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Praise for Book One of the Codex Alera
Furies of Calderon

“Jim Butcher’s..navel is epic fantasy in the best way, inspired by
Tolkien, but not just another imiration. Like Tolkien, Butcher’s book
understands thar even the greatest of stories can be guided by the small-

est of people."—New York Times bestselling author Simon R. Green

“A real page-turner, with the classic plor of a kingdom threatened by
both an outside invader and internal treachery enlivened by an abun-
dance of original details and sheer storytelling gusto...A promising

series-launcher.™—Buoklist

“Filled with plot twists and whire-knuckled suspense, this is a ripping
good yarn that delivers rerrific magic and nonstop action. A page-
turner all the way."—Deborah Chester, national bestselling author lof
The King Betrayed

*A stay-up-all-night-till-you-finish-ic book, Furies of Calderon.is a mar-

velous read:"—Patricia Briggs, author of Raven’s Shadow

“Butcher has created a fascinating world and magic system, and peapled
it with some truly engaging characrers—and intriguing hints of 4 L1700 E—
Destiny...the start of a promising series.”—Locuts \

“With'strong, likable characters and a graceful storyrelling style, this'

series debut should appeal to fans of epic fantasy.”—Library Jowmnal

*Absorbing fantasy...Butcher does a thorough job of world-building, to
say nothing of developing his action scenes with an abundance of con-

vinging derail. This page-turner bodes well for future volumes.” T

— Publishers Weekly I Y
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In Furies of Calderon, bestselling author Jim
Butcher introduced readers to a world where the
forces of nature take physical form. But it is
human nature that threatens to throw the realm
into chaos. .. |

For centuries, the people of Alera have har-
- nessed the furies—elementals of earth, air,
fire, water, wood, and metal—to protect their
land from aggressors. But no fury can save
them from the dangers they face within...

In Alera Imperia, the capital of the realm, the
young man Tavi secretly trains to become one
of the First Lord’s spies while also suffering
through rigorous academic studies and fulfill-
ing his duties as a page. But his heaviest bur-
den is his inability to control the furies, which
makes Tavi especially vulnerable at the worst
possible moment....

A mysterious attack from across the sea weak-
ens the First Lord. Should he fall, a bloody
civil war is inevitable. Tavi must fend off
assassination attempts and treachery within
the First Lord’s circle of spies, while somehow
maintaining the illusion that all is well.

And in the Calderon Valley, an ancient men-
ace has risen from a long slumber and is head-
ing straight for the heart of Alera and the one
who awakened it: Tavi. Amid the advance of
bloodthirsty creatures, warring factions, and
swirling furies, Tavi and his friends face the
greatest threats Alera has ever known...
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o0+ PROLOGUE

If the beginning of wisdom is in realizing that one knows nothing, then the
beginning of understanding is in realizing that all things exist in accord
with a single truth: large things are made of smaller things.

Drops of ink are shaped into letters, letters form words, words form
sentences, and sentences combine to express thought. So it is with the
growth of plants that spring from seeds, as well as with walls built of many
stones. So it is with mankind, as the customs and traditions of our progen-
itors blend together to form the foundation for our own cities, history, and
way of life.

Be they dead stone, living flesh, or rolling sea; be they idle times or
events of world-shattering proportion, market days, or desperate battles, to
this law, all things hold:

Large things are made from small things.

Significance is cumulative—Dbut not always obvious.

FROM THE WRITINGS OF GAIUS SECONDUS,
FIrRsT LORD OF ALERA

Wind howled over the rolling, sparsely wooded hills of the lands in the care
of the Marat, the One-and-Many people. Hard, coarse flecks of snow fled
before it, and though the One rode high in the sky, the overcast hid his face.

Kitai began to feel cold for the first time since spring. She turned to
squint behind her, shielding her eyes from the sleet with one hand. She
wore a brief cloth about her hips, a belt to hold her knife and hunting
pouch, and nothing else. Wind threw her thick white hair around her face,
its color blending with the driving snow.

“Hurry up!” she called.

There was a deep-chested snort, and a massive form paced into sight.
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Walker the gargant was an enormous beast, even of its kind, and its shoulders
stood nearly the height of two men above the earth. His shaggy winter coat
had already come in thick and black, and he paid no notice to the snow. His
claws, each larger than an Aleran saber, dug into the frozen earth without
difficulty or hurry. ,

Kitai’s father, Doroga, sat upon the gargant’s back, swaying casually
upon the woven saddlecloth. He was dressed in a loincloth and a faded red
Aleran tunic. Doroga’s chest, arms, and shoulders were so laden with mus-
cle that he had been obliged to tear the sleeves from the red tunic—but as it
had been a gift, and discarding it would be impolite, he had braided a rope
from the sleeves and bound it across his forehead, tying back his own pale
hair. “We must hurry, since the valley is running from us. I see. Maybe
we should have stayed downwind.”

“You are not as amusing as you think you are,” Kitai said, glowering at
her father’s teasing.

Doroga smiled, the expression emphasizing the lines in his broad, square
features. He took hold of Walker’s saddle rope and swung down to the ground
with a grace that belied his sheer size. He slapped his hand against the gar-
gant’s front leg, and Walker settled down amicably, placidly chewing cud.

Kitai turned and walked forward, into the wind, and though he made no
sound, she knew her father followed close behind her.

A few moments later, they reached the edge of a cliff that dropped
abruptly into open space. The snow prevented her from seeing the whole of
the valley below, but for the lulls between gusts, when she could see all the
way to the bottom of the cliff below them.

“Look,” she said.

Doroga stepped up beside her, absently slipping one vast arm around
her shoulders. Kitai would never have let her father see her shiver, not at a
mere autumn sleet, but she leaned against him, silently grateful for his
warmth. She watched as her father peered down, waiting for a lull in the
wind to let him see the place the Alerans called the Wax Forest.

Kitai closed her eyes, remembering the place. The dead trees were
coated in the croach, a thick, gelatinous substance layered over and over it-
self so that it looked like the One had coated it all in the wax of many can-
dles. The croach had covered everything in the valley, including the ground
and a sizeable portion of the valley walls. Here and there, birds and animals
had been sealed into the croach, where, still alive, they lay unmoving until
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they softened and dissolved like meat boiled over a low fire. Pale things the
size of wild dogs, translucent, spiderlike creatures with many legs once laid
quietly in the croach, nearly invisible, while others prowled the forest floor,
silent and swift and alien.

Kitai shivered at the memory, then forced herself to stillness again, bit-
ing her lip. She glanced up at her father, but he pretended not to have no-
ticed, staring down.

The valley below had never in her people’s memory taken on snow. The
entire place had been warm to the touch, even in winter, as though the
croach itself was some kind of massive beast, the heat of its body filling
the air around it.

Now the Wax Forest stood covered in ice and rot. The old, dead trees
were coated in something that looked like brown and sickly tar. The ground
lay frozen, though here and there, other patches of rotten croach could be
seen. Several of the trees had fallen. And in the center of the Forest, the hol-
low mound lay collapsed and dissolved into corruption, the stench strong
enough to carry even to Kitai and her father.

Doroga was still for a moment before he said, “We should go down. Find
out what happened.”

“I have,” Kitai said.

Her father frowned. “That was foolish to do alone.”

“Of the three of us here, which has gone down and come back alive
again the most often?”

Doroga grunted out a laugh, glancing down at her with warmth and af-
fection in his dark eyes. “Maybe you are not mistaken.” The smile faded,
and the wind and sleet hid the valley again. “What did you find?”

“Dead keepers,” she replied. “Dead croach. Not warm. Not moving. The
keepers were empty husks. The croach breaks into ash at a touch.” She
licked her lips. “And something else.”

“What?”

“Tracks,” she said in a quiet voice. “Leading away from the far side.
Leading west.”

Doroga grunted. “What tracks?”

Kitai shook her head. “They were not fresh. Perhaps Marat or Aleran. I
found more dead keepers along the way. As if they were marching and dying
one by one.”

“The creature,” Doroga rumbled. “Moving toward the Alerans.”
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Kitai nodded, her expression troubled.

Doroga looked at her, and said, “What else?”

“His satchel. The pack the valleyboy lost in the Wax Forest during our
race. | found it on the trail beside the last of the dead spiders, his scent still
on it. Rain came. [ lost the trail.”

Doroga’s expression darkened. “We will tell the master of the Calderon
Valley. It may be nothing.”

“Or it may not. I will go,” Kitai said.

“No,” Doroga said.

“But father—"

“No,” he repeated, his voice harder.

“What if it is looking for him?”

Her father remained quiet for a time, before he said, “Your Aleran is
clever. Swift. He is able to take care of himself.”

Kitai scowled. “He is small. And foolish. And irritating.”

“Brave. Selfless.”

“Weak. And without even the sorcery of his people.”

“He saved your life,” Doroga said.

Kitai felt her scowl deepen. “Yes. He is irritating.”

Doroga smiled. “Even lions begin life as cubs.”

“I could break him in half,” Kitai growled.

“For now, perhaps.”

“T despise him.”

“For now, perhaps.”

“He had no right.”

Doroga shook his head. “He had no more say in it than you.”

Kitai folded her arms, and said, “I hate him.”

“So you want someone to warn him. I see.”

Kitai flushed, heat touching her cheeks and throat.

Her father pretended not to notice. “What is done is done,” he rumbled.
He turned to her and cupped her cheek in one vast hand. He tilted his head
for a moment, studying her. “I like his eyes on you. Like emerald. Like new
grass.”

Kitai felt her eyes begin to tear. She closed them and kissed her father’s
hand. “I wanted a horse.”

Doroga let out a rumbling laugh. “Your mother wanted a lion. She got a
fox. She did not regret it.”
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“I want it to go away.”

Doroga lowered his hand. He turned back toward Walker, keeping his
arm around Kitai. “It won’t. You should Watch.”

“I do not wish to.”

“It is the way of our people,” Doroga said.

“I do not wish to.”

“Stubborn whelp. You will remain here until some sense soaks into your
skull.”

“I am not a whelp, father.”

“You act like one. You will remain with the Sabot-ha.” They reached
Wialker, and he tossed her halfway up the saddle rope without effort.

Kitai clambered up to Walker’s broad back. “But father—"

“No, Kitai.” He climbed up behind her, and clucked to Walker. The gar-
gant placidly rose and began back the way they had come. “You are forbid-
den to go. It is done.”

Kitai rode silently behind her father, but sat looking back to the west,
her troubled face to the wind.

Miles’s old wound pained him as he trudged down the long spiral staircase
into the depths of the earth below the First Lord’s palace, but he ignored it.
The steady, smoldering throb from his left knee was of little more concern
to him than the aching of his tired feet or the stretching soreness of weary
muscles in his shoulders and arms after a day of hard drilling. He ignored
them, his face as plain and remote as the worn hilt of the sword at his belt.

None of the discomfort he felt disturbed him nearly as much as the
prospect of the conversation he was about to have with the most powerful
man in the world.

Miles reached the antechamber at the bottom of the stairs and regarded
his distorted reflection in a polished shield that hung upon the wall. He
straightened the hem of his red-and-blue surcoat, the colors of the Royal
Guard, and raked his fingers through his mussed hair.

A boy sat on the bench beside the closed door. He was a lanky, gangling
youth, a young man who had come to his growth but recently, and the hems
of his breeches and sleeves both rode up too far, exposing his wrists and
ankles. A mop of dark hair fell over his face, and an open book sat upon his
lap, one finger still pointed at a line of text though the boy was clearly
asleep.
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Miles paused, and murmured, “Academ.”

He jerked in his sleep, and the book fell from his lap and to the floor.
The boy sat up, blinking his eyes, and stammered, “Yes, sire, what, uh, yes
sire. Sire?”

Miles put a hand on the boy’s shoulder before he could rise. “Easy, easy.
Finals coming up, eh?”

The boy flushed and ducked his head as he leaned down to recover the
book. “Yes, Sir Miles. I haven’t had much time for sleep.”

“I remember,” he said. “Is he still inside?”

The boy nodded again. “As far as I know, sir. Would you like me to an-
nounce you?”

“Please.”

The boy rose, brushing at his wrinkled grey academ’s tunic, and bowed.
Then he knocked gently on the door and opened it.

“Sire?” the boy said. “Sir Miles to see you.”

There was a long pause, then a gentle male voice responded, “Thank
you, Academ. Send him in.”

Miles walked into the First Lord’s meditation chamber, and the boy shut
the soundproof door behind him. Miles lowered himself to one knee and
bowed his head, waiting for the First Lord to acknowledge him.

Gaius Sextus, First Lord of Alera, stood in the center of the tiled floor.
He was a tall man with a stern face and tired eyes. Though his skills at wa-
tercrafting caused him to resemble a man only in his fifth decade of life,
Miles knew that he was twice that age. His hair, once dark and lustrous, had
become even more heavily sown with grey in the past year.

On the tiles beneath Gaius, colors swirled and changed, patterns form-
ing and vanishing again, constantly shifting. Miles recognized a portion of
the southern coastline of Alera, near Parcia, which remained in place for a
moment before resolving into a section of mountainous wilderness that
could only have been in the far north, near the Shieldwall.

Gaius shook his head and passed his hand through the air before him,
murmuring, “Enough.” The colors faded away completely, the tiles reverting
to their usual dull, stationary colors. Gaius turned and sank down into a chair
against the wall with a slow exhalation. “You're up late tonight, Captain.”

Miles rose. “I was in the Citadel and wanted to pay my respects, sire.”

Gaius'’s greying brows rose. “You walked down five hundred stairs to pay
your respects.”
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“I didn't count them, sire.”

“And if I am not mistaken, you are to inspect the new Legion’s com-
mand at dawn. You'll get little sleep.”

“Indeed. Almost as little as you will, my lord.”

“Ah,” Gaius said. He reached out and took up a glass of wine from the
bureau beside his chair. “Miles, you're a soldier, not a diplomat. Speak your
mind.”

Miles let out a slow breath and nodded. “Thank you. You aren’t getting
enough sleep, Sextus. You're going to look like something the gargant shat
for the opening ceremonies of Wintersend. You need to get to bed.”

The First Lord waved one hand. “Presently, perhaps.”

“No, Sextus. You're not going to wave this off. You've been here every night
for three weeks, and it shows. You need a warm bed, a soft woman, and rest.”

“Unfortunately, I'm likely to have none of the three.”

“Balls,” Miles said. He folded his arms and planted his feet. “You're the
First Lord of Alera. You can have anything you want.”

Gaius’s eyes flickered with a shadow of surprise and anger. “My bed is
unlikely to be warm so long as Caria is in it, Miles. You know how things
stand between us.”

“What did you expect? You married a bloody child, Sextus. She expected
to live out an epic romance, and she found herself with a dried-up old spider
of a politician instead.”

Gaius’s mouth tightened, the anger in his eyes growing more plain. The
stone floor of the chamber rippled, the tremor making the table beside the
chair rattle. “How dare you speak so to me, Captain?”

“You ordered me to, my lord. But before you dismiss me, consider. If
wasn't in the right, would it have angered you as much as it did? If you
weren't so tired, would you have revealed your anger so obviously?”

The floor quieted, and Gaius'’s regard grew more weary, less angered.
Miles felt a stab of disappointment. Once upon a time, the First Lord would
not have surrendered to fatigue so easily.

Gaius took another sip of wine, and said, “What would you have me do,
Miles? Tell me that.”

“Bed,” Miles said. “A woman. Sleep. Festival begins in four days.”

“Caria isn't leaving her door open to me.”

“Then take a concubine,” Miles said. “Blight it, Sextus, you need to re-
lax and the Realm needs an heir.”
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The First Lord grimaced. “No. I may have ill-used Caria, but I'll not
shame her by taking another lover.”

“Then lace her wine with aphrodin and split her like a bloody plow,
man.”

“I didn’t realize you were such a romantic, Miles.”

The soldier snorted. “Youre so tense that the air crackles when you
move. Fires jump up to twice their size when you walk through the room.
Every fury in the capital feels it, and the last thing you want is for the High
Lords arriving for Wintersend to know you're worried.”

Gaius frowned. He stared down at his wine for a moment, before he
said, “The dreams have come again, Miles.”

Worry struck Miles like a physical blow, but he kept it from his face as
best he could. “Dreams. You're not a child to fear a dream, Sextus.”

“These are more than mere nightmares. Doom is coming to Winters-
end.”

Miles forced a note of scorn into his voice. “You're a fortune-teller now,
sire, foreseeing death?”

“Not necessarily death,” Gaius said. “I use the old word. Doom. Fate.
Wyrd. Destiny rushes toward us with Wintersend, and I cannot see what is
beyond it.”

“There is no destiny,” Miles stated. “The dreams came two years ago,
and no disaster destroyed the Realm.”

“Because of one obstinate apprentice shepherd and the courage of those
holders. It was a near thing. But if destiny doesn't suit you, call it a desperate
hour,” Gaius said. “History is replete with them. Moments where the fate of
thousands hangs at balance, easily tipped one way or the next by the hands
and wills of those involved. It's coming. This Wintersend will lay down the
course of the Realm, and I'll be blighted if I can see how. But it’s coming,
Miles. It’s coming.”

“Then we'll deal with it,” Miles said. “But one thing at a time.”

“Exactly,” Gaius said. He rose from the chair and strode back onto the
mosaic tiles, beckoning Miles to come with him. “Let me show you.”

Miles frowned and watched as the First Lord passed his hand over the
tiles again. Miles sensed the whisper of subtle power flowing through the
tiles, furies from every corner of the Realm responding to the First Lord’s
will. From upon the tiles, he got the full effect of the furycrafted map, col-
ors rising up around him until it seemed that he stood like a giant over the
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ghostly image of the Citadel of Alera Imperia, capital of Alera itself. His bal-
ance wavered as the image blurred, speeding westward, to the rolling, rich
valley of the Amaranth Vale, and past it, over the Blackhills and to the coast.
The image intensified, resolving itself into an actual moving picture over the
sea, where vast waves rolled under the lashing of a vicious storm.

“There,” Gaius said. “The eighth hurricane this spring.”

After a hushed moment, Miles said, “It’s huge.”

“Yes. And this isn’t the worst of them. They keep making them bigger.”

Miles looked up at the First Lord sharply. “Someone is crafting these
storms?”

Gaius nodded. “The Canim ritualists, I believe. They've never exerted this
much power across the seas before. Ambassador Varg denies it, of course.”

“Lying dog,” Miles spat. “Why don’t you ask the High Lords on the coast
for assistance? With enough windcrafters, they should be able to blunt the
storms.”

“They already are helping,” Gaius said quietly. “Though they don’t know
it. I've been breaking the storm’s back and letting the High Lords protect
their own territory once it was manageable.”

“Then ask for further help,” Miles said. “Surely Riva or Placida could
lend windcrafters to the coastal cities.”

Gaius gestured, and the map blurred again, settling in the far north of
the Realm, along the solid, smooth stone of the Shieldwall. Miles frowned
and leaned down, looking closer. Leagues away from the wall, he could see
many figures moving, mostly veiled by clouds of finely powdered snow. He
started making a count and quickly realized the extent of the numbers
there. “The Icemen. But they've been quiet for years.”

“No longer,” Gaius said. “They are gathering their numbers. Antillus and
Phrygia have already fought off two assaults along the Shieldwall, and mat-
ters are only growing worse. The spring thaw was delayed long enough to
promise a sparse crop. That means the southerners will have the chance to
gouge the Shield cities for food, and with matters as tense as they are al-
ready, it could well trigger further unpleasantness.”

Miles’s frown deepened. “But if more storms strike the southerners, it
will ruin their crop.”

“Precisely,” Gaius said. “The northern cities would starve, and the south-
erners would be unprepared to face the Icemen that pour over the wall.”

“Could the Canim and the Icemen be working together?” Miles asked.
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“Great furies forbid,” Gaius said. “We must hope that it is merely coin-
cidence.”

Miles ground his teeth. “And meanwhile, Aquitaine makes sure every-
one hears that your incompetence is the cause of it all.”

Gaius half smiled. “Aquitaine is a rather pleasant, if dangerous oppo-
nent. He is generally straightforward. I am more concerned with Rhodes,
Kalare, and Forcia. They have stopped complaining to the Senate. It makes
me suspicious.”

The soldier nodded. He was quiet for a moment, the worry he'd felt be-
fore settling in and beginning to grow. “I hadn’t realized.”

“No one has. I doubt anyone else has enough information to understand
the magnitude of the problem,” Gaius said. He passed his hand over the mo-
saic tiles again, and the ghostly image of the map vanished. “And it must re-
main that way. The Realm is in a precarious position, Miles. A panicked
reaction, a single false step could lead to division between the cities, and
leave Alera open to destruction at the hands of the Canim or the Icemen.”

“Or the Marat,” Miles added, not bothering to hide the bitterness in his
voice.

“On that front I am not unduly worried. The new Count of Calderon
seems to be well advanced into forming friendly relations with several of
their largest tribes.”

Miles nodded his head, but said nothing more of the Marat. “You've
much on your mind.”

“All that and more,” Gaius confirmed. “There are all the usual pressures
of the Senate, the Dianic League, the Slaver’s Alliance, and the Trade Con-
sortium. Many see my reactivation of the Crown Legion as a sign of growing
weakness, or possibly senility.” He drew a breath. “Meanwhile the whole of
the Realm worries that [ may already have seen my last winter, yet have ap-
pointed no heir to succeed me—while High Lords like Aquitaine seem
ready to swim to the throne through a river of blood, if necessary.”

Miles considered the enormity of it for a moment in silence. “Balls.”

“Mmm,” Gaius said. “One thing at a time indeed.” For a moment, he
looked very old and very tired. Miles watched as the old man closed his
eyes, composed his features, and squared his weary shoulders, steadying his
voice to its usual brusque, businesslike cadence. “I have to keep an eye on
that storm for a few more hours. I'll get what sleep I can then, Miles. But
there is little time to spare for it.”



ACADEM’'S FURY 11

The soldier bowed his head. “My words were rash, sire.”

“But honest. I should not have grown angry with you for that. My apolo-
gies, Miles.”

“It’s nothing.”

Gaius let out a pent-up breath and nodded. “Do something for me, Cap-
tain.”

“Of course.”

“Double the Citadel guard for the duration of Festival. I have no evi-
dence to support it, but it is not beyond reason that someone might attempt
dagger diplomacy during Wintersend. Especially since Fidelias left us.” The
First Lord’s eyes grew more shadowed at this last, and Miles winced with
sympathy. “He knows most of the passages in the Citadel and the Deeps.”

Miles met Gaius Sextus'’s eyes and nodded. “T'll take care of it.”

Gaius nodded and lowered his arm. Miles took it as a dismissal and
walked toward the door. He paused there and looked back over his shoulder.
“Rest. And think on what I said about an heir, Sextus. Please. A clear line of
succession might lay many of these worries to rest.”

Gaius nodded. “I am addressing it. I will say no more than that.”

Miles bowed from the waist to Gaius, then turned and opened the door.
A grating, buzzing sound drifted into the meditation chamber, and Miles ob-
served, “Your page snores very loudly.”

“Don't be too hard on him,” Gaius said. “He was raised to be a shepherd.”






0o-CHAPTER 1

Tavi peeked around the corner of the boys” dormitories at the Academy’s
central courtyard, and said to the young man beside him, “You've got that
look on your face again.”

Ehren Patronus Vilius, a young man barely more than five feet tall,
skinny, pale-skinned, and dark-eyed, fidgeted with the hems of his flapping
grey academ’s robes and overcoat. “What look?”

Tavi drew back from the corner, and tugged idly at his own student’s
uniform. It seemed that no matter how many times he got the garment ad-
justed, his body kept a pace ahead of the seamstress. The robes were too
tight in the shoulders and chest, and the arms didn’t come close to touching
Tavi’s wrists. “You know it, Ehren. The one you get when you're about to give
someone advice.”

“Actually it's the one I get when I'm about to give advice I'm sure will be
ignored.” Ehren peeked around the corner too, and said, “Tavi, they're all
there. We might as well leave. There’s only the one way to get to the dining
hall. They're going to see us.”

“Not all of them are there,” Tavi insisted. “The twins aren’t.”

“No. Just Brencis and Renzo and Varien. Any one of whom could skin
both of us together.”

“We might be more of a handful than they think,” Tavi said.

The smaller boy sighed. “Tavi, it’s only a matter of time before they hurt
someone. Maybe bad.”

“They wouldn't dare,” Tavi said.

“They're Citizens, Tavi. We aren'’t. It's as simple as that.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“Do you ever actually listen to your history lessons?” Ehren countered.
“Of course it's how it works. Theyll say it was an accident, and they're terri-
bly sorry. Assuming it even gets to a court, a magistrate will make them pay
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a fine to your relatives. Meanwhile, you'll be walking around missing your
eyes or your feet.”

Tavi set his jaw and started around the corner. “I'm not missing breakfast.
I was up at the Citadel all night, he made me run up and down those crows-
eaten stairs a dozen times, and if I have to skip another meal I'll go insane.”

Ehren grabbed his arm. His lanyard, sporting one white bead, one blue,
and one green bounced against his skinny chest. Three beads meant that the
furymasters of the Academy thought Ehren barely had a grasp of furycraft-
ing at all.

Of course, he had three beads more than Tavi.

Ehren met Tavi’s gaze and spoke quietly. “If you go walking out there
alone, you're insane already. Please wait a few minutes more.”

Just then, the third morning bell sounded, three long strokes. Tavi gri-
maced at the bell tower. “Last bell. If we don’t get moving, we won't have
time to eat. If we time it right, we can walk past them when some others are
coming out. They might not see us.”

“I just don’t understand where Max could be,” Ehren said.

Tavi looked around again. “I don’t know. I didn’t leave for the palace un-
til just before curfew, but his bed hadn’t been slept in this morning.”

“Out all night again,” Ehren mourned. “I don’t see how he expects to
pass if he keeps this up. Even I won'’t be able to help him.”

“You know Max,” Tavi said. “He isn’'t big on planning.” Tavi’s belly
cramped with hunger and made a gurgling noise. “That’s it,” he said. “We
need to move. Are you coming with me or not?”

Ehren bit his lip and shook his head. “I'm not that hungry. I'll see you in
class?”

Tavi felt a swell of disappointment, but he chucked Ehren on the arm.
He could understand the smaller boy’s reluctance. Ehren had grown up
among his parents’ quiet books and tables, where his keen memory and abil-
ity with mathematics far outweighed his lack of strong furycrafting. Before
coming to the Academy, Ehren had never been faced with the kind of ca-
sual, petty cruelty that powerful young furycrafters could show their lessers.

Tavi, on the other hand, had been facing that particular problem for the
whole of his life.

“T'll see you at class,” he told Ehren.

The smaller boy fumbled at his lanyard with ink-stained fingers. “You're
sure?”
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“Don’t worry. I'll be fine.” With that, Tavi stepped around the corner and
started walking across the courtyard toward the dining hall.

A few seconds later, Tavi heard running footsteps and Ehren puffed into
place beside him, his expression nervous but resolved. “1 should eat more,”
he said. “It could stunt my growth.”

Tavi grinned at him, and the two walked together across the courtyard.

Spring sunlight, warmer than the mountain air around the capital of
Alera, poured down over the Academy grounds. The courtyard was a richly
planted garden with walkways of smooth white stone set in a number of me-
andering paths across it. The early blooms had accompanied the green grass
up from the earth after winter’s chill, and their colors, all reds and blues, dec-
orated the courtyard. Students lounged at benches, talking, reading, and eat-
ing breakfast, all dressed in the uniform grey robes and tunics. Birds dipped
and flashed through the sunshine, perching on the eaves of the buildings
framing the courtyard before diving down to strike at insects emerging from
their holes to gather in the crumbs dropped by careless academs.

It all looked peaceful, simple, and lovely beyond the scale of anything
outside of the mighty capital of all Alera.

Tavi hated it.

Kalarus Brencis Minoris and his cronies had settled in their usual spot, at
a fountain just outside the entrance to the dining hall. Just looking at the other
boy seemed to make Tavi’'s morning grow darker. Brencis was a tall and hand-
some young man, regal of bearing and narrow of face. He wore his hair in long
curls, considered fashionably decadent in the southern cities—particularly
in his home of Kalare. His academ’s robes were made of the finest of cloth,
tailored personally to fit him, and embroidered with threads of pure gold. His
lanyard shone with beads of semiprecious stones rather than cheap glass, and
lay heavily on his chest with multiple representatives of all six colors—one for
each area of furycrafting: red, blue, green, brown, white, and silver.

As Tavi and Ehren approached the fountain, the group of students from
Parcia, golden brown skin shining in the morning sun, started passing be-
tween them and the bullies. Tavi hurried his steps. They only needed to
avoid notice for a few more yards.

They didn’t. Brencis rose from his seat at the fountain’s edge, his lips
curling into a wide and cheerful smile. “Well, well,” he said. “The little
scribe and his pet freak out for a walk. I'm not sure they'll let the freak into
the dining hall if you don’t put him on a leash, scribe.”
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Tavi didn’t even glance toward Brencis, continuing on without slowing
his steps. There was a chance that if he simply took no notice of the other
boy, he might not bother to push.

Ehren, though, stopped and glowered at Brencis. The small boy licked
his lips, and said, in a crisp tone, “He isn't a freak.”

Brencis’s smile widened as he came closer. “Of course he is, scribaby.
The First Lord’s pet monkey. It did a trick once, and now Gaius wants to
show it off, like any other trained beast.”

“Ehren,” Tavi said. “Come on.”

Ehren’s dark eyes glistened abruptly, and his lower lip trembled. But the
boy lifted his chin and didn't look away from Brencis. “H-he isn't a freak,”
Ehren insisted.

“Are you calling me a liar, scribe?” Brencis asked. His smile became vi-
cious, and he flexed his fingers. “And I thought you had learned proper re-
spect for your betters.”

Tavi ground his teeth in frustration. It wasn't fair that idiots like Brencis
should get to throw their weight around so casually, while decent folk like
Ehren were constantly walked upon. Brencis obviously wasn’t going to let
them pass without incident.

Tavi glanced at Ehren and shook his head. The smaller boy would not
have been here to begin with if he hadn’t been following Tavi. That made
Tavi responsible for what happened to him. He turned to face Brencis and
said, “Brencis, please leave us alone. We just want to get some breakfast.”

Brencis put his hand to his ear, his face reflecting feigned puzzlement.
“Did you hear something? Varien, did you hear anything?”

Behind Brencis, the first of his two lackeys stood up and meandered
over. Varien was a boy of medium height and heavy build. His robes were
nowhere near so fine as Brencis’s, though still superior to Tavi’s. The extra
fat gave Varien’s face a petulant, spoiled look, and his baby-fine blond hair
was too lank to curl properly, like Brencis’s. His lanyard bore several beads
of white and green that somehow clashed with his muddy hazel eyes. “I
might have heard a rat squeaking.”

“Could be,” Brencis said gravely. “Now then, scribe. Would you prefer
mud or water?”

Ehren swallowed and took a step back. “Wait. 'm not looking for trouble.”

Brencis followed the small boy, his eyes narrowing, and grasped Ehren
by his academ’s robe. “Mud or water, you gutless piglet.”
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“Mud, my lord,” urged Varien, eyes lit with an ugly sparkle. “Leave him up
to his neck in it and let those clever wits of his broil in the sun for a while.”

“Let me go!” Ehren said, his voice rising to a panicked pitch.

“Mud it is,” said Brencis. He gestured to the ground with one hand, and
the earth heaved and shivered. Nothing happened for a moment, then the
ground began to stir, growing softer, a bubble rising up through the sudden
mix of earth and fury-called water with a sodden “bloop.”

Tavi looked around him for help, but there was none to be seen. None
of the Maestros were passing through, and with the exception of Max, none
of the other students were willing to defy Brencis when he was amusing
himself at someone else’s expense.

“Wait!” Ehren cried. “Please, these are the only shoes I have!”

“Well then,” Brencis said. “It looks like your little freeholder family
should have saved up for another generation before they sent someone here.”

Tavi had to get Brencis’s attention away from Ehren, and he could only
think of one way to manage it. He bent over, dug up a handful of sodden
earth into one scooped hand, and flung it at Brencis’s head.

The young Kalaran let out a short sound of surprise as mud plastered his
face. Brencis wiped at the mud and stared, shocked, at his soiled fingers.
There was a sudden burst of stifled giggles from the students watching the
exchange, but when Brencis stared around him, they all averted their gaze
and hid smiles behind lifted hands. Brencis glowered at Tavi, his eyes flat
with anger.

“Come on, Ehren,” Tavi said. He pushed the smaller boy behind him,
toward the dining hall. Ehren stumbled, then hurried that way. Tavi started
to follow him without turning his back on Brencis.

“You,” Brencis snarled. “How dare you.”

“Leave it, Brencis,” Tavi said. “Ehren’s never done you any harm.”

“Tavi,” Ehren hissed, warning in his tone.

Tavi sensed the presence behind him just as Ehren spoke, and ducked.
He darted to one side, in time to avoid a pair of heavy-handed swipes from
Brencis’s second crony, Renzo.

Renzo was simply huge. Huge across, huge up and down, built on the
same scale as barns and warehouses—big, roomy, and plain. He had dark
hair and the scruffy beginnings of a full beard, and tiny eyes set in his
square face. Renzo’s academy tunic was made of unexceptional cloth, but
its very size meant that it had to have cost twice what a normal outfit would
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have. Renzo had only heavy brown beads on his lanyard—Iots and lots of
them. He took another step toward Tavi and drove a huge fist forward.

Tavi hopped out of the way of that blow as well, and snapped, “Ehren,
find Maestro Gallus!”

Ehren let out a startled cry, and Tavi looked over his shoulder to see
Varien holding the little scribe, his arms around Ehren’s shoulders, twisting
painfully.

Distracted, Tavi was unable to avoid Renzo’s next lunge, and the big,
silent boy picked him up and threw him without ceremony into the fountain.

Tavi splashed into the water, and a shock of cold stole the breath from
his lungs. He floundered for a minute, trying to tell up from down, and got
himself more or less righted in the two-foot depth of water in the fountain.
He sat up, spluttering.

Brencis stood over the fountain, mud dripping from one ear and staining
his beautiful clothing. His handsome face twisted into an expression of an-
noyance. He lifted one hand and flicked his wrist in a languid gesture.

The water around Tavi surged on its own accord. Steam, searing heat,
washed up and away from the surface of the fountain’s water, and Tavi let
out a choked breath, lifting a hand to shield his eyes while the other sup-
ported him upright. The flood of heat passed as swiftly as it had come.

Tavi found himself completely unable to move. He looked around him
and saw, as the steaming cloud cleared, that the fountain’s water had trans-
formed completely into solid, frozen ice. The cold of it began to chew into
his skin a moment later, and he struggled to get a deep breath through the
grip of the ice.

“H-how,” he muttered, staring at Brencis. “How did you do that?”

“An application of furycrafting, freak,” Brencis said. “Firecrafting is all
about arranging heat, after all. I just moved all the heat out of the water. It’s
an advanced application, of course. Not that I would expect you to under-
stand how it works.”

Tavi looked around the courtyard. Varien still held Ehren in a painful
lock. The scribe was breathing in short, pained gasps. Many of the students
who had been there a few moments before had left. Of the half dozen or so
who remained, none were looking at the fountain, suddenly engrossed in
their books, their breakfasts, or in the details of the roof of a building across
the campus.

The cold’s teeth became painful fangs. Tavi’s arms and legs throbbed in
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pain, and it became harder to breathe. Fear raced through him, making his
heart labor.

“Brencis,” Tavi began. “Don’t do this. The Maestros—"

“Won't care about you, freak.” He regarded Tavi with a relaxed, calculat-
ing expression. “I am the eldest son of a High Lord of Alera. You're no one.
You're nothing. Haven't you learned that by now?”

Tavi knew that the other boy was trying to hurt him, to anger him, and
had chosen his words carefully. He knew that Brencis was deliberately ma-
nipulating him, but it seemed to make little difference. The words hurt. For
most of his young life, Tavi had dreamed of leaving his aunt and uncle’s
steadholt, of coming to the Academy, to make something of himself despite
his utter lack of ability in furycrafting.

Fate, it seemed, had delivered her most cruel stroke by granting his re-
quest.

The cold made it hard to speak, but Tavi did. “Brencis, we're both going
to get demerits if the Maestros see this. Let me out. I'm sorry about the m-
m-mud.”

“You're sorry? As if that should matter to me?” Brencis said. “Renzo.”

Renzo drew back his fist and hit Tavi in the mouth. Pain flashed through
him, and he felt his lower lip split open and tasted coppery blood on his
tongue. Anger joined his fear, and he stammered, “Crows take you, Brencis!
Leave us alone!”

“He still has teeth, Renzo,” Brencis noted.

Renzo said nothing, but hit Tavi again, and harder. Tavi tried to jerk his
head away from the blow, but the ice held him fast, and he could no more
avoid it than he could turn a cartwheel. The pain made his vision blur with
tears he tried furiously to hold away.

“Let him go!” Ehren panted, but no one listened to him. The pain in
Tavi’s limbs continued to swell, and he felt his lips go numb. He tried to
shout for help, but the sounds came out only feebly, and no help came.

“Well, freak,” Brencis said. “You wanted me to leave you alone. I think I
will. I'll stop by after lunch and see if there’s anything else you have to say.”

Tavi looked up and saw an opportunity approaching—but only if he
could keep the bully’s attention. He fixed his gaze on Brencis and snarled
something under his breath.

Brencis tilted his head to one side, taking a step forward. “What was
that?”
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“I said,” Tavi rasped, “that you're pathetic. You're a spoiled mama’s boy
who is too much a coward to face anyone strong enough to hurt you. You have
to pick on people like Ehren and me because you're weak. You're nothing.”

Brencis narrowed his eyes, leaning forward intently. “You know, freak. I
don't have to leave you alone.” He rested one hand on the ice, and it began
to twitch and shift, letting out creaks and groans. Tavi felt a sharp twinge of
pain in one shoulder, cutting through the frozen agony of the ice.

“If you like,” Brencis said, “I can just stay right here with you.”

Variens blurted, “Brencis!”

Tavi leaned forward and growled, “Go ahead, mama’s boy. Go ahead and
do it. What are you afraid of?”

Brencis’s eyes flashed with anger, and the ice shifted more. “You've had
this coming to you, paganus.”

Tavi gritted his teeth over a pained scream.

“Good morning!” boomed a boisterous voice. A large, muscular young
man in a legionare’s close-cropped haircut loomed up behind Brencis and
casually seized him by the back of his coat and his long hair. Without pre-
amble, the young man drove Brencis'’s head down into the ice, cracking his
skull against the frozen surface near Tavi with a solid thump. Then the
young man hauled Brencis back, and tossed him away from the fountain,
sending the young lord sprawling bonelessly onto the green grass.

“Max!” Ehren shouted.

Renzo took a lumbering swing at the back of Max’s neck, but the tall
young man ducked under it and drove a stiff punch into the hulking Renzo’s
belly. Renzo’s breath exploded from his chest, and he staggered. Max seized
one of his arms and sent Renzo sprawling beside Brencis.

Max looked over at Varien and narrowed his eyes.

The young nobleman went pale, let go of Ehren, and backed away with
his hands held before him. He and Renzo hauled the stunned Brencis onto
his feet, and the three bullies retreated from the courtyard. Excited mutters
and whispers from the academs in the courtyard rose as they left.

“Furies, Calderon,” Max called to Tavi, loudly enough to be heard by
anyone who wasn't deaf. “I am so clumsy in the morning. Look at how I
went blundering right into those two.” Without further delay, he moved
over to the fountain and regarded Tavi’s plight. Max nodded once, took a
deep breath, and narrowed his eyes in concentration. Then he drew back
his fist and slammed it down onto the ice near Tavi. A spiderweb of cracks
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exploded through it, and stinging chips struck against Tavi’s numbed skin.
Max pounded his fist down several more times, his fury-assisted strength
more than equal to the task of pulverizing the ice imprisoning Tavi. Within
half a minute, Tavi felt himself come loose from his icy bonds, and Ehren
and Max both hauled Tavi up from the ice and out onto the ground.

Tavi lay for a moment, gasping and gritting his teeth at the numbing
cold still in his limbs, unable to speak.

“Crows,” Max swore idly. He started rubbing briskly at Tavi’s limbs.
“He’s near frostbitten.”

Tavi felt his arms and legs twitch as fiery pins and needles started prick-
ling against his skin. As soon as he could get his voice back, he gasped,
“Max, forget this. Get me to breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” Max said. “You're kidding, Calderon.”

“I'm going to get a decent b-b-breakfast if it kills me.”

“Oh. You're doing pretty well then,” Max observed. He started helping
Tavi up off the ground. “Thanks for keeping his attention off me until I
could hit him, by the way. What happened?”

“B-Brencis,” Tavi spat. “Again.”

Ehren nodded earnestly. “He was going to bury me up to my neck again,
but Tavi threw a bunch of mud at his face.”

“Hah,” Max said. “Wish I could have seen that.”

Ehren bit his lip, then squinted up at the larger boy, and said, “If you
hadn’t been out all night, maybe you would have.”

The large academ’s face flushed. Antillar Maximus’s features were not
beautiful by anyone’s standards, Tavi thought. But they were clean-cut,
rugged, and strong. He had the wolfish grey eyes of the northern High
Houses and combined a powerful build with a casual feline grace. Though
usually he shaved scrupulously every day, he evidently hadn’'t had time to
this morning, and shadowy stubble gave his features a roguish cast that
went well with the dents in his twice-broken nose. Max’s robes were plain
and wrinkled, and had to struggle to contain his shoulders and chest. His
lanyard, randomly arrayed with a hefty number of colored beads, had been
carelessly knotted in several places where it had broken.

“I'm sorry,” Max mumbled, as he helped Tavi stagger towards the dining
hall. “It just kind of happened. There are some things that a man shouldn’t
miss.”

“Antillar,” murmured a female voice, a low and throaty purr drawling out
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consonants with an Attican accent. Tavi opened his eyes to see a ravishing
young woman, her dark hair worn in a long braid that fell over her left shoul-
der. She was surpassingly lovely, and her dark eyes smoldered with a sensu-
ality that had long since enraptured nearly every young man at the Academy.
Her academ’s robes did not manage to conceal the lush curves of her breasts,
and the southern silks they were made from clung to her hips and hinted at
the outlines of her thighs as she walked across the courtyard.

Max turned to face her and gave her a gallant little bow. “Good morning,
Celine.”

Celine smiled, the expression a lazy promise, and let Max take and kiss
her hand. She let her hand rest on Max’s and sighed. “Oh, Antillar. I know it
amuses you to beat my fiancé unconscious, but you're so much . . . larger
than he. It hardly seems fair.”

“Life isn’t fair,” said a second female voice, and a second beauty, indis-
tinguishable from Celine except that she wore her hair braided over the op-
posite shoulder, joined them. She slid one hand over Max’s shoulder, on his
other side, and added, “My sister can be such a romantic.”

“Lady Celeste,” Max murmured. “I'm just trying to teach him manners.
It’s for his own good.”

Celeste gave Max an arch look, and said, “You are a vile brute of a man.”

Max swept his arm back as he gave the young noblewomen a gallant
bow. “Celeste,” he said. “Celine. I trust you slept well last night? You've al-
most missed breakfast.”

Both of their mouths curved up into identical small smiles. “Beast,” said
Celine.

“Cad,” her sister added.

“Ladies,” Max bid them with another bow, and watched them walking
away as he stood with Tavi and Ehren.

“You m-make me sick, Max,” Tavi said.

Ehren glanced back over his shoulder at the twins, then to Max, his ex-
pression puzzled. Then he blinked, and said, “That’s where you were all
night? Both of them?”

“They do share the same quarters. Hardly would have been polite to only
have one, and leave the other all lonely,” Max said, his voice pious. “I was
merely doing what any gentleman would.”

Tavi glanced over his shoulder, his eyes drawn to the slow sway of the
girls” hips as they walked away. “Sick, Max. You make me sick.”
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Max laughed. “You're welcome.”

The three of them entered the dining hall in time to get the last of the
food prepared by the kitchens that morning, but just as they found a place at
one of the round tables, running footsteps approached. A girl no older than
Tavi, short, stocky, and plain, came to a halt at their table, her small scatter-
ing of green and blue beads flashing in a stray beam of sunlight against her
grey robes. Her fine, mouse brown hair waved around her head where tiny
strands had escaped their braid. “No time,” she panted. “Put that down and
come with me.”

Tavi looked up from his plate, already laden with slices of ham and
fresh bread, and scowled at the girl. “You would not believe what I had to go
through to get this, Gaelle,” he said. “I'm not moving an inch until my plate
is empty.”

Gaelle Patronus Sabinus looked around them furtively, then leaned
down closer to their table to murmur, “Maestro Killian says that our combat
final is to begin at once.”

“Now?” stammered Ehren.

Max cast a longing glance down at his own heaping plate, and asked,
“Before breakfast?”

Tavi sighed and pushed his chair back. “Blighted crows and bloody car-
rion.” He stood up, wincing as his arms and legs throbbed. “All right, every-
one. Let’s go.”

0o CHAPTER 2

Tavi went first into the old grey stone study—a building of only a single
story and perhaps twenty paces square residing in the western courtyard of
the Academy, which was otherwise unused. No windows graced the study.
Moss fought a silent war with ivy for possession of its walls and roof. It
looked little different from the storage buildings but for a plaque upon its
door that read in plain letters, MAESTRO KILLIAN —REMEDIAL FURYCRAFTING.
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Several worn but well-padded old benches sat around a podium before
a large slateboard. The others followed Tavi inside, Max last. The big Antil-
lan shut the door behind them and glanced around the room.

“Everyone ready?” Max asked.

Tavi remained silent, but Ehren and Gaelle both answered that they
were. Max put his hand flat against the door, closing his eyes for a moment.

“All right,” he reported. “We're clear.”

Tavi shoved the heel of his hand firmly against a particular spot on the
slateboard, and a sudden crack appeared, straight as a plumb line. He set
his shoulder to the slate, and with a grunt of effort pushed open the hidden
doorway. Cool air rushed over him, and he peered down at a narrow stone
stairway, that wound down into the earth.

Gaelle passed him a lamp, and each of the others took one as well. Then
Tavi set off down the stairs, the others close behind.

“Did I tell you? I found a way down to Riverside through the Deeps,”
Max mumbled.

Tavi snorted. The stone walls turned it into a hissing sound. “Down to
the wine houses, eh?”

“It makes sneaking out to them simpler,” Max said. “It's almost too
much work to be bothered with, otherwise.”

“Don't joke about such things, Max,” Gaelle said, her voice somewhat
hushed. “The Deeps run for miles, and great furies only know what you
might run into down here. You should keep to the paths laid out for us.”

Tavi reached the bottom of the stairway and turned left into a wide pas-
sage. He started counting off open doorways on his right. “It isn’t all that
bad. I've explored a little.”

“Tavi,” said Ehren, his tone exasperated. “That’s the whole reason Mas-
ter Killian loads you up with so much extra work. To keep you from getting
into trouble.”

Tavi smiled. “I'm careful.”

They turned down another hall, the passage slanting sharply downward.
Ehren said, “And if you make any mistakes? What if you fell into a fissure?
Or into an old shaft filled with water? Or ran into a rogue fury?”

Tavi shrugged. “There’s risk in everything.”

Gaelle arched an eyebrow, and said, “Yet one so seldom hears of some
fool drowning, starving, or falling to his death in a library or at the baker’s.”

Tavi gave her a sour look as they reached the bottom of the slope, where
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it intersected another hallway. Something flickered in the corner of his vi-
sion, and he turned to his right, staring intently down the hall.

“Tavi?” Max asked. “What is it?”

“I'm not sure,” Tavi said. “I thought I saw a light down there.”

Gaelle had already started down the hallway to the left, in the opposite
direction, Ehren following her. “Come on,” she said. “You know how much
he hates to be kept waiting.”

Max muttered, “He knows how much we hate to miss a meal, too.”

Tavi flashed the larger young man a quick grin. The hallway led to a pair
of rust-pitted iron doors. Tavi pushed them open, and the four academs
moved into the classroom beyond.

The room was huge, far larger than the Academy’s dining hall, its ceiling
lost in shadow. A double row of grey stone pillars supported the roof, and fury-
lamps mounted on the pillars lit the room in a harsh, green-white radiance. At
the far end of the hall was a large square on the floor, composed of layers of
reed matting. Beside it sat a heavy bronze brazier, its coals glowing, giving the
room its only warmth. To one side of one row of pillars was a long strip
marked out on the floor for training in weaponplay. On the opposite side of
the room was a cluster of ropes, wooden poles, beams, and various struc-
tures of varying heights—an obstacle course.

Maestro Killian sat on his knees beside the brazier. He was a wizened
old man, his hair little more than a nimbus of fine white down drifting
around his shining pate. Thin, small, and seemingly frail, his black scholar’s
robe was so old it had faded to a threadbare grey. Several pairs of woolen
stockings covered his feet, and his cane rested on the ground beside him. As
the group came closer, Killian lifted his face, his blind, filmy eyes turning
toward them. “That was as soon as possible?” he asked, his voice annoyed
and creaking. “In my day, Cursors-in-Training would have been lashed and
laid down in a bed of salt for moving so slowly.”

The four of them moved forward to the reed matting and sat down in a
row, facing the old man. “Sorry, Maestro,” Tavi said. “It was my fault. Bren-
cis again.”

Killian felt for his cane, picked it up, and rose to his feet. “No excuses.
You're just going to have to find a way to avoid his attention.”

“But, Maestro,” Tavi protested. “I just wanted some breakfast.”

Killian poked his cane at Tavi’s chest, thumping him lightly. “Going hun-
gry until lunch wouldn’t have hurt you. It would at least have demonstrated
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self-discipline. Better yet, you might have demonstrated forethought and
saved some of last night’s dinner to eat in the morning.”

Tavi grimaced, and said, “Yes, Maestro.”

“Were you seen coming in?”

The four answered together. “No, Maestro.”

“Well then,” Killian said. “If you all don’t mind too terribly, shall we be-
gin the test? With you, first, Tavi.”

They stood to their feet. Killian doddered out onto the matting, and Tavi
followed him. As he went, he felt the air tighten against his skin, grow some-
how thicker as the old teacher called the wind furies that let him sense and
observe movements. Killian turned toward Tavi, and nodded to him. Then
the old man said, “Defend and counter.”

With that, the little man whipped his cane at Tavi’s head. Tavi barely
ducked in time, only to see the old Maestro lift his stockinged foot and drive
it down in a lashing kick aimed for Tavi’s knee. The boy spun his body away
from it, and used the momentum of the motion for a straight, driving kick,
launched at Killian’s belly.

The old Maestro dropped the cane, caught Tavi’s foot at the ankle, and
with a twist stole Tavi’s balance and sent him flat down to the mat. Tavi hit
hard enough to knock the wind from him, and he lay there gasping for a mo-
ment.

“No, no, no!” Killian scolded. “How many times do I need to tell you?
You have to move your head as well as your legs, fool. You cannot expect an
unaimed attack to succeed. You must turn your face to watch the target.”
He picked up his cane and rapped Tavi sharply on the head. “And your tim-
ing was less than perfect. Should you be on a mission one day and attacked,
that kind of poor performance would mean your death.”

Tavi rubbed at the spot on his head where Killian had reprimanded him,
scowling. The old man had hardly needed to strike him that firmly. “Yes,
Maestro.”

“Go sit down, boy. Come, Antillar. Let’s see if you can manage anything
better.”

Max went out onto the mat, and went through a similar sequence with
Maestro Killian. He performed flawlessly, grey eyes flashing as he whipped
his head around, keeping an eye on his target. Gaelle and Ehren went in
their turns, and all of them responded better than Tavi had.

“Barely adequate,” Killian snapped. “Ehren, fetch the staves.”
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The skinny boy got a pair of six-foot poles from a rack on the wall and
brought them to the Maestro. Killian set his cane aside and accepted them.
“Very well, Tavi. Let’s see if you have managed to learn anything of the
staff.”

Tavi took the other staff from the Maestro, and the two saluted, staves
lifted vertically before they both dropped into a fighting crouch.

“Defend,” Killian snapped, and the old man spun his staff through a
series of attacks, whirling, sweeping blows mixed with low, lightning thrusts
aimed at Tavi’s belly. He backed away from the Maestro, blocking the sweep-
ing blows and slipping the thrusts aside. Tavi struck out with a counterat-
tack, but he could feel an iron tension in his shoulders that slowed his
thrust.

Killian promptly knocked aside Tavi’s weapon, delivered a sharp thrust
to the boy’s fingers, and with a flick sent Tavi’s staff spinning across the
room to clatter against one of the stone pillars.

Killian thumped the end of his staff onto the mat, his expression one of
frustrated disapproval. “How many times have I told you, boy? Your body
must be relaxed until the instant you strike. Holding yourself too tightly
slows your responses. Life and death are measured by the breadth of a hair
in combat.”

Tavi gripped his bruised hand into a fist, and grated out, “Yes, Maestro.”

Killian jerked his head toward the fallen staff, and Tavi went to retrieve it.

The old man shook his head. “Gaelle. Attempt to show Tavi what I
mean.”

The others followed in turn, and they all did better than Tavi had. Even
Ehren.

Killian passed the staves to Tavi and picked up his cane. “To the strip,
children.”

They followed him to the combat strip laid out on the floor. Killian
walked to the center of the strip and thumped the floor with his cane. “And
once more, Tavi. We might as well get it out of the way now.”

Tavi sighed and walked to stand before Killian.

Killian lifted his cane into a guard position used for swords. “I am armed
with a blade,” he said. “Disarm me without leaving the strip.”

The cane’s tip darted at Tavi’s throat. The boy lightly slapped the attack
aside with one hand, retreating. The old man followed, cane sweeping at
Tavi’s head. Tavi ducked, rolled backward to avoid a horizontal slash, and
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came to his feet to brush aside another thrust. He closed, inside the tip of
the theoretical sword, hands moving to seize the old man’s wrists.

The attack was too tentative. In the bare instant of delay, the Maestro
avoided Tavi’s attempt to grapple. The old man whipped the cane left and
right, branding sudden pain into Tavi’s chest in an x-shape. He thrust the
heel of one wrinkled hand into Tavi’s chest, driving the boy a step back, then
jabbed the tip of the cane firmly into Tavi’s chest, sending him sprawling to
the floor.

“What is wrong with you?” Killian snapped. “A sheep would have been
more decisive than that. Once you decide to close range, you are commit-
ted. Attack with every ounce of speed and power you can muster. Or die.
It’s as simple as that.”

Tavi nodded, not looking at the other students, and said, very quietly,
“Yes, Maestro.”

“The good news, Tavi,” Killian said in an acid tone, “is that you won'’t
need to worry about the entrails currently spilling over your knees. The
fountain of blood spraying from your heart will kill you far more quickly.”

Tavi climbed to his feet, wincing.

“The bad news,” Killian continued, “is that [ see no way that I can grade
your performance as anything close to acceptable. You fail.”

Tavi said nothing. He walked over to lean against the nearest pillar, rub-
bing at his chest.

The Maestro rapped his cane on the strip again. “Ehren. I hope to the
great furies you have more resolve than he does.”

The exam concluded after Gaelle had neatly kicked aside the Maestro’s
forearm, sending the cane tumbling away. Tavi watched the other three suc-
ceed where he had failed. He rubbed at his eyes and tried to ignore how
sleepy he felt. His stomach rumbled almost painfully as he knelt beside the
other students.

“Barely competent,” Killian muttered, after Gaelle had finished. “You all
need to spend more time in practice. It is one thing to perform well in a test
on the training mat. It is quite another to do so in earnest. I expect you all to
be ready for the infiltration test at the conclusion of Wintersend.”

“Yes, Maestro,” they replied, more or less in unison.

“Very well then,” Killian said. “Off with you, puppies. You might become
Cursors yet.” He paused to glower at Tavi. “Most of you, at any rate. I spoke to
the kitchen staff this morning. They're keeping some breakfast warm for you.”
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The students rose, but Killian laid his cane across one of Tavi’s shoul-
ders, and said, “Not you, boy. You and I are going to have words about your
performance in the exam. The rest of you, go.”

Ehren and Gaelle looked at Tavi and winced, then offered him apolo-
getic smiles as they left.

Max clapped Tavi’s shoulder with one big hand when he walked by, and
said, quietly, “Don’t let him get to you.” Max and the others left the training
hall, closing the huge iron doors behind them.

Killian walked back over to the brazier and sat down, holding his hands
out toward its warmth. Tavi walked over and knelt down in front of him. Kil-
lian closed his eyes for a moment, his expression pained as he opened and
closed his fingers, stretching out his hands. Tavi knew that the Maestro’s
arthritis had been troubling him.

“Was that all right?” Tavi asked.

The old man’s expression softened into a faint smile. “You mimicked their
weaknesses fairly well. Antillar remembered to look before he struck. Gaelle
remembered to keep herself relaxed. Ehren committed without hesitation.”

“That’s wonderful. I guess.”

Killian tilted his head. “You aren’t happy that you appeared to your
friends to be unskilled.”

“I guess so. But . . .” Tavi frowned in thought. “It’s hard to deceive them.
I don't like it.”

“Nor should you. But I think that isn’t all.”

“No,” Tavi said. “It’s because . . . well, they're the only ones who know
that I'm undergoing Cursor training. The only ones I can talk to about most
of the things I really care about. And I know they only mean to be kind. But
I know what they aren’t saying. How careful they are about trying to help me
without letting me know that’s what they're doing. Ehren thought he had to
protect me from Brencis today. Ehren.”

Killian smiled again. “He’s loyal.”

Tavi scowled. “But he shouldn'’t have to do it. It isn’t as if I'm not help-
less enough already.”

The Maestro frowned. “Meaning?”

“Meaning that I can learn all the unarmed combat I like and it won't
help me against a strong furycrafter. Someone like Brencis. Even if I'm us-
ing a weapon.”

“You do yourself an injustice.”
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Tavi said, “I don’t see how.”

“You are more capable than you know,” Killian said. “You might not ever
be the swordsman a powerful metalcrafter can become, or have the speed of
a windcrafter or the strength of an earthcrafter. But furycrafting isn't every-
thing. Few crafters develop the discipline to hone many skills. You have done
so. You are now better able to deal with them than most folk who have only
minor talents at furycrafting. You should take some measure of pride in it.”

“If you say so.” Tavi sighed. “But it doesn't feel true. It doesn'’t feel like I
have very much to be proud about.”

Killian laughed, the sound surprisingly warm. “Says the boy who
stopped a Marat horde from invading Alera and earned the patronage of the
First Lord himself. Your uncertainty has more to do with being seventeen
than it does with any fury or lack thereof.”

Tavi felt himself smile a little. “Do you want me to take the combat test
now?”

Killian waved a hand. “Not necessary. I have something else in mind.”

Tavi blinked. “You do?”

“Mmm. The civic legion is having trouble with crime. For the past sev-
eral months, a thief has been stealing from various merchants and homes,
some of which were warded by furycrafting. Thus far, the legion has been
unable to apprehend the thief.”

Tavi pursed his lips pensively. “I thought that they had the support of the
city’s furies. Shouldn’t they be able to tell who circumvented the guard fu-
ries?”

“They do. They should. But they haven't.”

“How is that possible?” Tavi asked.

“I cannot be certain,” Killian said. “But I have a theory. What if the thief
was managing the thefts without using any furycrafting? If no furies are
brought into play, the city’s furies could not be of any help.”

“But if they aren’t using any furies, how are they getting into warded
buildings?”

“Precisely,” Killian said. “And there is the substance of your test. Dis-
cover how this thief operates and see to it that he is apprehended.”

Tavi felt his eyebrows shoot up. “Why me?”

“You have a unique perspective on this matter, Tavi. I believe you well
suited to the task.”

“To catching a thief the whole civic legion hasn’t been able to find?”
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Killian’s smile widened. “This should be simple for the mighty hero of
the Calderon Valley. Make sure it's done—and discreetly—before Winters-
end is over.”

“What?” Tavi said. “Maestro, with all of my courses, and serving in the
Citadel at night, I don’t know how you expect me to get this done.”

“Without whining,” Killian said. “You have real potential, young man.
But if you are daunted by the difficulty of arranging your schedule, perhaps
you would like to speak to His Majesty about returning home.”

Tavi swallowed. “No,” he said. “I'll do it.”

The Maestro tottered back onto his feet. “Then 1 suggest you begin.
You've no time to lose.”

CuAPTER 3

Amara spread her arms and arched her back as she finally cleared the heavy
cloud cover along the coast of the Sea of Ice, and emerged from the cold,
blinding mist into the glorious warmth of the sunrise. For a few seconds, the
edges of the clouds swirled as her wind fury Cirrus lifted her out of them,
and she could see the fury’s appearance in the motion of the clouds—the
ghostly form of a lean, long-legged courser of a horse, swift and graceful and
beautiful.

Clouds rose in peaks and valleys like vast mountains, an entire realm of
slow grace and breathtaking beauty. The golden sunshine of spring turned
them to flame, and in turn they shattered the light into bands of color that
danced and spun around her.

Amara laughed for the sheer joy of it. No matter how often she flew, the
beauty of the skies never ceased to fill her heart, and the sense of freedom
and strength only grew more intense. Amara called to Cirrus, and the fury
bore her straight up with such speed that the wind tightened her face to her
cheekbones and a portion of cloud the size of the Citadel in Alera proper
was drawn into a column in her wake. Amara angled her arms so that the
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wind of her passage spun her in dizzying circles, until her head spun, and the
air began to grow thin and cold.

Cirrus’s presence allowed her to breathe without difficulty, for a time at
least, but the blue of the sky above her began to darken, and a few moments
later she began to see the stars. The cold intensified, and Cirrus itself began
to tire as the fury struggled to draw in enough air to keep her aloft.

Her heart pounding with excitement, she signaled Cirrus to cease.

She felt her ascent slow, and for a single delicious second she was sus-
pended between the stars and the earth. And then, she twisted her body like
a diver and fell. Her heart hammered with electric apprehension, and she
closed her legs together and her arms in tight to her sides, her face toward
the ground below. Within seconds, she was rushing down more swiftly even
than she had risen, and her eyes blurred with tears in the wind, until Cirrus
slid a portion of its being over them to protect her.

As the air thickened, she willed Cirrus back into propelling her, and her
speed doubled and redoubled, a faint nimbus of light forming around her. The
rolling green hills of the Calderon Valley came into sight, already defying the
winter with new growth. The Valley grew larger with deceptive deliberation.

Amara poured on the speed, focusing every ounce of her will to strengthen
her furycrafting, and she picked out the causeway that ran the length of the
Valley to the fortified steading at its east end. Then the outpost of Garrison
itself came into sight.

Amara howled her excitement and stretched her power to its limits.
There was a sudden and deafening thunder. She gasped and spread her
arms and legs to slow her fall, only a thousand feet from the Valley’s floor.
Cirrus rushed to place himself in front of her, helping to slow her even
more, then she and Cirrus pulled out of the dive, redirecting her momentum
to send her flashing along the causeway in a howling cyclone of wind. Ex-
hausted and panting from the effort of producing that much speed, Amara
shot toward the gates of Garrison, swifter than an arrow from the bow. She
drew the winds about her as she approached the gates, and the guard stand-
ing watch over them waved her in without rising from his stool.

Amara grinned, and altered her course to bring her down on the battle-
ments over the gate. The winds around her sent dust and debris whirling up
in a billowing cloud all around the guard—a grizzled centurion named Gi-
raldi. The stocky old soldier had been peeling away the wrinkled skin of a
winter-stores apple with his dagger, and he flipped a corner of his scarlet
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and azure cloak over it until the dust settled. Then he resumed his peeling.

“Countess,” he said casually. “Nice to see you again.”

“Giraldi,” she said. She loosened the straps of the sealed courier’s pack
she carried on her back and slid it off. “Most soldiers rise and salute when
nobility visits.”

“Most soldiers don’t have an ass as grey as mine,” he replied cheerfully.

Nor do most bear the scarlet stripe of the Order of the Lion, the mark of the
First Lord’s personal award for valor on their uniform trousers, Amara thought,
and fought not to smile. “What are you doing standing a watch? I thought 1
brought the papers for your promotion last month.”

“You did,” Giraldi confirmed. He ate a wrinkled stripe of apple skin.
“Turned it down.”

“Your commission?”

“Crows, girl,” he swore with a certain merry disregard for the delicacy
tradition demanded be accorded her sex. “I made fun of officers my whole
career. What kind of fool do you think I am to want to be one?”

She couldn't help it any longer, and laughed. “Could you send someone
to let the Count know I'm here with dispatches?”

Giraldi snorted. “I reckon you already told him yourself. There ain’t so
many people that make great pounding bursts of thunder rattle every dish in
the valley when they arrive. Everyone who ain’t deaf knows you're here al-
ready.”

“Then I thank you for your courtesy, centurion,” she teased, slinging the
pack over one shoulder and heading for the stairs. Her flying leathers
creaked as she did.

“Disgraceful,” Giraldi complained. “Pretty girl like you running around
dressed like that. Men’s clothes. And too tight to be decent. Get a dress.”

“This is more practical,” Amara called over her shoulder.

“I noticed how practical you look whenever you come to see Bernard,”
Giraldi drawled.

Despite herself, Amara felt her cheeks flush, though between the wind
and cold of her passage, she doubted it would show. She descended into the
camp’s western courtyard. When Bernard had taken over command of Gar-
rison from its previous Count, Gram, he had ordered it to be cleansed of the
signs of the battle now two years past. Despite that, Amara always thought
that she could still see stains of blood that had been overlooked. She knew
that the spilled blood had all been cleaned.
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What remained were the stains it had left in her thoughts, and in her heart.

The thought sobered her somewhat, without really marring her sense of
happiness in the morning. Life here, on the eastern frontier of Alera, she re-
minded herself, could be harsh and difficult. Thousands of Alerans had met
their deaths on the floor of this valley, and tens of thousands of Marat. It
was a place that had been steeped in hardship, danger, treachery, and vio-
lence for nearly a century.

But that had begun to change, in large part due to the efforts and
courage of the man who oversaw it for the Crown, and whom she had braved
the dangerous high winds to see.

Bernard emerged from the commander’s quarters at the center of the
camp, smiling. Though the cut of his clothing was a bit more stylish, and
the fabrics more fine, he still wore the sober greens and browns of the free
Steadholder he had been, rather than the brighter colors proclaiming his
bloodlines and allegiance. He was tall, his dark hair salted with early grey,
and like his beard cropped close in Legion fashion. He paused to hold the
door open for a serving maid carrying an armload of laundry, then approached
Amara with long, confident strides. Bernard was built like a bear, Amara
thought, and moved like a hunting cat, and he was certainly as handsome as
any man she had seen. But she liked his eyes best. His grey-green eyes were
like Bernard himself—clear, open and honest, and they missed little.

“Count,” she murmured, as he came close, and offered her hand.

“Countess,” he responded. There was a quiet smoldering in his eyes that
made Amara’s heart race a bit more quickly as he took her hand in gentle
fingers and bowed over it. She thought she could feel his deep voice in her
belly when he rumbled, “Welcome to Garrison, lady Cursor. Did you have a
nice trip?”

“Finally, now that the weather is clearing,” she said, and left her hand on
his arm as they walked to his offices.

“How are things at the capital?”

“More amusing than usual,” she said. “The Slavers Consortium and the
Dianic League are all but dueling in the streets, and the Senators can barely
show their faces out of doors without being assaulted by one party or another.
The southern cities are doing everything they can to run up the prices of this
year’s crops, screaming about the greed and graft of the Wall lords, while the
Wall cities are demanding an increase in levies from the miserly south.”

Bernard grunted. “His Majesty?”
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“In fine form,” Amara said. She made it a point to inhale through her nose
as she walked. Bernard smelled of pine needles, leather and woodsmoke, and
she loved the scent of him. “But he’s made fewer appearances this year than in
the past. There are rumors that his health is finally failing.”

“When aren'’t there?”

“Exactly. Your nephew is doing well at the Academy, by all reports.”

“Really? Has he finally . . .

Amara shook her head. “No. And they've called in a dozen different
craftmasters to examine him and work with him. Nothing.”

Bernard sighed.

“But otherwise, he’s performing excellently. His instructors are uni-
formly impressed with his mind.”

“Good,” Bernard said. “I'm proud of him. I always taught him not to let
his problem stand in his way. That intelligence and skill would carry him
farther than furycrafting. But all the same, [ had hoped . . .” He sighed, tip-
ping a respectful nod to a pair of passing legionares callidus, walking from
the mess hall with their officially nonexistent wives. “So, what word from
the First Lord?”

“The usual dispatches, and invitations for you and the Valley’s Stead-
holders to Festival.”

He arched a brow. “He sent one to my sister as well?”

“Particularly to your sister,” Amara said. She frowned as they went in-
side the command residence and up the stairs to Bernard’s private offices.
“There are several things you need to know, Bernard. His Majesty asked me
to brief you both on the situation surrounding her attendance. In private.”

Bernard nodded and opened the door. “I thought as much. She’s already
packed for the trip. I'll send word, and she should be here by this evening.”

Amara entered, looking back over her shoulder, her head cocked. “By
this evening, is it?”

“Mmm. Perhaps not until tomorrow morning.” He shut the door behind
him. And casually slid the bolt shut, leaning back against it. “You know, Gi-
raldi’s right, Amara. A woman shouldn't dress in tight leathers like that.”

She blinked innocently at him. “Oh? Why not?”

“It makes a man think things.”

She moved slowly. At his heart, Bernard was a hunter, and a man of
great patience when need be. Amara had found that it was a distinct plea-
sure to test that patience.
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And even more of a pleasure to make it unravel.

She started unbinding her honey brown hair from its braid. “What sorts
of things, Your Excellency?”

“That you should be in a dress,” he said, voice edged with the slightest,
low tone of a beast’s growl. His eyes all but glowed as he watched her let her
hair down.

She undid the plaits in her hair with deliberate precision and began to
comb them out with her fingers. She’d worn her hair much shorter in the
past, but she’d been growing it out since she found out how much Bernard
liked it worn long. “But if I was in a dress,” she said, “the wind would tear it
to shreds. And when I came down to see you, milord, Giraldi and his men
would all get to stare at what the shreds didn’t cover.” She blinked her eyes
again and let her hair fall in mussed waves down around her face and over
her shoulders. She watched his eyes narrow in pleasure at the sight. “I can
hardly run around like that in front of a crowd of legionares. As I told the
good centurion. It's merely practical.”

He leaned away from the door and approached, a slow step at a time.
He leaned close to her, and took the courier’s pack from her. His fingertips
dragged lightly over her shoulder as he did, and she almost felt that she
could feel them through her jacket. Bernard was an earthcrafter of formida-
ble power, and such people always carried a certain sense of purely instinc-
tive, mindless physical desire around them like a tactile perfume. She had
felt it when she first met the man, and even more so since.

And when he made the effort, it could cause her own patience to vanish
first. It wasn't fair, but she had to admit that she could hardly complain
about the results.

He set the pack of dispatches aside and kept stepping forward, and bod-
ily pressed her hips against his desk and forced her to lean back a little from
him. “No, it isn’t,” he said in a quiet voice, and she felt a slow, animal thrill
course through her at his presence. He lifted a hand and touched her cheek
with his fingertips. Then gently slid his hand down over her shoulder and
flank to her hip. The touch of his fingers lingered and made her feel a little
breathless with sudden need. He rested his hand on her hip, and said, “If
they were practical, I could slide them out of my way at once. It would save
time.” He leaned down and brushed his lips against her cheek, nuzzling his
nose and mouth in her hair. “Mmmm. Having you at once. That would be
practical.”
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Amara tried to draw things out, but she hadn'’t seen him in weeks, and al-
most against her will she felt the sinuous pleasure of her body yielding and
molding to his, one leg bending to slide her calf along the outside of his own.
Then he bent his mouth to hers and kissed her, and the slow heat and sensual
delight of the taste of his mouth did away with any thought whatsoever.

“You're cheating,” she whispered a moment later, panting as she slipped
her hands beneath his tunic to feel the heavy, hot muscles on his back.

“Can't help it,” he growled. He parted the front of her jacket, and she
arched her back, the air cool on her thin linen undershirt. “I want you. It’s
been too long.”

“Don’t stop,” she whispered, though it was edged with a low moan. “Too
long.”

Boots thumped up the stairs outside Bernard’s office.

One at a time.

Loudly.

Bernard let out an irritated groan, his eyes closed.

“Ahem,” coughed Giraldi’s voice from outside. “Achoo. My but what a
cold I have. Yes, sir, a cold. I'll need to see a healer about that.”

Bernard straightened, and Amara had to force her fingers to move away
from him. She stood up and her balance wavered. So she sat down on the
edge of Bernard’s desk, her face flushed, and tried to get all the clasps on
the jacket fastened closed again.

Bernard tucked his tunic more or less back through his belt, but his
eyes smoldered with quiet anger. He went to the door, and Amara was
struck by how large the man was as he unlocked it and stood in it, facing the
centurion outside.

“Sorry, Bernard,” Giraldi said. “But . . .” He lowered his voice to a bare
whisper, and Amara couldn't hear the rest.

“Crows,” Bernard spat in a sudden, vicious curse.

Amara jerked her head up at the tone in his voice.

“How long?” the Count asked.

“Less than an hour. General call to arms?” Giraldi asked.

Bernard clenched his jaw. “No. Get your century to the wall, dress uni-
form.”

Giraldi frowned, head cocked to one side.

“We aren't preparing to fight. We're turning out an honor guard. Under-
stand?”
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“Perfectly, Your Excellency,” Giraldi answered, his often-broken nose
making the words thick. “You want our finest century on the wall in full bat-
tle gear so that we can beat some Marat around if they've got a mind to tus-
sle, and if they don't, you want your most beautiful and charming centurion
doing the greeting to make them feel all welcome.”

“Good man.”

Giraldi’s smile faded, and he lowered his voice, his expression frank but
unafraid. “You think there’s a fight brewing?”

Bernard clapped the old soldier on the shoulder. “No. But I want you
personally to tell Knight Captain Gregor and the other centurions it might
be a good idea to run a weapons and arms inspection in their barracks for a
while, in case I'm wrong.”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Giraldi said. He struck his fist to his heart in a
crisp Legion salute, nodded at Amara, and marched out.

Bernard turned to a large, sturdy wooden armoire and opened it. He
drew out a worn old arming jacket and jerked it on with practiced motions.

“What's happening?” Amara asked.

He passed her a short, stout blade in a belted scabbard. “Could be trou-
ble.”

The gladius was the side arm of a legionare, and the most common
weapon in the Realm. Amara was well familiar with it, and buckled it on
without needing to watch her fingers. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a Marat war party on the plain,” Bernard said. “They’re coming
this way.”

oo CHAPTER 4

Amara felt a slow, quiet tension enter her shoulders. “How many?”

Bernard shrugged into the mail tunic and buckled and belted it into
place. “Two hundred, maybe more,” he answered.

“But isn’t that far too small to be a hostile force?” she asked.
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“Probably.”

She frowned. “Surely you don'’t think Doroga would attack us at all,
much less with so few.”

Bernard shrugged, swung a heavy war axe from the cabinet, and slung
its strap over his shoulder. “It might not be Doroga. If someone else has sup-
planted him the way he did Atsurak, an attack is a possibility, and I'm not
taking any chances with the lives of my men and holders. We prepare for
the worst. Pass me my bow.”

Amara turned to the fireplace and took down a bow from its rack above
it, a carved half-moon of dark wood as thick as her ankles. She passed it to
him, and the big man drew a wide-mouthed war quiver packed with arrows
from the armoire. Then he used one leg to brace the bow, and without any
obvious effort he bent recurved staves that would have required two men
with tools to handle safely, and strung the weapon with a heavy cord.

“Thank you.”

She lifted her eyebrows at the bent bow. “Do you think that is neces-
sary?”

“No. But if something bad happens, I want you to get word to Riva im-
mediately.”

She frowned. She would hate to leave Bernard’s side in the face of dan-
ger, but her duty as a messenger of the First Lord was clear. “Of course.”

“Shall I find you some mail?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I'm already tired from the trip in. If I need to fly, I
don’t want to carry any more weight than I must.”

He nodded and stalked out of the office, and she kept pace with him.
Together they headed through the eastern courtyard, to the looming, enor-
mous expanse of the wall facing the spreading plains of the lands of the
Marat. The wall was better than thirty feet high and thick, all black basalt
that seemed to have been formed of a single, titanic block of stone. Crenel-
lation spread seamlessly along the battlements. A gate high and wide enough
to admit the largest gargants was formed of a single sheet of some dark steel
she had never seen before, called from the depths of the earth by the First
Lord himself, after the battle two years ago.

They mounted the steps up to the battlements, where Giraldi’s eighty
grizzled veterans, the men who had survived the Second Battle of Calderon,
were assembling in good order. The bloodred stripe of the Order of the Lion
was conspicuous on the piping of their trousers, and though they were



40 JIM BUTCHER

dressed in their formal finery, each of the men wore his working weapons
and armor of simple, battle-tested steel.

Far out on the plain, moving shapes approached the fortress, little more
than dark, indistinct blotches.

Amara leaned into the space between two of the stone merlons and
lifted her hands. She called to Cirrus, and the fury whirled between her
hands, forming the air into a sheet of bent light that enlarged the image of
the distant travelers.

“It's Doroga,” she reported to Bernard. “If I'm not mistaken, that’s
Hashat with him.”

“Hashat?” Bernard asked, frowning. “He needs her to patrol their east-
ern marshes and keep Wolf in line. It's dangerous for them to travel together
in such a small company.”

Amara frowned, studying them. “Bernard, Hashat is walking. Her horse
is limping. There are more Horse on foot. They've got stretchers, too. Rider-
less horses and gargants. Wounded animals.”

Bernard frowned, then nodded sharply. “You were right, centurion,” he
said. “It’s a war party.”

Giraldi nodded. “Just not here to fight us. Could be that theyve got
someone chasing them.”

“No. Their pace is too slow,” Bernard said. “If someone was after them,
they'd have caught them by now. Stand down and get the healers into posi-
tion.”

“Yes, sir.” The centurion signaled his men to sheathe their weapons,
then started bawling out orders, sending men to fetch out bathing tubs to be
filled with water, and summoning Garrison’s watercrafters in order to care
for the wounded.

It took more than an hour for Doroga’s wounded band to reach the
fortress, and by that time the cooks had the air filled with the smell of roast-
ing meat and fresh bread, setting up trestles laden with food, stacking a small
mountain of hay for the gargants, and filling the food and water troughs near
the stables. Giraldi’s legionares cleared out a wide area in one of the ware-
houses, laying out rows of sleeping pads with blankets for the wounded.

Bernard opened the gates and went out to meet the Marat party. Amara
stayed at his side. They walked up to within twenty feet or so of the vast,
battle-scarred black gargant Doroga rode, and the pungent, earthy smell of
the beast was thick in her nose.
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The Marat himself was an enormous man, tall and heavily built even for
one of his race, slabs of thick muscle sliding under his skin. His coarse
white hair was worn back in a fighting braid, and there was a cut on his
chest that had closed itself with thick clots of blood. His features were
brutish, but dark eyes glittering with intelligence watched Bernard from be-
neath his heavy brows. He wore the tunic the holders of Calderon had given
him after the battle, though he’d torn it open down the front and removed
the sleeves to make room for his arms. The cool wind did not seem to make
him uncomfortable.

“Doroga,” Bernard called.

Doroga nodded back. “Bernard.” He hooked a thumb over his back.
“Wounded.”

“We're ready to help. Bring them in.”

Doroga’s wide mouth turned up into a smile that showed heavy, blocky
teeth. He nodded his head at Bernard in thanks then untied a large pouch
with a cross-shoulder sling on it from a strap on the gargant’s saddle-mat.
Then he took hold of a braided leather rope, and swung down from the beasts’
back. He closed on Bernard and traded grips with him, Marat fashion, hands
clasping one another’s forearms. “I'm obliged. Some of the wounds are beyond
our skill. Thought maybe your people would be willing to help.”

“And honored.” Bernard signaled Giraldi to take over seeing to the in-
jured among the Marat, while grooms came forth to examine wounded horses
and gargants, as well as a pair of bloodied wolves. “You're looking well,”
Bernard said.

“How is your nephew?” Doroga rumbled.

“Off learning,” Bernard said. “Kitai?”

“Off learning,” said Doroga, eyeing Amara. “Ah, the girl who flies. You
need to eat more, girl.”

Amara laughed. “I try, but the First Lord keeps me busy running mes-
sages.”

“Too much running does that,” Doroga agreed. “Get a man. Have some
babies. That always works.”

A sickly little fluttering stab of pain went through Amara’s belly, but she
did her best to keep a smile on her face. “I'll think about it.”

“Huh,” Doroga snorted. “Bernard, maybe you got something broken in
your pants?”

Bernard’s face flushed scarlet. “Uh. No.”
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Doroga saw the Count’s embarrassment and burst out into grunting,
guffawing laughter. “You Alerans. Everything mates,” Doroga said. “Every-
thing likes to. But only your people try to pretend they do neither.”

Amara enjoyed Bernard’s blush, though the pain Doroga’s words had
elicited prevented her from blushing herself. Bernard would probably think
she was just too worldly to be so easily embarrassed. “Doroga,” she said, to
rescue him from the subject, “how did you get that wound? What happened
to your people?”

The Marat headman’s smile faded, and he looked back out at the plains,
his countenance grim. “I got it being foolish,” he said. “The rest should first
be for your ears only. We should go inside.”

Bernard frowned and nodded at Doroga, then beckoned him. They
walked together into Garrison and back to Bernard’s office.

“Would you like some food?” Bernard asked.

“After my people have eaten,” Doroga said. “Their chala too. Their
beasts.”

“I understand. Sit, if you like.”

Doroga shook his head and paced quietly around the office, opening the
armoire, peering at the bricks of the fireplace, and picking up several books
off the modest-sized shelf to peer at their pages.

“Your people,” he said. “So different than ours.”

“In some ways,” Bernard agreed. “Similar in many others.”

“Yes.” Doroga flipped through the pages of The Chronicles of Gaius,
pausing to examine a woodcut illustration on one of them. “My people do
not know much of what yours know, Bernard. We do not have these . . .
what is the word?”

“Books.”

“Books,” Doroga said. “Or the drawing-speech your people use in them.
But we are an old people, and not without our own knowledge.” He gestured
at his wound. “The ground powder of shadowwort and sandgrass took the
pain, clotted the blood, and closed this wound. You would have needed
stitches or your sorcery.”

“I do not question your people’s experience or knowledge, Doroga,”
Bernard said. “You are different. That does not make you less.”

Doroga smiled. “Not all Alerans think as you.”

“True.”
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“We have our wisdom,” he said. “Passed on from one to another since
the first dawn. We sing to our children, and they to theirs, and so we re-
member what has been.” He went to the fireplace and stirred the embers
with a poker. Orange light played lurid shadows over the shape of his mus-
cles and made his expression feral. “I have been a great fool. Our wisdom
warned me, but [ was too foolish to see the danger for what it was.”

“What do you mean?” asked Amara.

He drew a deep breath. “The Wax Forest. You have heard of it, Bernard?”
“Yes,” he said. “I went there a time or two. Never down into it.”

“Wise,” Doroga said. “It was a deadly place.”

“Was?”

The Marat nodded. “No longer. The creatures who lived there have de-
parted it.”

Bernard blinked. “Departed. To where?”

Doroga shook his head. “I am not certain. Yet. But our wisdom tells us
of them, and warns of what they will do.”

“You mean your people have seen such things before?”

Doroga nodded. “Far in the past, our people did not live where we live
today. We came here from another place.”

“Across the sea?” Amara asked.

Doroga shrugged. “Across the sea. Across the sky. We were elsewhere,
then we were here. Our people have lived in many lands. We go to a new
place. We bond with what lives there. We learn. We grow. We sing the songs
of wisdom to our children.”

Amara frowned. “You mean . . .is that why there are different tribes
among your people?”

He blinked at her as her Academy teachers might have done at slow-
witted students, and nodded. “By chala. By totem. Our wisdom tells us that
long ago, in another place, we met a creature. That this creature stole the
hearts and minds of our people. That it and its brood grew from dozens to
millions. It overwhelmed us. Destroyed our lands and homes. It stole our
children, and our females gave birth to its spawn.”

Bernard sat down in a chair by the fire, frowning.

“It is a demon that can take many forms,” the Marat continued. “It
tastes of blood and may take the shape of creature it tasted. It gives birth to
its own brood of creatures. It transforms its enemies into . . . things. Things
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of its own creation, that fight for the creature. It keeps taking. Killing. Spawn-
ing. Until nothing is left to fight it.”

Bernard narrowed his eyes, intent on Doroga. Amara took a few steps to
stand behind his chair, her hand on his shoulder.

“This is not a campfire tale, Aleran,” Doroga said quietly. “It is not a mis-
take. This creature is real.” The big Marat swallowed, his expression ashen.
“It can take many shapes and forms, and our wisdom warns us not to rely
solely upon its appearance to warn us of its presence. That was my mistake.
I did not see the creature for what it was until it was too late.”

“The Wax Forest,” Bernard said.

Doroga nodded. “When your nephew and Kitai returned from the Trial,
something followed them.”

“You mean wax spiders?” Bernard asked.

Doroga shook his head. “Something larger. Something more.”

“Wait,” Amara said. “Are you talking about many creatures or one crea-
ture?”

“Yes,” Doroga said. “That is what makes it an Abomination before The
One.”

Amara almost scowled in frustration. The Marat simply did not use lan-
guage the same way as Alerans did, even when speaking Aleran. “I don’t
think I've ever heard of anything like that here, Doroga.”

Doroga shrugged. “No. That is why I have come. To warn you.” He took
a step closer to them, crouching down, and whispered, “The Abomination is
here. The wisdom tells us the name of its minions. The vordu-ha.” He shud-
dered, as if saying the words sickened him. “And it tells us the name of the
creature itself. It is the vord.”

There was heavy silence for a moment. Then Bernard asked, “How do
you know?”

Doroga nodded toward the courtyard. “I gave battle to a vord nest yes-
terday at dawn with two thousand warriors.”

“Where are they now?” Amara asked.

The Marat’s expression stayed steady and on the fire. “Here.”

Amara felt her mouth open in shock. “But you only had two hundred
with . .."

Doroga’s features remained feral, stony, as her words trailed off into si-
lence. “We paid in blood to destroy the vord in that nest. But the wisdom
tells us that when the vord abandon a nest, they divide into three groups to
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build new nests. To spread their kind. We tracked and destroyed one such
group. But there are two more. I believe one of them is here, in your valley,
hiding on the slopes of the mountain called Garados.”

Bernard frowned. “And where is the other?”

In answer, Doroga reached into his sling pouch and drew out a battered
old leather backpack. He tossed it into Bernard’s lap.

Amara felt Bernard’s entire body go rigidly tense as he stared down at
the pack.

“Great furies,” Bernard whispered. “Tavi.”

»x+CHAPTER 5

Whirls of dust from the collapse filled the inside of Isanaholt’s stables, and
made the sunshine slipping here and there through the roof into soft, golden
rods of light. Isana stared at the enormous crossbeam in the steadholt’s sta-
bles. It had broken and fallen without any warning whatsoever a moment af-
ter she had entered the barn to distribute feed to the animals. If she had
been facing the wrong way, or if she had been any slower, she would be ly-
ing dead under it with the crushed and bloodied bodies of a pair of luckless
hens instead of shaking with startled terror.

Her first thought was of her holders. Had any of them been in the barn,
or the loft? Furies forbid, had any of the children been playing there? Isana
reached out for her fury, and with Rill's help created a crafting that slid
through the air of the barn—but the barn was empty.

Which was probably the point, she thought, suddenly struck with a pos-
sible explanation for the accident. She stood up, shaking still, and went to
the fallen beam, examining it.

One end of the beam was broken, snapped off with ragged spikes and
splinters of wood standing out from it. The other end was far smoother,
almost as clean as if it had been trimmed with a mill-saw. But no blade
had done it. The wood was crumbling and dusty, as if it had been attacked
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by an army of termites. A furycrafting, Isana thought. A deliberate fury-
crafting.

Not an accident. Not an accident at all.

Someone had tried to kill her.

Isana suddenly became more intensely aware of the fact that she was
alone in the stables. Most of the holders were out in the fields by now—they
had only a few more days to plow and sew, and the herders had their hands
full with keeping track of mating cycles, assisting in the delivery of the new
lambs, calves, kids, and a pair of gargant digs. Even the kitchens, the nearest
building to the stables, were empty at the moment, while the steadholt
women working there took time for a meal of their own in the central hall.

In short, it was unlikely that anyone heard the beam fall—and even
more unlikely that they could hear her should she call for them. For a mo-
ment, Isana wished desperately that her brother still lived at the steadholt.
But Bernard didn’t. She would have to look out for herself.

She took a deep, steadying breath and stole a couple of steps to a wall
where a pitchfork hung by a hook set into a beam. She took the tool down,
straining to be silent, willing Rill's presence to continue sweeping through the
barn. The furycrafting was hardly precise—and even if there was a murderer
lurking nearby, if he was a man of enough detachment, he might not have
enough of a sense of emotion for Rill to detect. But it was better than nothing.

Woodcrafters could, when they needed to, exert the power of their fu-
ries to hide their presence from other’s eyes, if enough vegetable matter was
nearby to use as material. At the behest of a woodcrafter, trees would shift
their shadows, grass would twist and bend to conceal, and all manner of
subtle illusions of light and shadow could hide them from even skilled, wary
eyes. And the barn was almost ankle deep in the rushes laid to help keep it
warm during the winter.

Isana remained in place for several silent moments, waiting for any sign
of another’s presence. Patience could only help her—it would not be long
before the steadholt began to fill with holders returning from the fields for
their midday meal. Her attacker, if he was here, would already have come
for her if he thought her vulnerable. The worst thing she could do would be
to lose her head and run headlong into a less subtle attack.

Outside, the beat of running hooves approached the steadholt, and some-
one rode a horse in through the gates. The animal chafed and stamped for a
moment, then a young man’s voice called, “Hello, the steadholt! Holder Isana?”
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Isana held her breath for a moment, then let it out slowly, relaxing a lit-
tle. Someone had come. She lowered the pitchfork and took a step toward
the door she had entered.

There was a small, thumping sound behind her, and a rounded pebble
bounced once and then fell into the straw. Rill suddenly warned her of a
wave of panic coming from immediately behind her.

Isana turned, raising the pitchfork by instinct, and only barely saw the
vague outline of someone in the half-shadowed barn. There was a flash of
steel, a hot sensation on one of her hips, and she felt the tines of the pitch-
fork bite hard into living flesh. She choked out a scream of terror and chal-
lenge and drove the pitchfork hard forward, throwing the weight of her
entire body behind it. She drove the attacker back against the heavy door of
one of the horse stalls, and she felt in exquisite detail the sudden burst of
pain, surprise, and naked fear that came from her attacker.

The tines bit hard into the wooden door, and her attacker’s crafting of
concealment wavered and vanished.

He wasn’t young enough to be called a youth, but not yet old enough to
be considered a man, either. He seemed to be at that most dangerous of
ages, where strength, skill, and confidence met naiveté and idealism; when
young men skilled at the crafts of violence could be manipulated into em-
ploying those skills with brutal efficiency—and without questions.

The assassin stared at her for a moment, eyes wide, his face already
pale. His sword arm twitched, and he lost his grip on the weapon, an odd
blade slightly curved rather than the more typical gladius. He pushed at the
tines of the pitchfork, but his fingers had no strength in them. One of the
steel tines had severed a blood vessel in his belly, she judged, some part of
her mind operating with clinical detachment. It was the only thing that
could have incapacitated him so quickly. Otherwise, he would have been
able to strike her again with the sword, even though wounded.

But the rest of her felt like wailing in sheer anguish. Isana’s link to Rill was
too open and too strong to set aside easily. All of what her attacker felt flowed
into her thoughts and perceptions with a simple, agonizing clarity. She felt
him, the screaming pain of his injuries, the sense of panic and despair as he
realized what had happened, and that he had no way to avoid his fate.

She felt him as his fear and pain faded to a sense of dim, puzzled sur-
prise, quiet regret, and a vast and heavy weariness. Panicked, she withdrew
her senses from the young man, her thoughts screaming at Rill to break the
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connection with the young killer. She all but sobbed with relief as the sen-
sations of his emotion faded from her own, and she looked him in the face.

The young man looked up at her for a moment. He had eyes the color of
walnuts and a small scar over his left eyebrow.

His body sagged, the weight pulling the tines of the pitchfork free of the
door. Then his head lolled forward and a little to one side. His eyes went still.
Isana shivered and watched him die. When he had, she pulled on the pitch-
fork. It wouldn’t come out, and she had to brace one foot against the young
man’s chest to get enough leverage to withdraw the pitchfork. When it finally
came free, lazy streams of blood coursed down from the holes in the corpse’s
belly. The corpse fell to its side, and its glazed eyes stared up at Isana.

She had killed the young man. She had killed him. He was no older than
Tavi.

It was too much. She fell to her knees, and her belly lost control of its
contents. She found herself staring down at the floor of the stables, shud-
dering, while waves of disgust and loathing and fear washed over her.

Footsteps entered the stables, but they meant nothing to her. Isana low-
ered herself to her side once her stomach had ceased its rebellion. She lay
there with her eyes closed, while holders entered the stables, sure of only
one thing: If she hadn't killed the man, he would certainly have killed her.

Someone with the resources to hire a professional killer wanted her
dead.

She closed her eyes, too weary to do more, and was content to ignore
the others around her and let oblivion ease her anguish and terror.

000 CHAPTER O

“How long has she been down?” rumbled a deep, male voice. Her brother,
Isana thought. Bernard.

The next voice was old and quavered slightly. Isana recognized old bel-
dame Bitte’s quiet confidence. “Since just before midday.”
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“She looks pale,” said another male voice, this one higher, less resonant.
“Are you sure she’s all right?”

Bernard answered, “As sure as | can be, Aric. There are no wounds on
her.” He let out a slow breath. “It looks like she might have collapsed, push-
ing her crafting too hard. I've seen her work herself into the ground before.”

“It might also be a reaction to the struggle,” Amara said. “Shock.”

Bernard grunted agreement. “Green legionares do that after their first
battle, sometimes. Great furies know it’s a terrible thing to kill a man.” Isana
felt her brother’s broad, warm hand on her hair. He smelled like sweating
horses, leather, and road dust, and his voice was quietly anguished. “Poor
'Sana. s there anything more we can do for her?”

Isana took a deep breath and made an effort to speak, though it came
out at hardly more than a whisper. “Begin with washing your hands, little
brother. They smell.”

Bernard let out a glad cry, and she was immediately half-crushed in one
of his bear hugs.

“I may need my spine unbroken, Bernard,” she rasped, but she felt her-
self smiling as she did.

He laid her back down on the bed immediately, carefully restraining his
strength. “Sorry, Isana.”

She laid her hand on his arm and smiled up at him. “Honestly. It’s all
right.”

“Well,” said Bitte, her tone crisp. She was a tiny old woman, white-
haired and hunched but with more wits than most, and she had been an in-
stitution in the Valley for years before the First Battle of Calderon had ever
taken place, much less the more recent events. She stood up and made
shooing motions. “Out, everyone, out. You all need to eat, and I daresay
Isana could use a few moments of privacy.”

Isana smiled gratefully at Bitte, then told Bernard, “I'll come down in a
few moments.”

“Are you sure you should—" he began.

She lifted a hand, and said, more steadily, “I'll be fine. I'm starving.”

“All right,” Bernard relented, and retreated before Bitte like an indul-
gent bull from a herding dog. “But let’s eat in the study,” he said. “We have
some things to discuss.”

Isana frowned. “Of course, then. I'll be right there.”

They left, and Isana took a few moments to pull her thoughts together
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while she freshened up. Her stomach twisted in revulsion as she saw the
blood on her skirts and tunic, and she got out of the clothes as quickly as
she possibly could, throwing them into the room’s fire. It was wasteful, but
she knew she couldn’t have put them on again. Not after seeing the dark-
ness close in on the young man’s eyes.

She tore her thoughts away from that moment and stripped her under-
clothing off as well, changing into clean garments. She took her long, dark
hair down from its braid, idly noting still more strands of grey. There was a
small dressing mirror upon a chest of drawers, and she regarded herself in it
thoughtfully as she brushed out her hair. More grey, but to look at her one
would not know her age, of course. She was slim (far too much so, by fash-
ionable standards), and her features were still those of a girl only a bit more
than twenty years of age—less than half of the years she had actually lived. If
she lived to be Bitte’s age, she might look as old as a woman in her midthirties,
but for the grey hairs, which she refused to dye into darkness. Perhaps that
was because between her too-thin body, and the apparent youth gifted to
watercrafters, the grey hairs were the only things that marked her as a woman
rather than a girl. They were a dubious badge of honor for what she had suf-
fered and lost in her years, but they were all she had.

She left her hair down, rather than braiding it again, and frowned at her-
self in the mirror. Taking dinner in the study instead of the hall? It must
mean that Bernard—or more likely Amara—was concerned about what
might be overheard. Which meant that she had come with some kind of
word from the Crown.

[sana’s stomach twisted again, this time in anxiety. The killer in the barn
had arrived with quite improbable timing. What were the odds that such a
thing would happen only hours before the Crown’s messenger arrived in the
Valley? It seemed that the two could hardly be unrelated.

Which begged the question—who had sent the killer after her? The en-
emies of the Crown?

Or Gaius himself.

The thought was not as ridiculous as others might think, given what she
knew. Isana had met Gaius and felt his presence. She knew that he was a
man of steel and stone, with the will to rule, to deceive and, when neces-
sary, to kill to protect his position and his people. He would not hesitate to
order her slain should she become a threat to him. And for all that he knew,
she might be one.
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She shivered, and pushed her worries down, forcing herself to wrap her
fears with thoughts of confidence and strength. She'd been keeping secrets
for twenty years, and she knew how to play the game as well as any in the
Realm. As much as she liked Amara, and as much as she liked seeing that she
made Isana’s brother happy, Amara was a Cursor and loyal to the Crown.

She could not be trusted.

The stone halls of the steadholt would be cold as the evening blanketed
the valley, so she drew a heavy shawl of dark red about her shoulders to add
to the deep blue dress, donned her slippers, and moved quietly through the
hallways to Bernardholt—no, to Isanaholt’s study. To her study.

The room was not a large one, and this deep in the stone walls of the
steadholt there were no windows. Two tables filled up most of the space,
and a slateboard and shelves filled the walls. In the winter, when there was
more time than could be filled with work, the children of the steadholt
learned their basic arithmetic, studied records of furycrafting for guidance
in the use of their own furies, and learned to do at least a little reading.
Now, Bernard, Amara, and Aric, the Valley’s youngest Steadholder, occu-
pied one table, which was laid out with the evening meal.

Isana slipped in quietly and shut the door behind her. “Good evening. I'm
sorry I wasn’t on hand to greet you properly, Your Excellencies, Steadholder.”

“Nonsense,” Aric said, rising and smiling at her. “Good evening, Isana.”

Bernard rose as well, and they waited for Isana to sit down before they
did themselves.

They ate in quiet conversation for a while, chatting about little of con-
sequence, until the meal was finished. “You've hardly spoken at all, Aric,”
Isana said, as they pushed plates aside and sat sipping at cups of hot tea.
“How did you and yours weather the winter?”

Aric frowned. “I'm afraid that's why I'm here. I . ..” He flushed a little.
“Well. To be honest, I'm having a problem, and [ wanted to consult with you
before I bothered Count Bernard with it.”

Bernard frowned. “For fury’s sake, Aric. I'm still the same man [ was two
years ago, title or no. You shouldn’t worry about bothering me when it’s hold
business.”

“No sir,” Aric said. “I won'’t, Your Excellency, sir.”

“Good.”

The young man promptly turned to Isana, and said, “There have been
some problems, and I'm concerned that I may need the Count’s help.”
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Amara covered her mouth with her hand until she could camouflage the
smile behind a cup as she drank. Bernard settled back with a tolerant smile,
but Isana felt something else from him—a sudden stab of anxiety.

Aric poured a bit more wine into his cup and settled back from the
table. He was a spare man, all arms and legs, and still too young to have the
heavier, more muscular build of maturity. For all of that, he was considered
to be uncommonly intelligent, and in the past two years had worked hard
enough on the two steadholts under his authority to separate himself en-
tirely from what was now generally considered to be an unfortunate blood
relation with his late father, Kord.

“Something’s been hunting on the eastern steadholt,” he said in a seri-
ous tone. “We were missing nearly a third of the cattle we had to turn out to
wild forage over the winter, and we assumed that they'd been taken by
thanadents or even a herdbane. But we've lost two more cows from our en-
closed pastures since we've brought them in.”

Isana frowned. “You mean they've been killed?”

“I mean they've been lost,” Aric said. “At night, they were in the pasture.
In the morning they weren'’t. No tracks. No blood. No corpses. Just gone.”

Isana felt her eyebrows lift. “That’s . . . odd. Cattle thieves?”

“I thought so,” Aric said. “I took two of my woodcrafters, and we went
into the hills to track down whoever it was. We searched for their camp, and
we found it.” Aric took a large swallow of wine. “It looked like there might
have been as many as twenty men there, but they were gone. The fires were
out, but there was a spit of burnt meat sitting over one of them. There were
clothes, weapons, bedrolls and tools lying out as if they'd all gotten up and
walked away without taking anything with them.”

Bernard’s frown deepened, and Aric turned earnestly to face him.

“It was . . . wrong, sir. It was frightening. I don’t know how else to de-
scribe it to you, but it made the hair on our necks stand up. And dark was
coming on, so I took my men and headed back for the steadholt as quickly
as we could.” His face grew a little more pale. “One of them, Grimard—you
remember him, sir, the man with the scar over his nose?”

“Yes. Attican legionare, 1 think, retired out here with his cousin. I saw
him cut down a pair of Wolf warriors at Second Garrison.”

“That’s him,” Aric said. “He didn’t make it back to the steadholt.”

“Why?” Isana asked. “What happened?”

Aric shook his head. “We were strung out in a line, with me in the middle.
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He wasn't five yards away. One minute he was there, but when I turned
around to look a moment later, he was gone. Just . . . gone, sir. No sound.
No tracks. No sign of him.” Aric looked down. “I got scared, and I ran. I
shouldn’t have done that.”

“Crows, boy,” Bernard said, still frowning. “Of course you should have
done that. That would have scared the hairs right off my head.”

Aric looked up at him and down again, shame still on his features. “I
don’t know what to tell Grimard’s wife. We're hoping he’s still alive, sir,
but . . .” Aric shook his head. “But I don't think he is. We aren’t dealing with
bandits, or Marat. I don’t have a reason why. It’s just . . .”

“Instinct,” Bernard rumbled. “Never discount it, lad. When did this hap-
pen?”

“Last night. I've ordered the children kept in the steadholt walls, and
that no one should leave in groups of less than four. I left first thing morn-
ing to speak with Isana.”

Bernard exhaled slowly and glanced at Amara. The Cursor nodded,
stood up, and went to the door. Isana heard her whisper something while
she touched the wood of the door, and her ears pained her briefly, then
popped.

“We should be able to speak freely now,” Amara said.

“Speak freely about what?” Aric asked.

“About something I learned from Doroga this morning,” Bernard said.
“He says that there is some manner of creature he called a vord. That it was
dwelling in the Wax Forest, and that something happened that caused it to
leave its home.” Isana frowned, listening as Bernard told the rest of what
Doroga had confided to him regarding the creature.

“I don't know, sir,” Aric said, his voice dubious. “I've never heard of any-
thing like this. A blood-drinking shapeshifter? We would have heard of such
a thing, wouldn’t we?”

“According to Doroga, by the time you hear about it, it might already be
too late,” Bernard said. “If he’s correct about the location of the nest on
Garados, it could explain the losses at your steadholt, Aric.”

“Are you sure he isn't telling you stories?” Aric asked.

“I saw our healers patch up better than two hundred Marat and at least
as many of their beasts, Aric. That wasn’t done as a practical joke. If Doroga
says he lost nearly two thousand warriors, [ believe him.” He went on to re-
lay the rest of what Doroga had told him.
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Isana folded her arms and shivered. “What about the third nest?”

Bernard and Amara traded another one of those looks, and she hardly
needed any of her furycrafting gifts to know that her brother lied when he
said, “Doroga has trackers on its trail. As soon as we find it, we'll hit it. But I
want to focus on the nest we know about first.”

“Two thousand men,” Aric muttered. “What will you do to assault this
nest? There aren’t that many in the whole valley, Bernard.”

“The Marat didn't have any Knights with them. We do. I think we
should at least be able to contain these vord until reinforcements can arrive
from Riva.”

“If help arrives from Riva,” Isana said.

Bernard looked at her sharply. “What do you mean?”

“You saw how Aric reacted when you told him your source of informa-
tion, and he’s actually met Doroga. Don't let it shock you if High Lord Riva
discounts a barbarian’s word altogether.”

Amara chewed on her lip, eyes narrowed. “She could be right. Riva
hates the Marat for a variety of reasons.”

“But Alerans are dying, Amara,” Bernard said.

“Your argument is reasonable,” Amara said. “Riva might not be. He’s al-
ready strapped for funds after rebuilding Garrison and assisting with repairs
in the steadholts. He’s going to find himself with empty pockets if he is
forced to mobilize his Legions. He'll want to avoid that unless it’s absolutely
necessary, and he'll almost certainly drag his feet rather than waste money
on the ghost stories of some furyless barbarian. It's even possible that he has
already left to attend Wintersend ceremonies in the capital.”

“It’s also possible he hasn't.”

Amara held up her hand in a pacifying gesture. “I'm only saying that it’s
going to be difficult to secure assistance based on the observations of a
Marat hordemaster. Riva holds Doroga in contempt.”

“T'd rather do something than nothing. And in any case, I've already sent
the messenger. It’s done. There isn't any time to waste.”

“Why not?” Aric asked.

“According to Doroga, this nest will reproduce and divide into three
more within a week’s time. If we don’t catch this one now, the vord may be
able to spread more rapidly than we can find and destroy them. That being
the case, if Riva doesn’t respond at once, we may have to fend for ourselves.”

Aric nodded, though he didn’t look happy. “What can I do to help?”
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“Return to your steadholt,” Amara said. “Start filling containers with
drinking water, preparing tubs for the healers, bandages, the like. We'll use
Aricholt as our base of operations while we locate the nest.”

“Very well,” Aric said, rising from the table. “In that case, I wish to re-
turn immediately.”

“It could be dangerous for you, after dark,” Amara warned.

“T'll swing wide around the mountain,” Aric said. “My place is with my
holders.”

Bernard stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Be careful, Stead-
holder.”

They murmured their good-byes, and Aric left the study.

After the door had shut, Amara turned to Isana and offered her an en-
velope.

“What's this?” Isana asked.

“An invitation to Wintersend, from the Crown.”

[sana lifted her eyebrows. “But that’s in a few days.”

“I am given to understand that His Majesty has already set several
Knights Aeris aside to fly you in.”

Isana shook her head. “I'm afraid that isn’t possible,” she said. “Espe-
cially not before this vord situation is settled. Healers will be needed.”

Amara frowned at her. “This isn’t precisely a request, Steadholder Isana.
You are needed in the capital. You've become quite the bone of contention.”

Isana blinked. “I have?”

“Indeed. By elevating you to a position of equality with the male mem-
bers of the gentry, Gaius has tacitly declared a sort of equality of status be-
tween men and women. As a result, many folk have taken it as permission to
establish a number of equities formerly denied women. And others have
taken shameless advantage of the opportunity. Various cities have begun to
tax the sale of female slaves as heavily as males. The Slaver’s Consortium is
furious and demands legislation to reestablish the previous status quo, and
the Dianic League has rallied against them.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with me attending Festival in the capital.”

“The balance of power has begun to shift in the Senate. Gaius needs the
support of the Dianic League if he is to prevent it from flying out of control.
So he needs you there, at Festival, highly visible to everyone in the Realm, to
show how strongly you support him.”

“No,” Isana said flatly. “I have more vital duties here.”
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“More vital than protecting the stability of the Realm?” Amara asked in
a mild tone. “My. You must be very busy.”

Isana rose sharply to her feet, her eyes narrowed, and snarled, “I don't
need a child like you to tell me my duty.”

Bernard rose, staring at Isana in shock. “’Sana, please.”

“No, Bernard,” Isana said. “I am not Gaius’s pet dog to sit up and hop
through hoops when he snaps his fingers.”

“Of course not,” Amara said. “But you are the only person who might
give him the advantage he needs to prevent the Realm from falling into a
civil war. Which is why someone ordered you killed in the first place—or
hadn’t that occurred to you?”

Bernard put a warm hand on Isana’s shoulder to steady her, but Amara’s
words struck her like a cup of icy cold water. “Civil war? Has it come to
that?”

Amara pushed her hair back tiredly. “It grows more likely each day. The
Slaver’s Consortium is supported by several of the southern cities, and the
northern and Shieldwall cities favor the Dianic League. It is imperative that
Gaius maintains control over the Senate’s majority, and the Dianic League is
the lever he needs. My orders were to give you this information, then ac-
company you and your brother to the capital.”

Isana sat down again slowly. “But that has now changed.”

Amara nodded. “If Doroga is right about the vord, they could be a
deadly threat. They must be dealt with without delay, so Bernard and I will
stay here and do so, and join you as soon as we are able.”

“And,” Bernard rumbled, “we think we know where the third group of
vord is going.”

[sana arched an eyebrow.

Bernard reached into a sack he’d brought with him and drew out an old,
battered leather pack. “Doroga’s scouts found this along a trail leading di-
rectly toward the capital.”

Isana blinked at the pack. “Isn’t that Fade’s old pack?”

“Yes,” Bernard said. “But Fade gave it to Tavi before he entered the Wax
Forest. Tavi lost it during the battle there. His scent is all over it.”

“Blood and crows,” Isana swore. “Are you telling me that this creature is
following him?”

“It appears so,” said Amara. “The Knights Aeris will arrive in the morn-
ing. [sana, you need to get to the capital and gain an audience with Gaius as
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soon as possible. Tell him about the vord, and make him believe you. He
needs to find their nest and stop them.”

“Why can't you send a courier to him instead?”

“Too risky,” Bernard answered. “If the courier is delayed, or if Gaius is
preoccupied with preparations, we'd be better off having the extra help
here.”

Amara nodded. “He will see you, Holder Isana. You may be the only one
who will be able to cut through protocol and get to him immediately.”

“All right. I'll do it. I'll talk to him.” Isana said. “But not until I am sure
Tavi is safe.”

Amara grimaced but nodded. “Thank you. It was never my intention to
send you into that snake pit alone. There will be a lot of people interested in
you. Some of them can be quite deceptive and dangerous. I can provide you
with an escort—a man I trust, named Nedus. He'll meet you at the Citadel
and should be able to help you.”

Isana nodded quietly and rose. “Thank you, Amara. I'll manage.” She
took a step toward the door and wavered, nearly falling.

Bernard caught her before she could. “Whoa. Are you all right?”

Isana closed her eyes and shook her head. “I just need to rest. It will be
an early morning.” She opened her eyes and frowned up at her brother. “You
will be careful?”

“T'll be careful,” he promised. “If you promise that you will.”

She smiled faintly at him. “Done.”

“Don’t worry, 'Sana,” he rumbled. “We’ll make sure everyone is kept
safe. Especially Tavi.”

Isana nodded, and started for the door again, steadier. “We will.”

Presuming, of course, that they weren't already too late.



- CHAPTER 1

Between the time he saw Steadholder Isana found by her people and the
time the sun set, Fidelias had run more than a hundred miles and left the
Calderon Valley behind him. The furycrafted stones of the causeway lent
their strength to his own earth fury, and through it to Fidelias. Though he
was a man of nearly threescore years, the long run had cost him compara-
tively little effort. He slowed down when the hostel came into sight and
walked the last several hundred yards, panting, his legs and arms burning
lightly with exertion. Grey clouds rolled across the flaming twilight, and it
began to rain.

Fidelias flipped his cloak’s hood over his head. His hair had grown even
thinner in the past few years, and if he didn’t cover it, the cold rain would be
both unpleasant and unhealthy. No self-respecting spy would allow himself
to catch cold. He imagined the deadly consequences had he sneezed or
coughed while inside the barn with Isana and her would-be assassin.

He didn’t mind the thought of dying on a mission, but he'd stake him-
self out for the crows if he would ever allow it to happen because of a petty
mistake.

The hostel was typical of its kind in the northern half of the Realm—a
ten-foot wall surrounding a hall, a stables, a pair of barracks houses and a
modest-sized smithy. He bypassed the hall, where travelers would be buying
hot meals. His stomach rumbled. The music, dancing, and drinking
wouldn't start until later in the evening, and until they did, he would not risk
being recognized by bored diners with nothing better to do than observe and
converse with their fellow travelers.

He slipped up the stairs of the second barracks house, opened the door
to the room farthest from the entrance, and bolted it behind him. He eyed
the bed for a moment, and his muscles and joints ached, but duty came be-
fore comfort. He sighed, built the fire laid in the fireplace to life, tossed
aside his cloak and poured water from a pitcher into a broad bowl. Then he
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withdrew a small flask from his pouch, opened it, and poured a few splashes
of water from the deep wellsprings beneath the Citadel in Aquitaine into
the bowl.

The water in the bowl stirred almost immediately, rippling, and a long
blob of liquid extruded from the surface of the contents in the bowl, waver-
ing slowly into the miniature form of a woman in evening robes, striking
rather than beautiful, apparently in her late twenties. “Fidelias,” the woman’s
form said. Her voice sounded faint, soft, very far away. “You're late.”

“My lady Invidia,” Fidelias replied to the image, inclining his head. “I'm
afraid the opposition wasn't overly considerate of our time constraints.”

She smiled. “An agent had been dispatched. Did you learn anything of
him?”

“Nothing stone solid. But he was carrying a Kalaran gutting knife, and
he knew what he was doing,” Fidelias said.

“A Kalaran bloodcrow,” said the image. “Then the rumors are true.
Kalarus has his own breed of Cursor.”

“Apparently.”

She laughed. “Only a man of great integrity could resist saying, ‘T told
you so0.””

“Thank you, my lady.”

“What happened?”

“It was a near thing,” Fidelias said. “When his first plan failed he pan-
icked and went after her with that gutting blade.”

“The Steadholder was slain?”

“No. She sensed him just before he struck, and killed him with a pitch-
fork.”

The image’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Impressive.”

“She’s a formidable woman, my lady, watercrafting aside. If I may ask,
my lady, what were the results of the League’s summit?”

The woman'’s image tilted her head, regarding him thoughtfully. Then
said, “They have elected to support and promote Steadholder Isana’s status.”

Fidelias nodded. “I see.”

“Do you?” the image asked. “Do you really see what this could mean?
How it could affect the course of our history?”

Fidelias pursed his lips. “I suppose in the long term, it could mean an
eventual state of legal and political parity between genders. I try not to think
in terms of history, my lady. Only in practical cause and effect.”
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“Meaning?”

“Meaning that the most immediate effect will be economic, and there-
fore political. The establishment of a woman as a full Citizen in her own
right will have immediate effects on the slave trade. If it becomes as costly
to sell and purchase female slaves as male, it will have an enormous detri-
mental effect on the economy of the southern cities. Which is why, pre-
sumably, Kalarus dispatched an agent to remove Isana of Calderon.”

“High Lord Kalarus is a debauched pig,” Invidia said, her tone matter-
of-fact. “I'm sure he went into some sort of seizure when he heard the news
about Steadholder Isana.”

Fidelias narrowed his eyes. “Ah. The First Lord knew precisely how
High Lord Kalarus would react.”

Her mouth curled up in an ironic smile. “Indeed. Gaius rather neatly di-
vided his enemies by introducing this issue. My husband’s alliance in the
north, and Kalarus’s in the south—and if the Steadholder appears in sup-
port of him, he may sweep the support of the Dianic League from my hus-
band, as well.”

“Would they not follow your lead, my lady?”

Invidia’s image waved a hand. “You flatter me, but I do not control the
League so completely. No one could. My husband simply understands the
advantage that the support of the League gives him, and they see what they
gain in return. Our relationship is one of mutual benefit.”

“I assume your associates and allies are aware of the situation.”

“Very,” Invidia replied. “The woman’s fate will be a demonstration of my
husband’s competence.” She shook her head wearily. “The outcome of this sit-
uation is absolutely critical, Fidelias. Our success will solidify my husband’s
alliances while weakening the faith of Kalarus’ followers. Failure could fatally
cripple our plans for the future.”

“In my judgment, the time seems premature for a confrontation with
Kalarus.”

She nodded. “I certainly would not have chosen this time and place, but
by granting Citizenship to this woman, Gaius has forced Kalarus’s hand.” She
waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “But confrontation with Kalarus'’s
faction was inevitable.”

Fidelias nodded. “What are my orders, my lady?”

“You're to come to the capital at once for Wintersend.”

Fidelias stared at the image for a moment. Then said, “You're joking.”
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“No,” she said. “Isana will be presented formally to the Realm and the
Senate at the conclusion of Wintersend, in public support of Gaius. We
must stop it from happening.”

Fidelias stared at the image for a moment, frustration welling up in his
chest too sharply to keep it wholly from his voice. “I am a wanted man. If
am recognized in the capital, where many know my face, [ will be captured,
interrogated, and killed. To say nothing of the fact that the woman herself
will know me on sight.”

The image stared at him. “And?”

He kept his voice bland. “And it may somewhat hamper my ability to
move around the city.”

“Fidelias,” the image chided, “you are one of the most dangerous men I
know. And you are certainly the most resourceful.” The image gave him a
very direct, almost hungry look. “It's what makes you so attractive. You'll
manage. It is my husband’s command as well as my own.”

Fidelias ground his teeth, but inclined his head. “Yes, my lady. I'll . . .
think of something.”

“Excellent,” the image responded. “Isana’s support for Gaius could cost
my husband the support of the Dianic League. You must prevent it at any
cost. Our future—and yours—hinges upon it.”

The watery image slid smoothly back down into the bowl and vanished.
Fidelias grimaced at it for a moment, then cursed and threw it across the
room. The ceramic bowl shattered against the stones of the hearth.

Fidelias mopped his hands over his face. Impossible. What the Lord and
Lady Aquitaine were asking was impossible. It would be the death of him.

Fidelias grimaced. There would be little point in trying to rest this night,
and even the desire to eat had vanished with the tension that had filled him
in the wake of his conversation with Lady Invidia.

He changed into dry clothing, seized his cloak and his belongings, and
headed back out into the night.
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Tavi’s legs burned from where he crouched on a rooftop overlooking the Do-
mus Malleus, a building formerly a large smithy that had been rebuilt into
one of the most popular dining houses in the trade quarter of the city of
Alera. Twilight was laying siege to the day, and shadows had begun to fill the
streets. Shops and merchants were closing their windows and doors for the
night and rolling their goods away until the market opened again the next
morning. The scent of fresh bread and roasting meat filled the air.

Tavi’s leg twitched, threatening to begin cramping. Stillness and pa-
tience were necessities for any hunter, and his uncle had taught Tavi all that
he knew about tracking and hunting. Tavi had trailed the enormous sheep
his uncle raised through rocky mountain trails, hunted down stray horses
and calves, stalked the trails and learned the habits of the wildcats and
thanadents that would prey upon his uncle’s flocks.

As a final lesson, Bernard had taught him to stalk wild deer, creatures so
quiet, alert, and swift that only the most skilled and persistent hunters
would have any chance of taking one. This thief was not a mountain buck;
but Tavi reasoned that someone so wily, so impossible to catch by even ex-
perienced civic legionares would have many of the same habits. The thief
would be supremely wary, cautious, and swift. The only way to catch that
kind of quarry was to determine what he needed, and where he would go to
get it.

So Tavi had spent the afternoon speaking to officers of the civic legion,
learning where the thief had struck and what he had taken. The perpetrator
had eclectic tastes. A jeweler had lost a valuable silver cloak-pin and several
ebony combs—though more valuable trinkets stored in the same location
had not been touched. A clothier had been taken for three valuable cloaks.
A cobbler had lost a set of garim-hide boots. But most distinctively, a num-
ber of dining houses, grocers, and bakeries had suffered from frequent noc-
turnal robberies.
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Whoever the thief was, he wasn't after money. In fact, from the wildly
varying list of items taken, it was almost as though he was stealing his prizes
purely on impulse, for enjoyment. But the reoccurring burglaries of kitchens
and larders indicated a single common fact that he shared with the moun-
tain bucks of Tavi’s wild home.

The thief was hungry.

Once Tavi knew that, the rest was much less difficult. He had simply
waited for the dining houses to begin preparing their evening meals, then
followed his nose to the most delicious-smelling building he could find. He
found a spot where he could watch the kitchen entrance, and settled down
to wait for the deer to forage.

Tavi neither heard nor saw the thief coming, but the hairs on the back of
his neck rose and an odd, tingling ripple washed down his spine. He froze,
hardly daring to breathe, and a moment later he saw a slow, silent shape
covered in a dark cloak slip over the peak of the Domus Malleus’s roof and
descend to leap lightly to the ground beside the kitchen door.

Tavi descended to the street and darted across the street to the alley be-
hind the restaurant. He stalked deeper into the alley and concealed himself
in a patch of thick shadows, waiting for his quarry to reappear.

The thief emerged from the kitchen a pair of heartbeats later, sliding
something beneath his cloak.

Tavi held his breath as the thief ghosted down the alley toward him and
passed within a long step of Tavi’s hiding place. Tavi waited until the thief
went by, then lunged out of the shadows, seized the thief’s cloak and hauled
hard.

The thief reacted with the speed of a wary cat. He spun as Tavi pulled on
his cloak, and threw a clay pot of scalding soup at Tavi’s head. Tavi darted to
one side and out of the way, and the thief hurled a plate laden with the re-
mains of a roast at him, striking him hard on the chest. He staggered and fell
back, sent off-balance. The thief spun and sprinted away down the walkway.

Tavi regained his balance and set off in pursuit. The thief was light on
his feet, and Tavi could barely keep up. They ran in silence down darkened
streets and walkways, in and out of the colored, warm spheres of the fury-
lights. The thief hauled a barrel to its side as he passed a cooper’s shop, and
Tavi had to jump it. He gained ground, and threw himself at the thief’s
back. He missed, but got the man on a leg, and wrenched, throwing him off-
balance and to the ground.
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There was a silent, mad struggle only a few seconds long. Tavi tried to
pin one of the thief’s arms behind him, but his opponent was too quick and
writhed until he could throw an elbow at Tavi’s head. Tavi ducked it, but the
thief spun and struck him in the chin with the edge of one hand. Stars
flashed in Tavi’s eyes, and he lost his hold on the thief, who rose and van-
ished into the dark before Tavi could regain his feet.

He set off in pursuit, but it was vain. The thief had made good his es-
cape.

Tavi snarled a curse and stormed back out of the darkened alley, head-
ing for the Domus Malleus. At least, he thought, he’d get himself a decent
meal for all of his trouble.

He turned back out onto the street, scowling, and slammed directly into
a large pedestrian.

“Tavi?” Max said, surprise in his tone. “What are you doing here?”

Tavi blinked at his roommate. “What are you doing here?”

“I'm being attacked by scowling academs from Calderon,” Max said, a
smile on the edges of his words. He shrugged his dark cloak to settle more
solidly around him and brushed off his tunic.

The evening’s mists were gathering thick and cold. Tavi felt himself start
to shiver as the cold found its way to his sweating skin. He shook his head.
“Sorry. I suppose I'm not at my most alert. But seriously, what are you doing
down here?”

Max grinned. “There’s a young widow a couple of streets down. She gets
lonely on misty nights.”

“This time of year, every night is misty,” Tavi said.

Max beamed. “I noticed that, too.”

“There’s a reason people hate you.”

“Jealousy is common among lesser men,” Max agreed magnanimously.
“My turn. What are you doing down here? Wouldn't do for Gaius’s golden
boy to get caught sneaking out past curfew.”

“Meeting someone,” Tavi replied.

“Sure you are,” Max agreed amiably. “Who?”

“You aren't the only one who sneaks out of the Academy after dark.”

Max burst out into a rolling laugh.

Tavi scowled at him. “What’s so funny?”

“Obviously you aren’t seeing a girl.”

“How do you know?” Tavi demanded.
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“Because even a virgin like you would try to look better than you do.
Clean clothes, combed hair, freshly bathed, all that sort of thing. You look
like you've been rolling around in the street.”

Tavi flushed in embarrassment. “Shut up, Max. Go see your widow.”

Instead, Max leaned against the wall of the dining house and folded his
arms. “I could have rapped you on the head instead of letting you bump into
me. And you'd never have known it happened,” Max said. “It’s not like you.
You okay?”

“I'm just too busy,” Tavi said. “I did calculations homework all day, after
the test this morning—"

Max winced. “I'm sorry about how that went, Tavi. Killian might be able
to furycraft his way around being blind, but he bloody sure doesn't see your
strengths.”

Tavi shrugged. “I expected it to go that way. And I've got to attend Gaius
tonight.”

“Again?” Max said.

“Yeah.”

“So why aren’t you back at the dorm getting some shut-eye?”

Tavi began to wave his hand vaguely, but then narrowed his eyes and
smiled. “Ah-hah. Why aren’t you running off to your eager widow, Max?”

“It’s early. She'll keep,” Max said, frowning.

“She’ll keep until you complete your test for Killian?” Tavi asked.

Max’s shoulders stiffened. “What are you talking about?”

“Your own test,” Tavi said. “Killian gave you one of your own. He sent
you to find out what I was doing.”

Max couldn’t hide an expression of surprise. Then he rolled his eyes.
“Killian probably told you to keep yours secret, whatever it is.”

“Of course. And no, I'm not telling you about it.”

“Crows, Calderon. When you get this clever it makes me want to put a
nice dent in your face.”

“Jealousy is common among lesser men,” Tavi said, with a small smile.
Max mimed a punch, and Tavi ducked his head a little. “How long have you
been shadowing me?”

“A couple of hours. Lost you when you moved off the roof.”

“If Killian knew you'd shown yourself to me, he'd fail you on the spot.”

Max rolled one shoulder in a shrug. “It’s just a test. I've been dealing
with tests of one kind or another since I could walk.”
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“High Lord Antillus wouldn’t be pleased if you failed.”

“I'm sure to lose sleep now,” Max drawled.

Tavi half smiled. “Is there really a widow?”

Max grinned. “Even if there wasn't, 'm pretty sure I could find one. Or
make one, if it came to that.”

Tavi snorted. “What are your plans for the night, then?”

Max pursed his lips. “I could follow you around some more, but it doesn’t
seem fair.” He drew an X over his belly. “Soothword. I'll leave you alone in-
stead of making you spend an hour of your sleep shaking me.”

Tavi nodded and gave his friend a grateful smile. Max had sworn him-
self to truth, an old northern custom. He would never so much as consider
breaking a promise given under his soothword. “Thank you,” Tavi said.

“But I will find out what you're up to,” Max said. “Not so much for Kil-
lian, as it is because someone needs to show you that you aren’t nearly as
clever as you think you are.”

“Better get to bed then, Max. That’s only going to happen in your dreams.”

Max’s teeth flashed in the dimness as Tavi accepted the challenge. He
struck his chest lightly with a fist, the salute of a legionare, then vanished
into the misty night.

Once Max was gone, Tavi rubbed at his aching chest, where the hurled
plate had struck him. From the feel of it, there was going to be a bruise. A
big one. But at least he’d get a decent meal for his pains. He stepped up
onto the threshold of Domus Malleus.

The enormous chimes upon the top of the Citadel began to toll out the
hour, each stroke sending out a low, vibrating pressure that could shake wa-
ter within a bowl, accompanied by a shower of high, shivering tones, beau-
tiful and somehow sad.

The chimes sounded nine times, and Tavi spat an oath. There would
be no time to stop for a meal. If he set out at his best pace, it would take
him nearly another hour to wind his way up through Alera’s streets to
the First Lord’s Citadel, and subsequently descend into the depths be-
neath the stronghold. He would arrive smudged and stained from his
skulking, covered in sweat and most of an hour late to his duties to the
First Lord.

And he had a history examination in the morning.

And he still hadn’t caught Killian’s thief.

Tavi shook his head and started jogging back up through the capital.
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He'd only gone a couple of hundred yards when the skies rumbled, and
drops of slow, heavy rain came down in sheets.

“Some hero of the Realm you are,” Tavi muttered to himself, and set off
to attend the First Lord.

Panting, dirty, and late, he paused at the door to the First Lord’s chamber. He
tried to straighten his cloak and tunic, then regarded them helplessly. Noth-
ing short of a legion of cleaning experts could make him presentable. He
chewed on his lip, shoved his dark mop of wet hair back from his face, and
went inside.

Gaius stood upon the whirling colors of the mosaic tiles again. He
stooped, as though with great weariness or pain. His face was ashen, and
the stubble of his beard no longer seemed to contain any hairs but those
gone white. But it was his eyes that were the worst. They were sunken, dark
pits, the whites shot with blood around eyes whose colors had become
faded and dull. Fell, sickly fires burned within them—not the determina-
tion, pride and strength to which Tavi had become accustomed, but some-
thing more brittle, more frightening.

Gaius scowled down at him, and snapped, “You're late.”

Tavi bowed his head deeply and left it that way. “Yes, sire. I have no ex-
cuse, and offer my apologies.”

Gaius was silent for a moment, before he began to cough again. He
waved an irritated hand at the tiles, dispersing the shapes and colors rising
from them, and sat down at the little bureau against one wall until the
coughing had passed. The First Lord sat with his eyes closed, his breath too
shallow and too fast. “Go to the cupboard, boy. My spicewine.”

Tavi rose immediately and went to the cupboard near the bench in the
antechamber. Tavi poured and offered him the glass, and Gaius drank it
with a grimace. He studied Tavi with a sour expression. “Why were you
late?”

“Finals,” Tavi replied. “They've taken up more of my time.”

“Ah,” Gaius said. “I seem to remember several such incidents during my
own education. But it's no excuse for failing in your duties, boy.”

“No, sire.”

Gaius coughed again, wincing, and held out his glass for Tavi to refill.

“Sire? Are you well?”

The bitter, brittle flare of anger returned to Gaius’s eyes. “Quite.”
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Tavi licked his lips nervously. “Well, sire, you seem to be . . . somewhat
peaked.”

The First Lord’s expression grew ugly. “What would you know of it? I
think the First Lord knows better than a bastard apprentice shepherd
whether he is or is not well.”

Gaius’s words hit Tavi harder than a fist. He dropped back a step, look-
ing away. “Your pardon, sire. I did not intend to offend you.”

“Of course you didn't mean to,” Gaius said. He sat his wineglass down
so hard that the stem snapped. “No one ever means to offend someone with
power. But your words make your lack of respect for my judgment, my of-
fice, my self abundantly clear.”

“No, sire, I don’t mean that—"

Gaius’s voice crackled with anger, and the ground itself quivered in re-
action. “Be silent, boy. I will not tolerate further interruptions with good
grace. You know nothing of what I have had to do. How much [ have had to
sacrifice to protect this Realm. This Realm whose High Lords now circle
me like a pack of jackals. Like crows. Without gratitude. Without mercy.
Without respect.”

Tavi said nothing, but the First Lord’s words rambled in pitch and tone
so badly that he began to have trouble understanding Gaius’s speech. He
had never heard the First Lord speak with such a lack of composure.

“Here,” Gaius said. He seized Tavi’s collar with a sudden and terrifying
strength and dragged the boy after him into the seeing chamber, out onto
the whirling mosaic of tiles whose lights and colors pulsed and danced, cre-
ating a cloud of light and shadow that formed into a depiction of the lands
of the Realm. At the center of the mosaic, Gaius slashed his other hand at
the air, and the colors of the map blurred, resolving abruptly into the image
of a terrible storm lashing some luckless coastal village.

“You see?” Gaius growled.

Tavi’s fear faded a bit in the face of his fascination. The image of the
town grew clearer, as though they were moving closer to it. He saw holders
running inland, but the seas reached out for them with arms of black water.
The waters rushed over the village, the holders, and all of them vanished.

“Crows,” Tavi whispered. Tavi’s belly quivered and twisted, and he was
glad he hadn’t eaten. He could barely whisper. “Can’t you help them?”

Gaius screamed. His voice rolled out like the furious roar of some beast.
The furylamps blazed to brilliant light, and the air in the chamber rolled and
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twisted in a small cyclone. The stone heart of the mountain shook and trem-
bled before the First Lord’s rage, bucking so hard that Tavi was thrown to
the floor.

“What do you think I've been doing, boy!” Gaius howled. “Day! Night!
AND IT ISN'T ENOUGH!” He whirled and snarled something in a savage
tone, and the chair and table on one side of the room did more than burst
into flame—there was a howling sound, a flash of light and heat, and the
charred embers of the wooden furnishing flew throughout the room, rattling
from the walls, leaving a fine haze of ash in the air. “ALL GONE! ALL! 1
HAVE NOTHING LEFT TO SACRIFICE, AND IT ISN'T ENOUGH!”

The First Lord’s voice broke then, and he staggered to one knee. Wind,
flame, and stone subsided again, and he was suddenly just an old man once
more—his appearance that of someone aged too fast and too hard in a harsh
world. His eyes were even more deeply sunken, and he trembled, and Gaius
clutched at his chest with both hands, coughing.

“My lord,” Tavi breathed, and went to the old man. “Sire, please. Let me
find someone to help you.”

The coughing wound down, though Tavi thought it was more a result of
a weakening of Gaius’s lungs than an improvement in his condition. The old
man stared at the image of the coastal village with hazy eyes, and said, “I
can't. I've tried to protect them. To help them. Tried so hard. Lost so much.
And failed.”

Tavi found tears in his eyes. “Sire.”

“Failed,” Gaius whispered. “Failed.”

His eyes rolled back. His breaths came quick and shallow, rasping. His
lips looked rough, chapped, dry.

“Sire?” Tavi breathed. “Sire?”

There was a long silence in which Tavi tried to rouse the First Lord, call-
ing him by both title and name.

But Gaius did not respond.



oo-CHAPTER O

In that moment, Tavi understood a single, terrifying fact; the fate of the
First Lord, and therefore of all Alera, was utterly in his hands.

What he did in the next moments, he knew, would have repercussions
that would echo throughout the Realm. His immediate impulse was to run
screaming for help, but he stopped himself and as Maestro Killian had
taught them, he forced himself to slow down and set his emotion aside to
work through the problem with cold logic.

He could not simply call for the guards. They would come, of course,
and physicians would care for the First Lord, but then it would all be out in
the open. If it became widely known that the First Lord’s health had failed,
it could prove disastrous in dozens of ways.

Tavi was not privy to the private counsels of the First Lord, but neither
was he dull of ear or mind. He knew, from bits of conversation overheard
while on his duties, more or less what was going on in the Realm. Gaius was
in a tenuous position before several of the more ambitious High Lords. He
was an old man without an heir, and should they begin regarding him as a
failing old man with no heir, it could trigger uprisings, anything from the of-
ficial processes of the Senate and Council of Lords to a full-fledged military
struggle. That was precisely why Gaius had re-formed the Crown Legion,
after all, to increase the security of his reign and reduce the chances of a
civil war.

But it also meant that anyone determined to take power from Gaius
would almost certainly be forced to fight. The very idea of the Legions and
Lords of Alera making war on one another would have been incomprehensi-
ble to Tavi before the events of the Second Battle of Calderon. But Tavi had
seen the results of furies wielded against Aleran citizens and soldiers, and
those images still haunted his nightmares.

Tavi shuddered. Crows and furies, not that. Not again.

Tavi checked the old man. His heart was still beating, though not in
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steady rhythm. His breathing was shallow, but sure. Tavi could do nothing
more for him, which meant that he had to have someone’s help. But whom
could he trust with this?» Who would Gaius have trusted?

“Sir Miles, fool,” he heard himself say. “Miles is captain of the Crown
Legion. The First Lord trusts him, or Gaius wouldn’t have given him com-
mand of five thousand armed men inside his own walls.”

Tavi had no choice but to leave the fallen man’s side to send for the griz-
zled captain. He rolled his cloak beneath Gaius’s head, then tore a cushion
from the First Lord’s chair to elevate the old man’s legs. Then he turned and
sprinted up the stairs to the second guardroom.

But as he approached, he heard raised voices. Tavi stopped, heart pound-
ing. Did someone already know what had happened? He slipped forward
cautiously, until he could see the backs of the guards at the second duty sta-
tion. The legionares were all standing, and all had hands on their weaponry.
Even as Tavi watched, he heard boots hitting the floor in unison, and the
men who had been taking their turns in sleep came out of the bunk room in
hastily donned armor.

“I am very sorry, sir,” said Bartos, the senior legionare at the station. “But
His Majesty is unavailable while in his private chambers.”

The voice that spoke next was not human. It was too vastly deep, too
resonant, and the words twisted and oddly stretched, as if they'd been torn
and rent by the fanged mouth where they'd been born.

One of the Canim had come down the stairs, and towered over the le-
gionares in the guardroom.

Tavi had seen one of the Realm’s deadliest enemies only once in two
years, and that had been from a distance. He had heard the tales of them, of
course, but they had not adequately impressed upon him the effect of the
creatures’ presence. Not adequately at all.

The Cane stood at its full height, and the ten-foot ceiling barely allowed
it. Covered with fur the color of the darkest depths of night, the creature
stood upon two legs, with the mass of two or three big legionares. Its shoul-
ders looked too narrow for its height, and its arms were longer than human
proportions. Its long, blunt fingers were tipped with dark claws. The Cane
had a head that reminded Tavi unpleasantly of the direwolves that had ac-
companied the Wolf Clan of the Marat, though broader, its muzzle shorter.
Massive muscles framed the Cane’s jawline, and Tavi knew that its sharp,
gleaming white-yellow teeth could snap through a man’s arm or leg without
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particular effort. The Cane’s eyes were amber yellow set against dark scar-
let, and it gave the creature the look of something that saw everything
through a veil of blood.

Tavi studied the creature more closely. This Cane was dressed in cloth-
ing similar to Aleran in fashion, though made with far greater lengths of
cloth. It wore colors of grey and black exclusively, and over that the odd
Canim-style circular cloak that draped over the back and half of the Cane’s
chest. Where fur showed through, thin spots and white streaks marked
dozens of battle scars. One triangular ear, notched and torn to ragged edges
with old wounds, sported a gleaming golden ring hung with a skull carved
from some stone or gem the color of blood. A similar ring glittered amidst
the dark fur covering its left hand, and at its side the Cane wore one of the
huge, scything war swords of its kind.

Tavi bit his lip, recognizing the Cane from its clothing, demeanor, and
appearance. Ambassador Varg, the local packmaster of the Canim embassy
and the spokesman for its people to the Alerans.

“Perhaps you did not hear me, legionare,” the Cane literally growled.
More teeth showed. “I require counsel with your First Lord. You will con-
duct me to him at once.”

“With respect, Lord Ambassador,” Bartos replied, his teeth clenched
over the words, “His Majesty has not apprised me of your coming, and my
standing orders are to see to it that he is not disturbed during his medita-
tions.”

Varg snarled. Every legionare in the room leaned slightly away from the
Cane—and they were some of the best the Realm had to offer. Tavi swal-
lowed. If veteran fighting men who had actually faced the Canim in battle
were afraid of Ambassador Varg, it would be with good reason.

Anger and scorn rang in Varg’s snarling words. “Obviously, Gaius could
not know of my coming when it is an unexpected visit. The matter is of im-
port to both your folk and mine.” Varg took a deep breath, lips lifting away
from an arsenal of fangs. One clawed hand fell to the hilt of its blade. “The
commander at the first station was most polite. It would be polite for you to
also stand out of my way.”

Bartos’s gaze flickered around the room as though searching for options.
“It simply is not possible,” the legionare said.

“Little man,” said Varg, its voice dropping to a barely audible rumble.
“Do not test my resolve.”
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Bartos did not respond at once, and Tavi knew, knew it by sheer in-
stinct, that it was a mistake. His hesitation was a declaration of weakness,
and to do such a thing before any aggressive predator was to invite it to at-
tack. If that happened, the situation could only become worse, not better.

Tavi had to act. His heart thudded in fear, but he forced his face into a
cold mask, and strode briskly into the guardroom. “Legionare Bartos,” he
said in a ringing tone. “The First Lord requires the presence of Sir Miles,
immediately.”

The room fell into a started silence. Bartos turned his head and blinked
at Tavi, his face covered in surprise. Tavi had never spoken in that tone of
voice to the legionares. He'd have to apologize to Bartos later.

“Well, legionare?” Tavi demanded. “What is the delay? Send a man for
Miles at once.”

“Uh,” Bartos said. “Well, the Ambassador here desires to meet with the
First Lord as quickly as possible.”

“Very well,” Tavi said. “I will so inform him when I return with Sir
Miles.”

Varg let out a basso snarl that vibrated against Tavi’s chest. “Unaccept-
able. You will lead me down to Gaius’s chambers and announce me to him.”

Tavi stared at Varg for a long and silent moment. Then slowly arched an
eyebrow. “And you are?”

It was a calculated insult, given the Ambassador’s notoriety in the Citadel,
and Varg had to know it. Its amber eyes burned with fury, but it snarled, “Am-
bassador Varg of the Canim.”

“Oh,” Tavi said. “I'm afraid I did not see your name on the list of ap-
pointments for this evening.”

“Um,” Bartos said.

Tavi rolled his eyes and glared at Bartos. “The First Lord wants Miles
now, legionare.”

“Oh,” Bartos said. “Of course. Nils.”

One of the men edged his way around the furious Cane and set off up
the stairs at a slow jog. He'd have a hard time of it in full armor, Tavi knew.
Miles wouldn't get there anytime soon. “Have the captain report to the First
Lord the moment he arrives,” Tavi said, and turned to leave.

Varg snarled, and Tavi whirled in time to see it sweep out one arm
and toss Bartos aside like a rag doll. The Cane moved with unearthly speed,
and with a single bound landed beside Tavi and seized him in one clawed
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and long-fingered hand. Varg thrust its mouth down at Tavi’s face, and the
boy’s vision filled with a view of wicked fangs. The Cane’s breath was hot,
damp, and smelled vaguely of old meat. The Cane itself smelled strange, an
acrid but subtle scent like nothing Tavi had known before. “Take me to him
now, boy, before I tear out your throat. I grow weary of—"

Tavi drew the dagger at his belt from beneath his cloak with liquid
speed, and laid the tip of the blade hard against Ambassador Varg's throat.

The Cane stopped talking for a startled second, and its bloody eyes nar-
rowed to golden slits. “I could tear you apart.”

Tavi kept his voice in the same hard, commanding, coldly polite tone.
“Indeed. After which you will shortly bleed to death, Lord Ambassador.”
Tavi glared back hard into Varg's eyes. He was terrified, but knew that he did
not dare allow it to show through. “You would ill serve your own lord by dy-
ing in such an ignominious fashion. Slain by a human cub.”

“Take me to Gaius,” Varg said. “Now.”

“It is Gaius who rules here,” Tavi said. “Not you, Ambassador.”

“It is not Gaius whose claws rest near your heart, human cub.” Tavi felt
the Cane’s claws press harder against his flesh.

Tavi showed his teeth in a mirthless grin. He pressed the dagger a bit
more heavily into the thick fur beneath Varg’s muzzle. “I, like His Majesty’s le-
gionares, obey his commands regardless of how inconvenient it may be to you.
You will release me, Lord Ambassador. I will take your request to His Majesty
at the earliest opportunity, and I will bring you his reply personally the instant
he releases me to do so. Or, if you prefer, I can open your throat, you can tear
me to bits, and we will both die for no reason. The choice is yours.”

“Do you think I am afraid to die?” the Cane asked. Varg’s dark nostrils
flared, and it continued to study Tavi’s face, teeth exposed.

Tavi stared back, praying that his hands didn't start shaking, and kept
the pressure on the tip of his knife. “I think your death here, like this, will
not serve your people.”

A snarl bubbled in Varg’s words. “What do you know of my people?”

“That they have bad breath, sir, if you are any indication.”

Varg'’s claws twitched.

Tavi wanted to scream at himself for being a fool, but he kept his mask
on, his dagger firm.

Varg's head jerked up, and it let out a barking sound. It released Tavi.
The boy fell a step back, and lowered the knife, his heart pounding.
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“You smell of fear, boy,” Varg said. “And you are a runt, even of your
kind. And a fool. But at least you know of duty.” The Cane tilted its head to
one side, baring a portion of its throat. The gesture looked exceedingly odd,
but it reminded Tavi of a respectful nod of the head, somehow.

He dipped his head slightly in his own nod, never letting his gaze waver,
and put the dagger away.

The Cane swept its eyes across the legionares, contempt in its expres-
sion. “You will all regret this. Soon.”

And with that, Varg settled its cloak about it and stalked back out of the
room to the winding staircase up. It made that same barking sound again,
but the Cane did not look back.

Tavi’s legs shook hard. He half stumbled to a trestle-bench, and sank
down onto it.

“What the crows was that all about?” Bartos stammered a second later.
“Tavi, what do you think you were playing at?”

Tavi waved his hand, trying not to let it tremble. “Bartos, sir, I'm sorry. |
shouldn’t have spoken to you like that. I offer you my apologies, but I felt it
was necessary to appear to be your superior.”

The legionare traded looks with some of his companions, then asked,
“Why?”

“You hesitated. He would have attacked you.”

Bartos frowned. “How do you know?”

Tavi fumbled for words. “I learned a lot on my steadholt. One of the
things I learned was how to deal with predators. You can’t show them any
hesitation or fear, or they'll go for you.”

“And you think I was showing him fear?” Bartos demanded. “Is that it?
That I was acting like a coward?”

Tavi shook his head, and avoided looking at the legionare. “I think the
Cane was reading you that way, is all. Body language, stance and bearing,
and eye contact, it’s all important to them. Not just words.”

Bartos’s face turned red, but one of the other legionares said, “The boy
is right, Bar. You always try to slow down when you feel a stupid fight com-
ing on. Try to find a way around it. Maybe today that was just the wrong
thing.”

The legionare glared at the speaker for a moment, then sighed. He went
to the ale keg, drew a pair of mugs, and set one of them down in front of
Tavi. The boy nodded to him gratefully, and drank the bitter brew, hoping it
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would help him calm down. “What did he mean?” Tavi asked. “When he said
that we would regret this?”

“Seems pretty plain,” Bartos said. “I'd be careful walking down dark pas-
sages alone for a while, lad.”

“I should go back to the First Lord,” Tavi said. “He seemed concerned.
Could you please ask Sir Miles to hurry?”

“Sure, kid,” Bartos said. Then he let out a low laugh. “Crows and furies,
but you've got a set of balls on you. Pulling that knife.”

“Bad breath,” said one of the other legionares, and the room burst into
general laughter.

Tavi smiled, got his hair rumpled by half a dozen soldiers, and made his
exit as quickly as he could, to hurry down the stairs to the First Lord’s side.

He hadn’t made it all the way when he heard slow, hard, thudding boots
on the stairs above him. He slowed down and Sir Miles appeared above him,
leaping down stairs half a dozen at a step. Tavi swallowed. The pace had to
be hideously painful to Miles’s wounded leg, but the man was a strong met-
alcrafter, and the ability to ignore pain was a discipline of furycrafting the
strongest among them often developed.

Tavi started hurrying down as well, and he managed to arrive at the bot-
tom of the stairs just behind Miles, who stopped in shock and stared at the
still form of Gaius on the floor. He went to his side, felt the First Lord’s
throat, then peeled back an eyelid to peer at his eyes. Gaius never stirred.

“Bloody crows,” Miles said. “What happened?”

“He collapsed,” Tavi panted. “He said that he'd tried as hard as he could
and that it wasn’t enough. He showed me where a town by the ocean was
torn apart by storms. He was . . . I'd never seen him like that, Sir Miles.
Screaming. Like he wasn't . . .”

“Wasn't in control of himself,” Miles said quietly.

“Yes, sir. And he was coughing. And drinking spicewine.”

Miles winced. “It isn't spicewine.”

“What?”

“It’s a health tonic he uses. A drug that dulls pain and makes you feel as
if you aren’t tired. He was pushing himself past his limits, and he knew it.”

“Will he be all right?”

Miles looked up at him and shook his head. “I don’t know. He might be
fine after he gets some rest. Or he might not live the night. Even if he does,
he might not wake up.”
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“Crows,” Tavi said. A pain shot through his stomach. “Crows, I didn’t do
the right thing. I should have sent for a healer at once.”

Miles’s eyebrows shot up. “What? No, boy, you did exactly the right
thing.” The grizzled soldier raked his fingers back through his hair. “No one
can know what has happened here, Tavi.”

“But—"

“I mean no one,” Miles said. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Killian,” Miles muttered. “And . . . crows take it, I don’t know if there’s
anyone else who can help.”

“Help, sir?”

“We'll need a healer. Killian doesn’t watercraft, but he has some skill as
a physician, and he can be trusted. But ['ve got to have the Legion ready for
review at Wintersend. It would cause too many questions if I did not. And
Killian can’t care for Gaius alone.”

“T'll help,” Tavi said.

Miles gave him a brief smile. “ had already assumed you would be will-
ing. But you can't suddenly vanish from the Academy during the week of your
finals. The absence of the First Lord’s favorite page will not go unremarked.”

“Then we'll need more help,” Tavi said.

Miles frowned. “I know. But I don’t know any others I can absolutely
trust.”

“None?” Tavi asked.

“They died twenty years ago,” Miles said, his voice bitter.

“What about the Cursors?” Tavi said. “Surely they can be trusted.”

“Like Fidelias?” Miles spat. “The only one of them I might take a chance
on is Countess Amara, and she isn't here.”

Tavi stared at the unconscious First Lord. “Do you trust me?”

Miles arched a brow sharply.

“Tell me what you need. Maybe I know someone who could help us.”

Miles exhaled slowly. “No. Tavi, you're smart, and Gaius trusts you, but
you're too young to know how dangerous this is.” ‘

“How dangerous will it be if we have no one to help, sir? Do we let him
lie there and hope for the best? Is that less dangerous than taking a chance
on my judgment?”

Miles opened his mouth, then closed it, clenching his teeth. “Crows.
You're right. I hate it, but you are.”
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“So what do you need?”

“A nurse. Someone who can do all the day-to-day feeding and caring for
him. And a double, if we can get one.”

“Double?”

Miles clarified. “An imposter. Someone who can appear at events Gaius
would attend. To be seen walking around. To eat the First Lord’s breakfasts
and otherwise make sure everyone thinks things are business as usual.”

“So you need a strong watercrafter. Someone who can alter his appear-
ance.”

“Yes. And not many men have that much skill at water. Even if they have
the talent. It’s just . . . not masculine.”

Tavi sat down on his heels, facing Miles. “I know two people who can
help.”

Miles’s eyebrows went up.

“The first one is a slave. His name is Fade. He works in the kitchens and
the gardens at the Academy,” Tavi said. “I've known him since I was born.
He doesn’t seem very bright, but he hardly ever talks, and he’s good at not
being noticed. Gaius brought him here with me when I came.”

Miles pursed his lips. “Really? Fine. I'll have him transferred to me to
help with last-minute work. No one will notice something like that before
Wintersend. The other?”

“Antillar Maximus,” Tavi said. “He’s got almost as many water beads on
his lanyard as anyone at the Academy, and he’s lost a bunch of them.”

“High Lord Antillus’s bastard?” Miles asked.

Tavi nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Do you really believe you can trust him, Tavi?”

Tavi took a deep breath. “With my life, sir.”

Miles let out a rough laugh. “Yes. That's precisely what we're speaking
about. Is he skilled enough to alter his form?”

Tavi grimaced. “You're asking exactly the wrong person about furycraft-
ing, sir. But he hardly ever practices his crafting and still scores the highest
in his classes. You might also consider letting me contact—"

“No,” Miles said. “Too many people will know already. No more, Tavi.”

“Are you sure?”

“I'm sure. You are to tell no one anything, Tavi. You are to make sure no
one gets close enough to realize what has happened. You are to take any
measures necessary to do so.” He turned his face up to Tavi, and Miles’s flat
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eyes chilled him to the core. “And I am going to do exactly the same thing.
Do you understand me?”

Tavi shivered and looked down. Miles hadn't laid his hand on his sword
for emphasis. He hadn'’t needed to. “I understand, sir.”

“Are you sure you want your friends to be involved in this?”

“No,” Tavi said, quietly. “But the Realm needs them.”

“Aye, boy. It does.” Miles sighed. “Though who knows. With luck,
maybe it will work without trouble.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now. I'll stay here. You fetch Killian and the others.” He knelt by the
First Lord again. “The Realm itself may be depending on us, boy. Keep
everyone away from him. Tell no one.”

“T'll keep everyone away from him,” Tavi repeated dutifully. “And I'll tell
no one.

1w+ CHAPTER 10

“Stop worrying,” Bernard said. “So long as you speak to Gaius right away, we
should be fine.”

“Are you sure?” Isana asked. “That it won't come to fighting?”

“As sure as anyone can be,” Bernard assured his sister from the door to
her bedroom. Morning sunlight slanted across the floor in golden stripes
through the narrow windows. “I'm not eager to see more good people get
hurt. All I want to do is make sure these vord stay where they are until the
Legions arrive.”

[sana finished binding her dark, silver-threaded hair into a tight braid,
and regarded her reflection in the dressing mirror. Though she wore her
finest dress, she knew perfectly well that the clothing would be laughably
crude and lacking in style in Alera Imperia, the capital. Her reflection
looked lean, uncertain, and worried, she thought. “Are you sure they won't
attack you first?”
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“Doroga seems confident that we have a little time before they'd be
ready to do that,” Bernard said. “He’s sent for more of his own tribesmen,
but they're in the southern ranges, and it may be two or three weeks before
they arrive.”

“And what if the First Lord does not order the Legions to help?”

“He will,” Amara stated, her voice confident as she entered the room.
“Your escorts are here, Isana.”

“Thank you. Does that look all right?”

Amara adjusted the fore of Isana’s sleeve and brushed off a bit of lint.
“It’s lovely. Gaius has a great deal of respect for Doroga, and for your
brother. He'll take their warning seriously.”

“T'll go to him at once,” Isana replied. Though she by no means relished
the notion of speaking to Gaius. That old man’s eyes saw too much for her
comfort. “But I know that there are many protocols involved in gaining an
audience. He is the First Lord. I'm only a Steadholder. Are you sure I'll be
able to reach him?”

“If you aren't, speak to Tavi,” Amara said. “No one could deny you the
right to visit your own nephew, and Tavi often serves as His Majesty’s page.
He knows the First Lord’s staff and guards. He'll be able to help you.”

Isana looked aside at Amara and nodded. “I see,” she said. “Two years.
Will I recognize him?”

Amara smiled. “You may need to stand a few stairs above him to get the
same perspective. He's put on height and muscle.”

“Boys grow,” Isana said.

Amara regarded her for a moment, then said, “Sometimes the Academy
can change people for the worse. But not Tavi. He’s the same person. A good
person, Isana. I think you have every right to be proud of him.”

Isana felt a flash of gratitude toward Amara. Though she had never
shared any such words or emotions before, Isana could feel the woman'’s
sincerity as easily as she could see her smile. Cursor or not, Isana could tell
that the words were precisely what they seemed to be—honest praise and
reassurance. “Thank you, Countess.”

Amara inclined her head in a gesture that matched the sense of respect
Isana felt from the younger woman. “Bernard?” Amara said. “Would you
mind if I had a few words with the Steadholder?”

“Not at all,” Bernard said amiably.

[sana stifled a laugh that threatened to bubble from her mouth.
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After a moment, Amara arched an eyebrow, and said, “Privately?”

Bernard blinked and stood up at once. “Oh. Right, of course.” He
looked back and forth between them suspiciously. “Um. I'll be out at the
barn. We should be on the move in an hour. I've got to make sure Frederic—
excuse me, Sir Frederic hasn’t wandered off and forgotten his head.”

“Thank you,” Isana said.

Bernard winked at her, touched Amara’s hand, and left the room.

Amara shut the door and laid her fingers against it. She closed her eyes
for a moment, and then Isana again felt that odd tightness to the room.
There was a brief pain in her ears.

“There,” Amara said. “I apologize. But I must be sure we are not over-
heard.”

Isana felt her eyebrows rise. “Do you expect spies in my household
now?”

“No. No, Steadholder. But I needed to speak with you about something
personal.”

[sana rose and tilted her head slightly to one side. “Please explain.”

Amara nodded. The shadows under her eyes were deeper than they had
been before. Isana frowned, studying the young woman. Amara was only a
few years out of the Academy herself, though Isana was sure the Cursor
had led a more difficult life than most. Amara had aged more quickly
than a young woman should, and Isana felt a surge of compassion for her.
In all that had happened, she sometimes forgot how very young the Count-
ess was.

“Steadholder,” Amara said, “I don’t know how to ask this, but simply to
ask it.” She hesitated.

“Go on,” Isana said.

Amara folded her arms and didn’t look up. “What have I done to wrong
you, Isana?”

The sense of raw pain and despair that rose from the girl closed around
Isana like a cloud of glowing embers. She turned away and walked to the far
side of the room. It required a significant effort to control her expression,
and to keep her thoughts calm. “What do you mean?”

Amara shrugged with one shoulder, and Isana’s sense of the young
woman became tinged with embarrassment. “I mean that you don't like me.
You've never treated me badly. Or said anything. But I also know that [ am
not welcome in your home.”
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Isana took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you mean, Amara. Of course
you're welcome here.”

Amara shook her head. “Thank you for trying to convince me. But I've
visited you several times over the past two years. And you've never once
turned your back on me. You've never sat at the same table as me, or taken a
meal with me—you serve everyone else instead. You never meet my eyes
when you speak to me. And until today, you've never been alone in a room
with me.”

Isana felt her own brow furrow at the young woman’s words. She began
to answer, then remained silent. Was the Cursor right? She raked back
through the memories of the past two years. “Furies.” She sighed. “Have 1
really done that?”

Amara nodded. “I thought that . . . that [ must have done something to
warrant it. | was hoping that a little time would smooth things over, but it
hasn’t.”

Isana gave her a fleeting smile. “Two years isn't much time when it
comes to healing some hurts. It can take longer. A lifetime.”

“I never meant to hurt you, Isana. Please believe me. Bernard adores
you, and I would never intentionally do you wrong. If I have said or done
anything, please tell me.”

Isana folded her hands in her lap, frowning down at the floor. “You've
never done anything of the sort. It was never you.”

Frustration colored Amara’s voice. “Then why?”

Isana pressed her lips together hard. “You're a loyal person, Amara. You
work for Gaius. You are sworn to him.”

“Why should that offend you?”

“It doesn’t. But Gaius does.”

Amara’s lips firmed into a line. “What has he shown you other than gen-
erosity and gratitude?”

A stab of hot, bitter hatred shot through Isana, and her words crackled
with it. “I was nearly killed today because of his gratitude and generosity. 'm
only a country girl, Amara, but I'm not an idiot. Gaius is using me as a
weapon to divide his enemies. Bernard’s appointment to Count Calderon
over the heads of the noble Houses of Riva is a direct reminder to them that
Gaius, not Rivus, rules Alera. We are simply tools.”

“That isn’t fair, Isana,” Amara said, but her voice was subdued.

“Fair?” Isana demanded. “Has he been fair? The status and recognition
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he gave us two years ago was not a reward. He created a small army of ene-
mies for my brother and me, then whisked Tavi off to the Academy under
his patronage—where I am certain my nephew has found others who
strongly dislike and persecute him.”

“Tavi is receiving the finest education in Alera,” Amara stated. “Surely
you don't begrudge him that. He’s healthy and well. What harm has that
done to him?”

“I'm sure he is healthy. And well. And learning. It's a marvelously polite
way to hold Tavi hostage,” Isana replied. The words tasted bitter in her
mouth. “Gaius knows how much Tavi wanted to go to the Academy. He
knows that it would destroy him to be sent away. Gaius manipulated us. He
left us with no alternative but to throw in our lot with him as strongly as pos-
sible if we were to survive.”

“No,” Amara said. “No, I won't believe that of him.”

“Of course you won't. You're loyal to him.”

“Not mindlessly,” Amara said. “Not without reason. I've seen him. I
know him. He’s a decent man, and you're interpreting his actions in the
worst possible light.”

“I have reason,” Isana said. Some part of her felt shocked at the venom
and ice in her voice. “I have reason.”

Amara’s expression and bearing flickered with concern. Her voice re-
mained gentle. “You hate him.”

“Hate is too mild a word.”

Amara blinked several times, bewildered. “Why?”

“Because Gaius killed my . . . younger sister.”

Amara shook her head. “No. He isn't that way. He is a strong Lord, but
he is no murderer.”

“He didn’t do it directly,” Isana said. “But the fault lies on him.”

Amara fretted her lower lip. “You hold him responsible for what hap-
pened to her.”

“He is responsible. Without him, Tavi might still have a mother. A father.”

“I don’t understand. What happened to them?”

Isana shrugged one shoulder. “My family was a poor one, and my sister
did not wed by her twentieth birthday. She was sent to the Crown Legion
camp for a term of domestic service. She met a soldier, fell in love, and bore
him a child. Tavi.”

Amara nodded slowly. “How did they die?”



84 JIM BUTCHER

“Politics,” Isana said. “Gaius ordered the Crown Legion moved to the
Calderon Valley. He was making a statement to Riva during a period of tur-
moil, and patronizing the Senate by placing a Legion in a position to deter a
Marat horde from invading while simultaneously giving Lord Rivus a warn-
ing that his Legion was at hand.”

Amara made a quiet, hissing sound. “The First Battle of Calderon.”

“Yes,” Isana said quietly. “Tavi’s parents were there. Neither survived.”

“But Isana,” Amara said, “the First Lord did not mandate their deaths.
He placed a Legion in harm’s way. That's why they exist. The loss was tragic,
but you can’t blame Gaius for not foreseeing the Marat horde that even sur-
prised his own commanders in the field.”

“They were there on his orders. It was his fault.”

Amara squared her shoulders and set her jaw. “Great furies, Stead-
holder. His own son was killed there.”

“I know that,” Isana spat. More words struggled to flow from her mouth,
but she shook her head and stopped them. It was a struggle, so intense was
the tide of hatred in her heart. “That isn’t all that I blame him for.” She
closed her eyes. “There are other reasons.”

“And they are?” Amara asked.

“My own.”

The Cursor was silent for a long moment, then nodded. “Then ... I
suppose we must agree to disagree on this matter, Steadholder.”

“I knew that before this conversation began, Amara,” Isana said. The
sudden tide of rage was failing, draining away, leaving her tired and unhappy
in its wake.

“I know him as a disciplined, capable lord. And as an honorable and
forthright man. He has sacrificed much for the sake of the Realm—even his
own son. | am proud to serve him as best I may.”

“And I will never forgive him,” Isana said. “Never.”

Amara nodded stiffly, and Isana could feel her distress beneath the po-
lite expression she held on her face. “I'm sorry, Steadholder. After what you
went through yesterday . . . I'm sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you.”

Isana shook her head. “It’s all right, Countess. It's good to have this in
the open.”

“I suppose,” Amara said. She touched the door, and the tense pressure
in the very air of the room vanished. “I'll make sure your litter is ready and
that your escorts have eaten.”
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“Wait,” Isana said.

Amara paused, her hand on the door.

“You make Bernard very happy,” Isana said in a quiet voice. “Happier
than I've seen him in years. I don’t want to come between you, Amara. We
needn’t agree about the First Lord for you to stay with him.”

Amara nodded and gave her a silent smile, then left the room.

Isana stared at her mirror for a moment, then rose. She went to the
chest at the foot of her bed and opened it. She took out piles of bedding, her
extra pair of shoes, a spare pillow, and a small wooden box containing bits of
silver jewelry she’d acquired over the years. Then she pushed hard on one
end of the bottom of the chest, willing Rill to draw the water from the
boards there, which shrank and came loose. She removed the dried slats, re-
vealing a small and hidden space beneath them.

She picked up a small silk jewel-pouch. She untied and opened it, and
upended the pouch into her palm.

An elegant ring of gleaming silver upon a slender silver chain fell into
her palm. It was heavy and cool. The ring was set with a single gem that
somehow changed from a brilliant blue diamond to a bloodred ruby down
its seamless center. Two carved silver eagles, one slightly larger than the
other, soared toward one another to form the setting, holding the gem aloft
on their wings.

That old pain and loss filled her as she stared down at the ring. But she
did not ask Rill to stop her tears.

She draped the chain over her head, and tucked it away into her dress.
She stared at herself in the mirror for a moment, willing the redness from
her eyes. She had no more time to waste looking back.

Isana lifted her chin, composed her expression, and left to go to the as-
sistance of the family she loved with all of her heart and the man she hated
with all of her soul.



oo-CHAPTER 11

Amara was waiting when the Knights Aeris sent by the Crown swept down
from the dark grey clouds overhead. Spring this far north of the capital could
be unpleasantly cold and damp, but the rain promised by occasional rum-
bles of thunder had not yet arrived. Amara recognized the man leading the
contingent and briefly considered trying to provoke the water-laden clouds
into emptying themselves a bit earlier. Onto his bloated head.

Sir Horatio flew in front of the enclosed litter, his ornamented armor
doing its best to gleam on the cloudy day, his red velvet cloak spread behind
him. A Knight in a travel harness flew at each corner of the litter, supporting
its weight, and four more flew in a loose escort around it. The contingent
descended more swiftly than was necessary, and their furies stirred up a
miniature cyclone of wild wind that threw Amara’s hair around her head and
sent a herd of sheep in a nearby pen crowding to its far side for shelter. The
holders rushing around preparing supplies and sundries for Bernard’s cohort
had to shield their eyes against flying straw and dust.

“Idiot,” Amara said, sighing, willing Cirrus between herself and the fly-
ing debris. Horatio touched down lightly. As a subtribune and Knight of the
Crown Legion, he was permitted the gold-and-silver filigree on his armor
and the glittering gems on both his helmet and the hilt of his sword, but the
gold embroidery on his velvet cloak was a bit much. Horatio had made a for-
tune winning the Wind Trials, the yearly race of aircrafters during Winters-
end, and he liked everyone to know it.

Of course, he was less eager for them to know that he had lost the lion’s
share of his riches the first year Amara had entered the event. He would
never let her forget that, though she supposed she might not feel inclined to
be particularly polite to a person who had cost her that much money, either.
She waited until the Knights had settled in the steadholt’s courtyard, then
approached.

“Good day, sir!” boomed Horatio in a brassy baritone. “Oh, wait. Not sir,
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at all. That’s you, Countess Amara. Forgive me, but from there you looked
like a young man.”

A few years before, the insult to her physique would have stung her
sorely. But that was before she'd become a Cursor. And before Bernard.
“That’s perfectly all right, Sir Horatio. We all expect men of your age to be-
gin experiencing certain deficiencies.” She bowed to him with courtly grace,
and did not miss a low round of chuckles from the other Knights.

Horatio returned her bow with a brittle smile and glared at the men be-
hind him. All eight Knights found other places to direct their gazes and as-
sumed professionally bored expressions. “Of course. | assume our passenger
is ready to leave?”

“Shortly,” Amara said. “I'm sure the kitchen will have something hot for
your men to eat while you wait.”

“That isn’t necessary, Countess,” Horatio said. “Please inform Holder
Isana that we await her arrival so that we may depart.”

“You await Steadholder Isana’s convenience,” she said, deliberately let-
ting her voice carry through the courtyard. “And as you are a guest at her
steadholt, subtribune, I expect you to behave with the courtesy expected of
a Knight and soldier of the Crown Legion to a Citizen of the Realm.”

Horatio’s eyes narrowed, hot with anger, but he gave her the smallest of
bows in acknowledgment.

“Furthermore,” she continued, “I strongly advise you to let your men rest
and eat while they have the opportunity. If the weather worsens, they will
need their strength.”

“I do not take orders from you regarding the disposition of my com-
mand, Countess,” Horatio snapped.

“Goodness,” said a woman’s voice from within the litter. “Perhaps we
should hand you each a bone, and you can simply bludgeon one another to
death. I can't think of a faster way to end this unseemly display. Rolf,
please?”

One of the Knights immediately stepped to the side of the litter, opened
the door, and offered a polite hand to assist as a tiny woman emerged into
the grey light. She might have been almost five feet tall, but even at that
height, she looked frail and delicate, as light-boned as a Parcian swallow.
She had skin the color of dark honey, and fine, shining hair darker than wet
coal. Her gown was made of rich silk, though in subtle shades of brown and
grey, and its neckline plunged far more deeply than would be considered
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proper to any woman of any station whatsoever. Her features were haunt-
ingly lovely, with dark eyes almost too large for her face, and twin ropes of
the sunset-colored pearls from the seas near her home province wound
through her hair and were matched by a second pair of strands around
her throat.

The pearls of the necklace were priceless and lovely—but they did not
conceal the fact that they were mounted to an elegant slave’s collar.

“Amara,” the woman said, her mouth parting in a wide smile. “Only a
few years out of the civilized south, and you've turned savage.” She extended
her hands. “You've probably forgotten all about me.”

Amara felt a laugh ripple from her mouth as she replied. “Serai,” she
said, stepping forward to take her hands. As always, standing before Serai’s
exquisite beauty made her feel tall and awkward, and, as always, she did not
at all mind. “What are you doing here?”

Serai’s eyes sparkled with silent laughter, and she swayed a little on her
feet. “Oh, darling, I am simply perishing of fatigue. I thought I would be
fine, but I've been so frail of late.” She leaned on Amara’s arm, and turned a
gaze on Horatio that would have melted the heart of an Amaranth mer-
chant. “Subtribune, I apologize for my weakness. But would it be all right
with you if I sat down for a bit and perhaps had some refreshment before we
depart?”

Horatio looked frustrated for a moment, glowered at Amara, then said,
“Of course, Lady Serai.”

Serai smiled wanly at him. “I thank you, milord. I hate to see you and
your men suffer on my account. Will you not join me at the table?”

Horatio rolled his eyes and sighed. “I suppose a gentleman could do lit-
tle else.”

“Of course not,” Serai said, patting his arm with a tiny hand, then lightly
tracing the pearls at her throat. “The obligations of station enslave us all at
times.” She turned to Amara, and said, “Is there somewhere I could freshen
up, darling?”

“Of course,” Amara said. “This way, Lady Serai.”

“Bless you,” Serai said. “Subtribune, I will join you and your men in the
dining hall presently.” She walked out, a hand still on Amara’s arm, and gave
a winsome smile to the Knights Aeris as she passed them. The men returned
smiles and speculative looks as the slave passed.

“Youre an evil woman,” Amara murmured, once they were out of
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earshot. “Horatio will never forgive you for manipulating him like that in
public.”

“Horatio only has his continued command because of talented subordi-
nates,” Serai responded, laughter dancing in her words. A wicked glint
touched her eyes. “In Rolf’s case, very talented.”

Amara felt her cheeks redden. “Serai.”

“Well, darling, what do you expect? One can hardly be a courtesan
without indulging in certain improprieties.” She touched her lips with her
tongue. “In Rolf’s case, quite a bit of indulgence. Suffice to say that Hor-
atio is no threat to me, and how well he knows it.” Serai's smile faded. “I
almost wish Horatio would try something. It would be a pleasant diver-
sion.”

“What do you mean?”

Serai glanced up at her, her eyes opaque, and said, “Not outdoors, darling.”

Amara frowned, then fell silent and led Serai into the steadholt, and to
the guest quarters above the main hall. She gave Serai a few moments in-
side, then slipped in behind her, and asked Cirrus to seal off the room from
potential listeners. Once the air had tightened around them, Serai sank
down onto a stool, and said, “It’s good to see you again, Amara.”

“And you,” Amara answered. She knelt on the floor beside Serai, so that
their eyes were on a level. “What are you doing here? I expected the Cursor
Legate to send Mira or Cassandra.”

“Mira was murdered near Kalare three days ago,” Serai responded. She
folded her hands, but not before Amara saw how the courtesan’s fingers
shook. “Cassandra has been missing from Parcia for several days. She is pre-
sumed dead or compromised.”

Amara felt as though someone had punched her in the belly. “Great fu-
ries,” she breathed. “What has happened?”

“War,” Serai responded. “A quiet war fought in alleyways and service
corridors. We Cursors are being hunted and killed.”

“But who?” Amara breathed.

Serai moved a shoulder in a slow shrug. “Who? Our best guess is Kalare,”
she said.

“But how did he know where to hit us?”

“Treachery, of course. Our people have been killed in their beds, their
baths. Whoever these people are, someone who knows us is telling them
where to strike.”
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“Fidelias,” Amara said. The word tasted bitter.

“Potentially,” Serai said. “But we must assume that there may be some-
one else within the Cursors—and that means that we cannot trust anyone,
Cursor or otherwise.”

" “Great furies,” Amara breathed. “What about the First Lord?”

“Communications have been severely disrupted throughout the south-
ern cities. Our channels to the First Lord have gone silent.”

“What?”

“I know,” Serai said. The tiny woman shivered. “My initial orders from
the Cursor Legate were to dispatch an agent to your command to escort
Steadholder Isana to Festival. But once this began happening it became
clear that attempting to make contact with other Cursors would be danger-
ous. | had to speak to someone 1 trusted. So I came here.”

Amara took Serai’s hands in her own and squeezed tightly. “Thank you.”

Serai answered with a wan smile. “We must assume that word has not
reached the First Lord about the situation.”

“You intend to use Isana to approach him in person,” Amara said.

“Precisely. I can't think of a safer way to go about it.”

“It might not be so safe,” Amara said. “An assassin attempted to kill
Steadholder Isana yesterday morning. He was using a Kalaran knife.”

Serai’s eyes widened. “Great furies.”

Amara nodded with a grimace. “And she’s lived her entire live in the
provinces. She can't enter the capital unguided. You'll need to show her
around the political circles.” She exhaled. “And you must be very careful,
Serai. They'll try to remove her before the presentation ceremony.”

Serai chewed on her lip. “I'm no coward, Amara, but I'm not a body-
guard, either. There’s no way I can protect her from trained assassins. If that
is the situation, I need you to come with us.”

Amara shook her head. “I can’t. Matters have developed locally.” She ex-
plained what Doroga had told them about the vord. “We can't atford to let
them spread and multiply. The local garrison will need every crafter they can
get to make sure these creatures do not escape again.”

Serai arched an eyebrow. “Darling, are you sure about this? [ mean, |
know you've had some contact with these barbarians, but don’t you think
that they might be exaggerating the truth?”

“No,” Amara said quietly. “In my experience, they don’t know how to
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exaggerate. Doroga arrived here yesterday with fewer than two hundred sur-
vivors from a force of two thousand.”

“Oh come now,” Serai said. “That must be an outright lie. Even a Le-
gion's morale would break well before that.”

“The Marat are not legionares,” Amara said. “They aren't like us. But
consider this—they fight, men and women and children together, beside
their family and friends. They will not desert them, even if it means dying
beside them. They consider the vord to be the same sort of threat—not just
to their territory, but to their families and lives.”

“Even so,” Serai said. “You aren’t a battlecrafter, Amara. You're a Cursor.
Let those whose duties call them to a soldier's work do their part. But you
must serve your calling. Come with me to the capital.”

“No,” Amara said. She paced to the window and stared out of it for a
moment. Bernard and Frederic were lifting a pair of vast hogsheads of pre-
served foodstuffs onto racks on either side of a gargant’s pack harness. The
bull yawned, scarcely noticing what must have been half a ton of burden the
two earthcrafters had casually lifted into place. “The garrison here lost most
of its Knights Aeris at Second Calderon, and it has been difficult to replace
them. Bernard may need me to help him by carrying messages or flying re-
connaissance.”

Serai let out a small gasp.

Amara turned, frowning, to find the tiny courtesan staring at her with
her mouth open.

“Amara,” Serai accused. “You're his lover.”

“What?” Amara said. “That isn't what—"

“Don't bother trying to deny it,” Serai said. “You were looking at him out
there, weren'’t you?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Amara asked.

“I saw your eyes,” Serai said. “When you called him Bernard. He was
out there doing something manly, wasn't he?”

Amara felt her face heat up again. “How did you—"

“I know these things, darling,” she said airily. “It's what 1 do.” The little
woman crossed the room to stare out the window at the courtyard, and
arched an eyebrow. “Which is he?”

“Green tunic,” Amara supplied, stepping back from the window. “Load-
ing the gargant. Dark hair, beard, a little grey in them.”
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“My,” said Serai. “But hardly old. Went silver early, I'd say. That’s always
attractive in a man. It means he has both power enough to have responsibil-
ities and conscience enough to worry over them. And—" She paused and
blinked. “He’s rather strong, isn't he?”

“He is,” Amara said. “And his archery is amazing.”

Serai gave her an oblique look. “I know it’s petty and typical, but there is
an undeniable, primal attraction in a man of strength. Wouldn't you agree?”

Amara’s face burned. “Well. Yes. It suits him.” She took a breath. “And
he can be so gentle.”

Serai gave her a dismayed look. “Oh, my. It's worse than I feared. You're
not his lover. You're in love.”

“I'm not,” Amara said. “I mean. I see him fairly often. I've been Gaius's
courier to the region since Second Calderon and . . .” Her voice trailed off.
“I don’t know. I don't think I've ever been in love.”

Serai turned her back to the window. Over her shoulder, Amara could
see Bernard giving directions to a pair of men hitching up heavy work horses
to a wagon of supplies, then checking the beast’s hooves. “Do you see him
often enough?” Serai asked.

“I... I wouldn’t mind being near him more.”

“Mmmhmm,” she said. “What do you like best about him?”

“His hands,” Amara said at once. The answer came out before she’d had
time to think it through. She felt herself blush again. “They’re strong. The
skin a little rough. But warm and gentle.”

“Ah,” said Serai.

“Or his mouth,” Amara blurted. “I mean, his eyes are a lovely color, but
his mouth is . .. I mean, hecan...”

“He knows how to kiss,” Serai said.

Amara stammered to a silence and simply nodded.

“Well,” Serai said, “at this point, I think it’s safe to say that you know
what love feels like.”

Amara bit her lip. “You really think that?”

The courtesan smiled, something wistful in it. “Of course, darling.”

Amara watched the courtyard as a pair of boys, no more than six or
seven years of age, leapt from hiding places in the wagon to Bernard’s back.
The big man roared in feigned outrage, and went spinning around for a few
moments as though trying to reach them, until the boys lost their grips and
fell to the ground, lurching dizzily and laughing. Bernard grinned at them,
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ruffled their hair, and sent them on the way with a wave of his hand. Amara
found herself smiling.

Serai’s voice became lower and very gentle. “You must leave him, of course.”

Amara felt her spine stiffen. She stared past the other woman, out the
window.

“You are a Cursor,” Serai said. “One with the trust of the First Lord him-
self. And you have sworn your life to his service.”

“I know that,” Amara said. “But—"

Serai shook her head. “Amara, you can’t do that to him if you truly love
him. Bernard is a peer of the Realm, now. He has duties, responsibilities.
One of them will be to take a wife. A wife whose first loyalty will be to him.”

Amara stared at Bernard and the two children. Her vision suddenly
blurred with hot tears.

“He has duties,” Serai said, her voice compassionate, but resolute. “And
among them is the duty to sire children so that the furycraft in his blood will
strengthen the Realm.”

“And I was blighted,” Amara whispered. She pressed her hand against
her lower belly, and could almost feel the nearly invisible scars from the
pockmarks the disease had left. She tasted bitter bile on her tongue. “I can’t
give him children.”

Serai shook her head and turned to stare out the window down at the
courtyard. Frederic herded a second pair of enormous gargants into the yard
and began hitching up their cargo harnesses with Bernard, while other hold-
ers came and went in a constant stream, placing sacks and boxes on the
ground to be loaded on the beasts once they were ready. Then Serai stood
on tiptoe, and gently drew down the shade.

“I'm sorry, darling.”

“I never thought it through,” Amara said. More tears fell. “I mean. I was
just so happy, and I never . . .”

“Love is a fire, Amara. Draw it too close and be burned.” Serai stepped
over to Amara and touched her cheek with the back of her hand. “You know
what you must do.”

“Yes.”

“Then best to make it quick. Clean.” Serai sighed. “I know what I'm
talking about. I'm so sorry, darling.”

Amara closed her eyes and leaned her head miserably against Serai’s
touch. She couldn'’t stop the tears. She didn't try.
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“So much is happening, and all at once,” Serai said after a moment. “It
can't be a coincidence. Can it?”

Amara shook her head. “I don'’t think it can.”

“Furies,” Serai breathed. Her expressive eyes looked haunted.

“Serai,” Amara said quietly, “I believe there is a real threat to the Realm
here. I'm going to stay.”

Serai blinked up at her. “Darling, of course you're going to stay. I don't
need a bodyguard who is pining over a man like this—you're useless to me.”

Amara choked on a small roll of laughter that came up through her at
Serai’s words, and she folded her arms around the courtesan in a tight hug.
“Will you be all right?”

“Of course, darling,” Serai said. But though her voice was warm, amused,
Amara felt the little courtesan trembling. Serai probably felt Amara’s shiver-
ing in return.

Amara drew back, her hands on Serai’s shoulders, and met her gaze.
“Duty. The vord may be inside the capital. More killers are probably looking
for the Steadholder even now. Cursors are being murdered. And if the
Crown doesn’t send reinforcements to the local garrison, more holders and
legionares are going to die. Likely me with them.”

Serai’s eyes closed for a moment, and she bobbed her head in a brief nod.
“I know. But . .. Amara, I'm afraid . . . afraid I am not suited for this kind of
situation. I work in grand halls and bedchambers with wine and perfume.
Not in dark alleyways with cloaks and knives. I don't like knives. I don't even
own a knife. And my cloaks are far too expensive to risk bloodying.”

Amara gently squeezed her shoulders, smiling. “Well. Perhaps it will not
come to that.”

Serai gave Amara a shaky smile. “I should hope not. It would be most
awkward.” She shook her head and smoothed the anxiety from her expres-
sion. “Look at you, Amara. So tall and strong now. Nothing like the farm girl
I saw flying over the sea.”

“It seems so long ago,” Amara said.

Serai nodded, and touched a stray hair back from her cheek. Her ex-
pression became businesslike. “Shall we?”

Amara lifted her hand and the pressure of Cirrus’s warding vanished.
“Isana should be ready to leave shortly. Be cautious and swift, Serai. We are
running out of time.”



/++CHAPTER 12

It took Tavi three hours to find Max, who was indeed at a young widow's
house. He spent another hour finding a way into the house, and half an hour
more to get his friend conscious, dressed, and staggering back up through
the furylit streets of the capital to the Citadel. By the time the lights of the
Academy loomed up above them, it was the most silent hour of the night, in
the hollow, cold time just before dawn began to color the sky.

They entered through one of a sprinkling of unseen entrances provided
for the use of the Cursors-in-Training at the Academy. Tavi dragged his
friend down to the baths straightaway, and without ceremony shoved him
into a large pool of cold water.

Max, of course, had the phenomenal recuperative abilities of anyone
with his raw furycrafting power, but he had developed a correspondingly for-
midable array of carousing talents by way of compensation. It wasn'’t the first
time Tavi had administered an emergency sobering after one of Max’s nights
on the town. The shock of the water had the large young man screaming and
thrashing in a heartbeat, but when he lurched to the stairs up out of the wa-
ter, Tavi met him, turned Max around, and pushed him back into the pool.

After a dozen more plunges into the freezing pool, Max pressed his
hands against the sides of his head with a moan. “Great furies, Calderon,
I'm awake. Would you let me out of the blighted, crows-begotten ice water?”

“Not until you open your eyes,” Tavi said firmly.

“Fine, fine,” Max growled. He turned a bloodshot glare upon Tavi.
“Happy now?”

“Joyous,” Tavi replied.

Max grunted, lumbered from the icy pool, and fumbled his clothes off,
then shambled into the warm, sun gold furylit waters of one of the heated
baths. As always, Tavi’s eyes were drawn to the crosshatched network of
scars on his friend’s back—the marks of a whip or a ninecat that could only
have been formed before Max came into his furycrafting power. Tavi winced
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in sympathy. No matter how many times he saw his friend’s scars, they re-
mained something startling and hideous.

He glanced around the baths. The room was enormous, with several dif-
ferent bathing pools trickling falls of water filling up a vast room with white
marble walls, floor, pillars, and ceiling. Batches of plants, even trees, softened
the severe, cold marble surroundings, and lounges were laid out in a dozen dif-
ferent areas, where bathers might idle in one another’s company while awaiting
their turn at a pool. Soft furylamps of blue, green, and gold painted each pool,
giving an indication of its temperature. The sound of falling water bounded
back and forth from the indifferent stone, filling the air with sound enough to
mask voices more than a few steps away. It was one of the only places in the
capital where one could be reasonably certain of a private conversation.

The baths were yet empty—the slaves who attended bathers would not
arrive for more than an hour. Tavi and Max were alone.

Tavi stripped, though much more self-consciously than his friend. Back
at the steadholt, bathing was a matter of privacy and practicality. It had
been an adjustment to engage in the more metropolitan practice of bathing
followed in most of the cities, and Tavi had never managed to lose entirely
the twinge of discomfort he felt when disrobing.

“Oh for crying out loud, bumpkin,” Max said, without opening his eyes.
“It’s the men’s baths. There’s no one else here, and my eyes aren’t even open.”
He gave Tavi another glare, though it was less intense than the first. “If you'd
left me where you found me, you could have had the baths to yourself.”

Tavi slid into the pool beside Max and pitched his voice low, barely au-
dible over the obscuring sounds of water. “There’s trouble, Max.”

Max’s glower vanished, and his reddened eyes glittered with sudden in-
terest. “What kind of trouble?”

Tavi told him.

“Bloody crows!” Max roared. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

“Yes. To tell you the truth, I never had much use for you, Max.” Tavi
watched his friend blink at him for a second, then scowl.

“Hah-hah,” said Max. “You're hilarious.”

“You should know better than that,” Tavi replied. “If there was anyone
else I thought could do this, I wouldn’t have gotten you involved.”

“You wouldn’t?” Max asked, his tone suddenly offended. “Why not?”

“Because you've known what’s going on for ten seconds, and you're al-
ready complaining.”
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“I like complaining. It’s every soldier’s sacred right,” Max growled.

Tavi felt a smile tug at his lips. “You're not a legionare anymore, Max.
You're a Cursor. Or a Cursor-in-Training, anyway.”

“I'm still offended,” Max declared. After a moment, he added, “Tavi,
you're my friend. If you need help, just expect me to be there whether you
want me there or not.”

Tavi chewed at his lip, regarding Max. “Really?”

“It’ll be simpler that way,” Max drawled. “So. I'm to double for Gaius, eh?”

“Can you?” Tavi asked.

Max stretched out in the hot water with a confident smile in answer.
“No idea.”

Tavi snorted, went to the waterfall, took up a scrubber, and began raking
it over his skin, cleaning the sweat and toil of the day from him before taking
up a soaped comb and raking it quickly through his hair. He rose to rinse in
a cooler pool and emerged shivering to towel himself dry. Max emerged from
the pools a few moments later, similarly scrubbed, and the pair of them
changed into the clean clothes they'd last left with the bath attendants, leav-
ing their soiled garments behind on their respective shelves.

“What do I do?” Max asked.

“Go to the Citadel, down the south gallery and to the west hall to the
staircase down.”

“Guard station there,” Max noted.

“Yes. Stop at the first station, and ask for Sir Miles. He’s expecting to
hear from you. Killian will probably be there, too.”

Max raised his eyebrows. “Miles wanted to bring in the Cursors? I'd
have thought he wouldn't hold with too much of that.”

“I don’t think Miles knows that Killian is still on active duty,” Tavi said.
“Much less that he’s the current Legate.”

Max slapped an annoyed hand at his head, sprinkling water out of his
close-cropped hair. “I am going to lose my mind, trying to keep track of who
is allowed to know what.”

“You're the one who agreed to Cursor training,” Tavi said.

“Stop walking on my sacred right, Calderon.”

Tavi grinned. “Just do what I do. Don't tell anyone anything.”

Max nodded. “That’s a solid plan.”

“Let’s move. I'm supposed to bring someone else down. I'll meet you
there.”
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Max rose to leave, but paused. “Tavi,” he said. “Just because I'm not com-
plaining doesn’t mean this won't be dangerous. Very dangerous.”

“I know.”

“Just wanted to make sure you did,” Max said. “If you get in trouble . . .
I mean, if you need my help. Don't let your pride keep you from asking for
it. I mean, it’s possible that some serious battlecrafting could start happen-
ing. If it does, I'll cover you.”

“Thank you,” Tavi said, without much emotion. “But if it comes to that,
we've probably failed so badly that my own personal legion wouldn't help.”

Max gave a rueful laugh of agreement, squared his shoulders, and
stalked out of the baths without looking behind him. “Watch your back.”

“You too.”

Tavi waited a moment until Max had left the baths, then hurried out of
them and toward the servants’ quarters. By the time he'd arrived, a swath of
light blue on the eastern horizon of the night sky had arrived to herald the
coming dawn, and the staff of the Academy was beginning to stir. Tavi
wound his way cautiously down service corridors and cramped staircases,
careful to avoid being seen. He moved in silence through the darkened cor-
ridors, bearing no lamp of his own, relying upon infrequent, feeble hallway
lights. Tavi stalked down a final cramped corridor, and to a half-sized door
that opened into a crawl space in the walls—Fade’s chamber.

Tavi listened intently for any approach, and once he was sure he was not
being idly observed, he opened the door and slipped inside.

The slave’s room was musty, cold, and dank. It was nothing more than
an inefficiency of design, bounded on two walls with stone of the Academy
and on the others with rough plaster. The ceiling was barely five feet high
and contained nothing more than a battered old trunk with no lid and an
occupied sleeping palette.

Tavi moved in silence to the palette, and reached down to shake its oc-
cupant.

He realized half a breath later that the form under the blankets was simply
a bundle of bedding, piled into place as a distraction. Tavi turned, crouched,
his hand moving to his dagger, but there was swift and silent motion in the
darkness, and someone smoothly took the weapon from his belt, slammed Tavi
hard with a shoulder, and sent him off-balance to the ground. His attacker fol-
lowed closely, and in another breath, Tavi found himself pinned by a knee on
his chest, and the cold edge of his own weapon was pressed to his throat.
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“Light,” said a quiet voice, and an ancient, dim furylamp on the wall
shone scarlet.

The man crouched over Tavi was of unremarkable height and build. His
hair fell in ragged strands to his shoulders and over most of his face, brown
streaked through with much grey, and Tavi could barely see the gleam of
dark eyes behind it. What Tavi could see of the man’s visage was hideously
marred with the brand the Legions used upon those judged guilty of cow-
ardice. His forearms were as lean and sinewy as the ancient leather slave-
braid on his throat, and they were covered in white scars. Some were the
tiny, recognizable pockmarks of burns gained at a smith’s forge, but others
were straight and fine, like those Tavi had seen only upon the arms of old
Giraldi back at Garrison and on Sir Miles.

“Fade,” Tavi said, his chest tight with the panic caused by the swift at-
tack. His heart pounded hard and fast. “Fade. It's me.”

Fade lifted his chin for a moment, staring down at him, then his body
eased, moving away from the young man. “Tavi,” Fade said, his voice thick
and heavy with recent sleep. “Hurt you?”

“I'm fine,” Tavi assured him.

“Sneaking,” Fade said, scowling. “Sneaking into my room.”

Tavi sat up. “Yes. I'm sorry if I startled you.”

Fade reversed his grip, taking the dagger by its blade, and offered the
hilt across his wrist to Tavi. The young man reclaimed his knife and slipped
it back into its sheath. “Sleeping,” Fade said, and yawned, adding a soft,
slurring hooting sound to the end of it.

“Fade,” Tavi said. “I remember the battlements at Calderon. I know this
is an act. I know you aren’t a brain-addled idiot.”

Fade gave Tavi a wide and witless smile. “Fade,” he stated in a vacantly
cheerful tone.

Tavi glared at him. “Don'’t,” Tavi said. “Keep your secrets if you want.
But don’t insult me with the charade. [ need your help.”

Fade became completely still for a long moment. Then he tilted his head
to one side and spoke, his voice now low and soft. “Why?”

Tavi shook his head. “Not here. Come with me. I'll explain.”

Fade let out his breath in a long exhalation. “Gaius.”

“Yes.”

The slave closed his eyes for a moment. Then he went to the trunk, and
removed a handful of objects and a spare blanket. He pushed hard on the
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bottom of the trunk and there was a hollow-sounding crack. He withdrew a
scabbard from the trunk, and drew a short, straight blade, the gladius of a le-
gionare. Fade examined the weapon in the dim light, then sheathed it again,
donned a voluminous old robe of worn sackeloth, and slipped the weapon
beneath it. “Ready.”

Tavi led Fade out into the corridors of the Academy, made his way to-
ward the nearest of the secluded routes that led down into the uppermost
layers of the Deeps, and emerged near the Citadel. The entrance to the
Deeps wasn't precisely a secret door, but it lay within the deep shadows of a
particularly cramped and crooked hallway, and if one didn’'t know where to
look, the low, narrow opening to the stairwell was all but invisible.

Tavi led Fade down a series of little-traveled hallways, thick with mois-
ture and chill air. His route led them briefly into the shallowest levels of the
Deeps, then crossed beneath the Citadel's walls. They came to the stairway
leading down to the First Lord’s meditation chamber, and descended, chal-
lenged by alert legionares at each station. Tavi’s legs throbbed with a brutal
ache on every beat of his heart, but he forced himself to ignore the com-
plaints of his tired body and kept moving,.

Fade, Tavi noticed, studied the ground without looking up. His hair fell
around his face and blended with the rough fabric of his robe. His gait was
that of an older man’s—stiff with apparent arthritis, halting and cautious.
Or at least it was passing through each guard station. Once out of sight on
the curving stairs, he moved with feline silence.

At the bottom of the stairs, the door to the First Lord’s chamber was
firmly closed. Tavi drew his knife and struck the hilt against the dark steel
door in a set, staccato rhythm. After a moment, it opened, and Miles stood
glowering in the door. “Where the crows have you been, boy?” he demanded.

“Um. Getting the man I told you about, Sir Miles. This is Fade.”

“Took you long enough,” Miles growled. He swept a cool gaze over the
slave. “In four hours, Gaius must appear in his box at the preliminaries for
the Wind Trials. Antillar isn’t having much luck with his mimicry, but Kil-
lian can't stop to help him learn until he is sure the First Lord is attended.
You should have brought the slave first.”

“Yes, sir,” Tavi said. “Next time this happens I'll be sure to remember.”

Miles’s expression turned sour. “Get in then,” he said. “Fade, is it? I've
had some bedding and a cot brought down. You'll need to assemble it and
help me get Gaius into it.”
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Fade froze, and Tavi saw his eyes bright with shock behind his hair.
“Gaius?”

“It looks as though he was trying to do too much furycrafting,” Tavi said.
“He may have broken his health on it. He collapsed several hours ago.”

“Alive?” Fade asked.

“So far,” Tavi said.

“But not if we don't get him into a proper bed and have him taken care
of,” Miles growled. “Tavi, you've got some messages to carry. Business as
usual. Make everyone believe it. All right?”

There went the possibility of actually getting any sleep, Tavi thought.
And at the rate things were going, he might well end up missing the test al-
together. He sighed.

Fade shuffled into the chamber and went over to the bedding Miles had
mentioned. The cot was a simple framework, standard Legion issue, and it
didn’t take Fade long to assemble it.

Miles went to Gaius’s bureau against one wall and picked up a small
stack of envelopes. He returned and gave them to Tavi without comment.
Tavi was about to ask him which should be delivered first when Miles’s eyes
narrowed, and a frown wrinkled his brow.

“You,” he said. “Fade. Turn around here.”

Tavi saw Fade lick his lips and rise, turning to face Miles with his head
down.

The Captain strode over to Fade. “Show me your face.”

Fade made a quiet sound of distress, bowing in a panicked fashion.

Miles reached out a hand and flicked the hair from one side of Fade’s
face. It revealed the hideous scars of the coward’s brand, and Miles frowned
severely at it.

“Sir Miles?” Tavi asked. “Are you all right?”

Miles raked his fingers through his short-cropped hair. “Tired,” he said.
“Maybe I'm seeing things. He looks familiar, somehow.”

“Perhaps you've seen him working, Captain,” Tavi said, careful to keep
his tone neutral.

“That’s probably it,” Miles said. He took a deep breath and squared his
shoulders. “There’s still a new Legion to run. I'm off for morning drills.”

“Business as usual,” Tavi said.

“Precisely. Killian will handle things until I can return. Obey him with-
out question. Do you understand?”
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Miles turned and left without waiting for an answer.

Tavi sighed and crossed the tiles to help Fade finish assembling the cot
and bedding. On the other side of the room, Gaius lay on his back, his skin
grey and pale. Killian knelt over him, his tea brazier alight, and some
noxious-smelling steam drifted up from the coals.

“Tavi,” Fade said, his voice low. “I can't do this. I can’t be near Miles.
He'll recognize me.”

“That would be bad?” Tavi whispered back.

“I'd have to fight him.” The words were simple, gentle, unadorned with
anything but a faint tone of sadness or regret. “I must leave.”

“We need your help, Fade,” Tavi said. “Gaius needs your help. You can't
abandon him.”

Fade shook his head, then asked, “What does Miles know about me?”

“Your name. That [ trust you. That Gaius sent you here to the Academy
with me.”

“Blighted furies.” Fade sighed. “Tavi, [ want you to do something for me.
Please.”

“Name it,” Tavi said at once.

“Tell Miles nothing more about me. Even if he asks. Lie, make excuses,
whatever you need to do. We can't afford for him to fly into a rage now.”

“What?” Tavi asked. “Why would he do that?”

“Because,” Fade said, “he’s my brother.”

W +CHAPTER 13

Though she had been unconscious for much of the day, by the time Isana
had packed and settled into the covered litter, she was exhausted.

She had never flown in a litter before, either open to the elements or
closed, and the experience felt far too familiar to be so terrifying. It looked
little different than any covered coach, at least from the inside, which
made it all the more disconcerting to see, out the coach’s windows, the
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occasional soaring bird of prey or feathery tendril of cloud tinted dark
gold by the deepening evening. She stared out at the gathering night
and the land far below for a time, her heart beating too quickly in her
chest.

“It’s been getting dark for so long,” Isana murmured, only half-aware
that she’d said it out loud.

Serai looked up from the embroidery in her lap and glanced out the
window. The light colored the pearls on her collar in shades of rose and gold.
“We're flying into the sunset, Steadholder, high and quickly at that. The sun
will outpace us in time. I've always loved evenings, though. I rather enjoy
spending more time in them.”

Isana turned her attention to the woman, studying her profile. Serai’s
emotional presence was barely there—something feather-light and nebu-
lous. When the slave spoke, there was very little of the depth of emotional
inflection Isana was used to feeling from those around her. Isana could
count the people who had successfully concealed their emotions from her
on the fingers of one hand.

Isana lifted her fingers to the front of her dress, touching them thought-
fully to the hidden ring on its chain. Serai was obviously more formidable
than she appeared. “Do you fly often?” Isana asked her.

“From time to time,” Serai replied. “The journey may take until this time
tomorrow, possibly longer. We'll not stop until Rolf’s men need to change
places in the harness, Steadholder, and that may be long after dark. You
should rest.”

“Do 1 look ill?” Isana asked.

“Amara told me of your encounter this morning,” Serai replied. Her ex-
pression never changed, and the flicker of her needle did not slow, but Isana
felt a faint current of trepidation in the courtesan’s bearing. “It would be
enough to exhaust anyone. You're safe now.”

Isana regarded Serai quietly for a moment, and asked, “Am [?”

“As safe here as in your own home,” Serai assured her, a dry edge lurk-
ing beneath the lightly given words. “T'll watch, and wake you if anything
happens.”

Serai’s voice, presence, and manner rang with the subtle tone of truth,
something few honest folk could ever hide successfully, and Isana felt her-
self relax, at least for a moment. The woman meant to protect her—of that
much, at least, she felt certain. And Serai was right. The shock and startled
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fear on the face of the young man Isana had killed still tainted her every
thought. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

She didn't expect to be able to sleep, but when she opened her eyes
again, there was pale light flowing into the litter from the opposite windows,
and her neck and shoulders felt stiff and uncomfortable. She had to blink
her eyes for several moments to clear the unexpected sleep from them.

“Ah,” Serai said. “Good morning, Steadholder.”

“Morning?” Isana said. She fought back a yawn and sat up. There was a
rolled cloak behind her head and a heavy, soft blanket covering her. “Did I
sleep?”

“Most deeply,” Serai confirmed. “You wouldn’t stir when we stopped last
night, and Rolf was a dear and loaned you his cloak when we got moving
again.”

“I'm sorry,” Isana said. “Surely you rested as well?”

“Not just yet,” the courtesan said. “I've been here, as I said I would—but
for a few necessary moments, and Rolf sat here with you until I returned.”

“I'm sorry,” Isana repeated, embarrassed. She offered the cloak to Serai.
“Here, please. You should rest.”

“And leave you without conversation?” Serai said. “What kind of travel-
ing companion would I be if I did such a thing.” She gave Isana a small
smile. “T've a touch of metalcrafting in my family’s blood. I can go for a few
days without.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s good for you,” Isana said.

“I must confess that as a rule, things which may not be good for me
seem to hold an unwholesome attraction,” she said. “And in any case, we
should be arriving in the capital within the hour.”

“But I thought you said it would take at least a full day.”

Serai frowned, staring out the window. The blue-white light of dawn,
pure and clear, made her skin glow, and her dark eyes seemed all the deeper.
“It should have. Rolf said that we were fortunate to be flying with an unusu-
ally swift wind at our backs. I've never experienced such a thing before, be-
tween any of the cities, much less flying from the far provinces.”

Isana collected her thoughts for a moment. This development changed
things. She had less than an hour to prepare herself for the capital, and it
might be the only chance she had to speak with Serai in relative privacy.
There was little time to discover whatever she could from the woman
through conversation—which meant that there was little point to subtlety.
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Isana took a breath and addressed the courtesan. “Do you travel this
way often?”

“Several times each season. My master finds all sorts of reasons to send
me to visit other cities.”

“Master. You mean Gaius,” Isana said.

Serai’s lips pursed thoughtfully. “I am a loyal subject of the Crown, of
course,” she said. “But my owner is the Lord Forcius Rufus. He is the cousin
to the High Lord of Forcia, and holds estates at the northern end of the
Vale.”

“You live in the Amaranth Vale itself?” Isana asked.

“At the moment, yes,” Serai replied. “I'll be missing the orchards in bloom,
which is a pity. It makes the whole Vale smell like paradise. Have you seen it?”

Isana shook her head. “Is it as beautiful as everyone says?”

Serai nodded and sighed. “If not more so. As much as I love to travel,
find that I miss my home there. Still, I suppose that I am glad to travel and
even more glad to return. Perhaps I am doubly fortunate.”

“It sounds like a lovely place.” Isana folded her hands in her lap. “And an
even lovelier conversational diversion.”

Serai looked back to Isana, smiling. “Does it?”

“You are one of the Cursors, then?”

“Darling, I'm merely a glorified pleasure slave, doing Gaius a favor on be-
half of her master. And even if | was free, I don't think I'd have the tempera-
ment for the profession. All the heroism and duty and so on. Exhausting.”

Isana arched an eyebrow. “I suppose a spy for the Crown would be
largely useless if she walked around announcing the fact.”

Serai smiled. “That seems a reasonable statement, darling.”

Isana nodded, her crafting senses once more all but blind to Serai’s
presence. It was an acutely frustrating sensation. Her companion was one
of the First Lord’s followers—of that much she was certain. Why else would
the Cursors have chosen her to accompany Isana? That meant that she
couldn't afford to let down her guard. Serai’'s duty would be to protect
Gaius’s interests, and not Isana’s.

But at the same time, Isana wasn't so foolish as to think that she did not
need an escort in Alera Imperia, capital of all the Realm. She had never
been to one of the great cities that formed the heart of Aleran society. She
knew that Wintersend in the capital was a time rife with the plotting of var-
ious political and economic factions. She had heard tales of such groups
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indulging in blackmail, extortion, murder, and worse, and her life in the
countryside had not prepared her to deal with such matters.

[sana was fully aware that by coming to the capital, she was certain to
face deadly peril. Gaius’s enemies would strike at her not because of any-
thing she had done, but because of what she represented. Isana was a sym-
bol for the support for the First Lord. Gaius’s enemies had already tried to
destroy that symbol once. They would certainly do so again.

A sickly, wrenching sensation rippled through Isana’s stomach.

Because Tavi was a symbol, too.

Isana would need an escort to navigate the treacherous waters of the
capital, and Serai was her only guide and most vital ally. If she was to suc-
ceed in protecting Tavi from whatever deadly plots were afoot, Isana needed
to secure the courtesan’s support and cooperation in any way that she could.
Flashes of sincerity were not enough.

“Serai,” Isana said. “Do you have family?”

The little courtesan’s face and bearing became abruptly opaque. “No,
darling.”

[sana felt nothing from Rill, but her eyes widened with sudden intu-
ition. “You mean, not anymore.”

Serai arched a brow, her expression surprised, but lifted her chin with-
out looking away. “Not anymore.”

“What happened?” Isana asked gently.

Serai was silent for a time, then said, “Our steadholt was blighted one
year. Blighted badly. The blight took the lives of my husband and my daugh-
ter. She'd been born only three weeks before. My brother and my parents
died as well. And the other holders. Of them all, I survived, but there will be
no more family for me.”

Serai looked away and out the window. She moved one hand to rest low
on her belly, and her sudden pang of raw anguish struck Isana like a wave of
scalding water.

“I'm sorry,” she said to the courtesan. She shook her head. “I would
never have thought you a holder.”

Serai smiled without looking back at Isana, her eyes clear. “I entered into
bondage after I recovered. To pay for decent arrangements for them. It was
there that [ became a”—she left a slight but deliberate pause—"courtesan.
Many are found, just as I was.”

“I'm so sorry,” Isana said. “To make you remember the pain.”
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“You needn'’t be, darling. It was long ago.”

“You don'’t look it.”

“My family had—has a touch of watercraft in it as well,” Serai said,
her voice brightening with cheer that Isana knew must be forced. “No-
where near as strong as you, Steadholder, but I can manage the occasional
wrinkle.”

The litter lurched, and Isana felt her head spin a little. She looked des-
perately out the window, but saw only thick, white fog. One of her feet lifted
slightly from the floor, and fear froze her breath in her throat.

“It’s all right,” Serai said, and put a hand on Isana’s knee. “We're de-
scending. We're almost there. We'll land in moments.”

Isana covered Serai’s hand with her own. The courtesan’s fingers felt
fever-warm. Isana’s hand must have been like ice. “There’s not much time.”

“What do you mean?”

[sana forced her eyes from the dizzying view out the window and to the
other woman’s. “Serai,” she said, her voice shaking, “if you could have them
back, would you?”

Serai’s eyes widened in shock that quickly became a cool, agate-hard
anger. “What sort of question is that, darling?” she replied, her tone un-
changed. “Of course [ would.”

Isana covered Serai’s hand with both of hers, and leaned forward, star-
ing directly into her eyes. “That's why I'm coming to Festival. My family is in
danger. [ don't care about Gaius. [ don't care about what man sits on the
throne. [ don't care about politics or plots or power. I only care that the child
[ raised is in danger, my brother may die if I cannot send him aid. They are
all that I have in the world.”

Serai tilted her head to one side in a silent question.

[sana felt her voice waver as she spoke. “Help me.”

Serai straightened slowly, comprehension dawning in her eyes.

Isana squeezed her hand. “Help me.”

Serai’s presence became acutely pained, but her face and her eyes re-
mained calm. “Help you. At the expense of my duty to my master?”

“If need be,” Isana said. “I'll do anything necessary to help them. But [
don’t know if I can do it alone. Please, Serai. They are my family.”

“I am sorry, Steadholder, that your kin are in danger. But the servants of
the Crown are the only family [ know. I will do my duty.”

“How can you say that?” Isana asked. “How can you be that indifferent?”
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“I am not indifferent,” Serai said. “I know what is at stake—better than
anyone. Were it up to me, I would ignore the greater concerns of the Realm
to save the lives of your family.”

Silvery truth resounded in that whisper, but so did resolution. Another
agonized stab of fear for her kin wrenched at Isana’s chest. She bowed her
head and closed her eyes, trying to sort through the courtesan’s complex but
shrouded tangle of emotion. “I don’t understand.”

“If it was up to me, I would help you. But it is not up to me,” Serai
replied. Her voice was both compassionate and unyielding. “I have sworn
myself to the service of the Realm. The world of Carna is a cold, cruel place,
lady. 1t is filled with danger and enemies to our people. The Realm is what
keeps them safe.”

Sudden and bitter scorn filled her throat with flame. Isana let out a
breath, not quite a derisive laugh. “The irony. That someone the Realm
failed to keep safe would be willing to sacrifice other families in service to
it.”

Serai withdrew her hands from Isana’s, cold, controlled anger now in
her voice and presence. “Without the Realm to protect them, there will be
no families.”

“Without families,” Isana spat, “there is nothing for the Realm to pro-
tect. How can you say that when you may have the power to help them?”

Serai’s bearing and tone remained aloof and unreadable. “As a woman
using her own power to dredge up the most painful moment of my life in an
attempt to manipulate me to her will, Isana, I hardly think you are in a posi-
tion to criticize.”

[sana clenched her hands in frustration. “T only ask you to help me pro-
tect my family.”

“At the expense of my loyalty,” Serai said, voice steady. “It isn't because
I don’t want to help you, Steadholder. Or your kin. But there are many
women in the Realm with families. And if I could save ten thousand of them
by sacrificing yours, I would do so. It wouldn’t be right. But it would be nec-
essary. And it is my duty. | have taken an oath as a servant to the Realm, and
I will not be foresworn.”

[sana looked out the window. “Enough. I understand.” After a moment,
she added, “And you're right. I apologize to you, lady. I shouldn't have tried
to use the pain of your loss against you.”

“Perhaps,” Serai said, her tone matter-of-fact. “Or perhaps not. I have
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buried a family, Steadholder. It hurts more than I could ever have imagined.
I might not be particular, either, were I trying to protect them.”

“I'm terrified. What if I can’t do it alone?”

Serai suddenly smiled. “That won’t be an issue, darling. Hear me.” She
leaned forward, eyes intent. “I will do my duty to my master. But [ will die
myself before I allow you or yours to be harmed. That is my oath to you.”

Sincerity rang in the words, a clear and silver tone of truth that not even
Serai’s composure could wholly contain.

“You do not have to make such an oath,” Isana said.

“No,” Serai said. “I do not. But it would make no difference in any case.
I could not live with myself if I allowed it to happen to another family. Nor
would [ wish to.” She shook her head. “I know it isn’t what you wanted to
hear, but I can do nothing more. Please believe that I will do nothing less.”

“I believe you,” Isana said quietly. “Thank you.”

Serai nodded, her expression serene, her presence once more quiet and
contained.

“Ladies,” called a voice from outside the litter. One of their escorting
Knights appeared at the window, a young man with sharp features and dark,
intense eyes. He was unshaven, and looked beaten with weariness. “The
currents can be unpredictable as we descend. There are a pair of restraining
belts you should use.”

Serai looked up with a sudden smile. “Yes, Rolf. I seem to remember
having this conversation before. Where is the subtribune?”

The Knight grinned and bowed his head. Then he leaned closer, and
whispered, “Sleeping on the roof. He got tired in the night. All but fell out of
the sky.”

“How humiliating to the great racing champion should he arrive in such
a condition. Didn'’t he tell you to wake him before you fly into the capital?”
Serai asked.

“It’s odd,” Rolf said. “I can’t remember. I'm just that tired.” He flicked a
contemptuous glance up at the roof of the litter, then said, “If you please,
ladies, strap in. Just a moment more.”

Serai showed Isana how to secure herself with a pair of heavy woven
belts that laced together, and a moment later the litter began to jostle, sway,
and shake. It was a terrible sensation, but Isana closed her eyes and held on
to the belts with both hands. There was a sudden, bone-rattling thud, and
Isana realized that they were safely on the ground.
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Serai let out a happy sigh and folded her sewing into a small cloth bag.
They unfastened the belts and emerged from the litter into blinding golden
sunlight.

[sana stared around her at Alera Imperia, heart of all the Realm.

They stood upon a platform of white marble, larger than the whole
walled enclosure of Isanaholt. The wind was almost violent, and Isana had
to shield her eyes against it. All around her, other litters were descending,
the largest of them borne by a dozen windcrafters. The Knights Aeris were
clad in the brilliant livery of the High Lords of each city, and men and
women dressed in fantastically rich clothing, sparkling with jewels and em-
broidered with gold and silver emerged from them, their hair and garments
untouched by the whirling winds.

Several men in brown tunics rushed around the litters as they touched
down, where they immediately began picking up the litters with furycrafted
strength and carrying them to a broad staircase leading down from the plat-
form, so that others could land. Other men in brown tunics arrived, bearing
food and drink for the newly arrived Knights, many of whom, including Rolf
and the other Knights who had borne Isana and Serai, were sitting on the
platform in sheer exhaustion.

“Isana,” Serai called through the heavy winds. She stood on tiptoe to
speak to the bent ear of another man in a brown tunic, who nodded and ac-
cepted a few gleaming coins from the courtesan with a polite bow. Serai
beckoned. “Isana, come with me. It's this way.”

“But my bag,” Isana called back.

Serai approached and leaned up to half shout, “It will be delivered to the
house. We need to get off the platform before someone lands on—Isana.”

Serai suddenly drove herself hard against Isana’s side. Utterly surprised,
Isana fell—and so saw a short, heavy dagger as it swept past where her head
had been an instant before.

There was a cracking sound, loud even over the wind’s constant roar.
Heads whipped around toward them. The tumbling dagger’s hilt had struck
one side of the litter with such force that it shattered the lacquered wood,
shooting it through with splits and cracks.

Serai looked around wildly and pointed at the back of another man in a
brown tunic, disappearing down the stairs. “Rolf!”

The Knight looked up from where he sat, exhausted, startled for a sec-
ond, then rose unsteadily to his feet.
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“Crows and bloody furies!” thundered a furious voice from atop the lit-
ter. Horatio sat up atop it, slipped, and fell from the litter's roof to the
ground, screaming oaths at the top of his lungs.

Rolf hurried to the top of the stairs, breathing hard after only a few
steps, and stared down them for a moment. He looked back at Serai and
shook his head, his expression frustrated.

“I'll have your rank for this!” Horatio bellowed, struggling to his feet. All
around them, Citizens of the Realm were pointing at the sleep-muddled
subtribune, smiling and laughing. Few, if any, had realized that someone
had just attempted bloody murder.

Serai’s face was pale, and Isana could both see and feel the terror in her.
She rose to her feet, offering Isana her hand. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” Isana said. She stumbled and lost her balance in the gale winds,
nearly knocking down a tall woman in a red dress and black cloak. “Excuse
me, lady. Serai, who was that?>”

“I don’t know,” Serai said. Her hands were shaking, her dark eyes wide.
“I saw stains on his tunic. I didn’t realize until the last moment that they
were blood.”

“What?”

“T'll explain it later. Stay close.”

“What do we do?”

The courtesan’s eyes narrowed, fear replaced by hard defiance. “We
hurry, Steadholder,” Serai said. “Keep your eyes open and come with me.”

30-CHAPTER 14

“«

Very well,” snapped Maestro Gallus in his querulous tenor. “Time is up.”

Tavi's head snapped up from the surface of the table, and he blinked
blearily around the lecture chamber. Nearly two hundred other academs sat
in crowded rows at low tables, seated on the floor and writing furiously on
long sheets of paper.
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“Time,” Gallus called again, an edge of anger in his voice. “Stop writing.
If you haven't finished your proofs by now, another breath’s worth of scrib-
bling won't help you. Papers to the left.”

Tavi rubbed at his mouth, blotting the drool from his lip with the sleeve
of his grey tunic. The last few inches of his page remained conspicuously
blank. He waited for the stack of papers to reach him, added his to it, and
passed it to Ehren. “How long was I out?” he muttered.

“The last two,” Ehren replied, straightening the pile with a brisk motion
of his skinny arms before passing it on.

“You think I passed?” Tavi asked. His mouth felt gummy, and he ached
with weariness.

“I think you should have slept last night,” Ehren said primly. “You idiot.
Did you want to fail?”

“Wasn't my idea,” Tavi mumbled. He and Ehren stood and began shuf-
fling out of the stuffy lecture chamber along with all the other students.
“Believe me. Do you think I passed?”

Ehren sighed, and rubbed at his eyes. “Probably. No one but me and
maybe you would have gotten the last two anyway.”

“Good,” Tavi said. “I guess.”

“Calculations study is important,” Ehren said. “In the greater sense, it’s
essential to the survival of the Realm. There are all sorts of things that make
it absolutely necessary.”

Tavi let irony creep into his tone. “Maybe I'm just tired. But calculating
the duration of a merchant ship’s voyage or tracking the taxation payments
of outlying provinces seems sort of trivial to me at the moment.”

Ehren stared at him for a moment, his expression shocked, as if Tavi
had just suggested that they should bake babies into pies for lunch. Then
said, “You're joking. You are joking, aren’t you Tavi?”

Tavi sighed.

Outside the classroom, students burst into conversation, complaints,
laughter, and the occasional song, and filed down the nearest walkway to-
ward the main courtyard in a living river of grey robes and weary minds. Tavi
stretched out the moment he got into the open air. “It gets too hot in there
after a long test,” he told Ehren. “The air gets all squishy.”

“It’s called humidity, Tavi,” Ehren said.

“I haven't slept in almost two days. It'’s squishy.”

Gaelle was waiting at the archway to the courtyard, standing up on



ACADEM’S FURY 113

tiptoe in a useless effort to peer over the crowd until she spotted Tavi and
Ehren. The plain girl's face lit up when she saw them, and she came rushing
over, muttering a string of apologies as she swam against the grey tide.
“Ehren, Tavi. How bad was it?”

Tavi made a sound halfway between a grunt and a groan.

Ehren rolled his eyes and told Gaelle, “About what I thought it would
be. You should be fine.” He frowned and looked around. “Where’s Max?”

“I don’t know,” Gaelle said, her eyes looking around with concern. “I
haven’t seen him. Tavi, have you?”

Tavi hesitated for a moment. He didn’t want to lie to his friends, but
there was too much at stake. Not only did he have to lie, but he had to do it
well.

“What?” he asked blearily, to cover the pause.

“Have you seen Max?” Gaelle repeated, her voice growing exasperated.

“Oh. Last night he said something about a young widow,” Tavi said, wav-
ing a hand vaguely.

“The night before an exam?” Ehren sputtered. “That’s just . . .it’s so
wrong that . . . I think maybe I should lie down for a moment.”

“You should too, Tavi,” Gaelle said. “You look like you're about to fall
asleep on your feet.”

“He did during the test,” Ehren confirmed.

“Tavi,” Gaelle said. “Go to bed.”

Tavi rubbed at an eye. “I wish I could. But I couldn't finish all the letter-
running before the test started. One more, then I can get some sleep.”

“Up all night, then taking a test, and he’s still got you running letters?”
Gaelle demanded. “That’s cruel.”

“What'’s cruel?” Ehren asked.

Tavi started to answer, then walked straight into another student’s back.
Tavi stumbled backward, jolted from the impact. The other student fell,
shoved himself up with a curse, and rounded on Tavi.

It was Brencis. The arrogant young lord’s dark hair was mussed and
stringy after the long exam. The hulking Renzo hovered behind him and a
little bit to one side, and Varien stood to Brencis’s left, eyes glittering with
anticipation and malice.

“The freak,” Brencis said in a flat voice. “The little scribe. Oh, and their
sow. I should leave you all neck deep in a cesspool.”

Varien said, “I should be pleased to help you with that, my lord.”
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Tavi tensed himself. Brencis wouldn’t forget how Max had humiliated
him the previous morning. And since there was little he could do to take
vengeance on Max, he would have to find another target for his outrage.
Like Tavi.

Brencis leaned down close to Tavi and sneered. “Count yourself lucky,
freak, that I have more important matters today.”

He turned around and swept away without looking back. Varien blinked
for a moment, then followed. Renzo did the same, though his placid expres-
sion never changed.

“Huh,” Tavi said.

“Interesting,” Gaelle mused.

“Well. I wasn't expecting that,” Ehren said. “What do you suppose is
wrong with Brencis?”

“Perhaps he’s finally growing up,” Gaelle said.

Tavi exchanged a skeptical look with Ehren.

Gaelle sighed. “Yes, well. It could happen, you know. Someday.”

“While we're all holding our breath,” Tavi said, “I'm going to get this last
letter delivered and get some sleep.”

“Good,” Gaelle said. “Who are you taking it to?”

“Uh.” Tavi rummaged in his pockets until he found the envelope and
glanced at the name on it. “Oh, bloody crows,” he swore with a sigh. “Tll
catch up to you later.” He waved at his friends as he broke into a weary jog
and headed for Ambassador Varg’s quarters.

It wasn't a long way up to the Citadel, but Tavi’s tired legs ached, and it
seemed to take forever to reach the Black Hall—a long corridor of dark,
rough-quarried stone very different from the rest of the First Lord’s marble
stronghold. The entrance to the hall had an actual gate upon it, bars of
dark steel as thick and hard as the portcullis to any stronghold. Outside the
gate stood a pair of soldiers from the Royal Guard in red and blue—younger
members, Tavi noted, in full arms and armor as usual. They stood facing the
gate.

On the other side of the gate, a single candle cast just enough light to
show Tavi a pair of Canim crouched on their haunches. Half-covered in
their round capes, Tavi could see little of them beyond the sharper angles of
their armor at the shoulders and elbows, the gleam of metal upon the hilts
of their swords and on the tips of their spears. The shape of their heads was
half-hidden in their hoods, but their wolfish muzzles showed, and their
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teeth, and the faint red-fire gleam of their inhuman eyes. Though they squat-
ted on the floor, their stance was somehow every bit as rigid, alert, and pre-
pared as the Aleran guards facing them.

Tavi approached the gate. The scent of the Canim embassy surrounded
him as he did—musky, subtle, and thick, somehow reminding him of both
the smithy at his old steadholt and the den of a direwolf.

“Guard,” Tavi said. “I bear a letter for His Excellency, Ambassador
Varg.”

One of the Alerans glanced over his shoulder and waved him past. Tavi
approached the gate. On the other side, a leather basket sat in its usual
place on the rough floor, an arm’s length away from the bars, and Tavi leaned
through to drop the letter into the basket. In his mind, he had already com-
pleted his task and was looking forward, finally, to sleeping.

He barely saw the Cane nearest him move.

The inhuman guard slid forward with a sudden, sinuous grace, and a
long arm flashed out to snare Tavi's wrist. His heart lurched with a sudden
apprehension too vague and exhausted to be proper panic. He could have
swept his arm in a circle toward the Cane’s thumb, to break the grip and
draw back, but doing so would surely have caused him to lash open his own
arm on the Cane’s claws. There was no chance he could have pulled away
from the guard by main force.

All of that flashed through his mind in the space of a heartbeat. Behind
him, he heard the sharp intake of breath from the two Aleran guards and the
sound of steel hissing against leather as they drew swords.

Tavi left his arm where it was in the Cane’s grip, and raised his free hand
to the guards. “Wait,” he said, voice quiet. Then he looked up—a great deal
up—to fix the Cane guard with a flat stare. “What do you want, Guard?” Tavi
demanded, his tone impatient, peremptory.

The Cane regarded him with unreadable, feral eyes and released his
wrist in a slow, deliberate motion that trailed the tips of the Cane’s claws
harmlessly against Tavi’s skin. “His Excellency,” the Cane growled, “re-
quests the messenger to deliver the letter directly to his hands.”

“Stand away from him, dog,” snarled the Aleran guard.

The Cane looked up and bared its yellow fangs in a silent snarl.

“It’s all right, legionare,” Tavi said quietly. “It’s a perfectly reasonable re-
quest. It is the Ambassador’s right to receive missives directly from the First
Lord should he wish.”
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Both the Canim started letting out low, stuttering growls. The one who
had seized Tavi’s arm opened the gate. Tavi stared for a moment, at how eas-
ily the enormous Cane opened the massive steel portal. Then he swallowed,
took up the single candle, clutched the envelope, and entered the Black
Hall.

The Cane guard paced Tavi, slightly behind him. Tavi paused and
slowed his steps until he could see the Cane in the corner of one eye. The
guard prowled, each step sinuous and relaxed, regarding Tavi with what
seemed to be open curiosity as they walked to the end of the Black Hall.
They passed several open, irregular doorways on the way, but the shadows
filling them were too thick to allow Tavi to see what lay beyond.

At the end of the hall was the only door Tavi had seen, made of some
thick, heavy wood of some dark color that shone with deep red and heavy
purple highlights in the light of Tavi’s candle.

Tavi’s guard strode past him in those too-long stalking steps of a grown
Cane, and drew its claws slowly down the dark wood. Whatever it was, the
wood was hard. The Cane’s heavy claws scraped loudly, but no indentation
or mark appeared on the wood.

There was a snarl from the room beyond, a sound that sent a quick chill
racing down Tavi’s spine. The guard replied with a similar sound, though
higher in pitch. There was a brief silence, then a chuckling growl, and Varg’s
voice rumbled, “Send him in.”

The guard opened the door and stalked away without giving Tavi a sec-
ond glance. The boy swallowed, took a deep breath, and strode into the
room.

As he crossed the threshold, a draft struck his candle and snuffed it out.

Tavi stood in utter darkness. There were a pair of low growls this time,
one coming from either side of him, and Tavi became acutely aware of how
entirely vulnerable he was, and how strongly the chamber smelled of musk
and meat—the scent of predators.

It took his eyes a long moment to adjust, but he began to make out de-
tails of deep, scarlet light and black shadow. There was a bed of barely glow-
ing coals in a shallow depression in the center of the floor, and some kind of
heavy pads made from material he could not identify lay around the coals.
The room was shaped like an overturned bowl, the walls curling up to a ceil-
ing that was not much higher than Tavi could have reached with his hands.
Several feet back in the shadows, there were what Tavi took to be two more
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guards, but upon second glance he recognized them as arming dummies—
though taller and broader than the stands that typically bore the armor of
off-duty legionares. One of the dummies bore the odd outline of a suit of
Canish armor, but the other stood empty.

Against the back wall of the room, Tavi heard the trickle of water, and
could barely see the shimmer of the dim red light against a pool, its surface
broken by small and regular ripples.

On instinct, Tavi turned and faced almost directly behind him.

“Ambassador,” he said in a respectful tone. “T've a message for you, sir.”

Another low growl rippled through the room, oddly twisted by the shape
of the walls, or by the composition of the stone, bouncing about as though
from several sources at once. There was a gleam of red eyes two feet above
Tavi's own, then Varg slid forward out of the darkness into the bloody light.

“Good,” said the Cane, still dressed in cloak and armor. “The controlled
use of instinct. Too often your kind are either ruled by them or pay them no
mind.”

Tavi had no idea how to respond to that, other than to offer Varg the en-
velope. “Thank you, Your Excellency.”

Varg took the envelope and opened it with a single, negligent swipe of a
claw that cut the paper with barely a whisper of sound. It flicked the missive
inside open and scanned over it, growling again. “So. I am to be ignored.”

Tavi regarded it with a blank expression. “I only carry the messages, sir.”

“Do you,” said Varg, “Let it be on your own heads, then.”

“You see, my lord,” hissed a higher-pitched growling voice from the
doorway. “They have no respect for you or for our people. We should be rid
of this place and return to the Blood Lands.”

Tavi and Varg both turned to face the doorway, where a Cane Tavi didn’t
recognize crouched. It wore no armor, but was draped in long robes of deep
scarlet. Its pawlike hands were far thinner and more spidery than Varg’s, and
its reddish fur looked thin and unhealthy. The muzzle, too, was narrow and
pointed, and its tongue lolled out to one side, flickering nervously.

“Sarl,” Varg growled. “I did not send for you.”

The second Cane drew its hood back from its head and tilted it to one
side in an exaggerated gesture that Tavi suddenly understood. The Cane was
baring its throat to Varg—a gesture of deference or respect, evidently.

“Apologies, mighty lord,” Sarl said. “But I came to report to you that word
has come, and that the change of guard would arrive in two days’ time.”



118 JIM BUTCHER

Tavi pursed his lips. He had never heard a Cane speak Aleran, except
for Varg. He could not imagine that Sarl had addressed its superior in lan-
guage Tavi could understand by mere chance.

“Very good, Sarl,” Varg growled. “Out.”

“As you wish, lord,” Sarl replied, baring its throat again, hunching low.
The Cane backed away, scraping, and hurried back into the corridor.

“My secretary,” Varg said. Tavi could only guess, but he thought the Am-
bassador’s growling tone was somewhere between pensive and amused. “He
attends to matters he thinks beneath my notice.”

“I am familiar with the concept,” Tavi answered.

Varg’s teeth showed as its muzzle lolled open. “Yes. You would be. That
is all, cub.”

Tavi began to bow, but then a thought struck him. The gesture might
not be the same from the Cane’s point of view. What was a motion of re-
spect to Alerans might be something very different in a society whose mem-
bers might fight to tear out one another’s throats with their teeth, like
wolves. A wolf who crouched and ducked its chin in closer to its body was
preparing to fight. Certainly, Varg was aware of the difference in gestures, as
it obviously didn’t seem to regard bows as a challenge to combat, but it still
seemed, to Tavi, to be impolite to make the gesture the Ambassador’s in-
stincts surely twinged at whenever it saw.

Instead, Tavi tilted his head a bit to one side, mimicking the gesture
Varg himself had made earlier, and said, “Then I take my leave, Excellency.”

He started to walk past Varg, but the Cane suddenly put out a heavy
paw-hand and blocked Tavi’s way.

Tavi swallowed and glanced up at the Cane. He met the Ambassador’s
eyes for a moment.

Varg regarded him, fangs gleaming, and said, “Light your candle at my
fire before you go. Your night eyes are weak. I'll not have you stumbling in
my corridor and bawling like a puppy.”

Tavi exhaled slowly and tilted his head again. “Yes, sir.”

Varg shifted its shoulders, an odd motion, and prowled back to the
pool.

Tavi went to the coals and lit his candle against them, this time shield-
ing the flame with his hand. He watched as the Cane crouched, as easy on
all fours as upright, and drank directly from the pool. But he dared not sim-
ply stare, as fascinating as it might be. Tavi turned and hurried out.
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Just before he crossed the threshold again, Varg growled, “Aleran.”

Tavi paused.

“I have rats.”

Tavi blinked. “Sir?”

“Rats,” Varg growled. It turned its head to look over one armored shoul-
der. Tavi could see little more than the gleam of fangs and red eyes. “I hear
them at night. There are rats in my walls.”

Tavi frowned. “Oh.”

“Out,” said Varg.

Tavi hurried back into the hallway and started retreating back toward
the Citadel proper. He walked slowly, mulling over the Ambassador’s words.
Clearly, it wasn’t simply speaking about a rat problem. The rodents could
be a nuisance, of course, but surely one the Cane could deal with. Even
more puzzling was the reference to walls. The walls of the Canim enclosure
in the Black Hall were made of stone. Rats were industrious tunnelers and
gnawers, but they could not bore through solid rock.

Varg struck Tavi as the sort of being who did not spend his words idly.
Tavi had already sized up the Ambassador as the kind of warrior who would
fight with simple, deadly efficiency. It seemed reasonable to assume that
given any choice in the matter, Varg would waste no more effort on words
than on bloodshed.

Tavi’s eyes fell to the flame on his candle. Then to the walls. He took a
pair of quick steps to stand beside the wall nearest him and lowered his
hand.

In the still air of the hallway, his candle flickered and leaned, very slightly.

His heart started pounding faster, and Tavi followed the direction of the
flame, moving slowly down the wall. In only a moment, he found the source
of the small draft—a tiny opening in the wall, one he had not seen before.
He placed the heel of his hand against it and pushed.

A section of the stone wall slid open soundlessly, previously unseen
seams splitting into visibility. Tavi held up the candle. Just beyond the hid-
den passageway, stairs led down into the stone.

The Canim had a passageway into the Deeps.

Tavi was still too far from the entrance to the Black Hall to see its
guards clearly, and he could only hope that they could not see him clearly,
either. Shielding the light of the candle in his hand once more, he slipped
onto the stairs and went down them as silently as he possibly could.
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Voices from ahead made him stop, listening.

The first speaker was Canim—Sarl, Tavi was sure of it. He recognized
the cringing tone to its snarling voice. “And I tell you that all is in readiness.
There is nothing to fear.”

“Talk is cheap, Cane,” said a human voice, so quiet that Tavi could
hardly hear it. “Show me.”

“That was not a part of our agreement,” the Cane said. There was a
shivering, flapping sound, like a dog shaking its chops. “You must believe my
words.”

“Suppose I don't?” asked the other.

“It is too late to change your mind now,” said Sarl, a nasty slur to the
words. “Let us not discuss what cannot—" The Cane’s words cut off sud-
denly.

“What is it?” asked the second voice.

“A scent,” Sarl said, a hungry little whine coloring his tone. “Someone
near.”

Tavi’s heart raced, and he fled up the stairs as quietly as his weary legs
could manage. Once in the hall, he all but sprinted down it, back toward the
Citadel. As he approached, the Canim guards rose, growling, eyes intent
upon him.

“His Excellency dismissed me,” Tavi panted.

The guards traded a look, then one of them opened the gate. No sooner
had Tavi fled out it and heard it shut behind him than the shadows stirred,
and Sarl appeared in the Black Hall, hurrying along in a hunched shuffle. Its
pointed ears went flat to its skull when he spied Tavi, and the Cane crouched
a little, lips lifting away from the fangs on one side of its muzzle.

Tavi stared back at the Cane. He needed no intuition to understand the
flash of raw, hungry hatred he saw in the Canim secretary’s eyes.

Sarl spun and shuffled back into the shadows, motions purposeful. Tavi
fled, fear making his legs tremble, to put as much distance as possible be-
tween himself and the residents of the Black Hall.
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Amara nudged her horse up to walk beside Bernard’s in the morning sun-
light, and murmured, “Something’s wrong.”

Bernard frowned and glanced at her. They were riding at the head of the
column of legionares from Garrison. Two dozen local holders, veterans of
the Legions themselves, rode armed and armored as auxiliary cavalry troops,
and two dozen more bore the great hunting bows common to the holders of
the region and marched in file behind the legionares. Behind them rumbled
a pair of heavy gargant-drawn carts, followed by Doroga on his massive
black gargant, and the column’s rear guard, most of the knights Bernard had
under his command, mounted and grim.

Bernard himself had donned his helmet in addition to his mail, and car-
ried his strung bow across his saddle in one hand, an arrow already on the
string. “You noticed it, then.”

Amara swallowed and nodded. “There are no deer.”

Bernard nodded, a barely perceptible gesture. His lips scarcely moved
when he spoke. “This time of year, the column should be scaring them out
every few hundred yards.”

“What does it mean?”

Bernard’s shoulders shifted in a slight shrug. “Ordinarily, I'd think it
meant that another body of troops had already driven them out, and that
they may be preparing a surprise attack.”

“And now?” Amara asked.

His lips lifted up away from his canines. “I think these creatures may al-
ready have driven them out, and that they may be preparing a surprise attack.”

Amara licked her lips, glancing at the rolling woodlands around them.
“What do we do?”

“Relax. Trust our scouts,” Bernard said. “Keep an eye out. There might
be a number of other explanations for some missing deer.”

“Such as?’



122 JIM BUTCHER

“Aric’s holders may have slaughtered all they could shoot quickly in
preparation for our arrival, to help feed the troops, for one. I've had to put
down a number of herdbane who remained in the valley after the battle.
One of those could have killed the local does during birthing over the win-
ter. They do that sometimes.”

“What if that hasn’t happened?” Amara asked.

“Then be ready to take to the air,” Bernard said.

“I've been ready to do that since before we left the steadholt,” she
replied, her voice wry. “I'm not much one for feeling hunted.”

Bernard smiled, and shared the warmth of it with her, meeting her eyes.
“T'll not be hunted in my own home, dear Countess. And I'll not suffer my
guests to be hunted, either.” He gestured back toward the column with a tilt
of his head. “Patience. Faith. Alera’s Legions have seen her through a thou-
sand years in a world where enemies of all sorts have tried to destroy her.
They will see us through this, too.”

Amara sighed. “I'm sorry, Bernard. But I've seen too many threats to
Alera that a Legion could do precisely nothing about. How much farther to
Aricholt?”

“We'll be there before midday,” Bernard told her.

“You'll want to see the camp Aric told us about, I take it?”

“Naturally,” Bernard said. “Before nightfall.”

“Why not let your Knights Aeris handle it?”

“Because in my experience, wind rider, Knights Aeris miss a very great
deal of what happens underneath branch and bough since they're soaring
several dozen yards above them.” He smiled again. “Besides, what fun would
that be?”

Amara raised her eyebrows. “You're enjoying this,” she accused.

Bernard’s eyes returned to their casual, careful scan of the woods around
them, and he shrugged. “It was a long winter. And I haven’t been out in the
field for more than a few hours at a time since I became Count Calderon. I
hadn’t realized how much [ missed it.”

“Madman,” Amara said.

“Oh come now,” Bernard said. “You have to admit, it’s exciting. A myste-
rious, dangerous new creature. A possible threat to the Realm. The chance
to challenge it, defeat it.”

“Dear furies.” Amara sighed. “You're worse than a boy.”

Bernard laughed, and there was both joy and something unpleasant in it.
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The corded muscles in his neck tightened and relaxed with the horse’s
movements, and his broad hands held the great bow steady. Amara was
again struck by the sheer size of the man, and well remembered the deadly
skill and power in him. There was something wolfish in his manner, some-
thing that suggested that his quiet smile was only a mask. That something
far more grim, and far more ready to taste blood lay just beneath.

“Amara,” he rumbled. “Something threatens my home. After what hap-
pened before, I know what is at stake. And I wouldn’t want anyone else to
be in charge of dealing with that threat.” His hazel green eyes reflected bark
and newly sprouted leaves in equal measure, dangerous and bright. “I am a
hunter. I will hunt this creature down and hold it. And when the First Lord
sends help enough, I will destroy it.”

The words were calm, matter-of-fact, barely laced with that lurking fe-
rocity, and Amara found herself feeling irrationally comforted by it. Her
shoulders loosened a little, and the trembling that had been threatening her
hands receded.

“Besides,” Bernard drawled, “it’s a lovely morning for a ride in the coun-
try with a pretty girl. Why not enjoy it?”

Amara rolled her eyes and began to smile, but Serai’s words echoed qui-
etly in her heart.

Of course you'll have to leave him.

She drew in a breath, forced her expression into a neutral mask, and
said, “I think it's better for all of us if I remove any potential distraction,
Your Excellency. Your mind should be upon your duty.”

Bernard blinked and looked at her with open surprise on his face.
“Amara?”

“If you will excuse me, Count,” she said in a polite voice, and nudged
her horse out of line, letting him nibble at new grass while she waited for the
column to pass her. She felt Bernard’s eyes on her for a moment, but she did
not acknowledge him.

She waited until the carts had passed, then nudged her horse to pace
alongside Doroga’s giant gargant. The horse refused to move within twenty
feet of the beast, despite Amara’s best efforts.

“Doroga,” she called up to the Marat chieftain.

“I am,” he called back. He watched her struggle with the nervous horse,
his expression amused. “You wish something?”

“To speak to you,” she said. “I was hoping—" She broke off as a low
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branch slapped her in the face, a stinging annoyance. “Hoping to ask you
some questions.”

Doroga rumbled out a rolling laugh. “Your head will get knocked off.
Your chieftain Gaius will come take it from my hide.” He shifted an arm and
tossed a rope of braided leather over the side of the saddle-mat to dangle five
feet from the earth. “Come up.”

Amara dipped her head to him and passed the reins of her horse off to a
nearby holder. She dismounted, and jogged over to pace Doroga’s gargant.
She seized the saddle rope and hauled herself carefully up to its back, where
Doroga clamped a big fist down on her forearm and hauled her to a more
stable perch.

“So,” Doroga rumbled, turning back to face forward. “I see that Bernard
ate the wrong soup.”

Amara blinked at him. “What?”

Doroga smiled. “When 1 was young and had just taken my wife as mate,
I woke up the next morning, went to my fire, and ate the soup there. I de-
clared it the best soup that any woman ever made for a man. To everyone in
the camp.”

Amara lifted her eyebrows. “Your wife hadn’t made it?”

“She had not,” Doroga confirmed. “Hashat did. And after our wedding
night, I spent the next seven days sleeping on the ground outside her tent to
apologize.”

Amara laughed. “I can’t imagine you doing that.”

“I was very young,” Doroga said. “And I very much wanted her to be
happy with me again.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Just as Bernard wants
you to be happy with him.”

Amara shook her head. “It isn’t anything like that.”

“Yes. Because Bernard does not know he ate the wrong soup.”

She sighed. “No. Because we aren’t married.”

Doroga snorted. “You are mates.”

“No, not like that.”

“You have mated,” he said, patient as if he spoke to a small child. “Which
makes you mates.”

Amara’s cheeks flamed. “We . . . did. We have. But we aren't.”

Doroga looked back at her, his expression scrunched into a skeptical
frown. “You people make everything too complicated. Tell him he ate the
wrong soup and have done.”
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“It’s nothing Bernard has done.”

“You ate the soup?” Doroga asked.

“No,” Amara said, exasperated. “There was no soup. Doroga, Bernard
and I ... we can't be together.”

“Oh,” Doroga said. He shook his head in a mystified gesture and briefly
put his hand over his eyes, mimicking a blindfold. “I see.”

“I have obligations to Gaius,” Amara said. “So does he.”

“This Gaius,” Doroga said. “To me he seemed smart.”

“Yes.”

“Then he should know that no chieftain can command the heart.” Doroga
nodded. “He gets in the way of that, he will learn that love will be love, and he
can do nothing but kill everyone or stand aside. You should learn that, too.”

“Learn what?” Amara said.

Doroga thumped a finger against his skull. “Head got nothing to do with
the heart. Your heart wants what it wants. Head got to learn that it can only
kill the heart or else get out of the way.”

“You're saying it would kill my heart to turn away from Bernard?” Amara
asked.

“Your heart. His too.” Doroga rolled a shoulder in a shrug. “You get to
choose.”

“Broken hearts heal in time,” Amara said.

Something washed over Doroga’s features, making them look heavier,
more sad. He lifted a hand to one of his braids, where he had braided his
pale hair together with plaits of fine reddish tresses Amara had assumed
were dyed. “Sometimes they do. Sometimes they don’t.” He turned to face
her, and said, “Amara, you got something not everyone finds. Those who
lose it would gladly die to have it again. Do not cast it away lightly.”

Amara rode in silence, swaying in the rhythm of the gargant’s long, slow
steps.

It was difficult to consider Doroga’s words. No one had ever spoken to
her of love in that way before. She had believed in it, of course. Her own
mother and father had been very much in love, or so it had seemed to her as
a small child. But since she had been taken in by the Cursors, love had been
something that existed as a means to an end. Or as the lead player in a sad
story about loss and duty. The only love a Cursor could allow herself to feel
was for lord and Realm. Amara had known this since before she completed
her training. What's more, she had believed it.
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But in the past two years, things had changed. She had changed. Bernard
had become, not so much important to her as he was natural to her whole be-
ing. He was as much a part of her thoughts as breath, food, and sleep. At
once present and not present, conspicuous with his absence and filling her
with a sense of completion when he was there.

For a man so strong, he was gentle. When his hands, his arms, his mouth
were on her, he moved as if afraid she might shatter if held too tightly. Their
nights together had been, and remained a blaze of passion, for he was a
wickedly patient lover who took delight in her responses to him. But more
than that, in the quiet hours after he would hold her, both of them weary,
content, sleepy. She would lie in his arms and feel no worry, or sadness, or
anxiety. She only felt beautiful. And desired. And safe.

Safe. She had to make a sharp effort to keep tears from her eyes. She
knew well how little safety truly existed in the world. She knew how much
danger threatened the Realm; how a single mistake had the potential to
bring it down. She could not allow emotions to cloud her judgment.

No matter how much she might want them to.

She was a Cursor. Sworn vassal of the Crown, a servant of the Realm of
Alera, entrusted with its direst secrets, guarding against its most insidious
foes. Her duty called for many sacrifices so that others could be safe and
free. She had long ago given up the notion of a life of safety. Her duty called
her to give up such luxuries as love as well.

Didn't it?

“I will consider your words,” she told Doroga quietly.

“Good,” he responded.

“But now is not the time for such things,” Amara said. Already, her emo-
tions were distracting her. She needed to know more about the dangers they
currently faced, and for the moment Doroga was their sole source of infor-
mation. “We have a more immediate problem.”

“We do,” Doroga agreed. “The ancient enemy. The Abomination before
The One.”

Amara looked from the Marat chieftain up to the sun and back, frown-
ing. “Before the One. You mean, before the sun?”

Doroga looked at her blankly.

“The sun,” Amara explained, adding a gesture. “That is what you mean
by the One, yes?”
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“No,” Doroga said, laughter in his tone. “The sun is not The One. You do
not understand.”

“Then tell me,” Amara said, exasperated.

“Why?” Doroga asked. The question was a simple one, but there was a
weight behind the word that made Amara hesitate and think before answering.

“Because I want to understand you,” she said. “I want to know more
about you and your people. What makes you what you are. What we share
and what we do not.”

Doroga pursed his lips. Then he nodded once, to himself, and turned
around completely, facing Amara, and crossing his legs. He folded his hands
in his lap, then after a moment, began to speak to her in a tone that re-
minded her of several of her better teachers at the Academy.

“The One is all things. He is the sun, yes. And the sunlight on the trees.
And the earth, and the sky. He is the rain in the spring, the ice of winter.
He is the fire, the stars at night. He is the thunder and the clouds, the wind
and the sea. He is the stag, the wolf, the fox, the gargant.” Doroga put a
broad hand on his chest. “He is me.” Then he reached out and touched
Amara’s forehead with a finger. “And he is you.”

“But I've seen your folk refer to The One, and indicated the sun by ges-
ture.”

Doroga waved a hand. “Are you Gaius?”

“Of course not,” Amara said.

“But you are his sworn servant, yes? His messenger? His hand? And at
times you command in his name?”

“Yes,” Amara said.

“So it is with The One,” Doroga replied. “From the sun comes all life, just as
from The One. The sun is not The One. But it is how we give him our respect.”

Amara shook her head. “I've never heard that of your people.”

Doroga nodded. “Few Alerans have. The One is all that is, all that was,
all that will be. The worlds, the heavens—all a part of The One. Each of us,
a part of The One. Each of us with a purpose and a responsibility.”

“What purpose?” she asked.

Doroga smiled. “The gargant to dig. The wolf to hunt. The stag to run.
The eagle to fly. We are all made to be for a purpose, Aleran.”

Amara arched an eyebrow. “And what is yours?”

“Like all my people,” Doroga said. “To learn.” He leaned a hand down to
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rest on the steadily pacing gargant’s back, almost unconsciously. “Each of us
feels a call to other pieces of The One. We grow nearer to them. Begin to
feel what they feel, and know what they know. Walker thinks all of this rusty
metal your folk wear stinks, Aleran. But he smells winter apples in the wag-
ons and thinks he should get a barrel. He is glad the spring is coming
quickly, because he is tired of hay. He wants to dig down to find the roots of
some young trees for his lunch, but he knows that it is important to me that
we keep walking. So he walks.”

Amara blinked slowly. “You know this about your gargant?”

“We are both a part of The One, and both stronger and wiser for it,”
Doroga said. He smiled. “And Walker is not mine. We are companions.”

The gargant let out a rumbling call and shook its tusks, making the
saddle-mat lurch back and forth. Doroga burst out into rumbling laughter.

“What did he say?” Amara asked, somewhat awed.

“Not so much say,” Doroga said. “But . . . he makes me know how he
feels. Walker thinks we are companions only until he gets too hungry. And
then I can either give him more food or stand clear of those apples.”

Amara found herself smiling. “And the other tribes. They are . . .”

“Bonded,” Doroga provided.

“Bonded with their own totems?”

“Horse with horse, Wolf with wolf, Herdbane with herdbane, yes,” he
confirmed. “And many others. It is how our people learn. Not just the wis-
dom of the mind.” He put a fist on his chest. “But the wisdom of the heart.
They are equally important. Each of them part of The One.”

Amara shook her head. The beliefs of the barbarians were a great deal
more complex than she would have believed possible. And if Doroga was
telling the literal truth about the Marat bond with their beasts, it meant that
they might be a great deal stronger than the Alerans had previously believed.

Hashat, for example, the chieftain of the Horse Clan, wore the cloak
pins of three Royal Guardsman on her saber belt. Amara had assumed they
had been looted from the field after the first day of First Calderon, but now
she was not so sure. If the Marat woman, then a young warrior, had chal-
lenged the Princeps’s personal guardsman on horseback, her bond with her
animal may have given her a decisive advantage, even over Aleran metal-
crafting. At Second Calderon, Doroga’s gargant had smashed through walls
built to withstand the pressures of battle of all kinds, from the great mauls
of earthcrafter-borne strength to furycrafted blasts of fire and gale winds.
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“Doroga,” she said, “why have your people not made war on Alera more
often?”

Doroga shrugged. “No reason to do it,” he said. “We fight one another
often. It is a test The One has given us, to see where the greatest strengths
lie. And we have differences of thought and mind, just as your own folk do.
But we do not fight until one side is dead. Once the strength is shown, the
fight is over.”

“But you killed Atsurak at the battle two years ago,” Amara said.

Doroga’s expression darkened with what looked like sadness. “Atsurak
had become too savage. Too steeped in blood. He had betrayed his own pur-
pose before The One. He had stopped learning and began to forget who and
what he was. His father died at the Field of Fools—what my tribe call First
Calderon—and he grew to manhood lusting for vengeance. He led many
others with him in his madness. And he and his followers killed an entire
tribe of my people.” Doroga tugged at the braid again and shook his head.
“As he grew, | had hoped he would learn to forget his hate. He did not. For
a time, I feared I would hate him for what he did to me. But now it is over
and done. I am not proud of what I did to Atsurak. But I could do nothing
else and still serve The One.”

“He killed your mate,” Amara said quietly.

Doroga closed his eyes and nodded. “She hated spending winters with
my tribe, in our southlands, in the dunes by the sea. Too much sleeping, she
said. That year, she stayed with her own folk.”

Amara shook her head. “I do not want to disrespect your beliefs. But 1
must ask you something.”

Doroga nodded.

“Why do you fight to destroy the ancient enemy if we are all a part of
The One? Aren'’t they as much a part of it as your people? Or mine?”

Doroga was silent for a long moment. Then he said, “The One created
us all to be free. To learn. To find common cause with others and to grow
stronger and wiser. But the ancient enemy perverts that union of strengths.
With the enemy, there is no choice, no freedom. They take. They force a
joining of all things, until nothing else remains.”

Amara shivered. “You mean, joined with them the way you are with your
totems?”

Doroga’s face twisted in revulsion—and, Amara saw with a sense of un-
ease, the first fear she had ever seen on the Marat’s face. “Deeper. Sharper.
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To join the enemy is to cease to be. A living death. I will speak no more of it.”

“Very well,” Amara said. “Thank you.”

Doroga nodded and turned around to face forward.

She untied the saddle rope and dropped it over the gargant’s flank,
preparing to climb down it, when a call went down the column to halt. She
looked up to see Bernard sitting his nervous horse with one hand lifted.

One of the scouts appeared on the road, his horse running at top speed
toward the column. As the rider closed on Bernard and slowed, Bernard
gave the man a curt gesture, and the two of them cantered side by side down
the length of the column, until they were not far from Doroga’s gargant.

“All right,” Bernard said, gesturing from the scout to Amara and Doroga.
“Let’s hear it.”

“Aricholt, sir,” the man said, panting. “I was just there.”

Amara saw Bernard’s jaw clench. “What has happened?”

“It's empty, sir,” the scout replied. “Just ... empty. No one is there.

There are no fires. No livestock.”

“A battle?” Amara asked.

The scout shook his head. “No, lady. Nothing broken, and no blood. It’s
as if they all just walked away.”

Bernard frowned at that and looked up at Amara. It didn't show on his
face, but she could see the worry behind his eyes. It matched the worry and the
fear she was feeling herself. Missing? An entire steadholt? There were more
than a hundred men, women, and children who called Aricholt their home.

“It is too late to save them,” Doroga rumbled. “This is how it begins.”

500CHAPTER 16

“I don’t understand this,” Isana said. “He’s an academ. He’s at the Academy.
It isn't all that enormous. What do you mean that you can't find my
nephew?”

The runner Serai had hired grimaced. He was a boy too young to labor
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on the docks but too old to be free of the need to work, and his sandy hair
was limp with sweat from running back and forth between the Citadel and
the private manor in the Citizens’ Quarter.

“Pardon, my lady Citizen,” the boy panted. “I did as you asked and in-
quired after him in every place in the Academy visitors are allowed.”

“Are you sure you checked his quarters in the dormitories?”

“Yes, my lady,” the boy said, apology in his tone. “There was no answer.
[ slipped your note under his door. He may be in examinations.”

“Since dawn?” Isana demanded. “That’s ridiculous.”

Serai murmured, from nearby, “Antonin’s suggestion has merit, Stead-
holder. Final examination week is extremely demanding.”

Isana settled down lightly onto the raised wall of flagstones surrounding
the garden’s central fountain, her back straight. “I see.”

Birds chirped in the background, bright and cheerful in the warm after-
noon that almost had the feel of spring to it. The manor to which Serai had
brought Isana was a small one, by the standards of the capital, but its de-
signer had crafted the home with an elegance that made the larger, richer
homes surrounding it seem gaudy by comparison.

Isana opened her eyes. Though still marked by the chill of winter night,
the garden had begun to awaken to the spring. Buds had already formed on
the early-blooming plants and upon all three of the carefully pruned trees.
Like the house, the garden was modest and beautiful. Surrounded upon all
sides by the three-story manor, hanging and climbing vines hid the silvery
marble of the building almost completely, so that the garden seemed more
like a glade in a heavy forest than part of a metropolitan household. The bees
had not yet awakened from their winter slumber, nor had most of the birds
returned from their yearly journey, but it would not be long before the garden
would be full of motion, bustling with the business of life.

Spring had always been her favorite time of year, and her own happiness
had been infectious. Isana always felt her family’s emotions quite clearly, re-
gardless of the season, but in the spring they were the most happy.

That thought led her to Bernard. Her brother was walking into danger,
and leading holders she had known for most of her life as he did. He would
arrive at Aricholt today—and perhaps he already had. His men might be
facing the danger the vord represented as early as the next morning.

And Isana could do nothing but sit in a garden, listening to the rustling
waters of an elegant marble fountain.
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She rose and paced the length of the garden and back, while Serai paid
Antonin with five shining copper rams. The boy pocketed the coin in a flash,
bowed to Isana and Serai, and retreated quietly from the garden. Serai
watched him go, then settled down at the fountain again with her sewing.
“You're going to wear a path in the grass, darling.”

“This is taking too long,” Isana said quietly. “We have to do something.”

“We are,” Serai said, her tone placid. “Our host, Sir Nedus, has dis-
patched word to the proper channels to request an audience.”

“That was hours ago,” Isana said. “It seems simple enough. How long
can it take to give an answer?”

“The Wintersend ceremonies are extensive, Steadholder. There are
thousands of Citizens visiting the capital, and there are quite literally hun-
dreds of them also seeking an audience for one reason or another. It is quite
prestigious to be granted an audience with Gaius during the festivities.”

“This is different,” Isana snapped. “He sent for me. And you are his en-
voy.” Serai’s eyes snapped up in a warning glance, and she cast a significant
look at the house around them. Isana felt a flash of foolish embarrassment.
“It is different,” she repeated.

“Yes, it is,” Serai said. “Unfortunately, the First Counselor’s staff is not
privy to the details of why. We must approach him through the usual chan-
nels.”

“But we might not get through to him,” Isana said. “We should present
our request in person.”

“Isana, only this morning a professional assassin attempted to take your
life. If you leave this house, your chances of reaching the Citadel without
further attempts are dubious, at best.”

“I am prepared to take that risk,” Isana replied.

“I am not,” Serai said placidly. “In any case, it simply isn’t how one ap-
proaches the First Lord of Alera, Steadholder. Were we to do as you suggest,
it is most likely that we would be ignored.”

“Then I will be insistent,” Isana answered.

Serai’s fingers moved with steady, calm speed. “In which case we would
be arrested and held for trial until the end of the Festival. We must have pa-
tience.”

[sana pressed her lips together and regarded Serai levelly for a moment.
Then she forced herself to walk back to the fountain. “You're sure this is the
fastest way?”
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“It is not the fastest way,” Serai said. “It is the only way.”

“How much longer must we wait?”

“Nedus has friends and allies in the Citadel. We should have some kind
of answer soon.” She set the sewing down and smiled at [sana. “Would you
care for a bit of wine?”

“No, thank you,” Isana said.

Serai glided to a small table nestled in a nook of the garden, where
glasses and a crystal decanter of wine rested. She poured rose-colored wine
into a glass and sipped very slowly.

[sana watched her, and it was only with an effort that she could sense
the woman’s apprehension. Serai carried her wine over to the fountain, and
settled beside Isana.

“May I ask you something?” Isana said

“Of course.”

“At the landing port. How did you know that man was an assassin?”

“The blood on his tunic,” Serai said.

“I don’t understand.”

The tiny courtesan moved her free hand, to touch her side lightly, just
under her arm. “Bloodstains, here.” She glanced up at Isana. “Probably the
result of a knife thrust to the heart, between the ribs and up through the
lungs. It's one of the surest ways to kill a man quietly.”

[sana stared at Serai for a moment, then said, “Oh.”

The courtesan continued, her tone quiet and conversational. “If it isn’t
done perfectly, there can be quite a bit of excess blood. The assassin must
have needed a second thrust to finish the dockworker whose tunic he stole.
There was a long stain down the length of the fabric, and that was what
made me take a second look at him. We were quite fortunate.”

“A man died so that someone could try to murder me,” Isana said. “In
what way is that fortunate?”

Serai rolled her shoulder in a shrug. “His death was no doing of yours,
darling. We were fortunate in that our assassin was both inexperienced and
hurried.”

“What do you mean?”

“He went to considerable lengths to acquire a tunic in order to disguise
himself. With time to plan, he would never have jeopardized his mission
with an unnecessary killing, nor approached with his disguise marred with a
suspicious stain. It sharply limited his ability to be part of the background,
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and an older, more experienced operative would not have attempted it. We
were also fortunate in that he was wounded.”

“How can you know that?”

“The assassin was right-handed. He threw the knife at you with his left.”

Isana frowned, then said, “The bloodstain was on the right side of the
tunic.”

“Precisely. The assassin approached the dockworker from behind and
struck with the blade in his right hand. We know that the kill was not a
clean one. We know that the dockworker was probably an earthcrafter. It is
reasonable to assume that he struck back at his attacker with furycrafted
strength—Tlikely a glancing blow back with his right arm or elbow, striking
the assassin’s arm in the process.”

[sana stared down at Serai. The practical, quiet tone of the courtesan’s
voice in discussing calculated violence and murder was chilling. A current
of fear coursed through Isana, and she sat down at the fountain again. Men
of terrible skill and intent were determined to end her life, and her only pro-
tection was a frail-looking slip of a woman in a low-cut silk gown.

Serai sipped again at her wine. “Had he been able to get any closer be-
fore being seen, or had he been throwing with his preferred arm, you would
be dead, Steadholder.”

“Great furies preserve us,” Isana whispered. “My nephew. Do you think
that he is in danger?”

“There’s nothing to suggest that he is—and within the Citadel he’s as
safe as anywhere in the Realm.” Serai touched Isana’s hand with hers. “Pa-
tience. Once we contact Gaius, he will protect your family. He has every
reason to do so.”

Bitter, old sadness washed through Isana, and the ring on the chain about
her throat suddenly felt very heavy. “I'm sure he has the best of intentions.”

Serai’s back straightened slightly, and Isana sensed a sudden wash of
comprehension and suspicion from the courtesan. “Isana,” Serai said qui-
etly, dark eyes intent, “you know Gaius. Don't you.”

[sana felt a flutter of panic in her belly, but she held it from her voice,
expression, and posture as she rose and paced away. “Only by reputation.”

Serai rose to follow her, but before she could speak the courtyard was
filled with the sound of the house bells ringing. Voices called out from the
street outside, and only a moment later, an elderly but robust-looking man
in fine robes limped quickly into the garden.
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“Sir Nedus,” Serai said, performing a graceful curtsey.

“Ladies,” Nedus replied. Tall and slim, Nedus had been a Knight Cap-
tain for thirty years before retiring, and his every precise and efficient move-
ment still reflected it. He bowed slightly to each of them, and grimaced, an
expressive gesture given his bushy silver eyebrows. “Did you drink all my
wine again, Serai?”

“T may have left a splash in the bottle,” she said, walking to the little
table. “Please, my lord, sit down.”

“Steadholder?” Nedus asked.

“Of course,” Isana replied.

Nedus nodded his thanks and thumped down on the stone bench
around the fountain, rubbing at his hip with one hand. “I hope you don't
think me rude.”

“Not at all,” she assured him. “Are you in pain?”

“Nothing that doesn'’t happen every time I spend hours on my feet deal-
ing with fools,” Nedus said. “I must have talked for hours.” Serai passed Ne-
dus a glass of wine, and the old knight downed it in a long swallow. “Furies
bless you, Serai. Be a dear child and—"

Serai drew the bottle from behind her back, smiling, and refilled Ne-
dus’s glass.

“Wonderful woman,” Nedus said. “If you could cook, I'd buy your con-
tract.”

“You couldn'’t afford me, darling,” Serai said, smiling, and touched his
cheek in a fond gesture.

Isana refrained from voicing a curse aloud and settled for asking, “What
happened, sir?”

“Bureaucracy,” Nedus spat. “The First Counselor’s office was packed to
the roof. If someone had set the building on fire, half the fools of the Realm
would have burned to ash together and left us the richer for it.”

“That many?” Serai asked.

“Worse than I've ever seen,” Nedus confirmed. “The office wanted every
request in writing, and they weren't supplying paper and ink to manage it
with. The Academy refused to give any away during examinations, every
shop in the Citadel was sold dry of them, and errand boys were gouging ap-
plicants for a bloody fortune to run and get them in the Merchants’ Quarter,
bless their avaricious hearts.”

“How much did it cost you?” Serai asked.



136 JIM BUTCHER

“Not a copper ram,” Nedus replied. “Something strange was up. The First
Counselor’s demands were just an excuse.”

“How do you know?” Isana asked.

“Because I bribed a scribe in the office with a dozen golden eagles to
find out,” Nedus replied.

Isana blinked at Nedus. Twelve golden coins could buy supplies for a
steadholt for a year or more. It was a small fortune.

Nedus finished the second glass of wine and set it aside. “Word came
down that no further audiences with the First Lord were to be granted,” he
replied. “But that he’d commanded the First Counselor not to reveal the fact.
The fool was stuck with figuring out how to prevent anyone from seeing the
First Lord without giving them an excuse as to why. And from the looks of
the folk in the office, he didn’t expect to last the day without someone set-
ting his hair on fire.”

Serai frowned and exchanged a long glance with Isana.

“What does it mean?” Isana asked quietly.

“That we cannot reach him that way,” Serai said. “Beyond that, [ am not
sure. Nedus, did you learn anything at all about why the First Lord would do
such a thing?”

Nedus shook his head. “Rumor was strong among the Counselor’s staff
that the First Lord’s health had finally broken, but no one knew anything
solid.” He took the bottle from Serai’'s hand and drained the rest of it in a
single pull. “T tried to find Sir Miles and speak to him, but he was nowhere
to be found.”

“Sir Miles?” Isana asked.

“Captain of the Royal Guard and the Crown Legion,” Serai supplied.

“He was a water boy for Gaius’s Knights, back in the my day,” Nedus
added. “He and his brother Araris. Miles was a hopeless squire, but he grew
up pretty good. He remembers me. Might have helped out, but I couldn’t
find him. I'm sorry, child. I failed you.”

Serai murmured, “Of course you didn't, darling. Gaius is making him-
self scarce, and his captain is nowhere to be found. Clearly something is
afoot.”

“Not all that scarce,” Nedus said. “He presided over the qualifying runs
of the Wind Trials this morning, as always.”

“Perhaps,” Serai said, her brow furrowed in thought. She glanced back at
[sana, and said, “We must now consider more dangerous means of reaching
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him.” She opened a small purse affixed to her belt, withdrew a folded piece
of paper, and offered it to Isana.

“What is this?” she asked.

“An invitation,” Serai replied. “Lady Kalare is hosting a garden party this
evening.”

Nedus’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Crows, woman. How did you manage
to get an invitation?”

“I wrote it,” the courtesan replied serenely. “Lady Kalare’s hand is quite
simple to reproduce.”

Nedus barked out a laugh, but said, “Dangerous. Very dangerous.”

“I don’t want to go to a party,” [sana said. “I want to reach the First Lord.”

“Without being able to schedule an audience or reach your nephew, we
must attempt something less direct. Each of the High Lords has an audi-
ence with the First Lord every year, as do the Senator Primus, the Regus of
the Trade Consortium, and the head of the Dianic League. Most, if not all
of them will be at the fete.”

[sana frowned. “You want to talk one of them into letting us accompany
them on their audience?”

“It isn’'t uncommon,” Serai said. “You would not be privileged to speak to
the First Lord under normal circumstances, but then once we are actually in
Gaius'’s presence, we should be able to resolve matters in short order.”

“Very. Dangerous,” Nedus said.

“Why?” Isana asked.

“Gaius’s enemies will be there, Steadholder.”

[sana inhaled slowly. “I see. You think someone might take the opportu-
nity to kill me.”

“It’s possible,” Serai confirmed. “Lord and Lady Kalare will be in atten-
dance. Kalare is at odds with both Gaius and the Dianic League, and is
probably the man behind the attempts upon your life. And you are already, |
believe, acquainted with the political leanings of Lord and Lady Aquitaine.”

[sana felt her hand clench into a fist. “Indeed. They will be there as well?”

“Almost certainly,” Serai said. “Gaius’s most loyal High Lords rule the
Shield cities in the north. It is a rare year that more than one can attend,
and this winter has been a particularly hard one on the northern High
Lords.”

“You mean that Gaius’s supporters may not be there to protect me.”

“In all probability,” Serai said.
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“Is there any chance at all of successfully reaching Gaius if we go to this
party?”

“Slim,” Serai said, her tone frank. “But it definitely exists. And your favor
with the Dianic League should not be forgotten, either. They have long
waited for a woman to attain Citizenship outside the structure of marriage
or the Legions. It is in their interest to preserve and support you.”

Nedus growled, “Is the League going to walk the street next to her and
make sure your assassin doesn't take her on the way there?”

Isana felt her fingers shaking. She pressed them against her forehead,
and said, “You're sure we can’t reach Gaius by any other means?”

“Not quickly,” Serai said. “Until Wintersend is over, our options are se-
verely limited.”

Isana forced herself to ignore her fear, her worry. She had no desire to
die, but she could not allow anything to stop her message, regardless of the
danger. Wintersend would not conclude for days. Tavi could be in danger
even now, and her brother would surely face it before another day had
passed. She did not have time to wait. They did not have days.

“Very well,” Isana said. “It would appear that we must go to a party.”

+o+-CHAPTER 17

It was late afternoon by the time Fidelias returned from gathering informa-
tion from his contacts in the rougher parts of Alera Imperia. He emerged
from the labyrinthine passages in the Deeps into the wine cellar of Aquitaine’s
manor, and it was a relief to arrive in an area where prying eyes were most
unlikely to single him out for attention. He moved directly up the servant’s
staircase to the top floor of the mansion, where the lavish master suite of
High Lord and Lady Aquitaine lay sprawled in luxurious splendor.

Fidelias entered the sitting room of the suite, walked across to the cabinet
where a selection of spirits was kept, and helped himself to the contents of an
ancient bottle of blue glass. He poured the clear liquid within into a broad,
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shallow glass, and took it over to a thickly padded chair before broad windows.

He sat down and closed his eyes, sipping slowly at the liquid that felt
ice-cold to his lips.

A door opened behind him. Light footsteps moved into the room.
“Icewine,” murmured Lady Aquitaine. “You never struck me as the type.”

“I arranged signals with my contacts a long time ago—in this case, or-
dering a drink. Back then I was fool enough to drink five or six firewines in a
night.”

“I see,” Lady Aquitaine said, and sat down in the chair facing his own. Her
personal presence was magnetic. She had the kind of beauty that most
women would not know to envy—not that of transient youth, though her skill
at watercrafting certainly allowed her to appear as young as she would wish.
But instead, Invidia Aquitaine’s beauty was something that could only be em-
phasized by the passing of years. It was founded on a rock-solid strength that
carried through the lines of her cheekbones and jaw, and continued in the
dark granite of her eyes. Lady Invidia’s entire bearing and mien was one of el-
egant power, and as she sat down in her scarlet silk dress and faced Fidelias,
he sensed that strength and felt the coolly restrained edge of anger that
touched her voice as lightly as autumn’s first frost. “And what did you learn?>”

Fidelias took another slow sip of the cold drink, refusing to be rushed.
“Isana is here. She is in the company of Serai.”

Lady Aquitaine frowned. “The courtesan?”

“The Cursor,” Fidelias said. “Or so I suspect her to be.”

“One of Gaius’s secret hands?”

Fidelias nodded. “Highly probable, though like the Cursor Legate, their
identities are never openly revealed. She is staying with Isana in the home of
Sir Nedus, on Garden Lane.”

Lady Aquitaine arched an eyebrow. “Not in the Citadel?”

“No, my lady. And thus far I have not been able to discover why.”

“Interesting,” she murmured. “What else?”

“I'm certain that the assassin at the windport was one of Kalare’s men.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“He wasn'’t a local cutter,” Fidelias answered. “My informants in the city
would have known something—not necessarily who had done it, but some-
thing. They knew nothing. So it had to have come from out of town. Be-
tween that and the information gained from the assassin at Isanaholt, 'm
convinced of it.”
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“I take it you have learned nothing that could be proven in court,” In-
vidia said.

“I hadn’t realized you were preparing a suit.”

She gave him a smile as slim and fine as a dagger’s edge.

“Kalare is still trying to remove Isana,” Fidelias said. “I suspect that his
operatives are using the Deeps to facilitate their movements.”

Invidia frowned. “The caverns beneath the city?”

“Yes. Every source [ spoke with reported men going missing in the
Deeps. I presume that the bloodcrows are removing witnesses before they
have a chance to spread word about them.”

Invidia nodded. “Which would indicate multiple members of Kalarus’s
band.”

“It would.”

“But that hardly seems to make sense,” Invidia said. “The attempt on
[sana’s life today was hurried—even sloppy. Why strike with one injured
and wounded agent if others were available?”

Fidelias raised his eyebrows, impressed. “And I didn't even need to
coach you to ask the right question.”

“I'm not my husband, dear spy,” she said, her mouth curving into a
smile. “Well?”

He exhaled slowly. “You aren’t going to like the answer, lady. But I do
not know. There are other factors at work. These disappearances—I can't
account for them. And . . ."

She leaned forward a little, arching an eyebrow. “And?”

“I can't be certain,” Fidelias said. He took another drink of the burning
cold liquid. “But I believe that there has been a disruption among the Cur-
sors.”

“What makes you think so?”

He shook his head. “Obviously, I couldn’t speak to anyone directly con-
nected to them. But those I spoke to should have known something about
their recent movements, activities. But there was nothing. Not to mention
that Serai is becoming very publicly involved in what is going on at great risk
of revealing her allegiance.”

“I don’t understand,” Invidia said.

“I'm not sure I do, either,” Fidelias said. “There’s a taste to the air.” He
fixed his gaze on Invidia’s. “I think someone has declared war on the Cursors
themselves.”
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Invidia arched an eyebrow. “That . . . would strike a crippling blow to
Gaius.”

“Yes.”

“But who would have the knowledge to do such a thing?”

“Me,” he said.

“That had crossed my mind,” Invidia said. “Have you done it, then?”

Fidelias shook his head, glad that he had no need to veil his emotions in
order to confound Invidia’s ability at watercrafting. “No. I left the Cursors
because [ believe the Realm needs a strong leader—and that Gaius can no
longer perform his duty as the First Lord. I bear no grudges or malice
against the Cursors who serve him in good faith.”

“Like the girl> What was her name?”

“Amara,” Fidelias said.

“No grudge, my spy? No malice?”

“She’s a fool,” he said. “She’s young. I have been both in my time.”

“Mmmm,” Invidia said. “How carefully you veil yourself from me when
you speak of her.”

Fidelias swirled the last bit of icewine around in his cup. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head and finished the drink. “I will learn whatever else |
may. And [ will move on Isana tonight.”

“There are entirely too many mysteries here for my comfort,” Lady
Aquitaine said. “But keep in mind, my spy, that my primary concern is the
Steadholder. I will not have the Realm know that Kalarus had her removed.
[ will be the one to weave her fate.”

Fidelias nodded. “I have watchers around Sir Nedus’s manor. When she
steps outside, I'll know it, and be there.”

“But why is she not in the Citadel?” Lady Aquitaine murmured. “Surely
Gaius knows how vital she is to his continued authority.”

“Surely, Your Grace.”

“And with Serai.” Invidia smiled faintly and shook her head. “I would
never have guessed her to be Gaius’s tool. I've spoken with her many times.
['ve never sensed any such thing about her.”

“She’s quite deadly at the arts of deception, my lady, and a valuable tool
of the Crown. She has been sending messengers to the Citadel all during
the day on behalf of the Steadholder.”

Invidia frowned. “To Gaius?”
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“To the boy at the Academy.”

Invidia sniffed. “Family. Sentiment, I suppose.”

“Word has it that he is one of Gaius’s personal pages. Perhaps it is an at-
tempt to reach the First Lord through him.”

Lady Aquitaine pursed her lips. “If the palace guard is on heightened
alert, and if, as you believe, the Cursors themselves are in disarray, then the
channels of communication to Gaius may be entirely severed.” A faint line
appeared between her brows, then she smiled. “He’s frightened. On the de-
fensive.”

Fidelias set his empty glass aside and nodded, rising. “It’s possible.”

“Excellent,” she said, and rose with him. “Well. I have another dreary lit-
tle gathering to prepare for, Fidelias—and at Kalarus’s manor, no less. Per-
haps I might glean some more information. I will leave you to see to the
Steadholder.”

Fidelias bowed to Lady Aquitaine and stepped back to withdraw.

“Fidelias,” she said, just before he reached the door.

He paused, and looked over his shoulder.

“The Steadholder represents a significant political threat to our plans.
You will deal with her tonight,” she said. “Failure is unacceptable.”

The last words held a frosted edge of steel.

“I understand, my lady,” he told her, and paced back toward the shad-

owed entrance to the Deeps.

0+ CHAPTER 18

Tavi slept like the dead and woke when someone gave his shoulder a brisk
shake. He stirred slowly, his muscles tight with the discomfort of hours of
motionless sleep, and wiped drool from his mouth.

“What?” he mumbled. The dormitory room he shared with Max was
only dimly lit. From the quantity of light, it had to have been near dusk.
He'd been asleep for hours.
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“I said,” replied a stern, rich voice, “that you should arise at once.”

Tavi blinked and looked up at who had woken him.

Gaius fixed him with a stern glare. “I have no time to waste on appren-
tice shepherds who sleep too soundly to serve the First Lord of the Realm.”

“Sire,” Tavi blurted, and sat up. He shoved his hair from his eyes and
tried to blink the sleep from them as well. “Forgive me.”

“I expected better of you,” Gaius said, his expression severe. “Behavior
more like . . . like Antillus’s bastard, for example. Fine figure of a young
man, he is. An excellent reputation for loyalty. Honor. Duty. And handsome
to boot.”

Tavi rolled his eyes and slugged “Gaius” lightly in the stomach with one
fist.

“Ooof,” the false Gaius said, his voice sliding back into Max’s usual
pitch and cadence. The First Lord’s features slid and changed, melting back
into Max's own broken-nosed, rough good looks. The older boy's mouth was
set in a wide grin. “Pretty good, eh? I had you going for a moment.”

Tavi rubbed at the back of his neck, trying to work out a tight muscle.
“Only for a moment.”

“Ah,” Max said. “But you krnow where he truly is, as well as his condi-
tion. No one else does—or that is the idea, anyway.” He stretched out his
legs and regarded his toes. “Besides, I've already attended the opening cere-
monies to the Wind Trials and half a dozen smaller functions. All I have to
do is look grumpy and keep my verbal exchanges to one or two syllables, and
everyone goes leaping out of their way to keep from angering me.” Max
bobbed his eyebrows. “It is good to be the First Lord.”

“Quiet,” Tavi warned his friend, glancing around. “These quarters aren’t
safe for such discussion.”

“They aren’t exactly the first place spies are going to be looking, either,”
Max said, with a careless flip of one booted foot. “You got some rest?”

“So it would seem,” Tavi said, wincing.

“Time to get back to work then,” Max said. “Change your clothes and
come with me.”

Tavi rose at once. “What are we doing?”

“I'm continuing my brilliant performance,” Max said. “After we two
pages attend the First Lord in his chambers, at any rate. You are advising
me.”

“Advising you?”
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“Yes. You were the one who had the big thesis paper on furycrafting the-
ory first year, and I'll be speaking to the . . . Board of someone or other.”

“The Board of Speakers of the Crafting Society?” Tavi asked.

Max nodded. “Those guys. They're meeting with the First Lord to get
approval for more studies of, uh . ..” Max squinted up his eyes. “Arthritic
Beer, [ keep thinking, but those aren’t the right words.”

Tavi blinked. “Anthropomorphic Theorem?”

Max nodded again, in exactly the same unconcerned way. “That’s it. ['ve
got to learn all about it by the time we walk up to the palace, and you're to
teach it to me.”

Tavi glared at his roommate and started ripping off his old clothes,
changing into fresh ones. He hadn’t even bothered to undress before he col-
lapsed on his bed, after fleeing the Black Hall that morning. He started to
awaken more thoroughly before he finished re-dressing and raked his comb
through his hair. “I'm hurrying.”

“Oh,” Max said. He bent over and picked up an envelope on the floor.
“Someone slid this under the door.”

Tavi took the envelope and recognized the handwriting at once. “My
aunt Isana.”

Outside, the evening bells began to ring, signaling the coming of twi-
light.

“Crows,” Max swore. He rose and started for the door. “Come on. I've
got to be there in a quarter hour.”

Tavi folded the envelope and thrust it into his belt pouch. “All right, all
right.” They left the room and started across the campus toward one of the
hidden entries to the Deeps. “What do you need to know?”

“Well,” Max said after a few steps. “Um. All of it.”

Tavi stared at the larger boy in dismay. “Max, that class is required. Es-
sentials of Furycrafting. You took that class.”

“Well, yes.”

“In fact, we had it together.”

Max nodded, frowning.

“And you were there most of the time,” Tavi said.

“Certainly,” Max said. “It was in the afternoon. [ have no objection to
education as long as it doesn’t interfere with my sleep.”

“Did you listen?” Tavi asked.

“Um,” Max said. “Keep in mind that Rivus Mara sat in the row in front
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of us. You remember her. The one with the red hair and the big...” He
coughed. “Eyes. We spent some of those lectures seeing who could earth-
craft the other the most.”

Which explained both why Max had shown up nearly every day, and
why he headed straight off for parts unknown after class, Tavi thought
sourly. “How many is some?”

“All of them,” Max said. “Except that day I was hungover.”

“What? How did you manage to write a passing paper?”

“Well. You remember Igenia? That blonde from Placida? She was good
enough to—"

“Oh, shut up, Max,” Tavi growled. “That was a three-month course.
How in the crows am I supposed to give you all of that in the next fifteen
minutes?”

“Cheerfully and without complaint,” Max replied, grinning. “Like a true
and resourceful member of the Realm and servant of the Crown.”

Tavi sighed as they made sure they weren't being observed, then slipped
into an unlocked toolshed and down through the hidden trapdoor in its floor
to the stairs that led into the Deeps. Max lit a furylamp and handed it to
Tavi, then took one for himself.

“You ready to listen?” Tavi asked him.

“Sure, sure.”

“Anthropomorphic Theorem,” Tavi said. “Okay, you know that furies are
the beings that inhabit the elements.”

“Yes, Tavi,” Max said drily. “Thanks to my extensive education, 1 did
know that one.”

Tavi ignored the remark. “There’s been debate among furycrafters since
the dawn of Aleran history as to the nature of those beings. That's what the
various theories try to describe. There are a number of different ideas about
how much of the furies are truly intrinsic to their nature, and how much is
something that we cause them to become.”

“Eh?” Max said.

Tavi shrugged. “We command furies with our thoughts.” He went ahead
using the inclusive plural. We. Though he was arguably the only Aleran alive
who could have said you instead. “That’s what Imposed Anthropomorphic
Theory states. Maybe part of our thoughts also shape how our furies appear
to us. Maybe a wind fury on its own doesn’t look like anything much at all.
But when a crafter meets it and uses it, maybe that crafter, somewhere in
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his head, believes that it should look like a horse, or an eagle or whatever. So
when that fury manifests in a visible form, that’s what it looks like.”

“Oh, oh, right,” Max said. “We might give them form without realizing,
right?”

“Right,” Tavi said. “And that’s the predominant view in the cities and
among most Citizens. But other scholars support the Natural Anthropomor-
phic Theory. They insist that since the furies are each associated with some
specific portion of their element—a mountain, a stream, a forest, whatever—
that each has its own unique identity, talents, and personality.”

“Which is why a lot of folks in the country name their furies?” Max
guessed.

“Right. And why the city folk tend to sneer at the idea, because they re-
gard it as paganus superstition. But everyone in the Calderon Valley named
their furies. They all looked different. Were good at different things. They're
also apparently a lot stronger than most city furies. Certainly the Alerans liv-
ing in the most primitive areas of the Realm tend to command much more
powerful furies than in other areas.”

“Then why would anyone think that the Imposed Theory was correct?”

Tavi shrugged. “They claim that because the crafter is imagining a sepa-
rate creature with a form and personality and range of abilities, even if he
won'’t admit to himself that he is, that he is capable of doing more because
so much less of it relies totally upon his own thought.”

“So the crafter with a named fury can do more because he’s too stupid
to know he can’t?” Max asked.

“That’s the view of those in favor of Imposed Anthropomorphic Theory.”

“That’s stupid,” Max said.

“Maybe,” Tavi said. “But they may be right, too.”

“Well. How do the Natural theorists explain why so many people have
furies without a specific identity?”

Tavi nodded at the question. [t was a good one. Max might not have had
an ounce of self-discipline, but there wasn’t a thing wrong with his wits.
“Natural theorists say that the furies of increasingly domesticated lands
tend to break down. They lose their specific identities as they get passed
down from generation to generation and as the natural landscape becomes
more and more settled and tamed. They're still present, but instead of being
there in their natural form, the furies have been broken down into countless
tiny bits that a crafter calls together when he wants to get something done.
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They aren't as strong, but they don’t have the quirks and foibles, either, so
they're more reliable.”

Max grunted. “Might make some sense,” he said. “My old man had
some things to say when I named one of my furies.” Max’s voice took on a
hard, bitter edge that Tavi could only barely hear. “Insisted that it was
childish nonsense. That he had to break me of the habit before it ruined
me. It was harder to do things, his way, but he wouldn't hear of anything
else.”

Tavi saw the pain in his friend’s eyes and thought of all the scars on his
back. Maybe Max had his reasons not to pay attention in that particular
class that had nothing to do with his carousing. Tavi had thought himself
alone in his painful sense of isolation when listening to the basic theory and
history of furycrafting. But perhaps it dredged up as many painful memories
for Max as it had for him.

“So”—Max sighed after a moment—"“which is it?”

“No clue,” Tavi said. “No one knows for sure.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Max said impatiently. “But which one does Gaius think it
is? The Board of Speakers is going to be having some kind of debate.”

“They do that every year,” Tavi said. “I was there last year. Gaius doesn’t
take sides. They all get together to try to convince him with whatever they
think they've learned, and he always listens and nods and doesn’t make any-
one angry and doesn’t take sides. I think that the Board of Speakers really
just wants the excuse to drink the First Lord’s best wine and to try to one-up
their opponents and rivals in front of him.”

Max grimaced. “Crows. I'm glad I'm not the First Lord. This stuff would
drive me insane in about a day and a half.” He shook his head. “What do I do
if someone tries to pin me down for an answer?”

“Evade,” Tavi suggested, enjoying the heartlessly vague answer.

“What if they start talking about some kind of theory I have no clue
about?”

“Just do what you do when the Maestros ask you a question during lec-
ture and you don’t know the answer.”

Max blinked. “Belch?”

Tavi sighed. “No. No, Max. Divert the attention. Stall for time. Only try
not to use any kind of bodily function to accomplish it.”

Max sighed. “Diplomacy is more complicated than I thought it would be.”

“It’s just a dinner party,” Tavi said. “You'll do fine.”
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“I always do,” Max said, but his voice lacked some of its usual arro-
gance.

“How is he?” Tavi said.

“He hasn’t moved,” Max replied. “Hasn’t woken up. But Killian says his
heartbeat is stronger.”

“That’s good,” Tavi said. He chewed at his lip. “What happens if . . .

“If he doesn’t wake up,” Max said grimly.

“Yeah.”

Max inhaled slowly. “Legions fight for the crown. A lot of people die.”

Tavi shook his head. “But there is law and precedent for the death of a
lord without an heir. The Council of Lords and the Senate would put for-
ward candidates and determine the most fit to take the lordship. Wouldn't
they?”

“Officially, sure. But whatever they decided, it wouldn’t stick. The High
Lords who want the throne might play nice for a little while, but sooner or
later one of them would lose the political game and take it to a military
venue.”

“Civil war.”

“Yeah,” Max said. He grimaced. “And while we waited for it all, the
southern cities would just love to cut the Shield cities loose. And without
that support . . .” Max shook his head. “I served two tours on the Shieldwall.
We hold it against the Icemen, but we aren’t as invincible as everyone down
in the rest of the Realm seems to believe. I've seen more than one near
breach of the Shieldwall with my own eyes. Without Crown support, it
would fall within three years. Four, at the most.”

They walked in silence through the tunnels for a few moments. Tavi
tended to forget that Max’s knowledge of the military disposition of the var-
ious High Lords and their Legions was a match for his own knowledge of
Aleran society, politics, and history, or for Gaelle’s knowledge of the trade
crafts and the movement of money, or for Ehren’s knowledge of calcu-
lations and statistics. Each of them had their strengths, in accordance with
their inclinations. It was one reason why they had been chosen to train for
the Cursors.

“Max,” Tavi said quietly, “you can do this. I'll be there. I'll help if you get
into trouble.”

His friend inhaled deeply and looked down at him. His mouth quirked
in a half smile. “It’s just that a lot depends on this act, Tavi. If I get this
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wrong, a lot of people could die.” He sighed. “I almost wish I'd been paying
attention in class.”

Tavi arched one eyebrow.

Max winked. “I said almost.”

All in all, things could have gone worse.

“Gaius” received the Board of Speakers in his own private reception
chambers—which were as large as one of the Academy’s lecture halls. Be-
tween the Board of Speakers, their wives, assistants, and their wives, there
were fifty or sixty people in attendance, plus a dozen members of the Royal
Guard. Max played his role well, circulating among the guests and chatting
pleasantly while Tavi watched and listened from an unobtrusive seat in a
curtained alcove. Max faltered once, when one particularly intent young
Speaker brought up some obscure technical point of furycrafting, but Tavi
promptly interceded, hurrying to pass the false First Lord a folded piece of
paper with a scribbled missive. Max opened the paper, looked at it, then
smoothly excused himself from the conversation to draw Tavi aside and is-
sue apparent instructions.

“Thanks,” Max said. “What the hell does inverted proportional propen-
sity mean, anyway?’

“No idea, really,” Tavi said, nodding as though in acknowledgment to a
command.

“At least now I don't feel quite so stupid. How am I doing?”

“Stop looking down Lady Erasmus’s bodice,” Tavi said.

Max arched an eyebrow and sniffed. “I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. Stop it.”

Max sighed. “Tavi, I'm a young man. Some things just aren’t in my con-
trol.”

“Get them there,” Tavi said, and inclined his head deeply, taking two
steps back, then withdrawing to the alcove.

Beyond that, things had gone fairly well, until the midnight bell rang,
signaling the guests that it was time to depart. Guests, serving staff, then
guards cleared out of the reception chamber, leaving a pleasant quiet and
stillness behind them.

Max exhaled noisily, picked a bottle of wine from one of the tables, and
promptly flopped into a chair. He took a long pull from the bottle, then
winced and stretched his back a little.
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Tavi emerged from the curtained alcove. “What are you doing?”

“Stretching,” Max growled. The tone sounded decidedly odd coming
from the First Lord’s mouth. “Gaius is about my size but his shoulders are
narrower. After a while it starts to hurt like hell.” He guzzled some more
wine. “Crows, but I want a good long soak.”

“At least get back into your own clothes and such before you start acting
like that. Someone could see.”

Max made a rude noise with his lips and tongue. “These are the First
Lord’s private chambers, Tavi. No one is going to come wandering into them
uninvited.”

No sooner had the words left Max’s mouth than Tavi heard footsteps
and the soft click of a doorknob turning from an unobtrusive doorway on the
far side of the room. He reacted without thinking, and ducked back into the
curtained alcove, peeking through a small gap.

The door opened, and the First Lady walked calmly into the room.

Gaius Caria, the First Lord’s wife, was a woman not ten years older than
Tavi and Max. It was widely known that her marriage to Gaius had been a
political matching rather than one of romance, and Gaius had used it to
drive a wedge between the High Lords of Forcia and Kalare, shattering a po-
litical alliance that had threatened even the power of the crown.

Caria herself was a young woman of impeccable breeding, formidable
skill at furycraft, and stark, elegant beauty. Her long, straight, fine hair hung
in a heavy braid worn over one shoulder, a strand of gleaming firepearls wo-
ven through the black tresses. Her gown was of the finest silks, the pure,
ivory cream of her dress accented with royal blue and scarlet, the colors of
the House of Gaius. Jewels gleamed upon her left hand, both wrists, her
throat, and her ears, sapphires and blood-colored rubies that matched the
colors in the dress. Her skin was very pale, her eyes dark, and her mouth
was set in a hard, dangerous line.

“My lord husband,” she said, and gave the false Gaius a little curtsey.
There was restrained fury vibrating from every fiber of her.

Tavi’s heart stuck in his throat. Stupid, stupid. Of course the First Lord’s
wife would be admitted to his presence. Their private chambers were linked
by a number of hallways and doors, which had been the practice of the
House of Gaius for centuries.

And crows take it all, in all that had happened he had never stopped to

consider that Max might have to deceive Gaius’s own wife. They were about
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to be discovered. Tavi hovered on the brink of emerging, telling the First
Lady everything, before she discovered it on her own.

But he hesitated. His instincts screamed warnings at him, and though
he had no reason at all to do so, he found himself feeling almost certain that
exposing the charade to the First Lady would be a disastrous idea.

So he waited behind the curtains and did not move. He barely breathed.

Max managed to rise to a more believable seated position on the chair
before the First Lady had entered the room. His expression became reserved
and sober and he rose with a polite little bow that duplicated Gaius’s own
dignity perfectly. “My lady wife,” he replied.

Her eyes flicked from his face down to the bottle and back. “Have I dis-
pleased you in some way, my lord?”

“Gaius” frowned, then pursed his lips thoughtfully. “And why should
you think that?”

“T awaited your summons to the reception, my lord. As we discussed
weeks ago. It never came.”

Max raised both eyebrows, though it was an expression with more
weariness than genuine surprise in it. “Ah. That’s right. I'd forgotten.”

“You forgot,” Caria said. Her voice rang with scorn. “You forgot.”

“I'm the First Lord of Alera, my lady,” Max told her. “Not an appoint-
ments calendar.”

She smiled and inclined her head, though the expression was a bitter
one. “Of course, my lord. I'm sure that everyone will understand why you
have insulted your own wife in front of the whole of the Realm.”

Tavi winced. Not once had anyone asked about the First Lady’s ab-
sence. Indeed, if the First Lord had apparently forbidden her to appear at
his side at such a comparatively unimportant function, word of it would rap-
idly spread.

“It was not my intention to humiliate you, Caria,” Max said, and rose
from his chair to walk over to her.

“You never do anything without a reason,” she spat back. “If that was not
your intention, then why did you do this to me?”

Max tilted his head to one side and regarded her appraisingly. “Perhaps
[ wanted to keep the sight of you to myself. That gown is lovely. The jewels
exquisite. Though neither as much so as the woman wearing them.”

Caria stood there for a moment in perfect silence, her lips parted in to-
tal surprise. “I . . . thank you, my lord.”
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Max smiled down at her, stepped close. He lifted a hand and put a fore-
finger under the tip of her chin. “Perhaps I wanted you to be here when 1
could have your attention to myself.”

“My . .. my lord,” she stammered. “I do not understand.”

“If an enormous, boring crowd was standing around us right now,”
Max said, his eyes on hers, “I would hardly be able to do something like
this.”

Then he leaned down and kissed the First Lady of Alera, the wife of the
most powerful man in the world squarely, heatedly, upon the lips.

Tavi just stared at Max. That idiot.

The kiss went on for an utterly untoward amount of time, while Max’s
hand slid to the back of Caria’s head, holding her there in the kiss in an ut-
terly proprietary fashion. When he withdrew his mouth from the First
Lady’s, her cheeks were flushed pink, and she was breathing very quickly.

Max met her eyes, and said, “I apologize. It was an honest mistake, my
lady. Truly. I'll find some way to make it up to you.” As he said it, his eyes
trailed down the front of her silken gown and then back to Caria’s, heavy
and warm.

Caria licked her lips and seemed to fumble for words for a few mo-
ments. Then she said, “Very well, my lord.”

“My page should arrive at any moment,” he said. His thumb caressed
her cheek. “I've some business to attend. With luck, T'll have some of the
night left when it is finished.” He arched a brow in a silent question.

Caria’s cheeks colored even more. “If duty permits, my lord. That should
please me.”

Max smiled. “I had hoped you would say that.” He lowered his hand,
then bowed slightly to her. “My lady.”

“My lord,” she replied, with another curtsey, before withdrawing through
the door by which she’d entered.

Tavi waited for several long breaths before he came out of the alcove,
staring at Max. His friend half staggered to the nearest chair, sat down in it,
lifted the wine bottle to his mouth in a shaking hand, and drank the rest of
it in a single, long pull.

“You're insane,” Tavi said quietly.

“I couldn't think what else to do,” Max said, and as he spoke the tenor of
his voice changed, sliding back toward his own speaking voice. “Bloody
crows, Tavi. Did she believe it?”
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Tavi frowned, glancing at the door. “You know. I think she might have.
She was totally off-balance.”

“She’d better have been,” Max growled. He closed his eyes and frowned,
and the shape of his face began to change, slowly enough to make it difficult
to say precisely what dimensions were shifting. “I hit her with enough earth-
craft to inspire a gelded gargant bull to mate.”

Tavi shook his head weakly. “Crows, Max. His wife.”

Max shook his head, and in a few seconds more looked like himself
again. “What else could I have done?” he demanded. “If I'd argued with her,
she would have started bringing up past conversations and subjects that I
would have no idea how to respond to. It would have given me away within
five minutes. My only choice was to seize the initiative.”

“Is that what you seized?” Tavi asked, his voice dry.

Max shuddered and stalked over to the alcove, tearing off the First
Lord’s clothing as he went to don his own once more. “I had to. I had to
make sure she wasn't doing too much thinking, or she would have noticed
something.” He stuck his head through the neck of his own tunic. “And by
the furies, Tavi, if there’s anything [ can do like a high lord, it’s kiss a pretty
girl.”

“I guess that’s true,” Tavi said. “But . . . you'd think she’d know her own
husband’s kiss.”

Max snorted. “Yeah, sure.”

Tavi frowned and arched an inquisitive brow at Max.

Max shrugged. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? They're all but strangers.”

“Really? How do you know?”

“Men of power, men like Gaius, have two different kinds of women in
their life. Their political mates, and the ones they actually want.”

“Why do you say that?” Tavi asked.

Max’s expression became remote and bleak. “Experience.” He shook his
head and raked his fingers through his hair. “Believe me. If there’s one thing
a political wife doesn’t know, it’s what her husband’s desire feels like. It's en-
tirely possible that Gaius hasn’t kissed her since the wedding.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And of course, there’s no one in the Realm who would risk cross-
ing Gaius by becoming lovers with her. In that kind of situation, it’s going to
cause the poor woman considerable, ah, frustration. So I exploited it.”

Tavi shook his head. “That’s . . . that’s so wrong, somehow. I mean, I can
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understand the political pressures when it comes to marriages among the
lords, but . . . I guess [ always thought there would be some kind of love.”

“Nobles don’t marry for love, Tavi. That's a luxury of holders and
freemen.” His mouth twisted in bitterness. “Anyway. I didn’t know what else
to do. And it worked.”

Tavi nodded at his friend. “It looks that way.”

Max finished dressing and licked his lips. “Um. Tavi. We don't really need
to mention this to anyone, do we?” He glanced up at him uncertainly. “Please?”

“Mention what?” Tavi said, with a guileless smile.

Max let out a sigh of relief and smiled. “You're all right, Calderon.”

“For all you know, I'll just blackmail you with it later.”

“Nah. You don'’t have it in you.” They headed for the door that led to a
small stair down to the nearest portion of the Deeps. “Oh, hey,” Max said.
“What did your aunt’s letter say?”

Tavi snapped his fingers and scowled. “Knew [ was forgetting some-
thing.” He reached into his pouch and withdrew his aunt Isana’s letter. He
opened it and read it in the light of the lamp at the top of the stairs.

Tavi stared at the words, and felt his hands start shaking.

Max noticed, and his voice became alarmed. “What is it?”

“I have to go,” Tavi said, his voice choked almost to a whisper. He swal-
lowed. “Something’s wrong. I have to go see her. Right now.”

o+ CHAPTER 19

Amara reached Aricholt by midday. The column halted half a mile from the
steadholt’s walls, on a rise overlooking the hollow that held the steadholt’s
wall and buildings cupped in a green bowl of earth. Bernard overrode the
objections of both his Knight Captain and First Spear, and stalked down
into the deserted steadholt to search for any potential threat. Moments
later, he returned, frowning, and the column had proceeded to march
through Aricholt’s gate.
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The place had changed, and for the better, since Amara had first seen it.
Years ago, under the rule of Kord, a slaver and murderer, the place had been
little more than a collection of run-down buildings around a single stone
storm shelter that had to hold the residents of the steadholt and their beasts
as well. Since that time, Aric had attracted new holders to move to the po-
tentially rich and certainly beautiful area. One of his new holders had found
a small vein of silver on Aric’s land, and not only had the revenue from the
find paid off his father's enormous debts, but left him with money enough to
last a lifetime.

But Aric hadn’t hoarded the money away. He had spent it on his holders
and his home. A new wall, as thick and solid as Isanaholt’s now shielded the
steadholt’s buildings, all of them also made of solid stone, including a large
barn for the animals—even the four gargants Aric purchased for the heavy
labor his steadholt needed to prosper. Over the past years, the steadholt had
changed from a ragged, weed-choked cluster of shacks and hovels housing
miserable no-accounts and pitiable slaves into a prosperous and beautiful
home to more than a hundred people.

Which made it all the more eerie to look down upon it now. There was
no bustle of activity within the walls or in the nearest fields outside. No
smoke rose from the chimneys. No animals milled in the pens or in the pas-
ture nearest the steadholt. No children ran or played. No birds sang. In the
distance to the west of the settlement, the enormous, bleak bulk of the
mountain called Garados loomed in gloomy menace.

There was only a silence, as still and as deep as an underground sea.

Almost every door in the building hung open, swinging back and forth in
the wind. The gates to the cattle pen stood open as well, as did the doors to
the stone barn.

“Captain,” Bernard said quietly.

Captain Janus, a grizzled veteran of the Legions and a Knight Terra of
formidable skill nudged his horse from the head of the column of Knights
that had accompanied them to Aricholt. Janus, the senior officer of the
Knights under Bernard’s command as Count Calderon, was a man of under
average height, but he had a neck as thick as Amara’s waist, and his corded
thews would have been tremendously powerful, even without furycrafting
to enhance them. He was dressed in the matte black plated mail of the Le-
gions, and his rough features sported a long, ugly scar that crossed one
cheek to pull up his mouth at one corner in a perpetual, malicious smirk.
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“Sir,” Janus said. His voice was a surprisingly light tenor, marked with
the gentle clarity of a refined, educated accent.

“Report, please.”

Janus nodded. “Yes, milord. My Knights Aeris swept this entire bowl
and found no one present, holders or otherwise. I put them on station in a
loose diamond at a mile from the steadholt, to serve as sentinels in the event
that anyone else attempts to approach. I have instructed them to observe ex-
treme levels of caution.”

“Thank you. Giraldi?”

“My lord,” said the First Spear, stepping forward from the ranks of the
infantry to slam his fist sharply against his breastplate in salute.

“Establish a watch on the walls and work with Captain Janus to make
this place defensible. I want twenty men working in teams of four to search
every room in every building in this steadholt and make sure that they are
empty. After that, round up whatever stores of food you can find here and
get them inventoried.”

“Understood, milord.” Giraldi nodded and saluted again, then spun
around to draw his baton from his belt and began bawling orders to his men.
Janus turned to his subordinate, his voice much quieter than Giraldi’s, but
he moved with the same quality of purpose and command.

Amara stood back, watching Bernard thoughtfully. When she met him,
he had been a Steadholder—not even a full Citizen himself. But even then,
he had the kind of presence that demanded obedience and loyalty. He had
always been decisive, fair, and strong. But she had never seen him in this
setting, in his new role as Count Calderon, commanding officers and sol-
diers of Alera’s Legion with the quiet confidence of experience and knowl-
edge. She had known that he served in the Legions, of course, since every
male of Alera was required to do so for at least one tour lasting two to four
years.

It surprised her. She had regarded Gaius’s decision to appoint Bernard
the new Count of Calderon as a political gambit, mostly intended to demon-
strate the First Lord’s authority. Perhaps Gaius, though, had seen Bernard’s
potential more clearly than she. He was obviously comfortable in his role,
and worked with the intent focus of a man determined to discharge his du-
ties to the best of his ability.

She could see the reactions of his men to it—Giraldi, a grizzled old salt
of a legionare, respected Bernard immensely, as did all of the men of his
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century. Winning the respect of long-term, professional soldiers was never
easy, but he had done it. And amazingly enough, he enjoyed the same quiet
respect with Captain Janus, who clearly regarded Bernard as someone com-
petent at his job and willing to work as hard and face exactly the same situ-
ations he asked of his men.

Most importantly, she thought, it was evident to everyone who knew
him what Bernard was: a decent man.

Amara felt a warm current of fierce pride flow through her. In spare mo-
ments of thought, it still seemed an amazing stroke of luck to her that she
had found a man of both kindness and strength who clearly desired her
company.

You must leave him, of course.

Serai’s gentle, inflexible words killed the rush of warmth, turning it into
a sinking in the pit of her stomach. She could not refute them. Bernard’s du-
ties to the Realm were a clear necessity. Alera required every strong
furycrafter it could get to survive in a hostile world, and its Citizens and no-
bility represented the prime of that strength. Custom demanded that Citi-
zens and nobility alike seek out spouses with as much strength as possible.
Duty and law required the nobility to take spouses who could provide
strongly gifted children. Bernard’s strength as a crafter was formidable, and
with more than one fury, to boot. He was a strong crafter and a good man.
He would be a fine husband. A strong father. He would make some woman
very, very happy when he wed her.

But that woman could not be Amara.

She shook her head, forcing that line of thinking from her thoughts. She
was here to stop the vord. She owed it to the men of Bernard’s column to fo-
cus all of her thought on her current goals. Whatever happened, she would
not allow her personal worries to distract her from doing everything in her
power to protect the lives of the legionares under Bernard’'s command, and
to destroy what would be a most deadly threat to the Realm.

She watched Bernard kneel on the ground, his palm flat to the earth. He
closed his eyes and murmured, “Brutus.”

The ground near him quivered gently, then the earth rippled and broke
like the still surface of a pool at the passing of a stone. From that ripple, an
enormous hound, bigger than some ponies and made entirely of stone and
earth rose up from the ground and pushed his broad stone head against
Bernard’s outstretched hand. Bernard smiled and thumped the hound
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lightly on the ear. Then Brutus settled down and sat attentively, its green
eyes—real emeralds—focused on Bernard.

The Count murmured something else, and Brutus opened his jaws in
what looked like a bark. The sound that came from the earth fury was akin
to that of a large rockslide. The fury immediately sank back into the earth,
while Bernard stayed there, hunkered down, his hand still on the earth.

Amara approached him quietly and paused several steps away.

“Countess?” Bernard rumbled after a moment. He sounded somewhat
distracted.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

There was another low shudder in the earth, this one sharp and brief.
Amara felt it ripple out beneath her boots. “Trying to see if anyone is mov-
ing around out there. On a good day, I could spot something three or four
miles out.”

“Really? So far?”

“T've lived here long enough,” Bernard said. “I know this valley. That’s
what makes it possible.” He grunted, frowning for a moment. “That isn’t
right.”

“What isn't?”

“There’s something . . .” Bernard suddenly lurched to his feet, his face
gone white, and bellowed, “Captain! Frederic!”

In seconds, booted feet pounded on the stones of the courtyard, and
Frederic came sprinting toward them from outside the walls, where the
column’s gargants, with Doroga’s, waited for the steadholt to be searched
for hidden dangers before entering. Seconds later, Captain Janus leapt
from the steadholt’s wall directly to the courtyard, absorbing the shock
of the fall with furycrafted strength, and jogged over without delay or ex-
citement.

“Captain,” Bernard said. “There’s been a chamber crafted into the stead-
holt’s foundation, then sealed off.”

Janus’s eyes widened. “A bolt-hole?”

“It must be,” Bernard said. “The steadholt’s furies are trying to keep it
sealed, and it’s too much stone for me to move alone as long as they're set
against me.”

Janus nodded once, stripping his gloves off. He knelt on the ground,
pressed his hands to the stones of the courtyard and closed his eyes.

“Frederic,” Bernard said, his voice sharp, controlled, “when I nod, I
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want you to open a way to that chamber, large enough for a man to walk
through. The Captain and I will hold off the steadholt furies for you.”

Frederic swallowed. “That’s a lot of rock, sir. I'm not sure I can.”

“You're a Knight of the Realm now, Frederic,” Bernard said, his voice
crackling with authority. “Don’t wonder about it. Do it.”

Frederic swallowed and nodded, a sheen of sweat beading his upper lip.

Bernard turned to Amara. “Countess, I need you to be ready to move,”
he said.

Amara frowned. “To do what? I don’t know what you mean by bolt-
hole.”

“It's something that’s happened on steadholts under attack before,”
Bernard said. “Someone crafted an open chamber into the foundation of the
steadholt, then closed the stone around it.”

“Why would anyone do—" Amara frowned. “They sealed their children
in,” she breathed, suddenly understanding. “To protect them from whatever
was attacking the steadholt.”

Bernard nodded grimly. “And the chamber isn't large enough to hold
very much air. The three of us will open a way to the chamber and hold it
open, but we won't be able to do it for very long. Take some of the men
down and pull out whoever you can as quickly as you can.”

“Very well.”

He touched her arm. “Amara,” he said. “I can't tell how long they've
been there sealed in there. It could be an hour. It could be a day. But I can'’t
feel anything moving around.”

She got a sickly, twisting feeling in the pit of her stomach. “We might be
too late.”

Bernard grimaced and squeezed her arm. Then he went to Janus’s side
and knelt, placing his own hands on the ground near the Captain’s.

“Centurion!” Amara called. “I need ten men to assist possible survivors
of the steadholt!”

“Aye, milady,” Giraldi answered. In short order, ten men stood ready
near Amara—and ten more, weapons drawn, stood next to them. “Just in
case they aren’t holders, my lady,” Giraldi growled under his breath.
“Doesn’t hurt to be careful.”

She grimaced and nodded. “Very well. Do you really think they could be
the enemy?”

Giraldi shook his head, and said, “Sealed up in rock, for furies know
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how long? 1T doubt it will matter even if it is the vord.” He took a deep
breath, and said, “No need for you to go down when they open it, Countess.”

“Yes,” Amara said. “There is.”

Giraldi frowned but said nothing else.

Bernard and Justin spoke quietly to one another for a few moments.
Then Bernard said, his voice strained, “Almost there. Get ready. We won't
be able to hold it open long.”

“We're ready,” Amara said.

Bernard nodded, and said, “Now, Frederic.”

The ground trembled again, then there was a grating, groaning sound.
Directly before Frederic’s feet, the stones of the courtyard suddenly quiv-
ered and sank downward, as if the ground beneath them had turned to
soupy mud. Amara stepped over to the opening hole, and took in the rather
unsettling sight of stone running like water, flowing down to form itself into
a steeply sloping ramp leading down into the earth.

“There,” Bernard grated. “Hurry.”

“Sir,” Frederic said. He spoke in an anguished groan. “I can't hold it
open for long.”

“Hold it as long as you can,” Bernard growled, his own face red and be-
ginning to sweat.

“Centurion,” Amara snapped, and she started down the ramp. Giraldi
bawled out orders, and the sound of heavy boots on stone followed hard on
Amara’s heels.

The ramp went down nearly twenty feet into the earth and ended at a low
opening into a small, egg-shaped room. The air smelled stale, thick, and too
wet. There were shapes in the dimness of the room—Ilimp bundles of cloth.
Amara went to the nearest and knelt—a child, scarcely old enough to walk.

“They're children,” she snapped to Giraldi.

“Move it,” Giraldi barked. “Move it, boys, you heard the Countess.”

Legionares stomped into the chamber, seized the still forms in it at ran-
dom, and hurried out again. Amara left the chamber last, and just as she
did, the smooth stone floor suddenly bulged upward just as the ceiling
swelled downward. Amara shot a look over her shoulder, and was uncom-
fortably reminded of the hungry maw of a direwolf as the bedrock flowed
and moved like a living thing. The opening to the room contracted, and the
walls on either side of the ramp suddenly got narrower. “Hurry!” she shouted
to the men ahead of her.
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“I can’t!” Frederic groaned.

Legionares sprinted up the ramp, but the stone was collapsing inward
again too quickly. Scarcely noticing the weight of the limp child she
carried, Amara cried out to Cirrus, and her fury came howling down into
the slot in the stone like a hurricane. Vicious, dangerous winds abruptly
swept down the ramp beneath and behind them, and then rushed up to-
ward the surface like a maddened gargant. The winds threw Amara into
the back of the legionare in front of her before it caught the man and his
charge up, and sent them both into the next man in line, until in all a half
dozen legionares flew wildly up the ramp and out of the grasp of the clos-
ing stone.

The ground grated again, a harsh, hateful sound, and the stone closed
seamlessly back into its original shape, catching the end of Amara’s braid as
it did. The braid snared her as strongly as any rope, and the winds propelling
her swung her feet out and up into the air as her hair was seized by the rock.
She thumped back down to the stone flat on her back, and got the wind
knocked out of her in a rush of breathless, stunned pain.

“Watercrafter!” bellowed Giraldi. “Healers!”

Someone took the child gently from Amara’s arms, and she became
vaguely aware of the infantry’s watercrafter and several grizzled soldiers with
healer’s bags draped over one shoulder rushing over to them.

“Easy, easy,” Bernard said from somewhere nearby. He sounded winded.
Amara felt his hand on her shoulder.

“Are they all right?” she gasped. “The children?”

“They're looking at them,” Bernard said gently. His hands touched her
head briefly, then ran back around the back of her head, gently probing.
“You hit your head?”

Amara shook her head. “No. My braid caught in the rock.”

She heard him let out a slow breath of relief, then felt him feeling his
way along the length of the braid. When he got to the end of it, he said, “It’s
only an inch or two. It’s right at the tie.”

“Fine,” Amara said.

She heard the rasp of Bernard’s dagger being drawn from his belt. He
applied the honed edge of the knife to the end of her braid and cut it loose
from the rock.

Amara sighed as the pressure on her scalp eased. “Help me sit up,” she
said.
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Bernard gave her his hand and pulled her to sit on the courtyard. Amara
tried to get her breath back, and began methodically to work the now-loose
braid out before it started tangling in knots.

“Sir?” Janus said. “Looks like we got here in time.”

Bernard closed his eyes. “Thank the great furies. Who do we have
here?”

“Children,” Janus reported. “None of them over the age of eight or nine,
and two infants. Four boys, five girls—and a young lady. Theyre uncon-
scious but breathing, and their pulses are strong.”

“A young lady?” Amara asked. “The steadholt’s caretaker?”

Bernard squinted up at the sun and nodded. “It would make sense.” He
got up and paced over to the recumbent forms of the children and of one
young woman. Amara rose, paused while her balance swayed a little, then
followed him over.

Bernard grimaced. “It's Heddy. Aric’s wife.”

Amara stared down at a frail-looking young woman with pale blond hair
and fair skin, only lightly weathered by sun and wind. “Sealed them in,” she
murmured. “And set their furies to make sure they stayed that way. Why
would they do such a thing?”

“To make it impossible for anyone to get to them but the people who put
them there,” Bernard rumbled.

“But why?”

Bernard shrugged. “Maybe the holders figured that if they weren't around
to get their children out, they didn’t want whoever was attacking them to have
the chance.”

“Even if they died?”

“There are worse things than death,” Doroga said. His rumbling basso
startled Amara into a twitch of reflexive tension. The huge Marat headman
had moved up behind them more silently than an Amaranth grass lion.
“Some of them much worse.”

One of the babies started squeaking out a stuttering little cry of
complaint, and a moment later the infant was joined by the exhausted sobs
of another child. Amara glanced up to find the children all beginning
to stir.

Giraldi's watercrafter, a veteran named Harger, rose from the child be-
side Heddy and knelt over the young woman. He put his fingertips lightly on
Heddy's temples, his eyes closed for a moment. Then he glanced up at
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Bernard, and said, “Her body is extremely strained. I don’t know that her
mind is straight right now, either. It might be better to give her the chance to
sleep.”

Bernard frowned and glanced at Amara, an eyebrow lifted.

She grimaced. “We need to talk to her. Find out what happened.”

“Maybe one of the children could tell us,” Bernard said.

“Do you think they could have understood what was going on?”

Bernard glanced at them, his frown deepening, and shook his head.
“Probably not. Not well enough to risk more lives on what a small child re-
members.”

Amara nodded her agreement.

“Wake her up, Harger,” Bernard said gently. “Careful as you can.”

The old watercrafter nodded, his misgivings clear in his eyes, but he
turned back to Heddy, touched her temples again, and frowned in concen-
tration.

Heddy awoke instantly and violently, screaming in a raw, tortured wail.
Her pale blue eyes flew open—torturously wide—the panicked eyes of an
animal certain that its hungry pursuer had moved in for the kill. She
thrashed her arms and legs wildly, and a sharp and sudden breeze, strong
but unfocused, swept through the courtyard. It spun wildly, throwing up
dust, straw, and small stones. “No!” Heddy shrieked. “No, no, no!”

She went on screaming the same word, over and over, and it sounded
like she was tearing her own throat raw as she did.

“Heddy!” Bernard rumbled, eyes half-squinted against the wind-driven
debris. “Heddy! It’s all right. You're safe!”

She went on screaming, struggling, kicking, and bit the hand of one le-
gionare who knelt along with Harger and Bernard in an attempt to restrain
her. She struggled with a strength born of a fear so severe that it was its own
kind of madness.

“Crows take it!” Harger snarled. “We'll have to sedate her.”

“Wait,” Amara snapped. She knelt beside the struggling holder. “Heddy,”
she said in the softest voice she could to be heard over the screams. “Heddy,
it's all right. Heddy, the children are all right. The Count is here with the
guard from Garrison. They're safe. The children are safe.”

Heddy’s panicked eyes flicked over to Amara, and her eyes focused on
someone for the first time since she’d awoken. Her screams slowed a little,
and her expression was tortured, desperate. It raked at Amara to see a
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woman in so much pain. But she kept her voice gentle, repeating quiet reas-
surances to the terrified holder. When Heddy had quieted even more,
Amara put her hand on the young woman'’s head, stroking her cobweb-fine
hair back from her forehead, never stopping.

It took nearly half an hour, but Heddy’s screams died out into cries,
then into groans, and finally into a series of piteous whimpering sounds.
Her eyes stayed locked on Amara’s face, as if desperate to find some kind of
reference point. With a final shudder, Heddy fell silent, and her eyes closed,
tears welling.

Amara glanced up at Bernard and Harger. “I think she’ll be all right. Per-
haps you gentlemen should leave me here with her for a little while. Let me
take care of her.”

Harger nodded at once and rose. Bernard looked less certain, but he
nodded to Amara as well and walked over to Captain Janus and Centurion
Giraldi, speaking in low tones.

“Can you hear me, Heddy?” Amara asked quietly.

The girl nodded.

“Can you look at me, please?”

Heddy whimpered and started trembling.

“All right,” Amara soothed. “It’s all right. You don’t have to. You can talk
to me with your eyes closed.”

Heddy’s head twitched into a nod, and she kept on shaking with silent
sobs. Tears bled down over her cheekbones to fall upon the courtyard’s
stones. “Anna,” she said after a moment. She twitched her head up off the
ground, looking toward the sounds of crying children. “Anna’s crying.”

“Shhh, be still,” Amara said. “The children are fine. We're taking care of
them.”

Heddy sank down again, trembling from the effort it had taken to par-
tially sit up. “All right.”

“Heddy,” Amara said, keeping her voice smooth and quiet. “I need to
know what happened to you. Can you tell me?”

“B-bardos,” Heddy said. “Our new smith. Large man. Red beard.”

“I do not know him,” Amara said.

“Good man. Aric’s closest friend. He sent us down into that chamber.
Said that he was going to make sure that we weren't...” Heddy’s face
twisted in a hideous grimace of agony. “Weren't taken. Like the others.”

“Taken?” Amara said quietly. “What do you mean?”
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The young woman’s voice became agony grinding in her throat. “Taken.
Changed. Them and #ot them. Not Aric. Not Aric.” She curled into a tight
ball. “Oh, my Aric. Help us, help us, help us.”

A huge, gentle hand settled on her shoulder, and Amara glanced back
up at Doroga’s quiet frown.

“Let her be,” he said.

“We've got to know what happened.”

Doroga nodded. “I will tell you. Let her rest.”

Amara frowned up at the big Marat. “How do you know?”

He rose and squinted around the steadholt. “Tracks outside,” he said.
“Leading away. Shoes, no-shoes, male and female. Cattle, sheep, horses,
gargants.” He gestured around the steadholt. “Vord came in here two, maybe
three days ago. Took the first. Not everyone at once. First they take a few.”

Amara shook her head, her hand still resting on the curled form of the
weeping holder. “Took. What do you mean?”

“The vord,” Doroga said. “They get inside you. Go in through the mouth,
nose, ear. Burrow in. Then you die. But they have your body. Look like you.
Can act like you.”

Amara stared at Doroga, sickened. “What?”

“Don’t know what they look like exactly,” Doroga said. “The vord have
many forms. Some like the Keepers of Silence. Like spiders. But they can be
little. Mouthful.” He shook his head. “The Takers are small, so they can get
inside you.”

“Like . . . some sort of worm? A parasite.”

Doroga tilted his head, one pale war braid sliding over a massive shoul-
der. “Parasite. I do not know this word.”

“It's a creature that attaches itself to another creature,” Amara said.
“Like a leech or a flea. They feed on a host creature to survive.”

“Vord are not like this,” Doroga said. “The host creature doesn'’t survive.
Just look like they do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Say a vord gets into my head. Doroga dies. The Doroga that is in here.”
He thumped his head with his thumb. “What Doroga feels. That is gone. But
this Doroga’—he slapped his chest lightly with one hand-—"this remains. You
don'’t know any better, because you only know the true Doroga™—he touched
his head—"through the Doroga you can see and talk to.” He touched his
chest.
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Amara shivered. “Then what happened here?”

“What happened among my people,” Doroga said. “Takers came. Took
just a few. Looked around, maybe deciding who to take next. Then taking
them. Until more were taken than were themselves. Took more than seven
hundred Wolf Clan like that, one pack at a time.”

“Is that what you fought?” Amara asked. “Taken Marat?”

Doroga nodded, his eyes bleak. “First, them. Then we found the nest.
Fought the Keepers of Silence. Like big spiders. And their warriors. Big-
ger. Faster. They killed many of my people, our chala.” He inhaled slowly.
“And then we took the vord queen at that nest. A creature who . ..” He
shook his head, and Amara saw something she never thought she might in
Doroga—the shadow of fear in his eyes. “The queen was the worst. From
her, all the others are born. Keepers. Takers. Warriors. We had to keep go-
ing, or the queen would have escaped. Founded another nest. Started
over.”

Amara pursed her lips and nodded. “That’s why you fought as you did.
To the end.”

Doroga nodded. “And why the queen near this place must be found and
destroyed. Before she spawns young queens of her own.”

“What do you think happened here?” Amara said.

“Takers came in,” Doroga said. “That was what she meant when she said
them and not them. This Aric she speaks of was one who was taken. This
other man, who sealed her into the stone, must have been free. Maybe one
of the last of your people still free.”

“Then where is he now?” Amara asked.

“Taken. Or dead.”

Amara shook her head. “This isn't . . . this is too incredible. I've never
heard of such a thing. No one has ever known anything like this.”

“We have,” Doroga rumbled. “Long ago. So long ago that few tales re-
mained. But we have seen them.”

“But it can't be,” Amara said quietly. “It can’t be like that.”

“Why not?”

“Aric couldn’t have been taken. He was the one who came to warn
Bernard. If he was one of these vord now, then they would know . . .”

Amara felt a slow, vicious spike of cold lodge in her belly.

Doroga’s eyes narrowed to slits. Then he spun to one side and took up
the enormous war club he had left leaning against a wall. “Calderon!” he
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bellowed, and outside the walls of the steadholt, his gargant answered with
a ringing trumpet of alarm. “Calderon! To arms!”

Amara staggered to her feet looking around wildly for Bernard.

And that was when she heard legionares begin to scream.

i+ CHAPTER 20

Amara snapped an order to the nearest healer to watch over Heddy, then
called to Cirrus. Her fury gathered around her, winds swirling up a cloud of
dust that outlined the vague form of a long-legged horse in the midst of the
winds. Amara cried out and felt Cirrus sweep her clear of the ground and
into the open sky above Aricholt.

She spun in a circle, eyes flickering over the ground beneath her and the
skies about her, taking in what was happening.

In the steadholt below her, she saw legionares emerge sprinting from the
enormous stone barn. The last man out let out a cry and abruptly fell, falling
hard to the stony ground. Something had hold of his ankle and began haul-
ing him back into the barn. The soldier shouted, and his fellow legionares
immediately turned back to help him.

Amara held up her hands to the level of her eyes, palms facing each
other, and willed Cirrus into the air before her face, concentrating the winds
to bend light and draw her vision to within several yards of the stone barn.

The legionare’s sword slashed through a shining, black, hard-looking
limb like nothing that Amara had ever seen, save perhaps the pinching
claws of a lobster. The sword bit into the vord’s claw—but just barely. The
legionare struck again and again, and even then only managed to cripple the
strength of the claw, rather than severing it completely.

The men dragged their wounded companion away from the barn, his
boot flopping and twisting at a hideous angle.

The vord warrior followed them into the sunlight.

Amara stared down at the creature, her stomach suddenly cold. The
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vord warrior was the size of a pony, and had to have weighed four or five
hundred pounds. It was covered in slick-looking, lacquer-gloss plates of
some kind of dark hide. Four limbs thrust straight out to the sides from a
humpbacked central body, rounded and hunched like the torso of a flea. Its
head extended from that body on a short, segmented stalk of a neck. Twists
and spines of chitin surrounded its head, and a pair of tiny eyes recessed
within deep grooves glared out with scarlet malevolence. Massive, almost
beetlelike mandibles extended from its chitinous face, and each mandible
ended in the snapping claw that had crippled the legionare.

The vord rushed out of the doorway, hard on the heels of its prey, its gait
alien, ungainly, and swift. Two of the legionares turned to face it, blades in
hand, while the third dragged the wounded man away. The vord bounded
forward in a sudden leap that brought it down on top of one of the le-
gionares. The man dodged to one side, but not swiftly enough to prevent the
vord from knocking him to the earth. It landed upon him and seized his
waist between its mandibles. They ground down, and the man screamed in
agony.

His partner charged the vord’s back, screaming and hacking furiously
with his short, vicious gladius. One of the blows landed upon a rounded pro-
trusion upon the creature’s back, and it sprayed forth some kind of greenly
translucent, viscous liquid.

A string of clicking detonations emerged from the vord, and it released
the first legionare to whirl on its new attacker and bounded into the air as
before. The legionare darted to one side, and when the vord landed, he
struck hard at its thick neck. The blow struck home, though the armored
hide of the vord barely opened. But it had been enough to hurt it.

More liquid, nauseating greenish brown, spurted from the wound, and
more explosive clicks crackled from the monster. It staggered to one side,
unable to keep its balance despite its four legs. The legionare immediately
seized his wounded companion, and began to drag the other man away from
the wounded, unsteady vord. He moved as quickly as he could.

It wasn’t enough.

Another half dozen of the creatures rushed out of the barn like angry
hornets from a nest, and the buzzing click of the wounded vord became a
terrifying, alien chorus. The vibrating roar increased, and the humped,
round backs of the things abruptly parted into broad, blackened wings that
let them leap into the air and come sailing at the fleeing legionares.
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The vord tore them to shreds before Amara’s horrified eyes.

It happened quickly—start to finish in only a handful of seconds, and
there was nothing anyone could have done to save the doomed legionares.

More vord emerged from other buildings in the steadholt, and Amara
saw three of them leaping forth from the steadholt’s well. She heard Giraldi
bellowing over the rumble of angry clicking, and a sudden flash of fire
boomed into the air as one of Commander Janus’s Knights Ignus unleashed
furies of fire upon a charging vord.

Another scream, this one very near, snapped Amara’s gaze upward, to
see one of the Knights Aeris struggling against a pair of winged vord war-
riors. The man slashed a hand at the air, and a burst of gale-force wind sent
one vord tumbling to the side, spinning end over end as it fell toward the
earth. But the second vord flared its wings at the last second and it struck
him belly first, legs wrapping him, jaw-claws gripping and tearing. The
Knight screamed, and the pair of them plummeted toward the ground.

Below her, the veterans of Giraldi’s century had immediately linked up
to stand together, their backs to one of the steadholt’s stone walls and the
nearest building securing one flank. Eight or nine of the vord bounded for-
ward, only to be met by a solid wall of heavy Legion tower-shields and
blades in the first rank, while the two ranks behind plied their spears in mur-
derous concert with the front row. Supporting one another, Giraldi’s veter-
ans stopped the vord charge cold, steel flashing, men screaming defiance.
Blood and nauseating vord-fluid sprinkled on the courtyard’s stones.

The other century was in trouble. Only half of them had managed to
draw together in concentration, and pockets of a half dozen legionares or a
handful of armed holders were scattered on the walls and within the court-
yard. The vord had already left a dozen dismembered corpses draining blood
onto the stones. Trapped and on their own, Amara knew that the other iso-
lated groups of Alerans would die within minutes.

There was another scream almost directly below her, a child’s wail, and
Amara’s gaze snapped down to see three of the vord wheeling in perfect uni-
son toward the healers and the survivors below. There was no one close
enough to help them.

With a howl of terror and rage, Amara drew her sword and flung herself
into a dive that could have outraced a hungry falcon. She swept her dive to
the horizontal at the last possible instant, and swept in front of the lead
vord. She struck with her sword as she passed, and though she was not
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herself particularly strong, the sheer speed of her dive delivered her blow
with the force of a charging bull. The shock of the impact went all the way
up her arm to her shoulder, and her fingers exploded with tingling sensation
and went partially numb.

Amara swept past and immediately turned to go to the defense of the
endangered children and healers. The lead vord had been staggered by
Amara’s blow, which had taken off one of its mandibles cleanly halfway up
its length. Sludgy brown-and-green ichor spurted from the broken limb.

The vord shook its head wildly, regained its balance, and turned to
charge at Amara while its two companions assaulted the healers.

The vord bounded up into the air, attempting to land upon Amara, but
the Cursor had seen the tactic already. As the vord leapt, she flung out one
arm and called to Cirrus. A sudden flood of howling wind met the vord in
midair and drove it hard into the outer wall of the steadholt. Snarling,
Amara flicked her hand again, and the winds drove the creature’s back
straight down to the stones. When it hit, there was a snapping, crunching
sound. The vord writhed and managed to roll back to its four feet, but now
luminous green fluid dribbled down its outer plates to the ground. Within
seconds, the vord settled smoothly to the earth, like a sail going limp as it
lost the wind.

A scream behind Amara made her turn to see one of the vord seize
Harger by the leg with its jaw-claw, breaking bone with a shake of its mis-
shapen head. Amara could clearly hear the sickly snap.

The other vord snapped its mandibles around the waist of another
healer, shook him hard, whipping back and forth until the man’s neck broke.
Then it dropped him and charged the terrified children and Heddy.

Amara wanted to scream with frustration—but then she shot a glance at
the vord she had killed, and another at the one which had died beside the
barn, realization dawning upon her.

If she was correct, she had found a weakness she could attack.

Amara snarled to Cirrus again, and shot across the stones of the court-
yard, closing in upon the second vord, eyes seeking her target. She found it,
and as she shot by the vord she lashed out with her short blade to strike the
bulbous protuberance at the base of the rounded shell.

The sword bit through the vord’s hide, and a sudden spray of green ichor
splattered the air and the courtyard stones. The vord chattered and clicked
in that bizarre fashion she had heard before, then it lurched back and forth
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in confusion, giving the children a chance to scramble frantically away from
the creature. Amara somersaulted in midair, reversing her direction, and
shot past the second vord, which had released Harger’s ankle and attempted
to seize him by the waist.

Amara lashed out as she passed, her sword again striking true. Half-
glowing green ichor flowed. Harger rolled from beneath the vord’s wildly
flexing mandibles, face white with the pain of his injury. The vord whirled to
charge drunkenly at Amara, but she swept herself up into the air before it
could reach her. The vord staggered the last several feet, as though unable to
see that its target was no longer there, and floundered down to the courtyard
stones.

Amara came down near the children. Heddy and the remaining healer
were trying to get them up and moving. Amara dashed to Harger’s side.

“No!” Harger growled at her. Blood flowed from his ankle. “My lady, get
these children clear. Leave me.”

“On your feet, healer,” Amara spat, and bent to seize the man’s right arm
and drag it over her shoulder so that she could help support him as he rose.
“Head for Giraldi’s century!” she shouted to the other two adults.

A shadow fell across her.

Amara looked up and saw more vord descending from above, their stiff
wings buzzing in a tidal wave of furious sound. At least a dozen of the crea-
tures were descending straight toward her, so swiftly that there was no time
to flee, even had she been alone. She watched the vord coming down in a
long and endless moment of fear and realized that she was about to die.

And then there was an explosion, and fire blossomed in the air, directly
amidst the ranks of the descending formation of vord. They tumbled and
fell, chattering clicks sharp and deafening even among the thrum of blurred
wings. Two of them burst into flame outright and were blasted from the sky.
They tumbled and fell to their deaths in a drunken spiral, trailing black
smoke and clouds of flesh charred to fine ash.

More deadly bursts of flame killed more of the vord, but one of the crea-
tures managed to land on the stones a few steps away from Amara and the
wounded Harger. It turned to leap at her, and as Amara tried to dodge,
Harger's weight suddenly dragged her down.

Then there was the deep thrum of the heavy bow of a master woodcrafter,
and an arrow buried itself into the vord’s recessed left eye, striking so deeply
that only the brown-and-green fletching showed. The vord rattle-clicked in
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what looked like agony, convulsing, and a breath later, a second arrow struck
home into the creature’s other eye.

Captain Janus charged the blinded vord, a heavy, two-handed greatsword
held lightly in his right hand alone. Janus bellowed, whipped the sword with
superhuman power, and struck cleanly through the vord’s armored neck, sev-
ering its head from the body. Stinking ichor spewed.

“Come on!” Bernard shouted, and Amara looked up to see him running
to her, his bow in hand, green-and-brown arrows riding in the war quiver at
his hip. He seized Harger, dragged the man to his own shoulder, and hauled
him toward the doorway of the steadholt’s great hall.

Amara rose to follow him, and looked up to see two of the Knights
Ignus under Bernard’s command standing in the open doorway. One of
them focused on a flying vord, suddenly clenched his fist, and another
booming blossom of fire roared to life, charring the creature to dead, black-
ened flesh.

Amara made sure all the children were accounted for, and stayed close
to Bernard. Behind them, she heard Janus bellow an order, and looked over
her shoulder to see the Knight Captain trotting backward after them, sword
in hand and ready to defend their backs. Two more firecraftings roared
above them as Amara ran into the great hall, and other explosions, farther
away, added their own sullen roars to the deafening chaos of battle.

Amara dropped to her knees once they were safely inside, her body sud-
denly too weak and tired to support her anymore. She lay there for a few mo-
ments, panting hard, until she heard Bernard approach her and kneel next
to her. He touched her back with one broad hand.

“Amara,” he rumbled, “are you hurt?”

She shook her head mutely, then managed to whisper, “Tired. Too much
crafting today.” Dizziness and nausea, brought on by her fatigue, made it un-
thinkably difficult even to consider rising. “What’s happening?”

“Isn’t good,” Bernard said, his voice grim. “They caught us unprepared.”

Another set of boots approached quickly, and Amara looked up to see
Janus standing over them. “Your Excellency, my Knights have saved every-
one they could who had been cut off from Felix’s century, but he’s lost half
his men so far. Giraldi’s formation is holding for now.”

“The auxiliaries?” Bernard asked, his voice tense.

Janus shook his head.

The Count’s face went pale. “Doroga?”
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“The Marat and that gargant of his have joined with what is left of Fe-
lix's century, along with my fighting men. Their defenses are firming.”

Bernard nodded. “The Knights?”

“Ten down,” Janus said, in a bleak, quiet voice. “All of our Knights Aeris
fell trying to slow that second wave that came in. And Harmonus is dead.”

Amara’s belly quivered nervously. A full third of Garrison’s Knights were
dead, and Harmonus had been the most powerful watercrafter in Garrison.
The Knights and the Legions both relied heavily upon the abilities of their
watercrafters to return the wounded to action, and Harmonus’s death would
come as a crushing blow to both the troops’ tactical capabilities and to their
morale.

“We're holding them for now,” Janus continued. “Giraldi’s veterans
haven’t lost a man, and the Marat’s stinking gargant is crushing these things
like bugs. But my firecrafters are getting tired. They can’t keep this pace up
for long.”

Bernard nodded sharply. “We have to concentrate our forces. Signal Gi-
raldi to meet up with Felix's century. Get them here. We won't find a better
place to defend.”

Janus nodded and snapped his fist to his heart in salute, then turned to
stalk out into the screaming chaos of the fighting again.

But even as he did, Amara heard a single, high-pitched squealing sound,
almost like the shriek of a hawk. Before the sound had died away, buzzing
thunder rolled over the entire steadholt. Amara lifted her head to the door-
way, and without a word Bernard took her arm and helped her to her feet,
then walked beside her to the door.

As they did, the thunder began to recede, and Amara looked up to see
the vord in flight, dozens of them rising into the air and sailing away toward
Garados.

“They're running,” Amara said softly.

Bernard shook his head, and said quietly, “Theyre withdrawing the sor-
tie. Look at the courtyard.”

Amara frowned at him and did. It was a scene from a nightmare. Blood
had run through the cracks in the cobblestone courtyard, outlining each
stone in scarlet and leaving small pools of bright red here and there in the
sunshine. The air stank of blood and offal, and of the acrid, stinging aroma
of burnt vord.

The torn and mangled corpses of Knights and legionares littered the
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ground. Wherever she looked, Amara saw the remains of a soldier who had
been alive under the morning sunshine. Now the dead lay in a hopelessly
confused tangle of lifeless flesh that would make it impossible to lay them
to rest in anything but a single grave.

Of the vord, fewer than thirty had been killed. Most of those had been
blown out of the air by the Knights Ignus, though Giraldi’s men had ac-
counted for two more, and four lay crushed and dead on the far side of the
courtyard, at the clawed feet of the chieftain’s gargant, Walker.

She counted twenty-six dead vord. At least twice as many had risen into
the skies when the vord retreated. Surely others must lie dead outside the
steadholt’s walls, but there could not have been many of them.

Amara had seen blood and death before. But this had been so savage, so
abrupt and deadly that she felt as if what she had seen had entered her mind
before she had the chance to armor it against the horror. Her stomach
twisted with revulsion, and it was all that she could do to control herself.
She did not have enough will to stop the tears from blurring her vision and
mercifully shrouding the horrific scene in a watery haze.

Bernard’s hand tightened on her shoulder. “Amara, you need to lie
down. I'll send a healer to you.”

“No,” she said quietly. “We have wounded. They must be seen to first.”

“Of course,” Bernard rumbled. “Frederic,” he said. “Get some cots out
and set up. We'll bring the wounded in here.”

“Yes, sir,” Frederic said, somewhere behind them.

The next thing Amara knew, she was lying on a cot, and Bernard was
pulling a blanket over her. She was too tired to protest it. “Bernard,” she said.

“Yes?”

“Take care of the wounded. Get the men some food. Then we need to
meet and decide our next step.”

“Next step?” he rumbled.

“Yes,” she said. “The vord hurt us badly. Another attack could finish us.
We need to consider falling back until we can get more help.”

Bernard was silent for a few moments. Then he said, “The vord killed
the gargants and the horses, Countess. In fact, I suspect that was the pur-
pose of this attack—to kill the horses, our healers, and cripple whatever le-
gionares they could.”

“Why would they do that?” Amara asked.

“To leave us with plenty of wounded.”
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“To trap us here,” Amara said.

Bernard nodded. “We could run. But we'd have to leave our wounded
behind.”

“Never,” Amara said at once.

Bernard nodded. “Then best take your rest while you can get it, Count-
ess. We aren'’t going anywhere.”

oCHAPTER 21

“I feel ridiculous,” Isana said. She stared at the long dressing mirror and
frowned at the gown Serai had procured for her. “I look ridiculous.”

The gown was of deep blue silk, but cut and trimmed after the style of
the cities of the northern regions of the Realm, complete with a beaded
bodice that laced tightly across Isana’s chest and pressed even her lean
frame into something resembling a feminine bosom. She'd been forced to
remove the ring on its chain, and now carried it in a cloth purse tucked into
an inside pocket of the gown.

Serai produced plain, if lovely silver jewelry—rings, a bracelet, and a
necklace, adorned with stones of deep onyx. After a calculating look, she
unbound Isana’s hair from its braid and brushed it all out into dark, shining
waves threaded with silver that fell to her waist. After that, Serai insisted
upon applying cosmetics to Isana’s face, though at least the woman had
done so very lightly. When Isana looked into the mirror, she scarcely recog-
nized the woman looking back out at her. She looked . . . not real, somehow,
as though someone else was simply pretending to be Isana.

“You're lovely,” Serai said.

“I'm not,” Isana said. “Thisisn’t . . . itisn’t . . . me. I don’t look like this.”

“You do now, darling. You look stunning, and I insist upon being given
full credit for the fact.” Serai, this time dressed in a silken gown of deep am-
ber, touched a comb to several spots in Isana’s hair, making adjustments, a
wickedly amused glint in her eye. “I'm told that Lord Rhodes likes a girlish
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figure and dark hair. His wife will go into a fit when she sees him staring at
you.”

[sana shook her head. “I am not at all interested in making anyone stare
at me. Particularly at a party hosted by a man who dispatched assassins to
kill me.”

“There’s no proof that Kalare is behind the attacks, darling. Yet.” The
courtesan turned from I[sana to regard her own flawless appearance in
the mirror, and smiled in pleasure at her own image. “We're stunning—
and we need to be, if we're to make a good impression and accomplish
our goals. It’s vain, it’s stupid, and it’s shallow, but that makes it no less
true.”

[sana shook her head. “This is all so foolish. Lives are in danger, and our
only hope of getting anyone to do anything about it is to bow our knee to
fashion in order to curry favor at a garden party. There isn’t time for this
nonsense.”

“We live within a society, Isana, that has been built by a thousand years
of toil and effort and war. We are by necessity victims of its history and its
institutions.” Serai tilted her head to one side for a moment, thoughtfully re-
garding her reflection, then artfully plucked a few curling strands from the
clasps that held most of her hair back, so that they dropped to frame her
face. The courtesan smiled, and Isana felt her squeeze her hand, her own
fingers warm. “And admit it. That gown is perfect on you.”

[sana felt herself smiling despite her concerns and turned back and
forth in front of the mirror. “I suppose there’s no harm in wearing something
nice.”

“Precisely,” Serai said. “Shall we go then? Our carriage should arrive in a
few moments, and I want to have time to gloat over the look on Sir Nedus’s
face when he sees you.”

“Serai,” Isana protested, gently. “You know [ have no such interest, or
any such intentions of getting that sort of attention.”

“You should try it. It can be quite satisfying.” She paused, glancing at
[sana, and asked, “Is there a man you'd prefer to see you tonight?”

Isana rested the fingers of her hand lightly on the ring, hidden in its
pouch. “Once there was.”

“He is not a part of your life?” Serai asked.

“He died.” Isana hadn’t meant her voice to sound quite so flat and hard,
but it had, and she could not say that she regretted it. “I don’t discuss it.”
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“Of course,” Serai said, her voice thoughtful. “Forgive me for intruding.”
Then she smiled as though the exchange had never happened and took
[sana’s arm to walk her to the front of Sir Nedus’s manor.

Serai took a few steps ahead of Isana at the last moment, to the top of
the staircase leading down into the house’s main hall, the better to gain their
host’s attention and make a dramatic little flourish of presentation as Isana
stepped self-consciously into view.

The white-haired old Knight's seamed face immediately broke into a
wide smile. “Furies, lass. I would never have guessed you cleaned up so
well.”

“Nedus!” Serai chided, and shook a finger at him. “How dare you under-
estimate my cosmetic skills.”

[sana found herself smiling again and came down the stairs with Serai.
“She tells me that I have you to thank for the gown, Sir Nedus. I am grateful
for your generosity, and look forward to repaying it as soon as I may.”

The old Knight waved his hand. “It is nothing, Steadholder. Foolish old
men are wont to spend their gold on pretty girls.” He flicked a glance at
Serai. “Or so [ am told. Ladies, permit me to escort you to the carriage.”

“And 1 suppose you'll have to do,” Serai sniffed. She took Nedus’s of-
fered arm with graceful courtesy, and Isana followed them out the front
door of the house. A white-and-silver carriage drawn by four grey horses
waited there, a driver in grey livery holding the reins while another stepped
down from the stand at the back of the carriage, folded down its mounting
steps, and opened its door for the women.

“Very nice,” Serai murmured to Nedus. She glanced at the Knight, and
said, “I notice that you wear your sword tonight, sir.”

Nedus looked baffled. “Furies. Do I?”

“Indeed. And I further notice that your clothing looks a rather great deal
like the livery of the coachmen.”

“Astonishing,” Nedus said, smiling. “Some sort of fascinating coinci-
dence, no doubt.”

Serai stopped and frowned firmly up at the old man. “And the seat be-
side the driver is empty of an armsman. What are you playing at?”

“Why, whatever do you mean?”

Serai sighed. “Nedus, darling, this isn't what I asked for. You've done
more than enough for the Realm in your day. You're retired. I have no inten-
tion of dragging you into something dangerous. Stay here.”
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“I'm afraid I'm not sure what you're getting at, Lady Serai,” Nedus replied
affably. “I'm merely walking you to the carriage.”

“You are not,” Serai said, scowling.

The old Knight glanced up at Isana and winked. “Well. Possibly not. But
it occurs to me that if I did intend to ride arms upon that carriage, there
would really be nothing you could do about it, lady. Once you get in, I could
mount the carriage and you'd be none the wiser for the extra protection, re-
gardless of what you might be willing to accept from me.”

Serai’s mouth firmed into a line. “You aren'’t going to let me talk you out
of this, are you.”

Nedus smiled guilelessly.

Serai let out an exasperated breath and touched his arm. “At least prom-
ise me you'll be careful.”

“There are old swordsmen and bold swordsmen,” Nedus said, idly em-
ploying the old Legion maxim. “But very few old, bold swordsmen.” He
opened the carriage door, and said, “Ladies, please.”

Serai and [sana settled into the richly appointed carriage. Nedus shut
the door and a moment later the carriage got under way. Isana watched
Serai’s face, sensing the Cursor’s anxiety despite the habitual detachment
she maintained.

“You fear for him,” Isana murmured.

Serai gave her a pained smile. “In his day, he was one of the most dan-
gerous men alive. But that was long ago.”

“He adores you,” Isana murmured. “Like a daughter.”

Serai’s smile became a little sad. “I know.” The tiny courtesan folded her
hands in her lap and stared pointedly out the carriage’s window, and the re-
mainder of the short trip to the garden party passed in silence.

The town house of Lord Kalare was larger than the whole of Isanaholt,
and rose seven stories into the air. Balconies and stairs wound all over the
outside of the building, thickly planted with broad-leafed plants, flowers,
and small trees, all laid out in beautiful, miniature gardens, complete with
several beautifully lit fountains. The coachman could have driven through
the house’s front doors without ducking his head or being particularly care-
ful about the position of the carriage’s wheels. Wintersend streamers and
bunting in the green and grey of the city of Kalare festooned every balcony
railing, window, and pillar, and had been wound round twin rows of statuary
that led up to the front doors.
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Forged invitation held in a confident hand, Serai led Isana up the lit
walk toward the house’s doors. “His house says something about our host, I
think,” Serai said. “Rich. Large. Gaudy. Indulgent. I'd say more, but I sup-
pose it would sound unkind.”

“I take it you do not care for Lord Kalare?” Isana asked.

“Nor ever have,” Serai replied cheerfully. “Quite aside from his recent
activities, I have always found the man to be a spineless, venomous boor. I
have often hoped that he would contract some wasting disease that would
expose him to lethal levels of humiliation.”

Isana found herself laughing. “Goodness. But you're coming to his party
anyway?”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Serai said. “He adores me.”

“He does?”

“Of course, darling. Everyone does. I'll be welcome here.”

“If he adores you so much, why weren’t you invited in the first place?”

“Because Lady Kalare made the lists,” Serai said. “She does not adore
any attractive woman whom her husband does, as a general rule.” The cour-
tesan sniffed. “She’s quite petty about it, really.”

“Why do I get the impression that you love to cast that dislike back into
her face?”

Serai waved a hand airily. “Nonsense, darling. Gloating is hardly ladylike.”
She approached the doorman waiting at the threshold and presented her invi-
tation. The man gave it only a brief glance and returned Serai’s smile with a
bow and a polite murmur of welcome. Serai led Isana into an immense entry
hallway lined with statuary. They passed down it, slippers whispering quietly
on the stone floor. They passed through pools of light from colored furylamps
hung here and there among the statues, and it was very quiet within the hall.

Doubtless, the dimness and quiet had been intentionally established,
for when Isana reached the end of the hallway, it opened up onto the sprawl-
ing garden that made up the heart of the manor house. The garden was a
fabulous one, including topiary cut into the shape of horses and gargants, a
section of the thick, green-purple foliage of the exotic trees of the Fever-
thorn Jungle, and dozens of fountains. Furylamps in every color blazed with
light, and spark imps leapt rhythmically from lamp to lamp in long jets of
color and light, each imp precisely following the steps of an impossibly com-
plex dance—one echoed by jets of water leaping gracefully from one foun-
tain to the next in rhythmic counterpoint.
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The color of light falling upon any part of the garden changed between
one breath and the next, and it left Isana feeling dazzled. Music floated
throughout the garden, pipes, strings, a slow drum, and a wooden flute full
of merry dignity.

And the people. Isana had rarely seen so many people in one place, and
every one of them wore clothing that could have paid the taxes on her stead-
holt for a month, at the very least. There were folk with the golden coloring
of the sunny southern coast, folk with the thin, somewhat severe features of
the mountains west of the capital, and folk with the darker skin of the sail-
ing folk of the western coast. Jewels flashed from their nests within rich
clothing, rings, and amulets, their colors clashing and striking chords with
the light as it continually changed.

The delicious odor of baking pastries and roasting meat filled the air, as
did the fresh scents of flowers and new-cut grass, and Isana’s nose touched
upon half a dozen exotic perfumes as the attendees passed back and forth
before them. In one nook of the garden, a juggler entertained half a dozen
children of various ages, and in another drums beat more swiftly and in-
tently, while three slave women sinuously weaved through the complex and
demanding motions of traditional Kalaran dance.

Isana could only stare at it all, her mouth falling open. “Furies,” she
breathed.

Serai patted her hand. “Remember. As rich and powerful as they are,
they're only people. And this house and garden—they're bought with mere
money,” she murmured. “Kalare is making an effort to display his wealth, his
prosperity. Doubtless he is attempting to outdo whatever gatherings
Aquitaine or Rhodes is planning.”

“I've never seen anything like this,” Isana said.

Serai smiled and looked around. Isana saw something wistful in her
eyes. “Yes. I suppose it is quite lovely.” She kept smiling, but Isana felt the
faintest taint of bitterness as she spoke. “But I've seen what goes on in
places like this, Steadholder. [ can’t appreciate the facade anymore.”

“Is it truly so horrible?” Isana asked quietly.

“It can be,” Serai said. “But after all, this is where I do my work. Perhaps
I'm jaded. Here, darling, let’s stand to one side for a moment so that those
coming in behind us don’t walk on your gown.”

Serai pulled Isana aside and spent a moment peering around the garden.
A small line appeared between her brows.
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“What is it?” Isana asked quietly.

“Attendance tonight is quite a bit more partisan than I expected,” Serai
murmured.

“How so?”

“A great many of the High Lords are conspicuous by their absence,” Serai
replied. “Antillus and Phrygia aren’t here, naturally, nor have they sent repre-
sentatives. Parcia and Attica have not come—but they've sent their senior
Senators as proxies. That’s going to anger Kalare. It’s a calculated insult.” The
little courtesan’s eyes swept around the garden. “Lord and Lady Riva are here,
as is Lady—but not Lord—Placida. Lord and Lady Rhodes are over there by
the hedges. And my, it would seem that the Aquitaines are here as well.”

“Aquitaine?” Isana said, her voice flat.

Serai gave her a sharp glance. Except for her eyes, the courtesan’s smile
was a firm and impenetrable mask. “Darling, you must contain your emo-
tions. Very nearly everyone here has at least as much skill at watercraft as
you. And while some feelings are better when shared with others, rage really
isn't one of them—particularly when very nearly everyone here is hideously
skilled at firecraft as well.”

Isana felt her lips press tightly together. “His ambitions killed some of
my friends, my holders, my neighbors. But for good fortune, they would
have killed my family as well.”

Serai’s eyes widened with apprehension. “Darling,” she said, voice em-
phatic. “You must not. There are doubtless a dozen windcrafters listening to
everything that they can. You must not say such things in public, where they
might be overheard. The consequences could be dangerous.”

“It’s only the truth,” Isana said.

“No one can prove that,” Serai replied. Her hand tightened on Isana’s
arm. “And you are here in your capacity as a Steadholder. That means that
you are a Citizen. And it means that if you slander Aquitaine in public, he
will be forced to challenge you in the juris macto.

Isana turned to blink at Serai, startled. “Duel? Me?”

“If you fought him, he'd kill you. And the only way out of the duel would
be to retract your statement in public—which would be an excellent way to
help make sure that he can never be effectively accused.” The courtesan’s
eyes became cold and hard as stones. “You will control yourself, Stead-
holder, or for you own good I will knock you senseless and drag you back to
Nedus’s manor.”
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Isana could only stare at the tiny woman, her mouth open.

“There will be a time of reckoning for those who have sought to under-
mine the authority of the Crown,” Serai continued, iron in her eyes. “But it
must be done properly if it is ever to be done at all.”

In the face of Serai’s reasoned determination, Isana forced her bitter
anger aside. She'd had a lifetime of practice, resisting the influence of the
emotions she could sense from others, and it afforded her some small ad-
vantage in containing her own. “You're right. I don’t know what got into me.”

The courtesan nodded, and her eyes softened to match her smile. “Fu-
ries, look what you've done. You've made me threaten you with physical vio-
lence, darling, which no proper lady would ever do. I feel so brutish.”

“I apologize,” Isana said.

Serai patted her arm, and said, “Fortunately, I am the most gracious and
tolerant woman in the Realm. I will forgive you.” She sniffed. “Eventually.”

“Who should we talk to in the meanwhile?” Isana asked.

Serai pursed her lips thoughtfully, and said, “Let us begin with Lady
Placida. She is the annalist of the Dianic League, and her husband has
made it a point to remain rather distant from Kalare or Aquitaine.”

“He supports the Crown, then?” Isana asked.

Serai arched a brow. “Not precisely. But he pays his taxes without com-
plaining, and he and his sons have served terms in the Shieldwall Legions of
Antillus. He'll fight for his Realm, but he’s mostly concerned with managing
his lands with as little interference as possible. So long as he has that, he is
unconcerned with the identity of the next First Lord.”

“I shall never understand politics. Why would he help us?”

“He likely wouldn’t, on his own,” Serai said. “But there’s a chance his
wife will. T suspect the Dianic League will be most interested in establish-
ing relationships with you.”

“You mean, they want me to owe them favors as rapidly as possible,”
Isana said in a dry voice.

“Your understanding of politics seems sound enough to me,” Serai
replied, her eyes sparkling, and she led Isana over to meet Lady Placida.

Lord Placida’s wife was an exceptionally tall woman with a thin, severe
face and heavy-lidded brown eyes that bespoke the exceptional intellect be-
hind them. She wore the single, deep color of the ruling house of Placida, a
rich, deep emerald green whose dye was derived from a plant found only in
the high reaches of the mountains near Placida. She wore golden jewelry set
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with emeralds and amethyst, each piece beautiful in its elegant simplicity.
She looked no older than a girl in her midtwenties, though her medium
brown hair, like Isana’s, was touched lightly with silver and grey. She wore it
bound up in a simple net that fell to the base of her neck, and she smelled
of rose oil.

“Serai,” she murmured, and smiled at the courtesan as she approached.
Her voice was surprisingly light and sweet. She came forward, hands held
out, and Serai took them, smiling. “It’s been too long since you've visited us.”

Serai inclined her head in a bow of deference to Lady Placida’s station.
“Thank you, Your Grace. And how is your lord husband, if I may ask?”

Lady Placida rolled her eyes the tiniest bit, and drily murmured, “He
was not feeling well enough to attend tonight’s festivities. Something in the
air, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” Serai replied, her voice grave. “If I may be so bold, would
you convey my best wishes to him for a speedy recovery?”

“Gladly,” the High Lady said. She turned her face to Isana and smiled
politely. “And you, lady. Would you happen to be Isana of Calderon?”

Isana bowed her head in reply. “If you please, Your Grace, just Isana.”

Lady Placida arched a brow and studied Isana with intent, alert eyes. “No,
Steadholder. I'm afraid [ must disagree. Indeed, of all the women in the Realm,
it would seem that you might be the one who most deserves the honorific.
You've done something no other woman in all the history of Alera has ever
done. You've earned rank and title without resorting to marriage or murder.”

[sana shook her head. “The First Lord deserves the credit, if anyone. I
had little say in the matter.”

Lady Placida smiled. “History seldom takes note of serendipity when it
records events. And from what I have heard, [ suspect an argument could be
made that you very much did earn the title.”

“Many women have earned titles, Your Grace. It doesn’t seem to have
been a factor in whether or not they actually received them.”

Lady Placida laughed. “True enough. But perhaps that is beginning to
change.” She offered her hands. “It is a distinct pleasure to meet you, Stead-
holder.”

Isana clasped the other woman’s hands for a moment, smiling. “Like-
wise.”

“Please tell me that Serai is not your guide here in the capital,” the High
Lady murmured.
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Serai sighed. “Everyone thinks the worst of me.”

“Tut, dear,” Lady Placida said calmly, her eyes shining. “I don’t think the
worst of you. I happen to know it. And I shudder to think to what kinds of
shocking experiences the good Steadholder is about to be exposed.”

Serai thrust out her lower lip. “Few enough. I'm staying at Sir Nedus’s
manor. ['ve got to be on my best behavior.”

Lady Placida nodded in understanding. “Isana, have any of the Dianic
League’s council spoken to you yet?”

“Not yet, Your Grace,” Isana replied.

“Ah,” said Lady Placida. “Well, I'll not bore you with a recruiting speech
here at the party, but I should enjoy the chance to discuss matters with you
before the conclusion of Wintersend. I think there are many things that you
and the League might have to offer one another.”

“I don’t know what I could offer, Your Grace,” Isana said.

“An example, for one,” Lady Placida replied. “Word of your appointment
has spread like wildfire, you know. There are thousands of women in the
Realm who have been shown that there are doors that might now be open to
them that were not before.”

“Your Grace,” Serai lied smoothly, “I am afraid that the Steadholder’s
time is by and large accounted for, as a guest of the First Lord’s—but I hap-
pen to know the outrageously beautiful slave in charge of her calendar, and
[ should be glad to speak to her on your behalf to see if we can open up a
time.”

Lady Placida laughed. “My own time is somewhat limited, you know.”

“I do not doubt it,” Serai said. “But perhaps something might be arranged.
What are your mornings like?”

“Filled with endless receptions for the most part, but for my lord hus-
band’s audience with the First Lord.”

Serai arched a thoughtful brow. “There is usually quite a bit of walking
involved during the audience. Perhaps you might permit the Steadholder to
accompany you for conversation?”

“An excellent notion,” Lady Placida said. “But two days too late, | am
afraid. My lord husband was first on the list this year.” Her words were light
and pleasant, but Isana saw something shrewd and calculating in her eyes
for a moment. “T'll have one of my staff contact you to find a time to take tea
with the Steadholder—if that is all right with you, of course, Isana.”

“Oh. Yes, of course,” Isana said.
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“Excellent,” Lady Placida said, smiling. “Until we meet again, then.” She
turned away to take up a conversation with a pair of grey-bearded men, each
wearing the deep purple sash of a Senator.

Isana’s stomach clenched in frustration and worry. She glanced at Serai,
and said, “There must be someone else.”

Serai frowned at the High Lady’s back for a moment, and murmured to
Isana, “Of course, darling. If at first you don'’t succeed, pick the next most
likely course of action.” The courtesan looked around the garden. “Mmm.
Lord and Lady Riva probably aren’t going to be very interested in helping
you, I'm afraid. They very much resent how the First Lord appointed your
brother as the new Count Calderon without consulting them on the matter.”

“Who does that leave?” Isana asked.

Serai shook her head. “We'll keep trying until we've heard no from
everyone. But let me go speak to Lord Rhodes.”

“Shouldn’t I come with you?”

“No,” Serai said, firmly. “Remember, I think he’s going to rather enjoy
the look of you. I'd like to spring that on him as a surprise. It may warm him
to the idea of taking you with him. Just watch me and come over when I
wave, darling.”

“All right,” Isana said.

Serai glided through the attendees, smiling and exchanging courtesies as
she went. Isana watched her, and felt suddenly vulnerable without the Cur-
sor's presence and guidance. Isana glanced around, looking for a place she
could wait without jumping like a frightened cat every time someone walked
behind her. There was a long stone bench beside a nearby fountain, and
Isana settled lightly down on it, making sure that she could see Serai.

A moment later, a woman in a red gown settled on the other end of the
bench and nodded pleasantly at Isana. She was tall, her hair dark though
shot with silver. She had clear grey eyes and lovely, if remote features.

Isana nodded back with a smile, then frowned thoughtfully. The woman
seemed familiar, and a moment later she recognized her from the attack at
the windport. She was the woman Isana had stumbled into.

“My lady,” Isana said, “I'm afraid I didn’t get the chance to beg your par-
don at the windport this morning.”

The woman arched a brow, expression quizzical, then she suddenly
smiled. “Oh, on the landing platform. There were no broken bones—hardly
a need to apologize.”
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“All the same. I left without doing so.”
The woman smiled. “Your first time at the capital’'s windport?”
“Yes,” Isana said.

“It can be overwhelming,” the woman said, nodding. “So many
windcrafters and porters and litters. All that dust blowing around—and, of
course, no one can see anything. It's madness during Wintersend. Don't feel
bad, Steadholder.”

Isana blinked at the woman startled. “You recognize me?”

“A great many would,” the woman said. “You are one of the more famous
women in the Realm this year. I am sure the Dianic League will be falling all
over itself to welcome you.”

Isana forced herself to smile politely, keeping a tight rein on her emo-
tions. “It’s quite flattering. I've spoken to High Lady Placida already.”

The woman in red laughed. “Aria is many things—but none of them are
flattering. I hope she was pleasant to you.”

“Very,” Isana said. “I had not expected this kind of . . .” She hesitated,
searching for a phrase that would not give the noblewoman offense.

“Courtesy?” the woman suggested. “Common politeness uncommon in
a noblewoman?”

“I would not describe it using any of those terms, lady,” Isana replied,
but she couldn'’t keep the wry humor out of her voice.

The woman laughed. “And I suspect that is because you have a con-
science, whereas a great many of the people here would only be moved to it
by their political ambitions. Ambitions are incompatible with consciences,
you know. The two strangle one another straightaway and leave an awful
mess behind them.”

Isana laughed. “And you, lady? Are you a woman of conscience or of
ambition?”

The lady smiled. “That’s a question rarely asked here at court.”

“And why is that?”

“Because a woman of conscience would tell you that she is a person of
conscience. A woman of ambition would tell you that she is a person of
conscience—only much more convincingly.”

Isana arched a brow, smiling. “I see. I shall have to be more circumspect
in my questions, then.”

“Don't,” the lady said. “It’s refreshing to encounter a new mind with new
questions. Welcome to Alera Imperia, Steadholder.”
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Isana inclined her head to the lady, and murmured, with genuine grati-
tude, “Thank you.”

“Of course. It’s the least [ can do.”

[sana looked up to see Serai speaking to a hollow-cheeked man in gold
and sable, the colors of the House of Rhodes. The courtesan was laughing at
something the High Lord was saying as she glanced over at Isana.

The smile froze on Serai’s face.

She turned back to Rhodes, and said something else, then turned and
immediately crossed the garden to Isana and the woman in the red gown.

“Steadholder,” Serai said, smiling. She curtseyed deeply to the woman
in red. “Lady Aquitaine.”

[sana’s glance snapped from Serai to the woman in red, the heated
anger she had felt before struggling to burst free. “You.” She choked on the
sentence and had to take a breath and begin again. “You are Lady
Aquitaine?”

The lady regarded Serai with a cool glance, and murmured, voice dry,
“Did I not mention my name? How careless of me.” She nodded to Isana,
and said, “I am Invidia, wife to Aquitainus Attis, High Lord Aquitaine. And
[ should very much like to discuss the future with you, Steadholder.”

Isana rose to her feet and felt her chin lift as she glared down at Lady
Aquitaine. “T don’t see what point there would be to that discussion, Your
Grace,” she said.

“Why ever not?”

[sana felt Serai step next to her, and the courtesan’s fingers tightened on
Isana’s wrist, urging restraint. “Because in every future I can imagine, you
and I have nothing to do with one another.”

Lady Aquitaine smiled, a cool, self-contained expression. “The future is
a winding road. It is not possible to foresee all of its turns.”

“Perhaps not,” Isana replied. “But it is possible to choose one’s traveling
companions. And I will not walk with a tr—"

Serai’s nails dug hard into Isana’s arm, and the Steadholder barely kept
herself from saying the word “traitor.” She took a deep breath and steadied
herself before resuming. “I will not walk with a traveling companion I have
small reason to like—and even less to trust.”

Lady Aquitaine looked quietly from Isana to Serai and back. “Yes. I can
see that your taste in companions and mine differ significantly. But bear in
mind, Steadholder, that the road can be a dangerous one. There are many
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hazards both overt and unseen. It is wise to walk with someone who is able
to protect you from them.”

“And even wiser to choose companions who will not turn upon you
when the opportunity presents itself,” Isana replied. She lowered her voice
to barely above a whisper. “I saw your husband’s dagger, Your Grace. I
buried men and women and children who died because of it. I will never
walk willingly with such as you.”

Lady Aquitaine’s eyes narrowed unreadably. Then she nodded once, and
her gaze moved to Serai. “I take it, Serai, that you are the Steadholder’s
guide within the capital?”

“His Majesty made a request of my master, who loaned me out to do
s0,” Serai replied, smiling. “And if I happen to take in the new season’s fash-
ion in the course of my duties, well, I shall simply have to bear it.”

Lady Aquitaine smiled. “Well, it isn’t like our Midsummer ball, but it
will have to do.”

“Nothing compares to Midsummer at Aquitaine,” Serai said. “And your
gown is quite gorgeous.”

Lady Aquitaine smiled in what looked like genuine pleasure. “This old
thing?” she asked artlessly, and waved a hand. The scarlet silk of her dress
swept through a haze of colors, then settled on a shade of amber like Serai’s
own dress, but more deeply steeped in crimson.

Serai’s lips parted, and she smiled. “Oh, my. Is it difficult to do that?”

“No more so than any faucet or oven,” Lady Aquitaine replied. “It's a new
line of silks my Master Weaver has been working on for years.” Another ges-
ture returned the silk to its original hue, though it deepened from scarlet to
black by gentle degrees at the ends of the sleeves and the hem of the skirts.
“My lord husband suggested it be used to reflect the mood of its wearer, but
for goodness sake, it isn’'t as though we don't have trouble enough dealing
with men. If they suddenly actually became able to gauge our moods, I'm
sure it would be an utter disaster. So I insisted on mere fashion.”

Serai regarded the dress wistfully. “Expensive, I take it, the new silk?”

Lady Aquitaine shrugged a shoulder. “Yes, but not grotesquely so. And I
might be able to arrange something for you, darling, should you join us at
Midsummer.”

Serai’s smiling mask returned. “That’s very generous, Your Grace. And
certainly tempting. But I fear I must consult with my master before making
any decisions.”
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“Naturally. I know how highly you value your loyalty. And he who com-
mands it.” There was a sudden silence, and Lady Aquitaine’s smile put a
mild but definite emphasis on it. “Are you sure you wouldn't like to come?
These gowns are going to be all the rage in the next season or two. I'd love to
see you in one—and you are, after all, an invaluable consultant on such
matters. It would be a true shame were you not to be recognized as a leader
in the newest styles.”

[sana felt the courtesan’s fingers tighten on her arm again. “You are
very generous, Your Grace,” Serai replied. She hesitated so briefly that
[sana barely heard the awkward pause. “I'm afraid I'm still all turned about
from all the travel I've done. Let me sleep on it and consider the possibili-
ties.”

“Of course, dear. Meanwhile, do good service to your master and to the
Steadholder, Serai. The capital can be a dangerous place to those new to it.
[t would be a great loss to the League should anything happen to her.”

“T assure you, Your Grace, that Isana is in the care of more hands than
are easily seen.”

“Of that,” Lady Aquitaine said, “I am certain.” She rose smoothly and in-
clined her head to Isana and Serai. Her steady grey eyes remained on
[sana’s. “Ladies. | am sure we will speak again.”

It was a dismissal. [sana narrowed her eyes and prepared to stand her
ground, but Serai’s silent tugs on her arm drew her away from Lady
Aquitaine to another part of the garden.

“She knew,” Isana said quietly. “She knew how I would react to her had
she introduced herself.”

“Obviously,” Serai said, and her voice was shaking.

[sana felt a thrill of apprehension flow into her from the courtesan, and
she blinked at the smaller woman. “Are you all right?”

Serai looked around them, then said, “Not here. We'll speak again later.”

“Very well,” Isana said. “Did you speak to Lord Rhodes?”

“Yes.”

“Where is he?”

Serai shook her head. “He and the other High Lords have gone to the far
garden to bear witness to Kalare’s official duel with his son, Brencis, for Cit-
izenship. His audience with the First Lord is on the morrow, but his party is
already overlarge.” She licked her lips. “I think we should leave, Steadholder,
as soon as possible.”
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[sana felt herself tensing again. “Are we in danger?”

Serai looked across the garden at Lady Aquitaine, and Isana felt her
start trembling more severely. “Yes. We are.”

[sana felt Serai’s fear creep into her own belly. “What should we do?”

“I...1 don’t know ...” The little courtesan took a deep breath and
closed her eyes for a moment. Then she opened them, and Isana could feel
her forcing steel into her voice. “We should leave as soon as possible. T'll
make you enough introductions to satisfy courtesy, then we will return to
the House of Nedus.”

[sana felt her throat tighten. “We've failed.”

Serai lifted her chin and patted Isana’s arm firmly. “We have not yet suc-
ceeded. There is a difference. We'll find a way.”

The courtesan’s confident manner had returned, but Isana thought she
could feel the faintest trembling yet in her hand. And she saw Serai spare
another glance in Lady Aquitaine’s direction, her eyes moving too quickly to
be anything but nervous.

[sana looked back and met Lady Aquitaine’s cool grey eyes from across
the garden.

The Steadholder shivered and turned away.

oo+ CHAPTER 22

Within half an hour, Serai had introduced Isana to more than a dozen no-
bles and prominent Citizens of the capital, charmed and complimented
every one of them, and had somehow managed to leave each conversation
with pleasant brevity. The courtesan was, Isana realized, a master fencer in
the arts of wit and conversation. One friendly old Senator had threatened to
drag the conversation out for hours, but Serai had deftly slipped in a joke
that caused him to boom into a belly laugh in the middle of a sip of wine, re-
quiring immediate steps to save the tunic he wore. A young Attican Lord
had spoken to Serai in beautifully polite—and lengthy—phrases that were
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entirely out of sorts with his predatory eyes, but the Cursor had stood upon
tiptoe to whisper something into his ear that made a slow smile curl one side
of his mouth, and he had taken his leave “until later.”

There were half a dozen other such incidents, and the courtesan reacted
to each with precision, poise, wit, and blinding rapidity of thought. Isana
was quite certain that with Serai’s help, she had just set some kind of speed
record for making a good first impression upon the cream of Alera’s society.
She’d done her best to smile, say polite things, and avoid tripping over either
the nobles at the party or the hem of her silk gown.

Serai asked a servant to tell her coachmen to pick them up in front of
the house. She and Isana had just turned to leave the garden when a man in
a granite grey tunic salted with beads of green semiprecious stones stepped
into their path, smiling pleasantly. He was not as tall as Isana, nor was he
built with any particularly significant amount of athleticism. He had a weak
chin hidden under a neatly trimmed goatee, rings on every finger, and wore
a stee] circlet across his brow. “Ladies,” he said, and bowed very slightly. “I
must apologize to you both for being remiss in my duties as a host. [ must
have overlooked your names on the guest list, or [ would have made the time
to visit with you both.”

“Your Grace,” Serai murmured, and dropped into a deep curtsey. “It is
good to see you again.”

“And you, Serai. You are as lovely as ever.” The man’s eyes were narrow
and suspicious—not so much from active thought, Isana thought, as from
ingrained habit. “I am surprised that my lady wife extended her invitations
to you, I must admit.”

Serai smiled winsomely up at him. “I suppose happy accidents can hap-
pen. High Lord Kalare, may I present Steadholder Isana of the Calderon
Valley.”

Kalare’s narrowed eyes flicked to Isana and ran over her. There was no
sense of emotion from him. He looked at Isana as other men might a col-
umn of numbers. “Ah. Well, this is a pleasant surprise.” He smiled. There
was no more emotion to that than there had been to his gaze. “I've heard so
many things about you,” he said.

“And I you, Your Grace,” Isana murmured.

“Have you now. Good things, I hope?”

“Many things,” Isana said.

Kalare’s false smile vanished.
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“My lord,” Serai said, stepping into the silence before it could become
more uncomfortable. “I fear that my recent travel has left me at somewhat
less than perfect health. We were just leaving, before I fell down asleep and
made a fool of myself.”

“A fool of yourself,” Kalare murmured. He stared at Serai for a moment,
then said, “I have been considering purchasing you from your current mas-
ter, Serai.”

She smiled at him, somehow making it artless and vulnerable with fa-
tigue. “You flatter me, my lord.”

Kalare’s voice was flat. “I do not offer it as a compliment, slave.”

Serai lowered her eyes and curtseyed again. “Of course not, Your Grace.
Please forgive my presumption. But I do not think my master has set a price
for me.”

“There’s always a price, slave. Always.” His mouth twitched at one cor-
ner. “I do not like to be made the fool. And I do not forget my enemies.”

“My lord?” Serai asked. She sounded bewildered.

Kalare let out a harsh bray of bitter laughter. “You do your master good
service, I think, Serai. But you will exchange his collar for another’s, sooner
or later. You should give careful thought to whom you might next serve.” His
eyes flicked to Isana, and he murmured, “And you should give careful
thought to the company you keep. The world is a dangerous place.”

Serai never lifted her eyes. “I will do so, my lord.”

Kalare looked up at Isana, and said, “It was a pleasure to meet you,
Steadholder. Allow me to wish you a safe journey home.”

Isana faced him without smiling. “Certainly, my lord. And believe me
when I say that [ wish your own road to be of a kind.”

Kalare’s eyes narrowed to slits, but before he could speak a servant in
the grey and green of House Kalarus approached him, carrying an arming
jacket and a wooden practice sword. “My lord,” he murmured, bowing. “Your
son stands ready to face you, with Lords Aquitaine, Rhodes, and Forcia to
bear witness.”

Kalare’s eyes snapped to the servant. The man paled a little and bowed
again.

Serai licked her lips, looking from the servant to Kalare, and said, “My
lord, is Brencis ready to challenge for Citizenship already? The last I saw of
him, he wasn'’t so tall as me.”

Kalare, without so much as glancing at Serai, struck her a blow to the
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cheek with his open hand. Isana knew that had he used fury-born strength
to do so, the blow could have killed Serai—but it was merely a heavy, con-
temptuous slap that rocked the courtesan to stumble to one side.

“Lying bitch. Do not presume to speak to me as if you were my peer,”
Kalare said. “You are in my house. Your master is not here to speak for you.
Keep to your place, or I will have that gown whipped from your flesh. Do
you understand?”

Serai recovered herself. Her cheek had already began to flush red where
the blow had landed, and her eyes looked a bit glassy, stunned.

A startled silence settled over the garden, and Isana felt the sudden
pressure of every gaze at the party being directed toward them.

“Answer me, slave,” Kalare said, his voice quiet, even. Then he stepped
toward Serai and lifted his hand again.

Isana’s body was flooded with sudden, cold fury. She stepped forward
between them, and raised one arm vertically, to intercept Kalare’s swinging
hand.

Kalare bared his teeth. “Who do you think you are, woman?”

Isana faced him, that same chill anger transforming her quiet speaking
voice into a steely sword. “I think I am a Citizen of the Realm, my lord. I
think that striking another Citizen is an offense in the eyes of the law of the
Realm. I think that I am here at the invitation of my patron, Gaius Sextus,
First Lord of Alera.” She locked eyes with Kalare and stepped forward again,
facing him from a handbreadth. “And, my lord, I think that you are neither
foolish nor arrogant enough to believe for a single moment that you could
strike me in public without repercussions.”

The only sound in the garden was the gentle splash of water in the foun-
tains.

Kalare shifted his weight uncomfortably, and his narrowed eyes relaxed,
becoming more sleepy than suspicious. “I suppose so,” he said. “But do not
think I will forget this.”

“That makes two of us, Your Grace,” Isana said.

Muscles tightened along Kalare’s jaw, and he spoke through clenched
teeth. “Get out of my house.”

[sana tilted her head in the barest nod of acknowledgment. She stepped
back from Kalare, touched Serai’s arm, and left the garden with her.

Instead of heading for the front door, Serai glanced around the hallway,
took Isana’s hand, and decisively led her into a side passage.
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“Where are we going?” Isana asked.

“To the kitchen doors at the rear of the house,” Serai said.

“But you told Nedus and his men to meet us at the front.”

“I told the servant that for the benefit of whoever might be eavesdrop-
ping, darling,” Serai said. “The better to keep anyone from following us
home. After all, it is Kalare’s house, and his servants will certainly report
your movements. Nedus will know to meet us in the back.”

“I see,” Isana said, and in a moment the courtesan led her through the
busy kitchens and out the back door of the house, to a dark, quiet street
where Nedus and the coach waited. They hurried into the carriage without
a word, and Nedus shut the door behind them. The driver clucked to the
horses at once, and the carriage lurched forward into hurried motion.

“Lady Aquitaine,” Isana said quietly. “She was not what I expected.”

“She’s the sort to smile while she twists the knife, Steadholder. Don’t be
deceived. She is a dangerous woman.”

“You think she might be behind the attacks.”

Serai stared at the curtains over the coach’s windows and shrugged, her
expression remote. “She is certainly capable of it. And she knows things she
shouldn’t.”

“That you are one of the Cursors,” Isana said.

Serai drew in a slow breath and nodded. “Yes. It would seem that I have
been compromised. She knows, and from the way Kalare spoke, I would
judge that he does as well.”

“But how?”

“Remember that someone has been killing Cursors left and right, dar-
ling. It's possible that the information was extracted from one of them.”

Or, Isana thought, that one of them is a traitor.

“What does it mean for you?” she asked Serai quietly. “Exposure.”

“Any enemy of the Crown might take satisfaction in removing me,” she
said, her voice calm, matter-of-fact. “It will only be a matter of time. Se-
crecy was my greatest defense—and Gaius’s enemies will face few, if any,
consequences for murdering a slave. If nothing else, Kalare will do it simply
to spite the First Lord.”

“But wouldn’t Gaius protect you?”

“If he could,” Serai said. She shook her head. “He’s been slowly losing
power among the High Lords, and he isn't getting any younger. He won't be
First Lord forever, and once he isn’t . . .” The courtesan shrugged.
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Isana felt sick at her stomach. “That’s what that talk about the gown was
all about. Lady Aquitaine was offering you a position with her, wasn't she.”

“More than that. [ should think she meant to offer me my freedom, a ti-
tle, and most likely a position in whatever would pass for the Cursors under
her husband’s rule.”

Isana was quiet for a moment. “That’s quite an offer,” she said.

Serai nodded, silent.

Isana folded her hands in her lap. “Why didn’t you take it?”

“Her price was too high.”

[sana frowned. “Price? What price?”

“Isn’t it obvious, darling? She knew that I was your guardian. She of-
fered me power in exchange for you. And made it known that the results
might be unpleasant if I denied her.”

[sana swallowed. “Do you think she wants me dead?”

“Perhaps,” Serai said, nodding. “Or perhaps only within her control.
Which might be worse, depending on the next several years. From what she
said, it seems obvious that her husband is very nearly ready to move against
the Crown.”

They rode in silence for a moment, then Isana said, “Or it might not
have been a threat.”

Serai arched a brow. “How so?”

“Well,” Isana said slowly, “if word of your true allegiance has gotten out,
and you didn’t know about it . . . could what she said have been a warning?
To point it out to you?”

Serai’s eyebrows lifted delicately. “Yes. Yes, I suppose it could have
been, at that.”

“But why would she warn you?”

Serai shook her head. “Difficult to say. Assuming it was a warning, and
assuming that Kalare and Aquitaine are not working together to bring Gaius
down, it would be most likely that she warned me in an effort to deny Kalare
the chance to kill me. Or capture me to learn what secrets I keep.”

“We're both in the same oven, then. Whoever is killing Cursors would
not mind seeing the pair of us dead.”

“Indeed,” Serai said. She glanced at her hands. Isana did as well. They
were trembling harder. Serai folded them and held them tight against her
lap. “In any case, given how little we know about the current climate, it
seemed best to me that we leave before something unpleasant happened.”
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She paused, then said, “I'm sorry we didn’t manage to gain the First Lord’s
ear.”

“But we must,” Isana said quietly.

“Yes. But rem