tlanth, acounty high in the northwest mountains of Remana. My brother, Branaric, wasthe
elder.

Even in our remote part of the kingdom, the people struggled under King Galdran Merindar's heavy taxes
and became restless under hisincreasingly unfair laws. My father paid most of those taxes himsdlf to
spare our people, and thuswe Agtiars, in our old, crumbling castle, were not much better off than the
poorest of our villagers.

Our mother was killed when Branaric and | were young. We were certain it was done by the order of the
King, but we did not know why. It was enough to make our father—until then arecluse—work hard to
overthrow an increasingly bad government. On his degthbed ten yearslater, he made Branaric and me
swear avow to free the country from the wicked King. Branaric and | shared the family title, as Count
and Countess of Tlanth, and shared the work of governing our county and preparing for the revolt.

Soon after Father's death we discovered the latest, and wordt, of King Galdran's acts. He was going to
betray our Covenant with the mysterious and magica Hill Folk in order to harvest and sdll the fabulous
colorwood trees, which grow nowhere e'sein the world. The forests have been home to the Hill Folk
snce long before humans settled in Remana. The Covenant made with the Hill Folk centuries before our
time guaranteed that so long as we |&ft the forests—common trees aswell as our fabulous
colorwoods—uncut, they would give usmagica Fire Sticks each fdl, which burned warmly until at least
midsummer.

S0, untrained and ill prepared, Branaric and | commenced our revolt.
It was adisaster.

Oh, we were successful enough at first, when the huge army the King sent against uswasled by his
cowardly, bullying cousin Baron Debegri. But when the Marquis of Shevraeth—son of the Prince and
Princess of Rensel aeus—replaced Debegri, we lost ground steadily. | ssumbled into a stedl trap our side
had set out in a desperate attempt to dow up Shevraeth's army, was caught, and was taken by the
Marquisto the capital, where the King condemned me to death without permitting me to speak aword in
my defense.



But | escaped—with help—and limped my way back toward home, chased by two armies. Both
Branaric and | nearly got killed before we found out that some of King Galdran's Court aristocrats—Iled
by the Marquis of Shevraeth—had actualy been working to get rid of the King without launching civil
war.

King Galdran and Baron Debegri forced usinto afind bettle, in which they werekilled. After that
Branaric rode with the Marquis and his dliesto theroya paace Athanarel in Remana-city, the capital,
and | retreated home. Asareward for our aid, Shevraeth—who was favored to become the new
king—turned over Galdran's personal fortune to Branaric and me.

That much, | know, isin the records.

What the scribes don't tell, because they don't know, is exactly how—and why—I subsequently got
mixed up againinroyd affars.

It began with aletter from the Marquise of Merindar—s ster of the late King Galdran.

ONE

| STOOD AT MY WINDOW, AN OLD BUT COMFORTABLE blanket wrapped about me. The
warmth of the low midwinter sun through the new paned glasswas pleasant as | read again the letter that
hed arrived that day.

Esteemed Countess Meliara:
| have had the pleasure of meeting, and entertaining, your estimable brother, Count Branaric. At
every meeting he speaks often and fondly of his sister, who, he claims, was the driving spirit

behind the extraordinary events of last year.

He also promised that you will come join us at Court, but half a year has passed, and we il
await you. Perhaps the prospect of life at the Palace Athanarel does not appeal to you?

There are those who agree with this sentiment. | am one myself. | leave soon for my homein
Merindar, where | desire only to lead a quiet life. It iswith this prospect in mind that | have taken
up my pen; | would like, very much, to meet you. At Merindar there would be time, and seclusion,
to permit leisurely discourse on subjects which have concerned us both—especially now, when the
country has the greatest need of guidance.

Cometo Merindar. We can promise you the most pleasant diversions.

| await, with anticipation, your response—or your most welcome presence.

And it wassgnedin agraceful, flourishing hand, Arthal Merindar.

A letter from aMerindar. | had brought about her brother's defeat. Did she redlly want friendship? |
scanned it for perhaps the tenth time. There had to be a hidden message.

When | cameto the end, | looked up and gazed out my window. The world below the castle lay white
and smooth and glistening. We'd had six months of peace. Though the letter seemed friendly enough, |



felt asense of foreboding, asif my peace was as fragile as the snowflakes outside.
"L ooking down the south road again, Mdiara?’

The voice sartled me. | turned and saw my oldest friend, Oria, peering in around the door tapestry.
Though | was the countess and she the servant, we had grown up together, scampering barefoot every
summer through the mountains, deeping out under the ars, and dancing to the music of the mysterious
Hill Folk. Until last winter, I'd only had Orias cast-off clothing to wear; now | had a couple of remade
gowns, but | still worethe old clothesto work in.

She amiled alittle as she lifted the tapestry the rest of the way and stepped in. "1 tapped. Threetimes.”

"I was not looking at the road. Why should | look at the road? | was just thinking—and enjoying the
sunshine”

"Won' last." Oriajoined me at thewindow. "A wholeweek of mild weather? That usually meansthree
weeks of blizzard ontheway."

"Letit come” | said, waving ahand. | wasjust as glad to get off the subject of roads as| wasto talk
about all the new comfortsthe castle afforded. "We have windows, and heat vents, and cushions. We
could last out ayear of blizzards."

Orianodded, but—typicaly—reverted right back to her subject. "If you weren't looking down the road,
thenit'sthefirst imeinweeks."

"Weeks? Huh!" | scoffed.
Shejust shrugged alittle. "Missing your brother?"

"Yes" | admitted. "I'll be glad when the roads clesr—Branaric did promise to come home." Then |
looked at her. "Do you misshim?"

Orialaughed, tossing her curly black hair over her shoulder. "1 know | risk sounding like an old woman
rather than someone who is one year past her Flower Day, but my fancy for him was nothing more than a
girl'sdream. | much prefer my own flirtsnow." She pointed at me. "That's what you need, Mdl, some
flins”

| too had passed my Flower Day, which meant | was of marriageable age, but | felt sometimes asif |
were ten years younger than Oria. She had lots of flirts and seemed to enjoy them dl. I'd never had
one—and | didn't want one. "Who has the time? I'm much too busy with Tlanth. Spesking of busy, what
make you of this?' | held out the letter.

Oriatook it and frowned dightly as she read. When she reached the end, she said, "It seems
sraightforward enough, except... Merindar. Isn't she some relation to the old king?”

"Siger," | sad. "The Marquise of Merindar.”
"lsn't sheaprincess?'

"Whilethey ruled, the Merindars only gave thetitle 'prince or 'princess to their chosen heir. She carries
the family title, which predatesther years on thethrone.”



Orianodded, pursing her lips. "' So what does this mean?"

"That'swhat I'm trying to figure out. | did help bring about the downfal of her brother. | think anasty
letter threatening vengeance, awful asit would be to get, would be more understandabl e than this.”

Oriagmiled. "Seems honest enough. She wantsto mest you.”
"But why? And why now? And what's this about 'guidance?’

Orialooked back at the letter, her dark brows dightly furrowed, then whistled softly. "I missed that, first
time through. What do you think she's hinting at, that she thinks the new king ought not to be king?"

"That isthe second thing I've been wondering about,” | said. "If shed make agood ruler, then she ought
to be supported ..."

"Well, would she?'
"I don't know anything about her."

Oriahanded the letter back, and she gave me a crooked grin. "Do you want to support her bid for the
crown, or do you just want to see the Marquis of Shevraeth defeated?’

"That'sthe third thing on my mind," | said. "I haveto admit that part of me—the part that till ranklesat
my defeat last year—wants him to be abad king. But that's not being fair to the country. If he's good,
then he should be king. This concernsal the people of Remana, their safety and well-being, and not just
the feelings of one sour countess.”

"Who can you ask, then?"

"I don't know. The people who would know her best are dl at Court, and | wouldn't trust any of them as
far as| could throw thiscastle.”

Oriagrinned again, then looked out the window at the sunlit snowy expanse.

Materidly, our lives had changed drastically since the desperate days of our revolt against Galdran
Merindar. We were wedthy now, and my brother seemed to have been adopted by the very courtiers
whom we had grown up regarding as our enemies. While he had lingered in the capital for haf ayesr, |
had spent much of my timeinitiating vast repairsto our castle and the village surrounding it. The rest of
my time was spent in banishing theignorance | had grown up with.

"How about writing to your brother?' Oriaasked at last.

"Bran isgood, and kind, and as honest asthe starsare old,” | said, "but the more| read, the more|
redlize that he has no political sense at dl. He takes people as he finds them. | don't think held have the
first notion about what makes agood or bad ruler.”

Orianodded dowly. "Infact, | suspect he would not even like being asked." She gave me astraight look.
"Thereis one person you could ask, and that isthe Marquis of Shevraeth.”

"AsK the putative next king to evauate hisriva? Not even | would do that,” | said with agrimace. "No."



"Then you could go to Court and evauate them yoursdf," she stated. "Why not? Everything isfinished
here, or nearly. We have peace in the county, and as for the house, you made me steward. Will you trust
meto carry your plans forward?'

"Of course | will," | said impatiently. "But that's not theissue. | won't go to Court. | dont wantto ..."
"Don't want to what?' Oriaperssted. | sighed.

"Don't want to rdive the old humiliations."

"What humiliations?' she asked, her eyes narrowed as she sudied me. "Md, the whole country thinks
you aheroinefor facing down Gadran."

"Not everyone,” | muttered.

Oriacrossed her arms. "Which brings us right back," she said, "to that Marquis.”

| Sghed again. "If | never seehim again, | will be content—"

"Youll not,” Oriasad firmly.

| shook my head and looked out sightlesdy at the snow, my mind instead reliving memories of the year
before. | could just picture how he must have described our encounters—alwaysin that drawling voice,
with his courtier'swit—for the edification of the sophisticates at Court. How much laughter had every
noblein the kingdom enjoyed at the expense of the barefoot, ignorant Countess Mdiara Astiar of Tlanth?
"Lady Mdiara?' There was atap outside the door, and Oria's mother, Julen, lifted the tapestry. Oriaand
| both stared in surprise at the three long sticks she carried so carefully. "More Fire Sticks?' | asked. "In
midwinter?"

"Just found them outside the gate." Julen laid them down, looked from one of usto the other, and went
out.

Oriagrinned a me. "Maybe they're apresent. Y ou did save the Covenant last year, and the Hill Folk
know it."

"I didn'tdoit," | muttered. "All | did was make mistakes."

Oriacrossed her arms. "Not mistakes. Misunderstandings. Those, at least, can befixed. Whichisdl the
more reason to go to Court—"

"Andwhat?' | asked sharply. "Get mysdf into trouble again?"

Oriastood slently, and suddenly | was aware of the socid gulf between us, and | knew shewas aswell.
It happened like that sometimes. We'd be working side by side, cleaning or scraping or carrying, and
then aliveried equerry would dash up the road with aletter, and suddenly | was the countess and she the
servant who waited respectfully for me to read my letter and discussit or not as| saw fit.

"I'msorry," | said immediatdy, stuffing the Marquise's | etter into the pocket of my faded, worn old gown.
"Y ou know how | fed about Court, even if Bran has changed hismind.”



"I promise not to jaw on about it again, but let me say it thisonce. Y ou need to make your peace,” Oria
said quietly. "Y ou left your brother and the Marquis without so much as aby-your-leave, and | think it's
gnawing at you. Because you keep watching that road.”

| felt my temper flare, but | didn't say anything because | knew she was right. Or haf right. And | wasn't
angry with her.

| tried my best to dismiss my anger and force myself to smile. "Perhaps you may be right, and I'll writeto
Bran by and by. But here, listen to this!" And | picked up the book I'd been reading before the | etter
came. "Thisisone of the ones| got just before the snows closed the roads. 'And in several places
throughout the world there are caves with ancient paintings and lyon Daiyin glyphs.™ | looked up from the
book. "Doesn't that make you want to jump on the back of the nearest horse and ride and ride until you
find these places?’

Oriashuddered. "Not me. | likeit fineright here at home."
"Useyour imagination!" | read on. "'Some of the caves depict congtellations never seenin our skies—"' |
stopped when we heard the pealing of bells. Not the melodic pattern of the time changes, but the clang of

warning bells at the guardhouse just down the road. " Someone's coming!” | exclaimed.

Orianodded, brows arched above her fine, dark eyes. "And the Hill Folk saw them." She pointed &t the
Fire Sticks.

"Them? " | repeated, then glanced at the Fire Sticks and nodded. "Means acrowd, true enough.”

Julen reappeared then, and tapped at the door. "Countess, | believe we have company on the road.”
Shelookedin, and | said, "I hadn't expected anyone.” Then my heart thumped, and | added, "It could be
the fine weather has melted the snows down-mountain—d'you think it might be Branaric at last? | don't
see how it could be anyone e sl

"Branaric needs three Fire Sticks?" Oria asked.

"Maybe he's brought lots of servants?' | suggested doubtfully. "Perhaps hishaf year at Court has given
him elaborate tastes, onesthat only alot of servants can seeto. Or he's hired artisans from the capital to
help forward our work on the castle. | hopeit'sartisans,” | added.

"Either way, well be wanted to find space for these newcomers,”" Julen said to her daughter. She picked
up the Fire Sticks again and looked over her shoulder at me. ™Y ou ought to put on one of those gowns of

your mother'sthat we remade, my lady."

"For my brother?' | laughed, pulling my blanket closer about me aswe dipped out of my room. "I don't
need to impress him, even if he has gotten used to Court ways!"

Julen whisked hersdlf out.
Oriapaused in the doorway. "What about your |etter?

"I guess| will haveto ask Bran," | said, feding that neck-tightening sense of foreboding again. "Buit later.
When | find theright time."



She ducked her head in anod, then disappeared.
| pulled the letter from my pocket, crammed it into a carved box near my bed, and ran out of the room.

Theflagswere chilly on my feet, but | decided against going back in for shoes. If it redly was Bran, |
wanted to be in the courtyard to see his face when he discovered the improvements to the castle.

The prospect of Bran'sarrival, which we had dl anticipated so long, made me dow my stepsjust alittle,
to look at the familiar work asif it were new: windows, modernized fireplaces, and best of dl, the
furnishings. My prizeswere the antique plainwood tables from oversess, some with inlaid patterns, some
with scrollwork and thin lines of gilding; dl of it—to my eyes, anyway—beautiful. Half the rooms had
new rugs from faraway Letarj, where the weavers know how to fashion with clear colors the shapes of
birds and flowers, and to make the rugs marveloudy soft to the feet.

Asl| trod down the main stairway, | looked with pleasure at the smooth tiles that had replaced the worn,
uneven stones. They made the arealook lighter and larger, though | hadn't changed anything in the walls.
The round window at the front of the hall had stained glassin it now, awonderful pattern that scattered
colored light across the big stairway when the sun was just right.

Oriareappeared as | crossed the hall to the front door.
"I wish the tapestrieswere done," | said, giving one last glance around. " Those bare wdlls."
Orianodded. "True, but who will notice, with the new tiles, and these pretty trees?"

| thanked her, fedling alittle guilty. | had stolen the idea of the potted trees from the Rensel aeus
palace—where | had been taken briefly during the latter part of the war—but how would they ever
know? | comforted mysalf with thisthought and turned my attention to the others, who were dl gathering
to welcome Bran.

Oria, Julen, and | had designed a handsome new livery, and both women wore their new gowns. Little
Caaub was proud of his new-sewn stablehand livery, which marked him out to hisfriendsin the village
for hisexated future asthe Astiar Master of Horse.

Village? Town, | thought, distracted, as the sound of pounding horse hooves preceded Bran's arrival.
Many of the artisans 1'd hired had elected to remain, for everyone in the village had decided to improve
their homes. We suddenly had lots of businessfor any who wanted it, and money—at last—to pay for it
dl.

The rattle up the new-paved road—our first project during summer—grew louder, and to our surprise,
not one but four coaches arrived, the first one agrand affair with our device boldly painted on itsside.
Outriders clattered in, their magnificent horses kicking up the powdery snow, and for atime al was
chaos as the stablehands ran to see to the animals and lead them to our new barn.

"Four coaches?' Julen said to me, frowning. "We've room for the one. Two, if they shift things around
and squeeze up tightly.”

"The last two will haveto go to the old garrison barn,” | said. "Leastwise it has anew roof.”

Out of thefirst carriage stepped Bran, his hair loose and shining under arakish plumed hat. He was



dressed in amagnificent tunic and glossy high blackweave riding boots, with alined cloak dung over one
shoulder. He grinned a me—then he turned and, with agesture of practiced grace that made me blink,
handed out alady.

Alady? | gawked in dismay at theimpressive hat and muffling cloak that spanned abroad skirt, and
looked down at myself, in an old skirt Oria had discarded, aworn tunic that | hadn't bothered to change
after my sword lesson that morning, and my bare feet. Then | noticed that Julen and Oria had vanished. |
gtood there dl aone.

In fine style Bran escorted the mysterious lady to the new date steps leading to the big double doors
where | stood, but then he dropped her arm and bounded up, grabbing mein abig hug and swinging me
around. "Sigter!" He gave me aresounding kiss and set me down. "Place looks wonderful!™

"You could havelet me know you were bringing aguest,” | whispered.

"And spoil agood surprise?' he asked, indicating the lady, who was still standing on thefirst step. "We
have plenty of room, and asyou'd told mein your letter the placeisn't such arattrap anymore, | thought
why not makethetrip fun and bring 'em?’

"Them?" | repeated faintly, but by then | already had my answer, for the outriders had resolved into alot
of liveried servants who were busy unloading coaches and helping stablehands. Through the midst of
them strolled atall, degant man in ahed-length black cloak. | looked at the familiar gray eyes, the long
ydlow hair—it wasthe Marquis of Shevragth.

TWO

"YES," BRAN SAID CARELESSLY, INDICATING HIS TWO guests. "Nimiar—and Danric there,
whom you adready know." Hefrowned. "Life, Sster, why are there treesin here? Aren't there enough of
'em outsde?’

| gritted my teeth on aredly nasty retort, my face burning with embarrassment.

Thelady spoke for thefirgt time. "But Branaric, you liked them well enough & my home, and | think it a
very pretty new fashion indeed.” Sheturned to me, and | got aswift impression of wide-set brown eyes,
adimpled smile, and aprofusion of brown curly hair beneath the elaborate hat. "1 am Nimiar Argdiar,"
shesad, holding out adaintily gloved hand.

Trying desperately to force my face into asemblance of friendly welcome, | stuck my own hand o,
rather stiffly. She grasped it inawarm grip for amoment as| said, "Welcome. | hope... you'll enjoy it
here"

"Do you have awelcomefor me?' Shevraeth said with afaint smile as he camelesurely up the stepsand
insde.
"Certainly,” | said in avoice so determinedly polite it sounded false even to my own ears. "Comeinto the

parlor—all of you— and I'll seeto refreshment. It must have been along trip.”

"Sow," Bran said, looking around. "Roads are still bad down-mountain, but not up here anymore. Y ou
have been busy, haven't you, Md? All | remember in this halway isthe mildew and the broken stone
floor. And the parlor! What was the cost of thismosaic ceiling? Not that it matters, but it'sasfine as



anything in Athanard.”

I'd been proud of the parlor, over which | had spent agreat dedl of time. The ceiling had inlaid tilesin the
same summer-sky blue that comprised the main color of the rugs and cushions and the tapestry on the
wall opposite the newly glassed windows. Now | sneaked alook at the Marquis, dreading an expression
of amusement or disdain. But his attention seemed to be reserved for thelady as heled her to the
scattering of cushions before the fireplace, where she knelt down with a graceful sweeping of her skirts.
Bran went over and opened the fire vents.

"If I'd known of your arrivd, it would have been warmin here."
Bran looked over his shoulder in surprise. "Well, where d'you spend your days? Not till in the kitchens?!

"In the kitchens and the library and wherever else I'm needed,” | said; and though | tried to sound cheery,
it came out sounding resentful. "I'll be back after | see about food and drink."

Fedling very much like | was making acowardly retreet, | ran down the long hdlsto the kitchen, cursing
my bad luck as| went. There | found Julen, Oria, the new cook, and hisassstant al standing in aknot
talking at once. Assoon as | appeared, the conversation stopped.

Julen and Oriaturned to face me—Oria on the verge of laughter.

"The lady can have the new rose room, and the lord the corner suite next to your brother. But they've got
an army of servants with them, Countess," Julen said heavily. Whenever she called me Countess, it was a
sure sign she was deeply disturbed over something. "Wherell we house them? There's no spacein our
wing, not till wefinish thewalls™

"And who'sto wait on whom?"' Oria asked as she carefully brought my mother's good silver trays out
from the wall-shel ves behind the new-woven coverings. "' Glad we've kept these polished,” she added.

"I'd say find out how many of those fancy paace servants are kitchen trained, and draft 'em. And then
seeif some of the people from that new inn will come up, for extrawages. Bran can unpocket the extra
pay," | said darkly, "if he'sgoing to make a habit of disgppearing for haf ayear and regppearing with
armies of retainers. Asfor housing, well, the garrison does have anew roof, so they can dl deep there.
We've got those new Fire Sticksto warm 'em up with."

"What about meals for your guests?' Oriasaid, her eyeswide. I'd told Orialast summer that she could
become steward of the house. While I'd been ordering books on trade, and world history, and
governments, she had been doing research on how the great houses were currently run; and it was she
who had hired Demnan, the new cook. We'd eaten well over the winter, thanksto hisgenius. | looked at
Oria "Thisisit. No longer just us, no longer practice, it'stimeto dig out dl your plansfor running afine
house for anoble family. Bran and histwo Court guests will need something now after their long journey,
and | have no ideawhat's proper to offer Court people.”

"Well, | do," Oriasaid, whirling around, hands on hips, her face flushed with pleasure. "Well make you
proud, | promise.”

| Sghed. "Then ... | guessI'd better go back." As| ran to the parlor, pausing only to ditch my blanket in
an empty room, | steeled myself to be polite and pleasant no matter how much my exasperating brother
inadvertently provoked me—but when | pushed aside the tapestry at the door, they weren't there. And
why should they be? Thiswas Branaric'shome, too. A low murmur of voices, and alight, musicd,



feminine laugh drew meto thelibrary. At least this roomis nothing to be ashamed of, | thought, trying
to steady my racing heart. | walked in, reassuring mysdlf with the sght of the new furnishings and, on the
wall, my framed map of the world, the unknown scribe's exquisitely exact use of color to represent
mountains, plains, forests, lakes, and citiesmaking it awork of art.

And on the shelves, the beginnings of alibrary any family might be proud of. Just last winter the room had
been bare, the shelves empty. Ten yearsit had been so, ever since the night my father found out my
mother had been killed; and in aterrible rage, he'd stalked in and burned every book there, from ancient
to new. | now had nearly fifty books, al handsomely bound.

My head was high as| crossed the room to the groupings of recliner cushions, each with itslamp, that I'd
had arranged about the fireplace. Of course thisroom was warm, for it had aFire Stick, since | was o
ofteninit.

Bran and histwo guestslooked up as | approached, and | realized that they had somehow gotten rid of
their hats, cloaks, and gloves. To one of their servants? | should have seentoit, | redlized, but |
dismissed the thought. Too late—and it wasn't asif I'd known they were coming.

Lady Nimiar smiled, and Bran gave me hisrecklessgrin. "Herey'are é last, Mdl," he said. "We have
something warm to drink on the way?"

"Soon. Also had to arrange housing for dl those people you brought.”

"Some of 'em aremine. Ours," he corrected hadtily.

"Good, because we plan to put them all to work. The servants wing isal till open to the sky. Were
having it expanded. Had you ever seen thetiny rooms, and hdf of them with no fire vents? Anyway, the

first snows came so early and so fierce we had to abandon the construction.”

"They can go to the garrison,” Bran said. "We saw it on the way in. Looks nice and snug. Where'd you
get al these new books?!

"Booksdler in the capitd. I'm trying to duplicate what Pgpa destroyed, though nothing will restore the
family historiesthat no one had ever copied.”

"Mogt of ‘em were dull asthree snoring bears, burn meif they weren't!” he said, making awarding
motion with one hand.

| wished I'd had the chance to decide for mysdlf, but there was no purpose in arguing over what couldn't
be fixed, so | just shook my head.

Right then Julen camein, her face solemn and closed as she bore the fine slver tray loaded with spiced
hot wine and what | recognized as the gpple tart we would have had after dinner, now al cut into dainty
pieces and served with dollops of whipped cream on the gold-and-blue edged porcelain plates that were
our last delivery before the roads were closed. She set those down and went out.

Bran looked a me. "We serving ourselves?

"Until we get some peoplefromtheinn,” | said.

Bran sighed, getting up. "Y ou wereright, Nee. | ought to have written ahead. Thought the surprise would



be more fun!" He moved to the table and poured out four glasses of wine.

Lady Nimiar aso rose. Shewas short—just alittle taller than I—and had awonderful figure that was
round in dl theright places. | tried not to think how | compared, with my skinny frame, and instead
looked at her gown, which was afawn color, over arich dark brown underdress. Tiny green leaves had
been embroidered aong the neck, the laced-up bodice, and the hems of deevesand skirt. | felt shabbier
than ever—and studioudy ignored the other guest—as | watched her pick up two wineglasses, turn, and
come toward me without her train twisting round her feet or tripping her. She handed one glassto me,
and Bran carried one to Shevraeth. | tried to think of some sort of politeness to speak out, but then Bran
held up hisglassand said, "To my sster! Everything you've doneis better than | thought possible.
Though," he lowered hisglass and blinked a me, "why are you dressed like that? The servants |ook
better! Why haven't you bought new duds?*

"What'sthe use?' | said, fedling my face burn again. "There's fill so much work to be done, and how can
| doitinafancy gown? And who'sto be impressed? The servants?”

Lady Nimiar raised her glass. "To the end of winter."
Everyone drank, and Bran tried again. "To Md, and what she's done for my house!”
"Our house," | said under my bresth.

"Our house," he repeated in asugary tone that 1'd never heard before, but he didn't look a me. Hiseyes
were on the lady, who smiled.

| must have been gaping, because Shevragth lifted hisglass. "My dear Branaric,” he drawled in hismost
courtly manner, "never tel meyou faled to inform your sister of your gpproaching changein status.”

Bran'ssilly grin atered to the same kind of gape I'd probably been displaying amoment before. "What?
Surel did! Wrote along letter, al about it—" He smacked his head.

"A letter whichisgtill Stting on your desk?' Shevragth murmured.
"Life! It must be! Curseit, went right out of my head.”
| said, trying to keep my voice polite, "What isthis news?

Bran reached to take the lady's hand—probably for protection, | thought narrowly—as he said, "Nimiar
and | are going to be married midsummer eve, and she's adopting into our family. Y ou've got to come
back to Athanardl to be there, Mdl."

"I'll talk toyou later." | tried my very hardest to smile at the lady. "Welcometo the family. Such asitis.
Lady Nimiar."

"Mease," she said, coming forward to take both my hands. "Cal me Nee." Her eyeswere merry, and
there was no shadow of malicein her smile, but | remembered the horrible laughter that day in
Athanard's throne room, when | was brought as a prisoner before the terrible King Galdran. And |
remembered how unreadabl e these Court-trained people were supposed to be—expressing only what
they choseto—and | looked back at her somewhat helplesdly. "Well soon enough be sisters, and though
some familieslike to observe the formalities of titles, | never did. Or | wouldn't have picked someone like
Branaric to marry," she added in alow voice, with alittle laugh and alook that invited me to share her



humor.

| tried to get my clumsy tongueto stir and finaly managed to say, "Would you like atour through the
house, then?"

Instantiy moving to Lady Nimiar'sside, Bran said, "'l can show you, for intruth, I'd like asquint at al the
changesmysdf."

She smiled up a him. "Why don't you gentlemen drink your wine and warm up?1'd rather Mdiara show
me about."

"But I—"

Shevragth took Bran's shoulder and thrust him onto a cushion.

"St"

Bran laughed. "Oh, aye, |et the females get to know one ancther.”

Nimiar merdly smiled.

So | led her al through thefinished parts of the castle, tumbling over my words as| tried to explain what
I'd done and why. When | |et her get aword in, she made pleasant comments and asked easy questions.
By the time we were nearly done, though | didn't know her any better, | had relaxed alittle, for | could
see that she was exerting hersdlf to st me at ease. | reflected alittle grimly on how maintaining an
unexceptionable flow of conversation was an art—one that neither Bran nor | had.

We ended up downdtairsin the summer parlor, whose great glassed doorswould in afew months look
out on afine garden but now gave onto adushy pathway lined by barren trees and rosebushes. Still

gtting whereit had for nearly three decades was my mother's harp.

As soon as Nimiar saw the instrument, she gave agasp and pressed her fingertipsto her mouth. "'Tisa
Mandardl," she murmured reverently, her face flushed with excitement. "Do you play it?"

| shook my head. "Was my mother's. | used to dance to the music she made. Do you play?"

"Not aswell asthisingrument deserves. And | haven't practiced for ages. That's adrawback of alife at
Court. One gets bound up in the endless socid rounds and forgets other things. May | try it sometime?”

"It'syours" | said. "Thisisgoing to be your home, too, and for my part, | think musica instruments ought
to be played and not Sit sillent.”

She caught my hand and kissed it, and | flushed with embarrassment.

And just then the two men came in, both wearing their cloaks again, and Bran carrying Nimiar'sover his
arm. "Thereyou are. Found Mamas harp?'

"Yes, and Mdiarasays| may play it whenever | like"

Bran grinned a me. "A good notion, that. Only let's haveit moved upstairs where it'swarm, shal we?'



Nimiar turned at onceto see how | liked thisidea, and | spread my hands. "If youwish," | said.

Bran nodded. "Now, Mél, go get something warm on, and well take aturn in the garden and see what's
toward outside.”

"Y ou don't need mefor that,” | said. "I think I'll go make sure things are working smoothly.” And before
anyone could say anything, | batted aside the door tapestry and fled.

THREE

AS SOON AS| REACHED MY ROOM | TOOK OUT THE Marquise's letter and reread it, even
though by then | knew it word for word. It seemed impossible that Branaric's arriva on the same
day—with Shevraeth—was a coincidence.

| sighed. Now | could not ask my brother outright about this|etter. He was as tactless as he was honest.
| could easily imagine him blurting it out over dinner. He might find it diverting, though | didn't think
Shevraeth would, for the same reason | couldn't ask him his opinion of Artha Merindar: because the last
time we had discussed the possible replacement for Galdran Merindar, | had told him flatly I'd rather see
my brother crowned than another lying courtier.

Remembering that conversation—in Shevragth's father's palace, with hisfather listening—I winced. It
wasn't just Bran who lacked tact.

Oriaisprobably right, I thought glumly, there are too many misunder standings between the
Marquis and me. The problem with gathering my courage and broaching the subject was the very fact of
the kingship. If | hadn't been able to resolve those misunderstandings before Galdran's death, when
Shevraeth was just the Marquis, it seemed impossible to do it now when he was about to take the
crown. My motives might be mistaken and he'd think me one of those fawning courtiers at the roya
paace. Ugh!

So | asked Oriato tell them | was sick. | holed up in my room with abook and did my best to shove
them al out of my mind—aswell asthe mysterious Marquise of Merindar.

At sundown the next day there came a cough outside my room. Before | could speak, the tapestry swung
asdeasif swatted by an impatient hand, and there was Bran. "Hah!" he exclaimed, fissson hiships. "I
knew it! Reading, and not sick at dl. Burnit, Md, they're our guests.”

"They are your guests, and you can entertain them,” | retorted.
"You don't like Nee?' He looked upset.

| Sighed. "She seems as nice as any Court lady could possbly be, but how can she think I'm anything but
anidiot? Asfor that Shevraeth, you brought him. He'syoursto entertain. | don't need him laughing a me
for my old clothes and lack of courtly finesse."

"Heisn't going to laugh a you, Md," Bran said, running hisfingersthrough hishair. "Life! Wedidn't come
all theway up hereto talk to ourselves. Nee's going to play the harp before supper. She spent al
afternoon retuning the thing. If you don't come, after al | said about how you like music, shell get
hurt—think you don't want her here. Asfor your clothes, you must have something nice”



| remembered my two remade dresses. "All right,” | said grumpily. "I'll change and be right down.”
He kissed the top of my head and | eft.

| opened my wardrobe, eyeing the two gowns. Most of my mother's things had been ruined when the
westher got into her rooms. But we'd saved these, and Hrani the weaver had reworked them to fit me.
One was aplain gown Mama had used for gardening, its fabric sturdy enough to have lasted. The other
had taken some patient restitching, but | redlly loved it. The color was a soft gray blue, with tiny
iridescent mois gems sewn over the tight deeves and edging the square neck. It gathered at ahighwaist,
opening onto a deep-blue skirt with gold birds embroidered on it. | had avague memory of her having
wornit, and | liked theideaof having something of hersfor mysdif.

Besides, | thought it looked nice on me. Sheld been alittletaler, but otherwise our builds were much
aike. | put the gown on, combed out my hair and rebraided it, and wrapped it up in its accustomed
COronet.

Then | went down to the upper parlor that they seemed to have adopted. | could hear random notes
from the harp, a shivery pleasant sound that plucked at old and bel oved memories, just aswearing the

gown did.
| dipped through the door tapestry, and three faces turned toward me.

And my dear brother snorted. "Mé! Where are your wits gone begging? Why d'you have to wear an old
gown thirty years out-of-date when you can have anything you want?'

| turned right around and started to leave, but Nimiar rose and sped to my side, her smal hand grasping
my gem-encircled wrist. "Thisisalovely dress, and if it'sold, what's the odds? A lady hasthe right to be
comfortablein her own home."

Bran rubbed his chin. "Don't tel me you ever looked like that ?'

"Oh, Branaric. Take Lord Vidanric up to dinner. I'll play afterward. The harp isn't ready yet."

IIBlJt_II

"Please" shesaid.

Shevragth'slips were twitching. He jerked his chin toward the doorway and my brother followed,
protesting al the way.

My eyes stung. | stood like astone statue as Nimiar sighed then said, ™Y our brother isadear, and | do
love him for theway he never fearsto tdl the truth. But he redlly doesn't understand some things, does
WI

"No," | squesked. My voice seemed to come from someone el se.

Nimiar ran her fingers aong the harp strings and cocked her head, listening to the sounds they produced.
"No one," she said, "—waell, no ordinary person—sits down to a harp and plays perfectly. It takestime
andtraning.”"

| nodded stupidly.



She dropped her hands. "When Branaric came to Athanarel, he knew nothing of etiquette or Court
custom. Arrived wearing cast-off war gear belonging to Lord Vidanric, hisarmin adirty ding, hisnose
red from ajuicy cold. There are those a Court who would have chewed him like jackals with abone,
except he fredy admitted to being arustic. Thought it avery good joke. Then he'd been brought by the
Marquis, who isaleader of fashion, and Savonatook to him ingtantly. The Duke of Savonaisanother
leader. And ..." She hesitated. "And certain women who a so lead fashion liked him. Added was the fact
that you Agtiars have become something of heroes, and it became afad to teach him. Hisblunt speech
was arefreshing change, and he doesn't care at al what people think of him. But you do, don't you?' She
peered into my face. "Y ou care—terribly."

| bit my lip.

She touched my wrigt. "L et us make apact. If you will cometo Athanarel and dance at my wedding, |
will undertake to teach you everything you need to know about Court life. And I'll help you select a
wardrobe—and no one need ever know."

| swallowed, then took a deep, unsteady breath.
"What isit?" She looked unhappy. "Do you mistrust me?”"

| shook my head so hard my coronet came loose, and aloop settled over one eye. "They would know,"
| whispered, waving ahand.

"They?Y our servants? Oh. Y ou mean Branaric and Lord Vidanric?'

| nodded. "They'll surdly want to know my reasons. Since | didn't cometo Court before.” | thought of
that |etter hidden in my room and wondered if itsarriva and Shevragth's on the same day had some
gniger politica meaning.

She amiled. "Don't worry about Bran. All he wants, you must see, isto show you off at Athanardl. He
knew you were refurbishing this castle, and | rather think he assumed you were—somehow—Ilearning
everything he waslearning and obtaining afashionable wardrobe aswell. And every time he talks of you
it'sawaysto say how much more clever you arethan heis. | redly think he expected to bring us here
and find you waiting as gowned and jeweled asmy cousin Tamara."

| winced. "That sounds, in truth, like Branaric."

"And asfor Vidanric, well, you're safe there. I've never met anyone as closemouthed, when he wantsto
be. Hewon't ask your reasons. What?"

"l said, 'Hah."

"What isit, do you midike him?' Again she was studying me, her fingers playing with the pretty fan
hanging a her was.

"Yes. No. Not midike, but more... mistrust. Not what hell do, but what he might say,” | babbled. "Oh,
never mind. It'sdl foolishness. Sufficeit to say | fed better when we're at opposite ends of the country,
but I'll settlefor opposite ends of the castle.”

Her eyeswidened. If she hadn't been alady, | would have said she was on the verge of whistling. "Well,



here's aknot. But—there's nothing for it." She closed the fan with a snap, then ran her hands over the
harp.

"Why should it matter?' | asked, after along moment. "If | don't want to be around Shevraeth, | mean.”

She plucked a string and bent down to twist the key, then plucked it again, her head cocked, though |
have afeding she wasn't listening. Findly she said, " Of course you probably know he'slikely to be the
new king. His parents are in Athanarel now, hisfather making hisfirst gppearancein many years, and he
came armed with a L etter of Regard from Aranu Crown in Erev-li-Erval. It seemsthat in her eyesthe
Rensdaeusfamily hasthe best clam to the kingdom of Remana.”

Half ayear ago | would have been puzzled by this, but my subsequent reading gave me an inkling of what
protracted and ticklish diplomacy must have gone on benegath the surface of eventsto have produced
such aresult. "Well. So the Merindars no longer have alega claim. If they mean to pursue one.” | added
hadtily, "Meant to pursue one."

She gave alittle nod. "Precisaly. Asit transpires, the Prince and Princess of Rensdlaeus do not want to
rule. They're merdly there to oversee what their son has accomplished and, | think, to establish a sense of
order and authority. It isvery hard to gainsay either of them, especidly the Prince," she added with a
amile

When | nodded, she looked surprised. ™Y ou have met him, then?’
"Yes Briefly."

"Would that be when you made the dliance? Y ou know how bad Branisat telling stories. A random
sentence or two, then he scratches his head and claims he can't remember any more. And the
Rensel aeuses don't talk about the wer at al.”

This news surprised and amazed me. A portion of the tightness inside me eased, just alittle.

"To resume—and wed better hurry, or they'll be down here clamoring for our company before their
supper goes cold—L ord Vidanric has been working very hard ever since the end of thewar. Too hard,
some say. He cameto Athanarel sick and has been ill off and on since then, for he ssldom deeps. He's
ather inthe saddle, or ese hislamps are burning haf the night in hiswing of the Resdence. Hes here on
his mother's orders, to rest. He and your brother have become fast friends, | think because Branaric, in
hisown way, is so very undemanding. He wants no favors or powers. He just likesto enjoy hisdays.
This seemsto be what Vidanric needsjust now."

"Do you think helll make agood king?' | asked.
Again she seemed surprised. "Yes" shesad. "But then I've known him dl my life."

Asif that explains everything, | thought. Then | redlized that to her it did. He was a good prospect for
aking because he was her friend, and because they were both courtiers, raised the same way.

And then | wondered just who—if anyone—at Court was willing to speak not for themsalves, but for the
people, to find out who really would be the best ruler?

A discreet tap outside the door brought our attention round. Calden, the server from the inn, parted the
tapestry and said, "Count Branaric sent meto find out if you're coming?’



"Injust amoment, thanks" | said.
"Will you agreeto my pact, then?' Nimiar asked.

| opened my mouth to ask why they couldn't just marry here, but | knew that was the coward's way out.
| did not wish to get involved in any more wars, but that didn't mean | ought not do what | could to
ensure that the next reign would be what Papa had wished for when he commenced planning hisrevolt.

And the best way to find out, | redized as | looked into Nimiar's face, would not be by asking questions
of third parties, but by going to the capital and finding out on my own.

So | squashed down my reluctance and said, "If you can teach me not to make afool of mysdlf at that
Court, I'll gladly come to see you marry Bran.”

"Youwill like Court life, | promise," she said, smiling sweetly aswe went out of the parlor.
| took care to walk behind her so she could not see my face.

For the next several weeks Nee and | spent nearly al our days together as she tried to remake meinto a
Court lady. Most of thetime it wasfun, alittle like what | imagined playacting to be, aswe stood side by
sdefacing amirror and practiced walking and sitting and curtsying. Nee seemed to enjoy teaching me.
The more we talked, the less opaque | found her. Beneath the automatic smiling mask of Court, she was
aquiet, restful person who liked comfort and pleasant conversation.

In between lessons she talked about her friends at Court: what they liked, or said, or how they
entertained. Pleasant, easy talk, meant to show all her friendsin the best light; she did not, | redlized, like
politics or gossip. She never once mentioned the Marquise of Merindar.

Inmy turn | told her my history, bitsat atime, but only if she asked. And ask she did. Shelistened
soberly, wincing from timeto time; one cold, blustery day | recounted how | had ended up in Baron
Debegri's dungeon, and my narrow escape therefrom.

At the end of that story she shuddered and asked, "How could you have lived through that and still be
sne?'

"Am | sane?' | joked. "There are somewho might argue." Her reaction secretly cheered me, exactly like
aten-year-old who has managed to horrify her friends. It isn't much of a claimto fame, but it'sall |
have, | thought later as| stared down at the third fan 1'd broken, and when—again—I'd forgotten which
curtsy to make to which person under which circumstances.

Theonething | couldn't talk about was that terrible day when Shevraeth brought me to face Galdran
before the entire Court. | did not want to know if Nimiar had been there, and had |ooked a me, and had
laughed.

We saw Bran and Shevraeth only at dinner, and that seldom enough, for they were often away. When
the weather was particularly bad, they might be gone for severa days. On the evenings we were aone,
Neeand | would curl up in her room or mine, eating from slver trays and talking.

Branaric and the Marquis managed to be around on most days when the weether permitted gatheringsin
the old garrison courtyard for swordfighting practice. Even though | was not very good &t it, | enjoyed



sword work. At least | enjoyed it when not rendered acutely conscious of al my failings, when the bouts
were atended by someonetdl, strong, naturdly gifted with grace, and trained since childhood—such as
the Marquis of Shevraeth. So after acouple of particularly bad practices (in which | tried so hard not to

get laughed at that | made more mistakes than ever), | stopped going whenever | saw him there.

When Neeand | did join Bran and the Marquisfor dinner, for the most part | sat in silence and watched
Nee covertly, trying to copy her manners. No one—not even Bran—remarked on it if | sat through an
entire med without spesking.

Thus | was not able to engender any discussions about the Marquise of Merindar, so the letter—and the
question of kingship—stayed dormant, except at night in my troubled dreams.

Nee had brought only one seamstress, whom she dispatched with outriders the day after our
conversation in the parlor. Armed with one of my drafts on our bankersat Arclor House, thiswoman
was entrusted to hire three more seamstresses and to bring back cloth suitable for gowns and
accoutrements.

| don't know what ingtructions Nimiar gave her seamdstressin private. | had expected a modest trunk of
nice fabric, enough for agown or two in the current fashions. What returned, though, just over aweek
later, was a hired wagon bearing enough stuff to ouitfit the entire village, plusthree determined young
journey-seamstresses who came highly recommended and who were ready to make their fortunes.

"Good," Nee said, when we had finished interviewing them. She walked about ingpecting the fabulous
glks, velvets, linens, and aglorious array of embroidery twists, nodding happily. "Just what | wanted.
Meiseisatreasure.”

"lan't thistoo much?' | asked, astounded.

She grinned. "Not when you count up what you'll need to make the right impression. Remember, you are
acquiring overnight what ought to have been put together over years. Morning gowns, afternoon gowns,
riding tunics and trousers, party dresses, and perhaps one ball gown, though that kind of thing you can
order when we get to town, for those take an unconscionable amount of time to make if you don't have a
teeamdoingit.”

"A team? Doing nothing but sewing? What ahorriblelifel” | exclamed.

"Those who choose it would say the same about yours, | think," Nee said with a chuckle. "Meaning your
lifeasarevolutionary. There are many, not just women, though it's mostly females, who like very much to
stinawarm house and sew and gossip al day. In the good houses the sewers have music, or have
books read to them, and the products are the better for their minds being engaged in something
interesting. Thisisther art, just as surely as yon scribe regards her map and her fellows regard their
books." She pointed toward the library. "And how those a Court view the way they conduct their public
lives"

"So muchtolearn,” | said with agroan. "How will | manage?’

Shejust laughed; and the next day anew arriva brought my most formidable interview yet: with my new
maid.

"Her nameisMora," Neetold me, "and she's a connection of my own llvet. An aunt, | think. llvet
promises sheis deft and discreet. She was working for one of the northern families—low pay and too



much work—~but she stayed until her mistress married and adopted into a household even more
huskscraping. Moraand the others suddenly found themselves each doing the work of three, whileliving
in chambersthat hadn't been atered for four hundred years—right down to the mold on the stones. If
you like her, shewill then hire your staff, whom you will never redly see”

| shook my head. "Strange, to consider having agtaff | won't see.” But as| went to the interview, my
thought was. You mean, if she likes me.

Morawastall and thin, with gray-stresked dark hair. Her face is more inscnitable even than
Shevraeth 's, | thought with dismay. She bowed, then waited, her hands folded, for me to speak.

| took a deep breath. "I gather you're used to sophisticated Court people, and I'd better tell you right out
that I'm not sophisticated and haven't been to Court. Well, except once, but that was against my will. It's
truethat I'm going to Court, but | don't know that I'll stay past the wedding; and then—most likely—it's
back here for the rest of my life. | go barefoot al summer, and until now I've never owned more than one
hat. And my friends have dl been village people.”

She said nothing, but there was the faintest crinkling of humor about her eyes.

"Onthe other hand,” | said, "I'm used to cleaning up after mysdlf. | aso won't interfere with your hiring
whomever you need, and you'll be paid whatever you think fair, at least while we can pay. Thefortune
came to us on someone'swhim, so | supposeit could disappear the same way."

Morabowed. "Y ou honor me," she said, "with your honesty, my lady."
"Doesthat mean you'll stay?" | asked, after an uncomfortable pause.
She amiled then, just alittle. "I believe, my lady,” shesaid, “itisfor you to decideif you want me."

| clapped my hands, relieved that thisformidable woman had not |eft in disgudt. " Grest. Then Start today,”
| said, and grinned. "There's plenty to doif I'm to get properly civilized.”

FOUR

MY FIRST GOWN WAS READY SHORTLY THEREAFTER. It wasadinner gown; | waslearning
the digtinctions between the types of clothing. Morning gowns were the smplest, designed to be practica
for working a home. Afternoon gownswerefor going visting, for receiving vistors, and for waking.
Dinner gowns were eaborate in the upper half, meant to make one look good while sitting, and narrow in
the skirt, so one's skirts wouldn't drape beyond one's cushion. The distinction between party gowns and
dinner gowns was blurring, Nee told me, because so frequently now there were dances directly after
dinner; quite different again were the ball gowns, which were designed to look good moving. And then
there was the formal Court gown, meant for state occasions, and few people had more than one, or
possibly two, of these—they were meant to be seen again, and in these, the fashions had changed the
leedt.

"Everyonewill retire those they wore for Gadran's affairs, though, either giving them away, or consigning
them to atticsfor their descendantsto marvel at, or having them taken apart and remade into new gowns,
for the materids are hideoudy expensive. At the coronation of the new ruler everything will bedl new.”

"So dl these other fashionswill change again?' | asked.



"They change dl thetime." Shewatched, smiling, as| put on my first dinner gown and Sarted lacing up
the front. "Remind meto take you to the Herddry Archive. There's been someone to draw pictures of
what the rulerswear for, oh, centuries. It's astonishing to look through those pictures and see what our
ancestorswore. | quite like the silken tunics and loose trousers of four hundred years ago, when we had
Theraez of the Desert as our queen. Several generations before that, our climate must have been very
warm, for al the hats were sun hats, and short hair was the fashion. No one wore gloves. Quite the
opposite of the awful things they wore a hundred years ago—all gaudy, with odd angles, and those huge
shoulders on the men, meant to cover up the fact that the king was asvain as he wasfat. After himthe
clotheswere more attractive in design, but everything was stiff with jewes and metdlic embroidery. It
was probably blinding in the sunlight! But that'sin living memory, and my grandmother talks of how old
al the Court leaders then were, and how very, very formd."

"And now?" | said, taking down my hair and unbraiding it.

"Now were mostly young, for despite dl thetalk about Galdran liking young active folk, the truth was,
we were there as hostages so our parents would not gainsay him." She smiled. " So though we are young,
we prize delicacy of gpeech, and no one ever getsdrunk in public. That kind of behavior, once aluxury,
could get one killed under Galdran'srule. So could free speech, which iswhy fans became so popular.
Speaking of fans, now that you know how to open one, and hold it, I'll teach you how to speak with it."

"Spesk? With afan?" | asked.

She grinned. "There are times when words say too much—or too little. For example, watch this." She
tapped my wrigt lightly with her closed fan. Her wrist was arched, her hand angled downward. "What
doesthat seem to suggest?’

"That | stay wherel am," | guessed, mildly intrigued. She nodded. "But watch this." She tapped my wrist
again, dill holding the fan closed, but thistime her hand was angled differently so that | saw the underside
of her wrig.

"It'slike abeckon," | sad.

"Exactly. Thefirst kegpsasuitor a his distance, the second invites him to close the distance, al without
speaking aword.”

"That'sflirting," | said in disgust. "1 don't have any need for that. If any Court toady triesthat on me, I'll be
happy to use my words to send him to the rightabout. That's not why—" I'm going to Court, | started to
say, but then | closed my mouth.

If she noticed thelgpse, she gave no sign. "But it'snot just for flirting,” she said. "There are SO many
modes, dl of which can change the meaning of on€'swords. | should add that we often used the fan
language to make fun of Galdran or to give oursel ves the lie when we had to flatter him. He had a
habit—more and more in the last three or four years—of using threatsto get flattery. | think he suspected
that the end was near."

| whistled. "So the fan language isakind of flag code? Like the navies use?"
"l guessyou could think of it that way," shesaid. "I liked it because it gave usabit of freedom, for

Gadran never used afan. Conddered it fema e foolery, even when Savona and the other young men
used it right before hisface. Stard! Y our hair islong!" She stood back and admired the waving auburn



river of hair that hung just past my knees.

"] promised not to cut it until Mamawas avenged, and now | find | can't,” | said, and when | saw her odd
expression, asked forebodingly, "Don't tell mel'll get laughed &t..."

"Oh no," she said, brimming with sudden mirth. "It's becoming afashion, very long hair—coming from the
north, of course, where Aranu Crown's declared heir's wife haslong silver hair. She's Hrethan, |
understand. Not from here, but from their old world. Anyway, everyoneistrying to grow theirs; and ...
someone will bejedous.”

"Someone?’ | repeated, mentally reviewing her descriptions of various Court figures. She did not dways
name them, | had noticed, particularly when she made her—rare—criticisms. "Isthis the same someone
you've amaost named once before?”

She smiled wryly. "1 think I've dready said too much. Won't you leave yours down for dinner tonight? It
looks quite lovely."

"Not to kned on at thetable," | said, swiftly rebraiding it. " Since there's no one to impress. Now, back to
the fans. Let's have some of that code.”

"All right," shesaid. "Thismodeis caled Within the Circle." Shetwirled her open fan gently inanarc. "It
mesans that the spesker regardsthe listeners asfriends. But if you wave it back—like this—then it dters
to the Walled Circle Mode, which indicates trusted friends. It binds the listeners not to speak of what
they've heard...”

For dinner that night we found Bran and Shevraeth waiting in the parlor next to the dining room. Nee had
probably prepared them, | redlized. Thiswas new for me, but it was according to the rules of etiquette;
and if | looked at it as rehearsd—more of the playacting—I found it easy to walk in beside her, minding
my steps so that my skirt flowed gracefully and my floor-length deeves draped properly without twisting
or tripping me up.

Neewalked straight to my brother, who performed abow, and grinning widdly, offered hisarm.
Thisleft mewith the Marquis, who looked tall and imposing in dark blue embroidered with pae gold,
which—I redlized as| glanced just once a him—was the exact same shade ashis hair. He said nothing,
just bowed, but there was mild question in hisgray eyes ashe held out hisarm.

I grimaced, thinking: You'll have to learn this some time. May's well get it over quickly. Putting my
fingertips so lightly on hisdeeve | scarcdly fdt thefabric, | fell into step beside him aswe followed the
other two into the dining room. Though thiswas my home, | didn't plop down cross-legged onto my
cushion, but kndlt in the approved style.

After I'd fortified mysdlf with agulp of wine, Bran said, "Life, Md, you look fine. Getting some more of
those duds?’

| nodded.

"What have you done with your day?' Nee asked, her fan spread in the attitude | recognized from our
fan lesson as Harmonic Discourse.

"We had about with the group at the garrison, had asquint at some horses brought from up-mountain.



Danric answered mail, and | went over to town with Calder to look at the plansfor paving the streets.”
Thiswas Tlanth business. | said, "Did you tak to the elders? They want part of their taxesto go to that."
Bran nodded. "It'safair plan," he said; and | sat back, relieved.

Nee put her chinin her hand. "'Answered mail,' Vidanric? |s he referring to that formidable bag your
equerries brought in thismorning?’

"Werefinishing the last of the dispersd and reassgnment of Galdran'sarmy,” Shevragth said.

"Digpersd?"’ | repeated, thinking immediately of my plansfor evauating hisforming government. Surely it
would raise no suspicionsto ask about it, snce he had introduced the subject. "Y ou've dismantled that

giganticarmy?'
"A huge standing army with little to do is both—"

""—afinancid burden and athreat," | said. "l recognize the quote—and | agree,” | added hastily, seeing
congternation on Bran'sface. "'l just... wondered what was happening to them,” | finished rather lamely.

Tomy surprise, Shevragth said, "1 shall be happy to discussit with you. My decision did not meet with

universal approval—there were advocates for extremes at either end—and some of my nearest
associates grow tired of the whole affair.” Here he saluted Bran with his wineglass, and Bran grinned

unrepentantly.

"It'sboring,” my brother retorted. "And | can't even beginto keep it dl in my head. Tlanth's affairs| see
asmy duty. Dedling with the affairs of the kingdom | regard as anarrow escape.”

In disbelief | addressed the Marquis. "Don't you have ad-

visry

"Quantities of them," he responded, "most of whom—nearly al, | very much regret to say—are precisdy
the people one wishesto listen to least: former Galdran toadies who are angling for new privileges, or to
keep the ones they have; troublemakers; and then there are mere busybodies. | listen to them all, moreto
find out the trends of gossip in reaction to what |'ve done than to seek guidance for future decisons.”

"Who are the troublemakers? People who want to rule?’

"Some of them,”" he agreed. "Among whom are afew with legitimate clams. Then there are those who
are backing these claimants, with their own endsin view. Y our own names have been put forth.”

Bran grinned. "Grumareth kept after me thewholetime | wasin Athanardl.”

"Wdl, maybe hethinksyou'd rulewdl,” | said.

Bran laughed. "Hethinks 1'd be easy to lead by the nose, yet too stupid to see him doing it."

| looked down at my plate, remembering again the terrible dinner with the Prince of Rensdaeuswhen |

had aired my views on how my brother would make amuch better king than Shevraeth. Was that
argument abouit to resurface?



But the Marquis said, "Poor Grumareth chose unwisdly when he dlied with Galdran. Hiswas one of the
duchies drained most by the 'volunteer taxes and the forced leviesfor the army. | think he dreams of
recouping what helogt. His people have to be clamoring for justice.”

"He'safoolish man,” Nee said, "but his great-nieceisnt afool.”

Shevraeth nodded to her. Y ou'reright. And I'm hoping that the duke will remain at Court to busy himself
with plots and plans that won't work, so that Lady Elenet can stay in Grumareth and straighten things

Nee's eyes were sober as she glanced across the table, but her voice was exactly as pleasant and polite
asever. "So you will not strip the family of lands and title, despite hisfoolishnessin the past?

"The Duke of Grumareth was dways afool and will dwaysbeafool," Shevragth said, so lightly it was

hard to believe he wasn't joking. His tone altered as he added, "1 see no need to ruin the family over his
mistakes. Thereis sufficient intelligence and goodwill among them to see that their lands are restored to
peace and thereby set on the way to recovering their former prosperity.”

Nee smiled. "Trust Elenet for that.” That wasdl she said, but | had a very strong fedling from both their
tones of voice that there was an unspoken issue between them. Then | redlized that she had been playing
with her fan asthey talked; | glanced at it, but if she'd used it to make more plain whatever it wasthat |
sensed, it was too late now. She sat back, laying her fan in her lap as she reached for her wine.

"If everyone who compromised with Galdran out of fear, or greed, or even indifference, wereto be
pendized," Shevraeth went on, "Athanardl would soon be empty and alot of people sent home with little
to do but use their wealth and power toward recovering their lost prestige.”

"Morewar," | said, and thinking again of my secret cause, | ventured aquestion. "Do you agree with
Mistress Y nizang's writings about the troubles overseas and how they could have been avoided?!

Shevraeth nodded, turning to me. "That's an excellent book—one of the first my parents put into my
hands when it became apparent | was serious about entering their plans.”

"What'sthis? Who?" Bran asked, looking from one of usto the other.
Shevragth said, "Sheisahistorian of great repute in the Empresss Court, and | believe what she says
about letting socid custom and the human habit of inertiabridge an old regime to anew, when thereisno

activeevil remaining.”

"Sounds dull as ahibernating snake. Saving your grace." Bran sduted the Marquiswith his glass, then
sad, "Tel my sster about thearmy.”

Shevraeth sduted my brother with his own glass and adightly mocking smile. "To resume: Dispersd and
reessgnment. | have relied heavily upon certain officerswhom | have cometo trus—"

"Which iswhy you were up here againgt uslast winter, en?' Bran asked, one brow cocked up. " Scouting
out the good ones?'

Old anger dtirred deep inside me as | remembered the common talk from ayear ago, about Shevraeth's
very public wager with the Duke of Savonaabout how soon he could thoroughly squelch the rustic



Tlanths—meaning Branaric and me. Fighting down my emotions, | redized that yet again | had been
mided by surface events—and again | had migudged Shevragth's true motives.

"Precisdly,” the Marquis said. "Those who wish to stay arereatively easy; they await reassgnment.
Those who are unhappy, or incompetent, or for whatever reason are deemed ready for acivilian lifeare
being cut loose with ayear's pay. We are encouraging them to get training or to invest in someway so
that they have afuture, but agood part of that cash will inevitably find itsway into the ready hands of
pleasure houses. Still, each new civilian leaves with the warning that any bands of ex-soldiers roaming the
countryside as brigands are going to find their futures summearily ended.”

"So that's where the surplus money went,” | said. "What about Galdran's bullieswho loved their work?"

"The hardest part of our job isto determine who has the necessary qudifications for keeping order, and
who merely has ataste for intimidating the populace. Those who fal between the two will be sent for a
lengthy stint on border patrol down south, well away from eventsin the capital.”

His readiness to answer my questions caused my mind to glitter with new idess, like afountainin the
sunlight. | was suddenly eager to try my own theories of government, formed during my haf year of
reading. | launched a barrage of questions related to the merits of an al volunteer army paid from crown
revenues, versus each noble being responsible for a certain number of trained and equipped soldiers
should the need arise. To each question Shevraeth readily responded, until we had a conversation—not
quite a debate—going about the strengths and weaknesses of each method of keeping the country safe.

Very soon | began to see where my lapses of knowledge were, for he knew the books | quoted from.
Further, he knew the sources strengths and weaknesses, whereas | had taken them as authorities. Still, |
was enjoying mysdlf, until | remembered what hed said about listening to busybodies. Immediately full of
self-doubt at the thought, | wondered if | sounded like one of those busybodies. Or worse, had |
betrayed my secret quest?

Abruptly | stopped talking and turned my attention to my dinner, which lay cold and untouched on my
plate. Stedling aquick glance up, | redized that I'd also kept Shevraeth talking so that his dinner was
equally cold. I picked up my fork, fighting against another surge of those old fedlings of helpless anger.
Into the sudden silence Branaric laughed, then said, "Y ou've left me behind. What have you been reading,
Mel?Life! Y ou should go up to Erev-li-Erva and help take the field against the Djurans. Unlessyou're
planning another revolution herel™

"Wereyou thinking of taking thefield against me?" the Marquis addressed mein hisusua drawl.

Aghagt, | choked on abite of food. Then | saw the gleam of humor in his eyes, and realized he'd been
joking. "But I'm not,” | squawked. "Not a adl! | just like, well, reading and thinking about these things.”

"Andtesting your knowledge, Danric," Bran added.

"Whether you are testing mine or your own, you redlly will get your best information firsthand,” Shevragth
said to me. "Cometo Athanarel. Study the records. Ask questions.”

Was heredlly inviting me straight out to do what 1'd resolved so secretly? | had no ideawhat to make of
this. "1 promised Nimiar I'd come,” | mumbled, and that ended the subject.

Later, Nee sat with mein my room. We were drinking hot chocolate and talking about music, something



| usudly enjoy. But the dinner conversation was on my mind, and findly | said, "May | ask you a
persond question?’

She looked up in query and made the graceful little gesture that | had learned was an invitation.
"lan't Shevraeth afriend of yours?'

"Yes" shesad cautioudy.

"Then why the fan, and the careful words when you asked about your friend Elenet?'

Nee set her cup down, her brow dightly furrowed. "We are friendsto adegree ... Though we all grew up
at Court, | was never one of hisintimates, nor even one of hisflirts. Those all tended to be the leaders of
fashion. So | don't really know how close he wasto any of them, except perhaps for Savona. It took
everyone by surpriseto find out that he was so different from the person we'd grown up with." She
shrugged. "He was adways an object of gossip, but | redlized recently that though we heard much about
what he did, we never heard what he thought.”

"Y ou mean hedidnt tell anyone,” | said.

"Exactly. Anyway, Elenet is an old friend, of both of us, which is complicated by her family's
machinations. Her safety isimportant to me. Yetinreferring toit, | don't want to seem one of the
busy-bodies or favor-seekers.”

"l don't think you could,” | said.

She laughed. "' Anyone can do anything, with determination and an inner conviction of being right.
Whether they redly areright..." She shrugged.

"Wedll, if hewantsto beking, hell just plain have to get used to questions and toadies and al the rest of
it," | said. Remembering the conversation at dinner and wondering if I'd made an idiot of mysdlf, | added
crosdy, "l don't have any sympathy at al. In fact, | wish he hadn't come up here. If he needed rest from
the fatigue of taking over akingdom, why couldn't he go to that fabulous paace in Renselaeus? Or to
Shevraeth, which I'll just bet has an equdly fabulous paace?’

Nee sighed. "Isthat arhetorica or ared question?’

"Redl. And | don't want to ask Bran because he's so likely to hop out with my question when were all
together and fry me with embarrassment,” | finished bitterly.

She gave asympathetic grin. "Well, | suspect it'sto present aunited front, politicaly speaking. You
haven't been to Court, so you don't quite comprehend how much you and your brother have become
heroes—symbols—to the kingdom. Especialy you, which iswhy there were some murmurs and
speculations when you never cameto the capitd.”

| shook my head. "Symbol for failure, maybe. We didn't win—Shevraeth did.”

She gave me an odd ook midway between surprise and curiosity. "But to return to your question,
Vidanric's tendency to keep his own counsel ought to be reassuring asfar as people hopping out with
embarrassing words are concerned. If | were you—and | know it's so much easier to give advice than to
follow it—I'd St down with him, when no onedseisat hand, and talk it out."



Just the thought of seeking him out for a private talk made me shudder. "I'd rather walk down the
mountain in shoesfull of snails”

It was Nee'sturn to shudder. "Life! I'd rather do dmost anything than that—"
A "Ho!" outside the door interrupted her.

Bran carelessy flung the tapestry aside and sauntered in. "There y'are, Nee. Come out on the balcony
with me? It's actudly nice out, and we've got both moons up." He extended his hand.

Neelooked over a me as she did her hand into his. "Want to come?"

| looked at those clasped hands, then away. "No, thanks," | said airily. "I think I'll practice my fan, then
read myself to deep. Good night."

They went out, Bran's hand diding round her waist. The tapestry dropped into place on Nee's soft laugh.
| got up and moved to my window, staring out at the star's.

It seemed an utter mystery to me how Bran and Nimiar enjoyed looking at each other. Touching each
other. Even the practica Oria, | redlized—the friend who told me once that things were more interesting
than people—had fredy admitted to liking flirting.

How does that happen? | shook my head, thinking that it would never happen to me. Did | want it to?
Suddenly | was restless and the castle was too confining.

Within the space of afew breaths| had gotten rid of my civilized clothing and soft shoes and had pulled
my worn, patched tunic, trousers, and tough old mocs from the trunk in the corner.

| dipped out of my room and down the stair without anyone seeing me, and before the moons had
traveled the space of ahand acrossthe sky, | wasriding along the silver-lit trailswith thewind in my hair
and the distant harps of the Hill Folk singing forlornly on the mountain tops.

HVE

THE BUDS WERE JUST STARTING TO SHOW GREEN ON the treeswhen Bran said suddenly at
dinner one day, "We ought to start to Remalna-city, Mdl. Danric has work to do, and Nee hasn't seen
her peoplefor dl these weeks. And asfor me—" Hewinced. "I'm glad when we have a clear enough
day where the construction can go on, but life! The noise and mess make mefed likeacatinadog
kennd."

"Set thedate," | said, which | think surprised them all.

But | had already redized that there was little to keep mein Tlanth. Our county was on itsway to
recovery. By thistime the next year we would even have paved roads between the villages and down to
the lowlands—everywhere but beyond that invisible line that everyone in Tlanth knew was the border of
the Hill Folk'sterritory.



Nee and Bran began talking about what delights awaited usin the capital. My last order of books had
come in three weeks before, and | hadn't ordered more, for Nee and Bran both assured me that the
library a Athanarel was fabulous—fantastic—full. To al their other words | smiled and nodded,
inwardly thinking about the Marquise of Merindar's | etter and my own reason for going to Court.

Shevraeth didn't say anything, or if hedid, | didn't hear it, for | avoided him whenever possible.

The day before our departure was mild and clear with only an occasiond white cloud drifting softly
overhead. Bran swooped down on usjust after breakfast and carried Nee off for aday alone.

So during the afternoon | retreated to the library and curled up in the window seat with abook on my
lap.

But for once the beautifully drawn words refused to make sense, and | gazed instead out the window &t
the rose garden, which would be blooming well after | was gone. "My last afternoon of peace,” |
muttered with my forehead against the glass, then | snorted. It sounded fine and poetic—Dbut | knew that
aslong as| thought that way, the peace had already ended.

And what was| afraid of ?

I now knew enough of the rules of etiquette to get by, and | was now the proud possessor of what | once
would have thought the wardrobe of aqueen. And | wouldn't be aone, for my brother and my
sister-to-be would accompany me.

Asfor the Marquise of Merindar's | etter, perhapsits arrival and Shevragth's on the very same day were
coincidences after al. No one had said anything to me about it. And if | were reasonably careful at
Court, | could satisfy my quest....

Except, what then?

| was gtill brooding over this question when | heard a polite tap outside the tapestry, and amoment later,
there was the equally quiet impact of aboot hedl on the new tile floor, then another.

A welird fedling prickled down my spine, and | twisted around to face the Marquis of Shevragth, who
stood just inside theroom. Heraised hishands and said, "1 am unarmed.”

| redlized | wasglaring. "I hate people cregping up behind me," | muttered.

He glanced at the twenty paces or so of floor between us, then up at the shelves, the map, the new
books. Was he comparing thislibrary with the famed Athanarel one—or the equally (no doubt!)
impressive one a hishomein Rensalaeus? | folded my arms and waited for either satire or
condescension.

When he spoke, the subject took me by surprise. "Y ou said once that your father burned the Astiar
library. Did you ever find out why?'

"It was the night we found out that my mother had been killed," | said reluctantly. The old grief oppressed
me, and | fought to keep my thoughts clear. "By the order of Galdran Merindar.”

"Do you know why he ordered her murder?' he asked over his shoulder, as he went on perusing the
books.



| shook my head. "No. There'sno way to find out that | can think of. Even if we discovered those who
carried out the deed, they might not know the real reasons.” | added sourly, "Well do | remember how
Gaddran issued liesto cover his misdeeds. Last year, when he commenced the attack againgt us, he dared
to say that it was we who were breaking the Covenant!" | couldn't help adding somewhat accusingly,
"Did you believe that? Not later, but when the war first sarted.”

"No." | couldn't see hisface. Only hisback, and the long pale hair, and hislightly clasped handswerein
view as he surveyed my shelves.

Thiswasthefirg timethe two of us had conversed adone, for | had been careful to avoid such meetings
during hisvisgt. Not wanting to prolongit, | dtill felt compelled to amplify.

| said, "My mother wasthe last of the royad Calahanras family. Galdran must have thought her athrest,
even though sheretired from Court life when she adopted into the Atiar family."

Shevraeth was waking adong the shelves now, his hands gtill behind hisback. "Y et Galdran had taken no
action againg your mother previoudy."

"No. But shed never |eft Tlanth before, not since her marriage. She was on her way to Rema na-city. We
only know that it was his own household guards, disguised as brigands, that did the job, because they

didn't quitekill the stablegirl who wasriding on the luggage coach and she recognized the horses as
Merindar horses." | tightened my grip on my elbows. "Y ou don't believeit?

Again he glanced back at me. "Do you know your mother's errand in the capitd?' Hisvoice was calm,
quiet, dwayswith that faint drawl asif he chose hiswordswith care.

Suddenly my voice sounded too loud, and much too combative, to my ears. Of course that made my
face go crimson with heet. "Vigting."

This effectively ended the subject, and | waited for himto leave.

Heturned around then, studying mereflectively. The length of the room till lay between us. "I had
hoped,” he said, "that you would honor me with afew moments further discourse.”

"About what?' | demanded.

"I came here at your brother'sinvitation." He spokein a conversationa tone, as though I'd been pleasant
and encouraging. "My reasons for accepting were partly because | wanted an interlude of relative
tranquillity, and partly for diplomatic reasons.”

"Yes, Nimiar told me about your wanting to present a solid front with the infamous Astiars. | understand,
and | said I'd go dong.”

"Please permit meto express my profound gratitude." He bowed gracefully.
| eyed him askance, looking for any hint of mockery. All | sensed was humor as he added, "I fedl obliged
to point out that... an obvious condtraint... every timewe are in one another's company will not go

unnoticed.”

"l promiseyou I've no intention of trying again for acrown."



"Thank you. What concerns me are the individua s who seem to wish to taste the ambrosia of power—"
"—uwithout the bitter herb of respongibility. | read that one, too," | said, grinning despite mysdif.
He smiled faintly in response, and said, " These individua s might seek you out—"

My humor vanished. | realized then that he knew about the letter. He had to. Coincidence hisarriva
might be, but this conversation on our last day in Tlanth was not. It could only mean that hed had
Someone up in our mountains spying on me, for how else could he know?

My temper flared brightly, like asummer fire. " So you think I'm stupid enough to lend mysdf to the
schemes of troublemakersjust for the sake of making trouble, isthat what you think?" | demanded.

"I don't believe you'd swalow their blandishments, but you'll still be approached if you seem even
passvely my enemy. There are those who will exert themselvesto inspire you to amore activerole.”

| struggled to get control of my emations. "1 know," | said tiffly. "I don't want to be involved in any more
wars. All | want isthe good of Remalna. Bran and | promised Pepawhen hedied.” Even if my brother
has forgotten, | dmost added, but | knew it wasn't true. In Bran's view, he had kept his promise.
Gadran was gone, and Tlanth was enjoying peace and prosperity. Bran had never pretended he wanted
to get involved in the affairs of kings beyond that.

Asif histhoughts had paradleled mine, Shevraeth said, "And do you agree that your brother—estimable
as heis—would not have made a successful replacement for Galdran Merindar?*

The pardld was unsettling. | said with less concedled hodtility, "Wheat's your point?*

"No... point," he said, histone making the word curioudy ambiguous. "Only aquestion.”

He paused, and | redized he was waiting for my answer to his.

"Yes" | sad. "Bran would make aterrible king. So what's your next question?”

"Canyoutdl me" he said dowly, "why you seem lill to harbor your origind resentment against me?”
Severd images—spies, lying courtiers—flowed into my mind, to be instantly dismissed. | had no proof of
any of it. So | looked out the window as | struggled for an answer. After the silence grew protracted, |
glanced back to seeif he was dtill there. He hadn't moved. His attitude was not impatient, and his gaze
was on my hands, which weretightly laced in my lap. His expresson was again reflective.

"I don't know," | said findly. "l don't know."

There was a pause, then he said, "'l appreciate your honesty." He gave me apolite bow, abrief smile,
and |eft.

That night | retreated for the last time to the mountain peaks behind the castle and roamed a ong moonlit
pathsin the cool end-of-winter air. In the distance | heard the harpwinds, but thistime | saw no one. The
harps thrummed their weird threnodies, and from peak to peak reed pipes sounded, clear aswinged
cregturesriding on theair, until the night wasfilled with the songs of gpproaching spring, and life, and
freedom.



The music quieted my restlessness and buoyed me up with joy. | climbed the white stone pesk at Elios
and looked down at the castle, sithouetted silvery againgt the darker peaksin the distance. Theair was
clear, and | could see on the highest tower atiny human figure, hatless, hislong dark cloak belling and
waving, and star-touched pae hair tangling in thewind.

Inslencel watched the il figure as music filled the valey between us and drifted into eternity on the
night ar.

The big moon was high overhead when, one by one, the pipes played alast melody, and at last the music
stopped, leaving only the sound of the wind in the trees.

It wastimeto return, for we would depart early in order to get off the mountain before nightfal. When at
last | reached the courtyard and looked up at the tower, no one wasthere.

"Here'sahamper of good things," Julen said the next day, handing a covered basket into the coach
where Nee and | were just settling.

Everyonein the village had turned out to see us off. We made a brave-looking caval cade, with the
baggage coaches and the outridersin their livery, and Branaric and the Marquis on the backs of fresh,
mettlesome mounts, who danced and sidled and tossed their heads, their new-shod hooves striking
gparks from the stones of the courtyard.

"Thank you," | said, pulling on my new-made traveling gloves. "Bewell! 'Ria, keep us posted on Tlanth's

"I'll write often,” Oria promised, bowed to Nee, and backed away.

"Let'sgo, then," Bran called, raising his hand. He flashed agrin at us then dropped hishand, and his
impatient horse dashed forward.

Our carriage rolled more dowly through the gates, workers paused in their renovations and waved their
caps at us. Thetrees closed in overhead, and we were on the road. | looked back until | had lost sight of
the cagtle, then straightened round, to find Nee watching me, her face wistful within the flattering curve of
her carriage hat.

"Regrets about leaving your home?' she asked.

"No," | said—making my firs Court whitelie.

Her relief was unmistakable as she sat back against the satin pillows, and | wasglad I'd lied. "1 hope we
make it to Carad-on-Whitewater by nightfal," shesad. "l redly think you'l like theinn there.

"Why?" | asked.
Shegnmiled. "Youll see”
| made aface. "You can't tell me?1 think I've dready had alifetimesworth of surprises.”

Shelaughed. "Dancing.”



| rubbed my hands together. " Great. Strangersto practice on.”

Stll smiling, she shook her head. "1 confess| find your attitude difficult to comprehend. When | learned, it
was ardief to practice with my cousins before | tried dancing with people | didn't know."

"Not me" | said. "Likel told you, if | have to tread on someone's toes, better some poor fellow I'll never
see again—and who'll never see me—than someone who'll be afraid whenever he sees me coming. And
asfor practicing with Bran..."

Shetried unsuccessfully to smother alaugh. "Well, hewas just as outspoken about his own mistakes
when hewas learning," she said. "Frequently had aroomful of peoplein stitches. Not so bad athing, in
those early days," she added reflectively.

| shook my heaed. "1 find it impossible to believe that anyone could regret Galdran's defegt. Besides his
family." And, seeing a perfect opportunity to introduce the subject of the Marquise of Merindar, | said,
"Even then, didn't they al hate one another?"

"They are ... acomplicated family," she said with care. "But of course they must regret the loss of the
perquisites from being reated to roydty. All that is gone now. They have only the family holdings.”

"And we have his private fortune," | said, wondering if thisrelated to the letter in some way.

She glanced out the window, then said, "Do not fed you have to speak of it, but it distressed meto
redizethat it is| who has been talking the most over the last days. Now | would very much liketo listen.”

"Towhat?' | asked in surprise. "'l told you my history, and | don't know anything e
"Y ou know what the Hill Folk arelike," she said with undisguised awe.

| laughed. "Nobody redly knowswhat they're like. Except themsalves” | said. "But it'strue I've seen
them. Wedl have, we who live high enough in the mountains. We do as children, anyway. | dill do
because | liketo go up to them. Mogt of the others have lost interet.”

"What arethey like?'

| closed my eyes, drawing forth the green-lit images. "Unlike us," | said dowly. "Hard to describe.
Human in shape, of course, but taller, and though they don't move at dl like us, | think them very
graceful. They can adso bevery till. You could walk right by them and not notice their presence, unless
they move."

"Strange," shesaid. "1 think that would frighten me."

| shook my head. "They don't frighten me—but | think | could see how they might be frightening. | don't
know. Anyway, they are al brown and green and they don't redly wear clothes, but you wouldn't think
them naked any more than atreeis naked. They do have akind of mossy lace they wear... and flowers
and bud garlands—I ots of those—and when they are done, they replant the buds and blossoms, which
grow and thrive."

"Arethey morta?'

"Oh, yes, though so long-lived they don't seem it—like trees. But they can bekilled. | guessthere's some



grim suff inour history, though | haven't found it. One thing, though, that'simmediate istheir sengtivity to
herbs, particularly those brought here from other worlds. Like kinthus."

"Ohyes | remember Bran talking about kinthus-rooting. The berries surely can't hurt them, can they?1
mean, we use them for painkillers!”

"We never use kinthusin the mountains” | said. "Lister-blossom is good enough. Asfor the Hill Folk, |
don't know if the berries hurt them. The danger isif therésafire”

"I know burned kinthusis supposed to cause adream state," Nee said.

"Maybein us. The Hill Folk also drop into deep, only they don't wake up. Anyway, every generation or
s0 there's a great fire somewhere, and so we make certain there's no kinthus that can burn and carry its
smoke up-mountain.”

"A fair enough bargain,” shesad. "Tdl meabout their faces."

"Their faces are hard to remember,” | said, "like the exact pattern of bark on atree. But their eyes are,
well, likelooking into the eyes of the animalswe live among, the ones who make milk. Have you ever
noticed that the eyes of the ones we eat—fowl and fish—don't ook at yours; they don't seem to see us?
But amilk animal will seeyou, just asyou seeit, though you can't meet minds. The Hill Folk'seyesare
like that, brown and aware. | cannot tell you what | seethere, except if | look oneintheface, | dways
want to have aclean heart.”

"Very srange,” she said, hugging her elbows close. "Yet | think you are lucky.”

"Sometimes," | said, thinking of the night before, after my conversation with Shevragth, when I'd had an
angry heart. | wasglad | hadn't seen any Hill Folk face-to-face.

But | didn't tell Neethat.

We conversed alittle more, on different matters, then | asked her to practice fan language with me again.
We made agame of it, and so the time passed agreeably as we progressed steadily down the mountain,
sometimes dowly over icy places or snowdrifts. Aswe got closer to the lowlandsthe air turned warmer;
goring, il adistant promise in the mountains, seemed imminent. The roads were lessicy than muddy, but
our progress was just as dow.

We stopped only to change horses. Nee and | didn't even get out of the carriage but ate the food that
Julen had packed.

It was quite dark, and adeety rain was just starting to fall when our cavacade rolled impressively into the
courtyard of the Riversde Inn at Carad-on-Whitewater.

What seemed to be the entire taff of the place turned out, al bowing and scurrying, to make our
debarkation as easy as possible. As| watched this—from benesth the rain canopy that two eager young
inn-helpers held over our heads—I couldn't help remembering last Spring's sojourn at various innyards, as
either aprisoner or afugitive, and it was hard not to laugh at the comparison.

We had asplendid dinner in a private room overlooking the river. From below came the merry sounds of
music, about as different from the haunting rhythms of the Hill Folk'smusic as can be, yet | loved it too.



When we had finished, Nee said, "Come! Let'sgo dance.”

"Not me," Bran said. Helolled back on his cushions and grabbed for hismulled wine. "In the saddle all
day. I'll finishthis, then I'm for bed.”

"I'll gowithyou,” | said to Nee, risng to my feet.

Nee turned to Shevraeth, who sat with both hands round his goblet. "Lord Vidanric? Will you come with
LS?I

| looked out the window, determined to say nothing. But | was till angry, convinced as| wasthat he had
been spying on me.

"Kegp me company,” Bran said. "Don't want to drink by mysdlf.”
The Marquis said to Nee, "Another time."

| kept my face turned away to hide therelief | was sure was plain to see, and Nee and | went downstairs
to the common room, which smelled of spicy drinks and braised mesats and fruit tarts.

In one corner four musicians played, and the center of the room was clear save for agroup of dancers,
the tables and cushions having been pushed back to make space. Nee and | went to join, for we had
comein on acircle dance. These were not the forma Court dances with their intricate steps, where each
gesture hasto be just so, right down to who asks for a partner and how the response is made. These
were what Nee called town dances, which were based on the old country dances—Iline dances for
couples, and circles either for men or for women—that people had stamped and twirled and clapped to
for generations.

Never lacking for partners, we danced until we were hot and tired, and then went up to the spacious
bedrooms. | Ieft my windows wide open and fell adeep listening to the sound of theriver.

"I'll gointherattler with you," Bran said the next morning, to Nee. Grinning at her, he added, "' Probably
will rain, and | hate riding horseback in the wet. And we never get enough time together asit is.”

| looked out at the heavy clouds and the soft mist, thought of that close coach, and said, "I'll ride, then. |
don't mind rain—" | looked up, redized who el se wasriding, and fought a hot tide of embarrassment.
"You can go inthe coachin my place" | said to Shevraeth, striving to sound polite.

He gave his head ashake. "Never ridein coaches. If you want to know the truth, they make me sick.
How about awager?'

"A wager?' | repeated.

"Yes," hesad, and gave meadow smile, hiseyesbright with chalenge. "Who reaches Jeriab's Broken
Shiddin Lummfirg.”

"Stake?' | asked cautioudy.
Hewas dill amiling, an odd sort of smile, hard to define. "A kiss."

My first reaction was outrage, but then | remembered that | was on my way to Court, and that had to be



thekind of thing they did at Court. And if | win | don't have to collect. | hesitated only a moment
longer, lured by the thought of open sky, and speed, and winning.

"Done" | sad.

SIX

| WENT STRAIGHT BACK TOMY ROOM, SURPRISING Moraand one of her staff in the act of
packing up my trunk. Apologizing, | hastily unlaced the traveling gown and reached for my riding gear.

Moragave meadight smile as she curtsed. "That's my job, my lady,” she said. "Y ou heedn't apologize.”

| grinned at her as| pulled on the tunic. "Maybe it's not very courtly, but | feel bad when | make
someone do ajob twice."

Moraonly smiled as she made asign to the other servant, who reached for the traveling gown and began
folding it up. | thrust my feet into my riding boots, smashed my fancy new riding hat onto my head, and
dashed out again.

The Marquis was waiting in the courtyard, standing between two fresh mares. | wasrelieved that he did
not have that fleet-footed gray | remembered from the year before. On his offering me my pick, |
grabbed the reins of the nearest mount and swung up into the saddle. The animal danced and sidled as |
watched Bran and Nimiar come out of theinn hand in hand. They climbed into the coach, solicitoudy
seen to by the innkeeper himself.

The Marquislooked across a me. "Let'sgo.”
And hewas off, with meright on hisheds.

Atfirg dl | wasaware of wasthe cold rain on my chin and the exhilaration of speed. The road was
paved, enabling the horses to dash dong at the gallop, sending mud and water splashing.

Beforelong | was soaked to the skin everywhere except my head, which was hot under my riding hat,
and when we bolted down the road toward the Akaeriki, | had to laugh aoud at how sirangelifeis! Last
year a thisvery time | was running rain-sodden for my life in the opposite direction, chased by the very
same man now racing neck and neck beside me.

The thought caused meto look at him, though there wasllittle to see beyond flying light hair under the
broad-brimmed black hat and that long black cloak. He glanced over, saw me laughing, and | looked
away again, urging my mount to greater efforts.

At the same pace gtill, we reached the first staging point. Together we clattered into the innyard and
swung down from the saddle. At once two plain-dressed young men came out of the inn, bowed, and
handed Shevraeth a blackweave bag. It was obvious from their bearing that they were trained warriors,
probably from Rensdaeus. For amoment the Marquis sood conversing with them, atall mud-splashed
and anonymoudly dressed figure. Did anyone else know who he was? Or who | was? Or that we'd been
enemies|ast year?

Again laughter welled up insde me. When | saw stablehands bring forth two fresh mounts, | sprang
forward, taking the reins of one, and mounted up. Then | waited until Shevraeth turned my way, stuck my



tongue out a him, and rode out at the gdllop, laughing al the way.
| had the road to mysdlf for quite awhile.

Though 1'd been to Lumm only that once, | couldn't misstheway, for the road to Lumm ran alongsde the
river—that much | remembered. Since it wasthe only road, | did not gallop long but pulled the horse
back into adower gait in order to keep it fresh. If | saw pursuit behind me, then would be thetimeto
race again, to keep my lead.

So | reasoned. Theroad climbed gradudly, until the arealooked familiar again. Now | rode along the top
of apalisade on the north side of theriver; | kept scanning ahead for that rickety sheep bridge.

Asl| topped the highest point, | turned to look out over the valey, with the river winding lazily throughiit,
and amaost missed the fast-moving dot half obscured by the fine, slvery curtain of rain.

| reined in my horse, shaded my eyes, and squinted at the dot, which resolved into a horseback rider
racking cross-country at incredible speed. Of courseit could be anyone, but...

Turning my eyes back to theroad, | saw Lumm in the distance, with a couple of loops of river between
meand it.

Hesitating only amoment, | plunged down the hillsde. The horse sumbled once in the degp mud, sending
me flying facefirst. But | climbed back into the saddle, and we started racing eastward acrossthefields.

| reached Lumm under arelentless downpour. My horse splashed dowly up the main street until | saw
swinging in thewind asign with a cracked shield. The wood was ancient, and | couldn't make out the
device as my tired horse walked under it. | wondered who Jeriab was, then forgot him when a
stablehand ran out to take my horse'shbridle.

"Areyou Countess of Tlanth?' she asked as| dismounted.

| nodded, and she bustled over to afriend, handed off the horse, then beckoned meinside. "I'm to show
you to the south parlor, my lady."

Muddy to the eyebrows, | squelched after her up abroad stair into awarm, good-smelling hallway.
Genia noise smote mefrom al directions, and people came and went. But my guide threaded her way
through, then indicated a stairway with afine mosaic rail, and pointed. "Top, right, al acrossthe back is
where your party will be," she said. "Parlor's through the double door.” She curtsied and disappeared
into the crowd.

| trod up the stairs, making wet footprints on the patterned carpet at each step. The landing opened onto
agpacious hdlway.

| turned to the double doors, which were of foreign plainwood, and paused to admire the carving round
the latch, and the painted pattern of leaves and blossomsworked into it. Then | opened one, and therein
the middle of alovely parlor was Shevraeth. He kndlt at awriting table with hisback to afire, hispen
scratching rapidly across a paper.

He glanced up inquiringly. Hishair seemed damp, but it wasn't muddy, and his clothing looked
miraculoudy dry.



| gritted my teeth, crossed my arms, and advanced on him, my cold-numbed lips poonched out below
what | knew was aferociousglare.

Obvioudy on the verge of laughter, he raised hisquill to sop me. "Asthe winner,” he murmured, "'|
choose thetime and place.

"You cheated,” | said, glad enough to have the embarrassment postponed.

"If you had waited, | would have shown you that shortcut,” he retorted humoroudy.

"Itwasatrick," | snarled. "And asfor your wager, | might aswell get it over now."

He sat back, eyeing me. "Wet as you are—and you have to be cold—it'd fed like kissng afish. We will
addressthis another time. Sit down and have some cider. It'shot, just brought in. May | request your
opinion of that?' He picked up afolded paper and tossed it in my direction. He added, with afaint amile,
"Next time you'll have to remember to bring extragear.”

"How comeyou'renot al soggy?' | asked as| set asde my sodden hat and waterlogged riding gloves.

He indicated the black cloak, which was dung over a candle sconce on the wall, and the hat and gloves
resting on asdetable. "Water-resstant spells. Expensive, but eminently worthwhile.

"That'swha we need in Remalna," | said, knedling on the cushions opposite him and pouring out
spicy-smelling cider into aporcelain cup painted with that same leaf-and-blossom theme. "A wizard."

Shevraeth laid his pen down. "I don't know," hesaid. "A magicianisnot like atree that bearsfruit for dl
who want it and demands nothing in return. A wizard is human and will have hisor her own goas.”

"And away of getting them that we couldn't very well stand againgt,” | said. "All right. No wizard. But |
shall get me one of those cloaks.” | drank some of the cider, which was delicious, and while itswarmth
worked itsway down my innards, | turned to the | etter hed handed me.

The exquisite handwriting was immediately familia—aletter from the Marquise of Merindar. Under my
sodden clothing my heart thumped in darm. Addressed to their Highnesses the Prince and Princess of
Rensdlaeus, the letter went on at length, thanking them for their generous hospitality during her period of
grief, and then, in the most polite language, Sating that itswriter must reluctantly return to her home and
family, and take up the threads of her life once again. And it was Signed, in avery eaborate script, Artha
Merindar.

| looked up, to find Shevraeth's gaze on me. "What do you think?"

"What am | supposed to think?" | asked dowly, wondering if his question was some kind of atrap. "The
Marquiseis going back to Merindar, and blather blather blather about her nice year at Athanardl.”

"Wantsto go back," he said, gill mildly. "Do you see a message there?"
"It'snot addressed to me," | muttered, hunching up in defense.
"Ogtengbly it's addressed to my parents,” he said. "L ook closdy.”

| bent over the letter again. At first my conflicting emotions made the |etters swim before my eyes, buit |



forced myself to look again—and to remember my own letter, now hidden in one of my trunks. Then |
made adiscovery.

"The dgnature is different from the rest of the writing, which means she must have used a scribe—" |
thought rgpidly. "Ah. She didn't writethis hersdf. Isthat akind of obliqueinsult?"

"Wéll, one may assume she intended thisto be read by other eyes.”
Like my letter, | realized. Which meant...

"And since the sgnature is so different, shewanted it obvious. Yes, | seethat,” | said, my words dow,
my mind winging from thought to thought. Did this mean that Shevraeth hadn't spied on me after al—that
the Marquise had sent that Ietter knowing held find out?

My gaze was till on the fine scriba hand, but my thoughts ranged back through winter. Of course Bran
would havetold al his Court friends that he was going home &t last, and probably with whom.

| gulped in adeep breath and once again tried to concentrate. "But unless theres akind of threat in that
last bit about taking up the threads of her life, | don't see any red problem here”

He picked up the quill again and ran the feathered part through hisfingers. "One of the reasons my
parents are both in Remalna-city isto establish someone of superior rank there until the question of
rulership issettled.”

"Y ou think Artha Merindar wants to be queen, then?" | asked, and again thought of my letter and why
shemight have written it.

Unbidden, Shevraeth's words from the day before our departure sounded in my head: "... but you'l il
be approached if you seem even passively my enemy.” Cold shock made me shiver insdewhen |
redlized that the Marquise of Merindar might have attributed my refusal to cometo Court to unspoken
problems between Shevragth and mysalf—which would mean her | etter was meant either to capitalize on
my purported enmity or to make him distrust me.

So did he?
"Whet isshe like?' | asked.

"Like her brother, except much better controlled. She'sthe only one of the family who is till adanger,
but she very definitely isadanger.”

"She might be saying the same of you," | said, resolutely trying to befair. Asbefore, | had no proof, and
last year | had gotten mysdlf into trouble for making quick judgments based merdly on emotions, not
facts. "Not that | think all that much of the Merindars I've met so far, but they do haveaclaim onthe
throne. And their marquisate, like Rensdaeus, takesits name from the family evenif it isn't nearly asold.”

It wasimpossible to read his expression. "Y ou think, then, that | ought to cede to her the crown?

"Will shebeagood ruler?' | countered, and suddenly the shock was gone. My old fedlings crowded
back into my head and heart. "I don't know. Why are you asking me? Why does my answer make any
difference at dl, unless showing methis|etter and asking me these questionsis your own way of making a
threat?' | got up and paced the length of the room, fighting the urge to grab something and smashit.



"No," he said, dropping his gaze to the papers on the desk. "I merely thought you'd find it interesting.” He
leaned forward, dipped the point of his pen into the ink, and went on writing.

The argument, so suddenly sprung up, was over. As| stood there watching that pen move steadily across
the paper, | felt al the pent-up anger drain out of me as suddenly asit had come, leaving mefeding tired,
and cold, and very, very confused.

Shevraeth and | did not speak again; he kept working through hismail, and 1, till tired and cold, curled
up on acushion and dipped into uncomfortable deep.

Waking to the sound of Bran's cheery voice and abustle and rustling of people, I got up, feding horribly
tiff. Though I'd tried to stay with exercise through sword practice, | hadn't ridden that hard al winter,
and every muscle protested. It did my spirits no good at dl to see Shevraeth moving about with perfect
ease. Resolving that 1'd stay in the coach the rest of the way, crowded or not, | greeted Bran and Nee,
and was soon reunited with dry clothing.

Thefour of us ate dinner together, and Shevraeth was exactly as polite as dways, making no referenceto
our earlier conversation. This unnerved me, and | began to look forward to our arriva at Athanarel, when
he would surely disappear into Court life and we'd seldom see one another.

Asfor the wager, | decided to forget about what had obvioudy been some kind of aristocratic joke.

SEVEN

SO ONCE AGAIN ON AN EARLY SPRING DAY, | WAS ensconced in a coach rolling down the
middle of the Street of the Sun. Again people lined the street, but this time they waved and cheered. And
as before, outridersjoined us, but thistime they wore our colors aswell as the Rensalaeuses.

This had al been arranged beforehand, | found out through Nimiar. People expected power to be
expressed through visible symboals, such as columns of armed outriders, and fancy carriages drawn by
three matched pairs of fast horses, and so forth. Apparently Shevraeth loathed traveling about with such
huge entourages—at least as much as Galdran used to love traveling with them—so he arranged for the
trappings to be assumed at the last moment.

All thisshetold me as we rattled dong the last distance through Remalna-city toward the golden-roofed
palace caled Athanarel.

When we reached the greet gates, there were people hanging off them. | turned to look, and asmall girl
yeled, "Adtiar!" as she flung aposy of crimson rosebuds and golden dais es through the open window of
our carriage.

"They didn't shout last time," | said, burying my facein the posy. "Just stared.”

"Last time?' Nee asked.

"When | had the supremefélicity of being introduced to Galdran by the esteemed Marquis,” | said,
griving for alight tone. Y ou don't remember?'

"Oh. | remember.” Nimiar frowned, looking outside. "Though | was not there. | did not have duty that



day. For which | was grateful.”

“Duty?

She gave me apaned smile. "Standing al afternoon in full Court dresswas a pleasurefor very few. It
was aduty, and one strictly observed not out of loyalty or love but out of fear, for most of us.”

"Y ou were hostage to your families” | said.

"Essentidly,” shesad, ill looking out the window. Her profile was troubled.

"The Rensalaeuses are kegping the Marquise of Merindar as ahostage, aren't they?”

Nee looked alittle perplexed. "I'm certain she seesit in that light,” she said quietly, and then sheindicated
the cheering people outside the coach. "Y ou spoke of two kinds of crowds, the happy ones such as
these, and the silent onesthat you saw last year. Y et thereisathird kind of crowd, the angry onesthat
areready to fall on personsthey hate and rend them if only someone brave enough—or fool hardy
enough—steps forward to lead. | suspect that the Marquise of Merindar was kept herein part for her
own protection from just that kind of crowd.”

"Would she make agood queen?

Nee bit her lip. "I don't know," shesaid. "I don't trust my ability to assess anyone that way. But | can tell
you this: There were times she frightened me more than Galdran did, for his cruelties came out of rage,

but hers came out of cold ddliberation.”

"Cold deliberation,” | repested, thinking of the letter—and of the way Shevraeth had let me know he
knew about it. " So far, she and Shevragth seem two buds on the same branch.”

Nee said nothing. The atmosphere had changed, but before | could figure out how, and what it meant,
werolled to a stop before afine marble terrace.

The carriage doors opened, and | looked out at servantsin those fabulous liveries—till the crowned sun
of Remalna, but now the green was deeper, and the brown had lightened back to gold.

| disembarked, gazing around. The terrace was part of abuilding, but in the other directionsdl | saw was
greenery. "We'rein aforest, or agarden. Where are the other buildings?”

She amiled again. "Y ou can't see them from here. It'san artful design. Though the Family houses and the
lesser guesthouses don't have quite this much privacy."

| looked up at the paace. Its walls were awarm peachy gold stone, with fine carving along the roof and
beside each of itsranks of windows. Adjacent, glimpsed through budding trees, was another wing.

"That isthe Royad Residence Wing." She pointed. "Werein the primary Guest Wing. On the other Sde
of us, dso adjacent, isthe State Wing."

| whigtled. "Do we have to eat in some vast cavern of achamber with alot of ambassadors and the like?"

"There are severd dining rooms of varying size and formdlity, but I've been told we won't be using any of
them except occasiondly.”



We were treading up the broad, shallow steps toward another pair of carved double doors. Someone
opened them, and we passed through into a spacious entryway with afabulous mosiac on the floor: a
night sky with al the planets and stars, but with the sun at the center. Light shafted down from
stained-glass windows above, overlaying the mosaic with glowing color. It was odd but interesting, and
the golds and blues were beauttiful.

Downgtairs were the more public rooms; we were taken up aflight of beautifully tiled stairsto along hal
of suites. The servants had come up by some more direct way, for they were there before us, busily
making the beautifully gppointed roomsinto a semblance of home.

| glanced around the rooms dlotted to me. There was alittle parlor, abedroom, and a dressing room
with anarrow, tiled stairway that led to the baths, below thefirst level. A cunningly hidden, even more
narrow stairway led up to where the servants were housed. All three windows overlooked a stream-fed
pool surrounded by trees. The rooms were done in soft greens; the tables were antique wood of a
beautiful golden shade, the cushions and curtains and hangings dl pae blue satin stitched with tiny green
ivy and white blossoms.

| wandered through to Nee's suite, which was next to mine. Her roomswere donein quiet shades of
rose, and they overlooked a flower garden.

She had been talking to her maids; when she was done and they had withdrawn, she sighed and sat
downinachair.

"What now?"' | said.

She opened her hands. "What indeed? Protocol provides no answers. Instead it becomes aticklish
question itsdlf, because there is no sovereign. Under Galdran, the days were gtrictly divided: Gold, we
spent with family; green, we spent a Court; blue wasfor socia affairs—but he even made clear who was
to give them, and who wasto go."

"Aren't the Prince and Princess setting some kind of schedule?’

"Apparently State work gets done mostly during gold, and twice aweek or so they hold court for
petitioners a the customary green-time, and al who wish to attend can. But it's not required. The rest of
us... dowhat we will." Shelifted her hands. "I expect well receive an invitation for dinner from their
Highnesses, at second-blue, which will serve asan informa welcome.”

| took adeep breath. "All right. Until then we're free? Let'swalk around,” | said. "I'm not tired or hungry,
but | still fed tiff from—from sitting inside that coach for solong.” | did not want to refer to my ride or

the postponed wager.

If she noticed my hesitation and quick recovery, she gave no sign. She glanced out at the fair sky and
nodded. "A good idea.”

So we changed into afternoon dresses and walking hats and gloves, and went out. | told Morathat I'd
like to have tea when we returned, thinking about how strange it was to be sending ordersto akitchen
I'd probably never see. Before this past winter, the kitchen a homein Tlanth had been the center of my
life

Now | was buffered by Mora, and she by runners whose sole purpose seemed to be to wait about, in



little anterooms at either end of the wing, to answer the summonses of our own persona servants, to
fetch and carry. As Nee and | walked down the broad terrace steps onto a brick path, | reflected that
anyone who redlly wanted to know what was going on at the palace would do better to question the
runners than the aristocrats. Except, would they talk to me?

The day wasfine, the cool air pleasant with scents of new blooms growing in the extensive gardens. We
saw other people walking about, mostly in twos and threes. It was agreat chance to practice my
etiquette: nods for those unknown, and varying depths of curtsysfor those Nee knew—the depth
decided by rank and by the degree of acquaintance. Cluesto status were in the way she spoke, and the
order in which she presented me to people, or them to meif my rank wasthe higher. It wasinteresting to
see people behave exactly the way she had told me they would—though | redlized that, asyet, | couldn't
read the tricks of gesture or smile, or the minute adjustments of posture that were additional messages.

For now, everyone seemed pleasant, and | even detected frank curiosity in the smiling faces, which
braced me up: It seemed that they were not al accomplished dissemblers.

Thiswas agood discovery to make just before the last encounter.

We gtrolled over alittle footbridge that spanned a stream, then followed the path around a moonflower
bed into a clearing beside atree-sheltered pool.

The tableau we came upon was like avery fine picture. A beautiful lady sat on abench, her blue skirts
artfully spread at her feet, and ribbons and gemsin her curling black hair. Watched by three young lords,
she wasfeeding bits of something to the fish in the shallow pool. | gained only hazy impressons of two of
the men— one red-haired, one fair—because my eyeswere drawn immediately to the tallest, a man of
powerful build, long waving dark hair, and arakish smile. Dressed in degp blue with crimson and gold
embroidery, heleaned negligently against the bench. The lady |ooked up at him with atoss of her head
and smiled.

| heard adight intake of breath from Nee, but when | looked over at her, | saw only the polite smile of
her Court mask.

At firgt the people did not see us—or didn't notice us, | think would be a better way of saying it. For the
lady had glanced up and then away, just as she dipped her hand into the beribboned little basket on her
lap and, with aquick twist of her wrist, flung apiece of bread out over the light-dappled water of the
pool. Withamusicd plash, agolden fish legped into the air and snapped at the bread, diving neatly back
into the weter.

"Two tome," thelady cried with agentle laugh, raising her eyesto the tal man, who smiled down &t her,
one hand gesturing palm up.

We were close enough now that | could see the lady's eyes, which were the same pure blue of her gown.
Just then the tall man glanced over at us, and he straightened up, his dark eyes enigmatic, though he il
smiled. Hedid not turn away, but waited for us to approach.

Thelady looked up again, and | think | saw afaint impatience narrow those beautiful eyes; but then she
gave us a breathtaking smile as she rose to her feet and laid aside her basket.

"Nimiar? We come back, dear cousin," she said in ameodious voice.

"We arereturned indeed, Tamara," Nee said. "Y our grace, may | present to you Lady MdiaraAstiar?’



And to me, "The Duke of Savona."

The dark eyeswere direct, and interested, and very much amused. The famous Duke responded to my
curtsy with an elaborate bow, then he took my hand and kissed it. | scarcely heard the names of the
other people; | wastoo busy trying not to stare at Savonaor blush at hislingering kiss.

"My dear Countess," Lady Tamaraexclamed. "Why were we not told we would have the fdlicity of
mesting you?'

| didn't know how to answer that, so | just shook my head.

"Though, in truth, perhapsit is better thisway," Lady Tamarawent on. "'l should have been afraid to meet
so formidable a personage. Y ou must redlize we have been hearing agreet deal about your vaiant efforts
againg our former king."

"Well," | sad, "if the stories were complimentary, they weren't true.”

Thefdlowslaughed. Lady Tamaras smile did not change at dl. " Surdly you are overly modest, dear
Countess."

Savona propped an elegantly booted foot on an edge of the bench and leaned an arm across hisknee as
he smiled & me. "What isyour version of the story, Lady Mdiara?'

Instinct made me wary; there were undercurrents here that needed thinking out. "If | start on that welll be
heredl night, and | don't want to missmy dinner,” | said, striving for alight tone. Again thelords al
laughed.

Nee did her hand in my arm. " Shdl we continue on to find your brother?" she addressed me. "Heis
probably looking for us."

"Let's" | said.

They bowed, Lady Tamarathe deepest of dl, and she said, "I trust you'l tell usdl about it someday,
dear Countess."

We bowed and started to move on. One fellow, ayoung red-haired lord, seemed inclined to follow; but
Lady Tamaraplaced her fingertips on hisarm and said, "Now, do not desert me, Gerdl! Not until | have
achanceto win back my |losses..."

Neeand | walked onin slencefor atime, then she said in aguarded voice, "What think you of my
cousn?'

"So that isthe famous Lady Tamara Chamadis! Well, sheredlly isaspreity asi'd heard,” | said. "Buit... |
don't know. Somehow she embodies everything 1'd thought a courtier would be."

"Fair enough." Nee nodded. "Then | guessit's safe for me to say—at risk of appearing adetestable
goss p—watch out."

| touched the top of my hand where | could still fed the Duke of Savonaskiss. "All right. But | don't
understand why."



"Sheisambitious," Nee said dowly. "Even when we were young she never had the time for any of lower
datus. | believethat if Gadran Merindar had shown any interest in sharing his power, shewould have
married him."

"Shewantsto rule the kingdom?' | asked, glancing behind us. The secluded little pool was bounded by
trees and hidden from view.

"She wantsto reign over Court,” Nee stated. "Her interest in the multitudes of ordinary citizens extends
only to theimage of them bowing down to her."

| whistled. "That's a pretty comprehensive judgment.”

"Perhagps| have spokenill," she said contritely. ™Y ou must understand that | don't like my cousin, having
endured indifference or snubs since we were small, an heir's condescension for athird child of a
secondary branch of the family who would never inherit or amount to much.”

" She seemed friendly enough just now."

"Thefirst time she ever addressed me ascousinin public,” Nee said. "My status appears to have changed
sncel went away to Tlanth, affianced to a count, with the possible new king riding escort." Her voice
took on an acidic sort of humor.

"And what about the Duke of Savona?' | asked, hisimage vivid in my mind's eye.

"Inwhat sense?" She paused, turning to study my face. "He is another whose state of mind isimpossible
toguess.”

| was il trying to disentangle dl my observations from that brief meeting. "Ishe, well, twoing with Lady
Tamara?'

She amiled a the term. "They both are experts at daliance, but until last year | had thought they had more
interest in each other thanin anyone else" she said carefully. "Though even that is difficult to say for
certain. Interest and ambition sometimes overlap and sometimes not."”

Aswe wound our way aong the path back toward Athanarel in the degpening gloom, | saw warm
golden light inside the palace windows. With a glorious flicker, glowglobes gppeared dong the pathway,
suspended inthe air like great rainbow-sheened bubbles, their light soft and benevolent.

"I'm not certain what you mean by that last bit," | said at last. "Asfor thefirg, you said 'until last year.'
Doesthat mean that Lady Tamarahas someonedsein view?'

"But of course," Nee said blandly. "The Marquis of Shevraeth."

| laughed al the way up the stepsinto the Residence.

EIGHT
"l THINK YOU SHOULD WEAR YOUR HAIR DOWN," Nee said, looking me over.

"For adinner?| might kned onit," | protested.



She amiled. "WEell dine empire style, for Prince Alaerec will bethere"

| remembered from my vist to the Renselaeus palace that Shevraeth's father had been wounded in the
Pirate Wars many years before. He could walk, but only with difficulty; and he sat in chairs.

"So wear your hair bound with these." She picked up an enameled box and opened it. There lay severd
snowstone hair ties, with thin silken ribbons hanging down. Theribbonswereal white or slver.

| looked at my reflection. My gown was so dark aviolet it was aimost black, and had tiny faceted
snowstones embroidered in lily patterns across the front. Nothing would ever make me look tall or
voluptuous—even after ayear of excellent food, | was exactly as smal and scrawny as ever—but the
gown flattered what little figure | had, so | didn't look ten yearsold. "All right." | Smpered at my
reflection. "Think I'll sart anew fashion?"

"l know you will." Shelaughed. "I want to watch it happen.”

"They might not likeme," | said, Stting down on a hassock while Mora's gentle fingers stroked and
fingered my hair.

"Mmmm." Nee watched with the air of an artist looking at apainting. "Do not give that athought. Y ou're
inter esting—something new. | think..." She paused, gestured, and Mora adjusted the thin snowstone
band higher on my brow, making it drape a a graceful angle toward the back of my head.

"Think what?' | played nervoudy with the new fan hanging at my wais.

"What'sthat?' Neelooked up, her eyesinscrutable for amoment, then she smiled reassuringly. "1 think it
will befine"

Andit garted fine.

Branaric joined us out in the hallway, and the three of us crossed into the State Wing, to an exquisitely
decorated parlor where the Prince and Princess of Renselaeus sat in great carved bluewood chairs on
either Sde of asplendid fire. Instead of the customary tiled tiers round the perimeter of the room, the
floor had been leveled to the walls, where there were more of the chairs. Several guests sat in these, and
| mentally reviewed the etiquette for chairs. knees and feet together, handsin lap.

The Prince wore black and white. The Princess, who was no bigger than |, wasavison in silver and pae
blue with quantities of white lace. She had green eyes and silver-streaked brown hair, and an airy
manner. Seated at the Princesssright hand was alarge, elaborately dressed woman with gray-streaked
red hair. Her eyes, s0 like Galdran's they prompted in me a prickle of alarm, were bland in expression as
they met my gaze briefly, then looked away. The Marquise of Merindar? My heart thumped.

"Ah, my dear," Princess Elestrasaid to mein her fluting voice—that very same voice | remembered so
well from my escape from Athanarel the year before. "How ddighted we are to have you join us here.
Delighted! | understand there will be abal in'your honor tomorrow, hosted by my nephew Russav.” She
nodded toward the other side of the room, where the newly arrived Duke of Savona stood in the center
of asmal group. "He seldom bestirs himsdlf thisway, so you must take it as acompliment to you!™

"Thank you," | murmured, my heart now drumming.



| was glad to move aside and let Branaric take my place. | didn't hear what he said, but he made them
both laugh; then he too moved aside, and the Prince and Princess presented usto the red-haired woman,
who was indeed the Marquise of Merindar. She nodded politely but did not speak, nor did she betray
thedightest Sgn of interestinus.

We were then introduced to the ambassadors from Denlieff, Hundruith, and Charasd Kherva. Thislast
one, of course, drew my interest, though | did my best to observe her covertly. A tall woman of middie
age, her manner was polite, gracious, and utterly opague.

"Family party, you say?' Branaric's voice caught a my attention. He rubbed his hands. "Well, you're
related one way or another to half the Court, Danric, so if we've enough people to hand, how about
somemusc?'

"If you like," said Shevraeth. Hed appeared quietly, without causing any stir. "It can be arranged.” The
Marquis was dressed in sober colors, hishair braided and gemmed for aformal occasion; though astal
asthe flamboyantly dressed Duke of Savona, he was dender next to his cousin.

Heremained very much in the background, talking quietly with this or that person. The focus of the
reception was on the Prince and Princess, and on Bran and me, and, in astrange way, on the
ambassador from Charasd Kherval. | sensed that something important was going on below the surface
of the polite chitchat, but | couldn't discern what—and then suddenly it wastimeto go into dinner.

With agraceful bow, the Prince held out hisarm to me, moving with dow deliberation. If it hurt himto
walk, he showed no sign, and his back was straight and his manner attentive. The Princess went in with
Branaric, Shevraeth with the Marquise, Savona with the Empress's ambassador, and Nimiar with the
southern ambassador. The otherstrailed in order of rank.

| managed al right with the chairs and the high table. After we were served, | soleafew glances at
Shevraeth and the Marquise of Merindar. They conversed in what appeared to be amity. It was equally
true of dl the others. Perfectly controlled, from their fingertipsto their serene brows, none of them
betrayed any emotion but polite attentiveness. Only my brother stood out, his face changing as he talked,
his laugh real when he dropped hisfork, his shrug careless. It seemed to me that the othersfound him a
relief, for the smiles he caused were quicker, the glances brighter—not that he noticed.

Conversation during the med was light and flowed aong like water, sometimes punctuated by the quick,
graceful butterfly movements of fans. Music, acomicd play recently offered by afamous group of
players, future entertainments, the difficulties of the winter—all were passed under review. | sat mute,
gpping at the exquisite bluewine, which savored of sunshine and fresh nuts, and listening attentively to the
melodic voices.

When the med was over, the Princessinvited everyone to yet another room, promising music after hot
chocolate.

Dazzled by the glint of jewels and the gleam of slk in thefirelight, | moved dowly until | found myself
face-to-face with Princess Elestra.

"Has my son shown you the library yet, my child?' she asked, her gently waving fan flicking up for just a
moment a the angle of Confidentid Invitation.

"No," | sad, ingantly ill at ease. "Ah—wejust arrived today, you see, and there hasn't been timeto see
much of anything."



"Come. Wewill dip out amoment. No onewill notice." With asmile, sheindicated the corner where
Savonawastelling some story, illustrating asword trick with afireplace poker amid laughter and
gpplause. My brother was laughing loudest of al.

With the smoothest gesture, nod, and bow, she threaded through the crowd. Then we were suddenly ina
quiet hdll, itsrichness gleaming in the light of adouble row of glowglobes placed in fabuloudy carved
SCONCEs.

"I am told that you liketo read,” the Princess said as we turned into an even more forma hal. Liveried
servants stood at either side of the entry, and when they saw my companion, they bowed, ready for
orders. With alittle wave, sheindicated the tall double doors between two spectacular tapestries dark
with age. The servants sprang to open these doors.

Aswe passed inside, | glanced back at the nearest footman and caught a glimpse of curiosity before his
face smoothed into imperviousness.

"A problem, dear child?'
| turned and saw awarenessin the Princess's eyes.

So | sad carefully, "'l don't want to sound critical, Y our Highness, but | was thinking how horrible it must
be to stand about al day just waiting to open a door, even one as pretty asthose."

"But they don't," she responded with asoft laugh. "They trade places regularly. Some stand out there,
some are hidden from view waiting for summonses. It isvery good training in patience and discretion, for
they dl want to advance into something better.”

She touched a glowglobe, and one by one, in rgpid succession, an array of globesflickered, lighting a
long room lined with packed bookshelves.

"The books are dl arranged by year," she said, nodding at the nearest shelves. "These on thiswall
concern Remalna. All those there are from other parts of the world. Some red treasures are numbered
among that collection. And under the windows are plays and songs.”

"Plays, Your Highness?' | repeated in surprise. Do people write plays down? How can they, when the
players change the play each timethey doit?'

She nodded, moving aong the shelves as though looking for something in particular. "In our part of the
world, thisis so, and it iscommon to some of the rest of theworld aswell. But there are places where
plays are written firs—usually based on true historical occurrence—and performed aswritten. Itisan
old art. At the Empresss Court there isacurrent fashion for plays written at least four hundred years
ago, with dl their quaint language and custom and costume.”

| thought this over and redlized once again how much in theworld | wasignorant of. "I thought plays
were about dream people, that the events had never happened—that the purpose of playsisto make

peoplelaugh.”

"Theresafine scholar in the south who has traveled about the world studying plays, and he maintains
that, whether or not they are based on red experiences, they are the harbingers of social change,”
Princess Elegtrareplied. "Ah! Herewe are.”



She pulled down abook, its cover finered silk, with theridein gilt: The Queen from the Desert.
"l know that book!" | said.

"Itisvery popular,” sheresponded, then pulled down four books from nearby, each adifferent sze and
thickness. To my surprise, each had the sametitle. "We were speaking of plays, the implication being that
history isstatic. But even it can change. Look."

| glanced through the histories, dl of which were written in ascribe's exquiste hand. Two of them were
purported to be taken from the queen's own private record, but aquick perusal of thefirst few lines
showed avast difference between them. Two of the books were written by Court-appointed
historians—the heralds—like the one I'd read. One of them seemed familiar. The other had alot fewer
words and more decoration in the margins. When | flipped through it, | noticed there were conversations
| didn't remember seeing in the one | had read.

"So some of these arelies?" | looked up, confused.

"A few are distorted deliberately, but one hasto redlize that aside from those, which our best booksdllers
weed out, there istruth and truth,” the Princess said. "What one person seesis not aways what another
sees. To go back to our histories of the desert queen, we can find afifth one, written acentury later,
wherein her story is scarcely recognizable—but that one was written as alampoon of another queen.”

"S0... the scribeswill change things?' | said.

She nodded. " Sometimes."

Why?

She closed the books and returned them to the shelves. "Occasiondly for political reasons, other times
because the scribes think they have a pecid insight on the truth. Or they think the subject was dull, so
they enliven hisor her words. Court historians are sometimes good, and sometimesfoolish ... and
sometimes ambitious. The later histories are often the most trustworthy. Though they are not immediate,
the writers can refer to memoirs of two or three contemporaries and compare versons.”

"Going back to the memoirs, Y our Highness, how does one know oneis getting the words of the person
whose nameisin front?"

She pulled down three more books and flipped to the backs, each showing a seal and names and dates.
Below these was written: Fellowship of the Tower.

"What isthis, Y our Highness, asgil for aguild?’

"It ismore than aguild. Men and women who join give up dl affiliation with their own land. There arefive
or Six establishments throughout the world. Members of the fellowship are not just scribes, but are sworn
to stay with thewritten truth. If you find acopy of Queen Theraez's memoirs with the Fellowship of the
Tower'ssgil in back, you can trust that every word—every cross out—scrupuloudly reproducesthe
papers kept in the Heraddry Archive, written in the queen's own hand. Their purposeisto spread
knowledge, not to comment or to ater or improve.”

She closed the books and replaced them, then turned to face me. "Thislibrary was a haven for many of



usduring the late king's reign. He liked appearing suddenly hither and yon, but he never did comein
here." She gave meafant amile. "Areyou chilled, my dear? Shall we rgoin the others? Y ou can warm

up again by dancing.”
"Thank you for showing methelibrary, Your Highness" | said.

"I hope you will find timefor exploring in here during your stay a Athanardl," she replied, leading the way
to the doors.

She was kind and unthreatening; and because we were aone, | took achance. "Did you know | was
using your carriage to escape that night?' | blurted. My words sounded sudden, and awkward, and my
face burned.

She sighed, looking down at her hand on the door's latch, but she did not open the door. "It was an
ill-managed thing, not amemory one wishes to return to. Those were dangerous days, and we had to act
quickly." Then she opened the door, and there were the footmen, and when she spoke again, it was
about the new musiciansthat wereto play.

Wed reached the reception room before | realized that her answer had admitted to a conspiracy without
implicating anyone but hersaf—and that it had a so been akind of apology. But it was equdly clear that
shedidn't want to return to the subject, and | remembered what Nee had told me during our first rea
conversation: They don't talk of the war at all.

Why? | thought, as we joined the rest of the company. The Rensalasuses won; surely such talk could no
longer harm them. And it wasimpossible to believe that they wanted to protect those who had logt...
those such as mysdlf.

| shook my head as| made my way to Bran and Nee. Impossible.

The reception room was larger now. Folding doors had been thrown back, opening two roomsinto one.
The second room had the customary tiers aong its perimeter, with gorgeoudy embroidered cushions and
low tables for those who did not want to dance. Above, in acozy gdlery, musicians played hornsand
drums and strings, and in the center of the room, toes pointed and arched wrists held high, eight couples
moved through the complicated steps of the tatanne.

Themusic was gtirring and so well played | had to keep my feet from tapping. Among the Hill Folk it was
aso impossibleto stay motionless when they played their music, yet it was very different from this. Up on
the mountains the music was as wild aswind and wegather, as old as the ancient trees; and the dances
retold stories even older than the trees. This music was more controlled, with its artfully modulated
melodies, themes, and subthemes; controlled too were the careful steps of the dance. Controlled, yet il
beautiful. And dangerous, | thought, as| watched glances exchanged over shoulders and acrossthe
precise geometric figures of the dance.

Then the Duke of Savona appeared before me. He bowed, smiled, and held out his arm—and there was
no time for thought.

It was my very firgt dancein Court, and | would have liked to try it with someone | knew. But at Court
one didn't dance with one's brother. With the Hill Folk, dance was a celebration of life, sometimes of
death, and of the changing of the seasons. Here dances were aform of courtship—one that wasdl the
more subtle, Nee had said once, because the one you danced with might not be the one you were
courting.



Savonadid not spesk until the very end, and then it was not the usua sort of compliment that Nee had
led meto expect. Instead, he clasped my hand in his, leaned close so that | could smell his clean scent,
and murmured, "Y our favorite color, Mdiara What isit?"

No titles, just that soft, intimate tone. | fet dightly dizzy and dmost said Blue, but | had just enough
presence of mind to stop myself. Blue being the primary Rensdlaeus color, this might be mideading.
"Lavender," | said. My voice sounded to my ears like a bat squesk.

The music ended then, and he bowed over my hand and kissed it. Then he smiled into my eyes. "Will you
wear it tomorrow?" he asked.

"Certainly. Your grace," | managed.
"Cdl me Russav." Another bow, and he turned away.

"Here's Gerd Keradec." Bran stepped up, took my arm, and turned meto face atdl red-haired young
man. "Wants to dance with you, sster.”

Desperately | tried to clear my thoughts and respond correctly. Gera—he aso insisted on abandoning
tides right away—was funny, shy, and mild voiced. Encouraging him to talk, | discovered that he liked
music and poetry, and that he was the heir to an old barony.

And so it went for the remainder of the evening. | was never ill, never had timeto stop or Sit down—or
tothink. Increasingly | felt asif | had stepped down from aquiet pathway expecting to encounter firm
stones, but had instead tumbled into afast-moving river.

Twice | looked across the room to find Savona standing against the wall, his powerful arms crossed,
watching me. When my eyes met his, he grinned. After the second time, | just had to know what the
Marquis of Shevraeth made of dl this, and | darted afast glance a him under my partner's velvet-d eeved
amaswetwirled.

Shevraeth was in the dance at the other end of the room, converaing quietly with his partner. He seemed
completely obliviousto everyone dse.

And the Marquise of Merindar was not there at al.

NINE
"SAVONA DIDN'T DANCE WITH ANYONE ELSE," NEE said.

We were curled up in my sitting room. Outside the window, the garden was asilhouette in the faint blue
light of dawn.

"We only danced that once. But then he asked me that question about my favorite color,” | said. "Ought |
to weer it tonight?'

She pursed her lips. "I'll wager my best necklace dl the decorationsin that balroom tonight will be
lavender, even if he hasto empty the entire city today to find them. Did he say anything € se?"



"He asked meto call him Russav."

Her eyeswidened. "I don't think anyone calls him that—except for Vidanric, and sometimes Tamara. |
think | told you that he inherited when his parents died under mysterious circumstances, when he was
very smdl. Weadl grew up cdling him Savona"

"Wel, | can't think of him as anything but Savona." Again that sense of rushing down arock-strewn river
engulfed me. "What doesit dl mean?'

"It means you are going to be very, very popular,” Nee predicted.
"Isthat it?" | said, frowning.

"Y ou mean, what does it signify in persona terms?’ she asked, her browsrising. "That question, my desr,
you are the one to answer, not |."

"But | can't answer it," | wailed. "l fed like I'm in awhirlwind, and the wrong move will dash meon the
rocks."

"You'll learn how to maneuver asyou steer your own course,”" she said. "Everyone began with no
experience.”

| shook my head. "I think that Savona was born with experience.”

She set her cup down. "He was aways popular with the wilder children, the oneswho liked dares and
risks. He and Vidanric both. Only, Vidanric was so smd| and lightboned he had to work hard at it, while
everything came easy to Savona, who was always bigger and faster and more coordinated than anyone
ese. | think it was the same when they discovered flirting—" She hesitated, then shrugged and closed her

lips.

And since the subject had come to include Shevragth, | didn't want to pursueit. Ever since our
conversation on our arriva at Athanarel, Nee had stopped talking about him. | told mysdlf | didn't want
to hear any more anyway.

Now she drifted toward the door, her dressing gown trailing behind her. "We'd better get to deep. We
have avery long evening before us.”

| nodded, wishing her agood rest. As| crawled into bed, | felt ahappy sense of anticipation. Not just
because | had awonderful ball to look forward to—my very first. More important to me was that the
day after that was my Name Day and the anniversary of the beginning of the long, terribletime | spent as
aprisoner and afugitive.

My Flower Day had also been last year, but because of the war there had been no music, no dancing, no
celebration.

| remembered Bran'swordsjust before | made the fateful py trip, "Next year | promiseyou'll have a
Name Day celebration to be remembered forever—and it'll bein the capitd.”

"With usaswinners, right?' 1'd said. Wéll, here we were in the capita after al, though we hadn't won the
crown. | didn't want a party—not at Court, attended by strangers—but | looked forward to celebrating
with Bran.



| didn't have alavender ball gown, so Moraand her handmaids changed the ribbons on my
white-and-silver one. | felt splendid when | looked at myself in the mirror as Mora brushed out my hair
and arranged it to fal just right againgt the back of the silver gown.

L ast was the headdress, which Mora's deft fingers pinned securdly into place. It was mainly white roses
with long white ribbons and one lavender onetied in abow. | had another new fan, which hung from my
waist on abraided slken cord of white.

My spiritswere high as| joined Nee and Bran. But instead of walking down the sairsto go into the
ballroom with the rest of the guests, Nee and Bran led the way acrossthe hall, to the gdllery that
overlooked the ballroom, and stopped at the landing at the top of the grand stairway.

And there we found Shevraeth waiting for us, looking formidable and remote in hisusud dark colors.
Remembering with dismaying intengity that the last time we had talked with one another | had
managed—again—to ingtigate aquarrel, | felt embarrassment chase away my anticipation.

Shevraeth greeted usin his customary cam manner. When heturned at last to Bran, | muttered out of the
sde of my mouth to Nee, "Y ou mean we have to go down these stairs—with him—and everyone
looking a us?'

"We're the guests of honor,” she whispered back, obvioudy trying not to laugh. Shelooked fabulousin
her dark brown velvet gown, embroidered dl over with tiny gold leaves dotted with little rubies. "We're
supposed to be looked at! Well open the ball. Y ou remember? | know | told you."

Bran flicked my shoulder. "Brace up, Md. Youll likeit. | promise.

My attempt at a bland face obvioudy wasn't convincing. | studied the toes of my dancing dippers,
wishing with dl my strength that | was back in Tlanth, riding the mountain trailswith no humansin sght.

"Savonaswaiting," Nee whispered to me.

Someinvisible servant must have given asignd, for the music sarted: an entire orchestrafilling the vaulted
room with the strains of an ancient promenade. Had | been downstairs among the glittering throng, |
would haveloved it, but | now had Shevraeth standing right beside me, holding out hisarm. | just knew |
would manage to do something embarrassing.

| took adeep breath, straightened my shoulders, and tried my best to smooth my faceinto apolite smile
as| put my hand on hisdeeve.

Just before we started down, he murmured, "Think of thisas abattle.”

"A battle?' | repeated, so surprised | actually looked up at hisface. He didn't look angry, or disgusted,
or sarcastic. But there was suppressed laughter in the way his gray eyes were narrowed.

Hereplied so softly | could just barely hear it. Y ou've asword in your hand, and vast numbers of
ravening minions of some dreaded evil sorcerer await below. The moment you step among them, you'll
legp into battle, mowing them downin droves..."

The absolute unlikelihood of it made me grin, on the verge of laughter. And | redlized that while hed
spoken we had come safely down the stairs and were halfway aong the huge room to the Duke of



Savona, who waited aone. On either side people bowed and curtsied, as graceful asflowersin the wind.

I'd dmost madeit, and my smile was red—until | lost the image and remembered where | was, and who
| waswith, and | muttered defensively, "1 don't redlly like battles, you know."

"Of course | know," hereturned, still in that soft voice. "But you're used to them.” And then we were
before Savona, who was resplendent in black and crimson and gold; and as the Duke bowed, fanfare
after fanfare washed over melike waves of brilliant light.

Because Shevraeth was dso aguest of honor, and had the highest rank, it was his choice for the first
dance, and he held out his hand to me. Savonawent to Nee, and Bran went to Nee's cousin Tamara.

We danced. | moved through the complicated steps with sureness, my whole body in harmony with the
snging sirings, my eyes dazzled by the swirl of color al around me. Above our dancing figures, and
around us, flowers and ribbons and hangings of every shade of violet and lavender made the room seem
amogt impossibly egant.

When the dance ended, Shevraeth bowed and handed me to Savona, and once again | danced, relieved
that | had somehow managed to get through the first one without any avkwardnessat al. It's the music,
| thought happily as| spun and stepped; music istruly like magic.

At the end of that dance | was surrounded by potentia partners, and so it went for the rest of the night. |
scarcely remembered any of the introductions, but it didn't seem to matter. A succession of smiling,
handsome partners and a continua flow of compliments formed abackground to the music, which filled
me with the light air that makes clouds and rendered it impossible not to dance.

It wasn't until the night was nearly over that | discovered | wasthirsty. It was my first quiet moment.
Standing near one of the potted shrubs that isolated the food and drink, | sipped at the punch and started
picking out individua voices from the chatter around me, and individual dancers from the mass.

| overheard a conversation from the other side of the shrub. ... see Tamara? That's the third time she's
gotten him."

Curious, | looked at the dancers and easily found Lady Tamara—dancing with Shevraeth. They made a
very handsome couple, her pale blue gown and dark hair, his colors the opposite. Her eyes gleamed
through her famous lashes as she smiled up into his face; she then spoke, though the words were
inaudible. He, of course, was exactly as unreadable as always.

"Tsk tsk." A new voicejoined in, drawling with sardonic amusement, "I supposeit'sinevitable. She's
always gotten what she's wanted; and beware whoever getsin her way."

"Everything?' thefirgt voice said with atinkly sort of laugh. " Compassng marriage to either of the

"Come now, she's dropped the lesser prospect. Why settle for a duke when theres aking in reach?’

"Perhaps she's been dropped” was the answer. " Or el se the glare while Savona danced with the little
Tlanth countess was a sham to provide entertainment for our speculation.”

Laughing, the speakers moved away. | ssood where | was, watching Lady Tamara happily whirling about
the room in Shevraeth's grasp, and | redlized that he hadn't been near me since the beginning of the



evening. Uncomfortable emotions began eroding my enjoyment. | tried to banish them, and dso what I'd
heard. It's nothing to do with me, | told mysdlf firmly, hoping there wasn't some like conversation taking
place elsawhere in the room—only with me asits subject. | didn't do anything wrong.

Stll, it was hard during the remaining dances to recapture the earlier joy, and at theend | wasglad to
follow Bran and Nee back upstairsto our rooms, Nee yawning al the way. My feet weretired, but |
buoyed mysdf with the reminder that my Name Day came with dawn. What has Branaric planned?

He gave me no hints as he bade me agood night outside my rooms.

The windows were bright with sunlight when | woke, and though | could have dept longer, the prospect
of my Name Day got me up and dressed.

My first thought was to go to Nee'srooms. She would be a part of anything Bran planned.

| bustled down the hall. As| stretched out my hand to knock outside her tapestry, | heard Bran's genia
voice booming from inside: "Enstaeus and Trishe went to kidnap him. Were to meet them at the stable.”

And Nee said, "Then we'd better go before Mdiarawakens. It'll be easier than trying to explain that she
wouldn't enjoy thisride—"

My hand froze. Shock, dismay, and question al kept me from moving, even though | knew | ought to
retrest—fast—to my room. Even in the rudest house among the most ignorant people, children grow up
knowing that tapestry manners require you to make a noise as soon as you reach someone'sroom. Y ou
don't stand and listen.

Holding my hands straight at my sides so my skirtswouldn't rustle, | backed up one step, two—then
Nee's tapestry lifted, and there were the three of us, face-to-face.

Bran snorted alaugh—of course. "Life, Sster, you gave me astart!

Nee's entire face went crimson, though the fault was mine for being there without warning. "Good
morning,” she said, looking unhappy.

| did my best to assume a sublimely indifferent Court mask. "I just stopped to tell you | was going to the
library." And | walked away quickly.

Not enjoy a ride? | thought, and then | remembered that thiswas Court, and people didn't lways say
what they thought. Apparently even Nee. They want to spend some time alone, of course, | redized,
and guilt overwhelmed me. | had monopolized Nee ever since the night in our palace when she offered to
show me Court ways.

Wel, | wasat Court now, and | had made it through agrand ball without causing any disasters or making
acompletefool of mysdf. So now it isonly fair to leave her some time alone with my brother, | told
mysdlf firmly. After dl, wasn't that apart of courtship, wanting to be alone with your intended, however
much you liked the rest of hisfamily?

| hurried down the sllent hdlstoward thelibrary asif | could outrun my emotions, forming aresolveto
gart making my own way, leaving Neeto get on with her life.

As| neared the State Wing, my heart thumped, and despite the Princesss kind invitation, | hoped |



wouldn't encounter any of the Renselaeuses. But no one was about except silent footmen and occasiona
equerries passing to and fro. When | reached the library, the waiting footmen opened the doors for me,
and | passed into the huge room and found myself done.

| strolled dowly dong the shelves, looking at titles without redly comprehending them, wondering where
| ought to begin. Remembering my conversation with Princess Eledtra, | realized what | really wanted to
see were the originals, the papers written by kings and queensin their own hands. Werethey dl inthe
Heraldry Archives, or were some of them here?

My gaze fdll on aplain door-tapestry at the other end of the room. A service access? | turned and saw a
narrow, discreet outline of adoor tucked in the corner between two bookshelves; that was the service
door, then. Might | find some kind of archive beyond that tapestry?

| crossed the room, heard no noise beyond, so | lifted the tapestry.

Theroom was small, filled with light. It was acorner room, with two entrances, floor-to-ceiling windows
intwo walls, and bookshelves everywhere else. In the danting rays of the morning sun | saw awriting
table angled between the windows—and knedling at the table, dressed in riding clothes, wasthe Marquis
of Shevraeth.

He put down his pen and looked up inquiringly.

Fedling that to run back out would be cowardly, | said, ™Y our mother invited meto usethelibrary. |
thought this might be an archive.”

"Itis" hesad. "Memoirs from kings and queens addressed specifically to heirs. Most are about laws. A
few arediaries of Court life. Look around." He picked up the pen again and waved it toward the shelves.
"Over there you'l find the book of laws by Turic the Third, he of the twelve thousand proclamations.
Next to it ishis daughter's, rescinding most of them." He pushed a pile of papersin my direction. "Or if
you'd like to peruse something more recent, here are Galdran's expenditure lists and so forth. They givea
fairly comprehensve overview of hispolicies”

| stepped into the room and bent down to lift up two or three of the papers. Some were proposals for
increasesin taxes for certain nobles; the fourth was alist of people "to be watched.”

| looked at him in surprise. ™Y ou found these just lying around?"

"Yes" hesad, sitting back on his cushion. The morning light highlighted the smudges of tiredness under
his eyes. "He did not expect to be defeated. Y our brother and | rode back here in haste, as soon aswe
could, in order to prevent looting; but such was Galdran's hold on the place that, even though the news
had preceded us by two days, | found hisrooms completely undisturbed. | don't think anyone believed
he was redly dead—they expected one of hisugly little ploysto catch out ‘traitors.”

| whistled, turning over another paper. "Wish | could have been there,” | said.
"Y ou could have been.”
This brought me back to redlity with ajolt. Of course | could have been there—but | had |eft without

warning, without saying good-bye even to my own brother, in my hasteto retreat to home and sanity.
And memory.



| glanced a him just in time to see him wince dightly and shake his head. Was that regret? For his
words—or for my actionsthat day?

"What you said last night,” | demanded, "about battles and me being used to them. What did you mean
by that?'

"It was merely an atempt to make you laugh.”

"I didlaugh,” | admitted, then frowned. "But did you really intend some kind of courtly double meaning?
Hinting that I'm used to battlesin the sense that | lost every onel wasin? Or merdly that | getinto
quarrels?

"Neither." Histone wasflat. "Forgive my maadroitness.”
"Well, | don't get into quarrels,” | said, suddenly desperate to explain, to accuse. "Except with—"
There came atap outside the opposite doorway then.

| shut my mouth; and for amoment, there we were, in sllence, mewishing | could run but fegling | ought
not to. There was—something—I had to do, or say, though | had no ideawhat.

So | watched him rise, move the few stepsto the other tapestry, and lift it. | did not see whoever was
outside—I redized he was shidding mefrom sight. | could not hear the voice beyond, but | heard his.
"Pleaseinform Lady Trishel will be along shortly. Thank you." He dropped the tapestry back into place
and stood with his back to it, looking at me across the width of the room. "It seems," he said, "that
seeking your opinion will not cease to embroil usin argument, whatever the cause. | gpologize. | dso
redlize trying to convince you of my good intentionsis afruitless effort, but my own conscience
demanded that | make the attempt.”

| couldn't think of any reply to make to that, so | whirled around and retreated into the library, my insides
boiling with a nasty mixture of embarrassment and anger. Why did | dways haveto bring up that
war—and pick afight? What kind of answer was| looking for?

All | doisrepeat the humiliations of last year. Asif | haven't had enough of those, | thought grimly.
And theworst thing was, | wouldn't dare to go near that room again, despite his offer at the beginning of
the encounter—an encounter which was thoroughly my own fault.

Wi, I'd have to console mysdlf with the big room. Stopping aong the row of biographies, | selected the
histories of three well-hated tyrants, figuring they'd be good company for me, and | retreated to my
rooms.

It was awhile before my mind was quiet enough for reading. The conversation with Shevraeth | was
determined not to think about. What was the use? It was over, and it was clear it wasn't going to be
repeated.

Recdlling the name held mentioned, Lady Trishe—one of the names Bran had spoken earlier that
morning—I realized it was Shevraeth they were planning to go riding with. She wouldn't enjoy thisride
waswhat Nee had said, meaning that | wouldn't enjoy it because Shevragth would be dong. What it
probably also meant, | redlized glumly, wasthat they wouldn't enjoy having me dong if | glared at
Shevraegth and started squabbling.



| grabbed up abook and flung myself down on my nest of pillows. At frequent intervals| set the book
asde and listened, expecting to hear the noise of their return. But the sun marched across the sky without
their reappearance, and just after sunset Nee knocked to ask if | was ready to go to a concert officialy
scheduled for the ambassadors.

| changed hastily, expecting my brother to appear. But what happened was that we went to the concert.
Bran—indifferent to music—had gone off esewhere with other friends. The choir was wonderful, and the
songs from over the seawere beautiful, though | heard them through adamp vell of sdlf-pity.

| findly had to admit to myself that my brother had forgotten dl about my Name Day, and Nee had no
idea. Before the revolt, my brother and | had been close. Obvioudy, more had changed since Galdran's
defest than I'd redlized.

The main person in hislife now is Nee—asi it should be, | told myself asshe and | walked acrossthe
flagged courtyard to the Residence Wing. But my mood stayed sober as| contemplated how life would

change when we dl returned to Tlanth. I'm not oath-sworn as a countess, not until we gather before
the new monarch when he or sheis crowned; and Bran isthe legal heir. And a county can't have

two countesses...

When we reached our hall, Nee offered to share hot chocolate with me. Shaking my head, | pleaded
tiredness—true enough—and retreated to my rooms.

And discovered something lying on the little table in the parlor where letters and invitations were
supposed to be put.

Moving dowly acrossthe room, | looked down at an exquisite porcelain sphere. It was dark blue, with
dlver sarsdl over it, and so cunningly painted that when | looked closer it gave theilluson of depth—as
if | stared deeply into the sky.

Lifting it with reverent care, | opened it and saw, Sitting on awhite silk nest, alovely sapphirering. Trying
it onmy fingers, | found to my ddlight it fit my longest one.

Why couldn't Bran give methisin person? There were timeswhen | found my brother incomprehensible,
but I knew he thought the same of me.

Puzzled, but content, | fell adeep with my ringed hand cradled against my cheek.

TEN

WHEN | HEARD BRANARIC CALL A MORNING GREETING outside Nee's parlor, | rushed out
and batted aside her tapestry. They both looked a mein surprise as| hugged Bran. "Thank you. It's
redly lovey!"

"Huh?' Bran looked half pleased, but half confused. Nee looked completely confused.

"Thegift egg! Thisring!" | stuck out my hand. "Thefinest Name Day gift | ever had!" | laughed.

Bran blinked, then grimaced. "Burn me, Mel—I forgot. | mean, it ain't from me, the date went right out of

my head. Life! | taked to Nee about planning a boat party—didn't 1?7 He turned suddenly to Nee, who
looked stricken. He sighed. "But | guess| think were till back three or four months.” He held out his



arms and hugged me. "I'm sorry.”

| said with an unsteady laugh, "Wdl, I'll admit to being disappointed yesterday, until | found this—but if
you didn't put it in my room, who did?"

Nee dso gave me ahug. | sensed how bad she felt. "Well make up for it," she whispered, and then,
louder, "Wasthere aletter with it?"

"No. But who dsewould know?"

"It might not be aName Day gift a dl, though it'sawfully expensivefor an admirer to start with,” Nee
sad dowly.

"Savona, you think?" | felt my cheeksgo red.

"Could be, except my understanding is, he usualy writes|ove lettersto go with gifts.”
"Loveletters”" | said, grimacing. "l don't want those."

Nee and Branaric both grinned.

"Wedll, | don't,” | protested. "Anyway, what ought | to do?"

Nee'smaid brought coffee, which filled the room with its aromatic promise. When the woman was gone,
Nee said, "You can put it away, which of course will end the question. Or you can weer it in public, to
sgnify your approvd, and seeif anyone clamsit, or even looks conscious.”

Whichiswhat | did. A sudden spring shower prevented our going out immediately, but latein the
afternoon the sky cleared and the air was bamy enough for oneto carry oneswalking glovesinstead of
wear them. | chose adark gown to show off the ring, had my hair brushed out, and walked out with
Nee, Branaric having disappeared earlier.

There were even more blooms in the garden than on my previouswalk, scarcely two days before.
Everyone seemed to be out and about—talking, laughing, watching the fish and ducks and swans. It was
while we were walking aong the big pool, admiring the swans and their hatchlings, that we found
oursalves annexed by two energetic ladies, Lady Trishe and Lady Renna. The latter wastdl, thin, and
mild in manner, though Nee had told me she was aformidable rider—not surprisngly, as shewas heir to
the Khidem family, who were known for horse breeding. She had recently married, and her husband,
second son to a baron whose family's lands bordered hers, was another horse-mad type.

Lady Trishe wasthe one who caught the eye. Also tal, with bright golden hair now worn in loose curls
around her shoulders, she looked like the personification of spring in her light green gown. Nee had said
shewas a popular hostess.

They greeted uswith expressons of delight, and Trishe sad, "Have they finished their ride, then?”

Nee gtiffened ever so dightly beside me. "That | do not know. Branaric went on ahead. It was too wet
for my taste”

"Y ou dso did not want to go with them, Lady Meliara?' Trishe turned to me. " There has been much said
inpraiseof your riding."



"About your everything," anew voice spoke with cool amusement from behind, and we turned to see
Lady Tamaraleading asmall party of ladies and gentlemen. Tamara also wore her hair down, acascade
of glossy curlsto her waist, with tiny gems braided into it. "Good day, Countess,” she said, waving her
fan dowly. I'd noticed that she aways carried afan, even at informa gatherings when the others didn't.
"Isthere any end to your accomplishments, then? 'Y esterday the air rang with acclaim for your grace on
the balroom floor. Shall you lead the way on horseback aswell?' And she curtsied, aformal reverence,
coming up with her fan spread half before her face in the mode denoting Modesty Deferring to Brilliance.

| was being mocked. Nothing in her manner gave it away, yet | knew that that particular fan gesture was
not for social occasions but reserved for literary or artistic exchanges.

| bowed back, exactly the same bow, and because they al seemed to expect meto speak, | said, "l
haven't had a chanceto go riding asyet.”

"l am surprised,” Tamaraexclaimed, her smile gentle but her hands making artful swirlswith the fan. "But,
| confess, not as surprised as | was that you did not join us at Petitioners Court today."

Nee said quickly, "Court is not obligatory. Y ou know that, Cousin.”

"Obligatory, no indeed. Cousin." Now Tamaras fan gestured gracefully in query mode, but at a plangent
angle. | couldn't get the meaning of it, and the other ladieswere sllent. " Surdly the forming government
would benefit from her advice?!

Was shereferring to my having led arevolt, however unsuccessful, or was she digging at mefor having
lost acrown? | suspected the latter, not from any sign she gave but from the others reactions, and |
gtood in slence, trying to find something to say that wouldn't start trouble. It was arelief when the sounds
of laughter and voices heralded new arrivals.

Weadl turned, and my brother gppeared with four other gentlemen. Branaric called jovidly, "Found you,
Mé, Nee" And he bowed to the other ladies, who in turn greeted the arrivals. Gerd, Savona, Lord
Deric of Orbanith, and Shevragth.

"What's toward?" the Duke asked.

Tamaras gaze was still on me. | saw her open her mouth, and before she could say anything that might
sting me with embarrassment, | stuck out my hand and said, "L ook a my ring!"

Surprise, and afew titters of laughter, met my sudden and uncourtier-like gesture.

Trishetook my hand, turned it over so the ring caught the light. She made admiring noises, then looked
up and sad, "Where? Who?'

"Yegsterday.” | sneaked alook at Savona Hewas grinning.
"Which finger?' Tamaraasked, glancing down.
"Theoneit fitsbest," | said quickly, which raised alaugh. | cast adesperate look at Nee, who was hiting

her lip. | hadn't even thought to ask about meaning in ring fingers, though | ought to have, | realized
belatedly. Ringswould be asymbol just like flowers and fan language.



"I've seen it before,” Trishe said, frowning in perplexity. "1 know | have. It'svery old, and they don't cut
goneslikethisanymore."

"Whoisit from?" Savonaasked.
| looked up at him, trying to divine whether secret knowledge lay behind his expression of interest.

"Of course she cannot tell,” Tamarasaid, her tone mock chiding—a masterpiece of innuendo, | redlized.
"But... perhaps a hint, Countess?"

"| can't, because it's a secret to me, t00." | looked around.

Nothing but interest in dl the faces, from Savonasfriendly skepticism to Shevraeth's polite indifference.
Shevraeth looked moretired than ever. "The best kind, because | get the ring and don't have to do
anything about it!"

Everyone laughed.

"Now that," Savonasaid, taking my arm, "isadirect challenge, isit not? Gera? Danric? | take you to
witness" We started strolling dong the pathway. "Bt firg, to rid mysdf of thismysteriousriva. Have
you kissed anyone since yesterday? Winked? Sent a posy-of-promise?’ He went on with so many
ridiculous questions | couldn't stop laughing.

The others had fallen in behind. Conversations crossed the group, preventing it from breaking into smaller
groups. Before too long Tamara brought us al together again. She was now the center of attention as she
summoned Savonato her sde to admire anew bracelet.

Thiswasfinewith me. | did not like being the center, and | felt jangled and uneasy. Had | betrayed
myself in any important way?Had | been properly polite to Shevraeth? The few times he spoke | was
careful to listen and to smilejust like the others.

When | found mysealf on the edge of the group, | dipped away and hastened back to the Residence. In
my room, | found Mora sewing. Shelooked at mein surprise, and hastily got to her feet to curtsy.

"Never mind that,” | said. "Tell me, who bringsletters and things?'

"Therunners, my lady," shesaid.

"Can you find out who sent arunner?' When she hesitated, | said, "L ook, | just want to find out who
gave methese gifts. | know under the old king, people could be bribed. Isthat true now? Please, speak

plain. I won't tell anyone what you tell me, and | won't make trouble.”

Morapursed her lips. "There are times when the runners can be bribed, my lady,” she said carefully. "But
not al of them. Wereit to get out, they could lose their position.”

"So everyone belowstairs doesn't know everything?”

"No, my lady. Many people use persond runnersto deliver thingsto the palace runners; and theloyal
onesdont tak."

"Ahhah!" | exclamed. "Then, tell methis. Can something be returned along the same route, even though |



don't know to whom it'sgoing?'
Shethought abit, then nodded. "I think that can be arranged.”

"Good. Then let me pen amessage, and please seethat it gets sent right away." | dived down onto the
cushions beside the desk, rummaged about, and came up with pen and writing paper. On the paper |
wrote: The gifts are beautiful, and | thank you, but what do they mean?

| Ssgned my name, sedled the letter, and handed it to Mora.

Sheleft at once, and | was severely tempted to try to follow her, except 1'd promised not to make
trouble. And if | were caught at it, | suspected that the servantsinvolved might get into trouble. | decided
to look at thiswhole matter asakind of chalenge. I'd find some clever way of solving the mystery
without involving anyoneinnocent.

So | pulled on acloak and went out to take another walk. The sky was aready clouding up again, and a

strong, chilly wind kicked up my skirts. The weather reminded me of home, and | found it bracing. | set
out inanew direction, away from the aristo gardens and the outlying great houses.

The buildingswere dill in the same style, but plainer. Presently | found myself midway between the royd
stables and the military compound. My steps dowed. | remembered that the prison building was not very
far from the stables, and | had no desireto seeit again.

| turned around—and nearly bumped into asmall group of soldiersin Renselaeus colors. They dl
stopped, bowed silently, and would have stepped out of my way, but | recognized one of them from my
ride to Rensalaeus just before the end of thewar, and | cried, " Captain Nessaren!™

"My lady." Nessaren amiled, her flat cheekstinged dightly with color.

"Isyour riding assgned here now?'

"Asyou see, my lady."

The others bowed and withdrew glently, leaving usaone.

"Areyou not supposed to talk to the civs?' Raindrops stung my face.

Her eyescrinkled. "They usudly don't talk to us."

"Isthisagood duty, or isit boring now that nothing is going on?'

Her eyesflickered to my face then down to the ground, and her lipsjust parted. After amoment she said,
"Werewd| enough, my lady."

Which wasn't quitewhat | had asked. Resolving to think that over later, | said, "Y ou know what | miss?
The practice sessions we had when we were riding cross-country last year. | did some practice at home
... but there doesn't seem to be opportunity anymore.”

"We have open practice each day at dawn, in the garrison court when the weather's fine, the gym when it
isn't. You'rewelcometo join us. There's no hierarchy, except that of expertise, by order of the Marquis
himsdf."



"The Marquis?' | repeated faintly, redizing how close I'd come to making an even worse fool of mysdlf
than my spectacular attempts so far.

"There every day," she said. "Others aswell—Lady Renna. Duke of Savonathere most days, same as
Baron Khidem. Y ou wouldn't be done.”

| won't be there at all. But out loud | just thanked her.

She bowed. Her companionswere still waiting at adiscreet distance, despite the spatter of rain, o
said, "1 won't keep you any longer.”

Asshergoined her group, | started back toward the Residence. The wind had turned chill, and therain
darted falling faster, but | scarcely noticed. Was there still some kind of danger? Ingtinct attributed
Nessaren's ddliberate vagueness to amilitary reason.

If the threat was from the borders, it seemed unlikely that 1'd find Renselaeus warriors roaming around
theroya palace Athanardl. So, was there athreat at home?

Likeariva for the kingship? My thoughts went immediately to the Marquise of Merindar—and to the
conservation with Shevraeth a the inn. The Marquise had made no attempt to communicate with me, and
| had not even seen her subsequent to that dinner the night of my arriva. In the days since, I'd managed
to lose sight of my purposein coming.

When I'd surprised Shevraeth in the archive, it had seemed he was actudly willing to discussroya
business—at |east that portion that pertained to cleaning up after Galdran—for why else would he offer
me alook at the old king's papers? But I'd managed to turn the discussion into aquarrel, and so lost the
chance.

| groaned doud. What was wrong with me? As| hurried up the stlepsto our wing, | promised mysalf
that next time Shevragth tried to talk to me, I'd listen, and even if heinsulted me, my family, and my land,
I'd keep my tongue between my teeth.

"My own conscience demands that | make the attempt.” Would there even be another try?

| sighed as| opened my door, then Nessaren and Shevraeth and the rain went out of my mind when |
saw that my letter table was not empty.

Two items awaited me. The first was aletter—and when | saw the device on the heavy sedl, my heart
sped: the Marquise of Merindar.

| ripped it open, to find only an invitation to a gathering three weeks hence. No hint of any persona
message.

Laying it asde, | turned my gaze to the other object.

Sitting in the middle of the table was afinelittle vase cut from luminous starstone, and init, bordered by
the most delicate ferns, was asinglerose, just barely blooming.

Onewhiterose. | knew what that meant, thanksto Nee: Purity of Intent.



ELEVEN

MY GLIMPSES OF SHEVRAETH WERE RARE OVER THE next three weeks, and dl of those
were either at State events or else at big partiesheld by mutual Court friends. | did not see the Marquise
of Merindar or her two children at al—Nee said they rarely attended Court functions and entertained
only in their family's house on the outskirts of Athanarel's garden, though the State roomsin the
Residence could be hired by anyone. The Marquise'sinvitation sat on my table, looking rather likea
roya summons.

Very different were the invitationsthat | received from the Court young people, for as Nee had
predicted, | had become popular. At least on the surface, everyone was friendly, even Lady Tamara
Chamadis, though her tone, and her fan, hinted that she didn't find me amusing because she thought | was
awit.

Others were more forthright in offering their friendship. Not just the ladies, either. To my vast surprise, |
seemed to have collected severd flirts. The Duke of Savona sought me out at every event we both
attended, ingsting on the first dance at bals—and lots more through the evening. He was an excdllent
dancer, and | thoroughly enjoyed him as a partner. His outrageous compliments just made me laugh.

My second most devoted admirer was Lord Deric Toarvendar, Count of Orbanith. He was not content
to meet me at balls but showered invitations on me—to picnics, riding parties, and other eventsthat had
to do with sport.

Among intimates, |'d discovered, young courtiers didn't write invitations, they spoke them, usudly at the
end of some other affair. Some people were overt—which meant they wanted othersto overhear and
thus to know they'd been excluded—but most were more subtle about it.

Not that Deric was particularly subtle. He made it obvious that he thought | was fun and funny, asgood a
loser as| wasawinner. In the weeks after | received that rose, we had competed at dl kinds of courtly
games, from cards to horse racing. He was entertaining, and—unlike Certain Others—easy to
understand, and also easy to resst when hisflirting, wine- and moonlight-inspired, intensified to
wandering hands and lips.

The night before the Merindar party, | had made myself easy to understand by planting ahand right in the
middle of hischest and pushing him away. "No," | said.

Hefound that funny, too, and promptly offered to drive meto the Merindar party himself.

| accepted. By then I'd pretty much decided that he was the one who had sent me thering and the rose,
for despite his enthusiastic dedication to sport and his one energetic attempt at stedling akiss, hewas
aurprigngly shy about discussing anything asintimate asfedings.

Thiswasfinewith me. | felt no desireto tax him about it; if | did and it proved | wasright, it might change
ardationship | liked just where it was.

The night of the Merindar party, the weather was cold and rainy, so Deric drove his handsome pony-trap
to the Residence to pick me up. It was not that long a distance to the Merindar house. The Family houses
were built around the perimeter of the palace a Athanard's extensive gardens, atiny city within the city

of Remana. None of these were castles, and thus could never have been defended. They were palaces,
designed for pleasure and entertaining—and for secret egress.



Thefinest two were a opposite ends, the one belonging to the Merindar family, and the other to the
Chamedisfamily.

The Merindar palace most nearly resembled afortress, for dl its pleasng design; there were few
windows on the ground level, and those on the upper levels seemed curioudly blind. And al around the
house stood guards, ostensibly to protect the Merindar family from grudge-holding citizens. | had
discovered that thiswasin fact not new; Galdran Merindar had kept guards stationed around the house
during hisreign. Asking, he had not had to give areason.

"The food will be excdlent, the music even better, but watch out for the Flower and the Thorn," Deric
said to me at the end of thejourney, just before we disembarked from the pony-trap. " Of the two, the
Hower isthe more dangerous,” he added.

"Hower—isthat the Marquise's son or daughter?”

"Lord Hauvic," Deric said with atwist to hislipsand anironic gleam in his black eyes. ™Y oull understand
the moment you get asquint at him and hear his pretty voice. It was your brother gave him the nickname
last year, after Flauvic returned from his sojourn at Aranu Crown's Court in Erev-li-Erval. He spent
amogt ten yearsthere asa page.”

"A page" | repeated, impressed.
"Ten successful years" he added.

| consdered this, making amenta note to stay away from Lord Flauvic—who had aso been recently
named his mother's heir, bypassing his older sster, Lady Fiama, the one called the Thorn. I'd learned
about pagesin my reading, for they had not been in usein Remanafor at least a century, and agood
thing, too. Unlike runners, who were from obscure birth and kept—as servants—outside the main rooms
until summoned, pages were from good homes and waited on their superiors within the State rooms.
Which meant they were privy to everything that went on—avery, very dangerous privilege. According to
my reading, pages who made political mistakes were seldom executed. Instead they were sent home
before their term of indenture was over, which was a public disgrace and, as such, alifdong exile from
the provinces of power. Those who finished their time successfully tended to return home well trained
and formidably adept at political maneuvering. A pagetrained at the Empress's Court would be
formidable indeed.

The only other thing | had known about Fauvic was that the Marquise had sent him out of the kingdom
when hewas smal in order to keep him dive, the year after hisfather and two of hisuncles had met
mysterious deaths. | hadn't met him yet—apparently he never attended any State events or socid events
outside of hisown home, preferring to remain there deep in his studies. An aristocratic scholar.

Studying what? | wondered, as we were bowed inside the house by blank-faced Merindar servants.
The grandeur around us was asilent testimony to wealth and power. The air was scented with acomplex
mixture of exotic flowers and the faintest trace of tanglewood incense, denoting peace and kindred
Spirits.

"Easy over thefence," Deric said softly besde me.

We were aready at the parlor. | suppressed agrin at the riding term, then stepped forward to curtsy to



the Marquise.

"My dear Countess," Lady Arthal said, smiling as she pressed my hand. "Welcome. Permit meto
introduce my children, Fiamaand Flauvic. Therest of the company you know."

Lady Fiamawastall, brown-haired, with cold eyes and the e evated chin of onewho considers hersdlf to
be far above whomever she happens to be looking at—or down on. She was magnificently gowned, with
S0 many glittering jewelsit dmost hurt the eyesto look at her. She would have been handsome but for a
very long nose—which was the more obvious because of that imperioustilt to her head—and thinly
compressed lips.

"Welcome," shesaid, in so faint and listlessavoice that it was dmost hard to hear her. "Ddlighted to...”
She shrugged dightly, and her languidly waving fan fluttered with adismissve extraflick.

Lord Hauvic, on the other side of their mother, was sartlingly beautiful. His coloring wasfair, hislong
waving hair golden with ruddy highlights. His eyeswere so light abrown asto seem gold, ameatch for his
hair. ... meet you, Countess," he said, finishing his sster's sentence. Politeness? Humor? Insult?
Impossible to guess. His voice was the pure tenor of atrained singer, his gaze asblank asglassashe
took my hand and bowed over it. Of medium height and very dender, hewas dressed in deep blue,
amogt black, with arare scattering of diamondsin hishair, in one ear, and on his clothing.

| redlized | was staring and looked away quickly, following Deric into the next room. Hefdl into
conversation with Branaric, Shevraeth, and Lady Renna Khialem, the subject (of course) horses. Deric's
manner reminded me of someonerelieved to find alies. Next to Bran sat Nee, completely slent, her
hands folded in her lap.

Under cover of the chatter about horse racing, | looked around, fedling alittle like acommander

ng apotentia battlefield. Our hogts, despite their gracious outward manner, had made no effort to
bind the guestsinto acircle. Instead, people were clumped in little groups, elther around the magnificent
buffet, or around the fireplace. As| scanned them, | realized who was there—and who was not there.

Present: counts, countesses, a duke, aduchess, heirsto thesetitles, and the only two peoplein the
marquisate: Shevraeth and our hostess.

Absent: anyone with thetitle of baron or lower, except those—like Nee—who had higher connections.
Absent aso were the Prince and Princess of Rensalaeus.

"My dear Countess," afluting voice said a my right ear, and Lady Tamara's soft hand did along my arm,
guiding me toward the lowest tier near the fireplace. Severa people moved away, and we sank down
onto the cushions there. Tamara gestured to one of the hovering foot-servants, and two glasses of wine
wereingantly brought. "Did | not predict that you would show ustheway at the racesaswell?'

"I won only once," | said, fighting againgt embarrassment.

Deric wasgrinning. "Beat me," he said. "Nearly best Renna.”

"] had the best horse," | countered.

For amoment the conversation turned from me to the races the week before. It had been a sudden thing,
arranged on thefirst really nice day we'd had, and though the course was purported to be rough, | had



found it much easier than riding mountain trails.

As Deric described the last obstacles of the racein which | had beaten him, | saw the shy red-haired
Lord Gerd listening with akind of ardent expression in his eyes. He was another who often sought me
out for dances but rarely spoke otherwise. Might my rose and ring have come from him?

Tamaras voicerecalled my attention ... the way with swords aswell, dear Countess?"
| glanced at her, Spping a my wine as| mentaly reached for the subject.

"It transpires,” Tamarasaid with aglinting smile, "that our sharpest wits are dso experts at the dud.
Almost am | willing to rise a dawn, just to observe you at the cut and the thrust.”

| opened my mouth to disclaim any great prowess with the sword, then realized that I'd walk right into
her little verbal trap if | did so. Now, maybe I'm not any kind of a sharp wit, but | wasn't going to hand
myself over for trimming so easily. So | just smiled and Sipped a my wine.

Fiadmasfaint, die-away voice wasjust audible on Tamaras other Sde. "Tamara, my love, that is not
dueling, but mere sword-play.”

Tamards blue eyes rounded with perplexity. "True, true, | had forgotten.” She smiled suddenly, her fan
waving dowly in query mode. "An academic question: Isit ared duel when oneisfavored by the
opponent?’

FHamasad, "Isit areal contest, say, in arace when the better rider does not ride?' She turned her thin
smileto Shevragth. "Y our grace?"

The Marquis bowed dightly, hishands at an oblique angle. "If astakeiswon,” hesaid, "itisarace. If the
point draws blood, it isadue.”

A murmur of gppreciative laughter met this, and Fiama sighed ever so dightly. ™Y ou honor us" she
murmured, sweeping her fan gracefully inthe hdf circle of Intimate Confidence, "with your liberdity. ..."
She seated hersdlf at the other side of the fireplace and began alow-voiced conversation with Lady
Dara, the heir to anorthern duchy.

Just beyond Fidmaswaving fan, Lord Flauvic's metal-gold eyes lifted from my face to Shevraeth'sto
Tamaras, then back to me,

What had | missed? Nee's cheeks were glowing, but that could have been her proximity to thefire.

Branaric spoke then, saluting Shevraeth with hiswineglass. "Duel or dabble, I'd hie meto those practices,
except | just can't somach rough work at dawn. Now, make them at noon, and I'm your man!"

More laughter greeted this, and Bran turned to Hauvic. "How about you? Join mein agitating for a
decent time?"'

Lord Hauvic dso had afan, but he had not opened it. Holding it horizontally between hisfingersin the
mode of the neutral observer, he said, "Not a any time, Tlanth. Y ou will forgive meif | am forced to
admit that | an much too lazy?"

Again laughter, but more subdued. Heads turned. Asthe smiling Marquise approached, she said, "You



aredl lazy, children." She gestured at the artfully arranged plates of food. "Come! Do you wish to insult
my tastes?'

Severa people converged on the table, where waiting servants piled indicated dainties on little plates.
The Marquise moved smoothly through the milling guests, smiling and bestowing soft words here and
there. To my surprise, she made her way to me, held out her hand, and said, "Come, my dear. Let's see
what we can find to appedl to you."

| rose, trying to hide my astonishment. Deric's face was blank, and Bran looked puzzled. Behind him,
Shevraeth watched, his expression impossibleto interpret. As| followed the Marquise, | glanced at her
son, and was further surprised to see his gaze on me. Hisfingers manipulated hisfan; for just an instant he
held it in the dudist's "guard" position, then hiswrist bent as he soread the fan open with languid
deliberation.

A warning? Of course it is—but why?

With arega gesture the Marquise indicated a door—a handsome carved one—and alackey sprang to
openit. A moment later we passed ingde alamp-lit conservatory and were closed off in the sudden,
dightly unsettling silence vouchsafed by wdll-fitted wooden doors. "1 find young Deric of Orbanith a
refreshing boy,” she said. "He's been my daughter's friend through their mutua interest in horses since
they were both quite smdl.”

| cudgeled my mind for something diplomeatic to say and came up with, "I hope Lady Fidmawill join us
for the next race, your grace.”

"Perhaps, perhaps.” The Marquise stretched out a hand to nip away a dead leaf from one of her plants.
She seemed completely absorbed in her task; | wondered how to delicately turn the discussion to the
purpose of her |etter when she said, "A little over ayear ago there appeared at Court aremarkable
document signed by you and your esteemed brother."”

Surprised, | recaled our open letter to Gadran outlining how his bad ruling was destroying the kingdom.
The letter, meant to gain us dliesin the Court, had been the last project we had worked on with our
father. "We didn't think anyone actudly saw it," | said, unnerved by the abrupt change of subject. "We
did send copies, but | thought they had been suppressed.”

One of her browslifted. "No one but the king saw it—officialy. However, it enjoyed a brief but intense
covert popularity, | do assureyou."

"But therewas no response,” | said.

"Asthere was no protection offered potentid fellow rebels,” sheretorted, ill in that mild voice, "you
ought not be surprised. Y our sojourn here was brief. Perhaps you were never redly aware of the
difficultiesfacing those who disagreed with my late brother.”

"Wadl, | remember what he was going to do to me,” | said.

"And do you remember what happened instead?"

| turned to stare at her. "'l thought—"

"Thought what, child? Speak fredly. Thereis no oneto overhear you."



Except, of course, the Marquise. But was she really a danger? The Rensalaeuses now gripped the
hilt-end of the sword of power, or she would have been home long since.

"The Princess Elestra hinted that they helped me escape,” | said.
"Hinted," she repeated. "And thus permitted you to convince yourself?"
"Y ou mean they didn't?'

Shelifted one shoulder dightly. "Contradiction of the conqueror, whose memory isusually adaptable, is
pointless, unless...." She paused, once more absorbed in clearing yellowed leaves from a delicate plant.

"Unlesswhat, your grace?' Belatedly | remembered the niceties.

She did not seem to notice. "Unless oneintends to honor one's own vows," she murmured. "l have not
seen you or your respected brother at Court. Have you set aside those fineideals as expressed in your
letter?"

"We haven't, your grace,”" | said cautioudy.

"Yet | have not seen you at Petitioners Court. That is, | need hardly point out, where the redl ruling takes
place”

But Shevraeth is there. Remembering the promise | had madethat |ast day at Tlanth, | wasreluctant to
mention my problemswith him. | said with care, "1 haven't been asked to attend—and | do not see how
my presence or absence would make much difference.”

"You would learn," she murmured, "how our kingdom is being governed. And then you would be able to
form an ideaas to whether or not your vows arein fact being kept.”

Shewas right. Thiswas my purposein coming.

Ought | to tel her? Ingtinct pulled me both ways, but memory of the mistakes | had madein acting on
hasty judgment kept me silent.

She bent and plucked anewly bloomed starliss, tucked it into my hair, then stepped back to admire the
effect. "There are many among us who would be glad enough to see you and your brother honor those
vows," she said, and took my arm, and led me back to the reception room.

At once | was surrounded by Nee and Deric and Renna—my own particular friends—asiif they had
formed a plan to protect me. Against what? Nothing happened after that, except that we ate and drank
and listened to aquartet of singers from the north performing ballads whose words we could not
understand, but whose meancholy melodies seemed to shiver intheaair.

The Marquise of Merindar did not speak to me again until it wastimeto leave, and shewas gracious as
she begged meto come visit her whenever | had the inclination. There was no reference to our
conversation in the conservatory.

When at last Deric and | settled into his carriage, he dropped back with asigh of relief. "Wel, that's over.
Good food and good company, but none of it worth Stting mum while Fialmaglared daggers a me.”



Remembering the Marquise's opening statement, | realized suddenly what 1'd missed before—some of
what I'd missed, anyway—and tried unsuccessfully to smother alaugh. It seemed that Deric was deemed
an gppropriate match for the daughter of aMerindar.

Deric grinned a me, the light from glowglobesflickering in hisblack eyes. "Cowardice, | know. But burn
it, that femae scaresme.”

| remembered the gossip about Lady Fidmaand her recent return from Erev-li-Erval, where she was
supposed to have contracted an appropriately brilliant marriage dliance but had failed. Which was why
the Marquise had passed her over for the heirship of Merindar.

But that wasn't all; as Deric drove away and | mounted the steps of the Residence, | redized that he
could, infact, be subtle when he wanted. And that there were consequences to bluntness that one could
not aways predict. He had asked me to accompany him as a hint to the Merindars that he was courting
me, and therefore wouldn't court Fialma.

Interesting, though, that he asked to take meto that party right after | had rgected his attemptsto kiss
me

I'll never understand flirting, | thought, fighting the impulseto laugh. Never.

In my rooms, | sat at the window, looking out & the soft rain and thinking about that conversation with
the Marquise. Was she, or was she not, inviting meto join her in opposing Shevragth'srule?

Ought | to attend Petitioners Court, then, and begin eva uating the Rensd aeus policies? Where was the
red truth between the two families?

| remembered the hint that the Marquise had dropped. According to her, Princess Elestrahad not, in
fact, had anything to do with my escape. If she hadn't, who, then? The Marquise? Except why didn't |
find out before? Who could | ask?

Deric? No. He showed no interest whatever in Crown affairs. He lived for sport. Rennaaswell. Trishe
and the others?

| bit my lip, wondering if my opening such adiscussion would be abetrayd of the promiseto Shevraeth.
| didn't know any of these people well enough to enjoin them to secrecy, and the thought of Shevraeth
finding out about my purpose in coming made me shudder inside.

Of the escape, at least, | could find out some of the truth. I'd write to Azmus, our trusted spy during the
war, who had helped methat night. Now he was happily retired to anicevillage in Tlanth. | moved to my
writing table, plumped down onto the pillows without heeding my expensive gown, and reached for a
pen. Theletter was soon written and set aside for dispatch home.

Then | sat back on the pillows. As| thought about the larger question, anew idea occurred to me: Why
not ask the Secret Admirer who'd sent thering and the rose?

He certainly knew how to keep asecret. If hewas only playing agame, surely a serious question would
show him up. I'd phraseit carefully....

| remembered the starlissin my hair and pulled it out to look down into the silver-touched white



crown-shaped petals. | thought about its symbolism. In Kharas it was known as Queensblossom; that I'd
learned from my mother long ago. Nowadays it symbolized ambition.

My scalp prickled with adanger sense. Once again | dipped my quill. | wrote:

Dear Unknown,

You probably won't want to answer a letter, but | need some advice on Court etiquette, without
my asking being noised around, and who could be more closemouthed than you? Let's say | was at
a party, and a high-ranking lady approached me...

TWELVE

T -rtri- TFTTER | ASKED MoRA AS SOON AS| FINISHED THE LEI !*e

T\A Vv A-<T awake changing my mind to haveit sent, just so | wouldnt stay awaice55y

back and forth during the night.

When | woke the next morning, thet |etter wasthe first thing on my mind. Had | made amistake in writing
it?1'd been careful

i *ri .1 PYPrrUp ahypothetical question of to make it seem like amental exercise, a”ypn

etiquette, describing the conversation in generd terms and the speakers only asahigh-ranking lady and a
young lady new to Court. Unless the unknown admirer had been at the party, there would be

i AT ,-,cf And if he had been at the no way to connect meto the Marquise. Ana

party-as Dene, Savona, and Gerd, al of whom flirted with me most, had been-wouldn't his not having
ven away hisidentity make him obliged to keep my letter secret aswdlr

So | reasoned. When Mora came in with my hot chocolate, she also brought me a gift: abook. | took it
esgarly.

TU.iief,,mamost three hundred years be-The book was amemoir trom amost m |

reii T-»ix";MV, \Tiisharlias, who married the fore, written by the Duchess Airtn Aiasiidiua,
ie.. .~ Lounm, ruledthreeof her children heir to aprincipdity. Though she never ruieu, u
ejei" Tijir,™m nfherbut not much beyond married into royaty. | had known oi nei, uu/
that.

There was no letter, but dipped in the pageswas asingle petal of starliss. Thetext it marked was written
in old-fashioned language, but even o, | liked the voice of the writer at once;

... and though the Count spoke strictly in Accordance with Etiquette, his words were an Affront,



for he knew my thoughts on Courtship of Married Persons...
| skipped down aways, then started to laugh when | read:

... and mock-solemn, matching his Manner to the most precise Degree, | challenged himto a Duel.
He was forced to go along with the Jest, lest the Court laugh at himinstead of with him, but he
liked it Not...

... and at thefirst bells of Gold we were there on the Green, and |lo, the Entire Court was out with
usto seethe Dudl. Instead of Horses, | had brought big, shaggy Dogs from the southern Islands,
playful and clumsy under their Gilt Saddles, and for Lances, we had great paper Devices which
were already Limp and Dripping from the Rain....

Twice hetried to speak Privily to me, but knowing he would apol ogize and thus end the Ridiculous
Soectacle, | heeded him Not, and so we progressed through the Duel, attended with all proper
Appurtenances, from Seconds to Trumpeteers, with the Court laughing themselves Hoarse and No
One minding the increasing Downpour. In making us both Ridiculous | believe | put paid to all
such Advancesin future...

The next page went on about other matters. | laid the book down, staring at the starliss as | thought this
over. Theincident on this page was a response—the flower made that clear enough—but what did it
mean?

And why the mystery? Since my correspondent had taken the trouble to answer, why not write aplain
letter?

Again | took up my pen, and | wrote carefully:
Dear Mysterious Benefactor:

| read the pages you marked, and though | was greatly diverted, the connection between this story
and my own dilemma leaves me more confused than before. Would you advise my young lady to
act the fool to the high-ranking lady—or are you hinting that the young one already has? Or isit
merely a suggestion that she follow the duchess's example and ward off the high-ranking lady's
hints with a joke duel?

If you've figured out that thisis a real situation and not a mere mental exercise, then you should
also know that | promised someone important that | would not let myself get involved in political
brangles; and | wish most straightly to keep this promise. Truth to tell, if you have insights that |
have not—and it's obvious that you do—in this dilemma I'd rather have plain discourse than gifts.

Thelast linel lingered over thelongest. | dmost crossed it out, but instead folded the | etter, sedled it, and
when Moracamein, | gaveit to her to ddliver right awvay. Then | dressed and went out to walk.

In the past, when something bothered me, I'd retreat up into the mountainsto think it through. Now |
strolled through Athanarel's beautiful garden, determined to review the enure sequence of events as
clearly as memory permitted.

During the course of this| remembered one vita hint, which | then wondered how | could be so stupid as
to forget: Lord Hauvic'slittle gesture with the fan. On guard.



That, | decided, | could pursue.

Running and walking, | cut through the gardens. The air was cold and brisk, washed clean fromrain. The
sky was an intense, smiling blue.

Growing up inthemountainsas| had, 1'd discovered that maintaining atrue sense of direction was
inginctive. As| homed in on Merindar House, taking the straightest way rather than the ordered paths, |
found ancient bearded trees and tangled grottos. Just before | reached the house, | had to clamber over a
maossy wall that had begun to crumble over the centuries.

Pausing to run my fingers over its smdl, westher-worn stones, | wondered if thewall had been set during
the time my mother's family had ruled. Had one of my ancestorslooked on then, and what had been her
hopes and fears? What kind of life had she seen a Athanarel?

Vaulting over into thetall grass on the other side, | turned my attention to the problem at hand. For there
was aproblem, | redlized as| emerged from the protective shelter of slvery-leaved argan treesand
looked acrossthe carefully planted gardens at the house. Its blind windows and dowly strolling guards
served asareminder of the hidden eyesthat would observe my walking up and demanding to talk to the
heir.

| stepped back beyond the curtain of breeze-stirred leaves and made my way over alog that crossed a

little stream, then crossed the rough ground on acircuit round the house as | considered the matter.

| had no conscious plan in mind, but it turned out | did not need one; when | reached the other sde of the
house, | glimpsed through awall of vines a splendid terrace, and seated at atable on it was Lord Flauvic.
Exquisitey dressed in pal e shades of peach and gray, he was all done, absorbed in reading and writing.

| stooped, picked up some smdl gravel, and tossed it in hisdirection.

Hewent very ill. Just for amoment. Then his head turned ddiberately. When he saw me he smiled
dightly. Moving with swift grace, he swung to hisfeet and crossed the terrace. " Serenades,” he said, "are
customarily performed under moondlight, or have fashions here changed?'

"I don't know," | said. "No on€e's serenaded me, and as for my serenading anyone else, even if | wanted
to, which | don't, my singing voice soundslikeasick crow.”

"Then to what do | owe the honor of this ddightful—but admittedly unorthodox—vist?"

"That." | demongtrated his gesture with my hands. ™Y ou did that when your mother took me away last
night. | want to know what you meant by it."

Hisfine browslifted just dightly, and with leisurdly grace he stepped over the low terrace wall and joined
me among the ferns. "Y ou do favor the blunt, don't you?'

It was phrased as aquestion, but hislack of surprise hinted fairly broadly that he'd heard gossip to this
effect. My chin came up; | said, "1 favor truth over style.”

He retorted in the mildest voice, "Having endured the blunt style favored by my late Uncle Gadran,
which had little to do with truth as anyone lse saw it, | beg you to forgive mewhen | admit that | am
more dismayed than impressed.”



"All right,” | said. "So there can be truth with style, aswell asthe opposite. It'sjust that | haven't been
raised to think that 1'd find much truth in Court, though there's plenty of styleto sparethere.™

"Will I seem unnecessarily contentiousif | admit that my own life experience has engenderedin me a
preference for style, which at least has the virtue of being diverting?' It seemed impossible that FHauvic
was exactly my age. "Not so diverting is the regrettable conviction that truth doesn't exist.” Hisgolden
eyeswere wide and curioudy blank.

"Doesn't exist? Of courseit does," | exclaimed.

"Isyour truth the same as mine? | wonder." He was smiling just dightly, and his gaze was till aslimpid as
the stream rilling at our feet, but | sensed a challenge.

| said gloomily, "All right, then, you've negtly sidestepped my question—if you even intended to answer
it

Helaughed, so softly | just barely heard it, and bowed, his hands moving in aquick airy gesture. | gasped
when | saw the bouquet of flowersin hishands. As| reached, they poofed into glowing cinders of every
color, which then swirled around and reformed into butterflies. Then he clapped his hands, and they
vanished.

"Magic!" | exclamed. "Y ou know magic?

"Thisismerdy illuson,” hesaid. "It'sakind of fad in Erev-li-Erva. Or was. No oneis permitted to study
true magic unlessinvited by the Council of Mages, which is overseen by the Empress.”

"I'dlovetolearnit,” | exclamed. "Red magic or not.”

Wewere waking, randomly | thought; in the distance | heard the sweet chiming bells announcing
second-gold.

Flauvic shrugged dightly. "I could show you afew tricks, but I've forgotten most of them. Y ou'd haveto
ask aplay magician to show you—that's how we learned.”

"Play magician?" | repeated.
"Ah," hesad. "Plays herein Remadnaare ill performed on abare stage, without illuson to dressit.”

"Wdl, some players now have painted screens and costumes, asin two plays here during recent days. |
takeit you haven't seen them?”

"| rardly leave the house," he said apologeticdly.

We reached a path just as the beat of horse hooves sounded from not far ahead. | stepped back; Flauvic
looked up astwo riderstrotted into view.

My first reaction was blank dismay when | saw Savona and Shevraeth riding side by side. The three
lords greeted one another with practiced politeness; and when the newcomersturned to me, | curtsied
lently.

By thetime | had redlized that the very fineness of their mannerswas akind of message, somehow it was



agreed—amid abarrage of mutual compliments—that Flauvic's escort could be dispensed with and the
two would accompany me back to the Residence. Savona swung down from his mount and took the
reinsin hand, falling in step on my left sde. Shevraeth, too, joined me on foot, a my right. They were
both informally dressed—just returning from the swordfightdng practice, | redlized. Meanwhile Hauvic
had disappeared, asif he'd dissolved into the ground.

All my impressions and speculations resolved into one question: Why did they think | had to be
accompanied?"Please don't think you have to change your direction for my sake," | said. "I'm just out
wandering about, and my steps took me past Merindar House."

"And lose an opportunity to engage in converse without your usual crowd of swains?' Savonasaid,
bowing.

"Crowd? Swains?' | repeated, then laughed. "Hasthe rain affected your vison? Or am | the blind one?1
don't see any swains. Luckily."

A choke of laughter on my right made me redize—be atedly—that my comment could be taken asan
insult. "1 don't mean you two!" | added hastily and glanced up at Savona (I couldn't bring mysalf to look
at Shevraeth). His dark eyes narrowed in mirth.

"About your lack of swains,”" Savonamurmured. "Deric would be desolated to hear your heartlessglee.”
| grinned. "1 suspect held be desolated if | thought him haf serious.”

"Implying," Savona said with mendacious shock, "that | am not serious? My dear Mdiaral | assureyou |
fdl inlove with you last year—the very moment | heard that you had pinched a chicken pieright from
under Nenthar Debegri's twitchy nose, then rode off on hisfavorite mount, getting clean away from three
ridings of his handpicked warriors."

Taken by surprise, | laughed out loud.

Savonagave me alook of mock consternation. "Now don't—please don't—destroy my faith in heroism
by telling meit'snot true.”

"Oh, it'strue enough, but heroic?' | scoffed. "What's o heroic about that? | was hungry! Only got one
bite of the pie," | added with red regret. | was surprised again when both lords started laughing.

"And then you compounded your attractions by keeping my lazy cousin on the hop for days." He
indicated Shevraeth with an airy wave of the hand.

Those memories effectively banished my mirth. For it wasn't just Galdran's bullying cousin Baron Debegyri
who had chased me hafway across the kingdom after my escagpe from Athanarel. Shevraeth had been
thereaswdll. | felt my shoulderstighten againgt the old embarrassment, but | tried not to show it,
responding aslightly as| could. "On the contrary, it was he who kept me on the hop for days. Very long
days," | said. And because the subject had been broached and | was dready embarrassed, | risked a
quick look at the Marquis and asked, "When you said to search the houses. In the lake town. Did you
know | wasingde one?'

He hesitated, looking across at Savona, who merely grinned at us both. Then Shevraeth said somewhat
drily, "I... had asense of it."



"And outside Thoresk. When you and Debegri rode by. Y ou looked right at me. Did you know that was
me?'

"Will it make you very angry if | admit that | did? But the timing seemed inopportune for usto, ah,
reacquaint oursalves™ All thiswas said with his customary drawl. But | had afedling he was bracing for
attack.

| sghed. "I'm not angry. | know now that you weren't trying to get mekilled, but to keep me from getting
killed by Debegri and Gadran's people. Except—well, never mind. The wholething is stupid.”

"Comethen," Savonasaid immediately. "Forgive me for Sraying into memories you'd rather leave behind,
and let usingtead discuss tonight's prospective ddights.”

He continued with asiream of small talk about the latest entertainments—all easy, unexceptionable
conversation. Slowly | relaxed, though | never dared look at Shevraeth again.

So it was another unpleasant surprise when | glanced down an adjoining pathway to find the tight-lipped
face of Lady Tamaraframed in atruly spectacular walking hat.

Tight-lipped for the barest moment. In the space of ablink she was smiling prettily, gregting me with
lavish compliments as shefdl in step on my right. Shevraeth moved to the outside of the path to make
room, hisgray Hill following obediently behind.

The conversation went on, but thistime it was Tamarawho was the focus. When we reached the bridge
just before the rose garden where severd pathsintersected, she turned suddenly to me. "Y ou did
promise me, my dear Countess, alittle of your time. | think | will hold you to that promise, perhaps
tomorrow evening?'

"l—wel—" Answers and images cartwhed ed wildly through my mind. "I think—that is, if | haven't
forgotten—"

She spoke across me to Savona. "Y ou'll have the evening free?"

He bowed; though | hadn't heard or seen anything untoward in that brief exchange, | saw her eyes
narrow just the dightest degree. Then she looked up over her shoulder at Shevragth. "And you,
Vidanric?'

"Regrettably, my mother hasapreviousclam onme” hesad.

Tamaraflicked acurtsy, then turned back to me. "I'll invite afew more of your many friends. Do not
disressmewith arefusd.”

Therewas no polite way to get around that, or if there was, it was beyond my skills. "Of course” | said.
"Beddighted."”

She curtsied gravely, then began talking with enviable ease about the latest play.

Silent, | walked dong until we cameto an intersection. Then | whirled to facethem dl. "I fear | haveto
leave you al now. Good day!" | swept ageneral curtsy then fled.

When | returned from that night's dinner party at Nee'sfamily's house, | found two |etters on my table.



One wasimmediately recognizable as Oria's weekly report on Tlanth's affairs, which | |€eft for later;
Tlanth had been flourishing peacefully. All my problemswere here.

The second letter was sealed plainly, with no crest. | flung myself onto my pillows, broke the sedl
impatiently, and read:

My Dear Countess.

You say you would prefer discourse to gifts. | am yoursto command. | will confess my hesitancy
was due largely to my own confusion. It seems, from my vantage anyway, that you are surrounded
by people in whom you could confide and from whom you could obtain excellent advice. Your
turning to a faceless stranger for both could be ascribed to a taste for the idiosyncratic if not to
mere caprice.

| winced and dropped the paper to thetable. "Well, | asked for the truth,” | muttered, and picked it up
agan.

But | amwilling to serve asfail, if foil you require. Judging from what you reported of your
conversation with your lady of high rank, the insights you requested are these: First, with regard
to her hint that someone else in power lied about rendering assistance at a crucial moment the
year previous, you will not see either contender for power with any clarity until you ascertain
which of themistelling the truth.

Second, she wishes to attach you to her cause. From my limited understanding of said lady, |
suspect she would not so bestir herself unless she believed you to bein, at least potentially, a
position of influence.

There was no Sgnature, no closing.

| read it through three times, then folded it carefully and fitted it inside one of my books.
Pulling afresh sheet of paper before me, | wrote:

Dear Unknown:

The only foil—actually, fool—here is me, which isn't any pleasure to write. But | don't want to talk
about my past mistakes, | just want to learn to avoid making the same or like ones in future. Your
advice about the event of last year (an escape) | thought of already and have begun my
investigation. As for this putative position of power, it's just that. | expect you're being confused
by my proximity to power—my brother being friend to the possible king and my living herein the
Residence. But believe me, no one could possibly be moreignorant or lessinfluential than I.

With asense of relief | folded that letter up, seded it, and gaveit to Morato send aong the usua route.
Then | went gratefully to deep.

| dressed carefully for Tamaras party, choosing agown that became me well—the effect of knowing one
looks one's best is enormoudy bracing—but which was subdued enough that even the most critical
observer could not fault me for attempting to draw the eye from my beautiful hostess.

Neither Bran nor Nee was invited, which dismayed me. | remembered Tamara having promised to invite
my friends, and | knew | would have refused had | known Bran and Nee would be overlooked. But Nee



insgted it would be aterrible dight not to go, so done | went.

And nothing could have been more gracious than my welcome. With her own hands Tamara pressed a
glace of iced punch on me. Theliquid was astringent with citrus and blended fruit flavors. "Do you likeit,
Countess?' she said, her browsraised in an anxiousline. "It isaspecia order. | tried so hard to find
something new to pleaseyou.”

"Itswonderful,” | said, swallowing asecond sip. My throat burned alittle, but another sip of the cool
drink soothed thet. "L ovey!"

"Please drink up—I'll get you another,” she said, smiling as she led me to the honored place by thefire.

And shewaited on me hersdf, never permitting meto rise. | sat there and sipped a my punch cup, which
never seemed to be empty, and tried to follow the swift give and take of the conversationd circle. The
talk reminded me of aspring river, moving rapidly with great plashes of wit over quite arange of
territory. Likeariver, it wound and doubled back and split and re-formed; as the evening progressed |
had more and more difficulty navigating init. | wasincreasingly distracted by the glowing candles, and by
the brilliance with which the colorful fabrics and jewe s and embroidery reflected back the golden light.
Faces, too, caught my eye, though at times| couldn't follow what the speakers said. With akind of fixed
attention | watched the swift ebb and flow of emotion in eyes, and cheeks, and around mouths, and in the
gesturing of handswith or without fans.

Then suddenly Tamarawas before me. "But we have strayed far enough from our purpose. Come,

friends. | bid you to be slent. The Countess did promise to entertain us by describing her adventuresin
thelatewar."

| did? | thought, trying to recall what she'd said—and what I'd promised. My thoughts were tangled,
mixing present with memory, and finaly | shook my head and looked around. Every face wasturned
expectantly toward me.

My vision seemed to be swimming gently. "Uh," | said.

"Mouth dry?' Tamaras voice was right behind me. " Something to wet it." She pressed a chilled goblet
into my hands.

| raised it and saw Savonadirectly across from me, adight frown between his brows. He glanced from
meto Tamara, then | blocked him from my view as| took adeep sip of iced—bristic.

A cold burn numbed my mouth and throat, and my hand started to drop. Fingers nipped the goblet from
mine before | could spill it. | redlized | had been about to spill it and looked aside, wondering how I'd
gotten so clumsy. My hand seemed along way from my body.

Even farther away was Tamaras voice. "Did you redly fight aduel to the death with our late king?'

"It was more of adud to the—" | felt the room lurch as| stood up.

That was amistake.

"A dud," | repeated dowly, "to—" | wetted my lipsagain. "To—burnit! | actudly had awitty saying. Per

onsh... once. What's wrong with my mouth? A dud to the dust!” | giggled inanely, then noticed that no
one else was laughing. | blinked, trying to see, to explain. "He knocked me outathe saddle ... y'see ... an'



| fll inthe—inthe—"

Words were no longer possible, but | hardly noticed. The room had begun to revolve with gathering
speed. | lost my footing and started to pitch forward, but before | could land on my face, strong hands
caught my shoulders and righted me.

| blinked up into apair of very dark eyes. "Y ou're not well," said Savona. "'l will escort you back to the
Resdence.”

| hiccuped, then made a profound discovery. "I'm drunk,” | said and, asif to proveit, wassick adl over
Lady Tamaras exquisite carpet.

THIRTEEN

| WOKE UP FEELING TERRIBLE, IN BODY AND IN SPIRIT. | recalled Nee's exhortations about
drinking, and control, and how it was a sure way to socid ruin. Our grandparents had apparently
congdered it fashionable to drink until one wasinsensate, but during Galdran's threet, that had changed.
Was| socidly finished?

A light scent like fresh-cut summer grass reached me; | turned my head, wincing against the pounding
insde my skull, and saw ateacup sitting on a plate beside my bed. Steam curled up fromiit. For atimel
watched the steam with a strange, detached sort of pleasure. My eyes seemed to ache alittleless; the
scent made mefed incrementally better.

"Can you drink this, my lady?" a soft voice murmured.

| turned my head. "Mora," | croaked. "I think I got drunk.”

"Yes my lady.”

| Sghed, closng my eyes.

"Please, my lady. Do drink my dixir. It'saspecid one."

Groaning and wincing, | sat up, took the cup, and sipped the liquid in it. The taste was bitter and made
me shiver, but within the space of two breaths | felt awondrous coolness spread al through me. When |

gulped down the rest, the cool ness banished most of the headache.

| looked up a Moragratefully. She gave me ashort nod of satisfaction, then said, "I havelaid out your
dressing gown." And noisdesdy sheleft.

So | wasdonewith my regret. | sighed, and for along, pleasant moment envisioned mysalf sneaking out
in my nightdress, grabbing ahorse from the stables, and riding hard straight for home. Tlanth was safe.
Tlanth was friendly and honest and respectful. Mother was right, | thought aggrievedly. Court was
nothing but betrayd in fine clothing.

| certainly hadn't meant to get drunk. And Tamarahad certainly madeit easy for me, keeping my cup
filled; but of course she hadn't forced meto drink it. Whether she meant it to happen or not, thereis
little purpose in blaming her, | thought morosely. That was the coward's way out.



And so was sneaking back to Tlanth, leaving Nee and Bran to face the inevitable gossip.

No, I'd haveto braveit out; and if people readly did snub me, well, a snub wasn't permanent like a sword
through onesinnards. I'd live. I'd just spend my timein thelibrary until the wedding, and then ride home.

This plan seemed eminently reasonable, but it left me feding profoundly depressed. | rose at la,
reaching for my dressing gown so | could go downdtairsto the bath. My spiritswere so glum | dmost
overlooked the two letterswaiting on my writing table.

When | did see them, my heart gave one of those painful thumps, and | wondered if these were letters of
rejection. Thetop one had my name written out in abold, danting hand, with flourishing letter-ends and
underlining. | pulled it open.

My Dear Méeliara:

You cannot deny me the pleasure of your company on a picnic this afternoon. | will arrange
everything. All you need to do is appear and grace the day with your beautiful smile. To meet you
will be some of our mutual friends...

Named were severa people, al of whom | knew, and it ended with apromise of undying admiration. It
was sgned Russav.

Could it be an daborate joke, with me asthe butt, as akind of revenge for my social lapse? | reread the
note saverd times, dismissng automaticaly the caressing tone—I knew it for more of hisflirtatious style.
Findly | redized that | did not see Tamaras name among the guests, though just about dl of the others
had been at the party the night before.

A cold sensation washed through me. | had the fedling that if anyone was being made abutt, it was not
MeliaraAdtiar, socid |gpse notwithstanding.

| turned to the next | etter and was glad to see the plain script of my Unknown:
Médiara—

In keeping faith with your stated desire to have the truth of my observations, permit me to
observe that you have a remarkable ability to win partisans. If you choose to dismiss this gift and
believe yourself powerless, then of course you are powerless; but the potential is still there—you
are merely pushing it away with both hands.

Ignorance, if you will honor me with permission to take issue with your words, is a matter of
definition—or possibly of degree. To be aware of one's lack of knowledge is to be merely
untutored, a state that you seem to be aggressively attempting to change. A trueignorant is
unaware of this lack.

To bring our discourse from the general to the specific, | offer my congratulation to you on your
triumph in the Affair Tamara. She intended to do youill. You apparently didn't seeit, or appeared
not to seeit. It was the most effective—perhaps the only effective—means of scouting her plans
for your undoing. Now her reputation isin your hands.

Thisis not evidence of lack of influence.



And it ended there.

Two utterly unexpected communications. The only factsthat seemed certain were that the Unknown had
been at that party and like Savona (maybe it was he?) had sat up very late penning thisletter. Or both
letters.

| needed very much to think these things ouit.

Nee tapped outside my door and asked if I'd like to go down to the baths with her.

"How do you feel?' she asked, looking concerned, as we walked down the stairs.

| felt my face burn. "'l supposeit'sdl over Remanaby now."

Shegave meawry amile. "l think | received six notes this morning, most of which, | hasten to add, affirm
their partisanship for you."

Partisan. The term used by the Unknown.

"For me?' | said. "But | got drunk. Worse, | got sick al over Tamara's carpet. Not exactly courtly
finesse" | ducked my head under the warm water.

When | came up, Nee said, "But she was the one who served an especidly potent punch, onethey all
knew you probably hadn't tasted before, asit'sa Court delicacy..." She hesitated, and | hazarded a guess
at what shewasleaving out.

"Y ou mean, people might want to see Tamarain trouble?’

She nodded soberly.

"And apparently | can do something about that?"

"All you haveto doisgive her the cut,” Nee said quietly. "When you appear in public, you don't notice
her, and shelll very shortly come down with amysterious allment that requires her to withdraw to the
family estate until the next scanda supplantsthisone.”

"Why would shedoit?' | asked. "l am very surel never did anything to earn her enmity.”

Nee shrugged. "I can't say | understand her, cousins though we be. She's dways been secretive and
ambitious, and | expect she sees you as competition. After al, you appeared suddenly, and it seems
effortless how you have managed to attract the attention of the most digible of the men—"

| snorted. "Even | know that afad can end as suddenly asit began. Savonacould get bored with me
tomorrow, and al the rest would follow him to the next fad, just asif they had ribbonstied round their
necks and somebody yanked."

Nee smiled as shewrung out her hair. "Wdll, it'strue, but | think you underestimate the vaue of Savonas
friendship.”

"Butitisn't afriendship,” | retorted without thinking—and | redized | wasright. "It'sjust aflirtation.
Weve never talked about anything that really mattersto either of us. | don't know him any better now



than | did thefirst day we met."” Asl said thewords| felt an unsettling sensation insde, asif | were onthe
verge of an important ingght. Pausing, | waited; but further thoughts did not come.

Nee obvioudy thought that sufficed. "If more people recognized the difference between friendship and
mere attraction, and how love must partake of both to prosper, | expect there'd be more happy people.”

"And alot fewer poemsand plays,” | said, laughing as | splashed about in the scented water.
Nee laughed aswell.

We talked more about what had happened, and Nee maintained that Savona’s picking me up and
walking out wasthe signa that had finished Tamara.

This made me wonder, as| dressed onein my room, if there had been an unspoken struggle going on
al dong between the two of them. If so, held won. If she'd been the more influentia person, hiswaking
out with me would not have mattered; her followers would have stayed and dissected my manners,
moras, and background with delicacy and finesse and oh-so-sad waves of their fans.

And another thing Nee maintained was that it was my forthright admission that | was drunk that had
captivated Savona. Such honesty was considered risky, if not outright madness. Thisinspired some
furious thinking while | dressed, which produced two resolutions.

Before | could lose my courage, | stopped while my hair was half done, and dashed off anote to my
Unknown:

I'll tell you what conclusion I've reached after a morning's thought, and it's this: that people are
not diamonds and ought not to be imitating them.

I've been working hard at assuming Court polish, but the more | learn about what really goes on
behind the pretty voices and waving fans and graceful bows, the more | comprehend that what is
really said matterslittle, so long as the manner in which it is said pleases. | understand it, but |
don't likeit. Were | truly influential, then | would halt this foolishness that decrees that in Court
one cannot be sick; that to admit you are sick isreally to admit to political or social or romantic
defeat; that to admit to any emotions usually means one really feels the opposite. It isaterrible
kind of falsehood that people can only claim feelings as a kind of social weapon.

Apparently some people thought it took amazing courage to admit that | was drunk, when it was
mere unthinking truth. Thisis sad. But I'm not about to pride myself on telling the truth. Reacting
without thinking—even if | spoke what | thought was true—has gotten me into some nasty
situations during the recent year. This requires more thought. In the meantime, what think you?

| Sgned it and got it sent before | could change my mind, then hastily finished dressing. At least, | thought
as| dipped out the door, | won 't have to see his face when hereadsit, if he thinks it excessively
foolish.

Wrapping my cloak closdly about me, | ran down the Residence steps, immediately |eft the flagged
pathway, and faded into the garden.

Onething | fill remembered from my war days was how to move in shrubbery. With my skirts bunched
in either hand so the hems wouldn't get muddy, | zigzagged across the grounds so that no one would see
me. | emerged from behind a scree of ferns and tapped at the door at the wing of the Chamadis House



where | knew that Tamara had her rooms.

The door was opened by a maid whose eyes widened dightly, but her voice was blank as she said,
"Your ladyship?' She held the door close, asif to guard against my entry; | expect she would have
denied me had not Tamara hersalf appeared in the background.

"Whoisit, Kerag?' The drawl was completely gone, and her voice was sharp with repressed
emotion—I dmost didn't recognizeit.

In silence the maid opened the door wider, and Tamara saw me. Her blue eyes were cold and angry, but
her countenance betrayed the marks of exhaustion and strain. She curtsed, a gesture replete with the
bitterest irony; it was the bow to asovereign.

| felt my neck burn. "Please. Just a bit of your time."

She gestured obliquely, and the maid stepped aside; | walked in. A moment or two later we stood facing
one another alonein alovely anteroom in shades of celegtia blue and gold.

Shetook up a stance directly behind achair, her back straight, her hands laid atop the chair back, one
over the other, the image of perfect control. She was even beautifully gowned, which made me wonder if
she had been expecting someone elseto call.

She stared at me coldly, her eyes unblinking; and as the silence grew protracted, | redized she would not
peek firdt.

"Why did you get medrunk?' | asked. "I'm norivd of yours."

She made aquick, sharp gesture of negation. A diamond on her finger sparkled like spilled tears, and |
redlized her fingerswere trembling.

"It'strue," | said, watching her bury her handsin thefolds of her skirts. "What little you know of me ought
to make onething plain: | don't lie. That is, | don't do it very well. | don't fault you for ambition. That
would be mighty two-faced when my brother and | plotted half our livesto take the crown from Galdran.
Our reasons might be different, but who'sto fault that? Not me. | gave that over last year. Asfor
Savona—"

"Don't," shesaid.

"Why?" | demanded. "Can't you see he'sjust flirting with me? | don't know much of romance—well,
nothing, if you only count experience—but | have noticed certain things, and oneisthat in a real
courtship, the two people endeavor to get to know one another." Again | had that sensation of something
important hovering just out of my awareness, but when | paused, frowning—trying to percelve it—my
thoughts just scattered.

"I think," she said, "you are being atrifle too disngenuous.”
| sighed. "Humor me by pretending | am sincere. Y ou know Savona. Can't you see him making me
popular just to ... well, prove apoint?’ | fatered at the words pay you back for going after Shevraeth

and a crown?

Not that the meaning escaped her, for | saw itsimpact in the sudden color ridging her lovely cheeks. Her



lipswere pressed in athinline. "'l could ... dmogt... believe you had | not had your name dinned in my ear
through a succession of seasons. Y our gdlantry in facing Galdran before the Court. The Agtiar bravery in
taking on Galdran's army with nothing but arabble of half-trained villagers on behdf of the rest of the
kingdom. Y our running amost the length of the kingdom with a broken foot and successfully evading
Debegri'sand Vidanric'swarriors. The dud-to-the-death with Galdran.”

| had to laugh, which | saw at once was amistake. But | couldn't stop, not until | saw the common
omissoninadl of this: my disastrous encounters with Shevragth. Had he spoken about my defeats, surdly
this angry young lady would have nosed it al out— and it was apparent sheld have no compunction
about flinging it in my teeth.

No. For some incomprehensible reason, he hadn't talked about any of it.
Thisredlization sobered me, and | gulped in adeep, shaky bresath.

Tamaras grimness had given way to an odd expression, part anger, part puzzlement. "Y ou will tell me
that your heroismisal lies?' she asked.

"No," | said. "But it's—wadll, different. Look, if you redlly want to hear my story, we can st down and I'll
tell you everything, from how | ran about barefoot and illiterate in the mountains joyfully planning our easy
takeover, right down to how Galdran knocked me clean out of my saddle after | warded asingle blow
and nearly lost my armin doingit. | think he attacked me because | was the weakest—it's the only
reason that makes senseto me. Asfor the rest—" | shrugged. "Some of it was wrong decisions made for
the right reasons, and allittle of it wasright decisions made for the wrong reasons; but most of what | did
was wrong decisions for the wrong reasons. That's the plain truth.”

Shewas il for along, nasty space, and then some of therigidity went out of her frame. "And so you are
hereto, what, grant mercy?'

| closed my eyesand groaned. "Tamara. No one knows I'm here, and if you don't like my idea, then no
one will know | was here unless you blab. | won't. | just wondered, if | invite you to come with meto
Savonas picnic this afternoon, think you things might just go back to how they were?!

Sheflushed right up to her hairline, arose-red blush that made her suddenly look likeayoung girl. "Ashis
supplicant? | bow to your expertisein widlding the hiltlessknife." And she swept ajerky curtsy, her
hands shaking.

"Lifel | didn't meanthat,” | said hadtily. "Yes, | think | can seeit'sabad idea All right, how'sthis: You
and | go out for awak. Right now. Y ou don't even have to talk to me. But wouldn't that shut up al the
goss pmongers—leastwise pull the teeth of their gossp—if we seem to be on terms of amity, asif last
night wasjust avery good joke?"

Again her posture eased, from anger to wariness. "And in return?”’

"Nothing. | don't need anything! Or what | need no one can give me, which iswisdom.” | thought of my
mistakes and winced. Then said, "Just let things go back to the way they were, except you don't haveto
think of me asan enemy. I'm not in love with Savonaany more than heiswith me, and | don't see mysdlf
changing my mind. If | did, | don't believe heéld likeit," | added, considering the dusive Duke. "No, |
don't think | could fdl in love with him, handsome though heis, because | don't accept any of that huff he
gives me about my great beauty and dl that. I'd have to trust aman'swords before | could love him. |
think."



Shetook adeep, dightly shaky breath. "Very well."
And so we went.

It wasn't avery comfortable walk. She hardly exchanged five words with me; and every single person
who saw us stared then hagtily recovered behind the remorselesdy polite mask of the true courtier. It
would have been funny if | had been an observer and not a participant, an ideathat gave me a
disconcerting insght into gossip. As| waked besdethe slent Tamara, | realized that despite how
entertaining certain storieswere, at the bottom of every item of gossip there was someone getting hurt.

When we were done with a complete circuit of the gardens and had reached her house again, | said,
"Well, that'sthat. Seeyou & the bal tonight, right?'

She haf put out ahand, then said, "Y our brother'swedding is nearing.”
IIYS?I

"Did you know it is customary for the nearest relation to give aparty for the family that is adopting into
yours?'

| whistled. "No, | didn't. And | could see how Neewould fed strangetelling me. Wéll, I'm very grateful
toyou."

She curtsied. Again it wasthe degp one, petitioner to sovereign, but thistimeit waslow and protracted
and wordlessly sincere.

FOURTEEN

ON THE SURFACE, SAVONA'SPICNIC WASA DELIGHT. All his particular friends—except
Shevraeth—were there, and not one of them so much as mentioned Tamara. Neither did 1.

When alowering line of clouds on the horizon caused usto pack up our things and begin the return
journey, | wondered how many notes would be dispatched before the morrow.

Savona escorted me back to the Residence. For most of our journey the talk wasin our usua
pattern—he made outrageous compliments, which | turned into jokes. Once he said, "May | count on
you to grace the Khazhred bal tomorrow?"

"If the Sght of meinmy slver gown, dancing as often as| can, isyour definition of grace, well, nothing
eader," | replied, wondering what he would do if | suddenly flirted back in earnest.

He smiled, kissed my hand, and Ieft. As| trod up the steps aone, | redlized that he had never really
talked with me about any serious subject, in spite of his obvious admiration.

| thought back over the picnic. No serious subject had been discussed there, either, but | remembered
some of the light, quick flirtatious comments he exchanged with some of the other ladies, and how much
he appeared to appreciate their flirting right back. Would he appreciateit if | did? Except | can't, |
thought, waking down the hal to my room. Clever comments with double meanings, afan pressed
againgt someoneswrigt in different waysto hint at different things; al these things I'd observed and



understood the meanings of, but | couldn't see mysdf actudly performing them eveniif | could think of
them quickly enough.

What troubled me most wastrying to figure out Savonasred intent. He certainly wasn't courting me, |
realized as | pushed aside my tapestry. What other purpose would there bein such along, one-sided
flirtation?

My heart gave abound of anticipation when | saw aletter waiting and | recognized the style of the
Unknown.

You ask what | think, and | will tell you that | admire without reservation your ability to solve
your problemsin a manner unforeseen by any, including those who would consider themsel ves far
mor e clever than you.

That wasdl.

| read it through severd times, trying to divine whether it was acompliment or something else entirely.
He'swaiting to see what | do about Tamara, | thought &t last.

"Andinreturn?' That waswhat Tamarahad said.

Thisisthe essence of poalitics, | redlized. One creates an interest, or, better, an obligation, that causes
othersto act according to one's wishes. | grabbed up a paper, dipped my pen, and wrote swiftly:

Today | have come to two realizations. Now, | well realize that every counter in Athanarel
probably saw all this by their tenth year. Nonetheless, | think | finally see the home-thrust of
politics. Everyone who has an interest in such things seems to be waiting for me to make some son
of capital with respect to the situation with Tamara, and won 't they be surprised when | do
nothing at all!

Truth to say, | hold no grudge against Tamara. |'d have to be a mighty hypocrite to fault her for
wishing to become a queen, when | tried to do the same a year back—though | really think her
heart lies elsewhere—and if | amright, | got in her way yet again.

Which brings me to my second insight: that Savona's flirtation with meisjust that, and not a
courtship. Theway | define courtship is that one befriends the other, tries to become a companion
and not just a lover. | can't see why he so exerted himself to seek me out, but | can't complain, for
| am morally certain that hisinterest is a good pan of what has made me popular. (Though all this
could end tomorrow.)

"Mdiara?' Negsvoice came through my tapestry. "The concert begins at the next time change.”

| Sgned the letter hadtily, seded it, and l€ft it lying there as | hurried to change my gown. No need to
summon Mora, | thought; she was used to this particular exchange by now.

Not many were at that night's concert, and none of Court's leading lights. By accident | overheard
someone talking and discovered that most of them had been invited to Merindar House to see some
playersfrom Erev-li-Erval.

When | heard this, | felt strange. So, | hadn't been invited. | suspected that this was a message from the
Marquise, to whom | had given no answer. Either that or she had smply decided | was not worth her



atention after dl.

Well, what had | doneto investigate therival rulers and how they might rule? Shevraeth's policies | might
learn something of if | could nerve mysdlf to attend Petitioners Court sessions. But how to investigate the
Marquise of Merindar asa potentia ruler?

Before my eyesrose an image of the beautiful and utterly unreadable Flauvic. | fdt an intense urgeto find
him, ask him, even though | had learned firsthand that he was very cagpable of turning off with oblique
replieswhatever he did not wish to answer directly.

The problem was, he never left Merindar House, and | had no excuse to visit there that wouldn't cause all
kinds of speculation.

Asthe sngers spun away the evening with lovely melodies, my mind kept returning to the problem, until
at last | got what seemed to me to be an unexceptionable idea.

When | returned from the concert | wrote, in my very best hand, aletter to Hauvic requesting the favor
of hisadvice on amatter of fashion. | sent it that night, and to my surprise, an answer awaited mewhen |
wokein the morning. In fact, two answers awaited: one, the plain paper | had grown used to seeing from
my Unknown, and the second, a beautifully folded and sealed sheet of imported linen paper.

Thissecond one | opened firg, to find only aline, but Flauvic's handwriting was exquisite: Hewas
entirdy at my disposd, and | was welcome to consult him at any time.

The prospect was daunting and fascinating at the same time. Resolving to get that done directly after
breskfadt, | turned eagerly to the letter from the Unknown:

| can agree with your assessment of theideal courtship, but | believe you err when you assume
that everyone at Court has known the difference from age ten—or indeed, any age. There are
those who will never perceive the difference, and then there are some who are aware to some
degree of the difference but choose not to heed it. | need hardly add that the motivation hereis
usually lust for money or power, more than for the individual's personal charms.

But | digress. To return to your subject, do you truly believe, then, that those who court must find
themselves of one mind in all things? Must they study deeply and approve each other's views on
important subjects before they can risk contemplating marriage?

Wéll, | had to sit down and answer that.

| scrawled out two pages of thoughts, each following rapidly on the hedls of its predecessor, until |
discovered that the morning was aready advancing. | hurried through a bath, put on anice gown, and
grabbed up apiece of fruit to eat on the way to Aierindar House.

Again | made certain that no one knew where | was going. When | emerged from the narrow pathway
I'd chosen, just in view of the house, the wind had kicked up and rare, cold drops of rain dashed against
my face, promising adownpour very soon.

The servant who tended the door welcomed me by name, his face utterly devoid of expression, offered
to take my hat and gloves, which | refused, then requested that | follow him.

Thistime| visted adifferent part of the house; the room was al windows on one side, but the air was



cool, not cold, with afaint trace of some subtle scent | couldn't quite name. Directly outside the windows
was aflowery hillock, down from which poured asmdl waterfal that splashed into apool that reached
amogt to the long row of windows.

Hauvic was standing by the middle window, one dim hand resting on agolden latch. | redized that one
window panel was, in fact, adoor, and that a person could step through onto the rocks that just
bordered the pool. Flauvic waslooking down, the silvery light reflecting off rain clouds overhead, and
water below throwing glintsin hislong golden hair.

He had to know | wasthere.
| said, Y ou do like being near to water, don't you?"

Helooked up quickly. "Forgive mefor not coming to the door," he said directly—for him. "'l must
reluctantly admit that | have been somewhat preoccupied with the necessity of regaining my tranquillity.”

| was surprised that he would admit to any such thing. "Not caused by me, | hope?' | walked acrossthe
finetiled floor.

Helifted ahand in agesture of airy dismissd. "Family argument,” he said. Smiling alittle, he added,
"Forbearanceis nat, adas, ahdlmark of the Merindar habit of mind."

Again | was surprised, for he seemed about as forbearing as anyone I'd ever met—but | was chary of
appearing to be amereflatterer, and so | said only, "I'm sorry for it, then. Ought | to go? If thefamily's
peace has been cut up, | suppose avisitor won't be welcome.”

Fauvic turned away from the window and crossed the rest of the floor to join me. "'If you mean you'd
rather not walk into my honored parent's temper—or more to the point, my sister's—fear not. They
departed early thismorning to our family's etates. | am quite done here” He smiled dightly. "Would you
liketolay asdeyour hat and gloves?'

"Not necessary,” | said, stunned by this unexpected turn of events. Had the Marquise given up her clam
to the crown, or was there some other—secret—reason for her sudden withdrawal ? If they had argued,
| was sure it had not been about missing socid events.

| looked up—for he was half a head taller than I—into his gold-colored eyes, and though their
expression was merely contemplative, and his manner mild, | felt my neck go hot. Turning away from that
direct, steady gaze, | just couldn't find the words to ask him about his mother's political plans. So | said,
"| cameto ask afavor of you."

"Speak, then,” he said, hisvoice just a shade deeper than usual.
| looked over my shoulder and realized then that he was laughing. Not out loud, but interndly. All the
sgnswere there; the shadows at the corners of his mouth, the sudden brightness of his gaze. He was

laughing at me—at my reaction.

| sighed. "It concernsthe party | must give for my brother's coming marriage,” | said shortly, and stole
another quick look.

His amusement was gone—superficidly, anyway.



"Y ou mugt forgive my obtuseness,”" he murmured. "But you could have requested your ass stance by
letter.”

"l did. Oh." | redlized what he meant, and then remembered belatedly one of Nee's more ddlicate hints
about pursuit—and pursuers. "Oh!" So he hadn't guessed why 1'd come; he thought I'd come courting.
And, well, here we were aone.

My firgt reaction wasdarm. | did find him attractive—| realized it just as| was standing there—but in the
way I'd admire abeautifully cut diamond or asunset above sheer cliffs. Another person, finding herself in
my place, could probably embark happily into dalliance and thus speed along her true purpose. But the
progpect smply terrified me.

Hetouched my arm, lightly, just enough to guide us back to hiswindow. "It isnot merely the sight of
water that | find salubrious,” he said. "Its function as ametaphor for study isas... as adaptable—"

"Y ou were going to say fluid,” | cut in, dmost giddy with relief a the deft change of subject.

Onceagain | saw that brightnessin hiseyesthat indicated internd laughter. "1 wasn't,” heinssted. "'l
would never be so maadroit.”

Forgive my maladroitness... For an instant | was back in that corner room in the State Wing, with
Shevraeth standing opposite me.

| dismissed the memory as Fauvic went on, "As adaptable, to resume our discourse, asitsinherent
properties. The clarity, the swift change and movement, the ability to fill the boundariesit encounters, dl
these accommodeating characteristics blind those who take its utility and artistry for granted and overlook
itsinexorable power."

Asif to underline hiswords—it redlly was uncanny—the threatening downpour chose that moment to
grike, and for along moment we stood Side by side asrain thundered on the glass, running down in
rivulets that blurred the scene beyond.

Then heturned hisback toit. "How may | be of service?'

"My brother's party. | want it to be specia,” | said. "1 should have been planning it long before. | just
found out that it's a custom, and to cover my ignorance | would like to make it seem I've been planning it
alongtime, so | need somekind of new idea. | want to know what the latest fashion for partiesin the
Empires Court is, and | thought the best thing | could do would be to cometo you.”

"So you do not, in fact, regard me as an arbiter of taste?' He placed ahand over his heart, mock-solemn.
"Y ou wound me." Histone said, You wound me again.

Onceagain | blushed, and hated it. "Y ou know you're an arbiter of taste, Hauvic," | said with some
asperity. "If you think I'm here just to get you to parrot out Erev-li-Erva's latest fad, then youre—well, |
know you don't believeit. And | didn't think you fished for compliments.”

Helaughed out loud, amusica sound that suddenly rendered him very much more like the age we
shared. It also made him, just for that moment, devastatingly attractive. | redlized that | had to get out of
there before | got mysdf into trouble that it would take alifetime to get out of.

"Theres never any onefad,” hesaid. "Or if thereis, it changes from day to day. A current taste isfor



assuming the mask of the pagt.”
"Such as?' | looked out at the rain streaming down the windowpanes.

"Such as choosing atime from history, say six hundred years ago, and everyone who comes must assume
the guise of an ancestor of that time."

"Well, my mother was a Calahanras, but it seems to me—and | know I'm not exactly subtle—that it
would not bein the best of taste to assume the guise of roydty for this party.”

"But you have your father'sfamily. For example, Family Astiar and Family Chameadis have intermarried,
ah, twicethat | know of. One of those was alove match, dmost three hundred years ago. Y our brother
and prospective sster would be charming in the guises of Thirav Astiar and Haratha Chamadis. It would
aso be acompliment to Nimiar, for it was her ancestor Haratha who considerably boosted the family's
prestige by her part in the Treaty of the Seven Rivers.”

"Oh!" | was ddlighted. "I knew you'd think of something! But isthere apart for me?| haveto be
prominent, being hostess."

"Y ou don't know your own family's history?' He raised abrow dightly.

"We barbarians areignorant, yes," | retorted, "mostly because my father burned most of our books after
my mother died.”

"Hedid?' Hauvic'sblank gaze seemed curioudy intent. "Now, why was that—do you know?"

"I don't have any idea. Probably will never find out. Anyway, there was no history of any kind for meto
read until | began last year by ordering new books, and very few of those mention the Agtiar family.”

He bowed, gesturing apology. "Forgive me," he said. "I had not known. Asfor your part, that's a shade
more difficult, for Thirav had no ssters. However, there were two female cousins, either of whom you
might assume the guise of. Ardis was the more prominent of the two."

"Ardis. | suppose there are no portraits...."

"... but you could safely order agown based on court fashions of thetime," he finished. " The point here
is, if people areto get their costumes ordered in time, you must be speedy with your invitations."

"Costumes are easily ordered,” | said, smiling sourly. "What you mean is, to give everyonetimeto dive
into their family higtoriesif they aren't aswell read asyou are.”

"Precisdly,” he said with agentle amile. "It isashame that so few have the time or inclination for
scholarship these days. There is much entertainment to be afforded in perusing the mistakes of our
forebears.”

Hesad it exactly like he said everything else, but once again that sense of warning trickled through me.
"For what purpose?' | asked, daring my real subject. "To advise new rulers?’

"Merecuriogty," hemurmured, dill amiling. "I never involve mysdf in politica skirmishes.”

So that wasthat.



"Thanksfor theadvice" | said briskly. "I'd better get to my own sudies.”
"Y ou do not wish to stay for some refreshment?' he asked.
| shook my heed, pointing at the window, which was now clear.

The downpour, as downpourswill, had dackened just as suddenly asit had come, and there was a brief
glimpse of blue through the tumbling clouds. "1 think I'd better go now, before it comes back.”

He bowed, silent and gracious, and | was very soon gone.

| decided that that would be my last visit to the heir to the Merindars, at least uninvited and when hewas
aone. Meanwhile, there was his suggestion for my party to be researched.

What time wasit? Just then the bellsfor first-green pealed. Green—time for Petitioners Court, Nee had
said. Which meant that the Renselaeuses ought to be safely ensconced in the throne room.

Despite thefact that | was somewhat damp from the rain that had begun again in earnest just before |
reached the Residence, | sped down the halsto the State Wing, dowing to a sedate walk just beforel
reached the areas where the door servants would be found.

My heart thumped hard when | reached that last hallway, but the big library was empty. Relieved and
grateful, | dashed insde and started scouring the shelves. | knew | would not find anything directly
relating to the Astiars—they weren't particularly famous for anything. I'd have to find memoirs or histories
that might mention them. The best source for researching the Chamadis family, of course, would bea
history of the Battle of the Seven Rivers, or ese ahistory about relations between Remalnaand Denlieff.
Chamadis lands being on the border, there was sure to be mention of them—and maybe the marriage
with the Adtiars.

Unfortunately there was only one book that dedlt with that battle, and it was written by the ambassador
at thetime, who featured himsdf so prominently that the negotiations for the treaty were presented only
through along and sdf-praising catalog of the entertainments he gave. There was just one brief mention
of Lady Harantha.

Remembering what the Princess had told me about histories, | had to grin as| replaced the dusty book
for what would probably be another hundred years. So now where?

Of course | knew where.

| turned toward the corner, staring at the tapestriesto the little acove where the memoirs for the heirs
were stored. Bunching my skirtsin either hand so they wouldn't rustle, | moved stedthily to the tapestry
and stood listening. No voices, certainly, and no sounds beyond the drumming of the rain against the near
windows.

So | lifted the tapestry—and looked across the room into apair of familiar gray eyes. Dressed splendidly
inblack and gold, asif for Court, Shevragth kndlt at the desk, writing.

For the third time that day, my face went hot. Resolutely reminding mysdlf of my promise not to initiate
any quarrels, | said, "Harantha Chamadis. Thirav Agtiar. The Treaty of Seven Rivers. Isthere arecord?’



Shevraeth didn't say aword. Helifted his pen, pointed at a particular shelf, then bent his head and went
right back to histask.

For amoment | watched his pen traversing swiftly over the paper in close lines. Then my gazetraveled to
the smooth yellow hair, neatly tied back, and from there to the lines of his profile. For the very first timel
saw him smply as aperson and not as an adversary, but | did not give mysdlf the space to gauge my
reactions. The curl of danger, of being caught at my observations and once again humiliated, caused me
to drag my gaze away, and | trod to the shelf to which I'd been directed.

A few swift glances through the books, and | found the memoirs of the queen of that time. A quick glance
through showed the names | wanted repeated on a number of pages. Gripping the book in one hand and
brushing back a strand of my wet hair with the other, | said, "Do you need my reason—"

Hecut in, lightly enough: "Just put it back when you're done.”

He kept his gaze on hiswriting, and his pen scarcely paused. Scrawl, dip, scrawl, dip.

Two or three more words—then the pen stopped, and he glanced up again. "Was there something €l se?"
he asked. Still polite, but very remote.

| realized I'd been staring for a protracted time, my reectionsfrozen asif behind alayer of ice. | saidina
rush, "The party, for Bran and Nee. Do you—should | send you—"

Hesmiled jugt alittle. "It would cause aded of talk if you wereto avoid inviting any of my family."
"Oh." | gulped. "Yes. Indeed."
He dipped his pen, bent his head, and went back to histask.

| dipped out the door and fled.

FIFTEEN

FLAUVICSREMARK ABOUT SCHOLARSHIP, | DECIDED before the day ended, was akind of
double-edged sword. When | discovered my ancestor Ardiswas not So much prominent as notorious,
my first reaction was asnort of laughter, followed by interest—and some indignation.

The queen’'s memoir, which was replete with gossip, detailed Ardiss numerous and colorful dalliances.
Her ten-year career of flirtation came to a close not long after she became engaged to a Renselaeus
prince. This engagement ended after a dud with the third Merindar son—no one knew the real reasons
why—and though both men lived through the duel, neither talked of it afterward. Or to her. Shewound
up marrying into aminor house in the southwest and passed the rest of her daysin obscurity.

She was beautiful, wedlthy, and popular, yet it gppeared, through the pages of this memoir anyway, that
the main business of her life had been to issue forth in the newest and most shocking gown in order to
shine down the other women of the Court, and to win away loversfrom her rivals. There was no hint that
she performed any kind of service whatever.

In short, shewas afool.



This made me drop the book and perform afast and furious review of my conversations with Flauvic.
Did hethink | wasafool? Did he think that | would find Ardisin the records and admire her?

Or wasthis some kind of oblique chalenge? Was he hinting that | ought to do more than my
ancestor—such as get involved in afight for the crown?

The answer seemed pretty obvious. | decided not to communicate with Flauvic about my foolish
ancestor. Instead, 1'd use hisidea but find my own time period and historical personages. A much more
elegant answer.

Thistimel planned my foray. When | saw Shevraeth dancing at the Khazhred family bal that night, |
excused mysdlf after ashort time as quietly as| could, retreated to the Residence, changed out of my
gown, lit acandle, and sped through the library to the dcove.

It was empty. | knelt at the desk, which was bare except for pen and ink, and leafed through book after
book, names and eventsfilling my mind and overlaying the present until | fet asif | exised intwo timesat
once—asin adream.

And | redlized that if Flauvic had intended some kind of obscure statement through his choice of thetime
and the ancestors, | could do the same.

For instance, Branaric and | were also descendants of royalty through the Caahanrasfamily. The
Caahanras rulers had been some of the best kings and queens this kingdom had ever known; it would be
anice gestureto FHauvic, | thought wryly, if | were to assume the guise of one of my Calahanras
ancestors. | could select one who was not famous—thus who wouldn't draw attention to me and away
from my brother and his betrothed.

Furthermore, | redlized | ought to know something of the ancestors of the other guedts, if | could, in case
there was some ancient scandd or disgrace that | might accidentally dredge up. So | read until my vison
flickered with the candle flames. Before| I€ft, | held my candle up, scanning that barren desk. Why
would Shevraeth work there when he had what was rumored to be afabul ous suite of roomsin the Roya
Wing—including at least one study?

Because he could be aone, of course.
Except for acertain snotty countess bounding in and starting quarrels.

Sighing to mysdlf, | retreated to my roomsto think out my strategy. | didn't notice the waiting letter until |
sank down on my pillows. | grabbed it, saw the familiar handwriting, and tore into the envelope eagerly.

It was along response to my letter, talking fregly about al manner of things. Severa times| laughed out
loud. Other times| fdt the impulse to go hunting books again, for he made easy referenceto historical
events and people he assumed | was familiar with. It was ardlief that, though he knew | wasignorant, he
did not think | was stupid. Despite my tiredness, | sat up most of the night happily penning my reply.

And so passed the next severa days.
| prowled around the various Court functions to mark where Shevraeth was, and if | spotted him I'd

invariably snesk back to the State Wing and dip into the memoirs room to read some more—when |
wasn't writing letters.



My response to the Unknown had caused alengthy answer in kind, and for atime we exchanged
|etters—sometimes thrice aday. It was such ardief to be able to express mysdlf fredy and without cost.
He seemed to appreciate my jokes, for his style gradualy metamorphosed from the carefully neutral
mentor to avery witty kind of diaogue that verged from time to time on the acerbic—just the kind of
humor that appealed most to me. We exchanged views about different aspects of history, and | deeply
enjoyed histrenchant observations on thefollies of our ancestors.

He never pronounced judgment on current events and people, despite some of my hints; and | forbore
asking directly, lest | inadvertently say something about someonein hisfamily—or worse, him. For | il
had no clueto hisidentity. Savona continued to flirt with me a every event we met at. Deric clamed my
company for every sporting event. And shy Gerd always gravitated to my side at bals, whenwe
talked—uwhich was alot—it was about music. Though others among the lords were friendly and
pleasant, these three were the mogt attentive.

None of them hinted at |letters—nor did I. If in person the Unknown couldn't bring himself to talk on the
important subjects that increasingly took up time and spacein hisletters, well, | could sympeathize. There
was a person—soon to be king—whom | couldn't bring myself to face.

Anyway, the only mention of current eventsthat | made in my letters was about my own experience. Late
one night, when I'd drunk alittle too much spiced wine, | poured out my pent-up fedings about my
ignorant past, and to my intense relief he returned to me neither scorn nor pity. That did not stop me from
going around for aday wary of smilesor fans hiding faces, for I'd realized that though the letters could be
pleasant and encouraging, | could very well be providing someone with prime materid for gossip. Never
before had | felt the disadvantage of not knowing who he was, whereas he knew me by name and sight.

But no onetreated me any differently than usud; there were no glances of awareness, no bright, superior
smiles of those who know a secret. So it appeared he was as benevolent as hisletters seemed, yet
perfectly content to remain unknown.

And | was content to leave it that way.

At the end of those three days my life changed again when | received a surprise visitor: Azmus, our
former spy.

Bran and Nee had aready departed for some early morning event. Unspoken between uswasthe
understanding that they would go off to enjoy purely socid affairsfor Shevraeth's persond friends, and |
would stay behind. They didn't mention them ahead of time, they just went.

So | was done that morning when Moracamein and said, " The vendor you summoned is here to show
yOu some new wares."

"Vendor?' | asked, surprised.

"| think—you wished to see him,” Morasaid quietly, and so | thanked her, my surprise changing to
intense curiogity.

A moment later there was Azmus's round face and snub nose. He was dressed as a goldsmith, and he
even carried abulging satchdl.

"Azmud" | exclamed in delight. "1 didn't think you'd come—I hope you didn't think I'd summoned you."
| finished on an apologetic note. "If anyone has earned retirement, it isyou.”



Azmus grinned. "Neither Khesot nor | like retirement,” he said, hisvoice so quiet it wasjust abovea
whisper. "Makes usfed too old. | believe Oriainformed you that he's now the head of your border
riders—"

IIYSIII

"—and asfor me, | was glumly sitting & home planning out a garden when your most welcome letter
camne”

"Y ou can spesk to be heard,” | said, and grinned. "1 think Moraknew who you were—and even if she's
listening, | believe she's got our intereststo heart. Asto why | wrote; oh, Azmus, | truly need help. The
Marquise of Merindar wrote me last winter, hinting that | ought to join her, and the one time | spoke with
her she twitted me for not keeping the vows of our letter last year. But | do want to keep those vows,
and those we made to Papaaswell! Ought | to help her gain the throne? Would she be better than
Shevraeth? Or will he make agood king? | can't find out on my own—either the courtiers don't care, or
they take sides, and the one person | could ask..." | thought of my unknown admirer, and sighed. "Well, |
can't ask him, ether, lest my asking be misconstrued.”

He bowed hishead dightly, hisbrowsknit. "May | speak freely, my lady?' he said at last.

"Please" | said, and hastened to point to the pillows. "Sit down, Azmus. Speak plainly with me. |
desperately need that.”

He pursed hislips. "Firgt. Have you goneto Petitioners Court, or talked to the Rensdlaeuses? When his
grace the Marquis of Shevragth was up at Tlanth during winter, he rode around the county with Lord
Branaric and answered questions very fregly, no matter who asked.”

"No. I... kegp running afoul of him."
"Running afoul on palitica questions?* he asked.

"It never getsthat far." | felt my face burn. "Purely persond questions—usualy with me misconstruing his
motivations. | can't ask him."

Once again he pursed hislips, but this time his countenance seemed more serious. "We can begin with
your question to me, then. The Princess of Renselaeus did indeed aid usin our escape that day, though it
wasindirect aid. | retraced the steps not long after, for my own peace of mind. The Marquise had no
involvement whatever with the escape. If she spoke to her brother on your behaf, there's no way of
knowing. From what | know of her, | doubt it. But it isentirely possible,”" he amended scrupuloudly.

"Ah-hah," | said. "So she lied to me. Go on."

"It wasn't alie so much asindirection,” Azmus said. "She did make certain that copies of your letter to
Gddran were given into important hands." He grinned. "Her servant was most discreet, yet most ing stent
that the copies be distributed through the Marquise. | didn't mind, so long asthey got read.”

"Y et from what you hint about her character, there ought to be areason beyond dtruism, am | right?'

"You are." He nodded. "More than one person in Court was overheard surmising that it was her way of
undermining her brother's position even more thoroughly than he was doing on hisown.”



"Shev—it's been hinted that she wants the throne.”

He nodded again. "Of course | have never overheard her say anything to proveit, nor have | intercepted
any correspondenceto proveit. But | can well bdieveit.”

" She has recently gonehome," | said. "Do you think she gave up?'

He shook hishead. " She has never retreated in her life. Every movement was an advance, even when it
seemed she retreated. If she went back to her estates, then she has some kind of plan.”

| thought furioudy. "Her initia request to go home was denied—thiswas just before we came. Shevragth
showed me her letter. And the other day, | visited Lord Flauvic, and he said that he'd had some kind of
argument with hismother and sgter, just before they left for Merindar.”

Azmuss eyeslowered to his plump hands. ™Y ou have established arelationship with Lord Hauvic?'

| grimaced. "Wdll, let'ssay | had the opportunity. But | suspect that evenif | had continued talking to him,
I'd be no more knowledgeable than | am now. He's very good at deflecting questions and giving
mideading answers”

Azmus nodded dowly. "We can assume, then, that he wishes this news of the family fight to get about.”
"I'm not telling anyone,” | said. "Not even aout my vist to him.”

Azmussface went bland.

"But you knew," | said, not even making it aquestion.

"Those who wanted to know, knew," he said.

"So there is someone spying on me?' | cried.

"Not on you. On the Merindar House. | arrived two days ago and resumed some of my old contacts and
found thisout. | dso found out that the Merindars have their own spy network, and not just here at
Athanard.”

"Spies! Did oneintercept my letter to you?' | asked in darm.

"| did not think a proper answer to your questions ought to be put on paper—though your letter did
arrive a my homewith its sedl intact. | do know how to unseal and sed aletter again, and | know how to
tell the difference when it's been done," he assured me. "It appearsthat the Rensdaeus family never did
release my name after they identified me, and so most folk believe meto be aretired goldsmith. The letter
arrived unmolested.”

"Wl that's good to know." | sighed in rdlief. "I hadn't even thought about tampering. Maybe it's best that
| stay ignorant and foolish,” | added hitterly. "Y ou know how successful Bran and | were with our revalt,

and messing with paliticsisjust aslikely to leave me mud-covered now."

"If you so choose," Azmussad, "l will returnto Tlanth."



"l don't know." | played restlessdy with my fan. "1 want to do the right thing, yet | can't outthink
Hauvic—I proved that recently, over ardatively smple question of socid usage—and your reminder
about the letters makes meredize | could stupidly do something disastrous without meaning to."

"If youwant information,” he said in hislow tones, "I am willing to take up my old connectionsand
provideit. Y ou need write to no one or speak to no one. It's common enough for people to summon
their own artisansfor specid projects.” He patted his satchel. "Y ou are wedlthy enough to enable meto
sugtain the cover.”

"Y ou mean | should order some jewelry made?"

He nodded. "If you please, my lady."

"Of course—that's easy enough. But to backtrack abit, what you said about spies on both sidesworries
me. What if the Rensdaeuses find out you're here? Will they assume I'm plotting?*

"l have taken great careto avoid their coverts,” he said. "The two who met me face-to-face last year are
not in Athanardl. And none of the family has actudly seen me."

Once again | sghed with rdief. Then an even more unwel come thought occurred. " If my movements are
known, then other things have been noticed,” | said dowly. "Arethere any | ought to know about?'

He gave hisnod. "It is known, among those who observe, that you do not attend any private socia
functionsthat are aso attended by the Marquis of Shevraeth.”

So much for my promise, | thought dismaly. Y et Shevraeth hadn't said anything. "So ... thismight be why
Hauvic granted methat interview?'

"Possbly,” hesaid.

"| takeit servantstalk.”

"Some," he agreed. " Others don't.”
"| suppose the Merindar ones don't.”

Hesamiled. "They are very carefully selected and trained, exceedingly well paid—and if they displease,
they have a habit of disappearing.”

"Y ou mean they're found dead, and no one does anything?’

He shook his head, his mouth now grim. "No. They disappear.”

| shuddered.

"So whatever | find out must be by observation and indirection.”

"Well, if you can evauate both sdes without endangering yoursdlf,” | said, deciding suddenly, "then go

ahead. Themore | think about it, theless| like being ignorant. If something happens that might require us
to act, you can help me choose the correct thing to do and theway to do it."



He bowed. "Nothing would please me more, my lady," he promised.

"Good," | said, risng to fetch my letter from the Marquise. "Here's her letter. Read it—and asfar as|
care, destroy it." | handed it to him, relieved to have it gone. "So, what'sin your bag? | will want
something specid,” | said, and grinned. "' For someone specid.”

SIXTEEN

THE UNKNOWN WASNOT LIKELY TO WEAR THE JEWELRY | sent. | knew that. Yet it gave
me pleasure to plan the design and sdlect just the right gem.

It wasaring | wanted, afitting return for my own ring, which | wore frequently. Around it Azmus etched
laurdl leavesin an abdtract, pleasing pattern. Leaves, spring, circles—all symbolsthat complemented the
friendship. The gemstone was the best ekirth that Azmus could find, carefully faceted so it glittered like a
night-star, so deep a blue as to seem black, except when thelight hit it just so and it would send out
brilliant shards of color: gold, blue, crimson, emerad.

Ekirthi traditionally symbolized mystery, but | didn't think an old meaning so bad athing. | sent it the night
following Azmuss second visit. After wasting much paper and timein fruitless endeavor to write a
graceful note to accompany it, | decided to smply send it in atiny cedar box that my mother had
gpparently brought from Erev-li-Erval and that I'd had dl my life.

There was no response the next morning, when | rose early, which disappointed mejust alittle, but |
shrugged off the reaction and dressed swiftly. For 1'd found out that Trishe was having ariding party
before breakfast, and | intended to encounter it by accident.

Encountering aparty by accident isachancy business. Y ou can't just gppear at the party's destination
and affect surpriseto find everyone gathered there, not unless you want to serioudy discommode either
the host or yourself. Probably Savona or Tamara—or Fauvic—were expert at managing such athing
gracefully, but | knew | wasn't.

So what | had to do was take aride on my own, find their path, and seeto it that we fell in together. That
was the easy part.

The hard part was reacting with delight and no hint of embarrassment when | did find them, for of course
most of them exclaimed in various kinds of surprise when they saw me, especidly Neeand Bran. A
quick glance showed methat Shevraeth wasindeed with them, riding next to ayoung lady | had never
seen before.

| reined in my borrowed mount and reached forward to stroke her braided mane, pretending not to
notice Nee's confusion. On the periphery of the group | saw the golden-haired hostess, Lady Trishe. She
smiled, but her eyes showed worry. | turned to my brother. For once, | hoped, his disastrous habit of
loudly saying whatever he thought would be a boon.

"Bran! You're up aready. What asurpriseto find you out herel” And of coursefor Bran it wasa
surprise. Hisusua habit on days when he had no engagementswasto deepin, or if he did rise betimes,
he'd go with some of his cronies to the gymnasium and take up the swords for a bout or two.

Bran looked a me now, saying in hisclear voice, "Not as surprising asfinding you here, Md. Wetakea
morning ride once aweek, unlessit rains. Trishe puts on a breakfast spread in some nice grassy spot—"



And herel wasableto cutin and say in an equally jovid and penetrating voice, "'Tistrue | haven't seen
much of anyone these mornings, but 1've been locked up studying for aspecial project. But I'm nearly
done, and 0 | find mysdf free”

Then Trishe had her opportunity to come forward and request that | join them, which | professed mysdlf
honored to do, and the awkward moment passed. | urged my mount in on the other side of Trishe'sand,
inthefriendliest voice | could assume, told her how they would al know about my secret project very
soon.

| didn't actualy look at little red-haired Lady Arasa Elbanek or her skinny, long-nosed brother, but |
could sense them both listening avidly. Thismeant, | thought happily as | dropped back to ride next to
Neg, that my confidential conversation with Trishe would be al over Athanardl before the bellsfor
green-change rang.

So | congratulated myself on afine, subtle social save—until we reached Trishe's picnic Ste. In the chaos
of dismounting and tendering the horses to the waiting servants, | happened to catch Shevraeth's gaze.
Those gray eyes, dways so accursedly observant, were now narrowed with humor, but his mouth was
mock-solemn ashe said, "1 have the honor to introduce to you Lady Elenet Kheraev of Grumareth.”

| curtsied, wondering where I'd heard that name before. Elenet was atdl, dim young lady with a
heart-shaped face and wide-set gray-blue eyes. Her hair was fine and somewhat thin, of atint midway
between blond and brown, but it had been dressed by a master hand; and her gown, though of sober
hues that suited her subdued coloring, was as finely made as any of Fiamas. She gave meaquiet smile,
but there was no time for conversation because Trishe beckoned and everyone had to follow dong a
narrow path up ashort hill, where we found blankets and baskets spread out invitingly on the grass
overlooking one of the ponds.

A quick sde-glance showed Trishe addressing a hurried question to one of her servants, which was
answered with anod. So they had enough cups and plates—probably carried against breakage. Good.
Then | wouldn't haveto pretend I'd already eaten.

Next transpired the sort of flutter of well-bred activity attendant upon being seated and served with cups
of gently steaming hot chocolate and light, flaky little pan-breads covered with fresh greenhouse berries.
During the course of this| got achance to scan the company and assess positions and attitudes. Not that
| could believe everything | saw, | knew. Most of them were probably dissembling asmuch as| and
probably more successfully. But, bent as | was on eradicating negative gossip, | made mysalf wander
from group to group, chocolate cup in hand.

First to my hostess, who sat with Lady Renna, her husband, and some of the other horse-mad people.
Wetalked alittle about horses, and the coming races, and who was likely to bet on—or against—whom.
Then | passed on to Arasa, Stting with Gerd and the Turlee heir. On the outskirts of this conversation
hovered Arasas sour, clapper-tongued brother Lord Olervec, tolerated only because his sister was so

popular.

Arasa, whose blue silk gown flattered her attractive, plump figure, seemed perfectly happy to share her
two swainswith me. She greeted me with a smile and complimented me sunnily on my gown. "Wereyou
hinting about a speciad party?' she asked, hugging hersdlf. "Oooh, | do hope so!"

"I was," said |, watching Gera and Alcanad Hazhlee watch her. | dropped some hints about costumes
and mysteries, and she giggled and shivered. | redlized that | was very probably talking to the



present-day equivalent of my forebear Ardis. It was hard not to laugh at the idea.

As| bowed to them and moved away, | wondered if she werein fact as empty-headed as she seemed.
Everyone liked her, but with the sort of tolerant attitude one expresses when one admitsto ataste for
Spun sugar. Her name was coupled amost constantly with this or that gentleman by those who liked that
kind of gossip. Such as, for instance, her brother.

Next was the foursome | had been bracing myself to face dl aong: Tamara, Savona, the newly met Lady
Elenet, and the Marquis of Shevraeth. Very conscious of Olervec's pale eyesfollowing me, | forced
mysdlf to greet the Marquisfirst: "Good morning,” | said, asif we'd been talking just the day before.
"How much | wish to thank you for putting me in the way of finding the proper booksfor my project.”

Again that laughter was evident in his glance as he sketched abow. "If you have any further questions,”
he said, "it would be my pleasure to accommodate you."

"I'd be honored.” | curtsied, my hands making the fan gesture of Unalloyed Gratitude. The shadow of
humor in the corners of his mouth deepened.

Then | turned to the others. Savona grinned a me, one hand moving dightly in thefencer'ssdute of a
good hit. | fought the urge to blush as Tamaramurmured, "Y ou'll be in the race tomorrow?"

"Of course” | said, lifting my hands. "I have to prove whether my winslast timewere luck, skill—or the
kindness of wdl-wishers.”

Tamarasmiled alittle. "And once you've proved which it is?*

"Why then | elther celebrate, commiserate—or fulminate!”

They dl laughed at that, even the quiet Elenet, though her laughter was so soft | scarcely heard it.

| turned to Shevraeth and said, "Will you be there?"

"l hopeto be" hesaid.

"Riding your gray?'

"Isthat achalenge?' hereplied with ahint of asmile.

| opened my mouth, then a stray memory brought back our private wager before we reached Athanarel
and nothing could prevent the heat that burned up my neck into my face; so | quickly bent over, making a
business of ordering one of the flounces on my gown. After | had straightened up I'd have an excuse for a
red face, or a least enough of one to pass the notice of the three who (presumably) knew nothing of that
unpaid wager.

"l think," I said, retying aribbon and patting it into place, then unbending with what | hoped was an
expression of nonchalance, "1'd better find out if my luck isdueto skill or kindness before | make any
pledges.”

"Verywdl," hesad. "A friendly race will suffice.

When the conversation cameto anatura closg, | retreated to Nee's Sde and finished the rest of the



picnic with her and Bran.

The morning was chill and the sky steadily darkened. Trishe gave asignd to the servants as soon asthe
last plate was picked up; it was not amorning to linger.

Scattered drops of rain rustled the leaves overhead as we pulled our gloves on and resettled our hats.
Within moments the sweetly chiming harness bells announced that the mounts waited below, and very
soon the company was in motion again. | rode back with Nee and Bran, and despite the increasing cold
and the strengthening rain | had that inner glow of satisfaction that comes with having attempted the right
thing—and actualy managing to carry it off. When we returned to the Residence | decided | had better
make the most of my virtuous mood. | sat down a my desk, drew forth the papers| had ordered, which
resembled age-yellowed paper from the past, and in my very best writing, began my invitations. | would
not insult my brother and Nee by foisting the job off on a scribe.

The higtorical period | had sdlected for my party was five hundred years before. The king, young and
popular and handsome, had married alady from the house of Noarth, forebears of the Chamadisfamily.
Those two sterling historica personages would do for Bran and Nee. The king, Jhussav, had had asister,
whose guise | could adopt without causing any kind of political repercussions. She had departed on a
world tour not long after she reached my age, and had settled somewhere else. It wasaquiet timein our
history—no wars or great changes—and there were no exceptionadly villainous members of any of the
families whose names were prominent now, nor were there any gresat fools. We could enjoy the
masguerade, dress like our ancestors, egt food that was fashionable then, and everyone could find out
theidiosyncrasies of their forebears, without embarrassment, and come to the party to do some
playacting. | wasthus congratulating mysdlf on having successfully routed Hauvic when achilling thought
made me drop my pen and groan. Flauvic! What could have possessed me to forget to look up the
Merindars? | had checked on everyone e se except the forebears of the one who had given me theidea.

No use scolding myself, | thought as| hurried out into the halway. As|'d done my reading, pausing to
run through names of friends, acquaintances, and neutra parties, the Merindars had somehow stood
outside of thisgroup. They did not spring naturaly to mind, either, when | considered my guest lists. But
of course | had to invite Flauvic, and his mother and sigter if they returned.

Had | read their namesas| did my research? | couldn't remember, which made mefear that something
distasteful had been done to them or by them, elther of which would be disastrous to cdll attention to
now.

My friendly guise of the morning notwithstanding, | had no wish to blunder into the memoir room if
Shevragth was working there. Thistime | will be more stealthy, | vowed....

The thought vanished when | happened to glance out one of the many arched windows lining the long
hallway and saw two figuresin one of the private courtyards.

The glasswas old and wavery, but something about the tall figure made me stumble to ahat and reach to
unlatch the window. As| did, my mind went back to another time when | stood inside a building with
distorted glass and stared out at the Marquis of Shevraeth. And somehow he had sensed | wasthere.

| opened thewindow just a crack, telling myself that they could see meif they chanced to look up, soit
wasn't redlly spying. He was walking side by side with Lady Elenet, his head bent, his hands clagped
behind him. His manner was completely absorbed. | could not hear her voice, but | could see urgency in
her long hands as she gestured, and intensity in the angle of her head. Then she glanced up a him and
smiled, just briefly, but the expression in her face made me back away without closing the window. | had



seen that look before, in the way Nee and Bran smiled at one another, and in the faces of Lady Renna
and her new husband. It waslove.

Almost overwhelming was the sense that | had breached their privacy, and ingtinctively | started back to
my room until | realized | wasin retreat. Why? No one had seen me. And now | knew | would not
accidentally encounter Shevraeth in the alcove where he kept the royal memoirs.

Stll, it was with shaking hands and pattering heartbest that | raced back to the archive room and
searched through the appropriate years looking for mentions of the Merindars. In one old, crumbling
book therewas adull listing of everyone who attended forma Court functions, and the Merindars
showed up there. The next book revealed the fact that the most prominent of them five hundred years
ago was an dderly man. Thiswas certainly innocuous enough.

| closed the book, carefully replaced it, and | eft.

The rain had turned the sky to danting sheets of gray by afternoon, asteady, pelting shower that kept the
humans from promenading the paths. Even the spring birdswere quiet and invisible.

AsBran had gone off in pursuit of some kind of pleasure, Nee joined mein my room. I'd bade Morato
bring us hot chocolate, which had arrived creamy and perfect as aways. Nee poured it out, then settled
at my desk to read her letters. For atime | stood at the window, toying with my cup and breathing the
gentle, aromatic steam rising up. For some reason the scent of chocol ate threw me back to my first taste
of it—at the Renselaeus palace. | looked out at the rain and thought about my past.

My thoughts lengthened into reverie, which was broken only by the sound of Neg's voice. " Something
amiss?'

| turned my back to the shower-drenched garden. Nee laid down her pen and looked at me from over
her cup, held in both hands. Her manner indicated it was not the abstract question of one who would
hardly spare thetimeto listen to the answer. She wasin amood for converse.

So | shrugged, and forced asmile. "Thinking about therain,” | said.
"Ran?' Her browsarched ininquiry.

"Here | stand, regretting our missed opportunity to walk. A year ago | would have happily run up in the
hills, whether it rained or not. And | was thinking that | could go out, in spite of the weether, but |
wouldn't enjoy it likel used to."

She gestured in amicable agreement. "Theré's no fault in mis-liking the fed of awater-soaked gown."

"That'spart of it," | said, seizing on theimage. "Last year | wore the same clothes year round. My only
hat was a castoff that Julen found me somewhere. | loved thefed of rain against my face, and never
minded being soaked. | never noticed it! Now | own carriage hats, and walking hats, and riding hats, and
ball headdresses—and none of them except the riding hats can get wet, and even those get ruined in a
good soak. My old hat never had any shape to begin with, or any color, so it was never ruined.” | turned
to face thewindow again. "Sometimes| fed like | didn't losejust my hat, | lost my self that horrible night
when | walked into Bran'strap.”

Neewas dlent.



| ran my thumb around the gilt rim of the cup a couple of times, then | made mysdf face her. Y ou think
I'm being foolish?'

She put her palms together in Peaceful Discourse mode. "Yes| do," she said, but her tone was not
unkind. "One doesn't lose asdif, like apair of gloves or apin. We learn and change, or we harden into
gone.”

"Maybe I've changed too fast. Or haven't changed enough,” | muttered.

"Have you compromised yourself in any important way?' she asked.

| opened my mouth to say Of course, when we wer e forced to give up our plans to defeat Galdran,
but | knew it would be an untruth as soon asit left my lips. "I think," | said dowly, "I lost my purpose that
day. Lifewas so easy when dl | lived for was the revolt, the accomplishment of which wasto bring about
all these wondrous miracles. Nothing turned out to be the way we so confidently expected it to.
Nothing."

"S0..." Shepausedto ap. "... if you hadn't walked into that trap, what would be different?

"Besides the handsomeness of my foot?" | forced agrin as| kicked my dippered toes out from under my
hem. No one could see my scarred foot, not with al the layers of fine clothing | now wore, but the scars
werethere.

She amiled, but waited for me to answer her question.

| said, "I suppose the outcome in the larger sense would have been the same. In the persona sense,
though, | suspect | would have been spared alot of humiliation.”

"The humiliation of finding out that your political goaswere skewed by misnformation”?'

"By ignorance. But that waan't nearly as humiliating as—" my encounters with a specific individual.
But | just shook my head, and didn't say it.

"So you blameVidanric," shesaid neutraly.

"Yes... no ... | don't know," | said, trying not to sound cross. "I don't." | looked down, saw my hand
fidgeting with the curtain and dropped it to my side. "Tedll me about Elenet. Why haven't | met her before?
Or is she another who abjured Court?

"On the contrary,” Nee said, and she seemed asrelieved as | was to have the subject changed. "She
grew up with therest of us. Infact, shewas my greatest friend until she went back to Grumareth. As
young girlswe were both very minor membersof our families, largely ignored by the others. She's solitary
in habit. Serious. Though her humor comesout in her art.”

"Art?'
"Yes. Shesvery, very gifted at painting. The fan she made for meis so beautiful and so precious| useit
maybe once ayear. She makes them only when she wishesto. Screensaswell. They can change a

room."

"I remember you talking about her once.”



"She went home two years ago, when she was unexpectedly made the heir to Grumareth.” Neg's mouth
tightened. "It was another of Galdran'sworkings, though no one could point to any proof. Until two years
ago the Duke of Grumareth had been avery bright man working hard to counter Galdran'sworse
excesses. Then there was some kind of power struggle and the Duke had one of the accidents that has
decimated so many of our families. Galdran got rid of most of the rest of the smart onesin that family,
either by accidents or by sending them out of the kingdom. Elenet's mother then moved back to her
family in Denlieff, leaving Elenet here. Galdran settled on the present duke, Elenet's greet-uncle, to take
thetitle and quiet, obedient Elenet to be heir. The new duke stayed hereto pay lip serviceto Galdran,
and Elenet was sent back to run the province."

The memory of my first formal dinner back in Tlanth, when Shevragth and Nee fenced verbaly over the
question of reversion of titles, came clear. Nee had defended her friend. "She's done agood job?"

"A superlative job," Nee said fervently. "No one expected it of her, except me. Just because she seldom
speaks doesn't mean she doesn't notice, or think. She's saved her people untold grief, deflecting Galdran
when she could, and her great-uncle the rest of thetime.”

"Do you know what brings her here now?"

"l don't," Nee said. "I've scarcely had an opportunity to exchange two wordswith her. | trust I'll have the
chancetonight. | expect, though, that she's here partly because Grumareth has finaly gone homeill.”

I'd scarcely noticed the absence of the obnoxious duke. Full of patently false flattery and obsequiousness
mixed with superciliousness, he was thoroughly repellent—and stupid. Luckily he favored the older
generation as gambling cronies, only paying lip service to those young people he thought would somehow
advantage him. He'd apparently decided we Astiars were not worth his exated efforts; though held
courted my brother dl the year before, hed largely ignored us both snce my arrival.

"111? But no one admitsto being sick—it dways means something else.”

"Probably gambling debts," Nee said, shrugging. "That'swhat it usudly is, with him. Elenet will have
informed him they haven't the wherewitha for hislatest squanderings, and hell have gone hometo save
face until they can raise what's needed.”

"Y ou mean they arethat closeto ruin?'

Nee grinned. "Oh, not as bad as they were, thanksto Elenet. It'sjust that hisfoolishnessis now the very
last priority, over land improvement. It's she who governs the finances, not he. He's so afraid of anyone
finding out, he perforce permitsit. | shal make certain the two of you have achanceto talk. | think you
will redly like her."

"Thank you," | said, sweeping acurtsy. "I'm flattered.”

SEVENTEEN

THE NEXT DAY'SRACE WAS CANCELED ON ACCOUNT of rain. My invitations had been
ddivered, however, causing a spate of notesto cross and recross the e egant pathways, borne by patient
runners under drooping rain canopies.



Bran and Nee were ddlighted—and | think Nee was just alittle relieved aswell. With every appearance
of enthusiasm, they both summoned their clothier staffsto sart planning their costumes.

| o received a note from Azmus saying that he needed to talk to me, so | asked Morato help me
arrange my schedule for the following day so that | could see him done when everyone ese wasto be
busy. Moragave no sign that | knew she knew al my affairs—shejust said sheld help, and did.

| also received anote from the Unknown, thefirst in two days. | pounced on it eagerly, for receiving his
|etters had come to be the most important part of my day.

Instead of thelong letter | had come to anticipate, it was short.

| thank you for the fine ring. It was thoughtfully chosen and | appreciate the generous gesture, for
| have to admit | would rather impute generosity than mere caprice behind the giving of a gift
that cannot be worn.

Or isthisa sign that you wish, after all, to alter the circumscriptions governing our
correspondence?

| thought—to make myself clear—that you preferred your admirer to remain secret. | am not
convinced you really wish to relinquish this game and risk the involvement inherent in a contact
face-to-face.

| dropped the note on my desk, fedling asif 1'd reached for a blossom and had been stung by an unseen
nettle,

My first reaction wasto ding back an angry retort thet if gifts were to ingpire such an ungalant response,
then he could just return it. Except it was | who had inveighed, and at great length, againgt mere gdllantry.
In a sense he'd done me the honor of telling the truth—

And it wasthen that | had the shiversome insight that is probably obvious by now to any of my progeny
reading this record: that our correspondence had metamorphosed into akind of courtship.

A courtship.

Asl| thought back, | realized that it was our discussion of thisvery subject that had changed the tenor of
the letters from my asking advice of an invisble mentor to akind of long-distance friendship. The other
sgnswereal there—the gifts, the flowers. Everything but physical proximity. And it wasn't the unknown
gentleman who could not court mein person—it was | who couldn't be courted in person, and he knew
it.

Sointheend | sent back only two lines:

You have given me much to think about. Will you wear thering, then, if I ask you to?

| received no answer that day, or even that night. And so | sat through the beautiful concert of blended
children'svoices and tried not to stare a Elenet's profile next to the Marquis of Shevraeth, whilefeding a
profound sense of unhappiness, which | attributed to the silence from my Unknown.

The next morning brought no note, but asingle white rose.



Despite Nee's good intentions, there was no opportunity for any real converse with Elenet after that
concert. Like Nee, Elenet had unexpectedly risen in rank and thusin socid worth. If sheld been confined
to thewall cushions before, she wasin the center of social events now.

But the next morning Nee summoned me early, saying she had arranged a specid treet. | dressed quickly
and went to her roomsto find Elenet there, knedling gracefully at the table. "We three shall have
breakfast," Nee said triumphantly. "Everyone e se can wait."

| sank down at my place, not cross-legged but forma knedling, just as Elenet did. When the greetings
were over, Nee said, "It's good to have you back, Elenet. Will you be able to stay for awhile?’

"It'spossble.” Elenet had alow, soft, mild-toned voice. "I shdl know for certain very soon.”

Nee glanced at me, and | said hadtily, "If you are able to stay, | hope you will honor uswith your
presence at the masquerade ball | am hosting to cel ebrate Nee's adoption.”

"Thank you." Elenet gave mealovely smile. "If | am able, | would be honored to attend.”

"Then stay for the wedding," Nee said, waving abit of bread inthe air. "It's only scarce days
beyond—midsummer eve. Infact, if Vidanric will just make up hismind on aday—and | don't know
why he'slagging—you'll have to be herefor the coronation, anyway. Easier to stay than to travel back
andforth."

Elenet lifted her hands, laughing softly. "Easy, easy, Nee. | have responsibilities at home that constrain me
to make no promises. | shall seewhat | can contrive, though.”

"Good." Nee poured out more chocolate for usal. "So, what think you of Court after your two years
hiatus? How do we dl look?’

"Older," Elenet answered. "Some—many—have aged for the better. Tastes have changed, for which |
am grateful. Gadran never would have invited those singers we had last night, for example.”

"Not unless someone convinced him that they were al the rage a the Empresss Court and only
provinciaswould not have them to tour."

"It must be expensive to house so many," Elenet observed.

"Princess Elestra brought them.” Nee picked up her fan, snapped it open, and gestured in
Acknowledgment of Superior Aesthetics mode, which caused Elenet to smile. "Apparently they have
those children up in Renselaeus every year, and | understand one or two of their own youth have been
deemed good enough to join the choir and travel theworld. It'salong association.” She leaned back on
her pillows. "It's been like that of late, Elenet. Y ou redly must stay and enjoy it while the Princessis il
arranging royd entertainments. Remember those long, hideous nights of watching Galdran win at cards?"

"I never watched him," Elenet admitted. "I watched the others, dways. It took consummeate skill to lose
tohim."

"| take it people had to lose," | said.

They both looked a me quickly, asif they'd forgotten | wasthere. So others can lose themselvesin
memories of the past, | thought. And obvioudly not good memories, ether.



"Yes" Neesad. "If you didn't, he got hisrevenge. Mostly, though, if you wanted to live—if you wanted
your family to be safe—then you pretended to be much stupider than he was."

Elenet made a quick gesture of warding. "Banish those old fears. Let ustalk of pleasant things. Have you
been keeping up with your own music?'

"l blush to say no," Nee admitted, "but abeautiful harp awaits me when we removeto Tlanth, and then |
know | will have the timeto practice every day. Maybe even make my own songsagain.”

| looked at her in surprise—I hadn't known that she wrote music.
"Y our songs are beautiful," Elenet said.

"But sad," Nee said, wrinkling her nose. "'l promised myself no more sad songs, and so | stopped. Now |
think I can make happy ones. You?' Nee asked.

"Every day," Elenet said. "Acquit me of heroic efforts, though! It has been my solaceto it at my harp
each morning, just beforefirs-gold.”

"If | painted like you do, I'd have solace enough,” Nee said, Sghing.

Elenet's smilewas dight, and her eyelids lowered as she stared down at her hands. "It ssemsthat my...
sad songs ... took adifferent form.”

"No more sad songs for you, either,” Nee said, touching her friend'swrist. 'Y ou've earned happiness. |
command you to haveit!"

All three of uslaughed, and the remaining conversation was about inconsequentials, such asgownsand
materials, and then music again, before Nee redlized it was late and we al had thingsto do. We parted
with mutua compliments and expressions of esteem.

Azmusleaned forward and said, "I have only onefact to give you: The Duke of Grumareth met with the
Marquise and her daughter on their way to Merindar.”

"Ontheir way?' | repeated. "Merindar is north, and Grumareth west.”

Azmuss round, pleasant face hardened into akind of sardonic amusement. "For ahalf day's journeying,
their path could lie together.”

"Which could beinnocuous,” | said. "Anything e se?"

"Only that therain forced them to stop at an inn for afull time-change. Admittedly the rain was heavy that
day, but it was d so intermittent; yet only after second-green did both parties deem it possibleto ride on.”

"| takeit you got thisfrom inn servants, or Grumareth's?’

"One of the duke's people.” Azmus nodded. "They are loya enough to their land, but some loathe the
Merindars with deadly passon.”

"Ah-hah!" | exclamed. "So, what now?"'



Azmussgazewas serious. "It istimefor the truth, my lady, if you will honor me with the privilege of
gpesking frankly."

"Do," | said, hiding thewail of dismay that shivered through my head. Everyone seemed to want to tell
me the truth, when | wasn't sure | wanted to hear it. Except Flauvic, who says thereis no truth.

"l can pursuethis” he said, "but it will take agreet ded of work, and it will dso be costly.”
"How s0?" | asked uneasily. "Bribery?"

He shook hishead. "Not at al. The person who givesinformation for bribesis usudly worthless,
someone el se could be paving a higher price ether for the information you want—or for you to get the
wrong information. | told you before that the Merindars servants are mum. What | must do isreassemble
many of my old contacts and gather the information we need by finding patterns. Thisis exhaugtive and
complicated if it isto be done well—and without causing comment.”

"Petterns?

He nodded, smiling. "Thevery first lesson | learned when | first began spying for my lord your father was
that information that cannot be gathered on where someoneis can usudly be inferred by where the
individud isn't. Thisis particularly truefor runners.” Helooked a me expectantly.

| drew adeep breath. "So. What you're saying isthat you—and whomever else you need—must visit all
thelikely innsadong likely paths and find out if Merindar runners have been there, and when, and how

long?'

"That's close enough,” he said. "Bear in mind that the best of them take different routes quite often, but
humans are creatures of habit, and they are a so creatures of comfort. At some point they will go where
they know there are clean beds or a particularly good table set, or where they can do their own listening.
And of course, there are their horses.”

"But wedlthy people like the Merindars and the Rensdl aeuses have horses stabled al over the kingdom,”
| protested. "I noticed that last year."

"Y es, but good stablehands know those horses, and thus know when they're taken out, and for how
long, and where they went. For one stablehand to talk about the fine roan Windrunner and how hedidin
the bad weather last week is merely horse talk and seldom raises comment. But Windrunner's
movements put together with Jerrec of llvan-town's movements make a pattern.”

"| see. So you want to know if I'll pay for it?"
He shook his head. "1 want to know, my lady, what you will do with the information.”

My first thought was that the Marquise would probably make any servant disappear who spoke thus with
her. But | had given Azmusthe right. He loved achallenge, this| knew, but he also loved the kingdom.
When | firgt took charge of Tlanth's accounting books, | had discovered that Azmus had been paid only
gporadically over the years. He had used his ostensible trade as goldsmith in order to pursue his
clandestine vocation on our behaf. My father, and then my brother and I, had helped little, beyond
sending him back to Remalna-city with abasket of fresh food and one of our good mounts after he'd
made one of hisreports.



So hewas not in any sense amere lackey to go slently and carry out my whims. Hewasa
co-conspirator, and he wanted to discuss the godl.

So what was my goal ?

Images fled through my mind, chased by phantom emotions: my descending on Shevragth to inform him
of whatever it was the Marquise was planning; my sending him an anonymous letter with the same
information. Fine, triumphant gestures, but to what end? And why?

| shook my heed, asif that would dispd theimages. If | was going to dip my hand into public affairs, then
| had to dismiss persond considerations.

"To hep thenew king," | said. "To make certain that no Merindar Sits again on that throne, because none
of them areworthy."

Azmus smiled, clapped his handsto his knees and bowed with dow deliberation. "1 shal communicate
with you as soon as| know something, my lady,” he said, and dipped out.

EIGHTEEN
THE DAYSIMMEDIATELY FOLLOWING PASSED VERY swiftly.

Now that summer had begun, the spring rains, which had held off for weeks, inundated us steadily. |
noticed worried conversations once in awhile, anong people whose lands lay aong the coast, and
runners dashed and splashed back and forth to report on crops and roads and floods.

Meanwhile, the peculiar life of Athanardl continued. We did not have aking, yet the government was
somehow carried forward, and foreign diplomeats attended the constant round of socid events, and they
all seemed content with things as they were. Not so the more serious of the courtiers, but as yet the
guestions everyone most wanted to ask—"When will we have aking? Why does he wait?'—were as yet
discussed only in quiet corners of informa parties and never by those most closely concerned.

The weather curtailed outside activities. For now the races and picnics were set asde for inside
diversons: readings, music, dancing, parties, chocolate, and talk. | think four new dances were
introduced during that time, but what | really enjoyed was the resumption of sword work. Partiesto
pursue the martia arts were organized, and fencing tourneys replaced racing for those who liked
competition.

| competed only for fun, and no one bet on me, not even Savona, because, despite my enthusiasm, |
wasn't very good. Neither was Bran, though he shared my enthusiasm. The others who favored the blade
had been wdll-trained from childhood, and our lack showed. But thisdid not stop either of usfrom trying.

One of the topics of conversation was my party, which was perhaps the more antici pated because
people kept insde perforce had more time to spend on their costumes. My own involvement with the
preparations had escal ated accordingly, about which I'll have something to say anon.

From Flauvic, of course, nothing was seen, nor did he entertain—but after enough days had passed that |
had quite given up on him, | received awitty note, gracefully written by his own hand, sating that he
would attend my party.



And so, on the surface, all was serene enough. Tamararemained cool but friendly, and Neetold me over
chocolate one morning when Elenet was not there that Tamara never mentioned me but in praise.

Trishe held her weekly breskfast partiesin her rooms at Khidem House; Derec and Gera continued to
flirt with me; Savona continued his extravagant compliments; | was often in company with Shevragth
now, and we both smiled and conversed, but aways, it seemed, with other people.

And on most mornings, Elenet joined Nee and me for breakfast. Sometimes Bran wasthere, and
sometimes not. | cannot say that | came to know Elenet any better as the days wore on. She was
reserved and never made any reference to anything persond. Still, when she was there, we had some of
our best discussions of reading, music—aways music—art, and history.

One morning when we three were alone, Nee leaned forward and said, "Elen, you've been closeted with
Vidanric alot, I've noticed. Has he said aught about a coronation? | confess it makes me nervousto have
it not decided—asif they are waiting for something terrible to happen.”

Elenet's expression did not change, but high on her thin cheeks gppeared afaint flush. "I trust we will hear
something soon,” she murmured. And she turned the conversation to something general.

Were they inlove? | knew that she was. Elenet would make asplendid queen, | told mysdlf, and they
both certainly deserved happiness. | found myself watching them closely whenever weweredl at an
event, which occurred more and more often. There were no touches, no specid smiles, none of the overt
sgnsthat other courting couples gave—but she was often by hisside. I'd inevitably turn away, thinking to
myself that it was none of my business. It wasn't asif | didn't have admirers, both the socid kind and one
real one—though | didn't know his name. Still, the subject made me restless, which | attributed to my
knowledge of how badly | had behaved to Shevraeth. | knew | owed him an apology, or an explanation,
two things| could not bring myself to offer lest—someone—misconstrue my motives. And think me
angling for acrown.

So | hugged to mysdlf the knowledge of my Unknown. No matter how my emotions veered during those
socia occasions, it was comforting to redlize that | would return to my room and find aletter from the
person whose opinions and thoughts | had come to value most.

| preferred courtship by paper, | told myself. No onefedsafool, no one gets hurt. And yet—and
yet—though | loved getting those letters, asthe dayswent by | redized | was becoming dightly impatient
of certain restraintsthat | felt were imposed on us.

Like discussing current events and people. | kept running up againg this congtraint and finding it more
irksome as each day passed. We continued to range over historical events, or the current entertainments
such asthe Ortdi ribbon dancers or the piper-poets from faraway Tartee—all subjectsthat | could have
just aswell discussed with an erudite lady.

The morning of Nee's question to Elenet about coronations, | found the usua |etter waiting when |
returned to my room. | decided to change everything. Having scanned somewhat impatiently down the
well-written comparison of two books about the Empire of Sveran Djur, | wrote:

| can find it in myself to agree with the main points, that kings ought not to be sorcerers, and that
the two kinds of power are better |eft in the charge of different persons. But | must confess that
trouble in Sveran Djur and Senna Lirwan seems a minor issue right now. The problems of wicked
mage-kings are as distant as those two kingdoms, and what occupy my attention now are



problems closer to home. Everyone seems to whisper about the strange delay concerning our own
empty throne, but as yet no one seems willing to speak aloud. Have you any insights on why the
Renselaeus family has not made any definite plans?

That sent, | changed into my riding clothes, summoned arain canopy, and set out for sword practice,
wondering about the slence from Azmus.

Thelong room now used as agymnasium had formerly been some kind of drill hal for Galdran's private
army, and before that it had obvioudy served mostly military purposes, for flags, ancient and modern,
hung high on thewadlls, celebrating past ridings and regiments that had been deemed worthy of fame.
These were not as spectacular as the House banners that were displayed on angled polesin the Throne
Room, testament to Remalnas unity, but they carried their own prestige; now that | was better read
about our past | recognized some of them, and therewas akind of thrill in seeing the physical evidence of

past glory.

At one end of the room was a group of young teens busy with swordplay, and at the other a swarm of
children circled round on ancient carved horses mounted on cart wheels or played at stick-and-ball.

| wandered toward my friends and was soon hailed by Renna, who offered me a bout. Time passed
swiftly and agreegbly. | finished my last engagement with one of Nee's cousins and was just beginning to
fed theresult of sustained effort in my arm and back when a practice blade thwacked my shoulder. |
spun around, and gaped.

Shevraeth stood there smiling. At hiselbow my brother grinned, and next to him, Savonawatched with
appreciation gpparent in hisdark eyes.

"Come, Lady Mdliara," the Marquis said. "L et's see how much you've learned since you took on
Gddran."

"l didn't take on Galdran," | protested, feding hot and cold at once.

"l don't know what you'd cdl it, then, Md." Bran leaned on his sword, still grinning. "Looked like you
went have-at-im to me."

"l wasjust trying to defend you," | said, and the othersal laughed. "And afat lot of good it did, too," |
added when they stopped. "He knocked meright out of the saddle!™

"Hit you from behind," Shevraeth said. "Apparently he was afraid to confront so formidable afoe
face-to-face."

They laughed again, but | knew it was not at me so much as at the hated King Galdran.
Before| could speak again, Shevraeth raised his point and said, "Come now. Blade up.”

| Sghed. "I've dready been madeinto cheese by Derec, there, and Renna, and Lornav, but if you think |
merit another defest...”

Again they laughed, and Savonaand my brother squared off as Shevraeth and | saluted. My bout with
the Marquis was much like the others. Even more than usua | was hopelesdy outclassed, but | stuck
grimly to my place, refusing to back up, and took hit after hit, though my parrying was steadily improving.
Of coursel lost, but at least it wasn't so easy alossas|'d had when | first began to attend practice—and



he didn't insult me with obvious handicaps, such as never dlowing his point to hit me.

Bran and Savona finished amoment later, and Bran was just suggesting we exchange partners when the
bellsfor third-gold rang, causing agenera outcry. Some would stay, but most, | redlized, were retreating
to their various domiciles to bathe and dress for open Court.

| turned away—and found Shevraeth beside me. "'Y ou've never sampled the delights of Petitioners
Court," hesaid.

| thought of the Throne Room again, thistime with Galdran there on the goldenwood throne, and the long
lines of witnesses. | repressed ashiver.

Some of my sudden tenson must have exhibited itself in my countenance because he said, "It isno longer
an opportunity for asngleindividud to practice summary justice such as you experienced on your single

vigt.

"I'm certain you don't just Sit around happily and play cards,”" | muttered, looking down at the toes of my
boots as we walked.

"Sometimes we do, when there are no petitioners. Or we listen to music. But when thereis business, we
listen to the petitioners, accept whatever they offer in the way of proof, and promise adecison at alater
date. That'sfor thefirst two greens. Thelast is spent in discussing impressions of the evidence at hand;
sometimes agreement is reached, and sometimes we decide that further investigation is required beforea
decision can be made.”

This surprised me so much | looked up a him. There was no amusement, no mockery, no threet in the
gray eyes. Just adight question.

| said, "Y ou listen to the opinions of whoever comesto Court?"

"Of course," he said. "It meansthey want to be a part of government, even if their part isto be merely
ormamentd.”

| remembered that dinner when Neefirst brought up Elenet's name, and how Shevraeth had lamented
how most of those who wished to give him advice had the least amount worth hearing.

"Why should | bethere?" | asked. "'l remember what you said about worthless advisers.”
"Do you think any opinion you would have to offer would be worthless?' he countered.

"It doesn't matter what | think of my opinion,” | retorted, and then caught myself. "I meanto say, itisnot
me making the decisons.

"So what you seem to beimplying isthat | think your opinion worthless.”
"Well, don't you?'
He sghed. "When have | said 07

"Attheinnin Lumm, last year. And before that. About our letter to Galdran, and my opinion of
courtiers.”



"It wasn't your opinion | pointed up, it was your ignorance," he said. "'Y ou seem to have made truly
admirable efforts to overcome that handicap. Why not share what you've learned?’

| shrugged, then said, "Why don't you have Elenet there?'— and hated mysdlf for about as stupid a bit of
pettiness as I'd ever uttered.

But he took the words at face value. "An excellent suggestion, and one | acted on immediately after she
arrived at Athanardl. She's contributed some very fineinsghts. She's another, by the way, who took her
own education in hand. Three years ago about al she knew was how to paint fans."

| had talked mysdlf into acorner, | redized—all through my own efforts. So | said, "All right, then. I'll go
get Morato dig out that Court dress | ordered and be there to blister you al with my brilliance.

He bowed, lifted his gray-gloved hand in a casud sdute, and walked off toward the Roya Wing.
| retreated in quick order to get ready for the ordeal ahead.

Asthe bdlsfor first-green echoed sweetly up the ssonewalls of the great hall built round the Throne
Room, | passed through the arched entrance into the room itsdlf. | felt very self-consciousin my
never-worn pale rose satin gown and gloves. | glanced down at the gemstones winking in the light, and
the cunning silver and maroon embroidery, then | raised my head carefully so asnot to didodge the
formal headdress.

People seemed to be milling about in an orderly fashion, the rare sunlight from the high window sparking
rich highlights from brightly colored velvets and satinsand jewes.

Elenet and Savona appeared, arm in arm, she dressed in forest green and hein avery dark violet that
was dmost black. They came directly to me, smiling welcome, and with a pretty fan-flourish of Friends
Recognition, Elenet said, "Y ou look lovely, Mdiara. Do come stand with us; we have found a good
place”

And it was agood place, from which we could see dl three Rensd aeuses plus the petitioners. We could
hear them dl without too much distortion from the echoesin the huge room, for there were only twenty or
thirty of usat most; not the hundreds that Galdran had required to augment his grestness.

The throne was empty, and above it hung only the ancient flag of Remalna, tattered in places from age.
Galdran's banners were, of course, gone. No one was on the dais. Just below it, sde by sdein fine
chairs, sat the Prince and Princess.

At their feet Shevraeth knelt formally on white cushions before along carved table. He now wore white
and slver with blue gem-stones on histunic and in hisbraided hair. He looks like a king, | thought,
though he was nowhere near the throne.

Each petitioner came forward, assisted by stewardsin the gold-and-green of Remalna. They did not have
to stand before the Rensal aeuses, but were bade to take a cushion at that long table, which each did, first
bowing and then knedling in the forma manner.

It redly was acivilized way of conducting the business, | redized astimewore on. The Prince and
Princess remained slent, except when they had a question. Their son did all the speaking, not that he
gpoke much. Mostly he listened, then promised adecision on thisor that day; as the number of



petitionersincreased, | realized he'd been doing it long enough to gauge about how long each piece of
businesswas likely to take. Then he thanked them for coming forward, and they bowed and rose, and
were escorted away to the Side table, where refreshments awaited any who wanted them.

| noticed some of the courtierswith cupsin their hands, or tiny plates of ddlicately made foods. The room
was chill, and the rain had come back, drumming against the high windows. The Renselaeuses did not est
or drink, and | redized | was so fascinated with the processthat | did not want to steal away to get food
for mysdf.

Thelast petitioner |eft well before the second-green, which meant that there would be no Court the
following day. | suspected they'd need to use the time to go over the petitions; one change was not going
to do for al that | had heard that day.

Nor did it. When the greet doors at the other end were closed, we repaired into a beautiful antechamber
of pink marble, where more food and drink were spread, hot and fresh.

Thistime everyone partook liberally and seated themselves on narrow stools along along, high table.
When | redlized that these were to accommodate the women, | wanted to laugh. Court gowns, having
wide skirts and ddlicate, costly decoration, are not made to be sat in, but one could manage with a stool.
| wondered when the stools had been made, and with whom in mind, as | harkened back to elder days
of fashion when it was the men whose tight, constraining clothing meade sitting difficult, while the ladies
knelt at their easein thair flimsy gowns.

The Prince and Princess sat at either end of the table. Both had foreign diplomats at their right and | eft
hands. Prince Alaerec caught my eye and smiled awelcome, then he said, " So who has thoughts about
Guild Migress Pelhiam's request?'

"Seems draightforward,” Baron Orbanith said, sounding, as usud, dightly pompous. " Cloth makers want
glowglobesfor their street for night work, citing the sail makers and the scribes as having glowglobes on
theirs. They'll contact the magicians, order them, pay for them.”

Savonalowered hiswineglass. "It is straightforward. The question is, isthisthe timeto beraisng prices?
Because we al know that the Guild will duly raise pricesin order to meet the extra expense.”

"Itisnot thetimeto beraising prices.” The Princesss fluting voice was pleasant but firm. "The people
who will be most affected by the price rise will need another year or more to recover from the recent
hardships.”

Severd more people spoke then, some of them merely repeating what had already been said, and one
person, Lord Olervec Elbanek, declaring that if the poor smply worked harder they could afford to buy
more.

Others spoke more sensibly, and then finally Elenet said, " Perhaps the request should be granted,
contingent on the Guild using some of itsown funds and not raising prices. If that's summearily refused, the
subject could be brought forward againin ayear'stime.”

Shevragth nodded. "'If they want light at night badly enough, they'll unpocket the funds. If not, then they
canwat."

Generad agreement murmured round the table, and Shevraeth leaned over to speak to the quiet scribe
who sat a his ebow. He then wrote swiftly on the petition and laid it aside.



The second petition caused longer debate, which led to callsfor more investigation. It seemed that one of
the fortresses on the southern border—I wondered if it was one to which the troublesome army officers
had been sent—was charging increasing amounts of tax money to the people they protected. The
petitioners, from anearby town, begged for aroya decree placing acelling on thetaxes. "They clam
they have more new recruits than ever before, which accountsfor al the supplies and equipment and
horses they are ordering. But we're no longer at war. So if they redlly are ordering al this, againgt what?!
oneman had said.

The debate went on, listened to but not commented on by the three Renselaeuses. Then when dl seemed
to have had their say, the petition was set asde pending investigation.

Thethird petition caused more genera talk, led by the Prince; and so time sped on, the bellsfor blue
ringing before the pile was haf done. There was general agreement to meet the next day at greeninthe
Exchequer First Chamber and then dl rose and departed.

| left, having not spoken during the entire proceeding. | realized | was glad that | had gone and that | was
fascinated by what I'd seen. As| waked down the long halls, listening to the swish-swish of my skirtson
thefine mosaic tiles, | wondered how they'd investigate, who they'd hire—and just how one went about
building the unseen part of agovernment.

When | reached my rooms, | saw aletter lying on my table.

Hadtily stripping off my gloves, | sank down onto my pillows, heedless of the costly fabric of my court
gown crinkling and billowing about me, and broke the sed with my finger.

The Unknown had written:

You ask why there has been no formal announcement concerning a coronation. | think this
guestion is better addressed to the person most concerned, but | do know this: Nothing will be
announced until the scul ptors have finished refashioning a goldenwood throne for a queen.

NINETEEN

WELL, | HAD NO ANSWER TO MAKE TO THAT; THINKING about Elenet, or Shevragth, or that
carved throne, caused a cold acheinside, asif | had lost something | had not hitherto valued.

So | didn't write back that day. Or the next. The following morning | received aletter that did not refer to
thrones, queens, or coronations, to my intenserelief. And so, for ahandful of days anyway, things went
right back to normal.

Except, what isnormd at any given time? We change just as the seasons change, and each spring brings
new growth. So nothing is ever quite the same. | realize now that what | wanted was comfort, but that,
too, does not often come with growth and change.

| did not go back to Petitioners Court the next day, or the next; and the morning after that, when Nee
had arranged a breakfast for Elenet and me, | moved so reluctantly that | arrived outsde Nee's tapestry
somewhat late. From inside came the sound of Elenet'slaughing, and then her voice, talking swiftly. Either
she was happy over something specific, or ese she fdt constrained while in my company. Either way, |
did not know how to react, so | backed away from the tapestry and retreated to my rooms.



"Mora, | think the time has come for me to remain here to oversee the last of the preparations for the
party,” | said assoon as| dipped insde. And there was no mistaking the relief in her face.

One could, of course, issue orders through servants for this or that group of performersto appear,
promising asizable purse. There were many of these groups earning their living in and around
Remana-city: players, dancers, singers, musicians whose livelihood depended on their knowing the latest
trends and tastes.

My ideawas to transport everyone five hundred years into the past as soon as they entered the portals.
The building, of course, was appropriate; | hired aballroom near the Residence that had not been
renovated for generations, knowing that the marble therein was more than five hundred years old.

Asfor therest, | did not want to issue orders through servants. | wanted to see the project through
myself. What | discovered wasthat in discussing my vision with each artist | encountered, these artists
dtered from hirelingsinto individuas—and conversdy for them, | dtered from afaceless courtier with
money into an individua with an interest and appreciation for their expertise.

This, inturn, led to offers of cousins, friends, rel ations—some so distant they were beyond our
borders—who were experts at this or that art. Over the month in which | prepared for that ball, my own
visgon dowly transformed into amuch greater redlity, one conceived in willing collaboration with many
minds.

I'd thought to have someone scout out enough five-hundred-year-old tapestries from houses around town
to borrow for suitable wall hangings. When | mentioned thisto one of the paace servants Mora
introduced to me, | was brought an uncle who specidized in re-creating ancient arts.

"No, no," said thiswizened little old man, his eyes bird-bright. "Never tapestries for aball, not then.
Alwaysachimerica garden, so arranged that the air dways smells sweet and fresh." His hands whirled
around his head, reminding me of wings, then he darted back and forth, showing me wherethis or that
herb would hang, and describing streams of water that one heard but did not see, which would somehow
help the air to move.

Oneday, near theend of my planning, | traveled into the city to hear the music of thetime, and to help
choose the songs. In alow-roofed inn room | sat on the cushions set for me, and the group picked up the
old ingruments they had assembled and began to play.

At firg the sounds were strange to my ear, and | marveled at how music could change so grestly over the
years. There were no srumming instruments, such asthe harp or tiranthe, which formed the essentia
portion of any ensemble nowadays. Instead the instruments were drums and air and sweet metalic bells
and cymbals, combining complicated rhythmswith alight-edged, curioudy physica kind of sound that
made one's feet itch to be moving. The drumsaso, | redlized as| listened on, caused an echo in memory
of those heard on the mountains from the unseen folk there,

Recognizing that, | laughed. "l likeit! That will be perfect.”

"Of course welll have our own ingtrumentslaid by," the group mistresstold me. " So we can play any of
the modern dances your guests ask for. But for the arrivals, the start of the event—"

"—we will makethem fed they have stepped into the past,” | said.



And 0 it went, even with the mimery. It turned out that the Court during that period had been fond of
entertaining itself, and more frequently than not had performed for one another. Thus | bade my hired

playersto guise themsdaves asfigures of the period, that some of my guests might be surprised to see

themselves mirroredin art.

My grestest coup was when Mora brought to me her brother, who with afew quiet words and alow
bow, offered to take charge of the food, from preparation to serving. 1'd been at Court long enough by
then to know that he was—justly—famous. "Y ou're the chief steward for the Renselaeuses” | said.
"Surely you haven't |eft them?"

"l cameto offer my services," he said, as blank-faced as hissister. "With the full permission of the
Princess.”

| accepted gratefully, knowing now that the food and drink would be the very best and perfectly served.
The morning of the bal dawned.

When | reached the balroom for my last ingpection and saw the faces awaiting me, | redized | had fully
as many people working for me astherewould be guests. | could fed the excitement running high among
performers and servers dike, showing methisor that detail, al rehearsing their arts. As| moved about
admiringly, it seemed to me that my event served as a symbolic representation of the kingdom: These
artigts, like the aristocrats, came to be seen aswell asto see; and the servants, who worked to make all
smooth, were unseen but saw everything. Everyone would have atale to take home, amemory of
performance, whether a countess or ascarf dancer or aserver of pastries.

But my preparations were nearly done. | went back to my roomsto get ready.

Asthe bellsfor second-blue echoed from wall to pillar to glorioudy painted celling, then died away, |
stood aone at the midpoint of the ballroom to welcome the guests of honor. Everyone was there, or
nearly everyone. Only Hauvic was missing, which did not particularly bother me.

Nee and Bran came down the gtairs, arm in arm, both dressed in the violet-and-white of the royal
Cdahanrasfamily.

My own gown was mostly white and dove gray, with knots of violet ribbon as acknowledgment of my
role as Bran'ssster. But there the reference to the roya family ended, for my colorsin the ballroom were
Remalna's green and gold—the green of the plant leaves, and al shades of gold, from ocher to palest
yellow, picked out in the blooms. The focus, therefore, was quite properly on Nee and Bran, who
grinned like children asthey cameto me.

| glanced up at the balcony, and aruffle of drums brought the quiet tide of murmuringsto a cease. Then
an extravagant cascade of sound from dl the instruments of the air, flutes to greethorns, announced the
ancient promenade, and all took their places to perform the dance that their ancestors had
toed-and-hedled through hundreds of years before.

Backs straight, heads high, fingertips meeting in an archway under which the honored two proceeded,
followed by everyone elsein order of rank.

So it began. By the end of the promenade | knew my ball was atriumph. | breathed the heady wine of
success and understood why famous hosts of the past had secreted knowledge of their artists, sometimes
hiring them exclusively so that no one could reproduce the particular magic that so much skill had



wrought.

For atime the focus was equaly on me as| made my way round the perimeter and accepted the
compliments of the guests. But gradually they turned to one another, or to the entertainment, and |
remained on the perimeter and thus faded into the background.

Or attempted to, anyway. For as| moved away from agroup of young ladies bent on dancing, |
suddenly found myself face-to-face with Flauvic. Could | possibly have overlooked him?

Not likely. He was magnificent in black, white, and gold, the candlelight making ablaze of hishair. His
eyeswere brilliant, their expression hard to read, but | sensed akind of intensity in him when he bowed
over my hand. "Beautifully done" he said with an degant lift of hishand.

"It was your suggestion,” | reminded him—knowing full well he didn't need to be reminded.
"Y ou do grest credit to my poor idea," he returned, bowing dightly.
And because he did not move away, | invited him to stroll with me.

He agreed, and as we walked around the perimeter, he commented appreciatively—and
knowledgeably—on the fine details of my evocation of our shared past, until he was seen and claimed by
friends,

As| watched him walk away, | contemplated just how skillfully he had contrived his entrance. He had
managed, while saluting me as hogtess, to avoid paying honor to Bran and Nee. Onedways arrivesat a
ball before the guests of honor, unless one wishesto insult them. Great dramas had been enacted in the
past just thisway, but he'd dipped in so quietly, no one—except me, it seemed—knew that he had not
been there dl adong.

| watched him for atime, Spping a my wine. He moved deftly from group to group, managing to spesk
to just about every person. When | finished the wine, | set the glass down, deciding that Flauvic would
aways condtitute an enigma.

Redizing | ought to be circulating aswdll, | turned—and found mysdlf confronted by the Marquis of
Shevraeth.

"My dear Countess," he said with agrand bow. "Please bolster my declining prestige by joining mein this
dance."

Declining prestige? | thought, then out loud | said, "It'satar-telande. From back then."
"Which | sudied upon al last week," he sad, offering hisarm.

| took it and flushed right up to my pearl-lined headdress. Though we had spoken often, of late, at
various parties, thiswas the first time we had danced together since Savonas ball, my second night at
Athanardl. Aswe joined the circle | sneaked aglance at Elenet. She was dancing with one of the
ambassadors.

A sngp of drumsand alilting tweet caused everyone to take position, hands high, right foot pointed. The
musicians reeled out amerry tune to which we dipped and turned and stepped in patterns round one
another and those behind and beside us.



In between measures | stole looks at my partner, bracing for some annihilating comment about my red
face, but he seemed preoccupied as we paced our way through the dance. The Rensalaeuses, completely
separate from Rema na five hundred years before, had dressed differently, just asthey had spoken a
different language. In keeping, Shevraeth wore along tunic that was more like arobe, colored asky blue,
with black and white embroidery down the front and aong the wide deeves. It wasflattering to histall,
dender form. His hair wastied back with adiamond-and-nightstar clasp, and abluefire gem gdlittered in
hisear.

We turned and touched hands, and | redlized he had broken his reverie and was |ooking at me somewhat
quizzicaly. | had been caught staring.

| ssid with ascardessasmileas| could muster, "I'll wager you're the most comfortable of the men here
tonight.”

"Those tight waistcoats do look uncomfortable, but | rather like the baldrics," he said, surveying my
brother, whom the movement of the dance had placed just across from us.

At that moment Bran made awrong turn in the dance, paused to laugh at himsdlf, then hopped back into
position and went on. Perhaps emboldened by his heedless example, or inspired by the unusua yet
pleasing music, more of the people on the periphery who had obvioudy not had the time, or the money,
or the notion of learning the dances that went aong with the personas and the clothes, were moving out
tojoin. At first tentative, with nervoudy gripped fans and tense shoulders here and there betraying how
little accustomed to making public mistakes they were, the courtiers dowly relaxed.

After six or saven dances, when faces were flushed and fans plied in earnest, the first of my mime groups
came out to enact an old folktale. The guests willingly became an audience, dropping onto waiting
cushions.

And s0 the evening went. There was an atmosphere of expectation, of pleasure, of relaxed rules asthe
past joined the present, rendering both dightly unredl.

| did not dance again but once, and that with Savona, who inssted that | join Shevraeth and Elenet ina
set. Despite hisjoking remarks from time to time, the Marquis seemed more absent than merry, and
Elenet moved, as aways, with impervious serenity and reserve. Afterward the four of uswent our ways,
for Shevraeth did not dance again with Elenet.

| know, because | watched.

The two tones of white-change had rung when the scarf dances began.

To the muted thunder of drums the dancersran out, clad in hose and digphanous tunics of light gray, each
connected to the dancer behind him or her by ropes of intertwined gold and green. Glints of silver threads
woven into the floating, swirling tunics flashed like starlight, as well-muscled limbs moved with deliberate,
graceful rhythm in adifficult counterpoint to the drums.

Then, without warning, notes from asingle flute floated asif down on abreeze, and with aquick snap of
wrigts the dancers twitched the ropes into soaring, billowing squares of gauze.

A gasp from the watchers greeted the sudden change, as the gauzy materid rippled and arched and
curled through the air, expertly manipulated by the dancers until it seemed the scarves were dive and



another kind of dance atogether took place above the humans.

Then the dancers added finger cymbds, clinking and clashing in a syncopated beat that caused, | noted
as | looked about me, responsive swayings and nods and taps of feet.

Why this gift, o pilgrim, my pilgrim, Why this cup of water for me?
| give thee the ocean, stormy or tranquil, Endless and boundless as my love for thee...

Now it wastimefor the love songs, and first was the ancient Four Questions, sung in antiphony by the
women and the men, and then reversed. High voices and degp echoed down from the unseen gallery, as
the dancers below handed out smdler versions of the scarves and drew the guestsinto the dance.

... -why thisfirebrand for me?

Dancers, lovers, al turned and stepped and circled, connected only by the scarves which hid them, then
reved ed them, then bound them together asthey stepped in, his corner held high by the shoulder, hers
low at her waist.

...just so my love burneth for thee

Themusic, flawlessy performed, the dusive perfume on the scarves—all made the atmosphere fedl
charged with physical avareness. In the very center of al the dancers were Branaric and Nimiar, circling
round one another, their faces flushed and glowing, eyes ardent.

| scarcely recognized my own brother, who moved now with the unconscious ease that makesits own
kind of grace, and in adainty but provocatively ddliberate counterpoint danced Nee. It was she, and not
Bran, who—when the gauze was overhead, making akind of canopy that turned their profilesto
silhouettes—|eaned up to sted akiss. Then they separated, she casting alook over her shoulder at him
that was laughing and not laughing, and which caused him to spin suddenly and crush her in both arms,
just for amoment, as around them the others swirled and dipped and the gauzes rose and fell with
languorous grace.

As| watched, imagesflitted through my mind of little Ara, the girl I'd met last year who talked so cheerily
of twoing. And of Oria, and of the summer dances on our hills; and | redized, at last, how
emotion-parched | was and how ignorant of the mysteries of love.

| had seen ardency in men's eyes, but | had never felt it myself. As| watched, isolated but unable to turn
away, | suddenly wished that | could fed it. No, | did fed it, | redized. | did have the samefeding, only |
had masked it before as restlessness, or as the exhortation to action, or asanger. And | thought how
wonderful it would be to seethat spark now, in theright pair of eyes.

Looking away from the dancers, | glanced around the room—straight into Flauvic's coin-glinting gaze.
He continued to stare straight at me across the width of the ballroom, those large eyes haf closed, and a
pensve smileon his perfect lips.

After amoment he started toward me at a ddliberate pace.

And my firg reaction wasto panic.

| suppressed the urge to retresat, bolstering mysaf with the observation that he would never be so obvious



astotouch mein public.

Asif heread my mind his smile widened, just dightly, and when he was near enough to spesk he bowed,
hand on heart, and said, "1 make you my compliments, Meiara. A remarkable achievement.”

| did not ask what he meant.

For atime we stood there, watching the others, as the dancers wound about the floor in intersecting
circlesthat drew imperceptibly tighter.

"Do you think your danceswill become afad again?' he asked, still watching.

"Depends who asks for them to be played—if anyone does,” | said with ashrug. "Y ou dways could,” |
added. " Guaranteed, the latest rage.”

He laughed, one thin, well-made hand rising in the fencer's salute for a hit. Then he stepped close, till
without touching me, but I could smell the clean, astringent scent he used in hishair. "1 wish," he
murmured, "that you had been granted the right tutor.”

Tutor in what? | was not about to ask.

And then he was on hisway, bowing here, smiling there, acardessflick of the hand to athird. Moments
later he was gone.

Though few had seen him go, hisleaving seemed to condtitute akind of subtle sgnd, for dowly, aswhite
wore on, my guests dipped awvay, many of themin pairs. Elenet |eft with the Orbanith family, al but her

laughing.

The Rensdaeuses came dl three to thank me formally for a splendid—memorable—evening, and then
departed in agroup.

After they left, | felt tiredness pressing on my shoulders and eydlids; and though | stood there, back
sraight and smile steedy on my aching face, | longed for my bed.

Thelake bluelight of morning wasjust paling the eastern windows when the last guests departed and |
stepped wearily up to my rooms.

They werelit, and steaming listerblossom tea awaited. A surge of gratitude rosein me as | wondered
how many times Mora had summoned fresh teathat | might come back to this.

| sank down onto my cushions, wondering if I'd be able to get up again to undress and climb into my
bed. My hand clattered the cup and saucer as| poured—and then froze when | heard adight noise
come from my bedroom.

| froze, not breathing.

The tapestry gtirred, and then, looking two steps from death, Azmus came forward and sank down onto
his knees a pace away from me.

"They're going to war," he wheezed. "The Merindars. They're going to march on Rema na-city as soon as
thelast of their hirdingsarrive.



TWENTY
| HEARD AZMUSSWORDS, BUT ASYET THEY MADE NO sense.

So | held out my cup of tea. Hetook it carefully into histrembling fingers and downed it dmost a one
gulp. Then he gagped and blinked, and his eyes were noticeably clearer, though nothing could banish the
bruisdike smudges under them.

"Now," | prompted, pouring moreteafor him. "Tel meagan.”

"The Merindars," he said. "Forgive me, my lady. | have not |eft the saddle for nearly two days. Six
horses—" He paused to drink. "I dared not entrust a message to anyone. Six horses| ran near to death,
but I am here. After days and days of incrementa progress and extrapolation by inference, | had luck at
last and chanced to position myself to overhear a conversation between the Duke of Grumareth's valet
and a scout from Denlieff. The Marquise of Merindar, the Duke, and three of their supportersare dl
ranged at the border. Over the last severa months, 'volunteers have poured into two of the southern
garrisons. Those volunteers are mercenaries—at least the Marquise thinks they are mercenaries. They
areoldiersfrom Denlieff.”

"And they're going to march on us here?"
He nodded. "Taking each town asthey come. But that isnot all.”
"Wait. Do the Rensdlaeuses know? | can't believe they haven't been investigating any of this"

"I don't know how much they know," he said. "I did see some of their equerries, the ones| recognized,
but of course | never spoke to them, as you desired my investigations to remain secret.”

He paused to drink again. His voice was alittle stronger now. ™Y ou must redlize the Rensdaeus equerries
are constrained by the past. In the countryside, there are those who are dow to trust them because of the
ambivaent role that Shevragth was forced to play under Galdran. | might therefore have access to better
information.” He smiled faintly, despite cracked lips, then he durped down moretea. " So, to conclude,
they probably know about the pending attack. That kind of thing is hard to hideif you know what you
arelooking for. But there isafurther threat that no one knows, I'm sure, because | happened upon it only
by accident.”

"Speak,” | said, gripping my handstogether.

"Wagons of supplies,” he said, fighting back ahuge yawn that suddenly assailed him. "Had to hidein one.
Supposed to be paving stone for road-building, and there was some, but only athin layer. Under it—I
know the smell—cut and stacked kinthus."

"Kinthits?" | repeated. "They're harvesting kinthus as, what, pay for the mercenaries?’

He shook hishead, smiling bleskly. ™Y ou have never traveled beyond our borders, my lady. Y ou have no
idea how precious our rare woods are, for they are rare. Nowhere on thisworld is there anything like
our colorwoods, especidly the golden. What | overheard isthat the Merindars and their alies have
granted permission for the hired forces to take a given amount of colorwoods from Orbanith,
Dharcarad—and Tlanth—in trade for military aid.”



"But—the kinthus. Arethey going to plant it?' | tried to get my tired mind to comprehend what | was
hearing.

He shook his head, hisface blanching again. "No. They will burnit.”

Shock rang through my head as though someone had struck it. "Burn,” | repeated stupidly. "Burn
kinthus? In the woods? Then they must want to kill the Hill Folk! Isthat it?"

"Easest way to get the wood unmolested,” he said.

| glanced up, to find Morastanding, till as a statue, just insde the servants door. "My riding gear,” | said
to her. "And send someone to have the fastest and freshest mount saddled and ready. Please.” To Azmus
| said, "Y ou've got to go over to the Roya Wing and tell Shevraeth. Tell him everything. Either him or the
Prince and Princess. Only they can get an army raised here to meet those mercenaries.”

"What are you going to do?" Azmus murmured, risng dowly to hisfeet.

| was already tearing at my laces, beyond considering the proprieties. "To warn the Hill Folk, of course,”
| said. "Thereis no onewho knows how to find them as quickly as| do."

| dressed with reckless speed, tearing costly cloth and flinging jewelsto the floor of my room like so
many seed husks. As| dressed, Mora and a palace runner—who had suddenly appeared—discussed
the best route | ought to take. No pretense of secrecy. We al had to work for the good of Remal na—of
the Hill Folk. We all agreed that Orbanith waswhere | ought to go, for that was where the mountains
jutted east. They both felt that the dangers of riding the river road were not as pressing as the need for
gpeed. Also I'd be able to hire fresh horses at inns known to both; they told me their names, repesting
them so | would remember.

Then | threw together a saddlebag of money and clothing, and departed, to find the horse I'd ordered
waiting on the steps of the Residence Wing, held by aworried-looking stablehand. | knew without
speaking that somehow the word was spreading through the palace—at |east among the servants.

The bdlsof firgt-gold began ringing just as my horse dashed past the last houses of Remana-city. Soft
rain cooled my face, and the bracing wind hel ped revive me. | bent my head low and urged my mount to
stretch into a canter so fast it seemed we flew over the road.

Aswe splashed westward, | scanned ahead. If | saw any more than two riders, or anyone the least
suspicious looking, I'd ride dongside the road, much asit dowed me. Though | had asked for a short
saddle-sword, it was most mere decoration. | knew how little | could defend myself againgt trained
soldiers.

Occasondly therain lifted briefly, enough to enable me to see ahead when | topped the gentle rises that
undulated dong the road. And after atime | realized that though no suspicious riders were approaching,
for | had passed nothing but farmers and artisans going into the city, | was matching the pace of asingle
rider some distance before me. Twice, threetimes, | spotted the lone figure, cresting ahill just as| did.
No bright colors of livery, only an anonymous dark cloak.

A messenger from Flauvic? Who el se could it be? For Azmus would have reached the Roya Wing to
speak hisstory just as| set out. No one sent by the Renselaeuses could possibly be ahead of me.



Of coursetherider could be on some perfectly honest business affair that had nothing to do with the
terrible threat of warfare looming like thunderclouds over the land. This thought comforted mefor ahill or
two, until abrief ray of light danting down from between some clouds bathed the rider in light, striking a
cold gleam off asted helm.

Merchants runners did not wear helms. A messenger, then.

| rode on, squinting ahead despite a sudden downpour that severdly limited vighbility. It also dowed my
horse. Despite the paved road, the deep puddlesinterfered with speed and made the ride more of an
effort. When bellsrang over the hills, indicating the change from gold to green, both my horseand | were
wean,'.

The plan had been for me to halt at the Farjoon Anchor. My drooping horse could stop, | decided,
though whether or not | did would depend on what the rider ahead did.

Presently | crested ahill. Spread below mein alittle valley wasthe village I'd been told to look for. |
scanned the road ahead and saw the mysterious rider splash up the narrow lane into the village,
disgppearing among the small cluster of houses.

My mount trotted dowly down the hill and into the village. Theinn wasalong, low building in the center,
with an anchor painted on its swinging sgn. | hunched into my wet cloak, though no one could possibly
recognize me, and did off my steaming mount as stablehandsran to the bridle. "Fresh horse,” | said,
surprised at how husky my voice came out—and when my feet hit the mud, the world seemed to spin for
amoment.

Before | ate or drank | had to find out who that rider was. | stepped into the common room, scanning the
few people seated on cushions a the low, rough tables. They dl had gray, brown, or blue cloaks hung
behind them, or hats. No dark cloaks or helms. So | wandered farther inside and encountered ayoung
woman about my age.

"Hot punch? Stew?" she offered, wiping her hands on her apron.
"My companion camein just ahead of me. Wearing ahem. Where—"

"Oh! The other runner? Wanted a private room. Third down, that hal," she said cheerily. "What'll | bring
you?"

"I'll order inamoment.” The savory aromaof stew had woken my insdesfiercely, and | redlized that |
had not eaten a bite the entire day before.

Asl| trod down the hal, I made and discarded plausible excuses. When | reached the tapestry | decided
againgt spesking at dl. I'd just take aquick peek, and if the livery was Merindar, then I'd haveto hire
someone to ride back and warn the Rensel aeuses.

| pulled my soggy cloak up around my eyes, stuck out my gloved finger, and poked gently &t the edge of
the tapestry.

Remember the surmise | recorded on my arriva at the Resdence that day in early spring—that if anyone
were to know everyone's business, it would be the servants?

| glanced ingdeintimeto seeapde, familiar facejerk up.



And for along, amazing moment, there we were, Meliara and Shevraeth, mud-spattered and wet, just
likelast year, looking at one another in silence. Then | snatched my hand back, now thoroughly
embarrassed, and spun around intending retreat. But | moved too fast for my tired head and fell against
thewall, as once again the world lurched around me.

| heard thefaint metdlic ching of chain mail, and suddenly he wasthere, his hand gripping my arm.
Without spesking, he drew meinsde the barelittle parlor and pointed silently at a straw-stuffed cushion.
My legsfolded abruptly, and | plopped down.

"Azmus—" | croaked. "How could you—I sent him—"
"Drink." Shevraeth put amug into my hands. "Then we can talk."

Obediently | took asip, felt sweet coffee burn itsway pleasantly down my throat and push back the fog
threatening to enfold my brain. | took alonger draught, then sighed.

The Marquislooked back at me, hisface tense and tired, his eyes dark with an intengity that sent a
complexity of emotions chasing through melike darting Sarlings.

"How did you get ahead of me so fas?' | said. "I don't understand.”

Hiseyeswidened in surprise, asif held expected to hear anything but that. "How," he asked dowly, "did
you know | was here? We told no one when | was leaving, or my route, outside of two servants.”

"l didn't know you were here," | said. "'l sent Azmusto you. With the news. About the Merindars. Y ou
mean you aready knew?"

"Let usbacktrack alittle" he said, "if you will bear with my lamentable downess. | takeit, then, that you
were not riding thus speedily to join me?" With his old sardonic tone he added, "Because if you were,
your retreet just now is somewhat puzzling, you'l haveto admit.”

| said indignantly, "I peeked in because | thought you might be one of the Merindars, and if so, I'd send a
warning back to you. | mean, you if you were there. Does that make sense?' | frowned, shook my head,
then gulped down the rest of the coffee.

He smiled just dightly, but the intensity had not left his eyes.

The serving maid camein, carrying abowl! of food and some fresh bread. "Will you have some aswell?"
shesadtome.

"Mease," Shevraeth said before | could speak. "And more coffee” He waited until she went out, then
sad, "Now, begin again, please. What isit you're trying to tell me, and where are you going?'

"I'm going to Orbanith,” | said, and forced myself to look away from the steam curling up from the stew
at hiselbow. My mouth watered. | swalowed and turned my attention to pulling off my sodden gloves. "I
guess| amtrying to tell you what you aready seem to know—that the Merindars are going on the attack,
with hired mercenaries from Denlieff. But—why do you want meto tell you when you do aready know
al this?' | looked up from wringing out my gloves.

"l amtrying," he said with great care, "to ascertain what your placeisin the events about to transpire, and



to act accordingly. From whom did you get your information?”

The world seemed to lurch again, but thistime it was not my vision. A terrible sense of certainty pulled a
my heart and mind as| redized what he was Striving so heroicaly not to say—nevertheless, what he
meant.

Hethought | was on the other side.

Seen from an objective perspective, it was entirely possible that | was the phantom messenger from the
Merindars. After dl, last year I'd made atry for the crown. Since then, on the surface I'd been an
implacable enemy to Shevraeth—and even though that had changed, | had not given any sign of those
changes. Meanwhile | seemed to have suddenly acquired information that no one elsein Athanardl had.
Except for him.

And, probably, Flauvic.

| saw it now, the real reason why Hauvic had made the public gestures of friendship with me. What an
easy way to foster Shevragth's distrugt, to force him to divide his attentions! The most recent gesture
having been just measures ago a my ball.

The maid came in with another bowl and bread, then, and set them at my elbow, but | scarcely heeded
thefood. Now | couldn't eat. | couldn't even explain, because anything | gabbled out would seem mere
contrivance. Thefact was, | had refused dl dong any kind of straightforward communication with the
man now Sitting across from me, and too many liveswere at stake for him to risk being wrong.

Thered tragedy was that there were too many lives at stake in both races. And so even though | could
comprehend why | might end up asaprisoner, just like last year, | also knew that | would fight, as hard
as| was capable, to remain free.

| looked at him, sick and miserable.
"Tdl mewhere you got your information,” he said.

"Azmus. Our old spy." My lipswere numb, and | Sarted to shiver. Hugging my arms againgt my somach,
| said, "My reasons were partly stupid and partly well-meaning, but | sent him to find out what the
Marquise was after. She wrote me during winter—but you knew about that."

He nodded.

"And you even tried to warn me, though at thetime| saw it asathrest, because—well, because." | felt
too sick inside to go on about that. Drawing ashaky breath, | said, "And again. At her party, when she
took me into the conservatory. Shetried again to get meto join her. Said | hadn't kept my vows to Papa.
So | summoned Azmusto help me find out what to do. Theright thing. | know | can't proveit,” | finished
lamdy.

He pulled absently at the fingers of one glove, then looked down at it, and straightened it again.
Unnecessary movements from him were so rare, | wondered if he too was fighting for clear thought.

Helifted his gaze to me. "And now? Y ou were riding to the border?*

"No," | said. "To Orbanith."



Again he showed surprise.

"It'sthe other thing that Azmusfound out,” | said quickly. "I sent him to tell you as soon as| learned—but
theré's no way for you to know that'strue. | redizeit. Still, | did. | have to go because | know how to
reech the Hill Folk."

"TheHill Folk?'

"Yes" | sad, leaning forward. "Thekinthus. The Merindars have it sowed in wagons, and they're going
to burn it up-dope. Carried on thewinds, it can kill Hill Folk over afull day'sride, al a once. That's how
they're paying Denlieff, with our woods, not with money at al. They're breaking our Covenant! | have to
warnthe Hill Folk!"

"Orbanith. Why there, why thisroad?"
"Moraand the servants told me this was the fastest way to Orbanith.”
"Why did you not go north to Tlanth where you know the Hill Folk?'

| shook my head impatiently. "Y ou don't know them. Y ou can't know them. They don't have names, or if
they do, they don't tell them to us. They seem to be aware of each other's concerns, for if you see one,
then suddenly otherswill appear, dl silent. And if they act, it's at once. Some of the old songs say that
they walk in one another's dreams, which | think isa poetic way of saying they can speak mind to mind. |
don't know. | must get to the mountains to warn them, and the mountains that source the Plaum River are
the closest to Remalna-city."

"And no one dse knows of this?* he asked gently.

| shook my head dowly, unable to remove my gaze from hisface. "Azmus discovered it by accident.
Rode two daysto reach me. | did send him ..."

Therewas no point in saying it again. Either he believed me, and—I swallowed painfully—I'd given him
no particular reason to, or he didn't. Begging, pleading, arguing, ranting—none of them would make any
difference, except to make ahorrible situation worse.

| should have made amends from the beginning, and now it wastoo late.

Hetook adeep breath. | couldn't breathe, | just stared at him, waiting, fegling sweet trickle beneath my
aready soggy clothing.

Then he smiled alittle. "Brace up. We're not about to embark on adud to the death over the dishes.” He
paused, then said lightly, "Though most of our encounters until very recently have been unenviable
exchanges, you have never lied to me. Eat. Well leave before the next time-change, and part ways at the
crossroads.”

No "Youvenever lied before.” No "If | cantrust you." No warnings or hedgings. Hetook al the
respons bility—and the risk—himsdf. | didn't know why, and to thank him for believing me would just
embarrass us both. So | said nothing, but my eyes prickled. | looked down at my lap and busied mysdlf
with smoothing out my mud-gritty, wet gloves.



"Why don't you set aside that cloak and eat something?'

Hisvoice wasflat. | redized he probably felt even nastier about the situation than | did. | heard the
scrape of abowl on the table and the clink of a spoon. The ordinary sounds restored me somehow, and |
untied my cloak and shrugged it off. At once aweight that seemed greater than my own left me. | made a
surreptitious swipe a my eyes, straightened my shoulders, and did my best to assume nonchalance as|

picked up my spoon.
After ashort time, he said, "Don't you have any questionsfor me?”

| glanced up, my spoon poised midway between my bowl and my mouth. "Of course,” | said. "But |
thought—" | started to wave my hand, redlizing too late it till held the spoon, and winced as stew
spattered down the table. Somehow the ridiculousness of it released some of thetenson. As| mopped at
the messwith a corner of my cloak, | said, "Wdll, it doesn't matter what | thought. So you knew about

theplot dl dong?

"Pretty much from the beginning, though thetiming is new. | surmised they would make their movein the
fal, but something seemsto have precipitated action. My first warning was from Elenet, who had found
out agreat dedl from the Duke's servants. That was her redl reason for coming to Court, to tell me
hersdf."

"What about Hauvic?'

"It would appear,” he said carefully, "that he disassociated with this plan of his mother's.”

"Wasthat the argument he dluded to?"

Hedid not ask when. " Perhgps. Though that might have been for effect. | can believeit only becauseitis
uncharacterigtic for him to lend himsalf to so supid and clumsy aplan.”

"Finesse," | drawled in a parody of acourtier'svoice. "Hed want finesse, and to make everyone else
look foolish."

Shevraeth smiled dightly. "Am | to understand you were not favorably impressed with Lord Flauvic?!
"Asfar as|'m concerned, he and Fidmaare both thorns," | said, "though admittedly heisvery pretty to
look at. More so than his sour pickle of asister. Anyway, | hope you aren't trusting him asfar asyou can
lift amountain, because | wouldn't.”

"His house is being watched. He can't stir astep outside without half ariding being within earshot.”

"And he probably knowsit," | sad, grinning. "Last question, why are you riding alone? Wouldn't things
be more effective with your army?*

"I movefastest done" he said. "And my own people arein place, and have been for sometime.”
| thought of Nessaren—and the fact that | hadn't seen her around Athanarel for weeks.
"When | want them," he said, reaching into the pouch at hisbdlt, "1 will summon them with this™" And he

held up something that glowed blue briefly: the summons-stone | had seen so long ago. "Each riding has
one. At the appropriate moment, we will converge and, ah, convince the Marquise and her dliesto



accompany us back to Athanarel. It isthe best way of avoiding bloodshed.”
In the distance the time-change rang. "What about those Denlieff warriors?"' | asked.
"If their leaders are unable to give them orders, they will have to take ordersfrom me."

| thought about the implied threat, then shook my head. "I'm glad | have the easy job," | said. " Speaking
of which..."

He smiled. "Theresaroom adjacent. | suggest you change your clothesand ride dry for atime." Before|
could say anything, he rose, stepped to the tapestry, and summoned the maid.

Very soon | wasin the little bedroom, struggling out of my soggy clothing. It felt good to get into dry
things, though | knew | wouldn't be dry long. There was no hopefor my cloak, except to wring it out and
put it back on. But when | left the room, | found my cloak gone, and inits place along, black,
waterproof onethat | recognized at once.

With very mixed fedings| pulled it on, gathering it up in my arms so it wouldn't drag on the ground
behind me. Then | settled my hat on my head, and very soon | was on the road to the west.

TWENTY-ONE
| WASVERY GRATEFUL FOR THAT CLOAK BEFORE MY journey's end.

The wesather steadily turned worse. | forbore hiring horsesin favor of sturdy mountain ponies, on whose
broad backs| could doze alittle.

For | did not dare to stop. The driving rain and the deep mud made a swift pace impossible. Halting only
to change mounts and stuff some hasty bites of food into my mouth, | kept going, even in the dark, and
hired a glowglobe to carry with me as | neared the mountains.

The third morning | reached the foothills below Mount Toar. My road rounded ahigh cliff fromwhich |
could see the road to the south. On thisroad | descried along line of wagons trundling their way
inexorably toward the mountains. They were probably half aday'sjourney behind me—and | knew that
they wouldn't haveto go as high.

This sight was enough to kindle my tired body into renewed effort.

At the next inn, | mentioned the wagonsto afriendly stable-hand as| waited for my new mount. "Do you
know anything about them?"

The stablegirl gave me aquick grin. "Sure do,” she said cheerily. " Orders came straight from the Duke of
Grumareth himsdlf, I'm told. Those wagons arefull of paving stones for the castle up-mountain. Hat ‘em,
get inthe way, and you're dead. Too bad! We wouldn't mind pinching afew. Maybe next timethey'll
think of us. Ever seen such awet summer? Roads are like soup.”

| thanked her and left, my spirits dampening again. So much for rousing the locals to stop those wagons.
Of course they might be willing to fight for the Covenant despite the orders given the Duke's forces—but
what if these were not the right wagons? And even if they were, sending unarmed villagers against
warriorswould be adaughter. All | could think wasthat | had to solve this mysdif.



| bought some bread and cheese, and was soon on my way, eating as| rode. Very soontheran
returned, splashing down at adant. | pulled the edge of Shevraeth's cloak up onto my head and my hat
over it, then arranged the rest as akind of tent around me, peering through the thin opening to seethe
road ahead. Not that | had to look, except for the occasiona low branch, for the pony seemed to know
itsway.

Aswe climbed, the air got colder. But when the woods closed around me at last, | forgot about the
discomfort. | was breathing the scents of home again, the indefinable combination of loam and moss and
wood and fern that | had loved al my life.

And | sensed presence.

The woods were quiet, except for the tapping of raindrops on leaves and, once or twice, the sudden
crash and scamper of hidden animals breaking cover and retreating. No birds, no great beadts. Yet | felt
watchers.

And s0, tired as| was, | tipped back my head and began to sing.

At the best of times| don't have the kind of voice anyone would want to hear mangling their favorite
songs. Now my throat was dry and scratchy, but | did what | could, snging wordlesdy some of the old,
strange patterns, not quite melodies, that 1'd heard in my childhood. | sang my loudest, and at first echoes
rang off stones and trees and down into hollows. After atime my voice dropped to a husky squeak, but
asthelight bent west and turned golden, | heard arustle, and suddenly | was surrounded by Hill Folk,
more of them than | had ever seen at once before.

They did not spesk. Somewherein the distance | heard the bregthy, dightly sinister cry of areed pipe.

| began to talk, not knowing if they understood words, such as"Marquise’ and "mercenary,” or if they
somehow took the images from my thoughts. | told them about the Merindars, and Flauvic, and the
Rensdaeuses, ending with what Azmus had told me. | described the wagons on the road behind me. |
finaly exhorted them to go north and hide, and that we—Shevragth and his people and I—would first get
rid of the kinthus, then find away to keep the Covenart.

When | ran out of words, for along moment there was that eerie stillness, so soundlessyet full of
presence. Then they moved, their barky hides dappling with shadows, until they disappeared with a
rustling sound like wind through the trees.

| wasaoneagain, but | felt no sense of danger. My pony lifted her head and blinked at me. She hadn't
reacted at al to being surrounded by Hill Folk.

"All right," | said to her. "First thing, water. And then we have some wagonsto try to halt. Or | do. |
suppose your part will be to regppear at theinn as mute testimony to the falen heroine.”

We stopped at a stream. | drank deeply of the sweet, cold water and splashed my face until it was numb.
Then we gtarted on the long ride down. From time to time quick flutings of reed pipes echoed from peak
to peak, and from very far away, the rich chorda hum of the distant windharps answered. Somehow
these sounds lifted my spirits.

| remained cheery, too, asif the universe had dipped into akind of dream existence. | was by now far
beyond mere tiredness, so that nothing seemed red. Infact, until | topped arise and saw the twenty



wagons stretched out in aformidable line directly below me, the worst reaction | had to rain, to ssumbles,
to my burning eyes, was atendency to snicker.

The wagons sobered me.

| stayed where | was, squarely in the center of the muddy road, and waited for them to ascend my hill. |
had plenty of timeto count them, dl twenty, asthey rumbled dowly toward me, pulled by teams of
draught horses. When | caught the quick gleam of meta on the hill beyond them—the glint of an errant
ray of sun on helms and shiedlds—my heart started arapid tattoo insde my chest.

But | stayed where | was. Twenty wagons. If the unknown riders were reinforcements to the enemy, |
couldn't bein worsetrouble than | dready was. But if they weren't...

"Halt," | said, when the first wagon driver wasin earshot.
He'd already begun to pull up the horses, but | felt it sounded good to begin on an aggressive note.

"Out of theway," the man stting next to the driver bawled. Despite their both being clad in the rough
clothing of wagoneers, their bearing betrayed the fact that they were warriors.

That and the long swords lying between them on the bench.

"But your way lies back to the south.” | pointed.

The second driver in ling, afemae, even bigger and tougher looking than the leader, had dismounted. She
stood next to the first wagon, squinting up at me in adecidedly unfriendly manner. She and the leader
exchanged looks, then she said, "We have addivery to makein yon town."

"Theroad to the town liesthat way," | said, pointing behind me. "Y ou're heading straight for the
mountains. There's nothing up here.”

They both grinned. "That's amatter for us and not for you. Be about your business, citizen, or well have
to send you on your way."

"And you won' like the way we do the sending,” the woman added.
They both laughed nadtily.

| crossed my arms. ™Y ou can drop the paving stones hereif you wish, but you'll have to take the kinthus
back to Denlieff."

Their smiles disgppeared.

| glanced up—to see that the road behind the last wagon was empty. The mysterious helmed riders had
disappeared. What did that mean?

No timeto find ouit.

"Now, how did you know about that?* the man said, and thistime there was no mistaking the threat in his
voice. Helad hishand sgnificantly on hissword hilt.



"It'smy business, asyou said.” | tried my best to sound assured, waving my sodden arm airily in my best
Court mode.

The woman bowed with exaggerated politeness. "And who might you be, Y our Roya Highness?' she
asked loudly.

The leader, and the third and fourth driverswho had just joined the merry group, guffawed.
"l an MdiaraAdtiar, Countessof Tlanth,” | said.

Again the smilesdiminished, but not al the way. The leader eyed me speculatively for along bresth.
"Well, then, you seem to have had mighty good luck in the pagt, if haf the stories be true, but evenif they
are, what good's your luck against forty of us?'

"How do you know | don't have eighty-one armed soldiers waiting behind that rise over there?' | waved
my other hand vaguely mountainward.

They thought that wasrichly funny.

"Becauseif you did," the female said, "they'd be out here and we wouldn't be jawin'. Come on, Kess,
we've wasted enough time here. Let's shift her magjesty off our road and be on our way."

The man picked up his sword and vaulted down from hiswagon. | yanked my short sword free and
climbed down from my pony. When | reached the ground, the world swayed, and | staggered back
againg the animal, then righted mysdlf with an effort.

The man and woman stood before me, both with long swords gripped in big hands. They eyed me with
an odd mixture of threat and puzzlement that made that weird, dmost hysterica laughter bubble up ingde
my shaky innards. But | kept my lips shut and hefted my sword.

"Wdl?' the woman said to her leader.

They both looked at me again. | barely came up to the middle of the shortest one's chest, and my blade
was about haf the length and heft of theirs.

The man took adow swing a me, which | easily parried. His brows went up dightly; he swung again,
faster, and when | parried that he feinted toward my shoulder. Desperately, my heart now pounding in
my ears, | blocked the next strike and the next, but just barely. His blade whirled faster, harder, and that
block shook meright down to my heels. The man dropped his point and said, " You're the one that
whupped Galdran Merindar?"

Unbidden, Shevraeth's voice spoke insgde my head: "Y ou have never lied to me..." | thought desperatdly,
Better late than never! And for abrief moment | envisoned mysdf snarling Yes, ha ha! And | minced
fifty more like him, so you'd better run! Except it wasn't going to stop them; | could seeit in their eyes
and in the way the woman gripped her sword.

"No," | said. "He knocked me off my horse. But I'd taken an oath, so | had to do my best." | drew ina
shaky breath. "I know | can't fight forty of you, but I'm going to stand here and block you until you either
go away or my armsfall off, becausethis, too, isan oath | took."

The woman muttered something in their home language. Her stance, her tone, made it amost clear it was



"I don't likethis"

And he said something in ahard voice, his eyes narrowed. It had to mean "We have no choice. Better
her than us." And he took up aguard position again, his musclestightening.

My sweaty hand gripped my sword, and | raised it, gritting my teeth—

And there came the best of hooves on the ground. All three of uswent ill. Either thiswas
reinforcements for them, in which case | was about to become a prisoner—or aghost—or...

Blue and black and white tunicked riders thundered down through the trees toward the wagons. On the
other side of the road, another group rounded the rise, and within the space often heartbesats, the wagons
were surrounded by nine ridings of warriors, afull wing, al with lances pointed and swords at the ready.

One of them flashed agrin my way—Nessaren! Then my attention was claimed when the wing
commander trotted up, stopped, and bowed low over his horseswithers. ™Y our orders, my lady?'

Hewas utterly serious, but the impulse to dissolve into helplesslaughter was shaking my dready watery
ingdes. "These gentle people may unload their stones, and pile them neetly for thelocasto collect,” |
sad. "And then the drivers and their companions are yours. | think local villagers might be hired to drive
the cargo of the wagons to the sea. Brine-soaked kinthus won't hurt anyone and becomes mere wood.
Thewagons then might be offered to said villagers as partid payment.”

The wing commander bowed again, turned, and issued orders. | noted from the salutes that Nessaren
had risen in rank—she now gppeared to have three ridings under her.

Within avery short time, the prisoners were marched off in one direction and the wagons trundled dowly
in another, driven by warriors whose fellows had taken their horses reins.

All except for oneriding. Nessaren presented hersalf to me and said, "My lady, if it pleasesyou, | have
specific orders.

"And they are?'

"Y ou're to come with usto the nearest inn, where you are to deep for at least two candles. And then—"
| didn't even hear the "and then." Suddenly, very suddenly, it wasdl | could do to climb back onto my
pony. Nessaren saw this and, with agesture, got her group to surround me. In tight formation we rode
dowly back down the mountain....

And | dismounted ...

Andwakedinsgdetheinn...

| don't even remember faling onto the bed.

The next morning | awoke to find atray of hot food and drink awaiting me, and, even better, my wet
clothes from my saddlebag, now dry and fresh.

When | emerged from the room, | found the riding all waiting, their gear on and horses readly.



| turned to Nessaren. Until that moment | hadn't considered what it meant to have them with me. Wasit
possible | was a prisoner?

She bowed. "Were ready to ride, my lady, whenever you like."
"Ride?" | repested.

She grinned—all of them grinned. "We thought you'd want to get caught up on events as quick as could
be." Her eyeswent curioudy blank as she added, "If you wish, we can ride to the city. We're yoursto

An honor guard, then.
| rubbed my hands together. "And beleft out of the action?”

They laughed, obvioudy well pleased with my decision. In very short order we were flying esstward on
fast horses, scarcely dowed by alight rain. The roads down-mountain were good, and so we made
excellent progress. At the end of the day'sride, we halted on a hill, and Nessaren produced from her
saddlebag a summons-stone. Shelooked down at it, turning dowly inacircle until it gleamed abright
blue, and then she pointed to the north. We rode in that direction until we reached an inn, and next
morning she did the same thing.

That afternoon we rode into an armed camp. | glanced about at the orderly tents, the soldiersin battle
tunics of green and gold mixing fredy with those in the blue with the three white stars above the black
coronet. Aswe rode into the camp, sending mud flying everywhere, people stopped what they were
doing to watch. The closest ones bowed. | found this odd, for | hadn't even been bowed to by our own
warriors during our putative revolt. Attempting a Court curtsy from the back of ahorsewhilecladin
grubby, wet clothes and someone else's cloak didn't seemright, so | just smiled, and was glad when we
cameto ahdt before alarge tent.

Stablehands ran to the bridles and led the horses to a picket as Nessaren and | walked into the tent.
Insdewas akind of controlled pandemonium. Scribes and runners were everywhere that low tables and
cushionsweren't. Atop the tables lay maps and piles of papers, plus anumber of bags of coinage. Ina
corner was stacked asmall but deadly arsenal of very fine swords.

Seated in the midst of the chaos was Shevraeth, dressed in the green and gold of Remalna, with a
commander's plumed and coroneted helm on the table beside him. He appeared to be listening to five
people, al of whom were talking a once. One by one they received from him quick orders, and they
vanished in different directions. Then he saw us, and hisface rdlaxed dightly. Until that moment, | hadn't
redlized he was tense.

Meanwhile the rest of his people had taken note of our arrival, and dl were slent as he rose and came
around the table to stand before us. " Twenty wagons, Lady Meliara?' he said, one brow lifting.

| shrugged, fighting againgt acute embarrassment.

"Weve awager going." His neatly gloved hand indicated the othersin the tent. "How many, do you think,
would have been too many for you to take on single-handed?’

"My thinking wasthis" | said, trying to sound casud, though by then my facefdt asred asaglowing Fire
Stick. "Two of them could trounce me as easy as twenty wagons worth. The ideawasto talk them out



of trying. Luckily Nessaren and the rest of the wing arrived when they did, or | suspect | soon would
have been part of the road.”

Shevraeth's mouth was perfectly controlled, but his eyes gleamed with repressed laughter as he said,

"That won't do, my lady. | am very much afraid if you're going to continue to attempt heroic measures
you will have to make suitably heroic satements afterward—"

"If thereisan afterward,” | muttered, and someone in the avidly watching group choked on alaugh.
"—auch asarewritten in the finest of our histories.

"Huh," | said. "l guessI'll just have to memorize afew proper heroic bombasts, rhymed in three places,
for next time. And I'll dso remember to take ascribeto get it al down right.”

He laughed—they dl did. They laughed much harder than the weak joke warranted, and | redlized that
events had not been so easy here.

| unclasped his cloak and handed it over. "I'm sorry about the hem,” | said, feding suddenly shy. "Got a
bit muddy.”

He dung the cloak over one arm and gestured to awaiting cushion. " Something hot to drink?’

A young cadet came forward with atray and steaming coffee. | busied mysdlf choosing acup, sitting
down, and gtriving to reestablish within mysalf asemblance of normalcy. While | sipped at my coffee, one
by one the staff finished their chores and vanished through the tent flaps, until at last Shevragth and | were
aone.

Heturned to face me. "Questions?"

"Of course! What happened?’

He sat down across from me. "Took 'em by surprise” he said. "That part was easy enough. The worst of
it has been the aftermath.”

"Y ou captured the commanders, then. The Marquise and—"

"Her daughter, the two mercenary captains, the two sdllout garrison commanders, the Denlieff wing
commander, Barons Chaskar and Hurnaev, and Baroness Orgaliun, to be precise. Grumareth's nowhere
to be found; my guessisthat he got cold feet and scampered for home. If so, helll find some of my
peoplewaiting for him."

"So the Marquiseis a prisoner somewhere?’ | asked, enjoying theidea.

He grimaced. "No. She took poison. A congtitutiona inability to suffer reverses, gpparently. We didn't
find out until too late. Fidma," he added drily, "tried to give her shareto me."

"That must have been acharming scene."
"It took place at approximately the same time you were conversing with your forty wagoneers." He

smiled alittle. "Since then | have dispatched the real mercenaries homeward, unpaid, and sent some
people to make certain they get over the border. What they do in Denlieff istheir ruler's problem. Fidma



ison her way back—under guard—to Erev-li-Erva, where | expect shell become a permanent Imperia
Court leech. The Denlieff soldiersI'm keeping in garrison until the ambassador can squeeze an
appropriate trade agreement from his soon-to-be apol ogetic king and queen. The two sdlloutswe
executed, and | have trusted people combing through the rest to find out who was coerced and who not.”
"Haf will belying, of course"

"More. It'sabad business, and complete justice is probably a dream. But the word will get out, and |
hope it won't be so easy to raise such anumber again.”

| Sghed. "Then the Merindar threet is over.”

"I anceredly hope s0."

"Y ou do not sound convinced."

Hesad, "I confessI'll fed more convinced when the courier from Athanarel gets here.”
"Courier?'

"Arranged with my parents. Once aday, even if the word was 'no change.' Only she'slate.”

"How late?' | asked, thinking of a couple of measures, or maybe acandle, or eventwo. "Therain was
bad yesterday—"

"A day."

Warning prickled at the back of my neck. "Oh, but surely if there was a problem, someone would either
send arunner or comein person.”

"That's the most rational way to consider it," he agreed.

"And of course you sent someone to see if something happened to the expected courier? | mean
something ordinary, like the horse threw a shoe, or the courier fel and sprained her leg?’

He nodded. "I'll wait until the end of blue, and make a decision then.” He looked up. "In the meantime,
do you have any more questions for me?" His voice was uninflected, but the drawl was gone.

| knew that the time for the political discussion was past, for now, and that here at |ast were the persona
issuesthat had lain between usfor so long. | took a deep breath. "No questions. But | have apologiesto
make. | think, well, I know that | owe you some explanations. For things | said. And did. Stupid things."

Helifted ahand. "Before you proceed any further ..." He gave me arueful haf smile ashe started pulling
off hisgloves, onefinger at atime. When theleft one was off he said, " This might be one of the more
spectacular of my mistakes—" With alast tug, he pulled off theright, and | saw the glint of gold on his
hand.

Ashelaid aside the gloves and turned back to face me, | saw thering on hislittlest finger, agold ring
carved round with laurel leavesin aparticular pattern. And set in the middle was an ekirth that glittered
likeanightstar.



"That'smy ring,” | said, numb with shock.

"You had it made," hereplied. "But now it'smine."

| can't say that everything suddenly became clear to me, becauseit didn't. | redlized only that he wasthe
Unknown, and that | was both horrified and relieved. Suddenly there was too much to say, but nothing |
could say.

Asit turned out, | didn't havetotry. | looked up to see him smiling, and | redlized thet, asusua, held
been able to read my face easlly.

By then my blood was drumming in my earslike distant thunder.

"Itistime" hesaid, "to collect on my wager."

Hemoved dowly. Firgt, his hands diding round me and cool light-colored hair drifting against my cheek,
and then softly, so softly, the brush of lips against my brow, my eyes, and then my lips. Once, twice,
thrice, but no closer. The sensations—Ilike starfire—that glowed through me chased away from my head

all thoughts save one, to close that last distance between us.

| locked my fingers round his neck and pulled hisface again down to mine.

TWENTY-TWO
| DIDN'T WANT THAT KISSTO EVER STOP. HE DIDN'T seem to, either.

But after atime, | redlized the drumming sound | heard was not my heart, it was hoofbesats, and they
were getting louder.

We broke apart, and his breathing was as ragged as mine. We heard through the tent the guard stop the
courier, and the courier'sresponse, "But | have to report right away!"

A moment later the courier wasin the tent, muddy to the chin, and weaving as he tried to stand at
attention. "You said to returnif | found Keira, or if | saw anything amiss," he gasped out.

"And?' Shevraeth prompted.

"Streets are empty,” the courier said, knuckling hiseyes. | winced in sympathy. "Arrived ... second-gold.
Ought to have been full. No one out. Not adog or acat. No sign of Keira, either. Didn't try to speak to
anyone. Turned around, rode back asfast as| could.”

"Good. Y ou did the right thing. Go to the cook tent and get something to est. Y ou're off duty.”

The courier bowed and withdrew, staggering once.

Shevraeth looked grimly acrossthe tent at me. "Ready for aride?!

It waswell past sunset before we got away. All the details that couldn't be settled had to be delegated,

which meant explanations and dternative orders. But at last we were on the road, riding flat out for the
capital. Thewind and our speed made conversation under ashout impossible, so for along time we rode



indlence

It wasjust aswdll, leastwise for me. | really needed timeto think, and—so | figured—if my lifewas
destined to continue at such a headlong pace, | was going to have to learn to perform my cerebrations
while dashing back and forth cross-country at the galop.

Of coursemy initid thoughts went right back to that kiss, and for ashort time | thought wistfully about
how much I'd been missing. But | redlized that, though it was splendid in away nothing had been hitherto
and | hoped ther€d be plenty more—and soon—it didn't solve any of the puzzles whose pieces|'d only
recently begun to comprehend. If anything, it made things suddenly more difficult.

| wished that | had Neeto talk to, or better, Oria. Except what would be the use? Neither of them had
ever caused someoneto initiate acourtship by letter.

| sighed, glad for the gentle rain, and for the darkness, as| made mysdlf reconsider dl of my encounters
with Shevraeth—thistime from, asmuch as| was able, his perspective.

Thiswas not a pleasant exercise. By the time we stopped, sometime after white-change, to get fresh
horses and food and drink, | was fedling contrite and thoroughly miserable.

We stepped into the very innin which wed had our initid conversation; we passed the little room | had
stood outside of, and | shuddered. Now we had abigger one, but | was too tired to notice much beyond
comfortable cushions and warmth. As| sank down, | saw glowing rings around the candles and rubbed

my eyes

When | looked up at Shevraeth, it wasin timeto catch the end of one of those assessing glances. Then
he smiled, area smile of humor and tenderness.

"I knew it," he said. "l knew that by now you would have managed to see everything as your fault, and
you'd be drooping under the weight."

"Why did you doit?' | answered, too tired to even try to keep my balance. Someone set down atray of
hot chocolate, and | hiccuped, snorted in adeep breath, and with an attempt at the steadying influence of
laughter, added, "Near as| can see I've been about as pleasant to be around as an angry bee swarm."

"Attimes" heagreed. "But | take our wretched beginning as my own fault. | merdly wanted to intimidate
you—and through you, your brother—into withdrawing from the field. What amess you made of my
plans! Every singleday | had to re-form them. I'd get everyone and everything set on anew course, and
you'd manage to hare off and smash it to shards again, al with the best of motives, and actions as gallant
asever |'ve seen, from man or woman." He smiled, but | just groaned into my chocolate. "By thetime
redized | was going to haveto figure you into the plans, you were having none of me, or them. At the
same time, you managed to win everyone you encountered—save the Merindars—to your side."

"I understand about thewar. And | even understand why you had to cometo Tlanth.” | sighed. "But that
doesn't explain the letters.”

"I think | fell in love with you the day you stood before Galdran in the Throne Room, surrounded by what
you thought were enemies, and glared at him without atrace of fear. | knew it when you sat acrossfrom
me at your table in Tlanth and argued so passionately about the fairest way to disperse an army, with no
other motive besidestesting your theories. It lso became clear to me on that vigit that you showed one
faceto dl therest of the world, and another to me. But after you had been at Athanarel aweek, Russav



ingsted that my cause was not hopeless.”

"Savona? How did he know?'

The Marquis shook his head, "Y ou'd have to address that question to him."
| rubbed my eyesagain. "So hisflirtation was fdse"

"| asked him to make you popular,” Shevraeth admitted. "Though he will assure you that he found the
task thoroughly enjoyable. | wanted your experience of Court to be as easy aspossible. Y our brother
just shrugged off theinitia barbs and affronts, but | knew they'd day you. We did our best to protect you
from them, though your handling of the Situation with Tamara showed usthat you were very capable of
directing your own affairs”

"What about Elenet?' | asked, and winced, hating to sound like the kind of jealous person | admired
least. But theimage of that goldenwood throne had entered my mind and would not be banished.

Helooked dightly surprised. "What about her?"

" People—some people—put your names together. And,” | added firmly, "she/d make a good queen.
Better than "

Helifted hiscup, and | saw my ring gleaming on hisfinger. Hed worn that since he left Bran and Nee's
ball. Hed been wearing it, | thought, when we sat in this very inn and he went through that terrible inner
debate on whether or not | was atraitor.

| dropped my head and stared into my cup.

"Elenet," hesaid, "isan old friend. We grew up together and regard one another as brother and sster, a
comfortable arrangement since neither of us had siblings.”

| thought of that glance sheld given him when | spied on them in the Roya Wing courtyard. She hed
betrayed fedingsthat were not sisterly. But he hadn't seen that look because his heart lay otherwhere.

| pressed my lipstogether. She was worthy, but her love was not returned. Suddenly | understood why
she had been so guarded around me. The honorable course for me would be to keep to myself what |
had seen.

Shevraeth continued, " She spent her time with me as a mute warning to the Merindars, who had to know
that she cameto report on Grumareth's activities, and | didn't want them trying any kind of retdiation.
Sheredized that our socia proximity would cause gossip. That was inevitable. But she heeded it not; she
just wantsto return to Grumareth and resume guiding her lands to prosperity again." He paused, then
sad, "Asfor her qudity, it isundeniable. But | think the time has come for a different perspective, one
that isinnatein you. It isaproblem, | have cometo redlize, with our Court upbringing. No one, including
Elenet, hasthe gift you have of looking every person you encounter in the face and accepting the person
behind the status. We all were raised to see servants and merchants as facel ess as we pursued the high
grategy. I'm haf convinced thisis part of the reason why the kingdom ended up in the grip of the likes of
the Merindars"

| nodded, and for the first time comprehended what a relationship with him really meant for the rest of my
life. "The goldenwood throne," | said. "Inthe letter. | thought you had it ordered for, well, someonedse.”



Hissmilewas gone. "It doesn't yet exist. How could it? Though | intend for there to be one, for the duties
of ruling haveto begin asa partnership. Until the other night, I had no ideaiif | would win you or not."

"Winme" | repesated. "What a contest!"

He smiled, but continued. "' was beginning to know you through the letters, but in person you showed me
that same resentful face. Lifel That day you cameinto the acove looking for histories, | was Sitting there
writing to you. What acoil!"

For thefirst time | laughed, though it was somewhat painful.

"But | took the risk of mentioning the throne as a somewhat desperate attempt to bridge the two. When
you stopped writing and walked around for two dayslooking log, it wasthe very first sign that | had any

hope."

"Meanwhile you had dl thisto ded with." | waved westward, indicating the Marquise's plots.

"It wasadidraction," he said with some of hisold irony. | thought about myself showing up on histrail,
put there by servants who were—I redlized now—doing their very best to throw ustogether, but with
amost disastrous results. It was only hisown faith that saved that Stuation, afath | hadn't shared.

| looked at him, and again saw that ng glance. "The throne won't be ordered until you give the
word. Y ou need timeto decideif thisisthelife you want," he said. "Of dl thewomen | know you'vethe
least interest in rank for the sake of rank.”

"The direct result of growing up abarefoot countess,” | said, trying for lightness.

He smiled back, then took both my hands. "Which brings usto a piece of unpleasant newsthat | have not
known how to broach.”

"Unpleasant—oh, can't it wait?"' | exclamed.
"If youwish."
At once | scolded myself for cowardice. "And leave you with the burden? Tell me, if thetelling easesit.”

He made afaint grimace. "I don't know that anything can easeit, but it is something you wanted to know
and could not find out.”

| felt coldnessturn my bonesto water. "My mother?"

"Y our mother," he said dowly, still holding my hands, "apparently was learning sorcery. For the best of
motives—to help the kingdom, and to prevent war. She was selected by the Council of Magesto study
magic. Her books came from Erev-li-Erva. Apparently the Marquise found out when she was there to
establish Flauvic at the Court of the Empress. She sent a courier to apprise her brother.”

"And he had her killed." Now | could not stop the tears from burning my eyes, and they ran unheeded
down my cheeks. "And Papaknew about the magic. Which must be why he burned the books."

"And why he neglected your education, for he must have feared that you would inherit her potentia for



magic-learning. Anyway, | found the Marquise's | etter among Gadran'sthingslast yeear. | just did not
know how to tell you—how to find theright time, or place.

"And | could have found out last year, if I'd not run away." | took a deep, unsteady breath. "Well. Now |
know. Shal we get on with our task?'

"Areyou ready for another ride?"
"Of course.”

He kissed my hands, first one, then the other. | felt that thrill run through me, chasing away for now the
pain of grief, of regret.

"Then let's address the business before us. | hope and trust welll have the remainder of our livesto talk al
this over and compare misguided reactions, but for now..." He rose and pulled me to my feet. Still
holding on to my hands, he continued, "... shall we agree to afresh beginning?’

| squeezed his hands back. "Agreed.”

"Then let me hear my name from you, just once, before we proceed further. My name, not any of the
titles™

"Vidanric," | said, and he kissed me again, then laughed.
Soon we were racing Side by side cross-country again, on thelast leg of the journey to Remanaccity.

| now had fresh subjectsto think about, of course, but it isaways easier to contemplate how lucky oneis
than about past betraya and murde—and | knew my mother would want my happiness above anything.

Who can ever know what turnsthe spark into flame? Vidanric'sinitia interest in me might well have been
kindled by the fact that he saw my actions as courageous, but the subsequent discovery of passion, and
the companionship of mind that would sustain it, seemed asfull of mystery asit was of felicity. Asfor me,
| really believe the spark had been there all dong, but | had been too ignorant—and too afraid—to

recognizeit.

| was till thinking it al over as dawn gradually dissolved the shadows around us and the light
strengthened from blue to the peach of a perfect morning. There was no wind, yet the grasses and shrubs
in the distance rustled gently. Never near us, awaysin the distance either before or behind, asif asteady
succession of breezes rippled just ahead of us, converging on the capital. Again | sensed presence,
though there was nothing visible, so | convinced mysdif it wasjust my imagination.

We clattered into the streets of Remalna under abrilliant sky. The cobblestones were washed clean, the
roofs of the houses steamed gently. A glorious day, which should have brought everyone out not just for
market but to talk and walk and enjoy the clear air and sunshine.

But every window was shuttered, and we rode aone along the main streets. | sensed eyes on usfrom
behind the barriers of curtain, shutter, and door, and my hand drifted near the saddle-sword that | till
carried, poor as that might serve as aweagpon against whatever awaited us.

And yet nothing halted our progress, not even when we reached the gates of Athanarel.



It was Vidanric who spotted the reason why. | blinked, suddenly aware of aweird sSinging in my ears,
and shook my head, wishing I'd had more deep. Vidanric edged his mount near mine. Helifted hischin
and glanced up a the wall. My gaze followed his, and a pang of shock went through me when | saw the
white statues of guards standing as tiff as stone in the place where living beings ought to be.

We rode through the gates and the singing in my earsintensfied, ahigh, weird note. The edges of my
vison scintillated with rainbow sparks and glitters, and | kept trying—unsuccessfully—to blink it away.
Athanard was utterly ill. It waslike awinter's day, only there was no snow, just the bright glitter
overlaying the quiet greenery” and water, for even the fountains had stopped. Here and there more of the
snister white statues dotted the scene, people frozen mid-stride, or seated, or reaching to touch adoor.
A danger sense, more profound than any | had yet felt, gripped me. Beside me Vidanric rode with wary
tenson in his countenance, his gaze everywhere, watching, assessing.

We progressed into the great courtyard before the Royd Hall. The huge carved doors stood wide open,
the liveried servants who tended them frozen and white.

We dowed our mounts and stopped at the terraced steps. Vidanric's face was grim as he dismounted. In
slence we waked up the steps. | glanced at the door attendant, at her frozen white gaze focused beyond
me, and shuddered.

Inside, the Throne Room was empty save for three or four white statues.

No, not empty.

Aswewalked further indde, the sun-dazzle diminished, and in the danting rays of the west windowswe
saw the throne, its highlightsfirelined in gold and crimson.

Seated on it, dressed entirely in black, golden hair lit like ahao round his head, was Flauvic.

He smiled gently. "What took you so long, my dear cousin Vidanric?' he said.

TWENTY-THREE

COUSIN? | THOUGHT.

Vidanric sad, "Adminidrative details"

FHauvic made anironic half bow from his seat on the throne. "For which | thank you. Tiresome details.”
The metalic golden eyes swept indifferently over me, then he frowned dightly and looked again.
"Méliara Thisisasurprise; | took you for aservant.” Hisvoice was meant to sting.

So | grinned. "Y ou have an objection to honest work?"

Asazinger it wasn't much, but Hauvic gave me an gppreciative smile. "This," hewaved lazily a Vidanric,
"I hadn't foreseen. And it'sashame. I'd intended to waken you for some diversion, when things were

Settled.”

That slenced me.



"Y ou included sorcery among your studies at Court?" Vidanric asked.

Persond insults vanished as | redlized what it was my inner senses had been fighting against: magic, lots of
it, and not agood kind.

"l did,” Hauvic said, retching out his hands. " So much easier and neater than troubling onesalf with
tiresome dliesand brainless lackeys."

| Ssighed, redlizing how again hedd played his game by his own rules. HEd showed me that magic, and
though he had cdled it illuson, | ought to have let someone € se know.

"| take it you wish to forgo the exchange of niceties and proceed right to business," hewent on. "Very
wdll." Herosein afluid, eegant movement and stepped down from the dais to the nearest white Satue.
"Athanardl serves as aconvenient boundary. | have everyonein it under this stone-spell. | spent my time
at Mdiaras charming entertainment the other night ascertaining where everyone of remotest valueto you
would be the next day, and | have my people with each right now. Y ou have a choice before you.
Cooperate with me—obviating the need for tedious efforts that can be better employed el sewhere—or
else, one by one, they will suffer the same fate as our erstwhile friend here.”

He nodded at the statue, who, | redlized then, was the Duke of Grumareth. The man had been frozenin
the act of groveling or begging, if his stance was any indication. An ungppeding Sght, yet so very
characterigtic.

Flauvic suddenly produced aknife from his clothing and jabbed the point against the statue, which tipped
and shattered into rubble on the marblefloor.

"That will be anasty messwhen | do lift the spdll,” Hauvic went on, still smiling gently. "But then we won't
haveto seeit, will we?' He stopped, and et the horrifying implicationssink in.

The Prince and Princess. Savona. Tamara. Bran and Nee. Elenet. Good people and bad, silly and smart,
they would dl be hdplessvictims.

I'd left my sword in the saddle sheath, but | could il try. My heart crashed like athree-whedled cart on
astoneroad. | must try, | thought, as | stepped forward.

"Mdiara," Vidanric said quickly. He didn't ook at me, but kept his narrowed gaze on Hauvic. "Don't. He
knows how to usethat knife."

Flauvic's smile widened. "Observant of you," he murmured, saluting with the blade. "I worked so hard to
foster theimage of the scholarly recluse. When did you figure out that my mother's plans served as my
diverson?'

"As| waswaking in here" Vidanric replied just as politely. "Recent events having precluded the luxury
of timefor reflection.”

Flauvic looked pleased; any lesser villain would have smirked. He turned to me and, with amockingly
courteous gesture, said, "1 fault no one for ambition. If you wish, you may gracefully exit now and save
yourself some regrettably painful experience. | likeyou. Y our ignoranceisrefreshing, and your passons
amusing. For atime we could keep each other company.”

| opened my mouth, trying to find an insult cosmic enough to express my rgjection, but | redlized justin



time that resistance would only encourage him. He would enjoy my being angry and helpless, and | knew
then what he would not enjoy. "Unfortunatdy,” | said, striving to mimic Vidanric's most annoying Court
drawl, "1 find you boring."

Hisface didn't change, but | swear | saw just alittle color on those flawless cheeks. Then he dismissed
me from his attention and faced Vidanric again. "Well? There is much to be done, and very soon your
militialeaderswill be here clamoring for orders. Well need to begin as we mean to go on, which means
you must be the one to convince them of the exchange of kings." He smiled—acrud, cold, gloating
amile

Fauvic wasthoroughly enjoying it al. He obvioudy liked playing with his victims—which gave me anasty
little hint of what being his companion would belike.

My eyes burned with hot tears. Not for my own defest, for that merely concerned myself. Not even for
the unfairness. | wept in anger and grief for the terrible decision that Vidanric faced aone, with which |
could not help. Either he consigned al the Court to death and tried to fight against a sorcerer, or he

consigned the remainder of the kingdom to what would surely be a governance more dreadful than even
Gadran's had been.

Vidanric stood slently next to me, his head bowed alittle, his forehead creased with the intengity of his
thought. There was nothing | could do, elther for him or againgt hisadversary. | had from dl appearances
been dismissed, though | knew if | moved I'd either get the knife or the spell. So | remained where | was,
free at least to think.

Andtoligen.

Which was how | became aware of the soughing of the wind. No, it was not wind, for it was too steady
for that. But what else could it be? A faint sound asyet, like alow moan, not from any human voice. The
moan of the wind, or of—

| sucked in adeep breath. Time. | sensed that a diversion was needed, and luckily there was Flauvic's
penchant for play. So | snuffled back my tears and said in aquavering voice, "What'll happen to us?'

"Wdl, my dear Mdliara, that depends,”" Hauvic sad, with that hateful smile.
Was the sound louder?

"Maybe I'll change my mind,” | mumbled, and | fdt Vidanric's quick glance. But | didn't dareto look at
him. "Will you save Branaric and Nimiar from being smashed if I—" | couldn't say it, even to pretend.

Fauvic's gold-lit eyes narrowed. "Why the sudden affect of cowardice?!

The sound was now like muted drums, though it could be the rushing of my own blood in my ears. But
the scintillation had intengfied, and | felt atinglein my fet, the faintest vibration.

Fauvic looked up sharply, and the diversion, brief asit was, waslost. But it had been enough.
"Fortime" | said. "Look outsde.”

Hauvic shoved past usand ran in afew quick strides to the doors. Vidanric and | were a step behind.
Meeting our eyeswas the strangest Sight | believe ever witnessed at Athanardl: Standing in aring,



reaching both ways asfar as we could see, was what appeared at first glance to be trees. The scintillation
intheair had increased so much that the air had taken on the qudities of light in water, wavering and
gleaming. It was hard to see with any clarity, but even so it was obvious what had happened—what the
mysterious breezes just before dawn had been.

By the hundreds, from dl directions, the Hill Folk had cometo Athanardl.

Flauvic's mouth tightened to aline of white ashe stared a me. "Thisis your work!" And before| could
answer, his hand moved swiftly, gragoing my wrist. | tried to pull free—I heard Vidranric rip his blade out
of its sheath—then Flauvic yanked meto him with avicious twist so that my arm bent up behind me, and
my other was pinioned between our bodies. A hot line of pain pricked mejust under the ear: the knife.

With me squirming and struggling, Flauvic backed into the Throne Room again. "Tell them to vanish," he
said to Vidanric. "Or shedies”

"Don't doit—" | yelled, but the arm around me tightened and my breath whooshed out.
Hauvic backed steadily, right to the edge of the dais. Vidanric paced forward, sword in hand.

The moaning sound increased and became more distinct. The rubbing of wood against hollow wood
drums had dowly dtered into arhythmic tapping, the deliberate thunder of Hill Folk magic, a sound deep
with menace.

For amoment no one moved, or spoke. The thunder intensified.
"Tdl them now!" Hauvic yelled, hisvoice cracking.

And the pain in the side of my neck sent red shards across my vision; warmth trickled down my neck. |
gasped for bregth, then suddenly | wasfree, and | fell onto my hands and knees on the dais. The knife
clatered on the marble next to me.

| heard the sound of boot heels on stone, once, twice, and arms scooped me up as the ground trembled.

| flung my head back againgt Vidanric's chest in time to see Flauvic raise hisarms and cry a series of
strange words. A greenish glow appeared between his hands, then shot out toward us—but it diminished
before reaching us and evaporated like fog before the sun. The air between Flauvic and us now wavered,
and through it we saw Hawvic twist, hisarms still raised, his head thrown back and his golden hair
streaming down.

Loud cracks and booms shook the building, and with aflourish of bright light, Hauvic'slimbs grew and
hardened, reaching and branching. Down through the marble of the dai's, roots ramified from hisfeet. His
legs and body twisted and grew, magnificent with red and gold highlights. And with aresounding smash,
the branches above breached the high ceiling and sent mortar and stone and glassraining harmlesdy
down around us.

Abruptly the sound disappeared. Movement ceased. We remained where we were, looking up at agreat
goldenwood tree where once the throne had been.

Behind uswe heard a cough, and we both turned, me dizzily, to see one of the liveried door attendants
fal to her knees, sobbing for breaeth. A moment later shefdl full length into what appeared to be deep.
Her companion dumped down and snored. On the floor near the greet tree, the remains of the Duke of



Grumareth had turned into clear stones.

Beyond the doors, the street and the gates were empty. The Hill Folk had vanished as mysterioudly as
they had come.

A shuddering sigh of relief, not my own, brought my attention home and heartward. | shut my eyes,
amiling, and clung with al my strength to Vidanric askissesrained on my hair, my eyes, and

findlly—lingeringly—onmy lips

The dudl was over, and we had won.

AFTERWORD

ITHASTAKEN ME VERY NEARLY A YEAR TO WRITE down thisrecord. In fact, today is my
Name Day. As my adventures began on that day two years ago, it seems appropriate to end the story of
my lifethusfar onitsanniversary.

Will there be more adventures to write down? | don't know. Vidanric thinks | am the kind of person who
isdegtined to bein the midst of great events despite hersalf. Flauvic's mighty tree in the Throne Room is
slent testimony to how great events can overtake even the provincid denizensof asmal, unknown
kingdom like Remana. Word of thetree, and how it got there, certainly spread beyond our borders,
because visitorsfrom far beyond the empire have traveled here just to seeit.

Whoisto say if any among these observers have been the oneswho trained Flauvic in hismagic? The
Hill Folk do not easily takelives. Hauvic might well continue to grow there, dlent witnessto dl thet is
good and bad in government, for centuries. | suspect that the Hill Folk somehow know how to commune
with him, and it ismy fancy, anyway, that someday, should he suffer achange of heart, they will release
him.

Unless, of course, those mysterious sorcerers from whom he learned appear first, and we awaken one
morning to find the tree gone.

But that'sfor the future—generations ahead, | trust. What | need to finish up isthe past.

By thetime everyonein Athanarel, from the highest to the lowest status, had woken from the groggy
dumber they'd falen into when released from that spell, Vidanric and | had had a chance to comb
through Merindar House. We found very little of interest. The Marquise had taken her paperswith her,
and Fauvic apparently kept al his plotting in his head. What we did find were his magic books, which we
took away and locked safely in an archive.

After that, events progressed swiftly. On midsummer Branaric and Nimiar were married amid great
celebration. They withdrew to Tlanth soon after, leaving me behind to lay down the stones, one by one,
for anew life-path—one | wanted, one that gave me new thingsto learn every day. But fromtimeto
time, usudly when the wind rose, I would stop and ook westward and think about roaming freely over
my beloved mountains, hearing the distant windharps and reed pipes. I've promised mysdif that when |
have children, they will spend more than one summer up there, running barefoot through the ancient
mosses and dancing through soft summer nightsto the never-ending music of the Hill Folk.

But here | am again, looking ahead.



Except thereislittle enough left to tell. At least, no events of greet import, save one, which | will cometo
anon. The days passed swiftly in aseries of little happinesses, each forging abright link in the living chain
with which Vidanric and | bound ourselvesinto a partnership. One can imagine how many nights were
needed to talk through, until dawn, to lay to rest all the shadows of past misunderstanding. And of course
the business of government had to be carried on, for no longer were our lives our own.

There were no more thronesin the Royd Hall, not with that awe-inspiring monument to what can happen
when ambition goes astray. We sit on cushions, as do our petitioners—and the Court, whichin turn
caused an dteration in Court fashions. In fact, thereisless congraint of formality—aloosening of masks,
and a corresponding increase in laughter—which Vidanric ing sts has been like afresh breeze blowing
through the ancient buildings, and which he attributes directly to my influence.

Perhaps. | fill wander sometimes from room to room in the Roya Wing here and think back on the days
when | dept in the kitchen of our crumbling old castle a Erkan-Adtiar, wearing my single suit of clothes,
and | marvel at how far my life has come—and wonder where it might yet lead.

Thereisleft totell only that on New Y ear's Day was Vidanric's and my wedding, and the coronation. |
don't need to describe those because the hera ds and scribes wrote them up exhaustively, right down to
the numbers and quality of jewels on each guest's clothing. Theritualsarelong, and old, and | felt like an
effigy most of that day. | still can't remember most of it. The resulting cel ebrations—amuch more
pleasant bus nessl—went on for amonth, after which the Prince and Princess withdrew to Rensdlaeus, to
take up once again the quiet threads of their own lives.

And so | cometo the end of my tale. | look through my window at the early buds of spring and think of
placing thislittle book on the shelf here with al the other memoirs of queensand kings past. Who'is
reading my words now? Are you a great-granddaughter many years ahead of me? Ought | to offer you
advice? Somehow it doesn't seem appropriate to detail for you how to properly go about organizing a
revolt—and likewise it ssemskind of slly to exhort you to look; if you should suddenly start receiving
mysterious letters of courtship, for possible inkstains on the fingers of the fellow you quarrel with the
mog.

So let me end with the wish that you find the same kind of happiness, and laughter, and love, that | have
found, and that you have the wisdom to make them last.



