file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt
THE HOUSE OF HOVANA

SHAI NEm ELLI NDA FERGUS m GAYNNETH
2} Lorsilla

HALEm LINO R . TOURMALI NE m FI NN
AUX m DUNCAN  CARI LLON m ELECTRA x ( 7YNSTAR)

ALARI C m BRONWN ( SORCHA) x DONAL m Al SLI NN MEGHAN m EVAN
STRAHAN

(LILUTH) X | AN CEINN m | SOLDE

TI ERNAN

G SELLAM NI ALL x ( DElI RDRE)

MAEVE
BRENNAN HART CORI N KEELY
Pr ol ogue

I knelt in silence, in patience, right knee cushi oned by
| ayers of rain-soaked | eaves. Boot heel pressed agai nst
buttock; the foot within the boot, perversely, threatened
suddenly to cranp. '

Not now, | told it, as if the thing mght listen

My left leg jutted up, offering a thigh on which | could
rest the arm supporting the conpact bow. Support |
needed badly; | had knelt a very long tinme in the msted
forest, keeping ny silence and ny patience only because
the discipline ny father and brother had taught ne,, for
once, held true. Perhaps | was finally |earning.

How many tones did Carillon kneel as | kneel, lying in
wait for the eneny?

My grandsire's nanme slipped easily into mouth or m nd.
Per haps for another man, perhaps for another grandson,
it would not. But for ne, it was a legacy | did not always

desire.

—€arillon would keep still for hours—€arillon would
never speak—€arillon would know best how to do the
j ob—

Di stracted by ny thoughts, | did not hear the sound
behind ne. | sensed only the shadow, the weight of the
st al ki ng beast —

Even as | tried to turn on cranping foot, the bow was
knocked flying fromny hands. Hal f-sheathed daws shred-
ded | eat her hunting doubl et and, beneath that, |inen,
shirt. Weight descended and crushed me to the ground,
grinding ny face into danp | eaves and soggy tun
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In the cold, breath rushed out of nmy nose and nouth
i ke snmoke froma dragon's gullet. Muntain cat.

I knew it at once, even as the cat's weight shifted and
1

all owed me roomto nove. 'nrere is a snell, not unpleas-
ant, about the cats. A sense of presence. An anbience,
created the nonent one of their kind appears.

I rolled, coming up onto ny knees, jerking the knife
free of the sheath at nmy belt—

—and froze

A female. Full-fleshed and in prinme condition. Her

lush red coat was a dappl ed chestnut at shoul ders and
haunches. The tail lashed in short, vicious arcs as she
crouched. Dark-tipped ears flattened agai nst wedge- shaped
bead as she snaried, displaying an awesone assenbl age

of curving teeth.

She hissed, as a housecat will do when taken by surprise.
And then she purred.

I swore. Slammed the knife home into its sheath. Spat
out nud and stripped decaying |leaf fromface and hair.
And swore again as | saw the |aughter in her anber,

sl anted eyes.

And suddenly | knew—

I glanced back instantly. In the clearing, very near the
place | had waited so patiently, the red stag | ay dead, the
fang stag, with the finest rack of antlers | had ever seen.
And a red-fletched arrow stood up tike a standard from

his ribs.

"l'an!™ | shouted. "lan—one out! It was not fair!"

The cat sat down in the clearing, comenced |icking
one big paw, and continued to purr noisily.

"lan?" | | ooked suspiciously at the cat a nmoment.
"No—Fasha." Still there was no answer. It was all

could do not to fill the trees with my shout. "lan, the
stag was m ne—do you hear?" | waited. Wggled my foot

i nside ny boot; the cranp, thank the gods, was fading.
"lon," | said nenacingly; giving up, | bellowed it. "The

stag was m ne not yoursi”

"But you were nuch too slow. " The answering voice
was human, not feline. "Mich too slow, did you think
the king would wait on a prince forever?"

I spun around. As usual, with him | had m sjudged his
position. There were tinmes | would have sworn he coul d
make his voice issue fromrock or tree, and ne left
searching fruitlessly for a man.

My brother sifted out of trees, brush, slanted foggy
shadows into the clearing beside the dead stag. Now t hat
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I saw himclearly, | wondered that | had not seen him
before. He had been directly across from ne. Watching,
Waiting. And | aughi ng, no doubt, at his foolish younger
br ot her.

But in silence, so he would not give hinself away.

| swore. Aloud, unfortunately, which only gave him
nmore cause to |augh. But he did not, aloud; he nerely
grinned his white-toothed grin and waited in anused
tol erance for me to finish ny royal tirade.

And so | did not, having no wish to band him further
reason to laugh at me, or—worse—to dispense yet an-
other of his ready homilies concerning a prince's proper
behavi or.

| glared at hima nonent, unable to keep nyself from
that nmuch. | saw the bow in his hands and the red-

fl etched arrows poking up fromthe quiver behind his
shoul der. And | ooked again at the matching arrow in the
ribs of the red king stag.

Conversationally, | pointed out, "Using your lir to
knock me half-silly was not within the rules of the
conpetition."

"There were no rules,” he countered i medi ately.

"And what Tasha did was her own doing, no suggestion

of m ne—though, admittedly, she was | ooking after ny
interests." | saw the maddening grin again; w nged bl ack
brows rose up to disappear into equally raven hair.

"And her own, naturally, as she shares in the kill."

"OfF course," | agreed wyly. "You woul d never set
her on ne purposel y—

"Not for aliege nman to do," he agreed blandly, with
an equally bland smile. Infuriating, is my ol der brother

"You ought to teach her some manners." | | ooked at

the mountain cat, not at my brother. "But then, she has
arrogance enough to match yours just as she is, so | am
sure you prefer her this way."

| an, | aughing—aloud this time—did not answer. |nstead
he knelt down by the stag to inspect his kill. In fawn-
colored |l eathers he blended easily into the foliage and
fallen | eaves. Another man, |acking the skills I have

| earned, would not have seen lan at all, until he noved.
Even then, | thought only the glint of gold on his bare
arns woul d give himaway.

I shoul d have known. | shoul d have expected it. Al a
3

man has to do is look at himto know he is the better
hunter. Because a nman, |ooking at ny brother, wl see

a Cheysuli warrior
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But a man, looking at me. will see only a fell ow
Homanan. Or Carillon, until he | ooks again.

For all we share a Cheysuli father, lan and | share not
a whit of anything nore. Certainly not in appearance.
lan is all Cheysuli: black-haired, dark-skinned, yell ow
eyed. And | am all Homanan: tawny-haired, fair-skinned,

bl ue- eyed.

It may be that in a certain gesture, a specific nove-
ment, lan and | resenble one another. Perhaps in a turn
of phrase. But even that seens unlikely. |an was Keep-
rai sed, brought up by the clan, | was bomin the roya
pal ace of Homana- Mij har, reared by the aristocracy.

Even our accents differ a little: he speaks Homanan with
the underlying tilt of the Cbeysuli Od Tongue, frequently
slipping into the | anguage altogether when forgetful of
hi s surroundi ngs; ny speech is always Homanan, | aced

wi th the nuances of Mijhara, and al nost never do | fal
into the Add Tongue of ny ancestors.

Not that | have no wish to. | am Cheysuli as much as
lan—el |, nearly; he is half, I claima Quarter—and yet

no man woul d nane ne so. No man woul d ever ook into

my face and name ne, in anger or awe, a shapechanger
because | lack the yellow eyes. | lack the color entirely;

the gold, and even the | anguage.

No. No shapechanger, the Cheysuli Prince of Homana.

Because in addition to | acking Cheysuli |ooks, | also
lack a lir.
One

I think no one can fully understand what pain and futility
and enptiness are. Not as / understand them a man

without a lir. And what of them | do understand cones

not of the body but of the spirit. O the soul. Because to
know oneself a lirless Cheysuli is an exquisite sort of
torture I would wish on no man, not even to save nyself.

My father was young, too young, when he received his

U, and then he bonded with two: Taj and Lom falcon

and wolf. lan was fifteen when he formed his bond with
Tasha. At ten. / hoped | would be as ny father and

receive my Ur early. At thirteen and fourteen | hoped
woul d at | east be younger than lan, if | could not mmnic
my father. At fifteen and sixteen | prayed to all the gods
I could to send nme my lir as soon as possible, period, so
could know nyself a man and a warrior of the dan. At
seventeen, | began to dread it woul d never happen,

never at all; that T would live out ny life a lirless Cheysuli
only half a man, denied all the magic of my race.

And now, at eighteen, | knew those fears for truth.

lan still knelt by the king stag. Tasha—ean, |ovely,
|i ssome Tasha—f| owed across the clearing to her U and
rubbed her head against one bare arm Automatically

| an supped that arm around her, caressing sleek feline
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head and tugging affectionately at tufted ears. Tasha
purred nore loudly than ever, and | saw the distracted
smle on lan's face as he responded to the nountain cat's
affection. Awarrior in communion with his U is much

like a man in perfect union with a worman; anot her man,

shut out of either relationship, is doubly cursed . . . and
doubly | onely.

I turned away abruptly, knowi ng again the famliar
7

uprush of pain, and bent to recover ny bow The arrow
was broken; Tasha's nock attack had caused ne to fal
onit. Asore hiptold me | had also rolled across the
bow. But at |east the soreness allowed me to think of
things other than nmy brother and his lir.

I have never been a sullen man, or even one nuch
given to nelancholy. Growing up a prince and heir to the
throne of Homana was nore than enough for nost;

woul d have been nore than enough for ne, were | not
Cheysuli-born. But Uriessness—and the know edge | woul d
remai n so—had altered ny life. Nothing would change it,
not now, no warrior in all the clans had ever reached his
ei ghteenth birthday w thout receiving his lir. Nor, for
that matter, his seventeenth. And so | tried to content
myself with ny rank and title—no small things, to the
Homanan way of thinki ng—and the know edge that for

all 1 lacked a fir, | was still Cheysuli. No one could deny
the Ad Blood ran in ny veins. No one. Not even the

shar tahl® who spoke of rituals and traditions very care-
fully i ndeed when he spoke of themto me, because—for

all 1 lacked a lir— still clainmed the proper |Iine of de-
scent. And that line would put nme on roe Lion Throne of
Homana the day ny rather died.

That, at |east, was sonething ny brother could not |ay
claimto—not that he would wi sh to. Being bastard-bom of
my father's Cheysuli nmeijha—+ight woman, in Honmanan—
attached no stigma to himin the clans. Cheysuli do not

Sl ace such inportance on legitimacy; in the clans, the
irth of another Cheysuli is all that counts, but as far as
t he Homanans were concerned, Donal's el dest son was

tol erated anong the Homanan ari stocracy only because

he was the son of the Mijhar

And so lan, as rmuch as nyself, knew what it was to

| ack absol ute acceptance. It was, | suppose, his own part
of the discordant harnmony in an ot herw se pl easi ng mel -
ody. It only manifested itself for a different reason-

"Niall—=" lan rose with the habitual grace | tried to

enul ate and could not; | amtoo tall, too heavy, | lack
the total ease of nmovenment born in so many Cheysuli
"What is it?"

I thought | had | earned to mask nmy face, even to |an.

It served no purpose to tell himwhat torture it was to see
my brother with his fir, or ny father with his. Mst of the
8
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time it remained a dull ache, and bearable, as a sore

tooth is bearable so long as it does not turn rotten in the
jaw. But occasionally the tooth throbs, sending pain of
unbearabl e intensity through my mnd; ny nask had

slipped, and | an bad seen the face | wore behind it.

"Ruj ho— so quickly he slipped into the Od Tongue—

"are you ill?"

"No." Abrupt answer, too abrupt; | inspected the bow
again, for want of another action to cover my brief slinp.
"No, only—" | sought a lie to cover up the pain '*—enly
di sappoi nted. But | should know better than to match
mysel f agai nst you in sonething so— | paused—so

Cheysuli as hunting a stag. You have only to take lir-
shape, and the contest is finished."

lan indicated the arrow. "No fir-shape, rujho. Only
human form" He smiled, as if he knew we joked, but
somet hing told me he knew wel |l enough what had
pronmpted ny disconfiture. "If it pleases you, N all,
will concede. Wthout Tasha's interference, you night
wel | have taken the stag."

I laughed at himoutright. "Ch, aye, m ght have. Such
a concession, rujho\ You will alnpbst have ne believing
know what | am doing."

"You know what | taught you, nmy lord." lan grinned.

"And now, if you like, I will- go fetch the horses as a
proper |iege man so we nay escort the dead king home
in honor."

"To Homana- Mij har?" The pal ace was at |east two
hours away; rain threatened again.

"No, | thought C ankeep. W can prepare the stag
there for a proper presentation. A d New yn knows al
the tricks." lan bent down and with a quick twi st re-
nmoved t he unbroken arrow from between the ribs of the
stag. "Clankeep is closer, for all that."

I shut nmy nouth on an answer and did not say what |

Il onged to: that | much preferred the palace. O ankeep is
Cheysuli; liriess, | amextrenely unconfortable there. |
avoid it when | can.

lan glanced up. "Niall, it is your home as much as
Mij hara." So easily he read ne, even by ny silence.

I shook ny head. "Homana-Mijhar is ny place.
Cl ankeep is yours." Before he could speak | turned
9

away. "I will get the horses. My | egs are younger than
yours."

It is an old Joke between us, the five years that sepa-
rate us, but for once he would not let it go. He stepped
across the dead king stag and caught nmy arm

"NialL" The levity was bani shed fromhis face. "Rujho,
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I cannot pretend to know what it is to lack a Ur. But
neither can | pretend your |ack does not affect ne."

"Does it?" Resentnent flared up instantly, surprising

even me with its intensity. But this was intrusion into an
area of ny life he could not possibly understand. "Does

it affect you, lan? Does it disturb you that the warriors of
the clan refer to me as a Homanan i nstead of a Cheysuli?
Does it affect you that if they could, they would petition
the shar tahl to have my birth-rune scratched off the
permanent birth-1ines?" H s dark face went gray as death,
and | realized he had not known | was aware of what a

few of the nore outspoken warriors said. "Ch, rujfw, |
know | amnot alone in this. | know it nust disturb

you—a full-fl edged Cheysuli warrior and a nember of

Clan Council—n particular: that the man intended to

rule after Donal |acks the gifts of the Cheysuli. How
could it not? You serve the prophecy as well as any
warrior, and yet you |ook at ne and see a nan who does

not fit. The link that was not forged." It hurt me to see
the pain in his yell ow eyes; eyes sone nmen still called
bestial. "It affects you, it affects our sister, it affects our

father. It even affects ny nother.'*
lan's hand fell away frommnmy arm "Aislinn? How?"

Hi s tone was unguarded; | heard the note of astonish-
ment in his voice. No, he woul d not expect ny |ack of a
U to affect ny nother. How could it, when the Queen of
Homana was fully Homanan herself, without a drop of
Cheysul i bl ood?

How coul d he, when there was so little of affection
bet ween then? Not hatred; never that. Not even a true
di sli king of one another. Merely—toleration. A nmutua
apat hy.

Because ny nother, the Queen, recalled too clearly

that what love ny father had to offer had been given
freely to his Cheysuli neijha, lan's nother, and not to
t he Homanan princess he had wed.

At | east, not then
10

| smled, albeit wyly, and nore than a little resigned.

"How does it affect nmy nother? Because to her, ny

lacking a Iir enphasizes a certain other bloodline in ne.

It remnds her mat in addition to | ooking al nost exactly

like her father, | reflect all his Homanan traits. No CheysuU
in nme, oh no; | am Homanan to the bone. | am Carul on

conme again."

The last was said a trifle bitterly; for all | amused to
the fact | look so nuch like ny grandsire, it is not an
easy know edge. | would sooner do without it.

| an sighed. "Aye. | should have seen it. The gods

know she goes on and on about Carillon enough, Unking
her son with her father. There are times | think she
confuses the two of you."
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| shied away fromthat idea alnost at once. It whis-
pered of sickness; it prom sed obsession. No son w shes
to know his nother obsessed, even if she is.

And she was not. She was not.

"dankeep," | said abruptly. "Well enough, then let us
go. We owe this nmonarch nore than a bed of |eaves and
bl oodied turf."

A nmuscle ticked in lan's jaw. "Aye," he said tersely;

no nore.
| went off to fetch the horses.

Once, individual keeps had been scattered through-

out Homana, springing up |ike toadstools across the |and.
Once, they had even reached a finger here and there into
nei ghboring Ell as, when Shanme's qu' mahlin had been in
effect. The purge had resulted in the destruction of
Cheysuli holdings as well as much of the race itself; l|ater
the Solindish king, Bellam had usurped the Lion Throne
and laid waste to Homana in the name of Tynstar, |hlini
sorcerer, and devotee of the god of the netherworld.

Wth Carillon in exile and the Cheysuli hunted by
Sol i ndi sh, Ihlini and Homanan ali ke, what remai ned of
the Cheysuli was nearly destroyed conpletely. The keeps
had been sundered into heaps of shattered stone and
shreds of painted cloth.

My | egendary grandsire had, thank the gods, cone

hone again to take back his stolen throne; his return
ended Solindish and Ihlini dom nation and Shai ne's purge.
Freed of the threat of extirpation, the Cheysuli had al so
11

conme home from secret keeps and built Honmanan ones

again. Cl ankeep itself, spreading across the border be-
tween woodl ands and neadow ands, had gone up after

Donal succeeded to the Lion on Carillon's death. And

t hough the Cheysuli were granted freedomto |live where
they chose after decades of outlawy, they still preferred
the cl oseness of the forests. C ankeep, ringed by un-
mortared wal |l s of undressed, gray-green stone, was the
closest thing to a city the Cheysuli clained.

As always, | felt the fanmliar adm xture of enpbtions as
we entered the sprawing keep: sorrow-a trace of

trepi dati on—a fleeting sense of anger—an undertone of
pride. A skein of raw enotions knotted itself inside ny
soul . . . but mostly, nore than anything, | knew a tre-
mendous yeanling to belong as |on bel onged.

Cl ankeep is the heart of the Cheysuli, regardl ess that

my father rules from Homana-Mijhar. It is O ankeep

that feeds the spirit of each Cheysuli; C ankeep where
the shar tahls keep the histories, traditions and rituals
dear of taint. It is here they guard the remains of the
prophecy of the Firstbhorn, warding the fragnented hide
with all the power they can summon.
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And it was here at Cl ankeep that N all of Homana
| onged to spend his days, for all be was prince of the |and.

Because then he woul d be Cheysuli.

The rain began again, though falling with | ess force

than before. This was nore of a mist, kiting on the w nd.
Sheets of it drifted before nmy horse, shredded by the gusts.
It muffled the sounds of the Keep and drove the Cheysul

i nside their painted pavilions.

Except for Isolde. | should have known; ' Sol de adores
the rain, preferring thunder and lightning i n abundance.
But this misting shower, | knew, would do; it was better

than boring sunlight.

"l'an! Niall! Both nmy rufholU at once?" She wore

crimson, which was like her; it stood out against the
danp grayness of the day as much as her bright ebul -
lience did. | saw her cone dashing through the drifting
wet curtains as if she hardly felt them danp wool skirts
gathered up to show of f furred boots of sleek dark otter
pelt. Silver bells rimed the cuffs of the boots, chimng
as she ran. Matching bells were braided into thick black
12

hair; like lan, she was all Cheysuli. Even to the Ad
Bl ood in her veins.

"What is this?" She stopped as we did, putting out a
hand to push a questing wet rmuzzle fromher face; lan's
gray stallion was a cunous sort, and oddly affectionate
toward our sister. But then, perhaps it was the magic in
her showi ng. "The king stag!" Yellow eyes w dened as

she | ooked up at lan and ne. "How did you cone by

t hi s?"

' Sol de seened untroubl ed by the rain, falling harder

now, that pasted hair against scalp and dulled the shine
of all her bells. One hand still on the stallion's muzzle,
she waited expectantly for an expl anati on.

I blew a drop of water off the end of ny nose. " ' Sol de,
you have eyes. The king stag, aye, and brought down by
lan's hand— | paused "—+n a manner of speaking.*'

| an gl ared. "What nonsense is this? 7n a nmanner of
speaking.” | took himdown with a single arrow You
were there."

"How kind of you to recall it." I smled down at
'Sol de. "He set Tasha on ne the nonment | prepared to
| oose my own arrow, and the cat spoiled ny shot."

' Sol de | aughed, snothered it with a hand, then at-
tenpted, unsuccessfully, to give lan a stem gl ance of
renonstration. At three years younger than |an and two
years older than |, she did what she could to nother us
bot h- Though | had nmy own not her in Homana- Mij har,

"Sol de and lan did not; Sorcha was |ong dead.

Rain fell harder yet. My chestnut gelding snorted and
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shook himsel f. Jostling all my bones. | was already a
trifle stiff from Tasha's nock attack; | needed no further
rem nding of hunman fragility. " 'Solde, do you nmind if

we go into lan's pavilion? You may like the rain, but we
have been out in it longer than |I prefer.”

Her slimbrown fingers caressed the crown bedecking

the king stag's head. "So fine, so fine ... a gift for our
j ehanT' She asked it of |an, whose stallion bore the stag
bef ore the Cheysuli saddle.

"He will be pleased, | think," lan agreed " ' Sol de,
Niall has the right of it. I will shrink like an ol d wool
tunic if | stay out in this downpour a nonent |onger."

' Sol de stepped aside, shaking her head in disappoint-
ment, and all the bright bells rang. "Babies, both of
13

you, to be so particular about the weather. Warriors
must be prepared for anything. Warriors never conplain
about the weather. Warriors—=

" '"Solde, be still," lan suggested, calmy reining his
stallion toward the nearest pavilion. "Wat you know of
warriors could be fit into an acorn.”

"No," she said, "at least a walnut. O so Ceinn tells
me."

The stallion was stopped short, so short my own nount

nearly wal ked into the dappl ed runp, which is not some-
thing | particularly care to see happen around lan's prickly
stallion. But for once the gray did nothing.

I an, however, did. "Ceinn?" He twisted in the saddle
and | ooked back at our snug-faced sister- "Wat has
Ceinn to say about how nmuch you know of warriors?"

"Quite a lot," she answered of f-handedly. "He has
asked ne to be bis cheysula."

"Cem?" | an, knowi ng the warriors better than |, could
afford to sound astonished; all | could do was stare. "Are
you sure he said cheysula and not neijha?"

"The words do have entirely different sounds," ' Sol de
told himpointedly, which would not please | an any at
all. But then, of course, she did not nean to. "And | do

know t he difference."

|l an scowl ed. "lIsolde, he has said nothing to ne about
it."

"You have been in Mijhara," she rem nded him "For
weeks. Months. And besides, he is not required to say
anything to you. It is me for whom he w shes to offer."

lan, still scowing, cast a glance at ne- "Well? Are you
going to say nothing to her?"

"Perhaps | might wish her luck," |I answered gravely,
"Whenever has anyt hing we have said to her nade the
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slightest anpunt of difference?"
"Ch, it has," Isolde said. "You just never noticed."

|l an shut his eyes. "Her nmind, small as it is, astonishes

me with its capacity for stubbornness, once a decision is
made. " Eyes open again, he twisted his nmouth in a wy
grimace of resignation. "Niall has the right of it: nothing
we say will nmake any difference. But—why Ceinn?"

"Cei nn pl eases ne," she answered sinply. "Should
there be another reason?"

I an gl anced at ne, and | knew our thoughts ran al ong
14

simlar paths: for a woman |ike our sister, a free Cheysul
worman with only bastard ties to royalty, there need be
no ot her reason.

For the Prince of Homana, however, there were nulti-
tudi nous ot her reasons. Wich was why | had been cradl e-
betrothed to a cousin | had never seen

G sella was her nane. G sella of Atvia. Daughter of
Alaric hinmself, and my father's sister, Bronwyn.

I smled dowmn at nmy Cheysuli half-sister. "No, 'Solde
No other reason. |If he pleases you, that is enough for |an
and nme."

"Aye," lan agreed glumy. "And now that you have
taken us by surprise, “olde, as you intended all al ong,
may we get out of the rain?"

"Solde grinned the grin that |an usually wore. "There
is afire in your pavilion, rujho, and hot honey brew,
fresh bread, cheese and a bit of venison."

| an sighed. "You knew we were com ng."

' Sol de | aughed. "OF course | did. Tasha told ne."

And with those well-intentioned words, ny sister once
more rem nded me even she clained gifts that | could
not .

15

Two

The rain began to fall a trifle harder. Isolde flapped a
hand at us both. "Go in, go in, before the food and drink
grow cold. I have ny own fire to tend, and then | will
cone back."

She was gone, crinson skirts dyed dark by the weight

of the rain. | heard the chime of bells as 'Solde ran
toward her pavilion (did she share it now with Cei nn?)
and reflected the sound suited ny sister. There was noth-
ing of dark silence about Isolde.

"Go on," lan told ne. "Od Newyn will wish to see
the stag now in order how best to judge the preparation
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There is no need for you to get any wetter. Tasha will
keep you conpany."

lan did not bother to wait for ny answer; much as

dislike to admit it, he is accustonmed to having ne do as

he tells me to. Prince of Homana--uege nan; one woul d

think lan did nmy bidding, but he does it only rarely. Only
when it suits that which he believes appropriate to a |liege
man' s conduct.

I watched himgo nmuch as ' Sol de had gone, fading

into the wind and rain like a creature born of both. And
she had the right of it, my rujholla; warriors did not
compl ai n about the weather. Warriors were prepared for
anyt hi ng.

O perhaps it was just that they knew how to make
t hensel ves | ook prepared, thereby fooling us all.

I grinned and swung off ny gel ding, |ooping the reins
over a wooden picket-stake before the pavilion doorflap
As | pulled the flap back, Tasha noved by ne into the
interior, danp fur slicking back agai nst nuscle and bone
as she pressed briefly against nmy leg. | wondered if she
16

hal ed the rain as nost housecats did; but then, she would
hardly thank ne for conparing her to a comon crea-

ture such as knew the tane freedom of Mijhara's alleys
and the corridors of Homana-MuJhar.

lan's pavilion was dyed a pale saffron color. The exte-
rior bore a stylized painting of a nmountain cat in verml-
ion, honoring his lir. The interior was illum nated by the
small fire 'Solde had |ighted, but because of the gray of
the day the shadows |ay deep and thick. Trunks nerged

with walls and tapestries, the divider curtain with the
faint haze of silver woodsnoke. Nothing seemed of sub-
stance except the fire in the caim

Tasha wasted no tinme. She stretched her danp, sub-
stantial |ength upon the silver-blue pelt of a snow bear
and began to lick herself dry. Unfortunately, | could not
do the same with nmyown soaked skin, not having the

proper tongue.

Wet | eathers snmell. So do wet nountain cats. Between
myself and lan's lir, there was little left that did not
of fend my nose. And because lan and | were not at all of
a size, me being both a hand-span taller and at | east
thirty pounds heavier, | could not borrow dry |eathers
fromone of his clothing chests. So | wapped myself up
in yet another bear pelt, this one chestnut-brown, and
hunched down beside the fire with ny back to the doorflap
| poured a cup of hot honey brew and inhal ed the pun-
gent steam

"l'an." The voice outside startled nme into nearly spill-
ing ny drink. "lan, we nust tal k. About your rujhollfs
future and the future of the Lion— Wthout waiting for
the word adnmitting entrance, the man who spoke jerked

asi de the doorfiap and ducked inside. "Your decision can
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wait no | ong—

He broke off at once as | turned on ny knees to | ook
at him He was a stranger to me; clearly, | was not to
him And neither was his subject.

I rose, shedding bear pelt, and faced himdirectly. He
was young, but several years older than |I. Quite obvi-
ously all CheysuU and just as obviously all warrior. He
wore | eathers, danp at the shoul ders, dyed the col or of
beech | eaves. His gold bore the incised shapes of a rock
bear, a breed snaller than that nost commonly found in
17

Honurma, but doubly deadly. | had not heard of a warrior
bonding with a rock bear for years

By tne fir | Judged the man. And by the took of him

he was not one to allow another man tune to speak when

he had words of his own in bis mouth. Even in all its
youth, his face was hard* made of sharp angl es, sharper
than is common. Hi s nose was a bl ade that sliced his face
in half. There was the feint tracery of an old scar cutting
the flesh at the coner of one eye. Though not so ruch

older than | in years, | knew he was decades older in

sel f-confi dence

But | have | earned how tall nen can occasionally in-
timdate shorter nmen. | reached out and took up the
weapon. "Aye?" | asked. "You spoke of nme?"

1 waited. Dull color stained his dark face darker, but
only for a nonment. The yell ow eyes veil ed thensel ves at
once; he was not a man | could intinidate with height or
rank. But then | should have known better than to try;

Cheysuli are intimdated by no one.

" '"Solde said her rufholli was here." He gave up nothing
i n manner or speech

"He is," | agreed. "Did she not say—froth?"

He judged ne. 1 could see it. He judged nme, as if he
sought sonething in nmy face, ny voice, ny eyes. And

then 1 saw the brief glance at ny |left ear, naked of gold,
and knew t he judgnent reached.

O perhaps nerely recalled, as if it were no new thing.
"No," he said snmoothly. "She nentioned only lan."

My fingers clenched briefly on the cup; carefully,

unl ocked the stiffened joints. Wth effort, | kept ny
voice fromreflecting the pain his casual words had caused
That much | had | earned fromny father; kingcraft often
requires delicacy of speech as well as subterfuge. This
meeting would afford me the chance to practice both.

"My rujholUis with Newyn. But if you would prefer it,
you may wait here for his return." | paused. "O |eave
your nessage with ne.'*

I knew he would not. | could snell it on him a great
need for confidence, secrecy; his manner bespoke an
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arrested anticipation. Wiatever news he had for |an was
i nportant to them both. And would therefore be inpor-

tant to me as well, | thought, a trifle nystified; | won-
dered anew at the stranger's attitude.

18

"Wth you?" He nearly smled. And then he did, dearly,

and | saw he was not so nuch older than | after all. "My
thanks, but no. 1 think not, ny lord; it is better done in
private."

He spoke politely, but I knew well enough what he

did. Cheysuli warriors only rarely give rank to another,
and then only to a Homanan such as ny grandsire had
been. To another warrior, never, because Cheysuli are
born and remain equal until they die. And so he re-

m nded ne, as perhaps he neant to, that he viewed ne

as nothing nore than a Honanan.

An unbl essed man, as |irless Homanans are call ed.
Wel |, perhaps he is not so wong.

Politely, he bowed his head in subtle acknow edgnent
of my rank. It grated in ny soul, that acknow edgnent;
woul d trade every Homanan rank in the world for accep-
tance in all the clans.

"Tell your brother Ceinn has words for him" he said
qui etly, using the Homanan tongue as if | were deaf to
the Cheysuli. "And forgive nme for interrupting.”

He was gone before | could stop him |?efore | could

say a word about ny sister's marriage. It was not ny place
to say nay or yea to the union; Cheysuli wonmen are free

to take what warrior they will, but there was little good
in making no effort to Ii ke the man she woul d wed.

Well, the effort would havelo wait.

The cup was cool in nmy hand. It would be easy enough
to pour out the cold liquor and refill my cup with hot,
but suddenly | wanted no |iquor, no food, no pavilion
filled with my brother's fir. Thanks to Ceinn and his
careful words, | wanted nothing to do with anyone.

Tasha still lay on the pelt. She had interrupted the
grooning ritual to look at ne with the fixed, feral gaze of
the mountain cat, as if she sought to read ny mind. That
she could read lan's | knew, but nine was closed to her

As much as hers was to ne, and al ways woul d be.

Abruptly, | set down the cup and went back out into
the rain. At once | shivered, but did not allowit to turn
me frommy intention. | jerked the reins fromthe picket-

stake and swung up into the wet Homanan saddl e.

Homanan t his, Homanan that—t is w wonder the Chey-

suli look at ne with doubt!
19
"Niall!" lan, comi ng through the rain, |acked both n

stallion and stag. "Rujho—=
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I cut himoff "I amfor Mijhara after all. | have no
taste for O ankeep today." | reined ny fractious chestnut
around. "Ceinn cane | ooking for you."

Bl ack brows rose a trifle; what | |ooked for in his face
was m ssing. There was no guilt in nmy brother, no em
barrassnent, that he discussed me with others behind ny

back.
But | wonder . . . what does he say?
| an shrugged, dism ssing Isolde's warrior. "Niall, stay

the night, at least. Wiy go back in this rain?"

"The rain has stopped."” It had, even as we spoke, but

the air was heavy with the pronise of nore. "lan, just— io-
just let nme be." It cane out rather lanely, which irri-

tated ne even nore. "Rujho ... let nme be." !

He did. | saw the consternation in his face and the

brief tightening of his nouth, but he said nothing nore. n
One brown hand sl apped ny chestnut's rain-darkened

runp, and | was away at |ast. t

Away. Again. Away. Gods, how | hate runni ng—
—and yet, as always, it seened the only answer.

| stopped running at sunset because ny horse went

| ane. Not far from Mijhara—+ could see torchlights just
ahead—+ pushed nysel f out of the danp saddle with

effort (wet |eather agai nst wet |eather hinders novenent
consi derably) and dropped down into sucking nud. |

swore. Jerked boots free, slipped and slid around to the
right foreleg to inspect the injured hoof. The gel ding
nosed at nme and snorted as | insisted he lift the |eg.
tried to ignore danp questing nostrils at the back of ny
neck as | dug balled nmud from his hoof.

A stone had wedged itself in the tender frog of the

hoof. Cold, stiff fingers did not acconplish much; | un-
sheat hed ny knife and dug carefully at the stone until |
pried it loose. The frog was bruised. It was nothing that
woul d not heal in two or three days, but for now riding
hi m woul d only worsen the | aneness and del ay recovery.
And so | took up the reins and proceeded to | ead ny
horse into the outskirts of Mijhara

The city is centuries older than I. My father once told
me the CheysuU originally built Mijhara, before they
20

turned fromcastles and houses to the freedom of the
forests. But the Honanans cl ainmed their ancestors had

built it, though artifacts of Cheysuti origin had been
found in old foundations. | could not say who had the

right of it, as both races had lived in Homana for hun-
dreds and hundreds of years, but | thought it likely the
Cbeysuli had built at |east Honmana-Mijhar, for the pal-

ace was full of fir-shapes carved in rose-col ored stone and
rich dark wood
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Mij hara itself, however, resembles little of the city that
once held court upon the land. Oiginally curtain walls
had ringed the city, offering protection against the en-
eny. But Mijhara was like a small boy growing to man-

hood all at once, without warning. It had burst free of

chi | dhood' s bones and sinews with new adult growth and
strength, as | nyself Had so dramatically two years be-
fore; nowthe city walls and barbican gates |ay nearly-half
a | eague yet inside the outskirts, |eaving hundreds out-
side we Mijhar's official protection

But we had not been at war for nearly twenty years,
and all the treaties held. Homana was at peace.

The gelding |inped behind ne as | |ed himthrough the
narrow, nud-dogged streets. Inside nme walls the streets
were cobbl ed. Qutside they were not, since no one could
say what dwellings mght go up. overnight, thereby creat-
ing new streets. Ordinarily the ground was dry and

har dpacked, or frozen solid in winter. But nowit was
only fall, too early for true winter. And so | sl ogged
through the nmud with ny |inping horse behind ne.

| beaded straight toward the nearest gate leading into

the inner city, but nothing in Mijhara is straight. Streets
and al |l eys and doses wi nd around and around |i ke Erinnish
knotwor k, | acking begi nning and end. So the Prince of
Homana and his royal nount al so wound around and

around.

In fall, the light dies quickly. Wth the sun gone the
streets |lay shadow cl ad i n deepeni ng darkness. | frowned
agai nst those few torches that threw i nadequate ill um na-
tion fromdwellings into the street, for they played tricks
on the eyes by hiding real obstacles even as they created

ot hers.

Your own fault, | rem nded nyself. lon offered a warm
pavilion, dry pallet, good food, conpany, drink

21

Well, so woul d Homana- Muj har, providing the horse

allowed nme to reach it before the night was through

The rising yow of an an”ry cat broke into ny thoughts.
The sound cane closer stall, rising in volune as well as
tone; | turned, searching, and saw the dark streak cone
running at me fromout of the shadowed wynd. Behind

the cat came a dog singularly dedicated to catching his
prey. Neither animal paid mind to me or nmy horse, both

i ntent upon the nmonent. The cat flew by nme, closely

foll owed by the dog, and as | turned to watch them go
cane face to face with a cloaked and hooded man

1 stopped short. So did ny horse; he nearly wal ked
over ne. As it was, | felt hoof against heel before | could
step away.

The cl oaked figure did not attenpt to nove out of ny
way, nor did he offer apol ogy. He stood his ground. |
t hought perhaps he nistook ne for another; when he put
out a restraining hand as | made to go on around him
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knew he did not, and | closed ny free hand around the
hilt of ny knife.

"A monment of your tinme," said the cl oaked figure
quietly.

The gel ding, so close behind nme, snorted loudly into

my left ear and showered ne with nucus as | junped

and swore. The stranger pushed the hood from his head

and let it settle on his shoulders. | could see his face
dimMy in the diffused |ight of the torches. He was snmiling;

nmy horse's response had anmused him

I let the nerest hint of knife blade show and hoped ny

voi ce sounded steadier than | felt. Thieves and cut purses
abound in any city, even Mijhara, and | was not in an

area | knew well. For that matter, only rarely do | go

into the city alone at all. lan is alnost always with ne, or
others fromthe pal ace.

"I carry no wealth," | challenged, attenpting to sound
ol der and nore confident than | was. "I have only this
horse, which is far froma val uabl e beast at the nonent.
Else | would be riding."

The snmile widened a little. "If |I wanted your horse

and your wealth, ny young lord, | would take both. As it

is, | desire only a monent of your time. But first, let us
have better light. | would |l et you see to whom you

speak. "

22

H» | opened ny nmouth to repudiate his arrogance and his
"Moo demands upon ny tine; | said nothing. | said nothing
because | could not, being struck dunmb by the ill um na-

n tion he conjured out of the air-

\ A hand. The merest flick of el oquent fingers, sketch-
\ ing, and a rune glowed in the air. Deepest, richest pur"
n pie, swallow ng the darkness and creating |ight as bright
as day.

I thrust up an armto block the sudden flanme and fel

back two steps. Briefly | felt the bulwark of ny horse's
chest behind ne. But then he, too, took fright fromthe
fire and shied badly, lunging away so quickly be jerked
the reins free of nmy hand. | whirled, trying to catch him

n but for the nonment his | aneness was forgotten. He

n wheel ed and went back the way we had cone, spraying

t thick clots of mud into the air and liberally daubing ny
| -

clothing as well as ny unshiel ded face.

% But the horse was the least of ny worries. Mich as he
o had spun | also spun, but not away. Not yet. | faced the

'man instead, though admttedly only through utter aston-
i shment and no particul ar nmeasure of courage. But |
could hardly see himthrough the brilliance of his rune.

The hand dropped back to bis side, hidden in wool en
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fol ds of darkest blue. The rune renai ned: hissing, shed-

S ding tendrils of brilliant flane,. . . and yet there was no
i, heat. Only the bitter cold of harshest wi nter.

(1 "There." He was content with what he had w ought.

f "Light, nmy lord- Illumnation. Not in the manner to

whi ch you are accustoned, perhaps, but |ight nonethe-

N | ess. Which would lead ne to believe there is no Dark-
1 ness in my sorcery if | can conjure Light."
H Illumnation filled out the details of his face. He was

an inmmensely attractive man, as sone nmen are; not pre-

i

n dsely pretty, but nore than nerely handsone. As a child

H he woul d have been beautiful. But he was no | onger a

p child, and had not been for years.

I Suspicion flared nuch as the rune flared, blinding and
s' all -consum ng. At once | |ooked for the telltale eyes and

found the stories true. One blue. One brown. The eyes
t.- of a denmon, nen said of people with mi snmatched eyes;

appropriate, in this case, for his nane was linked wth
such. Wth Asar-Suti hinmself, the god of the nether-
worl d, who nmade and dwells in darkness.

23

Bl ack hair, worn | oose and very |long, was hel d back

fromhis face by a narrow silver circlet. He was cl ean-

shaven, as if he wished all to see his face and marvel at

its clarity of features. No nobdest |hlini, Strahan; he wore
pride and power like a second cloak, and finer than any

silk. | sawthe glint of silver at one ear. His left, as if he
nocked the Ar-gold of the Cheysuli

But then perhaps he nocked no one; he could not
wear an earring in his right because he | acked the ear

I took a single backward step. Stopped. Again, not
because | found a sudden spurt of courage, but because
found I could not nmove. Facing him seeing for nyself
what manner of man he was, | could not go i medi ately
out of the sorcerer's presence.

Ensorcel | rent? Perhaps. But | choose to call it con-
sum ng fascination.

I licked nmy lips. Breath was harsh in ny throat. It was
difficult to swallow. A weight was pressing on ny ribs
The contents of ny belly threatened to becone di scon-
tent with their surroundi ngs.

The odd eyes watched nme. Strahan judged, as Ceinn

bad judged. And, like Ceinn, the Ihlini saw | had no gold
of my own. But then, undoubtedly, Strahan already knew
quite well of ny I ack.

He smled. | wondered how nuch of Tynstar was in

him his father, whom nen cl ai nred a handsone man.

And his Solindish nother, Electra, who had been Caril -
lon's wife and queen before Carillon had slain her. On
aye, | wondered how nmuch of Electra was in him be-
cause she was in ne as well
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"Kinsman." Coolly, he acknow edged the bl ood be-
tween us. "You rust tender ny regards to your father
when | am done with you."

I did not care for the inplications in the statenent.

And yet | knew | stood little chance against him what-
ever he chose to do. Lirless, | |acked the magic of ny
race. Nothing would turn the Ihlini's power if he chose to
use it agai nst ne.

Strahan smiled again. Wnen, | knew, would be at

once swal | owed whol e by the magnitude of his allure.

And nmen. For a different reason, perhaps, but the results
woul d be the sane. Wiere Strahan had need of | oya!

24

servants, he would find them He would take them And
use them up before he ever let them go.

"l have heard stories of you, Niall." That did not serve
to settle me at all. "Tales of how the Prince of Homana,
young as he is, bears a striking resenblance to Carillon
O course it is in the blood, you being his grandson, but I

wonder. . . .'* The smle showed itself again. There was
speculation in his ill-matched eyes. "Wen | knew him

he was an ol d man nade ol der by nmy father's arts, and

he was ill. Ill and dying, slowy, as the di sease devoured
him But still a strong man, as strong as he could be."

Bl ack brows drew down a tittle beneath the silver circlet;

he was judgi ng ne again, and using ny grandsire as the
poi nt of conparison. Like my nother. Like so many

Homanans. "He was the eneny, of course, a nan |

desired to slay—especially once he had slain ny father,"
the cool voice hardened, "but in the end, Gsric of Atvia
did the slaying for me." Briefly, one corner of his beauti-
ful mouth twisted in an expression of irritation. "And

now, in sone strange manner, | see | nust face Carillon
again."
"No." Inwardly, | drewin as deep a breath as | coul d.

It did not dull the fear, but it filled the enptiness of ny
belly with somet hing other than utter panic.

Strahan's arched brows rose.."No?"

| wanted to clear ny throat before | tried my voice

again. | did not. because | knew he would take it as a
sign of nmy fear. And then, looking into the sorcerer's
face, | no longer cared what he thought or what he knew.
This man is kin to ne ... lhlini, perhaps, and power-
ful, but still a man |ike ne.

"You face ne, Strahan," | told himas evenly as

could. "Not ny grandsire. Not ny father. / amthe one
you face."

The IThlini smled alittle. "You, then." Casually said,
as if | hardly mattered. So easily was | discounted by
Tynstar's son. "Again; you will tender ny regards to
your father, the Mijhar."
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| smiled. |I felt it stretch ny lips alittle, and heard the
st eadi ness of ny voice. As even as | could want it. "Be
certain | will, Strahan. And know he will be pleased you
have shown yourself in Mijhara. He has sought you

many years."

25

"And will seek me many nore." He was patently

unruffled by nmy bravado. "Wat is between Donafand ne
will be settled one day, but not tonight. Tonight | cane
seeki ng you."

"And if | said | had neither the tine nor the inclina-
tion to trade enpty threats with you?"

Strahan | aughed. The rune hi ssed and spat and pul sed

agai nst the darkness, as if it laughed as well. "The wolfs
cub hackl es, snapping; the falcon's hatchling spreads his
wings and tries to fly." The | aughter stopped as quickly
as it had begun. Softly, he said, "A suggestion, my lord
prince: waste no effort in displays of doni nance when

you have no lir to mmc."

From a Homanan. froma Cheysuli, the taunts were bad
enough. But froman lhlini sorcerer—

Rage roared up frominside nmy head. | heard a voice
shouting at Strahan, calling himfoul nanmes in Homanan
and A d Tongue alike. That nuch |I knew of the | an-

guage. | felt ny body take two steps forward, saw ny
hands rise up as if to clutch at the Ihlm's throat. And
then ny hands struck through the flam ng nine and the
bones filled up with pain.

Col d. Not hot. Cold.

I cried out. | felt nyself crushed to ny knees in the
mud of the street. "H e rune ate through | eather and fl esh
to ny bones and turned ny blood to ice.

Through the haze of pain and the glare of living flane,

I saw the Ihlini's inhumanly beautiful face. Dimy, | saw
how he watched ne, glinting eyes narrowed, black brows
drawn down as if he studied a specimen. Wiiting. Wtch-
ing. Examning the results of the specinen's foolishness

I watched hi mwatching ne and remenbered who he
was.

As wel |l as what he was.
At last, he spoke. "Not now. Not yet. Later."

No nore than that. A fluid gesture of one hand and

the rune ran away fromny body, spilling out of my flesh
i ke blood froman opened vein. It ran down ny thighs to
spl ash agai nst the nud, pooling |like rancid water. Pud-
dled. Ran in upon itself. And then buried itself upward
to renewits formin the shadows of the night.

SD
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di.

Strahan | ooked down upon ne as | knelt in the nud of
the street. Once again he snmled. | saw genui ne anuse-
26

meat and a trace of pleasure in his eyes; a | ook of
contented renini scence.

"Your father once knelt to ne," he said in a perfect
contentment. He did not gloat. | think he did not need

to. "Did he sever tell you?" A nod of his head as | held

my silence; it was the least | owed ny father. "No, he
woul d never say it; not to you, but it is true. And HONhi s
son as well." Strahan paused. "H s Homanan son; the
Cheysuli would never do it."

So easily he reached into ny soul and touched that
aspect of my character which | hated. Not ny brother.
Never | an. ~So—nyself, for resenting the gifts | an—and
others—lained. Gfts |I should claimnyself.

I wenched mysel f from ny uni ntended posture of

obei sance. A small thing, to face the sorcerer standing,
but the beginnings of rebellion. It was the least | would
offer him

"State your business," | said flatly. | have | earned
somet hing of royal inpatience fromny father, who hates
the demands of diplomacy. Too often he is trapped by
endl ess petitioners.

Strahan's eyes narrowed a trifle. "You are betrothed
to your cousin, Gsella of Atvia: do not wed the girl."

Stunned, | waited for sonmething nore. And when he

of fered nothing, | laughed. It was unintended. The situa-
tion hardly warranted levity, but he caught nme so off-
guard there was nothing else | could do.

I laughed at him And Strahan did not like it.

"You fool," he snapped. "I could grind you into the
mud before you could utter a word, and never bestir
mysel f."

Suddenly, he was no |onger so awe-inspiring. | had
touched a nerve. "Do it," | challenged, enbol dened by
hi s unexpected vul nerability. "Wat better way of keep-
ing me fromweddi ng my Atvian cousin?"

Sonething hurled ne flat against the ground, pinning
me on ny back. Half-swallowed in nud, | lay there,
staring up at the angry sorcerer. "Drown," he said be-
tween clenched teeth. "Drown in all this nud!"

I could not nmove. | felt the ground shift beneath ny
flattened body. It heaved itself up fromunder ne, |apped
over ny linbs and began to inch up ny torso. | felt it in
my ears; at the comers of ny eyes

27
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But even as | drowned, | was aware of a nagging
question. Wiy did it matter to Strahan if | wed G seUa or
not ?

The nmud was at my nouth. My body was nearly swal -

| owed whole. | felt the first finger reaching into ny
nostrils. | shouted, but ny nouth filled with the nud.
Dr owni ng—

Insanely, | did not think of dying for itself. | thought

i nstead of disappointing others by the hel pl essness of ny
dyi ng. Ah gods, not like this—€arillon would never die
like this—n such futility.

Abruptly, the rune wi nked out. Darkness filled ny
head.

I thought it was the nud. | thought it m ght be death.
And then | realized that though | lay flat on ny back in
the street, | was free of the drowni ng nud.

I lay there. All was silence, except for ny ragged
breat hi ng. The abrupt disappearance of the brilliant rune
left my eyes nostly blinded; | saw nothing, not even the
tight fromnearby dwellings. Only darkness.

I twisted. Thrust one shaking hand into the ooze and
slow y pushed nyself up. Mud clung to ne fromhead to
toe, but it no longer threatened to drown ne. | was
weary unto death, as if all the strength had been sucked
fromme. | was cold, wet, filthy, stinking of ny fear
and angry that | was so inconsequential a foe for the
Ihlini.

"Way should / do it?" Strahan asked. "Wy shoul d
trouble nyself with you?"

I twitched. Spun again to face him | had believed
mysel f atone; that Strahan had gone into the darkness.
And then | saw the ghostly | um nescence of his face in
the light of the quarter noon, and | realized the clouds
had broken at | ast.

| spat out mud. My reprieve made nme nonmentarily

brave. "I think | understand, Ihlini. If I wed Gsella and
get sons on her, | have added yet another link to the
chair. Another yamto the tapestry of the Firstborn." A
muscl e junped once in his cheek. "Aye, that is it! Atvian
bl ood mi xed with that of Homana, Solinde and the

Cheysuli brings us decidedly closer to fulfilling the proph-
ecy." Suddenly, | laughed; | understood it at |ast. "By
28

keeping nme from wedding G sella you break the |ink
before it is truly forged."

"Wed her," he said sharply, abruptly changing course.

"Wed the Atvian girl; | do not care. One day you will

cone to nme; / invite you nowto do it." H's odd eyes
narrowed a little. "If you have sons, | will make them
mne. | will take them. . . but |I think you will never get

sons upon G sella because the others will see you dead."
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"Qthers?" | could not help the blurted question. "Wo
but you would wi sh nme dead?"

It was Strahan's turn to laugh. "Has your father taught
you not hing? Do they keep you in ignorance, thinking to
ward your pride? Not any easy thing to know, is it, that
you are the center of the storm" Silver glinted at his
single ear. "Better to ask: who would not wi sh you dead."

"Not —=2" | whispered hollowy, as if | were a puppet
and he the puppet naster.

Strahan pursed his lips in consideration. Black brows
rose belowthe circlet. "Or, if not dead ... at |east
repl aced by another."

Repl aced. Me? But it was not possible. | was the
Prince of Homana, |legitimte son of Donal the Mijhar
and Aislinn the Queen, Carillon's daughter. The proper
bl ood was in my veins. There were no other legitinmate
children; the Queen was barren, the physicians said.
There was and al ways woul d be only ne. How coul d they
think to replace me, and-by the gods!-—wi th whonf

One hand parted the darkness and filled it with |ight
again. "Shall | prophesy for you, ny lord prince?" asked
the conpelling tone. "Shall | show you what will come to
be, no matter how hard you try to rewite what the gods
t hensel ves have witten?"

He did not wait for nmy answer. He lifted the hand

again and lent it the fluid, eloquent |anguage of brush
agai nst living canvas. | saw the fingers nove, formng
shapes ami dst the darkness.

Col ors poured out from Strahan's fingertips; argent
purpl e, deepest |avender, palest silver lilac. And the
lurid red of fresh-spilled bl ood.

He painted a picture of living flane: a ranpant

Homanan |ion and a conpact Cheysuli warbow. Al rich

in detail, even to the curling tongue of the gape-nouthed
lion and the ornanentation of the warbow. They hung

29

against the air as if they waited. As if |I had only to pluck
the bow fromthe darkness and | oose an arrow at the
i on.

| stared. Swall owed hard. There were no words in ny
mouth. Al | knew was a sense of awed, awful discovery:

the picture he painted was a true one, regardless that the
arti st was eneny.

"The Homanans want no Cheysuli shapechanger on

the throne," Strahan said above the hissing of the flane.
"The Cheysuli want no unbl essed Homanan on the throne.

But Donal's son is both and neither; what do you think

wi || happen?" The parti-colored eyes were eerie in the
light of the gl ow ng shapes. "Look to your people, Nall,"
he said. So softly, he spoke; so gentle was his tone.
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"Look to your friends . . . your enemes . . . your kin—
|l est they forman alliance against you.'*

Smoot hly, he bl ed together the shapes of bow and
Hon. And out of the name | saw born the face of ny
brother—and the face | knew as ny own.

"I think I need not trouble nmyself with you," Strahan

said in quiet satisfaction. "I will let the others do it for
me. "

30

Three

"You shoul d have come to ne first." She had both

tenmper and tongue to conpl enent the red-gold brilliance
of her hair. "Do you know how | have worried since that
horse returned wi thout you?"

That horse had i ndeed returned (without ne, of course)
and ny absence had set the palace into an uproar. Rather,
my | ady nother had. Mst of the Mijharan Guard had

been stripped frombetter duty and sent out | ooking for
me, as if | were a foolish, spoiled child gone wanderi ng
in the streets. And they had found nme, sone of them
just as | approached the gates of Homana-Mijhar. It had
been a humiliating experience trying to explain how ny
horse and | had cone to be separated. Especially since
could say nothing of Strahan's presence in the city. Not
to them Not at once. Not until | faced ny father

But now, |ooking at ny nother's pale face, | knew it
had been worse than huniliating for her. Al ways she
worried. Always she fretted, saying |an al one was not
enough to guard nme against msfortune. This would give
her fuel for the fire.

Deep down, | was touched she cared so much, know

ing if arose out of insecurity because she had borne only
a single son, but nostly | was resentful. OCh, aye, she
meant well by it, but there were times the weight she

pl aced upon ne was nearly too nmuch to bear.

You nmay not be his son, she often said, but you bear
his bl ood, his bone, even his flesh. Have you not | ooked
in the silver plate?

Ch aye, | had, nany tines. And each tine | saw the
sane thing: a crude vessel lacking luster, |acking polish
31

But no one saw the tarni sh because it was overlaid with
the shining patina of Carillon

Even now she gave ne no tine to explain; to say a
word to ny father as he cane into ny chanber and shut
t he heavy door.

And so | let the resentnment speak for nme. "Wuld you

have ne remain in ny befouled state, then? Look at

me!** | had gotten as far as sheddi ng nuddy boots, soaked
doublet; | need her in filthy |eather |eggings and danp
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linen shirt. Thin rivulets of nuddi ed water ran down to
stain toe carpeted floor.

"Niall." That frommny father; that only. But it was
nmore than enough.

I 1 ooked back at nmy nother's taut face. "I amsorry,"
told her contritely, neaning it. "But | wanted to bathe
and change first, before | came to you.'*

**|t could have waited. | have seen nmen ia worse condi -
tions, and they were not nmy son." The strain snowed at

the corners of eyes and nouth. She was still beautiful in

a way harpers and poets had tried to describe for years,

but ft was a fragile, brittle beauty, as if she m ght break
with the weight of who and what she was. Aislinn of

Homaoa, daughter of Carillon; once a princess, now a

queen, and the nother of her beloved father's grandson

I think she judged herself solely by the fact she had
borne Carillon an heir. Atrue heir, that is; a man with
much of his blood, not a Cheysuli warrior handpicked
because Carillon had no choice. No, my nother did not

vi ew hersel f as woman, wife, nother or queen. Merely as
a nmeans to perpetuate her father's grow ng | egend.

The resentnent died as | | ooked at her. | could not

nane what rose to take its place, for there was no single
enotion. Just a junble of them tangled up together like

threads of a tapestry; the back side, not we front, with

none of the pattern show ng.

I released a breath all at once. "I amwell. Only wet
and dirty. And nore than a little hungry."” | |ooked at
my father, longing to tell himat once of ny confronta-
tion with Strahan. But | would not so | ong as ny nother
was in the room | saw no good in giving her yet another
thing to fret about.

"fan?" he asked.

I shrugged, turning away to strip out of my clammy
32

shin. "At Qankeep. | think he will stay the night." |
heard the servants in the antechanber, ruling up the
cask-tub with hot, scented water. G| of cloves, fromthe
smel |l of it.

"Niall—=" It was ny nother again, noving toward ne,

but she did not finish. My father put his hands on her
shoul ders and turned her away fromme. He did it gently
enough, but 1 saw the subtle insistence in his grasp

"Leave himto ne, Aislinn. W have guests to entertain.”

Wormanl i ke, she instantly put a hand to the knot of
red-gold hair coiled at her neck to tend her appearance.
There was no need. She was i mmacul ate, as al ways. The
bright hair, as yet undulled by her thirty-six years, was
contained in a pearl-studded net of golden wire. Her

vel vet gown was plain white, unadorned save for the
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beaded gol den girdle and the gold torque at her throat.
My father's bride-gift to her some twenty years before.

"So we do." Her voice was flat, alnobst colorless. "But
I wonder that you choose to host themat all."

"Ki ngs do what kings nmust do." | heard an edge in ny
father's voice as well. "W are at peace with Atvia,
Aislinn; let us not break the alliance with discourtesy."

Her eyes flicked back to me. Geat gray eyes, |ong-

|idded and sommol ent. Electra's eyes, they said, recalling
the nother's beauty. But in conjuring Electra' s nane

they al so conjured Tynstar's.

"This concerns you as wetl, N all," she said abruptly.
"More so than us, when it comes to that. And if your
father does not tell you the whole of it, come to ne.
will."

The tension between them was pal pable. | | ooked from
nmot her to father, but his face was nasked to nme. Well, |
could wait all night. One thing he had bequeathed to ne
was nore than ny share of stubbornness.

My not her went to the door and tugged it open before

either nmy father or | could aid her. She lifted heavy skirts
and swept out of the door at once, leaving me to shut it

and face ny father alone at |ast.

My father. The Mij har of Homana he was, but nore
and less than that to ne. He was a Cheysuli warrior

A son | ooking upon his father rarely sees the man, he
sees the parent. The man who sired him not the individ-

ual- I was no different. Day in, day out | saw him and
33
yet | did not. | saw what | was accustoned to seeing;

what the son saw in the father, the king, the warrior. Too
often | did not see the man

Nor did I really know him

Now, | |ooked. | saw the face that had hel ped nmold ny
own, and yet showed not hing of that nolding. The bones
were characteristically angular, hard, alnost sharp; even
in light-skinned Cheysuli, the heritage is obvious in the
shape of the bones beneath the flesh. The responsibilities
of a Mujhar and a warrior dedicated to his tahlnorra had
i nci sed unes between bl ack brows, fanned creases from

yel | ow eyes, deepened brackets beside the bl ade-strai ght
nose. These was silver in bis hair, pale as winter frost,
but only a little; we age eariy only in that respect, and
with infinite grace.

For the first time in a very long tine | |ooked at the
scars in his throat and recalled how Strahan had once
tried to slay nmy father by setting a denon-hawk on him
Sakti, her name was. and she had set her talons true,
even as she died. But ny father had not, thanks to Finn,
my ki nsman, and the gods who gave us the earth magic.
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Earth magic. Another thing | |acked.

He was tall, ny father, but not so tall as I, with all of
Carillon's bul k. He | acked nmy weight, though no one

woul d nanme hima small man; Cheysuli nales rarely

nmeasure | ess than six feet, and he was three fingers taller
yet. He was certainly nore graceful than |, being nore
subtle in his novenents. | wondered if that total ease of
nmovenent cane with the race or age. The gods knew |

had yet to discover it

Beneath lowered lids, as | began to undress, | watched
my father, and wondered how he had felt as Carillon
bequeat hed himthe Lion Throne. | wondered what he

had t hought, knowi ng so much of Cheysuli tradition would
have to be altered to fit the prophecy. To fit him the
first Cheysuli Mijhar in four hundred years.

| woul d be the second.

He said nothing of nmy nother to ne. A private man*
my father, though open enough about sone things. Just—
not about what | wanted to hear

"Wel | ?" That said, he waited.

| stripped out of ny |eggings and wal ked naked into
t he antechanber. Steamrose fromthe cask. The scent of
34

cloves drifted into the air. And then | waved away the
servants so ny father and | coul d discuss things privately.

| considered telling himthe whole of it, fromthe

begi nning of the hunt to ny arrival, on foot, at Honana-
Muj har. But that woul d be unnecessarily perverse of ne,
and | thought the circunstances warranted nore serious-
ness. So | took a shortcut straight to the matter of nost
i mportance to us both.

"I met a man tonight," | began. "A stranger, at |east
to ne. But he had a nessage neant for the Prince of
Homana." | took up the soap and began to | ather mny
muddy skin. "He said | was not to wed ny Atvian
cousin."

My father's notion to hook a stool over with one foot

was arrested in md-reach. He did not sit down at all but
faced ne squarely, an expression of astonishment mn-
gled with genuine bafflenent on his face.

After a nonment of startled specul ati on, he frowned.
"How odd, that such a thing is said today."

| di pped under the water to soak nmy hair; cane up
with water stream ng down ny face. "Wy only odd
today?" | spat out soapy water and grimaced at the taste.

"Because the Atvians we host tonight are here upon

busi ness concerning the betrothal." This tinme he finished
hooki ng the stool over and sat down. "It seens Alaric

has decided it is tinme the betrothal becane a marriage."
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| stared at him The scent of cloves filled ny nostrils.
Water still ran down ny face. But | did not try to wipe it
away. " Now?"

"As soon as can be." He sighed, stretching out |ong

legs. "Alaric and | nade an agreenent nearly twenty

years ago. He has every right to expect that agreenent to
be honored."

Hs tone was a trifle dry. My father has no particul ar
liking for Atvians, having fought themin the war; he has
|l ess affection for Alaric, the Lord of Atvia hinself. For
one, Alaric's brother had slain Carillon, making ny fa-
ther Mujhar. And Alaric hinmself, upon swearing fealty to
Donal of Homana, had denmanded ny father's sister in
marriage as a nmeans to seal the alliance. Though ny
father had hated the idea, he had agreed at | ast because,
in service to the prophecy of the Firstborn, he saw no
other way of linking the proper bloodlines.

35

And to link them further, he had declared his firstborn
son woul d wed the firstborn daughter of Bronwyn and
Al aric.

Oh, aye, Alaric got the match he wanted. He even got
the daughter, called Gsella. But no other. For Bronwn
died while birthing nmy hal f-Cheysuli cousin.

I looked at ny father's face. He is a solem man, the

Muj har, not much given to inpulsiveness or high spirits.
Once he might have been different, but responsibilities, |
amtold, can often change even the nost ebullient of

men. The gods knew he had known nore of themthan

most, ny father. He had had nother, father, uncle and

Muj har all stripped fromhim in the nane of the proph-
ecy. In the nane of |hlini treachery.

Lt'r-gold shone on his bare arms. He was Mij har of
Homana, but he did not forsake his Cheysuli custons,
even in apparel. Certain occasions warranted he put on
Homanan dress, but mostly he wore the |leathers of his
race.

Qur race.

| slid down agai nst the curved wood of the cask and

flipped the soap into the water. "Well, | expected the
marriage to be nade one day. You never hid it from ne,
my tahlnorra.” | grinned; it was an old joke between us.
"Just Aot ~. "

My father smiled. No man would call himold; he is

not so far past forty, but neither would a woman call him
young. Still, his snile banished the gravity of his title and
set himfree again. "No, not yet. But soon." A glint of
anusenment showed in his yell ow eyes. "You have a little

time. Atvian custom demands a proxy weddi ng before

the true marriage i s nade."

I frowned in distraction at a purplish bruise on ny
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ri ght knee. "How soon will this proxy weddi ng be
per f or med?"

"Ch, | think in the morning. ... | did say you had a
little time." The glint in his eyes was nore pronounced.

"In the nmorning!" 1 stared at himin disnmay. "Wt hout
war ni ng?"

He sighed. "Aye, | would have preferred it nyself.

And that is what upsets your jehana. She swears it is a
pur poseful insult and that we shoul d send them hone at
once until proper homage is nmade, along with a respect-
36

fill request, since Alaric owes ne fealty, and not the
other way around." His smle was wy; ny nother, born

to such things as royal rights and expectations, was nuch
nmore cogni zant of details my father thought |ess inpor-
tant. "But Alaric's envoy says a nmessage was sent somne
mont hs ago, though it never arrived. Perhaps it was." He
shrugged, patently dubious. "Regardl ess of that and the
| ack of proper honmage, the betrothal was nmade in good
faith. Alanc has the right to ask the weddi ng be per-
fornmed. At seventeen, Gsella is old enough. Once the
proxy cerenony is conpleted, you will go to Atvia to
bring your cheysula honme to a Homanan weddi ng.'*

Cheysul a. He used the O d Tongue word for wfe. But

his mouth shaped it differently than mne; like lan, he
had been keep-raised. They were very alike, ny father
and ny brother. | was'like neither of them

As Strahan had taken infinite pains to point out.

Al nost at once | forgot about cheysul as and proxy
weddi ngs. "fe/wn," the Cheysuli word slipped out nore

easily than usual. "The man who told nme not to wed
G seua— | broke off a nonent, not knowi ng how to
say tt. "It was the Ihtini. Jehan—+he nan was Strahan."

He stood up at once. ny father; so quickly, so abruptly
he overset the stool. | heard the thunp of wood agai nst
stone. The hiss of his indrawn breath.

But "ftwAan" was all he said.

In the heat of the scented, steam ng water, | was col d.
To see that ook in nmy father's eyes—

"Aye." Mostly it was a whisper. "Jehan—

"You are certain." The tone was a whi pl ash of sound.
No longer did | face ny father. Nor did | face the
Mij har. What man | saw was a warrior filled up with a
virul ent hatred, dedicated to revenge.

"Certain," | echoed. "I saw his eyes: one blue, one
brown. And he | acked an ear."
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"Aye, he lacks an ear! Finn made certain of thai much
before he died!"

He broke off. | saw the spasmof grief contort his face.
Al nost as quickly, the mask was back in place. But he
did not veil his eyes. Perhaps he could not. And what |
saw sent an icy finger down ny spine. "Jehan—

"By the gods, 1 have prayed that fw reshtin would
come within ny grasp." Both hands were extended. Fi sted.

37

I saw how the sinews stood up beneath the flesh; bow the
nails dug into the palnms. "By the gods, | have prayed for
thisi"

I had not known such hatred could live in ny father.

He can show anger, aye, and irritation, and nore than a
little intolerance of things he considers foolish, but to see
such bitter hatred in his eyes, to hear it in his voice,

made nme a child again. It stripped me of size and confi -
dence and made me snal |l again.

I sat in the cask with water | apping around ny chest
and stared at the warrior who had sired nme. And won-
dered what manner of man / mght be had the Ihlini
served me such pain and grief upon ny platter

"He did not harm you?"

Slowmy, | shook ny head. "He—gave nme a taste of his
power. But he did me no lasting harm" | thought again
on his parting words to me and the vividness of his

pai nting. True? O false? Atrick to underm ne my trust
i n Homanans and Cheysuli? More than likely. It was the
I 'hlini way.

And | knew it m ght succeed.

I looked away frommy father. Replace ne, Strahan
had said. Wth another. Friends, enemes, kin. An alli-
ance uniting them

"Niall." He reached- down and caught ny left arm
gripping ne by the wist. "He did not harm you?"

"No." | said it as calmy as | could. "He said | was to
tender you his regards.”

After a nonment, ny father released my arm He swore
beneath his breath. "Aye, he would. Ever polite, is
Strahan. Even when he kills."

"But why did he let me live? Surely it would suit his
pl ans better if | were not in his way to the throne?"

"You are not in his way, not really." My father, |ook-
ing infinitely older, shook his head and si ghed. "The
gods know why, but it is an lhlini trait to play with an
eneny before the kill. They twi st the m nd before they
twist the body, as if it nmakes the final snap that nuch
nore satisfying. Tynstar did it with Carillon for years,
though in the end, as you know. Carillon slew Tynstar."
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O course | knew. It was all a part of the legend. "It may
be a perverse mani festation of the power." He shrugged
again. "Who can say? Strahan did not let you live out of
38

ki ndness. No. Mdre like—anticipation." H s expression
was very grim "It nmeans he has other plans for you. It
means you are part of his gane. And when he is done
playing with you, he will end it. As he ended it for
Finn."

When he is done playing with you, he will end it. |
shivered. My father's tone was so matter-of-fact, so cer-
tain of Strahans intentions. He did not shout or bluster
or claimwe would put an end to Strahan's plans. And it
enphasi zed the Ihlinis power.

F recall ed how Strahan had invited me to cone to him
one day. | recalled how he had said he intended to take
my sons. And | wondered how he could be so certain
there woul d be sons to take, as well as that he woul d
take them

But nostly, | |ooked at my father. What does Strahan
mean to hinf

H s face was stark. The man was a stranger to ne.

"Jehan." | straightened in the cask. "If—f | had known
how much you bated him... | would have tried to slay
him™"

He did nothing at all at once. He only stared down at

me, as if he had not heard what | had said. In perfect
stillness, perfect silence; a statue carved out of hunman
flesh.

And then he said sonething in the dd Tongue, some-
thing that came out of his nouth on a rushing of breath,
and | saw the tears formng in his eyes as he knelt down
on one knee to grasp ny hand in both of bis.

"Never," he said hoarsely, "Never, never, Noall. He
woul d slay you. He would slay you. He would take you
fromnme as he has taken all the others, and | would be
al one. "

| stared at him H s hands were cold, so cold, and
realized he was afraid. | had neant to confort him to
offer what | could of loyalty. Instead, | had broken the
fox fromits den and set the hounds upon its trail

By the gods, ny father is afraid.

"How?" | asked, when | could. "How could you be
al one when you have so nmany ot hers?"

"Name them" he said unevenly. "Say their nanmes to
me. "

"My nother!" | was amazed he could not do it for
39

hinsel f. "Taj and Lorn. General Rowan. |an and Isolde."
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| stared at him "Jehan, how could you be al one?"

Hi s breath was harsh. "I have them aye, | have all of
them cheysula, lir, children, trusted general. But—t is
not the sane." He rose abruptly, turning his back on ne.
Hi s spine was rigid beneath | eather jerkin and human
flesh. Then, just as abruptly, he swung around to face
me. "Look what | have done to your jehana. | would

of fer her the sort of |ove she craves, if | could, but so
much was burned out of ne when Sorcha—died." Even

now, he could not speak the truth: that his Cheysul
meijha, lan's and Isolde's nmother, had slain herself be-
cause she could not bear to share himw th a Homanan
"There is nuch affection between A sUnn and ne, of
course, and honor, regard, respect—but that is not what
she wants. Nor is it what she needs." Hi s angui sh was
mani fest. "But | cannot offer fal sehood to her when she
is deserving of so nmuch better."

I listened in shocked silence, grateful | knew the truth
at last, but unsettled at the hearing. He was an adult
speaking to an adult, nan to man, and yet | still felt so

very young.

My father sighed and scraped a | ock of black hair out

of his eyes. "As for Taj and Lorn, aye—+ share every-
thing with ny U a warrior should. But they are lir, not
men. Not kin. As for Rowan—= He grimaced. "Rowan

and | work well together in the ordering of the realm
but we will never be easy together in personal things.
am not Carillon, whom he worshi pped." He bent and
righted the stool. "lan and |Isolde are everything a jehan
could desire in his children. But | amthe Mijhar of
Homana, and the Honanans perceive them as bastards.

It makes themdifferent. It soils themin Homanan eyes,
and that perception affects me. And so it |eaves nme only
you, NiaU" He smiled a little, but it had a bittersweet
twist. "None of themare you. None of them are born of
the prophecy.”" | saw the trace of anguish in his eyes.
"None of themwi |l know the things | have known. Not

as you will know them™"

For a long monent | said nothing at all, being unable
to speak. But when | could speak again, | asked a thing
all men mght desire to ask of warriors and Mij hars.
"Wbul d you have it differently?"

My father | aughed, but there was no hunor in the
sound—enly pain. "What warrior, looking fully into the
face of his tahinmorra, would not?" H's smile was tw sted;

wy and regretful. "I would change everything; | would
change not hing. A paradox, N aU, that only a few nmen
have known. Only a few men will know " He sighed.
"Carillon could tell you. So could Duncan and Fi nn. But
all of themare gone, and | |ack the proper words."

"Jehan—
But even as 1 began, he turned and wal ked out of the

room
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41
Four

In nmy dreans | was a raptor, circling in the sky. | felt the
buoyant uprush of warmair beneath ny wings lifting me
heavenward, carrying ne higher yet. But higher was not

where | wished to go. And so | angl ed outspread w ngs,
tilting toward the ground, and swept downward, down-

ward, in an ever-tightening spiral, until | drifted in idle-
ness over the walls of the castle garden, and saw the two
girls plainly.

Young. Very young, yet much the same age. They knelt

upon the lush grass of a new spring, surrounded by a
profusion of brilliant blossons, and shared a gane of
their own devising. | heard sweet soprano voices rising on
the sibilant breeze. And yet the sweetness was tenpered by
an odd possessi veness.

Cl oser. My shadow was a wi nged bl otch upon the ground,
darkness itself sweeping across the grass until it swall owed
both girls whole. Enough, | thought, to make even a man
shiver fromthe onen. But the two small girls took no

notice of ny shadow, or of nme. Instead, they fixed one
another with feral, angry glares and tugged in opposition

at sonething hel d between them

My shadow swept onward, turned, then hastened back

again. More closely yet | drifted, raptor's eyes caught by
the glint of something on the thing they shared. d oser
still; the thing, | saw, was a cloth doll, nothing nore, with
a cheap gilt brooch fastened to its forehead in a child's
mmcry of a crowmn. But only one doll and two girls; no

good woul d cone of it. Sharing does not always serve.

A glint fromthe brooch. A sparkle, bright as gl ass.

Ravenl i ke, | yearned to make that brightness mine. But |
was raptor, not raven; if | stooped to claima prize it
42

woul d never be a bit oftin or glass. No. Sonething worth
far nore

Angry, accusative voices, fitted with hate and scorn. |
had heard the like in ny childhood, had shared the tone
with lon and | sol de once or twi ce. But those days had

| ong passed and the girls bel ow me were strangers.

| saw no faces, only the color of their hair as they knelt
stiffly upon the grass with the doll clenched in their hands.
Each was the antithesis of the other: blue-black hair/thick
gol d hair. Young skin the col or of copper-bronze/young

skin the col or of cream

Antithesis, aye. As lon and | to one anot her

"Mne, nmine!" cried the black-haired girl.

"Mne, mnel" cried the gold-haired girl. -

Closer. Closer. | saw how the doll's arns and | egs were
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spread and pulled taut, tugged at until the seans threat-
ened to split. Beneath the gilt brooch-crown soneone had
stitched on a face with colored thread. The red nouth
smled. The blue eyes gazed vacantly into the heavens,
blissfully blind to the fate | so dearly foresaw. And even
as | opened beak to cry out a warning, the tortured toy
split apart and spilled out its dried-bean blood onto the
grass. | heard the hiss and rattle as the beans poured out
and a shriek fromeach of the girls.

My shadow sl anted across them both. Now they saw

me. Now they took notice of ny nearness. Now they threw
down the two enpty hal ves of the ruined doU and turned
their faces toward the sky.

And | saw clearly, as | had not fromthe begi nning, that
neither girl had a face. Only bl ankness, endl ess bl ankness
am dst the black/gold hair, devoid of a single feature.

Wei ght descended upon nme. In a panic, | tried to sit

up and could not; | was pinned to the bed too securely.
Even as | opened ny nouth to cry out, the warm

pungent breath of a mountain cat rushed in to replace
the sound | sought to nake.

Tasha | ooned over nme. | beard the deep staccato
rattle of her runbling purr. Her cool nose touched m ne
briefly, then she set tongue to flesh and began to lick

"lan!" Most of ny strangl ed shout was nuffl ed beneath

Tasha's tongue. | did not dare nove. Forepaws on shoul -
ders pinned ny upper body; hind ones were thrust be-
43

tween ny naked thighs. No; it was not worth tile risk
"Tasha—<r nou, gA/ "

I felt the rap of tail against kneecap. The licking halted
monentarily, but the tongue, resolute, renmained attached
to cheek and chin. My flesh, abraded, stung; shaving

woul d be pai nf ul

The licking renewed itself, but only for one nore sw pe.
Undaunt ed by gauzy sunmer bed-hangi ngs, Tasha sprang
through themto the floor and |l eft me free once nore.

| sat up at once, yanking the bedcl othes over ny
nakedness. "lan! What—

"You needed waki ng," he interposed smoothly. Through
the creany gauze | could see himstanding al one at tee
foot of ny bed, blurred by the texture of the hangings.
"Torvald nmeant to come, of course; | told himl would
see to the preparations for your wedding." lan grinned.
"I am no proper body-servant, of course, but | know
where the arnms and legs go. | should do well enough.”

The sudden waki ng on the heels of an ugly dream | eft

me with a headache. | glared at |an and rubbed ny
forehead, trying to draw out the pain. "Better | go naked
to ny wedding than | eave the dressing to you."

"Your choice." lan, still smling, shrugged. "No doubt

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (34 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:48 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

the bride, proxy or no, mght prefer it that way."

I grunted. "Only if Alanc sends nme a well-used giri in
Gsella's place. . . ,'"* | frowned at himthrough the dra-
peries. "What are you doing here? | thought you would
stay at dankeep."

| an shook his head. In the thin pink |light of dawn the

cat -shaped earring gl owed agai nst the bl ackness of his
hair. "Jehon sent word through Taj late last night; | left
before dawn." Briefly, he frowned. "Did you think

woul d mi ss your weddi ng?"

AProxy wedding." | fought ny way through |ayers of
gossaner gauze and stood up beside the bed. Spring or
no, it was cold; Torvald's absence neant an absence of
heat as well, since |an had not tended braziers or fire-
pl ace. | squinted toward the nearest narrow casenent.
"Dawn, just. Time enough for food and clothing before
this cerenony."

"You will eat at the wedding breakfast, not before."
| an | aughed as | swore beneath ny breath. "Fasting
m ght inprove your tenper."

44

"As much as Tasha unproved ny face." | glared sourly

at the mountain cat sitting silently near the door. Anber
eyes were slitted; the tip of her tail tw tched once. "Your
i dea, rujhoT?

"Tasha is fond of you." lan, considering that explana-

tion enough, sat down on the nearest of ny storage

chests, |eaning against the tapestried wall, and brushed at
a snmudge upon an ot herw se spotl ess boot toe. Wddi ng
finery: he wore supple doeskin jerkin and | eggi ngs dyed a
soft honey yell ow. The boots he tended matched, worked

wi th copper-colored thread. Tassles trenbled as he worked
at the snmudge. Bare-arned, the fir-gold shone-

Looking at him | saw what | was not; what | could

never be. Ah gods, | wi sh you would give ne the right to
claima lir and wear the gold on ny arns and in ny ear.
But | did not say it aloud. Instead, | answered lan's
coment .

"Fond of ne," | echoed dryly. "If she | oved ne,

woul d she use her teeth instead?"

"And plenty of claw, as well." "Iloughtfully, |an | ooked
at an old scar on the underside of one wist.

Even as | started to nove toward ny clothing chests, |
stopped. Swung back- "Ask her," | said tersely. "Ask
Tasha why | have no lir."

I had never asked it of himbefore. The bond he and
Tasha shared was intensely private, and even anot her
warrior knows better than to ask of private things better
| eft between human Hr and animal. And yet | could not

put off the request a nmoment |onger. Sonething drove

me to it.
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If lan was surprised, he bid it well. At first, | saw only
anewrigidity in the line of his shoulders. He sat upright
on the trunk, no |onger |eaning against the tapestry. And
as he spread fingers against the wood of the trunk in a
silent and subtle plea for strength from soneone ot her

than me (the gods, perhaps?) | saw the tension in his
hands.

"l have," he said tonelessly. "Repeatedly. D d you
think I would not try?"

"And her answer?" Consuned, for the nmonent, with

di scovering Tasha*s response, | ignored the faint under-
tone of pain in lan's voice. | had wounded hi m sonehow,
but | thought his cut |acked the infection of ny own.

45

| an | ooked away. Plainly troubled, he stared at the
floor. The uncarpeted stone beneath his boots was red,
rose-red, as were the walls of Homana- Mjj har. A shaft

of light working its way through a blue panel of stained
glass in the casenent painted the rose a deeper red, unti
the shade was nearly purple.

| stood barefooted on the Cal edonese carpet by ny bed
and waited, naked, for mnmy answer.

"l have asked," lan said again. | saw how the mnuscl es
junped once beneath the firmflesh of his beardl ess jaw
Sharp as a bl ade, the bone beneath the flesh. And aye,
beardl ess. Because the Cheysuli cannot grow them

But | had to shave each norning, or |ook nore like
Carillon than ever. "And the answer?"

When he could, he net nmy eyes and shook his head.
"l have no answer for you."

"Not fromyou," | said roughly, "fromher." | jerked

my head in Tasha's direction. "She is U. The Hr have all
the answers. They know nuch nore than any warrior can
ever know. Ask her again for an answer!"

lan drew in a deep breath. "No." Flatly said, with no
room for urging or argunent-

1 opened ny nmouth to urge, to argue, to plead. And

closed it again, because | saw there was no point. AH the
anger spilled away as | |ooked at ny ol der brother. Aye,
he had asked. More than once. But saying nothing to

me, until now, because to tell ne was to hurt ne.

Li ege man. Ruj hoUi . And nore. Ah gods, | thank you
for my brother.

"Niall." He stood up and faced me. | was taller, heav-
ier, fairer—+two puppies sired on different nothers, but
sharing kinship ties stronger than full-bl ooded brothers.
"Rujho, | swear | would take the pain fromyou if | had
the arts to do it."

"I know." | could not look at him Hs pain reflected
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my own, and that | could not bear. "I do not mean to
berate you."

"Nor should you berate yourself." He did not snile.

"Do you think I do not see it? 3 know the nights you

cannot sl eep, cannot eat. | know when you drink too

much. | know when you |l ook to a woman to ease the

pain. | amyour rujholli, aye, and liege man as well, but I
am not always with you. And yet—+ can tell. | can see

46

the marks on your bade though the whip be invisible."
He reached out and caught ny arns above the el bows,
where the ~r-bands ought to be. "It does not nake you
less a man to ne."

The enphasi s was el oquent, though he did not nmean it
to be. To him | was a man. But to the warriors in the
dan, | was nerely a Honanhan

I looked at himdirectly. "What did Ceinn wi sh to say
to you?"

He had not expected it. His fingers tightened in reflex
before he could release ny arns. "Ceinn?" | saw the

brief loathing in his eyes. "Ceinn is a—fool.*" He wanted
to say nore; he did not.

"It had to do with ne."

"More to do with ne." He shook his head. "No good
woul d cone of it. Rujho, let it go."

"And if | do not?"

He tried to snmile, but it cane out |ess than anused.
"When have you ever been able to nake ne speak when
| have deci ded against it?"

True enough. Qumy, | gestured toward one of the
brass-bound cl othing chests that lined fully two of mny
chamber walls. "Wat do | wear for this, rufho? Wat
finery do | put on?"

lan's | ook was level. "It depends,
what man you choose to be

he said calmy, "on

| stared. "What man?"

"Cheysuli," he said, "or Homanan."

lan and | were directed to one of the smaller audience
chanbers. Sonehow | bad expected the cerenbny to

take place in the Geat Hall, so full of anbience and
history. But the Mijhar, we were told, had selected the
smaller hall, to pronpbte intimacy rather than intimdation

"Possibly a mistake," lan said in a | ow voice as we
entered the audi ence chanber. "I know little enough of
statecraft, but | think the Atvians may require what
intimdation we can offer.”

"They shall face Cheysuli," | said lightly. "That should
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be enough."

| an | aughed. "A good onmen: ny rujho jests on his
weddi ng day."

"Proxy," | remnded himas the servant shut the door
47

behi nd us. Though considerably smaller than the G eat

Hall with its Lion Throne, the chanber was inpressive
enough ia its own intinmate way. Here the rose-red walls

had been whitewashed. Stained gl ass tabl eaus of Honmanan
history filled the deep, narrow casenents and |lent the
white walls a subtle wash of countless colors. The stone
floors were bare of rugs, but here the natural rose-colored
surface was all owed to go unpainted. Sunlight and stained
glass filled the chanber with a pastel nacreous gl ow.

"Proxy," ny father agreed. "And as binding as a proper
Homanan weddi ng." The Mij har rose fromthe cush-

ioned chair on the low dais at the far end of the chanber.
Lorn sat slunmped agai nst one wooden leg as if his sole
responsibility inlife was to hold up the chair. On the
back perched the gol den fal con, TaJ, and beside the chair
stood anot her for the Queen of Homana; at present,
however, it was enpty.

I glanced around qui ckly, searching for Atvians, but
saw none. Only nmy nother, by one of the narrow case-
ments, staring out into the inner bailey.

She turned abruptly. Yellow skirts swirled around her
feet. | saw the sheen of silk; heard the sibilance of fold
caressing fold. "Binding!" she said bitterly. "Wat binds
us nowis idiocy. Niall would do better with another."

"Ai slinn, we have been through this," ny father said

in weary exasperation. "As for doing better, how better?

Gsella is his cousin, and harana to you by your marriage
to ne. Throw a stone at Gsella. Aislinn, and you spl at-

ter its nud upon yourself."

Gold glittered at ny | ady nother's neck. Her hands

were clenched in the folds of her silken skirts. There was
gol d on her hands as well, threading fromthe heavy

girdle through rigid fingers to clash against the fabric.
Her rich red hair was bound up agai nst her head, and
resting against her browwas a circlet of tw sted gold
wre.

"It is not Gsella," she said tightly. "It is her father
H m The Lord of Atvia hinmself. Do you forget it was
Al aric's brother who slew ny father?"

"l do not forget,"'
me forget."

he told her plainly. "You do not |et

She wanted to go to him | could see it in her face; in
the great gray eyes that harpers sang of, naking her
48

beauty into | egend. But she did not go to him She stood
i nstead by the casenent and faced him proud as the
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Muj har hinsel f, and equal ly infl exible.

I glanced briefly at lan, still standing next to ne. His
face bore the polite nmask it always wore before the
Queen of Homana and Solinde. But | wondered what he
thought. | wondered what my nother's terrible pride in
heritage did to the man who was not her son

| sighed. My headache threatened to return. "Does it
go on, then, this cerenbny? O do | go back to ny
chanmbers and take off ny finery?"

My nother still |ooked at ny father, even as he | ooked
at her. | wondered if they had heard nme at all. | won-
dered if they even recalled lan and | were in the cham
ber. They waged sonme private battle, and | coul d not
begin to nane the stakes.

"No." My nother, at last, still |ooking at ny father,
t hough the answer was for nme. "No, you do not."

There was neither triunph nor relief in ny father's face.
Acknowl edgrent, | thought, of my nother's surrender.

And perhaps a trace of compassion, because he knew

why she fought so fiercely.

"You |l ook well." My father turned to ne. "I approve
the selection of Cheysuli |eathers.™
| shrugged a little. "lIt—there was no choice. But—

could wish ny arms were not so naked."

"And do wish it," ny father said. "I know, Niall
Better than you think."

The pain renewed itself. | had chosen, but the choice
did not feel right. It nmade nmy belly chum and stab at ne
with a famliar burning pain. But | had not earned the

| eat hers

"You are Homanan al so," ny nother began, as al-
ways; it was her litany. "Put not so nuch weight in
ornanmentation and think of the blood in your veins."

"Carillon's blood?" Through the pain | could not smle.
"Aye, |ady, always. As you would have ne recall it."

Col or stood high in her flaw ess face. The gray eyes
flicked to lan. "Was it your suggestion?"

"No, lady," he said gently. "I nmerely offered himthe
choi ce. "

Briefly, she shut her eyes as if to shut out his words.
But al most i medi ately they opened again and she | ooked
49

at himunflinctungly. Her tone | acked the bitterness of
monents before. **No, no, you would not thrust one or
the other upon him | know you better than you think,
lan. It is nyself—

But she did not finish, because the |liveried servant
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who had shown us into the chanber was opening the
door yet again. And this tine there cane Atvians into
the room

A man and a woman. The man was tall. el egant,

garbed in understated blue velvets and an attitude too

wel | -trained to betray anything other than respect and
graci ousness, and yet | sensed a power in him |eashed,

as if he were a hawk waiting for the jesses to be cut. H's
hair was very dark, nearly black* and his eyes were an

odd pal e brown. The only ornanmentation was a silver

ring on his left hand and matching earrings in his |obes.

H s outstretched | eft hand offered escort to the wonman.
Though her right hand net his palm they hardly touched
one another. An odd dance by two nagnificent aninmals.

A bizarre sort of courtship rite, | thought, when the
woman was meant for ne.

Looking at her, | rem nded nyself at once the cere-
mony was proxy only. Wat | knew of the custom was no
| ess than anyone else: | would wed the woman in Gsella's

pl ace to make certain the alliance between Homana and
Atvia was seal ed by the bl ood of our respective Houses,
but I would not bed the woman. That was left for G sella.

And yet | found | regretted it.

She put me in mind of a harp string, capable of a

poi gnant, subtle power. Plucked this way, plucked that,
she woul d still enmit a tone that would bind each man to
its strength, resonating in his soul. | thought al nbst at
once of nmy nother's nother, Electra of Solinde, whom

| egend said could ensorcell nen with a single glance from
| anbent eyes. And yet what | knew of that wonan did

not apply to this one. The white-blond hair was bl ack

The ice-gray eyes were al so. The velvet gown was bril -
Iiant crinson.

Smiling faintly, she allowed the nan to | ead her for-
ward. The hem of her skirts brushed the stone of the

floor; | heard its subtle song. A wonan's song, that
sound, and incredibly powerful. But it was not at her
skirts | | ooked.

50

Her head was bowed in a perfect humlity, but there

was pride in her posture as well, and a conprehensi on of
her strength. Beautiful, aye, and claimng that power as a
matter of course, but there was nore to her than sinple
beauty. There was confidence as well. An acknow edg-

ment of her place in the world of kings and princes.

My not her noved snoothly to ny father's side. They
stood together on the dais before the padded chairs,
united in titles and goals, and waited to receive the
Atvian envoy and G sella's proxy bride.

Silver glittered The woman wore it at hip and brow. A
chain of interlocking silver feathers fornmed a girdle. A
plain silver circlet touched her brow, then fiared out at
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each temple to formdelicate downswept w ngs, curving

back to encircle her head. Black hair, unbound except

for the winged silver -circlet, fell in a silken curtain to
girdl ed, crinmson hips.

"By the gods," | whispered to lan, "is there a way |
can wed the proxy bride instead of the genuine thing?"
Hs answering smle was wy. "It mght disconpose
Gsella."

"As well as the alliance.” | sighed dramatically. "Ah,
well . . . tahlnorras nmust be obeyed."

"Such sacrifice," lan nocked. "/, however, am not

al ready bound to such a course.”

| opened ny nmouth to return a suitable retort, but the
envoy was speaking and | shut ny nouth on ny answer.

"l am Varien, anbassador fromthe Atvian court to

yours," the Atvian said quietly. "My lord Mijhar; Aislinn,
gqueen of Homana and Solinde; N all, prince of Homana—
may | present the Lady Lillith, sent from Al aric hinself,

Lord of the Idrian Isles."

Shea of Erinn would dispute that particular title. And
did, I knew, even now. A petty thing, to fight over petty
titles, but it was not Homana's probl em

Varien's voice was a snmooth, cultured baritone. He
spoke with a fluent, meticul ous courtesy in accentless,
fl awl ess Honanan. Envoys are required to speak many

| anguages, but for a nonent, oddly, | wondered how he
would do in the Cheysuli O d Tongue, which defies those
not born to its cadence and lyricism

Lillith. An odd nane not unpleasing to the ear. |
51

rolled it over on my tongue silently and found it nore
difficult to say than to hear.

Crinson skirts flared and settled as she dropped into a
curtsy before the dais. | saw her nails were tipped in
silver, and her mouth was painted red.

Beside ne, lan drew in his breath in a sudden hiss of
shock. | |ooked at himsharply and found him staring
rigidly at the woman as she rose from her el oquent

obei sance. Yet it was not the stare of a man struck by a
worman' s beauty, but by realization instead.

And then | heard Tasha's grow .

Al nost at once, the chanmber was filled with tension

Tasha still grow ed, tail whipping at lan's right leg. Lorn
rose to stand before the chairs, hackled fromneck to tail.
And Taj, still perched upon the chair, bated in agitation

My brother's hand was on his knife. My father was off
the dais and standi ng before the woman. "You dare to
come into nmy hall?" H's anger and astoni shment were
mani fest. "You dare to cone into ny city?"
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"My lord Alaric sent nme." Her voice was | ow and

husky. The Homanan words had a foreign lilt.
"Does he know what you are?"
After a nonment, Lillith snmiled. But only a little snile.

"My lord Alaric knows everything about ne."

I could not be as cal mas the woman so obvi ously was,
but neither could | experience the same nmeasure of shock
as everyone save ny nother. "lan-what is she?"

"I'hlini," he hissed in an undertone. Then, nore |oudly,
"By the gods, she is /hlinir

"What is the meaning of this?" my nother cried. "Alaric
sends an eneny to show what he thinks of the betrothal ?"

"Not at all," Varien said snoothly. "He sends a | ady he
hol ds very highly in his esteem"”

"I amlhlini,"” Lillith said quietly. "I do not deny it.
But what is between your race and mine has nothing to
do with the betrothal. Be assured, Alaric desires the
marri age. "

"I'hl'ini and Cheysuli do not treat with one another."
My father's tone was deadly. "Is this sone trick of
Strahan' s?"

Arched bl ack brows rose below the silver circlet. "My

lord Mujhar, | say again: Alaric desires the marriage.
Strahan has no hand in this. Was it not you yourself who
52
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agreed to this alliance sealed by a marri age between your
son and your sister's daughter?"

"I't was agreed by Homana and Atvia," the Mijhar
said. 'There was no nention of lhluri."

"He did not know ne then."

She was deadly serious. But | wondered if she was as
cal mas she appeared. An lhlini in the halls of Homana-
Muj har? No nmore calm | thought, than | would be
within the halls of Duini Val gaard.

"Did he know, when he sent you, he gave us every
opportunity to break off this betrothal 7" ny father

demanded.
Lillith's eyes were unwavering. Her expression did not
alter. **The ennmity between | hlini and Cheysuli is known

to all nmen. nmy lord. But Alaric intended no insult. He
sent me because he wished to, regardl ess of ny blood."
Briefly, black eyes narrowed. "Are the Cheysuli so hos-
tile they cannot set aside their hatred for the sake of
real ms and chil dren?"
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"Ask us where our hostility cones from" ny father
commanded. "Ask us how we cane so dose to being
anni hil ated by our own Homanan al oes. Because of the
Ihlini, Lady Lillith of Atvia. Because fear and hostility
were fostered by the Ihlini, who reaped the benefits of a
mad king's attenpted extirpation of ny race."

Lillith did not answer at once. | had seen ny father

this angry only once or twice, and | liked it no better this
time. A man of iron control; it is painful to see himlet it
go-

Varien nmade a novenent as if to speak, but Liilith put

a hand upon his wist and he said nothing after all

I nstead, she took a single step forward toward ny father
They were close. Very close. She had only to put out her
hand to touch him Uneasily, | thought of Strahan and
his cold Ihlini fire.

| heard the nmetallic scrape of a knife pulled fromits
sheath. lan's lips were noving in silent prayer or silent

curse as he clenched his hand upon the hilt; | could not
say which. But | saw how the swollen pupils turned his
yel | ow eyes bl ack. | saw how he watched the I hlini woman

and knew she would live no | onger than was humanly
possible if she sought to slay our father.

"My lord Miyjhar,'* she said quietly in her honeyed,

53
husky voice. "I see no Ihlini within the halls of Honana-
Muj har. | would say we lost the battle for the Lion."

Donal of Homana merely | aughed. "Ch, aye, you | ost

the battle for the Lion. But never, never do us the

di scourtesy of thinking we are foolish enough to di scount
the Mni so long as they serve the god of the netherworld."

Lillith met his steady gaze. She did not so nmuch as
blink. "And do you think, my lord Mijhar, that / serve
Asar - Suti ?"

After a nonment, ny father sniled. "Lady, | would

wager you lie down with the dark god hinself."

It was UUith's turn to | augh. The husky sound filled up
the chanber. "Oh. no, my lord Mujhar ... | only lie
down with Alaric.”

54
Fi ve

My nmot her recoiled a single step, then caught herself, as
if she preferred not to show the Ihlini woman she coul d
be taken by surprise. "You are Alaric's whore?"

Lillith | ooked at her calmy. "Wore? In the Cheysul

A d Tongue wonmen such as | are called neijhas and

of fered honor. In the Homanan | anguage, the proper

word is |ight wonan. Yet the Queen herself resorts to the
| ow speech of the streets?"
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"If it is the truth,” ny nother answered. "You insult
the Mujhar, Lady Ulith. Do you forget his sister was
Alaric's wfe?"

"Bronwyn has been dead nearly eighteen years," Lillith
told her calmy. "Before she died, she gave ny lord little
wel cone in her bed. And once' she had conceived, she

denied himutterly. Do you expect Alaric to keep hinself
faithful when he is wed to a worman |ike that?"

My father's hand was a blur as be reached out and

caught one of Lillith's velveted wists. "That is enough
fromyou, lThlini! You will keep your nouth from ny
rufholla's name!"

I was a little surprised by ny father's vehenence. He
and ny aunt had parted on unhappy terms when Alaric
came awooing from Atvia. My nother had told me
Bronwyn wanted nothing to do with the marriage, but
because of politics and the prophecy, ny father had
seen fit to wed her to Alaric even agai nst her wi shes.
They had neither seen one another nor corresponded
agai n, though |I knew ny father woul d have given the
worl d to make peace with his sister.

Lillith's chin rose a little. Sunlight set the winged cir-
cl et agl ow against raven hair. "Plain speech, | freely
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admt; | neant it so, just as the Queen neant her

question. But | ask you this, ny lord: if the Cheysuli are
so dedicated to the tolerance of all races—as clained in
the prophecy of the Firstborn—then why am| renounced

for m ne?"

"Alaric's whore," mnmy nother repeated distinctly. "Ch,

aye, | use the | ow speech of the streets. Because you are
not worthy of better." She stepped down fromthe dais

and noved to stand next to her husband, confronting

Lillith directly. The first shock had passed; she faced the
worman possessed of a quiet dignity and an equally el o-
quent air of command. "You may return hone to Atvia,

Lady Lillith, and tell Alaric he will have to | ook el se-
where for a husband for his daughter.™

"Take your hand fromnme." Lillith did not acknow -
edge ny nmother's words, |ooking steadily at nmy father
"Take your hand fromne."

After a nonment, ny father did so, as if he could not
bear to touch her.

"My lord." Varien, smling, still couched his words in
unruffled courtesy. "My lord Mijhar, | well understand
the Queen's feelings in this matter. But | think she may
wi sh to reconsider what she has just said.” He inclined
his head to nmy nother. "It is true the Lady Lillith is
Ihlini. But it is as | said; nmy lord Alaric esteens her
hi ghly."

"In his bed." It was |lan, shocking us all with his
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virulence; | stared at himin surprise.

Lillith turned her head far enough to slant him an

i nquiring glance out of el oquent eyes. A delicate silver
wing glittered against her hair. "In his bed and out of it.

Why? Do you wish to share it as well?"

lan's laugh was a gust of air expelled with all the force
of disbelief. "I would sooner lie dowmn with a |eper!"”

Lillith's eyelids lowered as if she consulted an inner
voice. It gave her a shuttered, secretive |ook of incredi-
ble insularity. It nade me wish to ask al oud what she

t hought; what she intended to say. But | did not. Wat
Ihlini would tell a Cheysuli the truth?

Shut up within her thoughts, she presented an incon-

gruous picture of maidenly decorum | knew better. She
was lhlini; | had faced Strahan, And as for maidenly
decorum she had already procl ained herself Alaric's
56

Iight woman. It gave her a passkey to vulgarity, if she
wi shed to use it.

But apparently she did not. Wen the kohl-snudged
lids Iifted again, baring her eyes to all, | saw nothing but
resol ute innocence.

Her head lifted mnutely. Her chin and jaw were dis-
tinctly nolded, so that a tilt of a head this way or that
divulged a multitude of things otherwi se |eft unsaid.
Soneone had school ed her well in the use of her body.

O perhaps witches such as Lillith and Electra are born
to manipulate men with a smle, a look, a sigh

Pal e hands gat hered heavy vel vet. Snoothly she put

her back to the Mijhar and the Queen of Honana and

turned instead to face lan and ne, hair sw nging, skirts
swirling, silver nails flashing against the rich texture of
the vel vet.

She | ooked at me, but briefly; her attention was bl a-
tantly fixed on lan. "Are you kin to the Prince of
Homana?"

Sonehow, it was not what either of us expected.
frowned; | an answered because of innate courtesy, though
the tone did not reflect it. "W share the sane jehan."

It was clear she knew the word. The painted lips, stil
smling, parted in silent conprehension. "Then you are
t he bastard son."

It took us all by surprise, her pointedly casual com
ment, but lan nmore so than anyone else, | think. | saw
the color drain out of his face until it was chal ky-gray.
He was not one generally much perturbed by insults—
bei ng so obviously Cheysuli, he was used to occasiona
Homanan curses—and bastardy bears no stigma in the

clans. But this was froma woman, enphatically unpro-
voked, and an Ihlini woman at that. Somehow her pre-
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cise explicitness honed the words nore sharply. Wthout
a doubt the knife cut nore deeply than ever before.

Angrily, | swng back a rigid hand, fully intending to
bring it across her lovely face. But |an stopped ne by
reaching out to catch nmy wist. "No."

“Ruj ho—*

"No," he said evenly. "Do not soil your hands."

"Lillith." My nother's voice, calm cool, suprenely in
command of the situation. She was all queen now, stand-
ing tall in yellow silk and royal gold. What | wi tnessed

was Carillon's |egacy.
57

| saw the instinctive response in the Inlini woman as
she turned al nbst at once; saw al so how that reaction

surprised her by its alacrity. And how nmuch it sat ill with
her .

"UUith." My nother smled her lovely, deadly snile.

"I will allowyou to insult my husband's son no nore
than | will allow you to insult ny owmn." Her face was
snmoot h, untroubled; | saw a glint of satisfaction in her
eyes. "Or, regardless of whose bed you sleep in, | wll
have you cast bodily out of this palace."

I nearly gaped in surprise. To hear her protecting |an

so definitively was shocking as well as wel cone; they said
little enough to one another, being uneasy conpani ons at
best, and certainly nothing in the past had warranted

such loyalty on the part of my nother. And yet she

sounded as fierce as if she defended ne.

Smiling inwardly, | flicked a pleased glance at lan. H's
col or was back, though a little nore flushed than nornal;

shock had been replaced by anger at the Ihlini. No doubt
my nother's defense startled himas nuch as it had ne,
but he did not showit. He showed nothing but a nask.

UUith inclined her head. "As you wi sh, lady. No nore
insults. | offer choices instead."

The mask slipped. "Choices?" |an denanded roughly.
"What choices could an Ihlini offer us?"

Lillith | ooked at the Mijhar. "Your choice, ny |ord:

send Varien and ne back to Atvia, and have the be-
trothal broken." She tilted her head a |little to one side.
**| have given you reason enough."

"Purposely,” he said lightly. "Aye, | have seen that
clearly. There is a purpose to all of this." He smled. It
was not the smle of a man he showed her, but of a
predat or whose attention is fixed upon the spoor of lively
game. "Now, Lady Lillith, give me the other half so

may know the choice."
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But it was not Lillith who answered. Varien spread his
hands. "Sinple, ny lord: ignore the lady's heritage and
all ow the cerenony to go on."

My not her | aughed al oud. "Do you expect us to over-
| ook what she has said, |et alone what she is?"

No. My instinctive response was i mediate. |f for no
ot her reason than the pain she brought to ny brother,
woul d send her back to Alaric.

58

"Choices," Varien said. "Wy |ord?"

My father did not answer at once. | saw the fine-drawn
tension in ny nother as she waited, and felt it in nmyself.
Not because | particularly wanted to marry G sel |l a—eousin
or no, | did not know the girl—but because sone deep-
seated instinct told me the choice facing ny father car-
ried nore wei ght than usual

He knew it as well as |, perhaps better, being who he

is. | saw himsnmle again, nostly to hinself, and then he
turned it fully on the Atvian envoy. "Alaric and Shea
have made a truce."

| frowned. It made no sense; none of it. Wiat had a
truce between Alaric of Atvia and Shea of Erinn to do
with ny marriage?

Varien's lips tightened. Briefly, oh so briefly, | saw
anger in his eyes, and tfien he covered it- He was hinself
agai n, urbane, diplomatic, yet | knew ny father's re-
sponse was not what he expected.

I 1l ooked inmediately at the worman, know ng instinct-
ively she was a truer diviner of emptions. But if Lillith
was angry, she hid it well. Instead, she smled, and
nodded once to herself. As if she had won a wager

O understood us better than anyone w shed to believe.
"Atruce," ny father repeated. Still smiling, he sat
down at last in the padded chair and gestured for ny

nmot her to do the sane. After a nonent's hesitation, she
did so. But | knew she understood ny father's manner

no better than I, even as he |laughed. "Let ne specul ate
al oud, envoy, for a nonent. Please correct ne if | am
wong." He straightened a little and tapped one finger
agai nst the wooden arm "Alaric and Shea, regardl ess of
their respective reasons, have agreed to a truce. | think it
unlikely Shea would ally hinmself with Alaric for any
reason, judging by the turbulent history of the islands;

nonet hef ess, a cessation of hostilities |eaves Alaric in
possession of a united warhost for the first time in dec-
ades." He paused, and | saw he no |longer smled. "Have

I the right of it thus far?"

Varien's school ed face exhi bited neither resentnment

nor regret; he nerely ackow edged my father's suma-
tion with a brief inclination of his head.
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"What is he doing?" | whispered to |an. "Wat has a
truce between Alaric and Shea have to do with anything?"
59

| saw the ironic curling of his mouth; Lillith's insult
had not bani shed his sense of humor. "If you would cl ose
your mouth and open your ears, perhaps you would find
out."

But nmy father went on before | could respond. "If |

broke of f the betrothal for reasons well known to all of
us in this chanber, Alaric would have the right to con-
sider the alliance shattered; the right to levy war." The
Muj har's face di splayed no tension, only cal mess. He

had the right of it. Wars had been started over nore
trivial matters than this. "The past has proven Atvia

i ncapabl e of defeating Homana in battle because her

arm es have been divided. Shea's neddling nmade it nec-
essary for a portion of the warbost to be left at hone to
protect Atvia, and so it was that mnmuch easier for Honmana
to defeat her enenmy. Now, of course, with Erinn and

Atvia at peace, no matter how brief the duration, Alaric
can levy half again as nmany nmen agai nst Homana."

"My lord." Varien said nothing nore; nothing nore
was needed. Even | began to see.

"And so if the betrothal is broken and Al aric cones

against me, as would be his right, it is potentially possible
that Homana coul d be defeated . . . and Al aric nade

Mij har." My father shut his nouth on that; patently, he

was finished discussing the thing.

Varien said nothing. He did not dare to in the face of
hi s supposedly neutral commi ssion

But Liltith did. "Enough Erinnisb knotwork, ny lord

Muj har. Let us speak plainly." She did not so nmuch as

| ook at Varien as she stepped in front of himto face ny
father. "You may interpret the reason for ny presence
here in any way you choose. You may even be correct.

But bear in mnd that if war came of a broken betrothal,
Atvia might well lose all. There is always that chance in
war. | think you realize, ny lord Mijhar, that Al aric has
nmore to gain by seeing your son and his daughter wed

than by breaking the betrothal."

**Then why this el aborate farce?" ny nother asked. "By
the gods, woman, |hlini or no-have you an expl anati on?"

Lillith smled. "OF course. But | leave that for you to
di vine. "

"Insult,” my brother murnured to me. "No nore than
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./\.

n that; a petty attenpt by a petty man to irritate his
A overlord."

I frowned. "All of this just for that?"

"United army or not, Alaric would be a fool to believe
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Atvia coul d defeat Homana. But he cannot accept con-

tinui ng vassal age graciously; he is sly, he is resentful. His
pride aches, so he offers this idiocy nerely to slip the
nettle into our bed." lan shrugged. "I doubt Alaric is

stupi d enough to believe we would fall for this foolishness."

My father looked at ne. "I will let the Prince of
Homana make the choice. It is he who nust wed Alaric's
daughter, not I."

Varien had not expected that. Neither, | thought, had
Lillith. They had di scounted ne early in the gane as too
young, too uninportant to consider. It was the Mij har
for whomthey had set the trap.

Well, / had not expected it, either

Not hi ng woul d pl ease ne nore than to pack Alaric's
Iight woman back to Atvia in disgrace. But | think it is not
worth a war.

I inclined my head briefly to acknow edge ny father's
trust. And then | crossed the chanber to the woman
dressed in crinson and reached out to take her hand.

Silver-tipped nails glowed. The painted lips smled a
little, waiting for ny answer. Cl ose up, she was |ovelier
than ever. But it was a hard-edged beauty wi th nothing

of softness about it.

No, she woul d never be the prey. She woul d wear the
hunter's colors; she would run the prey to ground. . . and
follow himinto his burrow.

"Lady Lillith," | said evenly, "nothing would please
me nore than to have this wedding go forth."

Kohl -snmudged lids flickered mnutely. | saw the brief,
considering glance slanted at ne out of eloquent eyes,
bl ack as the unbound hair. The smile w dened. And then
she | aughed her husky | augh. "You know the gane after
all."

"No," | returned, smling. "But | am a passable
student . "

My father |ooked to nmy brother. "WIIl you have the
priest sent for?"

Silently, lan did so, even as Lillith continued to |augh

Laughed as if she had won.
61

Si x

" "WIIl you, the Prince of Homana, pronise to provide

atl things necessary to the station and well-being of the
Princess of Atvia,' " nmy brother quoted. " '"WII you,
Niall, clan-born of the Cheysuli, prom se to provide suc-
cor and honor, respect and regard, to Gsella of Atvia?
And so on, and so on." He |laughed. "You notice he |eft
out the word | ove. For a Homanan priest, he has surpass-
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i ng sense.”

"Proxy or no, it was hard to say the words." | swal -
| owed sour red wine to wash away the taste of the vows |
had made. "1 kept telling nyself it was for Gsella the
promi ses were nmeant, but | had to ook at Lillith."

"And now you are bound to her forever," |an nused-
"Homanan law is an unforgiving thing, allow ng no
man—er wonman—-the chance to end a narriage that

does neither any good," He shook his head. "Foolish-
ness. Look at Carillon. Surely he nore than any man
shoul d have had the right to end his marriage. Had he
been able to set Electra aside permanently and wed
anot her wonman, he might have sired a son. And you
woul d not be Prince of Homana, in line for the Lion
Throne. "

No, | would not . . . and undoubtedly | would not be
bound forever to G sell a.

I turned fromthe stained gl ass casenent and faced ny
brother. W were alone in the audi ence chanber. The
cerenony had been conpl eted an hour or nore before.

had not | eft because a servant had brought wine to us all,
i ntended for celebration. But none of ny kin wi shed to

share wine with Varien or Lillith past the custonmary
nupti al cup; everyone, including Tasha, had departed,
62

and now |l an and | kept conpany in the presence of
enpti ness.

He sat in ny father's padded chair. | had not drunk so
much wi ne as to weave fancies of ny thoughts, but |

could not help but mark the appropriateness of his posi-
tion. He resenbled our father nore and nore with each
year, as if his flesh grew nore confortable with his
bones. H's nother, Sorcha, had taken her |ife before

had been born; | had no one to conpare himw th except
the Miuj har. And now, looking at him | saw |lan pos-
sessed the same nouth in repose. It was only rarely that |
saw ny father this rel axed

I swallowed nmore wine. It went down so easily, too

easily; | would have to stop soon, or | would suffer for it
in the norning. "Have you ever wondered what life

woul d be like for you jf you were heir to the Lion?"

Li ke ne, he held a cup of wine. Unlike ne, he did not
drink. He stared at nme fixedly over the rim "Wy do
you ask?"

| shrugged. "No reason, save curiosity. W are so
different; | merely wondered how you woul d feel if
you were in nmy place."

"Deceased, " he said succinctly.
"Way?" 1 was horrified. "Wiy would you feel dead?"

"Because | woul d probably be dead." |an strai ghtened
alittfe. "Do you think the Honanans would allow ne to
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succeed to the throne?"
"Why not ?"

"I ama bastard, for one. Cheysuli for another." He
paused. "Mdre blatantly Cheysuli."

I waved a hand. "Let us dispense with the first and say
you are not a bastard. How woul d you feel then?"

He smiled a little. "You dispense with it so easily .
wel | enough— amlegitimate. | amthe Prince of Homana.
I would still be dead, because the Homanans woul d see
toit I was slain."”

"Assassi hat ed?"
He shrugged. "If it was not an accident."

| felt a cold finger brush ny spine. "Because you are
Cheysuli."

"Aye. "

"Qur father is Cheysuh."
63

"Carillon chose our jehan. From himthey would ac-
cept any nan." He did not |ook away fromme. "N all,
you are in no danger. You are Aislinn's son- You bear
the bl ood of the man."

"As well as the man's flesh.”" | swore and stared into
the blood-red wine. "So | survive on sufferance."”

"Do not mstake nme, | do not accuse all Homanans of

wi shing to see Cheysuli dead," he said pointedly. "Mre
and nore are reconciled to the reinstatenent of our
peopl e, even to the succession. But there are sone who
woul d prefer it otherw se."

"Ch. Those;' | grinmaced. "The zeal ots."

"A'saii," my brother murnured into his cup. "Like
Ceinn."

"What ?"

He bunked and | ooked up at ne. "The O d Tongue

word, a'saii. It neans zeal ot in Homanan, or sonething
close to that."

"What has the word to do with Cemm?"

"Not hing." The nmouth was taut as wire. |an began to
drink his wine.

I set my own cup down in the casenent sill and went to
my brother. Before he could speak, | caught his wi st
and kept the cup fromhis nmouth. "I am not deaf, rujho.

Neither am | stupid. At Qankeep, Ceinn canme to your

pavilion seeking word with you. He nade a mi stake; he
began to speak before he saw | was there. You yourself
said he was a fool. Now you call hima'saii. | want to
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know what it neans."

"I't nmeans what | said: Ceinnis a fool." lan tw sted
away fromne and rose, leaving me with his cup of wi ne.
"He is nore devoted to the old ways—the ol d days—
than others in the clan."

"The days of the Firstborn?"

"Directly after, when the prophecy was first discov-
ered." lan turned to face nme. "In those days, the Cheysul
bred only with Cheysuli, to keep the blood clear of taint.
In the end, that is what nearly destroyed us; we need the
new bl ood prom sed in the prophecy.”

I nodded. "I know this. [an—=

"I am answering!" he said sharply. "Gods, N all, nust
you have it carved for you in stone? Ceinn adheres to
64

S v-

N
the beliefs of toe earty days, when our women only |ay
down with our nen. To keep the blood pure.'*

"And mne, of course, wnot.'* | smled tightly, though
the revelation of Ceinn's beliefs did not particularly shock
me. "He thinks |I should not be in Hne to inherit."

"Aye." It was clipped; lan was angry with hinself for
letting me learn the truth.

"Let me guess: Ceinn believes he should inherit the
throne."

"No," lan said. "He says the Lion should be mne."

I shut ny nouth so as not to resenble a sinpleton
"You," | said. "You? But— thought surely he would

want it. Is that not why he pursues |solde? To nake his
cl ai m stronger?"

"No." lan drewin a breath and released it through
taut lips. "The a' sau—v he stopped short. "Ceinn feels
have nore right than you. That ny blood is purer.”

"He forgets Sorcha was half Homanan," | said bit-
terly. "You are no nore pure than I!"

"W have a jehan who clains the AOd Blood from

Ali x, our granddanme. That ensures ny right. But on

yowj ehana's side there is Solindish blood in you; Electra
was your granddane, never mne." lan's face was a

mask. "There. | have carved it out for you. Can you set
the stone into place?"

"El ectra, my nother's nother, was also Tynstar's
meijha," | said flatly. "Aye, | can set the stone into

pl ace. So, the blood that endears me to the Homanans—
the Queen is Carillon's daughter, and for that they wll
over|l ook even Solindish El ectra—devalues ne to the
Cheysuli." The pain rose up to swallow nmy belly whol e.
Gimacing, | spun and threw lan's cup at the cl osest wall
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Instead, it shattered the nearest casenent.

Col ored gl ass rai ned down against the floor. | stared
aghast as the shards splattered down |ike blood, spilling
across the stone. Sunlight gaped through the |ead frane:

naked light filled nmy eyes until the tears spilled over.
My clan will not accept me. My race reviles ne.

"Niall-" lan's bands were on ny arns. "Sit down-sit
down!" He guided nme to one of the chairs and pushed
me into it. "Shansu, rujho, shansu. Such anger can harm

the soul . "
As well as gripe the belly. Hunched over, | |eaned
65

agai nst one of the padded arns. "How many, |an? Bow
many of the a'sauf”

"Too few, | prom se you. And the canker is very smaB."
"Cankers grow. Cankers can overtake the healthiest of
men. "

"And cankers can be cut out." He knelt down in front
of me. "Do you think I would ever allow Ceinn or any
other warrior to harmny rujhoUfl Wat manner of |iege
man am | ? What sort of brother aml to you?"

Brot her. The Homanan word was accented. | an was

nore accustoned to the Cheysuli. Wiile | only rarely
resort to the A d Tongue.

"Wul d you want it?" | asked. "The Lion?"

Surprising nme, lan smled. "If | ever laid claimto the
Li on, the Homanans woul d have ny bead. Do | |ook |ike

a martyr to you?"

My | augh resenbl ed a gasp, "No, nor a particularly

anmbi tious man." | |eaned back in the chair as the pain in
my belly began to subside. "I need you, lan. Liege nan,
ruj hoHi, conpanion ... | need you with nme, lan. Here

or in Atvia."

"Atvia," he said. "I thought it mght cone to that."

"Even now t he Homanan Council hammers out trade
agreenments with Varien as part of the nmarriage settle-
ment. In a week the ship sails. And | nust go with

Varien and Ulith to claimmy Atvian bride." | forced a
smle. "I have no intention'of going there alone with that
Ihlini witch."

He sighed. "I suppose | have no choice."
The smile cane nore easily. "You never have. Your
tahlmorra lies with ne."

lan sat down in the other chair. "Along trip," he
predi cted. 'Tasha hates the water."

The week before sailing was both the | ongest and the
shortest of nmy life. The thought of the trip itself was
exciting, regardless that nmy future wife lay at the end of
it. I had never been out of Homana before, and the idea
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of a sea voyage was al nost intoxicating. At first there
had been sonme di sagreenment over whether | shoul d go.

It woul d be easy enough for Alaric to send his daughter
to Homana, but it was agreed at last that | would go to
fetch her nyself, as a mark of honor

66

But now | had other things to think about; other things
to gnaw at the back of my mnd, even when | tried to
keep nmy attention on matters of nore inportance.

A saii, lan had called them Cheysuli warriors too ded-
icated to the refinenent of the AOd Bl ood.

And there was Lillith. Varien's overtures of friendship
wer e easy enough to brush off: he was envoy, not prince;

his rank did not match mne, and | found nyself using an

i mpati ent condescension | had not known | possessed.

But with Lillith, it was different. Being a beautiful woman,
she knew how to mani pul ate nen. Being Ihlini witch, she

had recourse to nore arts than nost. And so | found

mysel f agreeing to acconpany her into Miyjhara to show

her the sights of the city.

"Al one?" | asked as we wal ked the length of the
corridor. "You and |?"

She retied the wine-red ribbon threaded through her
single braid. "W are wed. There is no | aw against it.

She was sol emm-faced as we neared the main entrance,
but I saw a glint of amusenment in her eyes. It irritated
me as much as she neant it to.

"W are not wed," | pointed out. "The union was
never consummated."

Lillith smled. "W could take pains to see that it
was. "

"No." | said it coldly, banishing any attenpt at polite-
ness or di pl omacy.

Lillith's husky laugh rang out. "If you axe frightened of
me, ny lord, why not have your warrior brother accom
pany us? His magic will prevent ne fromusing mne."

Anot her man mi ght have instantly refused the chance

to gain an ally, being too proud and too full of hinself; /
was not a fool. Strahan had al ready inpressed upon ne

how easy it was for an Ihlini to |level sorcery against ne,
and | was not about to give Lillith the opportunity. |
rousted |l an from conversation with one of nmy nother's

| adies, ignored his nmuttered threat, and expl ai ned nat -
ters to him He stopped conplaining, sumobned Tasha
fromhis chanbers, and went with Ulith and me into the
city streets-

In the thirty-five years since Carillon had returned
fromexile and made the Cheysuli welcome in their homne-

| and agai n, nost of the Homanans had | earned to coexi st

67
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with warriors and Ur. Tasha's presence no | onger al arned
Mij hara's citizens to the point of taking action against
her as they once woul d have agai nst a nmountain cat who
happened into the city. Wile no one precisely wel coned
her—she is large, lethal, and incredibly powerful —neither
did they hunt weapons with which to slay her

lan and | flanked Lillith out of good manners, nothing
mor e- Tasha preceded us, clearing a path through the
crowded streets as passers-by nade way i mredi ately.
Though the streets were cobbled, a thin | ayer of dust
rose to filmUIlith's wine-red skirts and turn thema
faded ocher-red. But she hardly appeared to notice. She
observed everything around her with cal m discerning
eyes, as if she fit the city into a private ordering. She did
not appear aware of the stares she received from nen, or
the mutters fromthe wonmen. They coul d not know she

was | hlini, but her vivid apartness made her a beacon in
the streets.

lan and | took her to Market Square, the hub of every
city or country village. In Mijhara the Square is huge,
hedged by buildings at every turning. It was here every-
one brought wares to trade and sell, commbdities neant
for conpetitive distribution. Canvas stalls filled up the
Square, narrowing the alleys and streets to w ndi ng wal k-
ways hardly wi de enough for three to wal k abreast. Even
Tasha found the going nore difficult.

"I's it always like this?'Lillith asked.
| an was ahead, | behind. Jostled, | stunbled a step
closer to her. "It is Market Day today. Another time it is

not so bad, although the Square is always crowded." My
foot squashed a sodden sweet nmeat sonmeone had dropped;

grimacing, | shook the remains fromthe sole of ny boot.
"It is worse at Sumerfair."

Lillith held up her skirts with both hands as |an broke
a path through the throngs of people. "Rondule is not so
big as this. But then, neither is Atvia as big as Homana."

"Do you not cone from Solinde?" | nearly had to
shout over the babble of the crowds.

"Originally." She slanted a glance at ne over a shoul -
der. "Atvia is now ny hone."

"Because of Alaric."
"Because | choose it as ny hone."

| an was brought up short by a man on horseback,

68
al ways questionable transportation in the Square. Lillith,
still looking at me, bunped into him |an turned, intend-

ing to steady her; he stopped hinsel f. For a nonment they
merely | ooked at one another, as if offering nutual
chal | enges

Then Lillith laughed. |an | oked away.
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"Ruj ho" | said sharply, "Iook."

|l an turned. W& had been stopped by the stall of a

furrier, and the snell of freshly-dressed hi des was pun-

gent. There were pelts of every sort: coney, fox, beaver,

; bear, wolf and nountain cat, countless other kinds. The

| argest pelts were tacked upon wood and hung fromthe

n back of the stall. Tails depended fromnails. The plusher,
n finer pelts were piled upon benches and over the counter

.H itself.

t" My hand had automatically gone down to brace nyself

n agai nst stunbling. It was buned in sl eek softness; one

n | ook told me the hide had once clothed a living cat.

' I recoiled. The color was Tasha's, lush red tipped with

chest nut brown. Though there is no tenet in the clans
agai nst trapping or slaying aninmals who are not U, the

I i keness to Tasha sent a shiver of distaste and supersti -
tion down ny spine.

AN

"

lan's face was stark. Here we saw hundreds of pelts,
and all the ani mal s dead.

"Lovely," Lillith said, and her hands caressed the re-
mai ns of the nountain cat.

A man stepped forward from behind his racks of pelts.

He was small, quick, authoritative. "A discerning eye,"

he said, smling warmy at Lillith, but not too famliarly.
A shrewd gl ance at lan and nyself told himwe could

afford the price of any one of a hundred pelts; his smle
becane obsequi ous. "A fur-lined mantle, perhaps? A bit

of coney for the collar?" He snatched up a night-bl ack
mountain cat pelt and swept it around Lillith's shoul ders.
"Bl ack on bl ack," he said. "Lady, you are lovely."

But Lillith | ooked past the man and lifted a sl ender
hand. "No," she said, "the white."

The furrier glanced over his shoulder. H's brown hair

was tied back with a length of blue-dyed |eather. His
clothing al so was of leather, with strips of fur at collar,

N, cuffs and doublet hem Red fox, | knew | thought it fit
'-; hi s nmanner.
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"Lady, that is not yet ready for sale."” Still smling, he
took the black pelt fromUIlith and offered a silver one
instead. "This one suits you well."

"That one/' Ulith said, and there was no m staking

her tone.
The furrier pressed palms against his leathers. "It has
only just come in. There are treatments. | nust first

render it suitable." He bobbed his head toward | an and
then nysel f. "Perhaps sonething else for the | ady?"
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"There is nothing here for her," lan said flatly. "I hunt
and skin animals when | nust, for food and warnth and
shelter, but | do not slay—er sell—-so nany as to nmake

my living at it."

The furrier slanted a nervous glance in Tasha's direc-
tion. The cat's amber eyes were fixed on his face, as if
she intended to |l eap on himnmonentarily.

"I wish to see it,* Ulith said, and threw down the

silver pelt.

The furrier conplied. He settled the white pelt down
in front of Ulith and folded his arns across his chest.

"Wl f," she said, and | thought | heard satisfaction in
her tone.

"Aye,'* the furrier agreed. "Brought in this norning.

The trapper gave it only a bit of a cleaning." Deft fingers
peel ed back an edge of the pelt to show the hide be-

neath. "It wants softening, brushing, dyeing; all the things
| do to the pelts to nake them | ovely enough for a |ady

as lovely as you." No nore nerchant's chatter; he neant

what he said, profoundly.

Ulith fingered the fur. "WII it be white again? True
whi t e?"

"Want s cl eaning." He bobbed his head.

She smled. "The wolf nust have been a |l ovely aninal,
alive."

"Wanted killing,'* the furrier said. "Plague-ridden
beast." Uneasily he glanced at ne. "No nore, of course.
I'"d never be selling a plague-ridden pelt."

"VWhat plague?" | frowned. "There is no plague in
Homana. "

"North, across the Bluetooth River," he said. "Herd-
ers took sick after a white wolf got into their sheep."

"This wol f?" | an asked.

The furrier shrugged. "Trappers are taking every white
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one they can find, for the coin. Herders are payi ng good
silver."

"What are you payi ng?" | denanded.

He did not | ook away from ne. "Copper," he said, and

smled. "There is no plague in Mijhara."

"And what will you sell it for?" |an asked.

"Cold," the furrier answered. "Wite wolves are rare;
there are people who crave the unusual."

"Lovely," Liilith murrmured, burying fingers in the
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pel t.

"Enough," | said abruptly, "there is nore for you to
see." | put a hand on her arm and turned her away from
the stall.

"Nothing for the | ady?" asked the man. "Nothing for
ei ther of you?"

"We do not cravethe unusual,"” |an answered, "when
purchased at the price of an animal's life."

"It carried plagueF the man insisted, theo shut his
mouth as if he realized he mght |ower his asking price.

"Plague," lan said in disgust as we threaded our way
through the throng. "Mire likely the sheepdogs carried
t he sickness."

"Or the herders thenmselves." Liilith smled. "I have
seen enough. | would like to go back to the pal ace."
"You have seen nothing," | said, surprised, "You have

hardly tapped Mij hara—=

"l have seen enough," she repeated distinctly. A slim
hand insinuated itself in the crook of ny arm "WII you
escort me home, ny |ord?"

The enphasis as she singled me out was slight, but stil
apparent, and certainly so to lan. | saw the slight tw st at
one coner of his mouth; amuserment or irritation, per-

haps both. He glanced at ne, sniled, gave in graciously.

But | thought he and Tasha fell back a few steps with an
undue anount of alacrity.

Ulith said little enough as | escorted her back to
Homana- Miuj har, keepi ng hersel f in conpani onabl e si -

| ence- |an and Tasha foll owed, but she ignored them
both. The hand still rested in nmy elbow, | could hardly
strip it away, though | longed to do it. Conmon courtesy
deni ed me the pl easure.

Ihlini or no, she is Alaric's representative—+n bed or
out of it, as she says. Wiat little |I have |earned of
71

statecraft fromny father forbids outright rudeness unless
I have no choice. And/or now, there is a choice.

Still, | wondered if Lillith had truly seen enough. O if,
more |ikely, she had seen precisely what she had cone to
see.
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Seven

We took ship fromHondarth, bound for At via. It was
possi ble to go overland through Solinde to the western
port of Andemr, then set sail for the island, but the
fastest way was to go by-sea entirely. Besides, we had no
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wish to enter Ihlini environs with Lillith in our conpany.

Aside from Varien, Lillith, lan, Tasha and mnyself,
there was an escort of sixteen Homanan men handpi cked
fromny father's personal Mijharan Guard. |an, |ess
inclined to approve of such things as royal escorts and
decorum was anused by it all. | felt a m xture of pride
and resignation. | was content enough to accept ny role
as Homana's heir with all attendant traditions, but I
realized, sonewhat bel atedly, that never again would I
have the freedomto flee ny princely concerns. The
marriage, proxy or no, had | ocked the circlet around ny
head.

The weat her, as we sailed out of Hondarth, was good.

The rains had lifted entirely, leaving clear skies and a
nore tenperate climate behind. Only a faint cool breeze
snapped the blue sails of our ship and set the scarl et
pennons flying-

Behi nd us lay the whitewashed city and |il ac-heat hered
hills- Ahead of us floated the Crystal Isle, weathed in
silver msts. lan, standing beside ne at the taffrail, nod-

ded toward the island. "All the history, rujho. Do you
ever think of it?"

"I thought of it enough when the shar tahls nmade ne
menorize all the stories." Cautiously, | eyed the white-

caps sl appi ng against the prow | had not yet decided if |
was born to sail or to keep nyself to |and.

I an | aughed. "I, as well . . . but now those stories
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seemnore alive. | think we should have conme here then

I medi acy nakes the | essons nore conprehensible.”

"I have no intention of reciting those | essons now, "
declared. "Still . . . you have the right of it. Perhaps we
shoul d have cone."

"Why not recite those lessons to ne?" inquired the
husky voice from behind us. "Surely you know | | earned
a different history."

| turned to face Lillith. lan did not. Beside him wide
paws spread, Tasha snharled and pressed against lan's |eg.

She wore an indigo mantle. The edges, stitched with

gol d thread, snapped in the rising wind. Her unbound

hair bl ew freely about her shoulders. | was put in mnd of
a shroud. Black. Silken. And all-enconpassing.

"Then shall | tell you what / know of the island?" She
sl i pped between | an and nme, touching neither of us, yet |
was as aware of her as if she were a wi ne too heady for ny

wits. As for lan, | could not say how he responded, save
to see howrigid was his posture. "It is the birthplace of
the Cheysuli," Lillith told us. "The heart, if you will, of
Homana. "

VWhat ever | had expected of her, it was not that. Never
the truth. Sidelong, | |ooked at her, and saw the distant
smle. "The Ihlini rose out of Solinde," | said; it was
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conmon know edge.

A thick strand of hair was whipped into her face. n
Sl ender fingers caught at it and pulled it away fromthe /.
questing grasp of the wind; silver-tipped nails flashed. -J

"The I hlini rose out of Homana." The snile was gone, n

but there was no hostility in her tone, nmerely matter-of- |
factness. "I amcertain Tynstar told Carillon, probably n
even your father. It is the truth, Niall; once the Ihlini and
Cheysuli were as cl ose—l oser—than you and | an."

She had never said ny nane before. Accented, the
syl l abl es had a different sound. The sound of intinacy,
which did not please ne at ail

"Lady," deliberately |I denied faniliarity, "I think you
mouth lies we would rather not hear."

"Then tell me your truths,"” she invited. "Both of you

tell me what all Cheysuli children are told, when the shar
tahls share the know edge contained in the histories."

| an turned abruptly. "What do you know of Tynstar?"

He took her by surprise. Arched brows rose slightly.
74

Then she snmiled, and the coners of her eyes creased.
The wind put color into her cheeks. But before she could

answer | an, | asked her a question of ny own.
"How ol d are you, Lillith?" In ny intentness, | hardly
noticed my use of her given nane. "I have heard the

stories of aborted aging.

UUith |aughed. "Along with other arts." She | ooked at

each of us, one by one, and her smle grew wi der still. "I
shal | answer both of you: | amnore than a hundred

years, and Tynstar was ny father."

| an physically recoiled. Behind him Tasha grow ed.
"Tynstar!" | blurted. "How is it possible?"

"How is it not possible?" she countered. "Ch, | know,

you are thinking of Electra, Tynstar's m stress. Your
granddame, was she not?" Lillith nodded before |I could
answer. "Well, | can only say that when a man such as
Tynstar lives for nore than three hundred years, he wll
take more women than only one. Electra was the |ast one,
perhaps, but hardly the first." She raised her head agai nst
the wind and let it caress her face. "My nother was
Ihlini. W do not weigh the value of people by rank, only
by power ... but in your terns, she would have been a
queen. As mny father was the king." Lips parted in sen-

sual pl easure. Eyes closed, she bared her flaw ess face to
the rising w nd.

"Strahan is your half-brother." | thought again of the
man | had net in Mijhara, who had nearly drowned ne
in the nud.
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"My younger brother," Lillith agreed. "So young . .
and so newy-conme to his arts." She opened bl ack eyes
and | ooked at ne. "There is nmuch left for himto learn."

"But not so much for you," lan said harshly. "Is that
what you seek to say? To warn us of your power? Do not
bot her, lady. | have no intention of ignoring who or what
you are."

"No," she said, "that is obvious. But why nust you
assune | bear you or your brother ill wll?"

"You are Ihlini." It was explanation in itself.

"And kin to you, sonewhere ages and ages ago."

Lillith gathered in flying hair and contained it in a slen-
der hand. "I am albeit unspoken. Queen of Atvia. | am
content with Alaric. What would | do with Homana?

Why do you assume | want it?"
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"You are lhlini." ITlis time fromnme, and equally

i nflexible.

"I'hlini," she said. "Second-bomof the First, and there-

fore a threat to you." Lillith shook her head, "Not all of
us seek to hinder the prophecy."

| an's nmout h opened, closed. | saw himvisibly gather

his thinning tol erance. "Lady," he said finally, with the
infinite patience of a man who despi ses his opponent,
"you have the right of it when you say Tynstar must have
spoken to Carillon and ny jehan. Aye, | know the truth
that drove the demon: fulfillnent of the prophecy neans
the end of the Ihlini. How can you not work agai nst us?"

LUith stood very still. Mstly she faced | an now, but
in her profile | saw a | ook of exalted triunmph. "Aye,"
she said on a breath of acconplishnment, "I think you

begin to understand. "

| an shook his head. "Understand an Ihlini? | think
not . "

She backed away from us both; w nd-whi pped waith,
suddenl y, indigo blue and bl ack. And magnificent in her
pride. "Wiy should we be any different?" she asked.
"Why shoul d we be hounded by your dogs of righteous-
ness until no one in all the worid can see the sense in
what we do—why we fight for our survival! Do you see?
Do you see it at all?" Her eyes searched ny face and
lan's. "Evil, you claimus; denons you call us; seed of
the dark god hinsel f. And why? Because we do what we
must to survive. Survive! Wuld you do any differently if
prom sed dem se by the fulfillnent of a prophecy?" The
mantl e cracked in the wind. "Wrds," she said bitterly.
"Wbrds. And with them you destroy an entire race.

Even as you were nearly destroyed. WIIl you do the same
to us? Unl eash a Cheysuli qu' nmahlinT

"Enough," lan said, white-faced. "You have said
enough. "
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"Have 1?" Lillith demanded. She gl anced at ne, then

met | an's baleful, yelloweyed glare. "Looking at you, |
say | have not. But then you are fanatic enough to be
a'saii"

The last was bitterly said. But before |I could ask her
how she cane to know so much of the O d Tongue,

Lillith turned her back on us both and took herself out of
our sight.
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A saii. lan? | knew better. Until | |ooked at his face.
"Ruj ho— | began

lan's face was the nask | knew so well. But his ashen

color was not. "She has the tongue of a serpent."
"Can a serpent tell the truth?"

H s head snapped around as he | ooked at ne in shock-
**You believe her?"

"No," | told him troubled, "I think no Ihlini would
ever bear us anything but ill will. But what if she tells
the truth about their reasons for hating us so?"

"Truth, lies, what does it matter? Their knives are just
as sharp." lan shook his head. "Wuld it make you | ess
dead if the man who slew you believed he was serving his
race?"

The taste of salt was in nmy nouth. The tang was
bittersweet. "No, rujhoi No."

"See that you renmenber it," lan told ne flatly. "See
that you never forget."

| watched himas he took Tasha with himto the other

side of the deck. Alone, incredibly alone, | stood against
the taffrail and wondered if there was, beyond the obvi-
ous, any real difference between Ihlini and Cheysuli

We | ove and hate and fight with equal certitude. But
then, so can brother and brother; so can sister and sister

| shivered. The wi nd was decidedly cold.

The Idrian Ccean is a fractious beast, tame one day,

wild the next. As we passed the crunbl ed headl ands of

sout hwestern Solinde, nearing the two islands known as
Erinn and Atvia, the beast turned definitively disagree-
able; | discovered | was a good sailor in good weather, a
poor one in bad.

| stayed bel ow nuch of the time, studiously ignoring

what | could of the pitching ship, but when the swells
deepened and the tinbers began to groan al armngly,
dragged nyself up the slippery |ladder to the sea-spl ashed
deck above.

The sun was swal |l owed by clouds. | could not tell if it
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were evening or afternoon. W nd-w acked, sea-swept, |

could not even tell if it rained, or if the water came from
the ocean. Al | knew was | was soaked through in an
instant, and the deck was incredibly slick

"l an?" He was somewhere on deck, | knew, he spent
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as much time above as | did below "lan!" Slipping,

sliding, swearing, | made it to the taffrail and clung with

all ny mght. Spray nearly drowned ne; the wind tried to
batter ne back.

| spat out the taste of salt. Al around ne the light was
odd, an unearthly, ocherous green. My belly began to
dance within the confines of ny flesh.

"Cods," | nuttered aloud, "if this is but a gentle blow,
I would not care to see a gale.”

The wi nd snapped the words back at ne, along with
the salty spittle of the sea. Eyes stung, nouth protested;

| spat back, naking certain | did it with the wind, and
not agai nst.

| an canme up behind e, |oom ng out of the | owering
sky. "The captai n suggests we go bel ow. "

"No," | blurted instantly. "At |east up here | can
br eat he. "

lan smled as | turned to spit again. "Can you?" The
hunor faded as he squinted past ne into the wind. "N all —

per haps we should do as he says. The waves will surely
swanp us."

I looked at the roiling ocean. The swells were watery
mount ai ns; the troughs a comon grave.

I glanced back at |an. Wt black hair was flattened
agai nst his head. Bare-arnmed, the water polished his
gold- H s leathers were soaked, but no nore so than ny
wool en breeches and padded doubl et .

"Where is Tasha?" | asked.

"l sent her below. She hates the water so, | coul d not
bear to keep her with me." lan squinted into the slanting
rain. "Gods. N all +ook at that!"

I looked. Qut of the pewter-green skies cane a tracery

of lilac. Delicate fingers touched here, touched there,

i nsinuating thensel ves between the | obes of heavy cl ouds.
It spread; spreading, it began to swallow the waves as
wel | as the sky.

"I have seen nothing like that before," | declared-
"Nor have |," he agreed grimy, "but neither of us is a
sailor."
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No, we were neither of us a sailor. But it does not take
a sailor to know when a stormis a bad one, or when the
waves are nore than water
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Gods—how they rise—how they prepare to swal |l ow us
aU—

And then | forgot the waves and stared only at the
heavens. "By the gods, the sky is afive/"

The ship dropped, prowfirst, into a deep trough. It
seenmed al nost to stand on end. | clutched the rail and
braced nyself against the slippery deck

"N al | +he wave—Ao/d on—

Crushi ng wei ght descended upon nme. It drove nme to

the deck, battering at flesh and bones, until | slid freely
across fl ooded decking and came to rest, however briefly,
against a pile of massive rope. | clutched at the nearest
coil, locking rigid fingers .as the huge wave rolled over
the deck. Tinmbers groaned and shuddered. Like a surly
stallion, the ship bucked beneath ny body.

The water lived. It tried to swallow ne down a sea-
dragon's gull et, sucking, sucking, threatening to chew,
until | | odged against a sore tooth and kicked, Kkicked,
still clutching nmy coil of rope. Heaving, the sea-dragon
spat me out; exhal ed bl eedi ng, scream ng debris as well
as silent bags of broken bone and shredded fl esh.

My nmouth was filled with blood and salt. My ears,
deaf ened by pressure as well as by sound, throbbed pain-
fully. Water and bl ood was stream ng from ny nose

"l'an," | nunbled thickly, "lan—-where are you, rujho?"

The mast snapped. Spars broke and were flung through
the air, skewering flesh and canvas. Sheets and shred-
ded sail collapsed across the deck, tangling nen wthin
heavy folds and the deadly enbroidery of knots and
coils.

"Niall!"™ Distantly, | heard him "N all—-where are
you—=2"

"Here!" But in the heart of the storm| could hardly
hear nyself.

Sonething pierced nmy leg. Wth the pitching of the

ship |l tried to pull nyself onto hands and knees, but the
slippery deck denied me proper purchase. Face down,

slid frommy coil of rope toward the skeletal silhouette of
the taffrail, fragile prom se against the violence of the
storm

And heard the scream of a nountain cat.
lon? No. More likely Tasha, searching for her lir.

Pitch, roll, heave ... | slid nearer the side of the ship,
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knowi ng a negligent dap of the dragon's tail could sunder
the wood ana sweep ne into the seas beyond.

Tasha. Scream ng. |an?
I lurched upward, lunging for solid wood. Found it;

what it was | could not say, knowing so little of ships. It
creaked. Groaned. But it held.

Lurid lightning spilled |ike blood through the bl ack-
ened clouds and lit up the drowning ship. Inits glare
saw Tasha, huddl ed agai nst a heavy sea chest. Wdged,
the chest showed no signs of giving itself over to the
storm Timng the swells, | let go of ny handhold and
ran.

The ship rolled, wallowing |ike a drunken man in a

pool of urine and vonmit. | fell to both knees, skidded,

slid into the terrified cat, apologized silently, and peel ed
mysel f up fromthe deck. The chest had brass handl es;
grabbed one and hel d on.

Tasha' s anber eyes were dyed yellowgreen in the livid
light. Tufted ears fl attened agai nst her head. Tightly, so
tightly, she clanped her tail around quivering haunches.

Di m ni shed by the storm she was little nore than a
terrified housecat.

It made nme trenendously angry, that gods—er denpbns—
woul d play with the nountain cat so.

"Tasha, Tasha-shansu. Be easy, ny lovely girl

the stormwll cone to an end." A hand agai nst soaked

shoul der found rigid flesh and hardened si new. She shook,
even as | did; fromthe rain, fromthe cold, fromthe fear.

"Tasha, where is your A r?" | knew she could not tel
me, but | could not hold back the question

The cat snarled, baring lethal teeth in rage and pain.
In the lightning | saw the gaping hole in her flank.

"Ch Tasha—no/"

It was deep. Jagged. It bled freely, but the rain washed
it open again. And again; | watched her life spill onto the
deck.

"No!" The shout tore out of my throat. "Gods, Tasha,
not you—+f you die, |an dies—=

A heavy l|ine slapped across ny face, knocking nme to

the deck- Stunned, | felt the stinging spring up in ny
cheek and the pain growing in one eye. Groping fingers
sought the welt and found it, as well as the cut over ny
eye. Already the Iid swelled closed.
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**Tasha— | saw the cat's third eyelid rise. Sluggish,
weakened, she panted, exposing slack pink tongue. From
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deep in her chest | heard the ongoing wail of pain and
fatigue. Rising, dropping; a song of death and regret and
futility.

If Ian was not al ready dead, Tasha's death woul d de-
stroy himconpletely. Drive himinto madness. Drive
himinto seeking the death-ritual

Briefly, | thought of ny grandsire, Duncan. Tynstar
had slain his H, Cai, the hawk. And so he had al so slain
Duncan.

Oh gods, if ny brother nust die, | beg you—+tet himdie
in another way. . . . Not a petition | was proud of, but
could not bear to | ose himtw ce.

I crawl ed to Tasha. Peel ed of f ny padded doubl et,

sodden and dripping with rain, and folded it, pressing it
agai nst the wound in Tasha's flank. My linen shirt plas-
tered itself against ny battered body. | shivered. My
cheek and eye hurt; vision was restricted to ny left eye
only.

The ship rolled. Caught. Shuddered |ike a man ex-
pending hinself in a wonman. Stopped dead.

I was thrown to the deck, flung conpletely away from
Tasha, and saw the taf&ail tilt eerily. Beyond it lay the
hori zon, backlighted by saffron, and silver. The noon, |
realized, balanced itself on the blade of the horizon

Free of trunk, of handle, of Tasha, | slid toward the
maw of the dragon. Stiffened fingers and boot toes scrab-
bl ed agai nst wet wood.

Shuddering again, the ship tilted farther yet and slid
nore deeply into the sea. Another wave drove it deeper,
scraping the deck free of debris. At the broken rail | was
caught by rigging; dragged up again as the ship wall owed,
foundered, tried to pull free of the sea. As | grabbed for

rope and spar, | saw Tasha swept by ne into the dragon's
nmout h.
In shock, |I could not grieve, | could only nmouth the

nanes of ny brother and his lir.

The ship shuddered again, groaning as the hull splin-
tered against jagged rocks. | felt the vibration through
my body and realized what it meant.

"Land?" | croaked al oud. "But—how can there be
| and?"
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| flailed in the rigging, trying to right nmyself. H e ship,
solidly aground, no | onger pitched or wallowed. But it

had tilted to an al arnmi ng degree; no nore was there a

deck on which I could stand. Knees grated agai nst the
rigging, |apped about with water, and slipped | oose in the
force of the waves.

"Nieall."
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I wenched nmy head around and saw t he woman cling-

ing to a spar. It slashed a di agonal wound across the
fabric of the sky. The storm had broken; behind her, the
moon bl ed silver |ight.

"Unth." The name was hardly a sound.

Sodden hair tangled at her hips. She bad shed the

i ndi go cl oak. The gown she wore was deepest black, so
that except for face and hands she was a part of the
darkness itself.

| saw her reach out a hand. | saw the silver flash of her
pai nted nails. But nostly | saw her beguiling smle, prom
ising life, survival, continuance.

"Your choice," she said. "I will not make it for you."

| drewin a trenbling breath. "And the price of Duini
ai d?"

"\What ever your life is worth.”

| tried to swallow and found the task too painful. "M
brother," | croaked, "and his fir."
Ulith sniled. And then she |aughed. "I amsorry,"

she said at last. "Hi s choice is already nade."
| spat. And then | cursed her.

The pale band rose. | saw a line of purple flanme cone

hi ssing fromout of the darkness to dance in the pal m of
her hand. In its lurid light her face was thrown into
relief, hollowed: a fragile nask of death.

She carried the flane to her nouth, pursed her |ips
and blew. In the explosion of snoke and fire, Lillith
di sappear ed.

Al one, alone, | cursed the wonan. And then | threw
back my head. "If you want me, if you want me—then,
by the gods, you nust take met”

For a nmonent a hushed sil ence descended upon the
ship. A quiver of fear and awe ran through ny body.

The spar Lillith had clung to broke. Falling, it tangled
me in its rigging. The weight of it crushed my chest.

| tunbl ed hel plessly into the sea.
82

Ei ght

| roused to the taste of salt in nmy nouth, nmy teeth, in the
crusted cuts on ny tips. It burned. | sought to spit it out,
but ny nouth would not formthe proper shape.

My flesh al so burned and itched. The cl oying touch of

salt was in every crease of my skin, in every crease of the
rags that remained of ny clothing. One hand tw tched. |
pushed it weakly to and fro, relieving an itch by scraping
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the back of nmy hand agai nst danp, rounded rock- Once
done, ny hand fell linply into water.

Wat er.

Real i zati on awoke know edge within ny sluggi sh m nd.
Water. AH around. It danpened ny clothing and pud-
dl ed beneath ny cheek

Asking nothing else of ny battered body, | tried to
open ny eyes and found only one answered ny bi ddi ng.

Sand and pebbl es grated beneath ny face. | tongued
my lips and tasted salt, the ever-present salt, and felt the
swol  en dryness of split flesh and crusted sores.

Move, arm The armnoved. It lifted and carried wet
fingers to ny face. The fingers awkwardly brushed away
sand from nmy good eye and peel ed back crusted salt.

Dimy, | saw tunbl ed rocks and rounded boul ders.
And the sea. Waves | apped gently at the stone nearest
me, and | realized the tide was coning in.

/ must nove.

The pain was exquisite. Never had | felt such before,
not even when the barber had jerked out a rotten tooth;

the intensity astoni shed ne. My hand, searching gently,
felt danmp cloth on ny chest and shredded fl esh beneath.
My linen shirt was badly torn. The bones within bruised
flesh ached with a fitful ferocity.

83

I twitched all over, once. The involuntary novenent
awoke dull fire within every linb and brought full con-
sci ousness rushing in. | renenbered it all

f an—

| sat up carefully, hugging ny sore chest with one arm
The other | braced against the sand, hol ding nyself up-
right. Dazedly | stared out to sea and saw the ship was
gone.

Ruj ho—~+

The crying of a seabird pierced the dullness in ny ears
and drew ny burning eyes. Clusters of fellow gulls swooped

and circled in the air, crying shrilly. I saw | was not on
land at all, but a craggy fingerbone of stone. Sand cl ogged
sonme pockets, water pooled in others. My salvation was

but thirty paces fromthe shore; still, | felt too weak to

make the attenpt.
fan.

Waves | apped at ny feet. One boot was m ssing, sucked
of f by the sea-dragon's spite. | shuddered. The sea was
my eneny, as it had been ny brother's.

Oh gods, you have taken ny brother from nme—
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But | was too dry for tears

I felt at ny wai st and discovered ny belt was whole, as
was the silver-laced sheath; the knife itself was gone. But
the ruby signet ring on ny right hand glowed brilliantly
in the sunlight, and | realized | had managed to keep ny
deliverance. For the worth of this ring, surely soneone
woul d give ne aid.

| pressed nyself to knees, then feet, and wavered
alarmingly. My bones were brittle, hollow things; | feared
they mght shatter at any nonent. My right eye ached

and burned. The pain in ny chest nmade nme hunch, to

relieve the strain on ny ribs.

The tide is comng in. If you do not nove, the sea wll
finish what the Ihlini wtch began,

Slowmy, with infinite care, | waded across the shall ow
inlet to the shore. By the tine | reached it, the sea had
swal | owed ny rocky perch. And so | stared inland, know
ing ny safety lay there, and wondered if | had cone,
however tragically, to Atvia at |ast.

Maps.

I thought back on the maps | had seen in ny father's
council chanbers. | recalled the rugged coast of western
84

Sol i nde, and even the channel separating Erinn and Atvi a.
But no matter how hard | thought back, | could not

recall if Rondule lay north or south, east or west. For
that matter, | could not begin to say where | was in

relation to the city.

lon would say | deserve it, for shirking ny geography.
Ch, lon, | would give anything to have you present. Your
reprimand woul d be wel cone.

| heard hoofbeats before | saw the riders. | turned

i medi ately south toward the sound. Munted nen

pounded toward ne, garbed in plain, badgel ess cl othing
that clearly was not household livery. The men wore caps
on their heads. Baldrics dyed bright green slashed di ago-
nal ly across their chests.

Per haps sone nanner of househol d badge after all.

\ waited, holding nyself stiffly upright, and tried to
think of what to say.

Twel ve men. They surrounded me al nost i medi ately

at | ancepoint. Sonewhat startled by the recepti on+ was
a single bedraggl ed man—+ stared first at the gl eam ng
poi nts, then | ooked at the men who bore them

Strong nen all; | sawit at once. Wth all of Carillon's
yout hful height and bulk, | am hardly what one m ght
regard as small. But, even horseback, | judged very few

of the men would have to | ook up at ne when they
di smounted. They were bearded, toughened soldiers, fully
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experienced in what | believed had to be the Erinnish/
Atvian war; | knew, |ooking at them even clean, fed and
whole, | would offer themlittle threat.

I sumoned what dignity | could. "Is this Atvia?" The
croak | enmtted was hardly human; a second try pro-
duced a hoarse but recogni zabl e question

El even nen renained perfectly still atop wary horses;

the twelfth rode slowy forward until the tip of his Iance
rested agai nst ny vul nerabl e, sunburned throat. He wore

an age-polished |l eather cap fastened with a strap beneath
his jaw, which was forested by heavy blond beard. His
green eyes were shrewd. Hi s expression was unrel enting.

"Atvia," he said softly. Tis Atvia you' re wanting?
Swal | owi ng was pai nful. Wiat | needed was water, but
would not ask for it fromhim "M ship was bound for
Atvia. It went down in the storm | do not know where |

am
85

A hunorless smile carved deep creases at the corners
of his eyes. "Not Atvia, lad. Tis Erinn, held by Shea
hi msel f, and Lord of the ldrian Isles. Erinn, |lad, not
Atvia. Atvia's eneny."

"You have a truce," | blurted, startl ed.

The green eyes narrowed consideringly. "Wat would
you be knowi ng of a truce between your betters?"

"Betters," | nmuttered. | ached. | did not need this
interrogation. "Take me to your lord, if you will. What |
have to say will be for him"

The |l ance dug a hole in ny neck, but did not cut ne,
quite. "What would you be saying to Lord Shea, ye
bedr aggl ed pup?"

I wanted to laugh, but could find neither strength nor
voice. So | tried to strip the signet fromnmny finger, to
prove ny right to a royal audience, but discovered ny
Joints too swollen for the effort. Finally | extended ny
armtoward the man. "If you will | ook at the stone, you
will see a ranpant lion. | am N all of Homana."

"Niall of Homana," the Erinnish nman nocked. "What
woul d Homana be wanting with Erinn?"

I wavered. "Nothing in particular, except aid for a
bedraggl ed pup of a prince." | tried to smle disarmngly.
"I did not intend to cone here. It was the storm"

"Aye, the storm" the other interrupted. Twas a

fierce one, was it not?" He grinned, showi ng strong white
teeth. "W are accustonmed to a bit of weather, now and
then, here in Erinn. Howis it with you in Homana?"
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| glared up at him too weary to care about inpres-
sions. "In Homana | amtreated better, being heir to the
Muj har . "

The man exchanged grins with his fellowriders. "Heir,
are ye, to the Muyjhar? Is it Donal ye nmean? And ye say
you are his son?"

"Aye." The word was all | could manage

"Legitimate, too, or is that too nuch to expect?"

"Ku'reshtin," | swore feebly, "I said | was his heir—=
There was nmore | wanted to say and coul d not, being
overtaken by a painful racking cough. | bent over at

once; some of the sea | had swall owed cane up to scour
my teeth and throat.

| saw the sun glint off the lance tip as the man at | ast
| owered the weapon. "Have ye had a hard tinme of it,
86

puppy?" he inquired in nock solicitude. "Wll, 1'U be
seeing to it you are treated befitting your rank— as he
paused | glanced up and saw his green eyes narrow
1l1-ence the rank is proven."

"Ku'reshtm" | muttered again. "Look at the ring, you

fool ."

The sol dier frowned down at ne. "What is that? That
wor d? What nane did you call ne by?"

I summoned an ironic snile. "JCy'resArin? It is Cheysuli
of course. The House of Homana is Cheysuli—er did you
A not realize that?"

"y I had expected further questions, or at |east a npcking

n comrent. Instead the soldier turned and gave a qui et

n order to one of his conpanions. In weary surprise,

4 wat ched as the man di smounted and brought his horse to
$e me. The reins were hey out in invitation

|, "Take the horse,
you to Kilore."

"Kilore." | frowned. "Shea's castle?"
" Tis ny father's home."

the |l eader said. "I'Il be escorting

Reaching for the reins, | froze. | |ooked sharply up at
t he bl ond-bearded man.

"Aye," he said, when | did not bother to ask it. "Had
ye not heard Shea has hinself a son, even in Honana?

Tis not that far away!" He grinned. "I amLiam Prince

of Erinn. Shea hinselfs own heir."

"No." | said it distinctly.

He laughed. "Ch, | adnmit |I'mnot |ooking much like a
prince at the monment. Still, | am underneath this sol-
dier's garb is princely flesh, I swear. But 'tis enough to

fool the Atvians, when they try to land their boats." He
jerked his head toward the horse. "There is your nount,
puppy; |et us be going hone."
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Sl uggi sh resentnent rose. "Puppy," | nuttered wea-
rily. "When | amno | onger so sore, | will knock that
word fromyour nouth."

Li am of Erinn | aughed and shoved the | eather cap

fromhis head. Blond curls fell around his face and | saw
the years fall with it. Capped, bearded, with his weath-
ered, wi nd-chafed cheeks, | would have said the man
clained at |least forty years. But now he shed them eas-
ily; he was no nore than ten years ny senior.

I wavered, and Liam s laughter died. "The sea has

87

treated you poorly, lad, and | no better, have |I? Munt
your horse, Homana's heir, and | will see to it you're
gi ven the honor a prince deserves."

| turned to the horse in silence and clutched at pommel
and cantle, hoisting nyself fromthe ground. But if the
Eri nni sh prince had not reached out and caught ny arm

I woul d have fallen again.

Drooping in the saddle, | hunched forward over the
ponmel . "lan," | nunbl ed, "where are you?"

"Here, lad,” Uamtold ne, thinking | said his nane.

"No— | nmeant to explain, of course, but the |ight
spilled out of the day.

Ropes fell away fromwists. Belatedly, | realized ny

face was buried in a horse's braided nmane. | spat out the
acrid taste of horsehair and pushed mysel f upright care-
fully, wishing | could neglect to breathe until ny ribs had
heal ed.

Li am st ood by the horse, ropes dangling fromhis hands.
"l tied you on because | thought you might fall off."

Undoubtedly | would have. | blinked, squinting, and
peered around the cobbl ed bailey of a castle. The el even
sol diers—a prince's guard, | realized—arrayed thensel ves
around nme. "Kilore?" | croaked.

"Kilore. The Aerie of Erinn, nmy lord." Liamgrinned

and swung his cap by its leather strap. "Before you ask; |
| ooked at that gaudy ring. | know the ranpant |ion,

puppy, as well as | know ny dogs." He runpled brassy,
tunmbl ed curls. "Are you really Cheysuli, then? You | ack
the yell ow eyes. "

A chill washed over ne. Even here they know t he
difference. "I am Cheysuli," | nmuttered, "but | look |ike
Carillon."

Liam s heavy brows rushed upward to hide under hair
that needed cutting. "Carillon, is it? | have heard of him
Was he not one of your heroes?"

"A man," | said crossly, having no desire to debate ny
grandsire's nerits in Erinn any nore than in Homana.
"No nore than that; a man."
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Li am eyed nme without expression. "A man who hacks
away at legends builds little of his own.

"I have no wish to build a legend,"” | said in weary
disgust. "Al | want is a fir." | shut ny nmouth al nost

i medi ately; was Liama sorcerer to bewitch such adm s-
sions from me?

"A /y?" he asked; no sorcerer, then, or surely he
woul d know. "A charm is it? A spell?"

"Animal ," | answered. "A gift fromthe gods them
sel ves. Wthout them we cannot shapechange."

Liams escort nuttered anong t hensel ves. Liam him
self stared intently up at ne. "And you are missing a
fir."

"1 am"
"So you lack all Cheysuli magic."
"I do." | said it between ny teeth.

Gimy, he shook his head. "Not a wi se adm ssion,

| ad. Sone nen might be wishing to use you for their
gain. Twoul d be better you nade themthink you have
the magic."

Twoul d be better you let himget off that horse,”
said a resonant, growing voice, "before he falls on his
head. "

I looked toward the castle and saw a tall, big-shoul dered
man in fine wool en dress descending the steps of the
cavernous entrance. He was considerably ol der than Uam
but his manner and novenents were those of a younger

man. Hs blond hair and beard had silvered heavily, but
still showed signs of the richness of youth. G een eyes
were bright beneath an overgrown hedge of brows.

"Shea," | munbled, "at last."

"Have himdown," the old man said. "Unl ess he be
Atvian, he is due sonme words to ne."

"Homanan," Liamtold him noving forward to help
me down. The di snounting was painful. | shut nmy nouth
on a curse. "He says his ship went down in the storm"”

"Accursed lhlini storm" Shea growed. "Alaric's wtch,
again." He |looked nore intently at ne. "Homanan, are
ye? What word have you for me?"

"Not hi ng prepared, ny lord. | was not originally com
ing here." | managed a weary smile. "Still, | have no
doubts my father would wi sh you well."

Shea gl ared. "Why woul d your father wish ne well,
and who is he to wish it?"

"Donal ," Liamtold him "Donal the Mijhar."
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Shea' s heavy brows jerked upward. Strip fromhim
forty years, and he could be his son. "Truth?"
89

"Truth." Liampointed at ny ring. "The lion, ny |ord.
The one in ny grandnother's tapestry.”

"Bring himin!" Shea bellowed. "See he is given food
and drink!"

Fatuously, | sniled. Uam merely grinned. "The roya
wel come, puppy. Shea hinmsel f has spoken!"

Food: rare beef, hot bread, sweet cheese. Drink: a
powerful snmoky liquor, as much as | could swallow | ate
as much as | could keep down on ny brutalized belly,

and drank too nuch of the Iiquor.

Shea sat in an iron-bound chair in the center of the

hal | . Liam paced silently, head bent as he turned the cap
over and over in his callused hands. | watched himclosely,
wonder i ng—dneasi | y—why the Prince of Erinn was not

at hone in his father's hall.

"Are you done?" Shea growl ed. "Have you slain the
hunger and sl aked your thirst?"

H s speech, at times, was alnost archaic. In my nud-
dled mind, | had trouble deciphering the dialect. "For
the monent," | answered at last- "My [ord—=

"A shi pweck, you say. That | believe; what could
survive that accursed witch's neddling?" He swore in a
| anguage | did not know. "If you were not com ng here,
where were you going, |ad?"

"I was on ny way to Atvia." | glanced sidelong at
Li am

Shea frowned, fingering the hilt of the massive knife at
his belt. "Wat business have you with ny enemy?"

Again, | said, "I thought there was a truce."

Briefly, Liam paused in his pacing. He |ooked intently
at his father.

Shea buried bearded chin in the heel of his hand as he
| eaned upon one arm He watched nme silently, green
eyes nostly hidden in | owered brows. | waited uneasily
for his answer.

"Wy were you Atvia-bound?" the Lord of Erinn in-
quired, and | realized that was ny answer.

"I amto wed Alaric's daughter."
Shea' s eyebrows shot up again. "The Cheysuli |ass?"

Guardedly, | watched him "She is nmy cousin, ny
| ord. Her nother was nmy aunt."

Shea shifted in his chair. "I saw Bronwyn, once, be-
90
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fore she died. The lass, | amtold, resenbl es her nother,
not her father. Yet you resenble neither."

Uam was pacing again. "No," | agreed. 'The heritage
is mxed. If Gsella resenbles her nother, she shows her
Cheysuli Mod. |—do not."

"Whay do you wed the | ass?"

The Iiquor was making ne sleepy on top of all the
food. "Alliance," | said succinctly, because it was all
coul d nmanage

Uam strode between his father and ne and faced ne
directly. "Alaric of Atvia calls my father usurper and
outlaw. He claims the title Lord of the Isles for hinself,
when he has no right to it at all. Wiy is Homana desiring
an alliance with the jackal of Atvia?"

After a nonent, | nodded. "There is no truce, | see.”

"Alaric believes there is." Shea displayed yel |l owed
teeth. "Betimes a lie or two will help to win a war."

| stared at Shea a | ong nonent. Then | | ooked at
Uam Neither man was a fool. Neither man was a fri end.

My fingers and toes were nunb. | nibbed distractedly

at salt residue in ny hair. Wariness nade ne danger -
ously frank. "Truce or no, it does not matter. It makes
no difference to Homana who clainms this island title. W
have our own concerns."

Shea sat upright in his chair.-"A petty feud between
petty kingdons. |Is that what you are sayi ng?"

"No." It was all | could do to nouth it
"Then what are ye saying, pup?"

Liamgets it fromhis father. | licked ny lips and tasted
the snoky liquor. "My father defeated Alaric in battle
nearly twenty years ago. Since then, Al aric has paid
Homana tribute twice a year. Atvia is our vassat."
struggled to speak sensibly. "My lord, outside of accept-
ing tribute, we hardly know what Atvia does. Your bat-
tles are your own."

"l have seen the tribute ships,"” Shea nused. "Twi ce
yearly, as you say." His eyes glittered shrewdly. "As
vassal to Homana, Alaric has the right to request Homanan
aid."

"He would never get it." | tried to sit upright in ny
chair. "My lord—ny father loathes the nan. It was Alaric's
brother, Osric, who slew Carill on—ay grandsire—and

made ny father Mijhar."
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"He was not wanting the title?"
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"Not at the cost of Carillon's life."

Shea nodded benignly. "Then why does he wed his son
to Alaric's daughter?”

My good eye insisted on closing. My wits were failing
too quickly. "My |ord—=2"

""Why does Donal wed Niall to Gsella of Atvia?"

The deceptively gentle tone woke nme as nothing el se
had done. | |ooked at Shea nore clearly. "For the alli-
ance,”" | said. "W need no trouble with Atvia. W have
enough with Solinde and Strahan.”

"Bilini," Uamsaid. "Kin to Alaric's witch."

Shea rubbed his beard. "Alaric desires this marriage?"

"I think he does, my lord. | am proxy-wed to—
stopped. | could not bear to say her nanme: ny brother's
nmur der er .

"Alaric desires the marriage." Shea nodded. "Good."

I drew in an unsteady breath and tried to clear ny
head. "What will you do with ne, ny lord? WII you
send nme to Atvia?"

Erinn's gruff lord rose and wal ked to me. He stopped.
Smiled down oo ne warmy, kindly; in infinite emnpathy.
"You are weary, lad, and injured. You are requiring
rest. | will ask ny son to help you to your room"

Shea wavered before ny eyes. "You have not an-

swered nmy question.”" | waited. "My lord," | appended
faintly.

Shea and Uam shared contented sniles. But it was the
ol der man who spoke. "If Alaric's wanting this weddi ng
so badly, then, he will pay for it, will he not?"

"Pay for it?" | asked dully.

"Aye," Shea said in satisfaction. "One way or the
other, 1'll be getting the concessions | want fromhim In
exchange for his daughter's betrothed."

The weari ness washed out of ne on a wave of com
prehension. "And if he is unwilling to grant those
concessi ons9"

Shea gestured el oquently. "You are heir to the throne

of Homana, lad. We'll be treating you accordingly. You
need not fear for your life." He smled. "You will be
honored as our guest ... for as long as Alaric insists."
92

Ni ne

The Aerie of Erinn, Kilore is called. Apropos, | thought.
Surely Shea raises eagles in place of sons and daughters.
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Kilore perched atop a chal k-white, rocky headl and at

one nubby comer of Erinn, It afforded any | ong-sighted
man a glinpse of Atvia, to the north across the channe
the Erinnish call the Dragon's Tail, It was only a shad-
owed view, distorted by sea spray and di stance; distorted
al so by tears of grief and the bitterness of frustration

I stood on the windy battlenments and gl ared out at

the choppy channel, cursing the dragon whose capri -

ci ousness had stolen away ny brother. An Erinnish w nd
blewin my ears, singing a lament | knew too well. Each
night it kept me awake. Each night it made me dream

dream of ny brother.

Gief dulls the pain of physical wounds and ail nments.
My ribs knitted, ny eye opened, the scrapes and bruises

heal ed. | was whol e agai n because of Erinnish care, but I
found | regretted it. It gave me tinme to think of |an
agai n.

"Longing for your Atvian bride?"

| turned. The wind dried the remains of ny tears.

saw Li am had exchanged plain soldier's garb for finer
garnments of blue-dyed wool, fastened with hamered
gold platelets. His shining curls were brushed snooth,
but the wi nd al ready whi pped theminto brassy disarray.

"No," | said flatly. "It is difficult to long for a wonman
when you have never seen her."

Li ke ne, Uam pressed his belly against the wall and
hooked el bows over the top of the crenel, boundaried on
either side by taller nerlons. "A striking girl, she is.
saw her once, when she sailed the Dragon's Tail to get a
93

better |ook at Shea's unruly children.” He grinned. "Atvia
is so close, she mght as well have shouted."

| did not wish to talk with him no nore than | ever

did. But Liamwas blind to nmy sullen silences ... or else
he did what he did to ease them "You want her for
yourself." It was sonething to say; | said it.

Li am | aughed | ong and | oud. "Easy explanation, is it?

Anot her thing to resent ne for? Hah' | am al ready
married, lad; | amwanting nothing of that girl. You may
have her." He | ooked at me closely out of specul ative

green eyes. "But you should not be placing such trust in
alliances made in the weddi ng bed, ny Iad. They do not
al ways hol d."

"What woul d you know of that?"

Liam nodded a little, staring out at the distant island.
"More than you might be thinking. My nother was
Atvian."

That snapped ny head around. "Your nother?7

Li am pi cked at nortar with a blunt finger. The nai
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was al ready bl ackened; this would peel it back. "Aye,
Atvian she was. Shea nmarried her to settle this accursed
feud between the realns. For a while, it did. Then | was
bom and Shea desired a title for his son. So he took
back his daimas Lord of the Idrian Isles." He glanced at
me levelly- "Alaric is ny uncle.”

In disgust, | |ooked away. "My nmarriage will make us
ki nsnen, you and I|."

"//you wed the girl."

"And what would keep me fromit?" 1 turned to face
hi m squarely. "Do you intend to do it?"

Liam sm | ed. Then he | aughed. "The puppy grow s.
Then be growing as loudly as you wi sh; | know better
than to judge a dog by the sound of his voice."

Inwardly, | swore. Qutwardly, | showed himan ex-
pressionless face. "I amproxy-wed to G sella. The nar-
riage will be made."

"Proxy-wed to that witch." Liam swore, spat over the

wal | and nade the ward-sign against Ihlini evil. "But at
| east you did not bed with her, or surely your |oins would
be cursed.”

I grunted. "If | had bedded her, that marriage woul d
be real . "

Li am went back to picking at the nortar. "Lad, you
94

must see it. Alaric is unlikely to succunb to Shea's | atest
raft of demands. He never has before; they are two old
hounds baring rotten teeth over a bitch who does not

care." Sunlight gilded beard and curls. "No insult to ye,

| ad, but he can get a man for his daughter anywhere.

Homana is hardly the only kingdomin the world, nor

you the only prince."

I reached inmpotently for the knife that did not rest in

my sheath. Not to harm Liam whom | judged the better
fighter, but out of an al nbst insane wi sh to cut at soneone,
just to ease the bitter frustration. "Alaric sends no word?"

"None yet, save for that first one of cal cul ated out-
rage." Uam s grin was crooked. "Methinks the value of
his daughter's prince declines.”

My teeth clicked closed. | forced the sentence through
them "Then let me send word to ny father, and you w ||
see what value | have."

Liam | aughing, lolled against the wall. "I am having
no doubts Donal values his heir. But '"twould bring the
entire Homanan arny down upon our heads, when 'tis
only a dogfight between Erinn and Atvia."

Wth great effort, | kept nyself from kicking the wall
with ny boot toe. "How do you know Al aric has not sent
word to ny father? He woul d like nothing better than to
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have Donal of Homana needi ng sonething fromhim?"

"Because | know Alaric's pride,'* Liamanswered. "I
have a neasure of ny own, lad; are you forgetting?" He
rubbed distractedly at a sea-filmed clasp. "Alaric will
wait. Alaric will play out the ganme. For now, Homana is
not involved. There is no need for it."

"How is there no need?" | cried. "My father does not
even know his other son is dead!"

Liamrel eased the clasp at once and | ooked at ne in
shock. "You had a brother on that ship?"

"Had," | echoed nunmbly. Gods, why did it have to
be fan? "Aye. He went down, like all the others, swal-
| oned by the dragon."

The levity was scrubbed clean fromLianis face. "You
are certain he died?"

| shrugged listlessly and turned away; turned to stare

out at the white-capped Dragon's Tail. "How could he
survive?"

95

"You survived, lad. Tis possible he washed ashore as

you did."

"Dead," | said. "Wthout Tasha. . . ."

Uam pushed hair fromhis eyes. " Tis hard on a nan

to lose a woman, but it does not always kill him Niall
There is still a chance— He broke off as | stared at him

i ncredul ously. "Wy are ye gaping at nme, lad? Tis not
foolishness | spout, but truth'"

Slowy | shook ny head. "Tasha was not his wife,
Uam nor even his |ight wonan. Tasha was his U. Wth-
out her, he is a dead nman."

"How can you be so certain of that? Was he a sickung,
then? A weakling?" The wi nd tugged at beard and hair.
"Looking at you, N all, | think he nmust be a tougher nan
than you think."

"I't has nothing to do with toughness." And everything

to do with it. | reached out and caught his wist, baring
the sinewy underside to the sky. "If | took a knife and
cut deeply enough to spill all your blood onto the stone,

woul d you die?"

"Are ye daft, lad? O course the bl eeding would kil

ne! "

"Because you require the blood to live." | let go of his
wist. "Think of a U as that blood. Wthout Tasha, |an
dies."

Uam stared down at his wist. Heavy bl ond brows
knotted; he resenmbled his father nore than usual. But
when he | ooked at me, | saw compassion in his eyes.
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" Tis that, then? The price? The cost of being Cheysuli?"

I met his gaze squarely. "For every warrior—except,
of course, nyself."

Green eyes narrowed as he studied ne. "Wuld ye be
wanting it, then? This cost? If ye knew the aninmal, taken
fromye, would result in your death though you be

heal t hy—aoul d ye still be wanting it?"
"Aye," | said. "If a god cane to nme and offered a lir
in exchange for an eye, | would give himboth of them"

"I amsorry," he said abruptly. "Prince or no, you are
an honor abl e man—and due better treatnment than this."

Hope rose. "Then you will let nme send word to ny
father?' *

I reached for his throat; closed ny fists on air and
96

shook themin his face. "Gods, Erinnish, do you do this
to torture ne? You are worse than the Ihlini!"

Twoul d not serve ny father," Liam declared, but |
saw the glint of anger in his eyes.

"Your father!" | spat. "That old fool ? You yourself
call himan old hound with rotten teeth.”

Uam caught nmy left armin an iron grasp and shut off

all the bloodflow. "In ny place, would you be allow ng

me to send to mine? Wuld you risk bringing an arny of
shapeehangers into your land? | think not, puppy—+

think not at all!" Liam shook me. It was a neasure of his
strength. It was a neasure of his anger. "Shea cannot be
sending to Donal, or he | eaves us open to the arts you
shapeehangers clainm™

"Gods, | wish | had them" | shouted back. "I would
break you like a rotten piece of bone!"

A quiet voice intruded. But it was not Shea's famli ar
growl . "Sometines |'mw shing soneone woul d break
my brother. H s arrogance knows no bounds."

Liamthrust nme against the wall as he rel eased ny arm
I winced as spine net stone, but stood upright al nost
imediately. | tried to ignore the nunbness in ny arm

Li am | aughed al oud as he turned back to ne and

sl unped against the wall, all his anger banished. "She is
back, lad. W'll be knowi ng no, peace at all." The | augh-
ter died away. "She is Deirdre of Erinn, Niall. My sister/'

She was a fem nine version of Liam but lacking all the
rough edges. Like himshe was tall, but in her his bulk
was sl endemess. The hair was the sane brilliant, brassy
gol d; unbound, the wind blew it away from her face. She
wore green to match her eyes and no jewelry at all. She
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did not require it.

"Deirdre cones and goes as she pl eases,"” Liamsaid
casual ly. "Shea gives her inordinate freedom"”

"For a wonan?" she demanded. "He gives as nuch to

you; nore, being a man." Her features were nore nas-
culine than fem nine, bearing the father's promn nent stanp,
but it did not |essen her striking looks. It nmerely gave
thema different quality. "Wiy should | remain in this
drafty pile of bricks and nortar when there is a world to
see?"

"The world being Erinn," Liamretorted. "Gve it up,

| ass; while the war lasts, you'll not be leaving the island."
97
*This war will last forever." She pulled hair away from

her eyes and clasped it, formng a single thick plune.
Her nose bore two gol den freckles. Her cheekbones were
sharply angl ed—as nmuch as Liams, | thought, but his
were nostly hidden in his beard—and the w nd whi pped
color into her creamfair Erinnish skin. She sniled a
warm conspiratorial smle, as if we were boon conpan-
i ons enbarked on a reckless chil dhood scherme. "Can

you really break Liamfor nme?" she asked. "Uke a piece
of rotten bone?"

"G ven the opportunity.” And yet | knew | could not.

Defi ned brows rose consideringly- "Then |I shall be
seeing you get it." She glanced at Liam "This is the
host age prince?"

Li am wi nced. "CGuest, Deudre . . . Niall is our guest."

She shrugged. "Hostage, guest, captive. . . ." Deirdre
| ooked at nme. "You are Niall of Homana. My father told
me you were here."

"Agai nst ny w shes, aye."

She fol ded her ami s beneath her breasts, tucking hair
out of the wind's insistent fingers. "He did not tell me
why. WIIl you?"

Li am reached out a booted foot and gently tapped the
toe of her slipper. "If he was not telling you, |ass, there
is areason for it."

"I ama woman. Shea forgets | amhis daughter with as
many wits as you." Her teasing snile was fleet and
fadi ng; she reserved nost of it for nme. "Wy are you
here, N all of Homana?"

I wanted to answer sharply, bitterly; to strike out at
anot her of Shea's proud eagles. But | did not. This one
was not deserving of it.

"l was shi pw ecked. Shea keeps ne because of ny
value to his eneny.'*

Her brows quirked. "To Al aric? Wat val ue woul d
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you be havi ng?

In her the lilting cadence was softer, nore attractive,
though | did not doubt women | onged to hear Liam s as
well. "I amto wed his daughter."

"Ah," she said softly, as if in discovery. And then she

| aughed al oud, turning into the wall to stare out at Atvia.
"So, nmy kinswoman will precede ne into the narriage

bed after all."

"Were you expecting otherw se?" Liam asked in af-
fected irritation. "You send all the suitors away."

"Are you formally betrothed?" Deirdre asked me,
pl ainly ignoring her brother.

"1 am proxy-wed."

She nodded thoughtfully. "I was betrothed, once. Wen
I was very young."

Liam growl ed deep in his throat. "You should have | et
me kill him |ass, for breaking the betrothal."

"I wanted himto break it. H's heart was |ost to an-
other." She shrugged. "He went home to Ellas perfectly
happy to |l eave ne far behind."

"EllasF | |ooked at her sharply. "He was Ell asian?"

"BEvan," she said. "Brother to High King Lachlan. He
came here because his brother sent him hoping to make
an alliance. But there was another worman for Evan. He
want ed none of ne."

"Evan wed a ki nswoman of nine!" | told her. "Meghan
Daughter to Finn, ny father's uncle.”

Dei rdre watched nme over an angl ed shoul der. She
fromed a little, then shrugged. "I'mnot know ng the
nanes. Sonmeday you will have to tell nme alittle of
Homanan hi story."

| laughed. "Lady, there will be no 'someday' if | have
any say. | intend to go to Atvia."

Deirdre smled synpathetically. "A futile intention,
I"mthinking. Shea will never allowit."

"There is an alternative." Liamturned to face ne
squarely with the wall at his back. "Make a new alliance,
lad. One with Erinn instead."

I sighed. "I am proxy-wed, Liam In Homanan |aw, it

is the same as being truly married . . . and we do not end
proper marriages. If | did not wed G sella now, having

al ready been proxy-wed to her representative, it would

be justification for Alaric to cry war and sail to Homana
with every soldier he can nmuster."” | shook ny head. "I
amnot a fool, Erinnish.”

Besides, there is the prophecy . . . if | were not to wed

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (82 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:49 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

G sella, what woul d becone of ny tahlnorra? Wul d
forego the afterworl d?

Li am squi nted in considerati on and scratched at his
brassy beard. "Neither is Alaric. He would be thinking
nmore than once about sailing to Homana while Erinn sits
99

on his flank." Nodding a little, he smled. "If he goes to
Homana, lad, it will be with no nore than half his arny.
The rest he woul d | eave behi nd. Because if he were

foolish enough to take everyone, Atvia would be mne."

| shook ny head. "Half a warhost or not, there is no
reason to plunge Hormana back into war- Even with
vi ctory guaranteed."

Li am shrugged. "An idea, lad, and worth the trouble
tothink it. I only nmeant there are other princesses in the
wor | d besides Gsella of Atvia."

As he neant ne to, | |ooked imrediately at Deirdre.
Her back was to me. But she spun around to face us
both. "1 amnot a piece in one of your foolish ganes!"
she cried. "D ye think | never wed because | waited for

hi n®"
"Deirdre, I'mwanting | ess noise fromyou." He sniled
winningly. " Twas only an idea."

"Put it back in the acorn you call your head," she told
himcrossly. "Leave ny marriage to me."

"Then you'll never be wed at all."

"Perhaps 'tis what | prefer." She snmled, curtsied,
gathered up her skirts. "I'Il be |leaving you now, ny |ord,
if you'll be having no objection."

He sighed. "CGo, Deirdre. Take your babble to our
father." She went, green skirts sw nging, and Liam shook
his head. "WIld, too wild, my father's |ass- But our

mot her died ten years ago, when Deirdre was only eight.
Shea took a second wi fe—and a good worman, she is, but
too timd in the ways of raising children. Even | can
make no headway, no matter how hard | try."

I thought of Isolde, wild in her own way. |an knew—

had known—her better than |, being full-bom brother
instead of half, yet even he had nuttered about her
reckl essness. But 'Solde, | knew, was harm ess. | thought

Deirdre was as wel|.

"She is not beautiful," Liamsaid bluntly, "but she has
a way about her. Your visit will be nore confortable
now that Deirdre is hone."

"VWhy?" My tone was equally blunt. "WII she be
sharing ny bed?"

Fast, so fast, he caught me by both arnms and lifted ne
off ny feet, pressing ne up and over the crenel. Parting
100
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the veil of beard and mustache were taut Ups and gritted
teet h. -

"Say it again," he invited softly, "and | prom se you
the rocks below will be your bed."

I did not have to look. | did not have to speak |
merely nodded to him

Uam |l et nme go. | slunped back agai nst the crenel,
clutching one of the merlons next to it. "You chafe " he
said. "I know. It would drive ne nad as well. But do not

make my sister the target of your anger.”

Slowy, | rearranged nmy clothing. | could think of
not hing to say.

Li am shook his head. "Do as you wish. "If you choose
to nake an eneny of ny sister, you nmake one of ny
father. As for nyself, | care little for what becomes of

Donal ' s yappi ng puppy."

He left me alone on Kilore's windy battlenents. As he
went. | was aware of genuine regret.

On his part as well as ny own.
101
Ten

Liams anger did not last. He was too fair a nman, too
content with life to all ow darkness to possess his soul for
long. His enpathy for ny plight surprised ne with its
dept h; be seened to understand what | felt better than

did nyself. And so we nade our peace wi thout passing a
word between us, and |ife became infinitely easier.

As the days passed, the shackles were | oosened a bit. |

was given a horse out of the royal Eriimsh stables, a pale
gray gelding, and told | might ride whenever | chose. |
chose to often, galloping across the endl ess heights and
headl ands. Liam assi gned a six-nman contingent to ride

with me when he hinmself could not, and so | |earned

what it was to be a hostage to hospitality; on ny honor as
a prince—with no conplaints to voice concerning ny
treatment—+ could not attenpt escape.

Oten | sought refuge in solitude on the w ndy head-

| ands overl ooking the Dragon's Tail. This norning

wat ched what | al ways watched: fisherfolk, Atvian and
Erinnisb alike, sailing out with the tide into the Idrian to
work the waters until the tide brought them back again.

The norning mist had lifted, but the brassy sun could

not quite dispel the chill of approaching fall. | pulled ny
fur-lined cloak nore tightly about mnmy shoul ders and hal ted
my horse, staring bleakly at the beaches bel ow.

Nearly fall. It has been nonths since 1 sailed from
Hondarth. Three, they say, from Honana to Atvia. |
swear it has been twice that, and ny father in ignorance.
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The distant jangle of trappings gave away an approach-

ing rider. Inirritation | |ooked up, prepared to order ny
human wat chdogs farther away; they knew better than to
bother ne with close surveillance. But the words died in
102

my nouth when | saw Deirdre, crinson cloak whipping

as she cane riding across the headl and. A single braid

sl apped her back as she rode, all bent over in the saddle
to let the dark gray gelding gallop on unhindered.

She rode straight at nme, straight at the end of the

headl and, at the edge of Erinn itself. She was |aughing. |
saw crimson-dyed doeskin boots shoved into iron stirrups
and the cloak went flapping, flapping as she gall oped,

| aughing in joyous exultation. | had known the feeling
mysel f, but not since ny inprisonnent.

Not since | an's death.

She bobbed upright in the saddle and set the reins,
calling sonething to the gelding. | watched himtuck dark
haunches and slide, plow ng through danp turf so that it
fl ew up behind himlike nmuddy rain. But he stopped. At
the edge of the world; he stopped.

Deirdre was | aughing breathl essly. The wind and the

ride had pulled tendrils free of the single braid; they
curl ed around her flushed face in gilded disarray. Her
green eyes were alight as she turned the gelding to fall in
next to my own. The horses nosed one anot her, grays

dark and |ight, blowi ng, then picked with greedy teeth at
succul ent turf in perfect conpanionship. Bits and bridles
clattered a counterpoint to the shrieking of the gulls.

"So," she said, "you have- discovered the peace in
turbul ence. "

I | ooked fromher to the wi nd-whi pped Dragon's Tail
"Are they not enenies to one another?"

Doeskin gl oves matched the crinmson boots. She made a
sweepi hg gesture. "You see bel ow us the turbul ence of
the*w I d sea, and feel the cold breath of the dragon

whi stling through his teeth. Wnd and water have a peace
of their own, and balmfor a troubled soul." Her gaze
was very green, very dear as she | ooked at nme. "And are
you not seeking that peace?"

"Why shoul d you seek it?" | countered. "You are not
a prisoner.”

Beneath the crimson cloak she wore a fine white

tuni cked gown, belted with gold-plated | eather. The col -

ors becane her as well as the wild wind that stripped hair
fromher braid and whipped it into her face. "Is a wonman

not prisoner first to her father, and later to her husband?"

| smiled. "If you are a prisoner to your father, it is the
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most unbal anced captivity | have ever wi tnessed. As for
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a husband—-you have only to tanme your tongue, and
doubt | ess you would be wed within a six-nonth."

Dei rdre | aughed al oud, unoffended. "But what woul d

my father do w thout me?" Abruptly, her laughter died.
"He has wed two daughters into foreign lands and | ost a
third to childbed fever. I amhis youngest, his favorite
of all his girls. He would rather keep me by himif |
choose to stay."

"And do you choose to stay?"

She lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. "I
would like to see the world. But not at the price of taking
a husband | do not want."

"Shea woul d never force you into a political marriage."

"No," she agreed. "He is a loving man, ny father, for
all his gruff words and ways. He is not a harsh lord, no
matter what you believe."

"He keeps nme against nmy will."

She did not smile. "You could escape. Down there,"
She did not so nuch as gl ance down. "You could."

I could. Here the chalky cliff face was broken, crum
bling dowward toward the sea like a spill of riverbank
It was not inpossible.

And yet it was. "I have given your father ny parole.
To break it is to break the honor of ny House. That |
woul d never do." A gull screaned overhead. "I do have
some pride, Deirdre."

"Near as nuch as Liam" she said softly. "And as

deadly, too, | think." She stared down at scarl et |eather
as she replaited her gelding's mane. "He said your brother
went down with the ship."

"He did."

She | ooked straight at ne, hiding none of her enpa-

thy. " Tis sorry | am Nall. | lost a brother when | was
very little. To fever, but death is one and the samne,
what ever face he shows." She | ooked at nme a nonent

| onger, then twi sted her neck to peer fixedly out to sea.
Gazing westward. "Were you in Homana now, what

woul d you be doi ng?"

I alnmost told her it was possible | m ght be bedding mny
Atvian wife, but | did not say it. Sonehow, before Shea's
gi |l ded, green-eyed daughter, | could not speak of G sella.

"I would be in Homana- Muj har—y father's pal ace—
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0%
, | earning statecraft fromny father's councillors. The gods

know | have need of such training." Like Deirdre,
stared westward toward Homana. "Or | would be in
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Clankeep . . . wishing nyself whole."

She | ooked back at me quickly. "Whole? Are you
m ssing a part of you, then?"

I smled, but it faded soon enough. "No. Not in flesh

and bone. | speak of spirit, of soul ... of the thing that
makes a man worthy of the world. It is a Cheysuli thing."

I waited for the famliar gnawing pain to rise in nmy belly;

when it canme, it lacked its normal intensity. Regret, as

al ways, was present—the |longing of a man in need of
security, but the lack was not as painful. "A warrior
without a lir is not accounted whole," | told her. "Such
men do not stay with the clan, but seek death anobng the
forests as soulless nmen, .until the death is given to them"

I fully expected her to recoil in horror, remarking on
the barbaric beliefs of the savage Cheysuli, but she did
not. She studied ne silently, as if she considered the

i nplications of nmy words.

"You are here before ne, alive," she said at |ast.
» "Why are you still alive?"

| 1 ooked away from her. "Because, never having had a

lir, I did not |ose one. | am not expected to performthe
6 ritual. But—al so because | amtwo nen." Bitterly | de-
, fined them "Prince and warrior. Homanan and Cheysuli.
I am not wholly one or the other."

"And neither accepts you fully."

"No." The breath of the dragon whistled. | felt the
touch of his icy teeth-

"What are you, N all?" she asked. "Tell ne who you
are. "

"What | am ..." | looked up into the skies. "I ama
vessel the gods woul d make use of to shape a prophecy."”

" Tis the fate of all nen, that. To be part of their own
prophecy, regardl ess of origin."

After a noment | reached out and touched her gl oved
hand. "I see why your father has no desire to | ose you
Were | Shea, | would never let you go."

The wi nd whi pped hair into her eyes and nade them
tear. Smiling sadly, she w thdrew her hand from m ne
and turned her horse from ne.
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I watched her go at a gallop. Then | turned back to
seek the peace in turbul ence.
And to curse ny tahlnorra in silence.

/[ dreaned. In nmy dream| was a raptor, circling in the
sky. Below ne, in a castle garden, two girls played with a
doll wearing a gilt brooch-crown. Each was the antithesis
of the other: blue-black hair/thick gold hair. Young skin
the col or of copper-bronze/young skin the col or of cream
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And as the seans split and spilled dried-bean bl ood
onto the ground, | saw Deirdre's tear-streaked face framed
by bright gold hair.

But the other girl's face | did not know.

A sound awakened nme. | could not put a nanme to it,

knowi ng only it had intruded upon my dreans rudely,

| eaving me sitting upright in bed in a somewhat bef ud-

died state. A glance at the candle with the hours marked
init told nme | had only barely slept at all; perhaps half an
hour, a little nore. Enough only to |ose nyself so com
pletely that it was difficult to recover all ny senses

There. Again. A voice. Muffled by the wood of my
heavy door, but clear enough for me to identify.

Deirdre's.

The tone was urgent, both pleading and exasperated
all at once. | heard her call out her brother's nanme, and
then | could make no nore sense of the words at all

I considered trying to go back to sleep. It was none of

it my business. But ny curiosity was roused; | slid out of
bed, pulled on trews, shirt, boots, and went to open ny
door.

The hinges creaked. | put ny head into the corridor

and saw the guard standing at one end, as he always did,
by the spiral stairway, set there to keep an eye on ne. At
the other end, as | turned, stood Deirdre, half in a

nightrail, half in woolen trews. She had stuffed the ends
of the nightrail into the waist of the trews, but sone of
the linen still trailed over her runp to the backs of her

knees. And over the linen trailed her brass-bright hair,
unbound, unkenpt, infinitely provocative.

"Ye skilfin," she told the closed door directly in front
of her face. "Wy, when |'m needing you, d'ye drink
yoursel f insensi bl e?"

206

The door was opened. | saw only a portion of the face
in the crack between door and janb, but it was definitely
not Uam s bearded features.

leme's. Liamis wife.

"Aye, he's drunk." lerne told Deirdre. "Have nercy
on his poor head, Deirdre, and hush your shouting."

"But | need himl"

"Are we under attack?" lerne asked calmy. "Has
Al aric come raiding again across the Dragon's Tail ?"

"No, but-—=

"Then be letting the poor nman sl eep, Deirdre. He
doesn't do it often, now, does he?"
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"No, but-—=

Firmy, lerne said: " Tis a wife's prerogative to keep
her husband in bed, Deirdre. One day, you'll be exercis-
ing your own." And, as" firmy, lenme closed the door in
Deirdre's face

"Skilfin," Deirdre nuttered, threatening the door with
a fist. Then, sighing, she turned away and saw ne. Her
head canme up. Her face brightened. "Well, cone on,
then. You'll do."

"Til do? ril do what?"

She tossed heavy hair back, strode down the corridor

i n nuddy boots and shut her hand upon ny wist. "You'l
do because | have no better, Liamso lost in drink. 'Tis
Brenna, you see. Cone al ong."

She did not wait to |let nme close ny door. "Brenna?"
asked as | went with her, wist still trapped in her hand.

"Brenna," she said firmy. "She's needing a man's

hel p. "

" A—an' s?"

"Aye. | always get Liamto help, but he's lost for the
ni ght. Brenna doesn't know you, but once | introduce
you she'll be fine. She doesn't like the others.”

Deirdre led me past the guard and rel eased nmy wist as

she started down the twisting stair. Behind her, | saw
hair turned to nolten gold in the torchlight; a sl ender
hand sliding agai nst rough stone as she went down and

down and down, never hesitating. Gone was the prince's
sister | had seen on the battlements of Kilore, green-clad
agai nst the gray of the skies and the gray of the Aerie
wal | s. Gone was the el egant princess of Erinn in white
wool , crimson and hamered gold, atop the chalk cliffs
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on a stormgray horse. It was a different wonman | saw
now. runpled, half-dressed, all intent upon a thing. And
as she turned her head to | ook over a shoulder at ne as
she reached the bottomof the stair, | found |I wanted—
suddenly, irrationally—to kiss her

"Do ye know horses?" Deirdre asked.

Wth great care | renoved nyself from her imediate
presence, taking two steps back up the stairs. "Horses?"
Horses were the last thing on nmy m nd.

"Aye. Wy-—were ye thinking Brenna was a worman?"

Her mind, clearly, was only half on ne; she frowned,
then | aughed. "No, no, a nmare. And one about to foal,
Conme on, then, or she'll be done before we get there."

"Woul d that be so bad?" | thought surely a mare knew
best how to bring her young into the world.

"D ye know not hing of horses, then?" she asked inpa-
tiently. "Agh, go back to bed. I'Il do it nyself."
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Qovi ously, Brenna was a favorite. Well, 1'd had them
myself. And at the nmoment, | had no desire to | eave.
"FU cone. "

Deirdre took ne out of the castle proper to the stable
inside the curtain wall. There was al nbst no noon, so
that | stunbl ed over the uneven cobbles Iike a child just
| earning to wal k. Deirdre, knowi ng the bailey, cast ne
an inpatient glance and hastened onward with only a
single torch in her hand. It snoked and flared in her
wake.

A man met us at the stable. He | ooked at ne in nmld
surprise, then turned his full attention to Deirdre. He
seenmed unconcerned by his lord' s daughter arriving at
the stable in the dead of night in nightrail, boots, and
man's trews. He sinply took the torch fromDeirdre's
hand and told us to go on.

"She'll be having naught of me," he said quietly. "At
|l east until the foal is born. Tis always Brenna's way."

"Aye." Distracted, Deirdre went by himinto the sta-
ble and | foll owed.

"Ch, breagha, breagha," Deirdre said softly as she

slipped into a stall. "Ch, ny Brenna breagha, *tis a fine
foal you'll be show ng us."
The stables were thickly shadowed, illuminated only

by a few lanterns. Looking into the stall Deirdre entered
I could only see blackness, and then the bl ackness noved.
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| saw the glint of eyes. Heard the flaring snort from
vel vet nostrils. Snelled the faint acrid tang of a horse in
extremty.

The mare | ay on her side. She heaved her head up,
touched Deirdre's hands softly with nuzzle, stiffened
with exertion. | saw the contractions roll through the
mound of gl ossy belly.

Dei rdre noved away at once, stepping closer to ne as
she gave the mare room Bl ack Brenna grunted, strained,
| ay back agai n.

"There," Deirdre breathed. "See the hooves just un-
der Brenna's tail? There's the sac. The foal will follow
soon enough. "

She spoke softly, so softly to the mare, soothing her
with infinite care and affection. Brenna seened cal nmer
with Deirdre tal king her through the | abor; she gave a
great heave and the foal slid out into the clean straw of
the stable floor.

"Now, " Deirdre breathed, and knelt down to tear the
wet sac fromthe newborn foal. Brenna ai ded her, catch-
ing what she could with her teeth, then began to lick

And stopped, al nost as abruptly.
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"Brenna breagha," Deirdre soothed. "A bit of a stud-
colt for us, is it?"

She was soaked in birthing fluids, the ends of her

bright hair stiffening into sticky' curls. | saw the danp
shine on her forearnms as she shoved the sl eeves of her

ni ghtrail above el bows, reaching down to free the colt's
nose of residue.

"Ah, no," she said abruptly. "Ah, no." Hair whipped
as she jerked her head around. "Seanus? Seanus—are
you there? Quickly, man. The colt's not breathing!"

He was with us in an instant, hanging the lantern onto
a nail. Now |l could see clearly how still the colt was, how
linp he was in Deirdre's arms and in the soiled straw

He bent even as the mare lurched to her feet. Brenna
turned her back on the colt. Her exhaustion was plain to
see; so was her rejection of the stillborn colt.

"Hol d her," Seamus told nme plainly. | did as was told,
taking hold of Brenna's halter and keeping her in a
comer of the stall as they mnistered to the colt.

The nare was too weary to resent nmy presence. She
shut her eyes as | stroked her face, marveling at the
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purity of her coloring. Black, all black, with not a single
spot of white anywhere. Pricel ess.
"Breagha," Seamis said, and | knew he did not speak

to the mare, "breagha, 'tis nothing left to do. He's gone
fromus."

"Ye skilfin, you' ve not tried hard enough.”
"l have," he said sol emmly. Tis nothing left but to
give himto the cileann.'"

"Not hing." Deirdre echoed- "El even nonths spent
a-waiting for this birth, and now there is nothing— -«

"You' ve got the mare, breagha."

"Aye," she said finally, and rose. She canme to ne, to
Brenna, and clasped the mare's neck in her arms. "Onh
Brenna, Brenna, such a fine little colt he was, so fine
fitting, | think, for the cileann. They'll give himhonor
and all the freedom of his days."

"I''"ll be bringing him then," Seanus said.
"No." Deirdre swng around, but not before | saw the

sudden kindling in her eyes. "No, 'tis for Niall to do, if
he'll doit."

There was no need to ask ne. And | think she knew it
as well as |, though we dared not | ook at one another.

Seanus's face closed up. "Homanan," he said only.
And then he added: "shapechanger."
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"Surely the cileann won't begrudge himhis fair share
of magic," Deirdre chided. "They are honorable folk,

and generous. They'l|l be giving himwel cone, Seanus,
as much as Shea liimself."
Subtle reprimand, | thought, rem nding the |oyal ser-

vant that the wonman he served was the daughter of a
ki ng. Rem nding himal so that what respect | was given
by that king was owed by Seanus as well.

"Then I'lIl be tending the mare. She'll have nme by her,
now. "

Deirdre | ooked at nme. "Can you lift hinP"
Silently, | did so, gathering the wet, still body into ny

arms. He wei ghed substantially |less than one of Liams
wol f hounds.

She nodded. "Bring him then. W' ve a thing to do."
Deirdre took ne out of Kilore and into the hills of
Erinn. Wth no noon to speak of it was difficult to see,

and yet Deirdre seened to know the way. | followed the
pal e 1 um nescence of her linen nightrail and the faint
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gl eam of burni shed hair. She did not stop, did not speak,
did not even turn as if to see how!| fared with the wei ght
of the colt. She sinply wal ked on, intent upon Her
thoughts, and | left her to her silence.

At last, upon a crunbled hilltop, she stopped. Over

the colt | saw the stone cairn and low altar beside it, also
of stone, all carved with alien runes. | knew, without
Deirdre's instruction, what | was to do, and so | lay the
colt down upon the altar. Then Deirdre notioned ne

back, and | saw there was a thin circle carved into the
turf. Chalk white, it glowed faintly in the darkness.

"The tor," she said, "belongs to the cileann, the ol d-
fol k. They were in Erinn |ong before we were. Mny

have forgotten them but not all. And none of the House
of Eagles." Her eyes were black in the darkness, though
I knew by day they were green. "W will wait the night
through until dawn, so we know he is safely taken."

"Taken—=" | | ooked at the caimand altar. "I nean
no di srespect, but what would the oldfolk do with Brenna's
still born colt?"

"What they do with anything bomw thout breath inits
body—give it welcome, give it life, give it the freedom

of the cUeann." She sighed a little. "I have seen wonen

| eave stillborn babies here, and children nurdered Kkit-
tens, all with equal grief. But also equal certainty that
the death is only of the earth, and not real in the |land of
the ol dfol k. "

She sounded so certain, so absolute in her conviction
"And have you waited before?" | asked.
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"Twi ce," she answered calnly- "There was Cal |l um
my brother. And Om, the sister who died in chil dbed."

"And did the ol df ol k take them away?"

"That is a question best answered at dawn," she told
me quietly; "And by the cil eann thensel ves."

It was cold upon the tor, and wi ndy, and heavy with
ancient magic. Lirless | was, but neither blind nor deaf to
power when it is so strong. | tried to sleep and could not;

Deirdre did not even bother to close her eyes. W lay on
our backs on the cool turf with the cairn and altar behind
us and stared up at the stars, tal king of dreans and
aspirations, sharing portions of ourselves we had never
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t hought to share, holding themtoo precious, and waned
for dawn to cone.

And when it came, just as | put out a hand to touch
her, Deirdre scranbled up and spun to look at the altar

I was forgotten. She was lost in the rite of wel come
given to a new day.

Sunlight gilded the cairn. The world was born again.
And the altar was perfectly enpty.

I noved, slowy, toward the cairn. Now | could see her

face, where the sun touched it even as | |longed to touch

it; as the light set her hair afire. | saw a snmle of blissfu
sati sfaction. She nurnured something in a tongue | did

not know, and then she | ooked at ne.

She wore a soiled, dirty nightrail and a pair of nen's
nubby wool trews. She had spent the night upon the
sacred tor with a man she hardly knew, and yet knew
better now than he hinmself. W had thrown open the
corners of our hearts that nen and wonmen kept secret
fromone another, too afraid to set light into those cor-
ners for fear the other would | augh or, worse, find the
secrets not worth the hiding.

And | had waited for her to grieve, speaking of the
colt. But she had not. Like a Cheysuli, she |locked it
away. But | thought she waited for sonething,

I looked at her. At her snudged, proud face with the

| ook of an eaglet init, waiting to | eave the aerie. Know
ing the day will cone when she will ride the air and | ay
claimto all the world.

Deirdre | ooked at the enpty altar. She sighed a little,
and turned her face back to nme. "Now," she said. "Now

| ean cry."

And as the tears ran down her face, | shut nmy arns
around her.

My captivity continued. | was well-treated, honored

for my rank, assigned warm confortable chanbers.
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was all owed to hunt and hawk with Liam and his hounds.
Shea taught me of ships and war.

But it was Deirdre who taught nme what it was to |l ove a
wonan.

Eveni ngs were spent with the fanmily: Shea, his wife;

his son and daughter; Liana's wife and their two-year-old
son. Sean was Liamis only child as yet, but |erne had
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m

concei ved again and was due in seven nonths' tine. The
boy was brown-eyed like his nother, but his hair, like
Liam's, was brassy gold. Shea's stanp was on all of them

Kilore, the Aerie of Erinn, was hone to nagnificent
eagl et s.

And Deirdre. Present always, serving ne even as her
st epnot her served Shea; as |erne served Liam Making
no prom ses she could not keep, saying nothing of the
future. But wanting as much as | did.

| sat before the cavernous fireplace after dinner and
stared silently into the flanmes. Servants noved softly,
renoving platters and enpty wi ne jugs. Shea and his
clutch gathered sone distance away; | was treated as part
of the family until politics intervened. Then | was a
host age who nmust be kept in ignorance of his future.

Sean, defying his elders, came running across the floor

to fall against ny |egs. He hugged one knee and grinned

at me, saying sonething in what | believed was the

anci ent Erinnish |anguage, until | realized it was only his
childish mumblings. Qbligingly | lifted himinto ny lap

and settled himthere. He squirnmed around until he sat

agai nst ny chest, head slunped on ny collarbone and

one fist thrust into nmy woolen jerkin. Like me, he stared
into the flanes in deep, thoughtful silence.

| realized I had never held a child before. |I felt dis-
tinctly disconfited; did | have the arnms and | egs settled
confortably? Sean did not seemto notice ny concern, so

I assumed he fared well enough. But | was not certain I
liked the responsibility. Children, | had al ways believed,
were crying, petulant things when they were not shouting
and shrieking in play, and yet Sean was qui et enough.
Slowmy ny unease abated and left ne feeling tentatively
cont ent ed.

I felt her presence before she spoke, as always. "You
are good with him" Deirdre stood behind nme, "He does
not always pl ease hinself so easily."

Havi ng no wish to disturb the boy, | did not try to
turn. "I ama stranger. He will |ose interest soon enough."

"Sean is not one for losing interest in athing. 'Tis
i ndependent he is, like his father."
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"Li ke you."

Laughi ng softly, she noved around the chair and sat
down on a stool at ny feet. Pale yellow skirts of softest
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wool settled around her like a cloud. ** Tis a good father
you'll be making one day." Intently, she watched ne,

wai ting; absently, one slender hand touched the fabric of
my breeches.

Deliberately, | said: "If | amever given | eave to wed
my betrothed. "

Her eyes flickered in response to the wy challenge in
my tone. She took her hand away. "Then 'tis still G sela
you desire."

"l do not desire her, Deirdre . . . only ny freedom so
I may wed her. There is a difference."

The firelight behind her set her bright hair aglow Her
face was in shadow, but | saw her clearly. | knew her too
wel | by now. "What of me?" she asked evenly.

I | ooked away. | had to. "What <?/you?"

Her tone hardened. Tis so easy for you, then, this
thing between us? Tnis thing that has the binding on us
bot h?"

I drewin a careful breath. Ah gods, forgive nme for
hurting her—"There is a prophecy, Deirdre, to which |
am bound nore firmy than any wonman."

"BEven G seUa?" The barb was sharp. "lIs she not a
part of that prophecy?”

"She is a part of ny tahlnorra, ny fate, as you would
call it. She is half Atvian. It is her blood we need, for the
prophecy of the Firstborn."

"Are you forgetting, then? / amhalf Atvian, too.

She and G seUa are cousins even as G seUa and | are.
CGods, what a tangled tapestry—

Scan squirnmed, sensing the tension between Deirdre
and ne. | set himdown and watched himnake his way to
his father, still talking with Shea near the door

"But you have no CheysuU blood," | said finally. "Deir-
dre, | have told you what | lack. No H, no gifts, no
strength as the warriors knowit. | lack even the col or—
| stopped. It would do no good to expose ny insecurities
and resentnments. "One day a man of all blood shal

unite, in peace, four warring realnms and two nagi c races,"
I quoted. "All blood, Deirdre. If | cannot hand on the
proper gifts to nmy children, the prophecy will not be

properly served." | drewin a breath through a painfully
constricted throat. "Gsella is half Cheysuli. What / do
not have, she does. | need her, Deirdre, for that."
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She sat before ne, rigidly upright; rigidly proud. "And
I need you."

I reached out and touched her glowi ng hair. Beneath

my hand she trenbled with the strength of her convic-
tion; with the strength of her desire. Even as | nyself
di d.

Dry-nmouthed, | said: "There is nothing | can do."
And hated the man who said it.

The old lord called me into his personal chanber weeks

later. | went with foreboding in ny soul, for hope had
been bani shed nonths before. | found Liam present as
wel | .

Shea waved ne to a chair. "Sit, sit, lad ... what |

have to say is better heard in private."

| watched Liams face for sone hint of what was to
conme. He gave nothing away, nothing at all, save the
gravity of the matter.

Shea sat down al so. "Tis word from Donal, your fa-
ther." H's nouth, behind the beard, twisted in a gri-
mace. "Alaric at |ast sent word of your presence with
me, saying other nessengers nust have gone astray." He
grunted. "I think Donal is no fool, lad. He'll not be
believing that."

I felt light-headed with relief. "Wat does ny father

say?"
"He inquires after your health. | told the Honmanan
messenger it was excellent. He'll be taking that back to

the Mij har already."

Al the relief fell away. "You have sent hi m away?"

"The nessenger? Aye. | saw no reason to have you
trade words with him lad. | was not wanting you
di sturbed. "

"Di sturbed!" | overturned the chair as | junped up

unsteadily- "By the gods, you pen nme up for five nonths
and then send away a man who bears word from ny
f at her ?"

Shea's thicket of eyebrows jerked up into his hair.
"Has it been that long? |I'd be saying three nonths, |
think, not five." Frowning, he turned to Liam "Five
mont hs, he says. Truth?"

"Truth,"” Liam answer ed.

Shea gl anced back at nme. "Sit downF he roared.
115

righted the chair and sat down. Appeased, he rubbed
thoughtfully at his beard. "I let himsee ye, lad, to know
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how you fared." His faded green eyes were oddly watch-
ful. "You were with nmy daughter, lad. . . . Liamsays
you | ooked well content."

| felt heat and color spill into ny face. | shut ny
mouth on a curse, but sent Liaman angry gl ance. He
sm | ed crookedly and shrugged.

"He's wishing to send a personal envoy to Kilore,"
Shea said. "To negotiate for your release."”

My hands cl osed over the arns of the chair. "Well?"
"l have agreed."
"To ny rel ease?"

"To his coming. No nore than that, lad—tis all | can
gi ve you, for now. "

I pushed nyself out of the chair and faced the old
man. "My | ord—=

"You'll be staying here till | see fit to let you go."
| drewin a careful breath. "And if the Mijhar sends
forces with that envoy?"

"I''"'mthinking he will not," Shea renarked- "He is well
occupied with Solinde at the nonent."

"Solinde," | echoed bl ankly.
"The Ihlini have risen, lad."

Oh gods—t is Strahan—"My lord," | begged, "let ne
go hone to ny father."

"Until Alaric gives in, you go nowhere." Shea gl ared
at me and shifted in his chair. "There's a thing | nust ask
you, lad. WIIl you give ne honest answer?"

"Ask nme." | was too overcone to di ssenble.

"Whul d you be in mind of breaking your pledge to
G sel |l a?

| stared at himin shock. "I could not."
"And if | offered you your freedon"

I looked at Liam | saw conpassion in his eyes; he
knew what the answer cost nme. "No," | said again.

"l —eannot." But | would not cite the reasons. | thought
Shea woul d not understand. And | thought / mght not,
if | ever spoke them al oud.

The old man nodded slowy, as if the answer was

preci sely what he expected. "Well," he said, "Deirdre
told me what you would say. But 'tis sorry | amyou
cannot be ny son."

116

I could not speak. OQbscurely touched, | could only
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stare at the man.

Li am shrugged broad shoul ders. "You' U be doi ng what
you must. Tis what makes you the man you are."

I turned ny back on themboth, intending to wal k
fromthe room And then | turned back again to face

them "Wait. Wait—perhaps there is sonething." | drew
in a breath. "I cannot be a son or brother, but | can be a
ki nsman. "

Shea gl ared. He tapped the armof his chair. "Set it
out here, lad, where grown men can see it plain."

"I will wed Gsella," | declared, "and when we have a
daughter, | will offer that daughter to Sean. He will be
lord of this island one day—and Lord of the Isles, no
doubt —but my daughter will be a princess of Homana.
Wyul d that be enough for you?"

Shea grunted. "For nyself, aye, '"twould. But I'll not
be here to see it. Tis for Liamto say whomhis son wll
be taking for a wife."

Expectantly | |ooked at the Prince of Erinn. H's snmle

was crooked, half-hidden in his gilded beard. "I'mthinking
Scan is a bit young, yet, to have his narriage settled for
him but |I'H be considering it." He nodded, "//you get a
daughter on the lass."

"Gsella and | were cradl e-betrothed,"” | pointed out.
"At | east Sean is wal king."

Li am | aughed. "But G sella is not even bedded."

"She will be. Once | amfree of here."

Shea grunted. | saw affection and armusenent in his
eyes. "Take yourself away, |lad, and |l eave nme to ny
son. "

I took nyself away feeling oddly |iberated.
117
El even

Liam sent word for me to meet himin one of Kilore's

audi ence chanbers, but when | went | found nyself

al one. No doubt inportant business kept him one of his

wol f hounds was due to whelp, or a mare to foal, or

per haps even Sean demanded his attention. Wyly, |

reflected that the Prince of Erinn's priorities were differ-
ent fromthose of nobst nen.

The chamber was cold. The fire had been allowed to

die, or else a servant had neglected to light it. Tie
sunlight coming in one of the deep, crudely-cut case-

ments hardly reached the center of the room Kiiore was

not a luxurious aerie for the Erinnish eagles, being nore
fortress than pal ace, but it served well enough. It did not
matter to me that the rush-strewn floors were uneven,

the tapestries faded and threadbare, the furniture but
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crudely made of knotty greeni sh wood. It was here Deir-
dre had been reared; that was all that counted.

| slunped agai nst the edge of the casenment sill and
stared out. Fromhere | could see neither the Dragon's
Tail nor Atvia. Al | could see was the green Erinnish

turf stretching forever and ever to the edge of the world,
where the wheel of life continued turning for everyone
save mysel f.

The door creaked open (none of Kilore's heavy | eather-
hi nged doors were silent) and | heard Uanis bootstep
"Niall."

Not Lwn—I turned, then thrust nyself off the wall.
A stranger faced nme, except he was no stranger at all. He
had been a part of nmy fife since birth. "Rowan!"

My father's closest conpani on—and Cheysuli genera
of all the Homanan arm es—stared at me as if he dis-
118

trusted his eyes. | did not doubt he did, after nearly a
year. And then he sniled a snmile | feared would break
his face, so broad and transparent he was in his relief,
and | net himhal fway across the chanber in a bearhug
that required neither apol ogy nor expl anation

Tlie rampant black Iion on Rowan's crinson tunic clawed
silk inpotently as | stepped back fromthe enbrace. In
the nonths of my absence the general had aged. Cheysul
do not show the years as easily as Honmanans, but Rowan
was no |onger young. | could not nunber his years pre-
cisely, but he claimed several nmore than fifty, | knew.
And it had begun to show.

"The gods have been ki nder than we expected,"” Rowan
said on a sigh of relief. "I thought to find you weak and
wan as an al bino calf."

"No." Enption welled into nmy chest with such inten-

sity | feared | might shame nyself. It is rare for a Cheysul
to show precisely what he feels. (ddly, | saw the sane
struggle in Rowan's careworn face

Wiy not? He and | share the same caprici ous gods.

Lirless, both of us. Cheysuli born and bred, and yet we
neither of us claimed a lir. Rowan's expl anation was
strai ghtforward enough: orphaned in Shaine's purge of
shapechangers sonme forty-five years before, he had been
taken in as a foster son by inmgrant Ellasian crofters
who did not know he was Cheysuli. In those dangerous
days no shapechanger was safe; he did not dare divul ge
his heritage, or he would give hinself over into certain
death. And so he had been reared Honmnan, grow ng

into Homanan habits and traditions; when the tine come
for himto go out and make a bond with the lir intended
for him he did not. Lirless he was and woul d remain so,
until the day he died.

And 1? Perhaps it istime | learned to live with it, even
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as Rowan has.

I notioned with ny head. "Wat you see has been ny
prison. Kiiore is not an unpleasant one."

Though the black hair was graying to a decided silver,

his yell ow eyes were sharp and steady as lan's or ny
father's. The netting of sunlines and silvering scars in his
face only underscored the years he had spent at the side

of Homana's Mij hars, insuring donestic and persona

security.

119

He frowned, just a little; enough to crinkle eyelids and
pul | at the weatherburned flesh over angul ar cheekbones.
1 thought he listened to nmy tone nore than he did to ny
wor ds.

"Have they suborned you with this?" In his tone

heard trenendous restraint, and yet | also heard a nmulti-
tude of enpbtions. Traces only, but enough to enphasize
what ny di sappearance had neant to ny father and

nmot her. And, perhaps, to Rowan.

I wanted to laugh at himand clasp a shoul der and | ead
himto a chair, to pour the snoky Erinnish |iquor and
laugh with him that he could ask such a thing of ne. But
I did none of those things. | |ooked at himsteadily as
had | ooked at no man before and told himthe truth.

"No. But I will not lie and tell you Shea has been a
harsh | ord or inhunane when he has offered ne honor
and affection.”

"Ei ght nonths of it?—assunmi ng, of course, the voyage

took you the three nonths it took ne." Rowan's posture

was the rigid stance of a longtine soldier and officer at
rest, which is to say he was not precisely resting. And his
el aborately casual tone was as inflexible as his spine. "I
thi nk perhaps we m sjudged your reaction to nmy com ng;

Aislinn said Carillon's grandson woul d devise an i nmedi -
ate nmeans of departure. Dona] said it was nore likely you
woul d | eave the devising to ne." The general did not
smle. "Yet you say nothing at all of departure.”

Carillon's grandson. Even now she does not refer to me
as her son, only heir of her |egendary father, one genera-
tion renpved

"There is no need to say anything," | told himcurtly.
"Shea will not let ne go. Not until Alaric grants the
concessi ons he demands. "

"And what are those concessions?"
| shrugged. "He does not tell me such things."

Rowan | ooked away fromne briefly, toward the case-

ment. Then he turned and went to it, staring out even as

I had before his entrance. "It is unlikely Alaric will grant
Shea anything. He is too concerned with nustering nen
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to aid Strahan agai nst Hormana."
| started. "But—the alliance—=2"

"Contingent upon you nmaking his daughter Princess of
Homana." Rowan's tone was distant. "Ch, aye, the proxy
120

cerenony nakes you husband and wi fe in Homanan | aw,

but until she is properly wed and acclai med Princess of
Hormana, the alliance does not exist. And now it seens

i npossible that it ever will exist, does it not? At |east,
whi | e Shea keeps you here." He turned to face ne and

the lion rippled, clawing at his right shoul der. "El even
mont hs ago you | eft Homana to fetch G selta hone to a
Homanan weddi ng. Circunstances aside, Alaric has ev-

ery right in the world to declaie the proxy weddi ng
invalid and the cradl e-betrothal broken." H's face was a
mask; his tone was not so well-school ed. "A broken
betrothal and an invalid proxy wedding taints a worman

as well as a man, N all. A father would be justified in
| evying war in his despoiled daughter's nane. And as for
you, who would you find to wed? Who woul d have

you?"

Dei rdre woul d—
"Who would bring the proper blood to the prophecy?”

Deirdre woul d not—Angrily, |I glared at him "I did
not put nyself here!"

"No." Frowni ng, Rowan stared down at his boot toes.

"No, you did not. Alaric is aware of that; no doubt nore
aware than we are, being so close to Erinn, but

regardl ess— He | ooked at me again, and | saw a weari -

ness of spirit so totally alien that it brought ne striding

across the roomto him
" Rowan—

Hi s rai sed hand stopped nme short. Myre intensely aware

of the man and his feelings than | ever had been before,

mar ked the cal l used pal ns and battered knuckl es, ruined
nails and crooked fingers, all badges of his profession. His
life. And | saw the bl eakness in his eyes.

"Niall, there is trouble at hone. Serious trouble."
Fear flared. "My father? Mther? Rowan—

"Both well," he said at once. "No, it has nothing to do
with their welfare. It is—

"Strahan," | finished, "is it not?"

"Not—entirely." He strai ghtened and thrust hinself

away fromthe wall, pacing away fromne toward the

cold fireplace. | noticed for the first tinme he |inped,
though only a little, as if his aging bones and nuscl es
rem nded himhe had fought in too many battles. Mst of
themwith Carillon, whom he had served for nearly twenty-
121
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five years. The last twenty had been with ny father, but I
knew t he bond was not the sane.

And now he nust fight another

He turned. | saw himnuster the dry factuality neces-
sary to a conpetent, effective general. Necessary to a
ruler, for that matter. One day, | would have to find the
sane within nyself. "It concerns you," he said flatly.
"And—€arillon."

"Carillon!" | stared at himblankly. "How can this

concern a man who has been dead for twenty years?"

"Because while he lived he sired children,” Rowan
answered in the sane even tone.

Baf fl ed, | nodded agreenent with the obvious. "How
el se would | be his grandson?"

"I did not say child, Nall."
No. He had not. He had said children

Suddenly, | was very cold. The chanber darkened
around me. "A son," | said distantly. "A son."

"A bastard.” Rowan's voice was very quiet. "W know
very little. His age: thirty-five. H's nother: a Homanan
worman who followed Carillon's rebel arnmy as he nade

his way fromEllas to Mijhara." He shrugged. "I remem
ber her myself. Carillon was not the sort of man who
want ed or needed a wonan with every meal, and when

he took one, he kept her. Sanme was—worth keeping."

"But he did not keep her, did he?" | was detached
fromthe man who asked the questions. "No. Once she
carried a bastard—

"No." The word cut through ny rising bitterness. "Once
El ectra cane."

O course. Electra. The witch who had bound even

Carillon the Geat into a web of deceit and encorcel | nent
until he nearly fallen victimto Tynstar hinself. Electra
the witch.

El ectra: ny nother's nother

I looked for a chair. Found one; collapsed into it.

Rubbed absently at my scalp; it itched fromthe sudden
prickling of trepidation. "Well," | said at |ast, "he nust
have sent her away."

"She asked to | eave. She cane to ne and said she had
concei ved. She no longer wished to remain with the
army; she would go hone."

"Wth Carillon's bastard in her belly."
122

"l gave her noney. A horse. A soldier went with her."
Rowan's snile was very faint. "A crofter-tuned-soldier,
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who di scovered he was much better at wi el ding scythe
than sword. He married her."

| 1 ooked at himsharply, frowning, "Then how do you
know it is Carillon's son? If she married the crofter—

"He is the image of an older you, Niall. O a younger
Carillon, before the disease aged him As testified by a
Homanan priest and a Cheysuli shar tahl."

Li ke Shea, he stanps his get—"They have seen hinf |Is
he so bold as to press his claimbased on bastardy when |
am |l egitimte?"

Rowan did not avoid ny eyes. "There are Honanhans
in the world who would prefer a descendant of Carillon
on the throne who is not Cheysuli."

My | augh was a bark'of sound. "How can they call nme
Cheysuli? | have no lir, no nmagic, no shapechange. ... |
am nore Homanan than anything el se.™

"It is said you hide your magic, so as to trick the
Homanans into believing you are wholly Homanan, and

| ess of a threat than a man who assunes the shape of
beast or bird." A nmuscle junped in his jaw. "I repeat
what is said by the zealots."

Under my breath, | swore. "I wish | had magic to

hi de. "

"I knowit, Niall." The tone altered; | heard a trace of
enpathy for the first tinme. "They claimyou wll unvei

your true self only after you hold the throne."

"So, they want to replace ne with Carillon's bastard,
who i s whol |y Homanan. "

"Aye. "
*'| amtainted by the Solindish witch's bl ood."
"Aye."

| sat forward and rubbed ny eyes with rigid fingers.
"What woul d they say if they knew there are sone
Cheysuli who feel the same?" | asked wearily. "Gods,
think I was never neant to inherit the Lion."

"You were. You wll."

"Have you seen hin?" | raised ny head. "Have you
seen this mishegotten i mage of nysel f?

"No. He is too well-guarded by Homanans dedi cated

to his cause. They say if his | ocation were divul ged, Dona
woul d have himslain. They wait to gather men to his
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cause." He spread his hands in a futile gesture. "They

all owed the priest and the shwtahl to see him to prove
he exists. That is all. Neither spoke with him™"
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| slumped back in the chair again. "A pretty coil
Rowan. How do we get free of it?"

"By having you |l eave Erinn for Atvia, where you wll

settle things with Alaric and bring G sella home to
Horoana," Rowan said flatly. "Your absence has strength-
ened the bastard's cause. Wien we feared you dead—

He shrugged. "We need you hone. As soon as possi bl e.

Wth Gsellaand lan . . . | think only lan can settle this
thing with the a'saii, since he is the one they wish to put
upon the throne."

"You knew," | nused, thinking of the a'saii. Then I
was on ny feet. "You do not know Gods, Rowan, there
is nolan! He died in the storm™

Al'l the color ran out of his face, leaving it a stark,
enpty mask of shock that only slowy was refilled by a
conprehensi on and grief so intense it nade ne want to
run fromthe man, the room the castle.

To find nmy brother in the belly of the dragon.
"Ruj ho," | said; no nore. The pain was new agai n.

After a nonent, Rowan cleared his throat. "I nust
send word to Donal . "

"Take it to him" | said at last. "I think—+t would be
better if you told him™"

"And what do | tell himof you?"

"That | live." | drewin a breath that cleared ny head.
"That | will be home with G sella as soon as possible."

"And if Shea does not |et you go?"
"Then | will have to break ny parole.”

Looking at me steadily, Rowan shook his head. Just a
little. "Whatever else this captivity has done, it has al so
tenpered the sword."

"What is left to hone the edge?" | asked. "War?"

"Assuredly," he answered softly, and then cane for-
ward to hug ne again. "The gods be with you, Niall."

"Wth them w thout themwhat does it matter?" |
asked. "They are the ones who fashioned this tahlnorra.”

I could not sleep. In the darkness of ny room ny

bed, my spirit, | stared sightlessly up at the woven cur-
tains formng ny Erinnish wonb and tried to think of
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things other than war, a'saii, bastards. | tried to think of

everything, and nothing at all nmde sense.
Until Deirdre cane to ne,
In the darkness, all unknowi ng, | thought of enemes. |

rolled and reached through the slit in the curtain for mny
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knife and remenbered | did not have one.

"You' d be needing no weapon against me, Nall."

"Dei rdre—

"l heard you speak to your father's man. |Is that what a
true Cheysuli |ooks like? So fierce, so solemm ... so
dangerous. I'mthinking |I like you better as a Homanan."

"Dei rdre—you heard?"

"There are secrets in Kilore even Shea does not know,
or has forgotten already. Do not worry. No one el se was
t here when you spoke of breaking your parole."

" Dei rdre—

"Have we driven you fromus, N all? Have we ken-
nel ed you too closely, like one of Liams hounds?"

The bl ackness of the roomwas not so all-enconpassing

as ny eyes adjusted to it. | could just see Deirdre in ny
bed, and put out a hand to draw her to nme. As she cane,
she shed linen shift and | realized she was naked.

"Gods, you drive ne only to madness ..." | groaned
agai nst her throat. "Deirdre—

Her hand covered ny nmouth as | noved to cover hers-
"Do not speak. | have not come here for speech. There
is sonmething nore than that, Fmthinking, between us,
you and ne."

I locked nmy fingers in her hair. Its color was nuted in
the darkness, but | gloried inits texture. "I am not one
for gainsaying you in this, the gods know— fervently
"—but do you know what you are about?"

She pressed herself against me, w nding heavy | ocks of
hair around ny neck as if she sought to set iron there.
"Only rarely am | not know ng what | am about, ny
lord.** Her breath was warm agai nst ny ear. Low voiced,
she said, "Don't be worrying about what | heard today. |
have no intention of telling nmy father or brother. W'l
be keeping it between us."

I bore her down with ne, shivering with pleasure at
the sensual touch of her hair and skin. "Meijha—= Then

purposely, | used the Erinnish inflection t<—you will
125
have ne thinking you are not jealous of Gsella . . . and

I am knowi ng better."

Laughi ng softly, she stroked my naked shoul der, trac-
i ng shapes of her own devising in a | anguid, sensuous
fashi on, then set lips and tongue against it. " Tis a
jealous woman | am but | know when | have |ost. What
was that word you called nme?"

"Meij' ha™ | breathed, "Cheysuli. . . -"
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"That nmuch | was thinking nyself." A trenbling fore-
finger traced the line of ny nouth. "Wat does it nean?"

| kissed the fingertip, then reached for the hand, the
arm the breast. "Do not judge too hastily a people you
cannot know," | whispered. "In the clans, warriors may
have both wi fe and |ight woman—eheysul a and n®i j ha.
There is no dishonor, none at all, for the woman who is
not a wife. I swear by all the gods of Erinn and
Homana—

"Don't be swearing by gods you're know ng nothing
about." Her breath cane faster still. Ti s di sastrous
when they take note of it."

"Gsellais Cheysuli. |I think she would understand the
custom once | have explained it."

She drew back a little. "Are you telling ne '"tis what /
woul d be? Your—eijha?"

Her accent twisted the word. | did not correct her. "If
you wish it, Deirdre." / wish it, | wishit.

In the shadows | could not see her expression. "I
m ght prefer to be a wife."

I set my forehead agai nst her shoul der in defeat.
" Dei rdre—

"But if | cannot be taking you that way, |I'll be taking
you the other. Now enough of this babble, N all, and | et
us be making our own alliance between Erinn and
Homana. ' *

Laughi ng exultantly into her untamed hair, | covered
her body with my own.

126
Twel ve

It was three days before | could pursue nmy intention to
escape, and even then it was coi ncidence that gave ne
the opportunity. Liam riding out to hawk with nme al ong
the cliffs, was called back by a servant fromthe castle.
And because Liam hinself had conme with ne, the six

human hounds had been di smi ssed.

I did not hesitate. | spurred the gray gelding toward
the broken clifftop and rode off the edge of the world.

The gray plunged down the chal ky slope, jarring ny

spine until | felt at |east a handspan shorter. | cursed
raggedly, not daring to shout ny disconfort al oud, and
hooked stirrups forward to brace against the jolting down-
ward noment um

Bel ow nme, fishing boats were scattered |ike pebbles
al ong the shoreline, nost of them untended as the fisher-

men dragged bul ging nets onto the sandy beach. | nust
steal one quickly and, using the know edge Shea had
di vul ged, sonehow sail it across the Dragon's Tail to the
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rocky coast of Atvia.
Al nost down—

The horse stunbl ed beneath ne, lurching forward onto

his knees. | could not wait to see if he had injured
hinsel f or had the heart to go on. | threwthe reins free
and scranbl ed out of the saddl e—

—sliding, sliding, scrabbling at the chal ky escar pnent
of the tunbl ed base of the cliffs—

CGods, get nme down fromhere with both | egs and arns
| eft whol e—

—sliding, churning up clouds of white chal k dust to
coat ny face, ny clothing; to settle on ny tongue and

127
make me nmouth ny distaste. | wanted to spit; it would
have to wait until | was down.

On ny buttocks | went down, down, down, one hand

thrust back to brace nyself against the broken cliff. The
chal k crunbl ed away, spilling ne over |like a round rock
in a stormfed stream | fell; falling, | rolled—

—ane up into a crouch at the bottomof the cliff;
spitting, | thrust nyself upward and ran.

I heard an outcry fromthe top of the cliff and knew
the voice was Liams. Wat he shouted | could not deci-
pher, hearing only anger and epithets. | did not |ook
around, intent only on reaching the boats before Liam
could forma proper pursuit. | did not blame himfor his
rage, no nore than | blanmed nyself for causing it,

And yet | did blame nyself; a broken oath is no sinple
thing. | thought of how | had proclainmed nyself incapa-
ble of ending the betrothal to G sella because | coul d not
break an oath. Now | broke an oath equally inportant.

For the sake of Homana—And | knew it was. As
much as wedding Gsella was for the sake of the prophecy.

Chal k dust filled nmy lungs. | coughed, spat, wheezed,
still running for the boats. Al npost- Al nost.

Netting tripped me up, throwing me sprawling to the

wet sand. | scranbled up, trying to run again, but the net
was tangl ed around ny spurs. Cursing aloud | ripped
frenziedly at the strands, then stopped yanking, still curs-
ing, and carefully picked themfree. | ran again.

The first boat was too far, bobbing in the waves at the
end of its tether. | went on to the next one, reaching for
the line that anchored it to the shore. Waves sl apped at
my boots as | bent to jerk it free-

1 heard the poundi ng of hooves echoi ng agai nst the
cliffs. Qoser, coning closer.
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Ch gods, it is Lian

| saw his furious face as he urged his horse on faster,
riding directly at me. At me, as if he would ride me
down.

Forgoing the boat, | dropped the line and ran

The horse's chest caught ne high on the left hip. A

hoof ripped the heel off ny boot entirely, clipped ny

heel, drove nme headlong to the ground. | curled, sucking
air as another hoof cane down on the side of mny thigh

The horse squealed, flailing thick | egs desperately, trying
128

to avoid me even as | tried to roll away. | tasted sand and
salt and seawater. And blood froma bitten Iip.

The hooves were gone. | tried to me, to run again, but
Li am | eaned down fromthe saddl e and buffeted ne on

the tenple with a gloved, powerful fist. "False prince!"
he cried. "False friend!"

I fell. | spat blood. Saw two of everything. Tried to
clear ny vision. By the tine | did, Liamwas off his horse
and hauling ne to ny feet.

"l should slay you here, even unarmed as you are!"

I amtall, | am heavy, but Liamhinself is not snall.
And in his rage he was |arger than any man ever born

By my tunic, he lifted ne al nost conpletely clear of the
sand. "Liam-+

"I should slay you! D*ye hear, ye faithless cur of a
faithless bitch? By the goos, | swear | wll!"

But he did not. He released ne with a shove, as if he
could no | onger bear to touch ne, and stood stanng at
me with chalk and spittle fouling his gilded beard. His

chest heaved; |ike nme, he panted.

"Uam— Breathless, | could hardly manage a word.
"Liam had to—+ had to ... for the war, for the
realm" | tried to catch ny breath. "Alanc-Al aric in-
tends to join Strahan—there is donestic dissension at
hone! "

"I care nothing at alt for your incestuous donmestic
wars!" Uamroared. "Not when you're in Erinn seducing
my sister!™

Prepared to defend our incestuous domestic wars, |
di scovered we were at odds over sonething el se. Sorme-
thing I could not defend at all. And so | shut ny nouth.

"Fal se prince," Liamsaid hoarsely, "you have betrayed
my father's trust, and m ne. Wien we have honored you
with our favor!"

"Li am—

"Were you ar med—
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"l'ien give me a knife!" | shouted. "I am not shirking

the fight!"

Li am spat bl ood and chal k. Hs green eyes were hard

as glass. "I'lIl not be giving you the honor of a fight! 1'lI
be letting you taste the hospitality you should have known
before.'9

No protest. | could not. Because before | could sum

129

moo a word, Uam | oosed a blow that felled me to the
ground as easily as if | were a stal k of wheat.

The dungeons of Kilore are danp and snelly. Sore

and nore than a little sullen, | sat against a clamy wall
because | had no other choice. Sonmeone—tiam no

doubt —had ordered ne chained in place, though there

was no place | could go

The stone beneath ny buttocks was col d and danp.

What straw existed was nusty, stale, undoubtedly filled
with verm n. Seawater dripped fromthe ceiling. | was
cold and lonely and afraid, and also filled with guilt.

Deirdre cane to me willingly, but how can | say that to
her father and brother? Wat sense is there in besmrching
her reputation?

None. What honor remmined to me (little enough,
after breaking my parole) kept ne frombeing able to
make the admi ssion, regardless of the truth.

My ears rang. My head ached. Uanmi s bl ow had caught

me solidly along the jaw, | oosening teeth. | tongued
themgently, afraid to push too hard for shoving them
out entirely. Even ny cheekbone hurt.

Footsteps. | turned ny face toward the door and lis-
tened, trying to determne if the footsteps brought a man
to ne or to another prisoner, if there was one. | had no

candl e by which to see. There was no light in the cel
save for what came in under the wooden door. And the
gods knew that was little enough.

The footsteps stopped. Iron rattled: keys. Finally one
was fitted into the lock. | waited, and at |ast the door was
shoved open- It scraped along the sliny floor

Shea hinself. Not Liam come to gloat. The old lord
instead, holding a fat candle in one hand. It guttered,
danced, flared up again as it took life fromthe corridor
air.

Skin was stretched too taut across age-defined cheek-
bones. H's jaw worked inpotently beneath the thinning
beard. | sawthe glitter of anger restrained in the cat-
green, grieving eyes.

Gods, forgive ne for what | have done to this man.

" '"Tis how Donal rears a son to be Miyjhar, is it? To be
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breaki ng parol e and pl edge when he has been honorably
130

treated?" Tears shone briefly in his eyes. "To be taking a
|l ass's virtue beneath her father's roof ?"

| | ooked away and stared blindly down at ny nanacl ed
hands. "No."

"No? No? Tis all ye have to say?"

I swallowed thickly. "Do not judge the father by the

son.
The candl efl ame guttered violently. | did not | ook at

Shea.

"Well," he said hoarsely, "conme up. |I'll say what | say
above." He glanced into the corridor and jerked his head
in my direction- "Loose the iron and bring himup. I'Il be

seeing himin the hall."

The old lord stood in the doorway as the guardsman
slipped by and knelt to unlock my shackles. Linping
froma badly bruised thigh—+he horse had struck me
squarel y—+ foll owed Shea up winding stairs to the audi-
ence hall, | had half expected Liamto be present. He
was not. Neither was Deirdre. It was for Shea alone to
pass j udgnent.

He gestured to the guardsman to | eave us al one.
heard the door thud closed. Then | turned and faced the
ol d man.

His nostrils flared. "Ye stink," he said, plainly of-
fended by ny dungeon stench.

I felt inordinately ashaned.
"Have ye an expl anati on?"
"No. "

"Were ye for it merely because 'twas offered, or did ye
truly want it—uch as a dying man cries for water?"

I had thought himdimnished by what | had done to
his daughter. Now | realized he was not, it was just that |
saw a man instead of a king. A father instead of a man.

| drewin a breath and released it very slowy. '*!
needed it," | told himclearly. "I was that dying nan."

Shea hooked thunbs in his w de belt and considered

me. And then he spoke, and his tone held all the gruff
affection | had conme to expect fromhim "She was not
meaning to betray ye, lad. *Twas her unhappy manner
that gave ye away. 'Twas the | ack of her w | dness and
gaiety."

"My |ord?"

"Ch, she was happy enough for having despoiled her-
131
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self with you. She told ne that. No. 'Twas know ng you
must |l eave. But by the time | was realizing what she
meant, you had ridden out with Liam" He paused. "She
said she was willing, lad."

I was silent. Even now, | would say nothing that m ght
reflect poorly on his daughter, who was a princess. That
much of rank | knew too well.

"By Erinnish law |l amin ny rights to have you slain.”
"By any man's law, ny lord."

"Yet you are the Mij har of Homana's son. H's heir.
As nmuch as Liamis mine."

"Aye, ny lord."

Shea sighed. "Lad, lad, 'tis all bound up | am 1'd be
seeing the two of you wed, but for that pledge to Alaric's
daughter. That you cannot be breaking, for all you broke
the one to nme," There was no bitterness in his tone.
"Deirdre told ne what the Cheysuli general said to you
About war, and bastards, and a throne in jeopardy.

Those things | understand. And so | will not be blamng
ye for breaking your parole. There are pledges taking
precedence over other pledges given." Through the beard,

| saw the hint of a weary snmile. "I will not keep ye here
when your father needs ye so. |I'll be seeing you sent to
Atvia before the day is out."

"My lord?" | stared.

"Homana is not nmy eneny. |I'mnot wishing to see

your father broken by that Ihlini denmon or even Alaric's
spite. Go wed your Atvian cousin, and take yourself

hone to your father."

Hope sprang up. "And—Beirdre?"

"She stays,"” he told me flatly. "My daughter will be

no man's mnistress, no matter how nuch honor it clains
before the Cheysuli." He sighed. "But I will be asking
somet hing of ye, lad. A pledge. And this one ye'll not be
breaking; Liamwll see to that."

I touched ny aching face. "Aye, ny lord. | give it
willingly."

"lerne is due to bear the child soon. Be that child a

girl, let her wed your firstborn son. O the next one for
your next one, if this one is not a girl and that one not a
boy. But | want it, lad. | want a granddaughter of Shea

of Erinn to be queen in Homana one day."
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| smled. "A fair enough exchange, ny lord. A daugh-
ter of mine for Sean, a granddaughter of yours for ny
heir-1 think it will please the gods."
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" Twill be pleasing nme," Shea growed. "And '"twill be
enough, |'mthinking."

I put out ny filthy hand to the man. He did not seem

to notice as he folded it in his. "Deirdre— | began
"No," he said. "I'lIl be giving her your farewell."
After a nonment, | nodded. But | knew it would not be
t he sane.

I had been bat hed, shaved, garbed in fresh cl ot hi ng.
No longer did | stink. But it did not wash away the
sorrow | felt at |eaving Deirdre behind.

It was Liam hinself who cane to escort ne to the ship.

He was sternness itself with his hard, stark face; he said
nothing at all as he preceded ne down the twisting stair-
way to the entryway. W were net by the el even nen

who had acconpanied himthe day | was rescued. Res-

cued and taken captive.

There was little enough sunlight. Liams brassy curls
were dulled by the gray of the day, as much as by his
unusual solemity. His nouth, in the beard, worked a
little; the words at last issued forth.

"\Where woul d you go, |lad, before we send you to your

bri de?"

Where would | go? To Deirdre, of course . . . and yet

I knew if | asked it, he would deny ne the thing | nost
want ed.

I looked out into the nmuted sunlight. "To the tor," |
said. "To the altar of the cileann."

Liams green eyes flickered. Still, he did not smle. He
nodded, once, and gave the order for us to nount. El even
prince's nmen; one heir to Shea's wild aerie; one hostage
foreigner. Together, we rode out to the tor.

In daylight, with the sun well up, the place was differ-
ent. Miuch different. | tasted no magic; snelled no hint of
ancient power. And all | saw was an altar full of menories.

Deirdre. Deirdre and her colt. And the lirless man
who | oved her.

Liam s el even nmen renmai ned on horseback sone dis-
tance away. Liam cane closer, but even he gave me what
di stance he could. Privacy enough, for the nonent. And
133

so | used it. | used it to stand on the tor outside the old
chalk circle and give Deirdre ny good-bye

"Time to go," Liamsaid, when he sawne lift an arm
to scrub briefly at ny face.

Aye. . . tine to go. | turned. The Prince of Erinn held
the reins of ny horse. | wal ked down fromthe tor, took
them out of his gloved hand and nounted the pal e gray
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gel ding. And thought of Deirdre's wild |laughter as she
rode headl ong at the edge of the chal ky headl ands over-
| ooki ng the Dragon's Tail.

"Lad," Liamsaid; all | could do was nod.

The escort stopped short of the dock. | boarded slowy,

so slowy, then swing back to grip the rail. Uam stood

on the dock. The wi nd whi pped his brassy curls and
reddened his high, sharp cheekbones, tugging at his beard.
Hi s cat-green eyes were cool. "So, puppy, you |eave

Erinn a weal thy man."

"Weal t hy?"

"You've gained my father's trust, won ny sister's |ove,
and have pl edged children neither of us yet have, saving
Scan. Ye leave with a little pinch nore than ye came
wth. "

The wind stripped freshly-washed hair out of ny face.
"Per haps you should have thrown ne back into the sea
the day you found ne. ..." | squinted against the w nd.
"Per haps you should have | et the dragon have ne."

"No," he said. "You were too sickly, too battered.
Not worth the trouble to feed an Erinnish dragon, |'m
t hi nking there woul d have been little pleasure init."

"The pl edge we made together, and the one | made

with your father— | shrugged. "You will be king after
Shea. It is for you to break them if it is truly what you
desire.”

Li am bent and spat off the dock into the Dragon's
Tail. He folded his arns across a broad chest- "I'm
thinking not. I'mthinking I'mnot nmuch of a man for
breaki ng pl edges. Unlike you."

| clutched the rail. "I can sail to Atvia later. W can
settle this matter now Wth knives or swords or fists."
grinned. "I leave it to you, ny lord."

Rel uctantly, Liamgrinned. The green cl oak fastened
to his wi de shoul ders curled and cracked in the w nd.

134

"W are of a like size, I"'mthinking, lad. | have spent
nearly fifteen of nmy twenty-nine years fighting Atvians,
and you are Cheysuli—even without the lir. 1'mthinking

"twoul d not be so wise to strip Donal and Shea of their
sons in a silly, boyish battle that could get either—er
bot h—ef us slain." He shrugged. "Besides, ny sister

| oves you. Wiere's the sense in beating a man for that?"

| laughed. "But it would have been something to see."

Li am sighing, nodded. "Aye, 'twould. \Well—perhaps
anot her day, puppy. Now get you to Atvia."

I leaned over the rail as he gave the signal for the boat
to be cast off. "Liam-a nessage for Deirdre?"
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He squinted into the wind. "Wat would you be saying
to her now?"

"That if she wants nme—f she needs me—do not hesi -
tate to send word. Even to HomanaE | pronmise | will
cone. "

"I''"ll be caring for her here."
"Li am—~

"No, lad. She needs no nmore of you." He stared hard
at me. Then his bearded face softened. "But 1'Il be
telling her what you said.”

I clung to the rail as the ship noved out into the
channel . W nd-whi pped swells crashed agai nst the prow.

But | hardly noticed. | watched the dark bulwark of the
Aerie silhouetted against the sky and then | watched the
Eri nnish shore. Until all | could see was the green speck
of Liams cloak. And then | turned ny face to Atvia.

And to ny Cheysuli bride.
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PART 11

One

Rondul e, like Shea's city of Kilore, was a fishing port.
Except for mnor differences in architecture, | saw no rea

di stinction between Rondule and Kilore, or between

Rondul e and Homana's' own Hondarth, for that matter. |

had sail ed hundreds of |eagues westward, and yet | saw
little that nade this part of the world any different from

ny own.
Until | heard the | anguage. In eight nonths with Shea
and his folk, |I had grown accustoned to the lyrical lilt of

the Erinnish tongue, which was little different from
Homanan except for nuances and a few words hel d over
fromthe old days of Erinn. | did not doubt that | had
acquired a trace of the accent nyself, after so many
months. But | knew | would never acquire the sound of
Atvia, no matter how long | stayed on the island.

I thought it an ugly | anguage, choked w th consonants

rat her than vowel s, and those spoken harshly. It was a

si bilant tongue that put me in nmind of a serpent hissing in
the darkness. | did not much |ike the imgery. Mre than
ever wished | could avoid Atvia altogether

The boat docked. In Erinnish finery borrowed from

Li am (t hough we were both big nmen, the clothing did not

fit well; the gods had put us together differently) | disem
barked into a mael strom of activity. The tide was turn-

ing; tinme for the fisherfolk to return hone with the day's
catch. And | in the mddle of it.

I heard the hissing chatter of the nen as they hauled in

the nets; the wonen as they hastened down to help their
men. | snelled fish everywhere. It clogged ny nose and
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insinuated itself in nmy mouth, ny clothing, my hair. A
139

fleeting thought told me it had been no different in
Kilore, but I chose to see Rondule in a harsher light.

"My lord." A boy's voice, speaking accented Honanan.
The fam liar words were alnost throttled in his throat,
but | could deci pher them Just.

He was half nmy height, clothed in a bright blue tunic.
An intricate border in white yamdrew nmy eyes; it was
very nearly Erinnish knotwork. But there was a differ-
ence. Just as there was in the boy's attitude toward ne.
He was not rude, not precisely, but neither was he as
warm as the Erinnish.

"Aye," | said shortly. "Has Alaric sent you to fetch
me?"

He did not smile. | Judged himten, twelve; his brown
eyes were older. "If you are Niall of Homana."

"Ch. | think so. And you, boy?"

"Bel en," he answered. He pointed at two horses tied
nearby, waiting patiently. "Come."

| canme. Belen led ne through the twi sting cobbled
streets toward the center of the city. And when we had
reached it, | found nyself having to close ny nouth
because | did not wish the boy to see ny awe.

Like Kilore, Alaric's fortress perched atop a rocky
cliff. But his did not have the headl ands and heat hs
stretching in all directions. Instead, the castle capped a
pal i sade that jutted up fromthe center of the city. The
pronontory was cone-shaped but | acked a snooth, uni-
formroundness, displaying craggy flanks full of crevices
and treacherous faults in the stone itself. | saw no road
or path at all winding its way up to the castle on top of
the world. And | began to understand why Shea had told
me, again and again, that a frontal assault on Alaric's
castle was the strategy of a madnan—er a f ool

Bei ng neither, he never tried. They fight their wars on
the seas and beaches.

"Cone." Belen set heels to his spotted horse.

There was a path after all. It followed the natural grain
of the stone, rising, tw sting, zigzagging through faults
and square-cut protrusions. Here and there pockets of
turf carpeted the terraced face, but nobst of it was rock
Hard, cold rock

The wi nd beat at ny face, threading tiny fingers through
the weave of ny borrowed garb. | shivered. Bel en, ahead,
140

did not seemto notice the chilly breath of the dragon

He rode steadily onward, always ascendi ng, never | ook-
ing back. | heard the fanmliar wailing song of the dragon

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (115 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:49 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

as its exhalations curled around the rocks and buffeted
me front and back. | thought of Deirdre. | thought of the
chal ky, w nd-whi pped hei ghts of Erinn, so close | could
nearly touch them | had only to put out ny hand and
reach across the Dragon's Tail, and Deirdre woul d be

m ne.

"Dragon's Teeth." The boy had turned in his saddl e.
He jerked his head a little, indicating the rocky ranparts
of the cliffs. "The castle is beyond."

Hi gher still, and then atop the pronontory. The w nd
spat into ny face.

"Castle," Belen said.

A boy of few words. But | paid no mind to him |
| ooked instead at Alaric's fortress.

Unassai |l abl e, aye; no man foolish enough to risk him
sel f against certain death would ever try to take the
castle. Perhaps Rondule, or other cities. But never the
actual fortress. Like Homana-Mijhar, it was invul nerable.

But once, Homana- Mij har had fallen

Bel en | ed ne through a barbi can gate warded by six
massi ve portcullises and into the outer bail ey beyond.
Guards hedged the sentry-wal ks and battl enents. Col -
ored pennons snapped in the wind. | heard the echoes of
iron on cobbles as we entered the inner bailey.

Boys cane running for the horses. | disnpunted, hissed
a bit as the landing jarred nmy bruised thigh, nodded
irritably as Belen notioned ne to follow. One m ght
think I was the prisoner here, instead of Gsella's
bet r ot hed.

The boy took me through candlelit corridors and into a
private chanber. Here the stone floor was carpeted with
rugs | recogni zed as Cal edonese; we had sinmlar in
Homana- Muj har, includi ng ny bedchanber. Lighted bra-
ziers warmed the room There were no casenents;

could not stare out and search for Erinn fromthe top of
the dragon's head.

"Someone will cone,’
he shut the door.

the boy announced, and then

Al one, | |ooked around the room Chairs, a table, a
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chest, a jug of wine and silver goblets. Having nothing
better to do, | poured nyself a cup.

Not wine. It was a clear, pungent liquor. | lifted the
gobl et, recogni zed the powerful contents and set it down
again. "Usca," | said in surprise

"Trade routes," a voice comented equably. "All the

way fromthe Steppes to Atvia." As | turned the man

smled and shut the door. "/ amnot Ihlini, Nall; did you
think I conjured it?"
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Alaric. | knew him at once, though | had never seen

him Once, my nother had described himto nme, telling

me how he had come to Homana seeking the Mijhar's

sister as a wife. Then, she said, he had been tall, slender,
br own- hai red, brown-eyed. Handsome, she had added, if

you liked men with silken manners and silver tongues.
Bronwyn had not, but she had wed hi m anyway. My

father had given her no choi ce.

Ni net een years had passed since then-1 thought he was

a year or two older than ny father. He | ooked younger
than his years, though tine and wars had roughened the
too-snmoot h edges. He had not thickened, naintaining a
tensile slendemess, and he noved with an awareness of a
subtl e but acknow edged strength. In body as well as
spirit.

In understated black, he put me in nmind of Strahan. He
remi nded me of Lillith.

He smiled. H s Homanan was quite good. H s accent

was very slight. "You are well come to Atvia. Although—
for a nonent—+ thought it was a dead man standi ng

before ne."

"Carillon." | forced a smle, as always. "No."

Al aric noved to the table and poured usca for us both.

Qut of courtesy | accepted the goblet; | have no taste for
usca. "I met Carillon once," he said renmniscently. "I

was but a boy, no older than Belen, but | knew enough

to be inpressed. It was not long after Tynstar had stolen
twenty years of his life. Already the disease ate away at

his bones."” Still snmiling, he drank. | did not.

"My lord—= | began.

"I never saw himagain." Cearly, Alaric was not fin-

i shed. Until he was, he had no intention of allow ng ne
to speak. "When ny brother slew him | was here. Beat-
142

i ng back Erinnish wol fbounds formmny shores."” Alaric

continued to snile.

I set down my gobtet with a thud. Usca sl opped over
the rim "It was for you to end ny captivity."

If my curtness surprised him Alanc did not showit.
Politely he set down his own cup—he would not drink if |
did not—and notioned calmMy for ne to be seated.

consi dered refusing. But ny stiffening thigh ached and
my head still rang fromUams blow | sat down.

"I't was for me to end your captivity." Alaric sat down

and crossed his legs. H's boots, | saw, bore massive spurs
of rune-worked gold. "And did you curse ne for not

doing it while you bedded Deirdre of Erinn?"

The breath ran out of ny chest. There were no words
in nmy nmouth; no aborted explanation. Not before this
man; he was G sella's father.
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Al aric rubbed idly at his clean-shaven chin. H's man-
ner was calm too calm he put nme in mnd of a cat waiting
for the nouse to junp. "Well?"

"You ally yourself with Strahan and the Ihlini. Against
my father."

A comer of his nouth twitched in amusement. He

knew very well why | altered the subject. "What | do is
my own concern." He shifted minutely in the chair. The
gol den spurs glinted. Oddly, they rem nded ne of Hr-
bands. "I have no intention of filling your head with
Atvian history, Niall. Suffice it to say it was never ny
wish to give ny fealty to Donal." He shrugged a little,
dismissing it. "W are uneasy bednmates at best. He
takes—+ give. And | amweary of it."

| stood up "My lord, if you have no intention of

honoring the alliance, | have no intention of listening to
you. "

"Sit down," he told me coolly. "If | have ruffled your
feathers, accept nmy apology. But | ambeing frank with
you, Niall. You are not a boy any |longer."

No, | was not. The qui ck anger and affrontedness

spilled away al nost at once; | sat down. It would harm

nothing to listen to the nan.

"Think of what | would gain if the alliance were ended,"”
he suggest ed.

"War," | answered pronptly. "And ny father has
beaten you once."
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Brown eyes narrowed a little. He studied nme a no-

ment. And then he smiled. "War. But even Honana

"rows weaker when the wars drag on for decades." Po-
liteness forgone, he reached out and took up his goblet,
swal | owi ng usca again. "You are here," he said. "Atrifle
tardy, perhaps, but that is no fault of yours. | see no
reason for invalidating the proxy wedding. Gsella would
be—di sturbed. "

He spoke so calmy of his daughter and the weddi ng

when he knew about Deirdre and nme. | wondered uneas-
ily how he had gotten his information. If he had a | oya
Atvian servant somewhere in Kilore—er, for that matter,
a di sloyal Erinnish one—Shea and everyone el se could be
i n danger.

"My lord, if you truly wish to let this nmarriage go
forth, why did you not give in to Shea's denmands?"

"Because | give in to no one.

It was ny turn to smle. "But you gave in to ny father
I know all about it. You knelt on the floor and kissed his
sword and swore fealty to him™"
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"And in return | got his sister for my wife. Gsella for
a daughter." He raised dark brows. "Wo gai ned, who
lost? Surely / benefited nore than Donal did."

Surely he had. And he knew | knewit. "lIs atitle so
i mportant? Wrth so nany wars?"

"This one is." Asignet ring glinted on Alaric's hand:

silver set with jet. "It has belonged to the Atvian lord
since before | was bom M grandsire, Keough, won it

from Ryan of Erinn. Shea did not contest it until his heir
was born."

"Your sister was wed to Shea. Does it nean nothing to
you?"

He uncrossed his |l egs and | eaned forward, el bows on

his knees. "Boy, you nust |eamthe practicalities of

al l'iances and wars. Wen one is broken, the other invari-
ably follows." A warning, perhaps? He rose. "For nore
than two hundred years Erinn and Atvia have been at

war. Intermttently, of course—we cannot always fight.
But it is as nuch a part of the Atvian and Erinni sh way
of life as shapechanging is of yours." He novenment was
arrested. "Ah, but of course—you cannot. | had heard

you lack a A'r."
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I thrust nyself out of the chair. Inpotent rage welled
up as Alaric continued smling.

Gods, if only |I could close that nouth forever—

"Niall," he said gently. "Did you expect us to be
friends?"
Wth effort, | said, "I expected us to be civfl."

He put his enptied goblet on the table. "This is civil,
boy. I amnot Shea of Erinn."

"Shea of Erinn possesses nore integrity, honor, and
manners than you coul d ever hope for!"

"No doubt,"” he said easily. "Nonetheless, he is a

fool." He | ooked past ny shoul der and smiled, gesturing
a welcome. "Niall, there is soneone who wi shes to see
you. "

Gsella. | turned, trying to arrange ny face into a mask
of civility—G sella was due it even if her father was
not—and saw Liliith instead of G sella.

Again, she wore crinmson- She was cl oaked in the weight

of her hair. "I offered you a choice," she said calmy
"You refused to accept nmy help. But | see you had other
al ternatives,"

No nmore would | | ook away fromthe woman. | stared
intently back at her. "The gods | ook after their own."
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After an arrested nmonent, Liliith began to smile. "The
mont hs have done you good,'*' she said obscurely. And
t hen she | aughed.

I watched as she went to Alaric and kissed himinti-
mately, ignoring ny presence entirely. He | ocked one
hand in the curtain of her hair. The other pressed her
agai nst his loins. Because they wanted to make nme un-

confortable, | did not | ook away.
Liliith broke fromAlaric and turned to ne. Her blacic
eyes seened bl acker yet. "I have cone to escort you to

proper chanbers. Toni ght we honor you with a feast;
you will need to rest until then."

Her hand was on nmy arm She waited. But before
went, | | ooked over ny shoul der at Al aric.

The Lord of Atvia was smling.

My assigned chanbers, as | shut the door in Lillith's

| ovely face, were deeply shadowed. Again, there were no
casenents to let in the sunlight. Only candl es, and nost
145

were not |ighted. Though it was only afternoon, die
roomwas gloomy. | wanted nothing to do with it.

LiJlith had remarked on nmy |ack of clothing, saying
those lost in the shi pweck would be replaced with oth-
ers. Now, nmade aware | had nothing of ny own save the

ruby signet ring and ny silver-plated belt, | found nyself
| ongi ng for Cheysuli | eathers.

"Niall." A shape noved out of the shadows of the

room | spun, reaching for the knife | still did not have,

and then 1 stopped noving al t oget her.

The face was thin, too thin, so gaunt, fined down to

flesh stretched nearly to splitting over the proni nent

bones of the skull. | saw holl owed pockets beneath high,
angul ar cheekbones; circles |ike bruises beneath eyes, the
yel l ow eyes, filled with a dozen haunted nenories of

what it was like to lose a brother. What it was like to | ose
a soul. He was a stranger to nme, my brother, and yet |

knew him so very wel |

"lan!" And al nost instantly: OCh, gods, what have they
done to ny brother?.

He was thin. Ms domes were of Atvian cut; no Cheysul

| eathers here. Wen |an had worn nothing else. Hs thick
hair was dull, though clean, and had been cut much

shorter than normal. It did not quite cover his ears; | saw
t he nakedness of his left |obe and realized what he had
done. Or what they had nmade hi m do.

VWhat have they made of ny brother?

"Ru/ ho?" he asked tentatively, and | saw the appre-
hension in his eyes.
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I took a single step toward him "Gods! lan, | thought
you were dead! | thought you had drowned in the storm?"
| stopped. | wanted to go to him to enbrace himeven as

Rowan and | had enbraced; to give himwel cone as |
could give no other man. But | did not. Sonething in his
manner hel d me back.

"N aU," he said. "Oh—gods—+ thought she |ied—+
t hought she told me |lies— He shut his eyes so | would
not see the tears. "But you are here—=

"Here," | echoed nunbly. OCh, rujho, what have they

done to you? "lan. . . ." At last | stretched out a hand to
touch his shoulder. But as | touched hi mhe noved

rigidly away. Like a hound afraid of his naster

"She said you were coming," he told me. "She said so,
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but I did not believe her. She tells nme so many things."
H s heavy swal |l ow was visible, even in the shadows.
"When there is one truth in twenty lies, | cannot always
choose which one to believe in."

"l'an, what is wong? Wiat is wong with you?"

He flinched. Visibly. As if the nmaster had struck the
hound. "I know, now. | know what it is, now. The pain.
The enptiness. The void within a heart." He drew in an
unsteady breath. "I have seen howit'is, how it has been
with you all these years—"

"lan. "

"—and now | know nysel f—=
"lan. "

"—what a lirless man goes through—=
“ian!"

"—when his U is taken fromhim" The sinews knot -
ted even as his jaw nuscles did. "I know what | mnust do.
But she will not let ne do itF

I did not hold back. | crossed to himin a single stride
and took himinto my arms. And | thought how odd it
was that |, the younger, the lirless Prince of Homana,

now conforted a lirless warrior of the clan who had
al ways conforted ne-

Wth words and wi t hout.

Beneath the wool en Atvi an doublet and linen shirt, |
felt the nakedness of his arms. In shock | drew back
"Where i s your Ar-gold?"

"Gone. | put it off." He pulled away, turning away;
turning his back on ne.

As if he cannot face ne. "lan—
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"Alirless warrior has no right to wear the gold." and
then he turned. "You should know that, N all."

Niall. No nore rujho. Had Tasha's | oss al so nade him
forget other bonds?

O is it what they have done to hinf

| wanted to shout at him | did not. | drewin a
steadying breath and told him very quietly, "You have
more right to wear the lir-gold than any warrior | know. "

lan | aughed. There was no hunor in it. Only the vast
enptiness of a man who has lost hinmself. "It is what a
warrior does," he told me bitterly, "this putting off of
the gold. A true warrior. One who conducts hinself ac-
cording the Cheysuli tradition—=
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"—and seeks the death-ritual?" | finished. "In Homana
I woul d never question it. But we are in Atvia, and—

Interrupting rudely, another sign he was not hinself,
| an spat out an oath in the O d Tongue. "Do you think ,

that matters?—what kingdom| amin? OCh, N all, our f
customs are not determ ned by where we are but by who. A
| am Cheysuli. My lir is lost. There is only one thing |eft
to do."

"Then why are you here?" | wanted to shout it, know

ing the question was the only way to trick an expl anati on

froma man who so patently did not want to give me one. |

"If you are willing to stand before me and prate about y
Cheysuli tradition and lirl essness, then why not conplete '
the ritual ? Live up to your heritage, shapechanger. o n

out and seek your death.” n

He twitched. Suddenly he was not |an before ne, not

my brother; not the boy to whom | had | ooked for i

gui dance nor the nan to whom | had | ooked for conpan- y

i onship and protection in the court of the Lion Throne, f
Sonmehow, he was—di m ni shed. "

"Ch rujho," | said in despair, "what have they done to n
you?" r
"Not they," said a fermal e voice distinctly. "What she n

has done to him"

This time it was Gsella. | had only to | ook at her as
she shoul dered shut the door. "You do not deny it, then?" F

She did not answer. She cane forward into the wash of |
candl elight and | saw her-eyes: yellow as ny brother's, i
No, Alaric had not stanped G sella as Shea had stanped

Li am and Deirdre. Nor as Carillon, through his daugh-

ter, had cone back to live in me. In flesh and bone and g
spirit, Gsella was nore Cheysuli than I. ot
lan said nothing. Nor did I; | could think of nothing n
succinct that would express what | was feeling. <;

She wore a gown the col or of blood. Not the bright |
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crimson red of Lillith's velvet skirts, but the color of )
day-old blood. Dull, a man m ght say; ugly, a wonan J
woul d, but on Gsella the color was right. A
She smled. Ignoring lan, Gsella smled at ne, "I was

not to let you see nme before tonight's feast. But | could
not wait." Her black hair was worn Cheysuli-fashion

brai ded, |ooped, twi sted, fastened in place wth gol den ,
conbs that glittered with ice-white dianonds. She had a v
148

wi dow s peak. It gave her a | ook of elegance, of natu-
rity, and yet | knew she | acked both. She was oddly
childish. O was it childlike? "My father wanted you to
be pleased with me. Are you pleased with ne?"

It is as if fan is not even in the room "I think | night
be nore pleased if | knew what Lillith has done to ny
brot her."

G sell a shrugged. The gown was cut wi de of her shoul -
ders, displaying snooth dark skin, elegant neck, a rope
of gold and di anonds. "Only what she has done before.
Though they were not Cheysuli." She | ooked at |an and
smled- Her eyes |it up and she | aughed. "Because she
wanted to do it. Because he hated her. Because he | acked
alir."”

"/ lack a fir."

Her Ups parted in surprise. "UUith would never ensorcel
your

| turned to lan. "We will discover what she has done,
rujho, | promse. And then we will—

"—do what?" G sella cane closer, skirts swinging. "He

is Hless, Niall. Wthout a fir he will go mad. But UUith
will keep himfromit. She said so ... she said she wants
him™"

| stared. Her tone was utterly unconcerned, as if it
mattered not one whit to her that the witch had ensorcell ed
my brother. "G sella—=*

She spun and spun in place, holding out blood-col ored
skirts. "Did Lillith not nake ne pretty?"

"Gsellal!™ | cried. "By the gods, girl, are you blind?
The woman is Ihlini!"

She stopped spinning. The skirts settled. The di anonds
stopped blinding ne with their brilliant glitter. "The
worman i s my nother."

"Your nother'" Aghast, | gaped openly. "Has she
driven the sense fromyour head? Lillith is not your
nmot her. Your nother was Bronwyn, sister to Donal of
Homana. My aant—su'fala in the O d Tongue. You are
my ki nswoman, G sella ... ny cousin. No nmatter what
she has told you, Lillith is not your nother."
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Gsella frowned. Lifted a hand. Her nails, like Lillith's,
were silver-tipped. And they ripped a hole in the air to
replace it with living flane.

Cold, cold flame . . . and a lurid Ihlini purple.
149

Two
CGods!

She ripped the air apart but a handspan from ny face.

I lurched back awkwardly, trying to escape the flane.

O f-bal ance, | fetched up against a chair, overset it, went
over nyself, rolling, trying to get up before she could
send | oose another blast of icy, enconpassing flane.

"G sella—no/" | heard ny brother shout.

"But | want to," she said sinply, and I wrenched
si deways, thrusting up an armto shield ny blinded eyes.

Flame |icked out, caressed shrinking flesh, charred
wool and linen . . . singed the reddish hairs upon ny
forearm Backward | scrabbled, gulping air; came up
agai nst the stone wall and was stopped. "Gsella," |
gasped, "no/"

Sparks hissed formsilvered fingertips, w nking out even
as they fell. A crackling aureole of livid |avender gl oved
her slender fingers. Godfire," she said, "do you see?"

lan took a step toward her. Stopped. | did not blane
him No man, facing a girl as irrational as Gsella, would
want to go closer to her

What has Lillith done to her? What has that w tch done
to both of thenf

"l'an," | began, "wait—
He thrust out a silencing hand.

Gsella' s eyes were fixed on me in an opaque, unwa-

vering stare. Diamonds glittered. "Lillith said you would
be mne."
Gods . . . do they expect me to wed this girl? Do they

really expect nme to bed her?

Il an's hand notioned for nme to stay precisely where |
was. Decisively; he was | an again. And for the first tinme
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since Gsella's attack, | |ooked at my brother instead of
my cousin.

He stood rigidly before her, in three-quarter profile to
me. He was intent only on G sella, marking her posture,

her position in relation to ne, to the rest of the room to
him Like ne, he was unarnmed, but | knew, |ooking at

him even | acking knife or bow he was as | ethal as he was
with them
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An odd juxtaposition. They were very |ike one an-

other, lan and G sella, reflecting kinship as well as racia
heritage. Again, it was / who was so different. Lirless \
was even as lan was, but still so very different.

Slowy, lan stretched out a hand to Gsella. Their
fingertips nearly touched. Gsella gazed at himfixedly, as
if she sought to judge his intentions. Still the godfire
clung to her hand.

And then his, as he touched his fingers to hers.
| an?

"No," he told her gently. "Loose no nmagic at him or
you will surely anger the gods."

"CGods?" she whispered. "Gods?" Like a striking vi-

per, her other hand shot out and clawed at his face. Inits
wake | saw the afterglow of flame slicing the an- apart as
easily as steel -

| an caught her striking hand,. The other he claimed as
well. By the wists he held her, nearly suspending her.
She cried out angry curses | did not know, fearing them
Atvian or, worse, lhlini invective. Such curses could sum
nmon denons.

Fromrigid fingertips ran blood, raisin black. O fire; |
could not say. It ran down fingers to wists and spilled
onto lan's hands. G sella |aughed even as he cursed.

| scranmbled up, thrusting nyself fromthe floor. Against
both of us, surely, she could not persevere; | noved
toward them both, intending to aid | an however | coul d.

G sella saw ne. Her eyes, swollen black in the nuted
candl el i ght, shrank suddenly down to pinpricks. Yell ow,
so yellow, filled with the ferocity of a beast.

And so she was. Even as lan cried out against it, | saw
the precursor to the shapechange. A ripple. A blurring.
The sense of a shattered equilibrium And then the void,
so all-enconpassing, as it swall owed the wonan whol e
and spat out the nountain cat.
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She struck oJt, clawing, ripping the air where | an had
been only a nonment before. She was bl ack, black as

pitch, with tufted ears pinned agai nst wedge-shaped head.
Yel | ow eyes glared at us with a feral intensity.

I have seen housecats, enraged, huddl e back as if in

fear. And | have seen the subtle sideways tw sting of
their heads; heard the eerie wailing of their song; sensed
the awesome magni ficence of their rage. In Gsella, that
rage was mani fested as clearly as was her madness.

She struck out twi ce nore, slashing with curving cl aws.
Had | an not been qui cker, she would have shredded

wool and flesh. She did not try for ne. | an was her
target.
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He noved as only a Cheysuli can nmove, with a grace

and fluency of motion echoing that of the cat herself. |
wondered if it was born in the blood or came with the
/ir-bond. | thought the latter. | had none of my brother's
grace. But then, he had none of ny size-

She screaned. It lifted the hairs on the back of ny

neck. It was the cry of a hunting mountain cat who has
deci ded on her prey.

/ can slay her, | thought dazedly, |eaping behind the
overturned chair even as | an |unged back agai nst the
wal | . / can slay her and end this nadness.

But to do that would end the prophecy before its fina
fulfillment.

One man of all blood shall unite, in peace, four warring
real ns and two nmagi c races.

But how does a nman get children on a wonan such as
G sell a?

"G sellal" shouted Alaric fromthe doorway.

Al nmost instantly, she was back in human form She

twi sted hands in heavy skirts, backing away even as her

fat her advanced. "No," she said, "no. Please? No."

The yell ow eyes, once so rilled with a virulent anger, now
reflected the fear of a disobedient child discovered. "It is
so hard not to—=

Al ari c caught sl ender shoul ders in slender hands.

G sell a's hands spl ayed across her cheeks as she tried to
| ook away fromhis angry face. "Again," he said curtly,
"again. WIIl you never learn, Gsella? There are reasons
for what | forbid."

152

"I will leam" she promsed, "I will. But—sometines
have to do it!"

"Even agai nst your father's w shes?"

She threw back her head and | aughed. Laughed. And
then she wenched out of his bands and faced him as
defiantly as she had faced us. "You are only angry be-
cause you cannot shapechange! GCh, no. Not you! Not
even Lillith can." Throwi ng out her arns, Gsella |let her
head fall back agai nst her spine. She spun in place. How
she spun, my poor, nmad cousin. "I can," she sang, "I can
, . and nobody else can do it!" Spinning, spinning, she
crossed the floor. Gold and di amonds spun with her, al
aglow in the candlelight. And then she stopped short, so
short; so close to lan her skirts tangled on his boot tops.
"Not even you can," she told himcruelly. "Not since
Lillith took your lir." e

| | ooked at the Lord of Atvia. "She is mad," | told
him "Quite nmad,"

He smiled calmy. "But you will wed her anyway."
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"Wed nme!" his daughter cried. "Niall is to wed ne!"

She left |lan behind and came at once to ne, | ocking
hands into the fabric of ny doublet. "They have told me
I nmust wed you and be Queen of Homana. WIt you

make ne Queen of Honmaa?"

Gods. One day | woul d.

"Gsella," Gently, | tried to unlock her fingers. "G sella,
I think there is something | must discuss with your father."

"Why?" she cried. "He will only say you shoul d not
shapechange, either. He is always telling nme that." She
jerked her hands fromny grasp, |ocked arns around ny
neck. "Niall," she said, "when will we be wed?"

"As soon as he takes you to Honana," Alaric told her
snmoothly. "Once all the celebrations here are finished."

| peeled Gsella away and set her aside, confronting

Al aric squarely. "There will be none," | said briefly. "By
the gods, you fool, why were we never told? Wiy was this
travesty allowed to continue? Do you think I wish to wed

t hat ?"

"Does it matter?" he asked. "You will. Because your
prophecy demands it." Even as | started to speak he
silenced ne with a gesture. "Turn your back on ny
daughter, child of the prophecy, and you tw st that proph-
ecy. Perhaps even end it predpitately.” He smled. "In
153

addition, your father will discover ne on his doorstep.
Armed. Wth at |least five thousand nen-at-arns. |Is that
what you wi sh to see?"

"Twenty-five hundred,” | countered bitterly. "Liam
has prom sed ne that nuch."

Alaric's brows rose. "The truce already broken? Ah

well, | have other plans. | doubt Liamwould be so
willing to | evy war against Atvia when all of his kin are
slain . . . including his wanton sister." He smled- "I

t hought that m ght get your attention."

"You do have an informant in Kilore—

"Informants," he corrected. "Assassins, nore |like. A
word from ne—er a beacon fire on the cliff—and the
royal Erinnish eagles are dashed to the rocks bel ow "
Alaric smiled. "I night even have it done tonight."

Gods—1 bared ny teeth. "Why not?" | asked. "What
good do they do you alive?"

"l have been advised it might be best to play this gane

carefully.” Alaric shrugged. "I amnot so proud that |
cannot accept assistance from soneone nore—patient—
than nysel f."

"Ulith?" | denanded, "Aye, patient! And what else is
she, ny lord?"
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"My nother," Gsella said pronptly. Al npbst instantly

a hand flew to cover her nouth; she | ooked at her father
fearfully. "But—that is not really true ... is it? You told
ne—"

"I told you the truth," Alaric answered evenly. "Bronwyn

bore you, Lillith raised you." He smiled. "How el se
could you conbine Ihlini illusion with the Cheysul
shapechange?"

"I''lusion," | said, startled. "None of it was real ?"

G sella thrust out a hand. Fingers snapped open. Even
Alaric squinted in the glare of the blinding flame, "Real,"
she said flatly. "Real!"

"Real ," he agreed patiently. "Of course it is, Gsella.”
He | ooked at ny brother and smled. "Lillith wants you,
|l an. Had you not better go?"

Before ny eyes | saw ny brother dininished. He said
not hi ng; indicated nothing by posture or novenent, but
he coul d not hide the revulsion in his eyes-

For hinmself. Not for Lillith.
"Ruj ho— | began
154

lan did not even | ook at ne. He wal ked past ne and
out of the room

Al aric laughed. "Interesting, is it not? To see a Cheysul
hunbl ed?"

"Not lan." But even in ny ears the declaration sounded
holl ow. "Do you intend to hunble nme?"

Al aric glanced at his daughter. "G sella. The game."

She sm | ed delightedly. Eyes alight, she put out fisted
hands. To nme. "Choose."

"Not too quickly," Alaric cautioned. "Wait a nonent."

He noved behind her, resting hands on the bared flesh

of her shoul ders. Then he snmiled at nme, and | saw the
gane was on. "Should we hunble you, Niall, as Lillith
has hunbl ed | an? Could we? You are very different.

Hal f - br ot hers, perhaps, but very different. Like two pearls
fromthe sane oyster: Inme black— G sella opened her
right hand and di spl ayed a pearl, a perfect peari, bl ue-
bl ack in copper-toned flesh **—the other white. Do you
see?" | saw. hi the other pal mwas displayed the other
pearl. Wite. Agl ow against her hand.

"Very pretty." | granted it because | knew they would
demand it.

Al aric noved around his daughter and took the pearls
fromher hands. Inspected them "Aye," he agreed, "very
pretty. But at their best only when given into a woman s
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keeping." His brown eyes were very steady as he | ooked
at nme. "Do you understand?"

"VWhat does she want with hin?" | ignored the inpli-
cations in Alaric's gane of pearls and nmen. "What does
she do to hin®"

Al aric, shrugging, snmled. "Some nen keep hounds,
some wonen cats. Lillith keeps nen."

"You?" | thought it an odd arrangenent: |ight woman
to a king, yet collector of other nen.

Alaric's eyes glinted. "She came to Atvia twenty years
ago from Sol i nde. She had grown bored, she said, with
her young hal f-brother's machinations; she wished to try
her own. | saw her. | wanted her. And when | | earned
preci sely what she was, | gave in gracefully.” Hs smle
grew. "She said she always wanted a tame Cheysuli."

"He will die," | said hoarsely, "or give hinself over to
death. "

"Because he lacks his Ar?" Alaric laughed. "I do not
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think so." He dropped the pearls to the floor. As they
struck, they splashed. And | saw they were only tears.

"I must go," Alaric said brusquely. "There is a feast to
oversee—+n your honor, nmy lord Prince of Homana. WII
we see you there?"

"Have | a choice?"

"Of course,"” he said politely. "You may come or nhot,
as you wish." He | ooked at his daughter as he put his
hand upon the door. "G sella . . . you know what to
do. "

"I know what to do," she said brightly. "7 know what
to do!"

Al aric shut the door.

| stood very still in the center of the room And then
slowy, so slowy, hardly realizing what | did, |I righted
the overturned chair and sat down awkwardly, |ike a man
with too little sleep. My eyes burned as | stared at

G sel |l a.

Arms outstretched, she began to spin in place. "D d
Lillith not make nme pretty?"

I shut ny eyes. Oh gods—
"Niallt"

Oh gods—

“"Mallllt"

"Pretty," | nmunbled. "Aye."
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"But you are not |ooking at nme!" Hands were sud-
denly on ny face, peeling ny eyelids back. "How can
you see ne when your eyes are cl osed?"

I caught her wrists and threw her hands away from ne.

I rose even as she protested. "Bronwyn's daughter, are
you? By all the gods of Homana, girl, how could you

turn out like this? Because of Lillith? Because of Alaric?
Because you know no better?"

She tried to twist free of ny grasp, but | held her too
tightly. Still, I could not help thinking of how she had
reacted to lan's touch; how she had assuned t he shape of
a nountain cat as if to nock his |l oss of Tasha

"Bronwyn's daughter," | said again. "You claimthe
a d Bl ood, do you? And take on any format wll?"

"When he lets ne," she said, pouting. "He does not
let ne very often.”

"Way not? Does Lillith then | ose control ?"

"Because of what happened to ny nother. My rea
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mot her." She tried to twist free again. This time | let her
go-

"What happened to your nother?" | was assailed by

sudden suspi cion as well as apprehension. "Wat hap-
pened to Bronwyn, G sella?"

"She died." Bronwyn's daughter rubbed sore wists and
glared at me from beneath | owered brows>. "She shape-
changed, and she died."

" Shapechanged! Why? And how did she die?" Suspi-
cion flared nore brightly. "Was it Lillith?"

"No. My father." G sella shrugged. "He did not nean
it. He told ne he did not nmean it. Because he had no
wish to slay ne."

"Gsellal!" | caught her upper arns. "Tell me how she
died!"

"He shot her!" she cried. "Wth an arrow He thought
she was a raven!"

"A raven?"

"In Atvia they mean death," she told nme. "Ravens are
deat h-omens. " She shrugged. "Everybody shoots them ™"

So Bronwyn tried to flee her Atvian husband. "G sellal"
I tightened ny hands. "Wat did he tell you happened?"

She twisted to and fro, protesting ineffectively even as
she answered. "He sai d-he said he only neant to slay a

raven. But it was her ... it was her. " She stopped
movi ng. Her eyes were very clear. "He slew ny nother,
Niall. Wiile she was carrying nme."
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"And she fell. . . ."

"I was born that day,’
not her died. "

Gsella told me, "before ny

I looked into her eyes and saw no pain, no grief. Only
a calmmatter-of-factness; only the innocence of a child
repeating what she has been told. What Alaric neant his
daughter never to tell.

"Gsella," | said gently, "I amsorry."

Her snooth brow creased. "Do you think it hurt?" she
asked. "The fall? | cannot remenber any pain.”

"No pain," | said, "not now" | let go of her arns. But
G sella noved in against ne, like a child seeking com
fort, so | enfolded her in nmy arns and gave the child the
confort she craved- "No pain ever again."

Her face was agai nst ny neck. "Sonetimes | amafraid."

"I will take away the fear."
157

She nmurnured sonet hing against ny throat. And then
she pull ed away, | aughing, and reached up to clasp ny
jaw in both her hands.

"G sella—+

"She said you woul d be m ne—=

—and | was falling, falling, even as | stood there;

even as | tried to speak and could not; tried to reach out;

tried to wench away; tried to break free of the woman
who held me trapped w thin her hands.

Sonething is in ne, sonething in ne—sonet hi ng—

—sonet hi ng i ndefi nabl e—son®et hi ng reaching into ny
m nd, ny soul, ny self—

—dntil there was nothing left—

—Aothing left—

—of Niall at all.

"Niali," she whispered, "we have to go to bed."
158

Three

A torch was put into ny hand. "Light the beacon-fire,
Niall. W nust warn ships of the dragon's presence."”

The dragon. Aye, the dragon, with his cold breath and
endl ess appetite, swallow ng hel pl ess ships.

"Light the fire, Niall."
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The wind gusted. The torch flared, roared; streaners

of flane were snatched fromthe pitch-soaked rag and
shredded in the air, the cold air; the breath of Alaric's
dr agon-

O was it UUith's dragon?

"Light the fire, Niall."

| stretched out my armtoward the cone-shaped stand
of faggots. Flanme snapped, whipped; yellow flame, pure,
clean yellow, with not the faintest trace of purple.

The flames drew ny eyes. Transfixed, | stared. | could
not | ook away.

"—or a beacon-fire on the cliff— Alaric had said. But
I could not renmenber why.

We stood on the done of the dragon's skull, wapped
in the dragon's breath. Visible yet intangible, it rose to
cloak us like a mantle, all five of us: lan, Gsella, Lillith,

Al aric, and nyself. At sundown, as daylight spilled out
of the sky to be replaced by nmoonlight. Even now the

pl ati num pl ate was visi bl e scuddi ng above the ragged
chal ky headl ands of the island across the Tail

Erinn. So cl ose. So/or.
Aerie of the Eagles.
"Light the fire, Niall," Alaric told ne gently.

I twitched. Blinked. My eyes were filled with fire.
could see nothing but the fire.

Hands were on ny right arm tugging ne toward the
159

pyre. Sl ender, fem nine hands, but al nost nmasculine in
their demand. "Do it." she said plaintively. "I want to
see the fire."

And for her | would do anyt hing.

I plunged the torch deep into the heart of the stack
Ki ndl i ng snapped, caught, blazed up. | fell back, shield-
ing ny race against the flane.

"Fire." she whispered. "So pretty—

Al aric removed the torch frommy hand. He was sm | -

ing, but it was an odd, thoughtful smile, full of secret
know edge. He stepped to the edge of the pronontory

and was sil houetted agai nst the rising moon; |aughing, he
threw the torch as for as be could into the darkness
beyond.

I watched it fall, spinning, spinning, shedding |ight and
smoke and fl ane.

AThat for Shea of Erino.'* H's words were thick with a
j oyous satisfaction
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"And Deirdre » Gsella said sharply. "Deirdre, too."

Alaric turned. For a frozen nonment he | ooked only at

hi s daughter, seeing the fixed, feral stare of her yefiow
eyes, and then he stepped away fromthe edge to wap

her in his arns. He enbraced her tightly, cradling her
bead agai nst his shoulder. In the light of the blazing
beacon-fire | sawthe glint of tears in his eyes. "No
nmore," he told her softly, rocking her in his arns. "No
nmore Deirdre, nmy lovely girl; ny beautiful, fragile spar-
row. No nore threat to your happiness. That | prom se
you."

"When wi Il the baby cone?" she asked. "Wen wll
my baby cone?"
"Six nmonths," he told her gently. "In six nonths you
wi Il hold your baby."

Her hands slipped down to touch her belly, splaying

across heavy skirts. And then she broke away from her

rat her and threw out her arms. Spinning, spinning, she

ti pped back her bead and let the black hair spill out into
the wi nd, whipping, whipping, as she whirled atop the

donme of the dragon's skull.

"A baby!" she cried. "A baby of ny own.

"Niall," Above the howl of the wind, | heard the other
worman. "It is tine for you to go home."

In the bright light of the roaring flanmes, | saw Lillith
160

with ny brother. She did not touch him she did not have
to. She had only to be near him and he was | ost.

Lost.
But in his grieving eyes | saw a reflection of nyself-

The nman canme to nme as | stood on the dock, prepared

to board the ship. He | ooked familiar, but | did not know
himat once. "My lord," he said, in a snooth, cultured
baritone, "I amto sail with you. As envoy to your father's
court, and as conpanion to the princess." Wen | said

not hing, he sniled. "My nane is Varien. Do you not

remenber me?"

And then, of course, |I did. "I thought you drowned,"
told him "I thought you swall owed by the dragon."

"No, nmy lord." So polite, so sincere, so nmuch in con-
trol of his enptions; t envied him "The Lady Lillith saw
to it | survived."

"She is generous," | said sinply. "She kept my brother
fromdrowning, as well.'

"And you?"

"No." | shook ny head. "No. | washed ashore . . . |
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think it was near Rondule. That is where they found ne."

"Of course, nmy lord. | recall." He gestured gracefully
toward the ranp. "Shall you board? Everything is pre-
pared. Even your brother waits."

"l'an?" | | ooked at Varien sharply. "I thought Lillith
was keeping him"

"No, ny lord. She has what she wants from your brother
| an goes honme with you."

Al aric stood on the dock and hugged his grieving daugh-
ter. "Do not cry," he told her. "Do not fret, Gsella. You
go to become a queen."

"But | want to stay here with you!"

"I know. But now your place is with your husband, not
your father."

"But I will mss you so!"
"No nore than | will mss you."

She clung to hima nonment |onger as if she would never
Il et himgo, then abruptly pulled back to | ook up at him
expectantly. "WII he give ne other babies?"

Alaric smled and stroked her w ndblown raven hair.

"He will give you all you want."
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She reached up to kiss him And then she boarded the
shi p.

"Agift," Lillith told nme, "to see you safely hone."

And she put sonething in my hands.

| |1 ooked. A tooth. A snooth white tooth, thick at one
end, narrow and curved at the other. A dog's tooth, or a
wol fs. It was set into a cap and hook of gold, which
depended from a t hong.

"Wear it," she said, smling. "Wear it and think of
1€

ne.

I put the thong around ny neck

The sea is an endl ess place, a place in the world where

time nearly stops and all a man knows is patience. | had
found what little | had of it, rationed it well, and nman-
aged to keep nyself whole. But for lan, | could not say

t he same-

He stood at the rail near the prow of the ship, staring
eastward, ever eastward, toward Homana. In two nonths

I had wat ched himdw ndle to a shadow, hardly a man at
all. Physically he was present, but el sewhere he was not,
Homana, for ne, is home. For lon it is his death.

Waves sl apped the sides of the ship. Tinbers creaked.
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Canvas billowed, cracked taut. | heard the song of a ship
under sail.

M dsummrer, nearly. But it would be another nonth

before we were hone. | thought we would mss the
Summerfair in Mijhara. It would be the first time since
coul d renmenber. The first tinme for either of us.

Us.

Slowmy | crossed the deck. Though | knew he heard
me, he did not turn. He stood at the rail and clutched it,
dark hands | ocked around the wood. Two nont hs since

we had set sail. Hs hair had grown to cover his ears; to
cover the mark of his shane. To hide the naked ear

Even now, free of Ulith, he left off Cheysuli |eathers

and wore Atvian garb instead, nuch as | did: |ow boots,

snug trews and a full-sleeved Iinen shirt, billowing in the €
salt-breeze. A
| settled a hand on his shoul der. "lan— N
"No." , &
"Ruj ho— "J

162 A

"No. "

"At least do nme the courtesy of allowing me to share
your conpany while you yet live," | snapped. "CGods,
rujho, you will be gone from ne soon enough. Wy do
you al ready | eave?"

He turned so sharply | fell back a step. "I did not

| eave—+t was you!" He clanped a hand around ny arm

H's eyes were filled with despair- "Gods, N aH-do you
even know what you have done? \What they have done to
you? O should | say: what she has done to you, since it
takes a Cheysuli to do what the girl has done."

"It was to you." | was precise in ny amazenent. "It
was U lith—=

"Aye," he said harshly. "Lillith. And who was it for
you?"

"I," she said. "It was [|."
| turned. "Gsellal"

"I't was," she said. "Lillith told nme I could do it. She
said | should. Oherw se you would never lie down with
me." Hands cupped belly protectively. "And then there
woul d be no baby."

Al ready the child showed. G sella was slender, too

sl ender; she did not carry the baby well. Though only

five nmonths al ong, she was huge. Ungainly. Waried of

the weight. The sumer warnth was cruel er to her than

to others; though she wore a tKin Iinen gown with sleeves
cut off, | saw the danpness of perspiration soiling the
fabric. A fine sheen filned face and arns, already bumed
darker by the sun. She had tied her heavy hair back, but
strands of it crept | oose to straggle down the sides of her
face.
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She | ooked at lan- "I am Cheysuli. | know a few
Cheysul i customs—those they have let me learn." Mich

of her intensity had vani shed, replaced with a weary
vacancy. She seened to have tired of what they had told
her she nust say and do. "Wthout a lir, you die."

"There is a ritual involved,"” he said; roundabout

agreenent .

"But you die." Yellow eyes net yellow eyes. "I think

Niall would not like that. | think I will give you your lir."
| an | aughed- | coul d not.

Quick tears filled Gsella's eyes. "Do you think I |ie?

Do you think I would Iie to you?"
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He opened his nouth to answer at once. | knew what

he woul d tell her. Aye, Gsella, you He. | think you would
He to nme. But he shut his nobuth and said nothing, be-
cause we both knew she could not help it. She was

i ncapabl e of knowi ng the difference.

The tears spilled over. A low npan issued froma
trenbling mouth, and then she spun and ran away. Thi nk-
ing of the baby, | started to follow, |an Jerked ne back

"Let her go. Like a child, she neans to cry. And then
she will fall asleep, and the world will be right when she
wakes. "

I wenched free of his hand. "How can you be so col d?
There was a tine you mght have been the one to offer
confort."

"To G sella?" he asked. "No. She has a taint about
her. The snell of an Ilhlini."

"Tricks," | said. "Lillith only taught her tricks. She
has no I hlini powers."

"Tricks," lan nocked. "Aye. The sort of tricks Tynstar
taught Electra." He |ooked at me intently and shook his
head. "But what does it matter if she knows a few Il hlin
tricks? She has done enough damage to you with the gifts
the gods gave us."

And then G sella was back, still crying. In her hands
was the glint of gold. "Do | lie?" she asked. "Do I lie?"

She threw down the gold. It rang and thudded agai nst
the decking: a cat-shaped earring and two nassive spurs.
Al aric's rune-worked spurs.

lan did not nove. / did; | knelt. Picked up the earring
and then the heavy spurs with their |eather straps dyed
bl ack. Looked up at G sella in amazenent.

She rubbed the back of her hand across a sweat-sheened
brow. "He nelted them" she expl ained. "The bracel ets.
He wanted them for hinmself." i

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (136 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:49 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

"Not bracelets,” | said nunbly. "Ly-bands. The mark ' f

of a boy beconme man." Gods, what | would give for gold | [
of my owmn—1 rose, turning to |l an. In shaking hands | n
hel d them out. "Ruj ho—=2" n

He did not nove. "That is gold. That is not ny Ar

"I could not carry her," Gsella said tearfully. "Not A
while | carry the child." n
| an' s head snapped up. "Her?" n

164 |

She scrubbed tears from sunburned cheeks. "Bel ow, "
she said. "Bel ow "

| hooked the straps over ny wist and grabbed her arm
before | an could. "Were?" | asked. "Show us where."

G sella showed us. She took us below to the hold
where the cargo was carried, where we had no cause to
go. To the back, near the bil ges.

"Wait," she said sharply, pushing through the chests
and other gear. At |ast she bent over a canvas-shrouded
crate. She plucked sonmething fromthe crate and turned,
hiding it behind her back. "You may cone now. "

Spurs clinking, | caught G sella and dragged her hand
into the open. "Gsella, let nme see.'*

She resisted. Gave in. Opened her hand as | told her
to. In the palmwas the withered foot of a predator bird,
curved talons spread as if to strike.

G sel |l a shrugged, twi sting shoul ders defensively, "She
told ne it was froma fir. A hawk, she said. She said she
needed it for the spell." She glanced sidelong at lan. "So
you woul d not know the cat was in Rondule."

"Rondule!" | cried. "Al this tine Tasha has been in
Rondul e?"

"Lillith wanted to keep her. So she could keep him"
Agai n, she | ooked at |an. "But then—she said she did
not care to keep himany nore; that he had given her
what she wanted. She said now it would be sweeter to
know he gave hinself over to death while his lir was so
so cl ose at hand."

I looked at the thing in her hand. But even as she
spoke, the withered foot and curving talons fell away into
grayi sh dust.

G sella sucked in her breath. "No nore spell!" she
cried in despair. And then, singing softly, "All gone
away. " She turned her hand pal m down and poured
out the grayish dust. "Al|—gone—away. "

lan tore open the crate as | stared at the girl who was
my wife. My poor, fragile-wilted wife.
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Wi spering, "AH-gone—away. "
"G sella—=

"Gods, it is Tasha. It isF |lan was al nbst incoherent.
"Ruj ho, help me—

He had not asked it for so long. | turned fromG sella
to lan and helped himlift the slack body fromthe bot-
165

torn of the crate. W dragged Tasha free of the crate
entirely and settled her on the flooring. She was alive,
but only just. Still, her eyes knew us both. One paw
reached out weakly and patted lan*s foot.

He sat down awkwardly, as if he could no | onger

stand, and pulled what he could of the cat into his lap. |
could tell by the look in his eyes that he spoke with her
inthe link. Once nore, | was shut out. But this tine |
did not care.

"Wol e," he whispered. "No nore a lirless man—

This time—this tine only—t did not seemto matter to
me that | still was.

When he had assured hinsel f, or been assured by

Tasha, that the nountain cat would survive, |an | ooked
up at Gsella. In his eyes | sawthe tears. "Leijhana

tu' sai" he said unevenly. "Leijhana tu'sai, Gsella."

I rose. | caught her shoulders in nmy hands. "Those
words are Cheysuli thanks," | told her, when | coul d.
"You have nmade hi m whol e again."

"But not you" she said obscurely.

And then she sat down and drew pictures in the dust of
a nurdered lir.

166
Four

She sang a song | did not know and hardly heard. It was
not neant for ne, but intended only for herself. And
perhaps for the child.

"Gsella," | said gently, "there is nothing to harmyou
here. This is Homana- Muj har."

She stood in a corner of the antechanber, huggi ng

hersel f. Huggi ng herself, rocking herself, singing to her-
self. Softly, so very softly; she nmeant to disturb no one.
She neant only to | ock herself away fromthe fear of

what nust cone.

| stroked the hair fromher eyes. She had gone away
fromnme to that very private place she had sought nore
and nore the closer we cane to Miujhara. | had | ost her
sonmewhere on the road from Hondarth. Physically she
was with ne, but otherw se she was not.
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She sang. She hugged. She rocked.

I shut her upin ny airs and tried to still the rocking.
Her swol len belly pressed against ne, intrusive and un-
yi el di ng. She was bigger still than before, having two

months less to wait for the birth of the child. Only two,
now, before | would be a father

"Niall? Are you here? | was told you would be here!"
It was ny nother hastening into the adjoining room |
felt Gsella stiffen in ny arns.

"Wait," | called, perhaps a trifle curtly. No doubt it
was the | ast word she had expected to hear form ne.
"Gsella," | said gently, "G sella, | prom se you. No one
here will harmyou."

She sang on, rocking herself within the circle of ny

arns. And so | left her to herself and went into the
chanber to greet ny nother
167

| said nothing. What she felt was manifest in her face.
| crossed to her and | et her put her arns around ne,
acutely conscious of how large | was in conparison to

her. "Mt her—=

"Say nothing." Her words were nuffled; nost of her
face was pressed against my chest. "Just—et ne hold
you. "

And so | let her hold me, even as | held her. It was

odd to think of her as the woman who had borne me

ni net een years ago, even as G sella would bear ny child.
Sonehow it was inpossible to think of the Queen of
Homana as ever being little nore than a woman in tra-
vail, trying to give Homana an heir for the Lion Throne.

"Fourteen nonths," she whispered. "Ch Niall, | feared

I woul d never see you again! Even after Alaric sent word
that Shea of Erinn held you. Even after Rowan cane

hone and said you fared quite well in Erinnish captiv-
ity." She pulled away and stared up into ny face. "How
much was the truth?"

"All of it,"” | told her. "Never once was | treated with
anything | ess than ny rank was due."

She sighed in relief. "Thank the gods!" She hugged ne
agai n, then stepped away. "There. Enough. | have no

wi sh to enbarrass you with tears or clinging ways." Laugh-
ing alittle, she pressed one hand agai nst her nouth.

"You see? Already | cry again."

| smled. "Enbarrass ne? No nore than | might em
barrass you. CGods, it is good to be hone again!" And
pul I ed her back into my arnms and hugged her one nore
tinme.

"Then the messenger had the right of it concerning
your arrival," said nmy father as he came into the cham
ber. "His words were worth the gold | spent."
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I released nmy nother and went at once to him to clasp
his arms Cheysuli-fashion and then pull himinto an em
brace. In all the years of ny life | had wanted to do it,
and yet somehow | never had. He had seened closed to

me, sonehow, closed to denpnstrations of affection

"Leijhana tu'sai," he murnured fervently. "All those
months | had to be strong for your jehana ... yet there
was no one to be strong for the jehan."

I could not inagine ny father needing anyone but
hi nsel f. And yet, once | might have said the sane about
168

my brother. "You know about [ an?" | stepped back out
of the enbrace. "The messenger did tell you he is alive?"

"Aye," ny nother said dryly. "Your father made him
repeat it four tines, just to be certain."

| searched for resentment and found none; she was
genuinely relieved. But | was not certain how nuch was
for nmy father's sake rather than ny brother's.

"VWhere is he?" my father asked. "I expected himto
be with you."
"lan is—at Cankeep." | saw the mnute twitch of

surprise in his face. "He said he required—l eansi ng
and that you woul d understand. "

"I'toshaa-ni." My father turned away fromne as if to

hi de his thoughts and feelings. But when he turned again
| saw a residue of a fear | could not conprehend. "Is he
all right?"

"Wl |l enough,"” | answered. "Tasha is nostly recov-

ered and so lan is nore hinself, but—= | could not avoid
the truth any longer, and so | would not "—he is not the
warrior |I knew before we left for Atvia."

"No. Not if he is in need of i'toshaa-ni." Troubled, ny
father | ooked nore grimthan |I could expect of a man
who knew both of his sons were alive when he had
bel i eved them | ost.

"What is it?" ny nother asked. *'I know so little of
Cheysuli custons ... but what could keep | an away
fromhis father when he has only just returned?"

"Aritual of cleansing," ny father said, patently reluc-

tant to speak of it at all. "It—+s a private thing . . . when
a warrior feels his spirit soiled by something he has

done—er by what ot hers have done to hi m-he seeks to

cl eanse hinmself through i'toshaa-ni." He nade a gesture

of subtle finality and | knew the subject was cl osed.

It was obvious ny nother knew it as well. She wanted
to speak but did not, having | earned his noods so well. |
wondered if G sella would ever know m ne.

O if any man can know hers.
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"Niall,"” ny mother said. "Niall, is this Gsella?"

I turned abruptly. It was. She stood in the doorway to
the antechanber. The curtain was caught over one shoul -
der so that half of her was hidden. But not enough. It
was obvi ous she was weary, too weary; overburdened by
169

the child. | had thought to give her tine to rest, bathe,
change . . . but now that time was taken from us bot h.

I went to her at once. She was quiet, very quiet; no

nmor e singi ng, huggi ng, rocking. Under ny hands she
trenbled. "G sella, | promise you, there is no need to be
afraid." | pushed the curtain off her shoul der and brought
her into the room

"By the gods!" My nother's tone was couched, all
uni ntended, in the brutal honesty of shock. "The girl has
al ready conceived!"

MWy father was |l ess forceful than ny nother, but his
surprise was no |l ess obvious. "N all—=

"She is very weary," | told themquietly. "The sea
voyage was hard on her, the journey from Hondarth
harder. Once she has rested, you will see another Gsella."

"Niall,"” ny nother said helplessly, "what am| to
sayr

"Say she is well cone," | told her. "Or—+s she not?"

"Niall." There was no hesitation on my father's part,

no careful search for diplomacy. "She is as well cone as
your cheysul a ever could be ... but what your jehana
means to say is that the Homanans will claimthe child is
not your own."

"Does it matter what they clai n?" Beneath ny hands,
G sella trenbl ed. "Wien have you ever cared?"

He did not cmile, ny father, being |l ess than pl eased
with me. "On the day when | at |ast understood what ny
tahlnmorra truly entailed, | was nade to care. But you
may nhot have that chance." He did not so nuch as | ook

at Gsella, being too intent on ne. "Even now there are
growi ng nunbers of Homanans who rally around a face-

| ess, nanel ess bastard, known only as Carillon's son. Not
hi s grandson, N all—-his son. And as those nunbers grow,
so does the threat to you. So does the threat to the Lion
And, by the gods!-—so does the threat to the prophecy of
the FirstbornF

"Donal ." My nother, as ever, seeking to turn his
anger from her bel oved son.

"No, Aislinn. He will have to know the truth." He

nmoved closer to ne, confronting nme squarely, still ignor-
ing Gsella. "On the day our kinsman has you slain in the
nane of Homanan rule, will you ask then if it matters
what the Homanans clain?" His face, like his voice, was
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taut with suppressed enmotion. And now he did | ook at
Gsella. "WII you ask it when they have slain her as well.
because she bears a child who m ght becone a threat to
then? Think of that, N all, if not of yourself." He sniled,
but there was no hunmor in it. "And now-ask me again."

"No." Chastened | was, but | did not |ook away. "No,

there is no need. | spoke too hastily." | took a deep

breath and started over again. "This is Gsella. And aye,
she bears nmy child." | glanced briefly at nmy nother, stil
silent in her shock, then | ooked back at my father. "I do

not doubt but that the weddi ng should be very soon. Not

j ust because of the child, but because of Carillon's bas-
tard.” | shrugged. "How better to secure the Uon for

our line instead of his?"

My not her turned away. The |ine of her spine was

rigid; no doubt it troubled her deeply to know her father
had sired a bastard. No doubt it troubled her nore to
know t hat bastard offered a very real threat to ne.

"Niall." She turned, skirts swinging. "Niall—=aill you
forgive hinP"

CGods, how she needed nme to say it; to say aye, of
course | forgive him As if it mght absolve her of her
guilt for believing in himso. So she could believe in him

agai n.

"Carillon was not a god," | said clearly. "He was a

man. A nman. And so is bis bastard son. So is his daugh-
ter's son."

"Niall?" Gsella, breaking her silence. "Niall, is he the
Muj har ?"

I laughed al oud, relieved to hear her voice after she had
been so long silent. "Mdre than that," | said. "He is your
nmot her's brother- Your su'fali, in the AOd Tongue."

Col or came into her waxen face. Some of the weari-
ness dropped away. "Donal of Homana! My father speaks

of you."

My father's smle was wy- "Aye, no doubt he does.
And does he speak of ne with kindness?"

He did not expect her to answer honestly. He expected
enbarrassed prevarication. But then, he did not know

G sel | a.

"No," she said, with all the guil el essness of a child.
"He says you are a | eech upon the treasury of Atvia, and
that one day he will squash you."
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Bef ore ny nother could express her shock, ny father
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| aughed out |oud. "Aye, well, | inmagine he mght well
say so. In his position, I mght say nuch the sane. But
then, it is a position Alaric hinself brought about." No
tact fromhim not when she gave hi mnone. "Wen you
see himagain, Gsella, you may tell himthat for ne."

"But | will never see himagain," she told himseri-
ously. "I mnust stay with Niall. Niall will be MuJhar. N all
will need nme here."

"Surely he will allow you to visit your father." My
mot her hid much of her growing dislike, but | heard it
plainly in her tone. "He will not keep you chained to
Homana. "

"But he will need ne,
woul d al ways need ne."

Gsella insisted. "They said he

| saw ny not her begin to frown.

"Gsella," | said hastily, "this is my |ady nmother, Aislinn,
the Queen of Homana."

But G sella was uninterested in nmy nother. Her atten-
tion was on ny father. "I forgot," she told him "There
is athingl amto do." Gggling, she tried to curtsy
deeply, offering himwhat awkward honmage she coul d
nmanage.

I medi ately he stepped forward. "G sella, there is no
need for thai —

—and she was up, claw ng godfire fromthe air with her
I eft hand while her right hand clawed for his face.

No. Not clawed. Her hand was filled with a knife.

"G sella—no/" | caught her from behind even as she
lunged for ny father. | clanped her arns agai nst her
body, hugging her with all ny force, while she struggled
inmpotently to twist free of ne to strike at himagain.

" Dead—dead—dead— she chanted. " Dead—dead-
dead-"

"G sel | a—po—

The air was choked with |lilac snoke. The godfire was
gone, but its aftereffects were not. My nother coughed,
pressing an arm agai nst nose and nouth. M father,

having fallen back from G sella's attack, now reached for
the knife still clutched in her hand.

" Dead— dead—dead—

“No," | told him "let her be."

"Nialt-"
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"Let her be!" | shouted. "She is weary, so weary of the

child. She is not herself-not Gsella—not Gsella at all."
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Still | held her, clanping her arnms against her sides.
"You do not understand her."

"l understand she has just tried to murder ne,
father said angrily. "Am1 not to question it?"

ny

"/ question it!" ny nother cried. "By the gods, /
will!"

"No," | told her flatly. "Let Gsella be. She will be
better when she has rested."”

"Better!' My nother stood by ny father now, buttress-
ing his side as if she were a soldier. "You speak as if this
were only a nonentary aberration, Noall."

"She is weary."'"

"She is mad!" ny nother interrupted coldly. "Do you
think you will marry that?"

"l have every intention of it.

"Mad?" ny father asked. "Or is it something Liilith
has done?"

G sell a stopped struggling. "Liilith," she said. "Liilith

is my nother."
"No, no. . . ." Already | could see the shock form ng
in their faces. "No, Liilith is not your nother, G sella.

Bronwyn was your nother."

"She died," Gsella told themearnestly. "He shot her
out of the sky."

My father recoiled as if she had struck out at him
again, but this tinme the blade went hone.

"Qut of the sky," G sella repeated. "And she fel

and she fell. . . and she crashed agai nst the ground
She sighed. "After | was born, she died. She died of her
br oken body—

"No nore," | told her softly. "G sella, say no nore."
Because | could not bear to see the look in ny father's
eyes.

"My father slew ny nother,"'
sucked on a piece of hair.

she said brightly, and

"Gods," ny father choked. "That ku'reshtin nurdered
Bronwyn, but it was / who sent her there.”

"Donal, no, do not blane yourself!" My nother's

hands were on his arm "I beg you; do not do this to
your sel f —=
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"/ gave her in marriage to that man . . . / made her

wed hi m when she wanted nothing of it!"

"Donal, you had no choice," she told himfirmy.
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"You told nme yoursel f—there was the prophecy to think
of . "

"Prophecy." He said it like a curse. "Gods, Aislinn—
when | think of the things |I have done in the nane of
that thing ... ail the lives | have altered—

"Donal . "

"Even yours," he said- "Even yours."

There was the tone of bittersweet acknow edgment in
her voice. "Aye," she said, "even nine. But do you hear
me curse you for it?"

"No," he said at last, "though the gods know | deserve
it."
"She died," Gsella said. "He shot her out of the sky."

"Hush." | pulled the hair out of her nouth. "Hush,
Gsella. . . please."

My not her | ooked at G sella. "You cannot marry that."

"He has to," ny father said wearily. "The prophecy
requires it."

"She just tried to slay you!"
"And once, you tried to do the sanme."

It was clear she had nade herself forget that once she
had been no less a tool for nurder than G sella. That
once Tynstar, through El ectra, had set a conpul sion
within her nmind: to slay the nan she was neant to wed. |
knew the story. My father had told nme once.

"Ch gods/' she said brokenly, and tried to turn away.

But nmy father did not let her. "Shansu," he said, "it is
over- Along tinme over."

She turned back. She did not bother to wipe the tears
away. They—and her angui sh—remained. "And if Gsella
tries again?"

"You did not," he told her.

"Because you had Finn go in and find the trap-Ilink."

she said inpatiently. "Donal, have sense! G sella has

spent her life with an Ihlini witch as well as with a father
who despi ses you. Do you think she will not try agai n?"

"Not if | defuse the trap-link . . . if there is a trap-
link." He | ooked at ne. "Niall, you know what | nust
do."

I shook ny head. "You see how weary she is."
174

"All the better. There will be | ess resistance.” He

| ooked at Gsella, who still held the glittering knife. "I
will risk neither ny son nor nyself to the chance she may
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be ruled by an Ihlini."
"My | ord—=
"Prepare her, N all. |I have already summned ny lir,"

I did my best to prepare Gsella, telling her what to
expect though |I hardly knew nyself. Al nmy life | had
known Cheysuli magic existed, gifts fromthe gods them
sel ves, but never had | seen ny father use it past taking
on the shape of wolf or falcon. Even |an, who had as

much power as any warrior, had shown nme nothing other
than the shapechange. Though father and brother al so
clainmed the ability to heal, ny childhood hurts had been
allowed to heal naturally, w thout recourse to magic.
Not hi ng had been serious enough to require it.

Now, | knew, there was. But | wanted no part of it.

| put Gsella to bed, covering the nound of her belly
with a silken coverlet as she | eaned back agai nst the
bol sters. She needed food, rest, sleep. She needed to be
rid of the weight of the chud.

"Two nore nonths," | said aloud, splaying ny hand
across her belly. "Two nore, Gsella, and you will be
free of this burden.”

Her own hand covered nine. "A baby, N all. Some-
thing that will not drown as ny puppi es drowned, or
break as ny kitten broke."

Soneone touched a cold fingertip agai nst the base of

my spine- But there was no one in the room "G sella-a
baby is nothing like an animal. Nothing like a pet." |
stroked bl ack hair away fromher weary face. "A baby is
nore inportant than anything in the world."

"More inportant than the Lion?"

Her tone was earnest. So was her expression. But
there was opacity in her eyes, as if she hid fromne the
ot her side of her question

| drewin a careful breath. "Gsella, if this baby is a
boy, he will becone the Lion."

She giggled. "How can a man becone a |lion? There
are no lions, N all. They have all gone out of the world.
Not even / can beconme a lion!"

"He will be the Lion of Homana," | told her. "Mijhar."
175

L-T

I put out ny hand and tet her see the ruby ring. "See the
stone, G sela? See the ranpant |ion?"

One finger touched the stone. | saw her pensive face as
she traced the tiny etching in the flat ruby signet- "The
Lion/' she nmurnured. "The Lion of Honana. "

Abruptly she | ooked up at ny face. "Are you the lion,
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Nial | ?"

I shook ny head. "Not yet. Not for a long tine to
come. "

She sighed. "But | want to be a queen.”

A step sounded in the room "Aislinn has no intention
of relinquishing her title for a long tinme to cone," ny
father told her bluntly. "Your pride will have to be
satisfied by a | esser title."

"Father," | reproved, "she hardly knows what she
says. "

"Do you?"
"Do |? OF course!"

"Do you?" he asked again. "Is that why you al nost
never refer to ne as jehan?" He was unsmiling. "Is the
Cheysuli word so hard for you to say?"

It hurt. | felt the twist in the pit of nmy belly, "You
have lon to use the A d Tongue."

"And you for sonething el se?" He shook his head as

he nmoved to G sella's bedside. Taj perched hinself upon
the casenent sill as Lorn lay down on the floor at the
foot of the bed. "No, nowis not the time; my Iir remnd
me of it plainly. You are just hone after nore than a
year away, and reprimands can wait. | apol ogi ze."

An apology fromny father. | stared as he sat down
across fromnme on the edge of Gsella' s bed. | could not
recall if he had ever offered me an apol ogy before.

O if | had ever deserved one.
O if | deserved one now.

"I will not harmyou," he told her gently. "I prom se
you that, G sella. You are Cheysuli yourself; you know
of all the gifts."

"/ know." She was a petulant, inpatient child, sud-
denly, claimng superior know edge. "I know many things."

My father did not smile. "Aye-1 imagine you do. How
much, | will find out."

He did not touch her. He nmerely | ooked at her, even
as | did. And then | |ooked at him
176

Hi s eyes matched hers in expression as well as col or

pi npoi nted pupils, opacity, a |look of total detachment.

Though my father sat on the bed at Gsella' s side, | knew
he had gone el sewhere, seeking her. And | sensed Gsella's
retreat.

Still I held her hand. | could feel the tension in it; the

rigidity of flesh and tendons. She did not try to hold
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mne. | think she was unable. | think she was enneshed
in a battle of wills with my father, and had no tinme for
ne.

Suddenly, | was alone in the chamber. Gsella was in
the bed, my father on its edge, his U present as well.
And yet, | was alone. So alone . . . because | was a
shadow man, a shell of nothingness. Lirless, | |acked

even the slightest hint of the power that was manifest in
my father. Manifest in' G sella.

Is this irony? | asked the gods. That certain Homanans
desire to replace ne because they believe | hide nmy nmagic,
whil e certain Cheysuli desire the sane because | have no
magic at all?

Irony, aye. O ny downfall.

G sella's hand clenched itself within the pal mof mne.

| felt the fragile, rounded knuckl ebones rise up to test
the flesh, as if they mght break through. And | heard

her nmoan of pain.

There was an expression of grimdeterm nation on ny
father's face, though the eyes retained the blank, de-
tached stare. It was as if he were the hungry hunter
running down terrified prey: unflagging flight and an
unremtting pursuit.

Gsella withed in the bed, though no one touched her
but ne. She cried out.

"Wait— | blurted. "Father." No. Jehan. But | could
not say the word. "Wait you—=

But his fingers |ocked around the wist of her other
hand—she screanmed—

—&ods, how she screaned—

"Jehan—-no!" Now the word cane easily as | tried to
break the grip. | tried to break it—but the sudden burst
of fire within my skull hurled me back, back, away from
the bed, until | crashed into the tapestried wall.

The worl d was upside dowmn. Or was it me? | could not

tell. 1 crawl ed on hands and knees to the bed, |eaving a
177
trail of blood behind. My nose was nunb; | coul d not

feel the blood, only taste it. My ears buzzed, rang,
humred. My vision was obscured by broken inages.

—fy father—G sell a—Faf and Lorn—

Bl eeding, | sprawl ed face down across the bed and

tried to touch ny father, to tell himno, no—+to sonehow
gai nsay the power he |evel ed against her. |nages blurred,
twi sted, revolved. The novenent made ne retch.

"Niall? Nalir

My father's voice? My nanme? | could be certain of
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neither; ny ears nade too much noise

"Ni al |l -eh gods, let the boy be all right!" Hands caught
me, pulled me up fromthe bed and then settled nme on
the floor with the side of the bed serving as backrest.
"N all?"

H's face was split into sixths; | could nmake no order of
t he pi eces.

"Niall, can you hear nme?"
Bl ood ran down ny chin. "Wy? Wiy—har m-her 2"

One of his hands slipped behind ny neck and cradl ed
my wobbly head. "Never, never, touch a Cheysuli in
m nd-1ink, N all. Have you not been warned against it?"

H s face was in thirds, now. An inprovenment. And
could hear himbetter. "What did you do to G sella?"

"Nothing," he said firmy. "Better to ask: what did she

do to ne?"

"You?" My eyes shut of their own accord. | put the
back of my hand to ny face and tried to stanch the

bl ood.

"What you felt did not come fromnme, Nall. It was al

Gsella's doing." H's tone was grim "Later, we will
discuss it. Not now. Not in front of her

"She will be ny wife," | protested weakly. "It should
all be in front of her."

"Look at ne." | did as told. "Aye, you are better. Can
you rise?"

Only with his help, and even then | nearly fell down
again. | grasped the closest tester with one shaki ng hand;

the other | |ocked under my nose. But the river was
slowing to a stream "What happened?"

"You broke the link," he said; now, |ooking at him

with normal vision again, | saw the traces of blood in his
own nostrils. "But it is just as well. G sella was preparing
178

to throw ne out, which woul d have been nore painfu
yet." He smiled a little and rubbed at bl oodshot eyes.
"For all she was raised far fromany clan—and by an
Ihlini, at that—-she knows nany of our tricks. And has
many of our strengths.” The snmile fell away. "But: none
of our sense, | fear. Wen Alaric slew Bronwyn, he slew
the girl's wits as well." He shook his head. "Wat hap-
pened to her cannot be heal ed, even by a Cheysuli—even
by several Cheysuli. The damage was too severe."

| raised a silencing hand and turned to see if Gsella
had heard. But she slept. She slept deeply; she slept
smling, as if pleased by what she had w ought.
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| shivered. And then | |ooked at nmy father. "There
was no trap-1link, then?"

"No. There was no hint of Ihlini meddling—at |east,

not within her mind." H s tone was | evel, unyielding; he
woul d play no ganes with me. "Perhaps only to it, from
things the others told her."

O hers. Lillith, no doubt. And Alaric.

I nodded. "How soon can we have the weddi ng?"

I thought he neant to protest; to nmake sone coment
regarding ny witl essness. But he did not. Bleakly, he
said, "As soon as arrangenents are nade."

Again, | nodded. "Things will be better, then."

My father | ooked at Gsella. But he said nothing at all

179
Fi ve

Arrangenments were made in an al nost obscene haste.

knew it was Homanan custom particularly royal custom

to invite neighboring aristocracy as well as royalty, as a
means of sealing the cerenony. In this way no one coul d
claimthe throne was unsecured, and make plans to in-
vade Homana. | had no doubts the Homanan Council, as

wel | as ny nother—and possi bly even ny fat her—aoul d

have preferred the custom adhered to, for the sake of

di splaying the Lion's successor and his Cheysuli bride to
as many people as possible. But because of Gsella's
advanced stat& and the donmestic threat prom sed by Car-
illon's bastard, as well as Strahan hinself, we could not
afford to wait.

I put on the finest clothes |I had for the wedding, since

we could not even delay in order to have new ones nade-

And so Torvald nmade certain | was fit to appear before

the guests, laying out the silks and vel vets Homanans
preferred, while also selecting Cheysuli ornanentation
fromny jewel chest. | wore garnments of anber, sienna

and russet, set off with gold and garnets; a braided torque,
hamrered flat, with matching plated wistlets, and a belt
studded with unfaceted garnets, glowing in the sunset.

As Torvald finished, ny nother canme into the cham

ber, At her nod he bowed and took his | eave. And then
she cane to ne. "You |l ook well. Very well." But she did
not snmle. "Niall, there is still atittle tinme."

I nodded absently, bending to adjust the droop of my
anber - dyed boot s.

"Niall, do you understand what | am saying? You do

not have to go through with this."

Sighing, | straightened. In yellow, she was lovely. It
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made her gold-netted hair nore vivid than ever. "I have
said it before: | have every intention of marrying Gsella."

"Why?" she demanded. "That erratic, addled girl is a
poor choice for DonaTs heir!"
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"And for Carillon's grandson?" | turned from her and
paced to ny jewel chest, studying the renmaining contents
idly. |I approved Torvald's choices, but it gave me sone-

thing to do- "We were cradl e-betrothed, nother. Such a
thing is not broken lightly, even if | wi shed to have it

broken. And I do not." | picked through the brooches,
wistlets, rings, then turned to face her. "She is nmd.
Aye. | will not deny it. But it does not nean she cannot
be ny wife."

"She will be queen.”

"One day," | agreed. "By then, perhaps she will be
better."

She stared at me in obvious perplexity. Slowy she
shook her head. "I do not understand. You are not—the
sanme. Not since you went away."

"In fourteen nonths, | was bound to becone a differ-
ent man." | shrugged. "Perhaps | have grown up."

Agai n she shook her head. "There is sonethi ng— But
she broke it off- "Niall, do you truly | ove her?"

"I think, as much as | amable." | shrugged. "I say

that because you ask. My father woul d know better,

bei ng Cheysuli. So perhaps it is that the Homanan por-
tion of me loves her, while what little Cheysuli is in ne
will not adnit the feeling."

"Then you do have reservations." She came cl ose,
resting a hand upon ny arm "N all, if you are not
completely reconciled to this match, | wll have it broken."

"And give Alaric cause to nmarch agai nst Hormana?"
shook ny head. "You are Queen, and undoubtedly you
have the power to sway nost if not all of the Homanan
Council . . . but | doubt you would sway ny father.
doubt you would sway the Cheysuli."

Her hand tightened. "I know there is the prophecy!

How could | not, being wife and nother to men fully
caught in its demands? But it does not nanme G sella! It
does not say she is the one you nust wed, nerely that
you nmust wed to gain another bl oodline. Wat of Erinn,

Ni al | ? Shaine hinself wed an Erinnish princess before he

181

wed Lorsilla. Save the Atvian line until later ... the
Eri nni sh m ght serve as well. W could speak with Shea."
"W." Quite suddenly, | felt ill. A hasty swall ow stead-

ied ny belly again, but | could feel it threatening, waiting.
A beacon-fire on the cliff.

And | had lighted the fire

"Niall?" A hand, tugging gently at ny arm "N all?"

Al | could see was the fire in ny eyes, and the bl ack-
ness of the night as | stood upon the top of the dragon's
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The vision faded, but it left ne with the bitter taste of
guilt. An immense, abiding guilt, nmade worse because
could not say why | should feel guilty.

"No," | said. "I wish to wed G sela."

"And so you shall." lan's voice; he stood in the door-
way, ablaze with Cheysuli gold: his fir-bands were whol e
agai n, unbl enished by Alaric's hand. His |eathers were
pure, unsullied white edged with scarlet silk. "Everyone
wai ts bel ow. "

"Then we shall go." | put out ny armto ny nother
Rel uctantly, she took it.

To match the preparations, the cerenony itself was

brief in the extreme. The Honmanhan priest said the sanme
words he had said nore than a year before when he had
performed the proxy weddi ng. The shar tahl, sunmoned
from d ankeep, echoed the other's sentinments, but in the
a d Tongue. | understood all of it well enough, having

| earned the | anguage in childhood, but Gsella, l|istening
closely, merely looked left out. It nmade the bond be-
tween us stronger, | thought; | was left out of all the
magi ¢, while she | acked the | anguage.

When it was done and G sella and | were truly wed,

my father announced the cel ebration would begin in an
adj oi ni ng audi ence hall. But those who had cause to give
the Prince and Princess formal greeting were to stay
behind and do so. And so | was able to watch and nane

to nyself those Homanans who had no wish to greet ne
formally, and | realized that was precisely why ny father
had arranged it that way.

G sella was seated in a chair upon the dais, near the
Lion itself. | stood beside her, noting with concern the
182

weariness in her face. There was no hiding her pregnancy
and no one had bothered to try; she wore | oose, ful
robes that swathed nost of her body, billow ng over the
mound that was ny child.

My father and not her themnmsel ves went into the adjoin-
ing chanber, to give us this time alone. | knew why.
There are men in the world who do things only when
their lord's eye is on them to curry favor, no matter
what they think. And so by |eaving, the Mijhar nade
certain those who stayed to greet nme were doing so for
reasons ot her than those. No doubt he woul d expect me
to mark who said what, and report it to himlater.

Enough Homanans cane by with a word or two of
congratul ati ons that soon enough | could not nane them

all. I did not bother to keep track of each one, no nore
than | did with the Cheysuli. But when |solde and Ceinn
canme through at the end of the line, | forgot nmy detach-
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"So handsome!" But ' Sol de's bright eyes nocked ne

as they had even in chil dhood. "I would have wel cormed
you to ny weddi ng, rujho, had you not been gone so

| ong. "

"You have already wed?" | |ooked sharply at Ceinn,

whose expression was once again blandly cordial and
utterly .closed to ne.

"Aye," she answered. "About a sixth-nonth after you

and lan sailed for Atvia." One hand went out to briefly
touch Ceinn's hand; for a Cheysuli, a broad display of
enotion. But | saw nothing in his eyes that indicated he
wi shed she had not done it.

Does he truly care for her? Or is she so valuable to his
cause he will let her do as she wi shes?

'Sol de slanted a sidelong glance at Gsella, who was

staring blankly into the enptied hall. "Is she—all right?"
I turned. "Gsella," | said. Then, nore forcefully,
"Gsellal"

Her bl ack hair had been brai ded Cheysuli fashion and

| ooped agai nst her head, pinned with silver conbs hung
about with tiny silver bells. As | called her nane, she
started, and all the bells rang out.

' Sol de, never one for hangi ng back, reached out and

caught Gsella's hand. "I am N all's rujholla," she said,
"so now | amyours as well."
183

"Ruj hol I aT' G sel | a echoed.

'Sol de frowned only briefly. And then she |aughed. "I
forget. You have been reared in Atvia, so why should

you know our | anguage? It is only that you | ook nore
Cheysuli than anything else, and so | expect you to know
the custonms as well as the | anguage." She gl anced at ne

and laughed. "Niall will teach you everything, | amsure."
"Isolde is ny sister,”" | told Gsella. "Rujholla, in the
A d Tongue."

"Niall's sister?" Gsella stared at her. "Ch, of course,
my father told ne. You are the Mijhar's bastard daughter

Al the gaiety died out of 'Solde. Wite-faced, she
stared blindly at G sella. Then, abruptly, she let go of
G sella's hand at once and turned to | eave the nearly
enpty hall.

" '"Soldo—Soldo . . . waitf" | caught up to her, |eaving
the dais and ny bl unt-speaking wife behind. " 'Sol de,
she does not understand our ways. And she is weary, so
weary of the child. | beg you, try to understand."”

"Solde's armwas rigid beneath ny del aying fingers. *'
understand," she said clearly. "I understand very well,
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Niall. | should have expected it.*" | had anticipated anger
from her, and harsh words—Solde is not a silent sort—

but not the magnitude of her pain. She shrugged. "She

was reared by the eneny."

"CGods, 'Solde, do not judge her so harshly. You do
not understand. "

Suddenly, Ceinn was at ny side. "She understands as

well as | do, nmy lord." His pupils had shrunk so that I
saw nostly yellow, an intense, intent yellow "Forgive ny
pl ai n speech, ny lord, but you have worsened your posi-
tion with the clans by taking G sella as your cheysula."

"She is half Cheysuli," | pointed out evenly, trying not
to lose ny tenper. "She is the Mijhar's niece."

"She may be his harana— the Cheysuli word was

enphasi zed, as if to point out nmy use of Homanan in its
pl ace "—but she is also Atvian. Daughter to Alaric, who
is no friend of ours."

"Atvian, aye." | was through with diplomacy. "And
necessary to the prophecy." | caught his armas he reached
out to turn Isolde away, as if he intended to | eave ny
presence and take nmy sister with him "No," | told him
plainly, "I amnot finished with you."

184

H s bare armslid out of nmy grasping fingers as he
jerked it sharply away. My nails scraped across the bear-
shape worked into the gold of his fir-band. "Finished
with me?" he echoed, though he knew precisely what |

had said. "Oh, no, my lord. | think we are finished with
you. "

"Ceinn!" 'Solde was cleariy shocked by the virul ence
in his tone.

"I think the time has cone for plain speech."” Sone-

how | managed to summon an even tone, though | wanted

to shout at him "Wl enough, hear what | have to say."

I noved a step closer to himand was pl eased to see that
this tinme, he fell back a single step. "I amfully aware of
the existence of the a'saii, and the preferences for ny
replacenent in the line of succession. But | challenge you
to tell nme how that would serve the prophecy you claim

to know better than other warriors." | made a beckoni ng
gesture. "Vell?2 | wait."

"Niall." Isolde, again, trying to turn ny rising anger
before it could burst its banks. "How can you say that to
Cei nn? O course he serves the prophecy."

"By seeing to it | amslain?" Though | watched Ceinn,
I saw her twitch of shock. "What did you think he
wanted from me, ' Sol de—a peaceful retirenent into the
country?"

"N all =

' Sol do—enough." That from Ceinn, as if he had no
more tinme for verbal maneuverings even fromhis wfe
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"Plai n speech, aye; and aye, | serve the prophecy! So do
the rest of us." He turned a bit closer to nme, edging
Isolde out entirely. W confronted one anot her squarely -
"You have sone of the blood, it is true, but you al so
bear ot her bl ood—=*

"So does lon," | said clearly. "If it is true the a' sai
desire a return to the days of purebred clans, how does it
serve the prophecy? The prophecy denmands a m xture—

it points us to other realns."

"Gther realns, aye," he agreed. "I do not contest the

need for the blood of other realns; it can only strengthen
us. But | do contest your absolute lirlessness, your |ack of
Cheysuli gifts, your lack of Cheysuli customs." He drew

in a breath nade uneven by the intensity of his anger; by
the depth of fanaticism "There are so few of us left now,
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those with untainted blood, and if it were possible |
woul d prefer one of the a'saii to take the Lion on Donal's
death. But we are not so blind as to turn our backs on a
warrior who has nore right than nost—

l1<—that warrior being lan," | finished. | thrust out a
band and pointed at Gsella, still huddled in her chair.
"I'n her body lies the seed of that prophecy, Ceinn—a
chad born of Homana, Solinde, Atvia and the Cheysuli
How can you tell me that child should be replaced?"

"Because it should be. And will be." He reached out
and caught |solde's el bow. "Cone, 'Solde. My business
with himis finished. Let us go to the other hall."

"Ceinn—wait.'9 She pulled free of himeven as he had

pulled free of ne. "Is it the truth? You want |an to take
Niall's place?" She thrust up a silencing hand even as he
began to answer her question. "You know | an woul d

never do it. Heis Niall's liege man as well as his rujholli.
Do you think he woul d break that service nerely to

accept yours?"

Ceinn's mouth was grimy set, lips pressed tight against
one another. "If he will not, we will sinply find another
with sinmilar heritage."

"Simlar heritage— Isolde fell back a step. Then she
stood very still. "Wyuld identical be better?" she in-
quired bitterly. "Augmented by yours, no doubt ... do

you think a child fromus would do?" Isolde sniled, but

it was the smle of a predator. "My jehan is likely to live
for at |east another twenty years, perhaps nore. By then,
no doubt a son of ours would be old enough to accept the
Lion- Is that it? Is that it, Ceinn?"

" ' Sol de- —*

"Just answer!" she cried. "Just answer. | do not want
an explanation. Tell me aye or nay!"

VWhat ever el se he was, Ceinn was not a liar. "Aye," he
told her evenly. "I want our son to rule."
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I sol de shook visibly, she was so angry; so shocked, so
bound up in what she had | earned. | saw tears welling

into her eyes but they were not solely the tears of sor-
row, though that was present also. They were the tears of
rage and di scovery; of a discovery so devastating it breaks
the world into pieces-

"Solde's world, at least. | have shown her the man she
has marri ed.

186

"Well," she said, and | was amazed at her self-
possession, "I think there will be no son."

" 'Solde!"1

"No." She did not shout it, screamit, cry it. She
merely said it; | sawny father in ny sister. "No." She
pul l ed the bear-torque fromher throat and dropped it to
the stone at Ceinn's feet. "No."

Crinmson skirts swirled as she turned. Ceinn reached
out to catch an arm but | caught his and jerked him
back. "You heard what ny sister said."

"Ku'reshtini" he swore. "Do you think I only wanted
her for the child? | wanted her—still want her—for
hersel f!"

I laughed al oud. "Then tell nme you |l ove her, Cheysuli
Say the Homanan words to ne, since there are none of
the A d Tongue."

As | released his arm Ceinn bent and scooped up the

gl eanming Ar-torque, the mark of Cheysuli marriage. Wen
he faced me again, | saw how tightly he clutched the
torque; how tightly he clenched his jaw. But in clear,
fluent Homanan, | acking Cheysuli accent or hesitation,
he told nme he loved ny sister.

I had no answer for mfm And he had none for ne.

I watched the proud, angry warrior stride away from

me, going after |Isolde. And |-began to think he was

more of an eneny than at first | had believed. Because a
man, so dedicated to a certain thing that there is no room
for anything other than zealotry in his life, does not
consi der how or why he slays. But a man who | oves, a

man able to express that love, will think of what he does
even as he does it, because he has sonet hi ng—sonmeone—

he believes is worth the thing he does. Even if it is
assassi nati on.

"Niall?" It was Gsella, at nmy side. "Niall ... can we
go see the danci ng?"

I did not want to go. "You | ook weary," | told her
truthfully. "It mght be better if you went to bed instead."

"I want to see the dancing."
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And so | took her to see the dancing.
187
Si x

| sawto it Gsella was settled confortably in a cush-
ioned chair on the dais with three other chairs. Two were
for the Mijhar and his queen, the other for ne. But al
three remai ned enpty.

As | stood solicitously by Gsella, she reached out and
caught my hand. The notion rem nded me of ' Sol de and
how she had reached for Ceinn. It rem nded me of the
conflict in her face as she had renoved the ~'/-torque
fromher throat and told Ceinn there would be no child.

Hol ding G sella's hand, | | ooked down upon ny wife

and the child who swelled her body. Fruit of a man's

| abors, and a sign of fertility so necessary to the House of
Homana. And yet—t seened | could hardly recall the

first time we had lain together. Only the faintest flicker
of a fleeting nenory that told ne once | had known

soneone other than G sella.

Inwardly, | grimaced. | had hardly kept mnyself celibate
before sailing to Atvia. No doubt what | recalled so
dimy were the wonen who did not matter, being nore
interested in who | was rather than in what | could do to
pl easure them

I thought suddenly of the children born of such unions,
the fruit of a man's labors in fields that had al ready been
well-tilled. | thought it likely I had no bastards because
surely a woman who conceived of a prince would tell him
in hopes of winning coin or jewel or favor. But | knew
also it was entirely possible | had sired a child or two
before the one in Gsella's belly. And it made me think

of Carillon, who had gotten a woman with child, and

how that child now threatened nmy very existence, |et

alone ny right to inherit the Lion

188

The Lion of Homana. G sella had asked if | were the
Li on nyself. And now | |ooked at the nman who was.

He wore Cheysuli |eathers dyed a rich, deep crinson,

hem and collar set with narrow gold plates stitched into
the leather. On his brow he wore a sinple circlet of
hamrered gol d and uncut rubies. And at his left side,
scabbarded i n rune-worked | eather, hung the sword oth-
ers claimed was ensorcel | ed.

My father did not nove about the room he let the
roomcone to him Quietly he stood near one of the

groi ned archways and received those who wi shed to have
word with him He m ght have done it fromthe chair

upon the dais, next to nme. But it was a mark of his
nature that he did not, preferring to stay away from such
trappi ngs as thrones and trunpeted announcements of

his arrival. That he wore the sword surprised me; only
rarely did he clasp the belt around his hips. Only rarely
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did he ever put hand to hilt, as if reluctant to display his
absolute mastery of it.

O course, he would never admit to being the master;

rather, the servant. He had told me how once the bril -
liant ruby, the Mijhar's Eye, had been perverted by

Ihlini magic into a thing of ugliness. A dead bl ack stone,
dull and lusterless, had sat within the gol den pommel
prongs. For nearly all of the years of Carillon's rule the
stone had remai ned dull bl ack

Until the day Donal put his hand upon it, and it cane
bl azing back to life.

There is a legend within the clans that a sword nade of
Cheysuli craftsmanship bears Cheysuli magic, and knows

the hand of its naster even when the master is unknow ng,

he had told me. The gods know | was aware ny grandsire

had made that sword, but it was for Shane, | thought; for
the Muj har who began the qu' mahlin that nearly destroyed

our race. Shame gave it to Carillon, who bore the bl ade

for all the years of his exile and all the years of his rule.
Only when he was dead did it cone into ny keeping.

And only at the cost of a warrior's life: Finn, ny
father's uncle. Strahan had sheathed the sword in Finn's
body, and in so doing had unintentionally bequeat hed

the magic unto ny father

The magic that slew Gsric of Atvia, Gsella's uncle, and

put Alaric on the throne. | glanced down at her pensively.
189

So many people dead . . . and all in the name of the
prophecy.

I saw nmy nother noving anong the guests, speaking

quietly with countl ess nenbers of the aristocracy, Homanan
and otherwi se. The gold netting enveloping rich red hair
shone in the light of the setting sun as it slanted through
stai ned gl ass casenents. The rose-red fl oor was awash

with brilliant color

And then | saw | sol de.

I turned to Gsella- "Forgive ne if | |eave you, but |
must speak with my sister.”

Her fingers tightened on ny own. "Niall?"

"You will be well, | pronise." Carefully | detached

mysel f from her and stepped off the dais, noving through
the throngs of people surrounding the dancers in the
center of the hall. | answered greetings absently, too

i ntent upon reaching ' Sol de; when at last | did, | saw the
desol ation in her posture. She stood by one of the case-
ments, back to the hall, as if by ignoring the people she
could al so ignore her |oss.

She turned as | placed a hand on her shoul der, and
then she tried to turn again; to turn her back on ne.
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" ' Sol de—=
"Leave ne be."

" 'Sol de, please."

"N al |l —= She broke off the beginnings of her plea and

swung back to face ne squarely. | saw bitter grief in her
ravaged face. "I would be the last person in the world to
wi sh you in peril, Nall. . . but surely you will not blane
me if, for the nonent, | wish also to have nothing to do
with you."

A flicker of grief; a larger one of defensiveness. "I did
not ask you to renounce him"

"What else could 1 do?" Inpatiently she brushed tears
away, as if their presence was anathema. And in a way,
they were; Cheysuli do not grieve in public. "AmI to
renounce you?"

Si ghing deeply, | took her into nmy arnms and crushed

her agai nst ny chest. She was rigid, denying herself
confort, until | rested ny cheek on her hair and told her
I would forgive her if she went back to Ceinn-

"Go backF She pulled away to stare up at ne. "How
can you say that after what he has sai d?"
190

"Because | know what el se he has said." And | told
her -

1 thought it would help. | thought it would nake her
happy to know her cheysul genuinely cared, not intend-
ing to use her nerely because of who she was. But |

m sjudged her. | m sjudged her badly.

"Do you value your life so little?" she asked angrily,
"Do you value ne so little? How can you expect nme to
go back to a man who wi shes to see you stripped of your
rank, your title—your |ife?"

"I think it will not come to that," | told her. "The
a'saii are no |longer secret, and | have no intention of
allowing themto succeed. They are only a tiny portion of

the Cheysuli, 'Solde, | doubt they have that nuch
power . "

She shook her head.'"l will not take the chance."”
" ' Sol de—=

"No." She nearly choked on the word. "How can |
rujho7 | already bear his child!"

Pain rose up in ny belly, the old famliar pain | associ-
ated with lirlessness. Yet nowit came as | thought of
what ' Sol de nust face, bearing alone the child of the man
she | oved.

"Cods," | said, "does he know?"
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"No. | planned to tell himafter your weddi ng. But
now, " she shook her head. "Now | will say nothing."

" '"Solde, he is the child s father:' \ thought of G sella.

I thought of nyself in Ceinn's place, not know ng mny

wife carried ny child in her body. For all | hated the nan
for his zealotry, | could not hate himfor desiring a child.

Even one he woul d use agai nst ne.

"Solde drew in a deep breath. "Aye. And right now,

not knowi ng, he plots to put lan on the throne. You are

safe so long as he and the others work toward that goal,
ruj ho, because lan will never agree. But once he knows |

have conceived, they will have a new candi date. A candi -
date they can control." Through her tears, she smled. "I
ama child of the prophecy as nuch as you; do you think

I will allow ny cheysul to destroy it?"

I was touched by her resolve, deeply touched, but
could not ignore the brutal truth of the undeniable tran-

sience of that resolve. " 'Solde, in a nonth—+wo, three—
191

the child will begin to show. Wiat will you say to him

t hen?"

She stood very straight before ne. "In a nonth or two

or three, perhaps you will have cut out this canker in our
m dst."

I wanted to speak, to say sonething that m ght dilute

her pain, if only a little- But 'Solde's pride and resol ve
took all the words fromny nouth; took even the pride
fromme, because she was far stronger than | could ever

be.

She gi ves her husband over to death.
And knew exactly what she did even as she did it.

I tried to swall ow down the painful lunmp in ny throat.
"Cheysuli i'haUa shansu,” | said thickly. | could think of
nothing nmore fitting than w shing upon my Cheysuli sis-
ter the peace of the race she served so faithfully.

"Solde smiled a little. And then she put out her hand—
pal mup, fingers spread—and nade the el oquent gesture
that had the ordering of an entire race. "Tahlnorra," she
said quietly, and then she wal ked out of the hall

I watched her go, then swung around abruptly to re-
turn to Gsella. And | stopped just as abruptly, because
Varien stood in ny path.

The Atvian envoy snmiled and inclined his head. "MW

| ord, please accept ny congratul ati ons on your marriage
to the Princess of Atvia." The smile, so snooth, w dened
only a fraction, not enough to offer offense. "And now
the Princess of Homana."

"My thanks." | was brusque, but it was difficult to be
polite after witnessing 'Solde's grief.
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"My lord," He detained nme easily with nmerely an
intonation. "Here, ny lord. | have brought you w ne."

Each hand held a silver cup. 1 took the cup he offered
because indeed | did desire wine . . . anything to ease the
ache in nmy spirit. | felt bruised from' Sol de's decision. |
could not argue that it was the right one, but neither was
I the sort of man who woul d be pl eased to see his sister

in such pain.

Varien, unctuous as always, lifted his cup in a brief
salute. "Your fortune, ny lord."

| drank deeply. So deeply | drained the cup too quickly;

Varien instantly notioned a servant to refill if. And then,
192

as | drank iigain, the Atvian stepped closer. So close, a
vei vet - cl ad shoul der brushed ny own.

"May | speak freely, nmy |ord?"

My mind was not on Varien at ail. "Of course."
| ooked past himtoward the dais, and saw G sella picking
hal f-heartediy at her silken robes.

"My lord, | will be frank with you: your wife is not
entirely |ike other wonen."

Looking at her, | recalled how changeabl e were her
moods; how violent the swings. "No," | agreed.

"This is a delicate subject, ny lord, but | amcertain
you woul d prefer it discussed. It has bearing on your

future."

I frowned a little, looking at himnore attentively. "If
it concerns nmy wife, of course it has bearing on ny
future."

- Teeth showed briefly, so briefly, 95 he |aughed silently.
And then the |aughter was gone, leaving in its wake a

cool, quiet amusenent. "My lord, let us agree the | ady

i s—of divergent hunors. Because of these hunors, it is
entirely possible she will not always be a willing part-
ner." He paused delicately and lifted the cup to his lips.
But he did not drink. "jfWartner, my lord."

I looked at nmy wife. "That is sonmething between G sella
and ne, envoy."

"My lord, of course." He bowed just enough to em

phasi ze his subservience. "But with you | feel | nust be
completely frank." Smling, he said, "'If G selEa ceases to
pl ease you, | can show you anot her way."

In distaste, | frowned at him "Do | hear you aright?
On the day of ny weddi ng you of fer other wonen to
me?"

"Not—entirely." The smile did not fade. "My lord, |et
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us say | have adnmired you greatly since first we net.
Admired, respected—desired, nmy lord."

My fingers slipped on the cup; | nearly dropped it. But

I recovered ny grasp and clenched it tightly, so tightly
my hand shook, and wi ne sl opped over the rimto splat-
ter against the floor. "Wat did you say?"

"I said | desired you, ny lord." He nade no indication
of shane, regret, enbarrassnent. H's tone was perfectly
controlled, as if every day he said such to a man.

193

As perhaps he does. Incredulously, | stared at him |
was too shocked to be angry.

Varien sipped wine and snmiled, infinitely patient.

| becane aware that a hand had reached out and

caught Varien's wist in a crushing grasp. The hand dragged
the silver wine cup away from Varien's snling nouth.
Sharply. So sharply it caused the cup to fall; falling, it
rang, silver on stone; spilled blood-red wi ne across rose-
red floor.

And | realized the hand was ni ne.

Around us, there was silence. A falling wine cup, even
spilling its contents, is not so uncomobn as to silence so
many people. But the sight of the Prince of Homana
confronting an Atvian envoy u; eyes watched avidly,

Sweat beaded on Varien's upper lip. Hs face was pale
fromthe pain. But still, he nanaged to smle

I wanted to shout at himthat what he offered was

worthy of execution, but | did not. Not before so many
peopl e; before Gsella, ny father, ny nother. | wanted
to tell himthat what he offered was worth his ostracism

at the very least | could send himhone. But something
hel d ne back. Something shut up my nouth and chased
the words back down ny throat to my belly, where they
twi sted and tangl ed and bound up ny guts with bile.

And still Varien smled.
I let go of his wist. "You are here at Alaric's behest."
"Alaric's—and Lillith's."

| frowned a little. My toe touched the cup; it rolled.
"Lillith s?"

"Of course, ny lord." Varien fingered the collar of his

i ndigo doublet. | saw a hint of silver: a chain. He drew it
forth, and fromthe |inks dangled a single curving tooth,
capped with shining silver, "Lillith."

LHUth's gift. My hand went at once to my own collar.
Beneat h the wedding finery was a matching tooth, hang-
ing fromits thong. | had nearly forgotten
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Varien bowed, "Forgive nme, ny lord; | intended no
of fense."

| stared after him bew | dered by the sudden upsurge
of enotions. Sorrow, anguish, enptiness ... a horrible
enptiness, as if soneone had stolen fromme a thing
bad al ways desired, demanded, needed—-before | could
say what it was.

194

I was lost. Anmid the throng of guests who had wit-
nessed ny marriage to Gsella, | was lost: an eye of
enptiness in the nmddle of the nmael strom

A shadow of a man.

And when the servant filled my cup, | drank
| drank.

/ drank—

—and when | could stand the confinement no nore,

went out of the hall and out of the pal ace proper, clinb-

ing narrow stairs to the sentry-wal ks al ong the curtain

wal | . Night had fallen with the sunset, but Homana-

Muj har is never in total darkness. There are torches

along the walls and tripod braziers in the baileys. There

is always a pall of yellow light, flickering in fickle w nds.
Preyi ng on the shadows*

Now | sought the shadows, seeking escape fromthe

I'ight, the noise, the enptiness. Except even here, atop

the narrow sentry-wal k al ong the parapet, | found sol ace
in nothing; no answer to enptiness. Only redoubl ed sor-

row, and an angui sh born of nothing | could nane.

In my hand was a cup of wine. A deep cup, and filled
to brinmming; tipping it slightly, albeit unintentionally, |

heard the wine spill out to splatter against the stone.
Even as | righted the cup | did not care; | had drunk so
much al ready that stopping now woul d serve not hing at
all.

I caught hold of the wall and | eaned between the

merl ons of the parapet to hang over a crenel, pressing

my belly against it. Lights fromthe city flared and danced
and nelted together, until | blinked away the dazzle

fromny eyes. My fingers dug into the stone. D gging,

digging; | felt the protest of abraded flesh. But still | dug,
as if the pain mght give nme surcease fromthe denon in

my soul

"An easy target, for an eneny."

1 pushed nyself up raggedly, still hanging onto the

merlon. The torchlight from below set his gold to gl eam
ing- Al his gold; suddenly, | found | hated himfor it. "I
cane out here to be alone.™

"I know." lan's tone was even, unperturbed even by
N the belligerence in my own. "That is why | followed."
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J"Why? Did you think I would throw myself fromthe
wal | ?"
A 195

"You | ook as though the thought has crossed your
m nd." Like ne, he bore a cup of wine. But he did not
drink fromhis. "Niall, what did Varien say to you?"

| tasted something in ny nouth that nmade nme want to

spit. Instead, | gulped nore wine. "He said he desired
me," | said flatly, when all the wi ne was gone. "Perhaps
he thinks | will share his bed when | cannot share
Gsellas."

The torchlight polished |an's angul ar face. He was so
much like Isolde. So nuch like our father. "There was a
time | could have told you the truth of Varien. | grewto
know himwell in Atvia because | had no choice." He
paused. "Not in the way he wi shes to share with you, but
because we spent tine together. But as for telling you,
was not certain you would listen. | was not certain you
could." He | ooked straight at ne. "Can you, rujho7 Can
you hear the truth?"

"What truth?" | demanded. "I think | have heard it
all."

He took the enpty cup fromny hand. "No. You have

heard not hing." Snoothly, he threw the cup over the
crenel. | saw a flash of silver in the torchlight; it was
gone. "Do you hear it?" he asked, and | heard the dul
clang of the cup striking stones bel ow.

"l an—

"G sella has addl ed your nmind as nuch as her own is

addl ed," he said plainly. "I know you cannot see it, but /
can; | can see precisely what she has done to you, and

do not like it. It is tinme something was done to destroy
the taint."

"I'"toshaa-nH' | asked rudely. "Or does that lie solely
wi thin your province?"

"It lies within the province of every Cheysuli warrior,"
he answered quietly. "Even within that of a lirless
Cheysuli."

He mi ght as well have taken a knife and thrust it into

my belly. | felt the invisible blade go honme, tw sting,
twisting, until | nearly cried out with the pain. As it was,
I clutched at the nerlon. Sweat broke out on my face.

"Ku'reshtin— | cursed himraggedly. "Look to yourself
when you speak of taint. It was you Lillith kept."

"Aye. You she gave away.
196

The silver cup glittered

agai nst the darkness of his hands. "You she gave to

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry!/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (164 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:50 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt
Cisella."

I swore again, very softly; | was nearly doubl ed over
fromthe pa'n. "Gsellais ny wife."

"Gseliais your bane . . , and will be, until we do
sonething to prevent it."

"We?" | asked bitterly, |eaning against the merlon.

"Do you speak of the a'saip." | laughed in the face of his
sudden shock. "Perhaps you do desire the Lion; perhaps

Cei nn ano the others have found a willing substitute for
ne. "

"The gods forgive you for that," he whispered. "How
can you think it of me? I amyour |iege man—=

"You | eave out brother,"” | said harshly. "lIs it because

we only share a father that you discount the kinship? Is it
because | am Honanan and Sol i ndi sh that you brush

asi de the other blood between us?" | |aughed. "Wy

not? Ceinnis willing to let that be reason enough to drag
me out of a throne | cannot yet claimas ny ow. Do you
abet hin? Do you abet the a'saii T

"No," he said softly, when he could speak again. "I
abet only the gods."

"In what? Your nmarch to the throne?" | thrust out a
rigid armand pointed toward the nassive pal ace proper.
"I't waits. lan. In the Geat Hall. Al crouched down

upon its wooden haunches with its wooden eyes gl eam ng
even as the mouth spills out its wooden tongue. The Lion
waits, lan—why not claimit for yoursel f?"

Hi s posture was so rigid | thought he m ght break
"Because | do—not—want—t." He thrust the words out

bet ween cl enched teeth. "And one day, you w |l under-
stand why. One day, | think you will beg ne to take the
Lion fromyou." He put his cup into ny hand. "But even

when you beg, | will not take it. Because | amthe Lion's
shadow . . . not the Lion hinself. | leave that title to
you."

"l an— But he had turned, going back into the shad-
ows until | could not see him only the glinting of his
gold. Al his Cheysuli gold.

CGods, why can | not have ny own—"Ilan! | an, woW

Unsteadily | ran along the narrow sentry-wal k, still clutch-
ing the cup in ny hand. Wne sl opped over the rimand

spl ashed agai nst thigh, boot, stone. "lan—ome back!

197

need you, rujho. | need you ... | need you to take away

the pai n—=

But he was gone. He did not hear, or else he did not
care to answer.

| stopped running. | fell against the parapet and gasped
for breath, trying to still the roiling in nmy belly. | wanted
to spew all the wine over the crenel onto the stones
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below. | wanted to start over again, to tear up the spoiled
parchnment and begin again with a fresh one. | wanted to
shout and scream and cry, Because | was so enpty, so
gods-cursed enpty.

And a man cannot |ive when he is made up of enptiness.

The cup in ny hand was al so enpty. And so | threw it
over the crenel to joinits fellow far bel ow, w shing
could be rid of nyself as easily.

How can a man be rid of hinmself when he has no w sh
to die?

He | eaves. H6 | eaves.
198

Seven

' * -

A.

s"*-

Sr.s

a?'

| fled Homana- Muj har on fleet horse and fleeter need to
escape the blackness in ny soul. That | had a denon in
me | did not doubt; \ could feel it within ne, claw ng,
gnawi ng, shredding the interior of my belly. | shouted
orders to the guard and clattered out of the cobbl ed
outer bailey and through the wide front gates even as
they were shoved open. Free of the outer curtain wall,
spurred through winding alleys and streets, ignoring the
shouts of passers-by. Never an indifferent horsenan, |
took negligent care to avoid tranpling anyone, and there-
fore no one went down beneath my stallion's iron-shod
hooves.

Sparks flew, | bent low in the saddl e and urged the

horse on faster, past the watch and through the massive
bar bi can gate, portcullis raised: the East Gate of Mij hara
Onward through the clustered spillage of outer dwellings;

I recalled the night | had net Strahan. So | ong ago—had
he really warned nme not to wed G sell a?

Aye, he had. As well as promising to take ny sons.
Now t he prom se was nore dangerous than ever; Gsella
could bear me ny first son soon, and set Strahan's plans
into notion.

Through the wi ndi ng footpaths of the outskirts; out of
dirt onto heath, digging divots of tight-packed turf and
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clods of soil. | shut ny eyes and trusted ny horsenanship
to keep ne in the saddle as | battled the enptiness,

It is difficult to describe how overwhel m ng enptiness
can be, how utterly enconpassing, until even the thought
of death becomes |l ess inportant than the driving need to
be filled. It is worse than nel ancholy; worse than the
depths of despair. It is a conplete cessation of function-
199

ing. A nman sinply ceases to be, and yet he knows that
physically he still exists. It is only his spirit that has been
torn asunder.

The need burned away the liquor in ny blood. | was
not drunk, though a part of ne |onged to be. Nor was
made ill by the poison | had poured so liberally into ny

body. | was sinply enpty.

Under the quarter noon the horse and | went on,
gal l opi ng across the open plains until we could gallop no

nmore, and then we slowed. | heard the whistle in the
stallion's wind and knew | had conme close to slaying him
outright; | night even have ruined him permanently. He

carried bis head very low, dangling on the end of his
shaven neck. His ears lolled back |oosely, flopping as he
wal ked. He staggered, stumbling repeatedly; at |ast I

di smounted and led him But | did not turn back. | |ed

hi m ever eastward, into the deepwood that swall owed

the eastern plains.

Spittle fromthe stallion had soiled ny vel vet doubl et.
It was past mdsummer, noving into fall, but the night
was not cold, only cool

Ahead of me, hidden by | eagues of deepwood, |ay

Cl ankeep. But | did not intend to go there; could not, in
nmy need. | knew Ceinn and the other a'saii would nock

me, denigrating me before the clan, using ny enptiness
and lirlessness to turn other warriors against nme. And
then there would be nore than just a few, nore, even,
than twenty or thirty. There woul d be enough to pull ne
out of the Lion's presence and put lan in ny place.

At last, weary as the stallion, | stopped stunbling
eastward and searched for shelter. In a copse of close-
grown beeches | unsaddl ed the stallion, unpacked the
few things | had brought with me—bow, full quiver
wat er ski n, a pouch of dried nmeat, one of grain, cloak—

and made a bed of |eaves. | threw nyself upon it and
rolled up in my cloak once | had tethered and grained
the horse. | knew he would not try to break the rein and

wander. Like ne, he wanted nothing nore than the
forgetful ness of sleep.

I burrowed into the | eaves, reflecting the Homanans
woul d not believe it of their prince, and | et the darkness

overwhel mne- | heard the night sounds; snelled the
sap, the soil, the fragrance of the forest. | stared up at
200

the arching fretwork of |inbs against stars and t hought of
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the gods who had decreed there be a people put onto the
| and, and so they had put the Firstborn upon the Crysta
Isle. | thought of the Firstborn who had watched their
chil dren beconme so bl ood-bred their very existence was
threatened; until even the Firstborn knew they them

sel ves could not recover. And | thought of the prophecy
that bound the Cheysuli so tightly; that bound ne so
tightly, like the pillory that inprisons thief and liar.

The stallion grunted. | turned to | ook and saw hi m go

down, shifting sideways, until he lay on his side; until, on
hi s back, he tw sted and hunched, flailing long | egs as he
roll ed agai nst deadfall and dirt. He shed dried sweat and

disconfort in the age-old equine rite; I wished | could do
the sane.
He lay still a nonment, blinking; the quarter npon set

his eye afire with light. And then he was up, awkward in
the attenpt as horses always are; he stood, shook

vi ol ent|l y—sheddi ng hair and debris—then | ocked his knees
and shut his eyes. He would sl eep standing, perfectly
confortable, while |I tried to sleep |lying dowm in | eaves
agai nst a ground that would be danp by norning.

The night was colder than | had expected. Wen dawn
chased away the nmorning msts | awoke shivering with a
bone-deep chill. | tried to wap the cloak nore tightly,
but it was only a sunmmer cloak of fine-conbed wool, not

a heavier winter cloak lined with fur. And so | gave up
on sl eep altogether and rose, aware of a sourness in ny
throat that bespoke a belly gone bad on too much wi ne.

had thought the effects purged by the flight from Mij hara;

they were not. The condition of ny head told ne that.

I drank water sparingly, ate dried neat, sat hunched
on a cold I og wi shing nyself a man who di d not inbibe;

knowi ng one day, and probably too soon, | would do the
same agai n.

Finally | rose and went to the horse. Wth both hands
brushed his back free of the debris remaining fromthe
ni ght before, placed bl ankets across his spine and pre-
pared to hoist the saddle up and settle it on top of the
bl ankets. | had every intention of going back to Homana-
Muj har. Every intention: no doubt ny brother and father
worri ed—+ knew ny nother worried—and | had |eft

201

Gsella as well. Poor, sad G sella, deprived of the order-
ing in her wits that would have made her worthy of any
man.

And yet, | thought she was worthy of ne.

Gimy | reached for the Homanan saddl e. But even as

| caught hold and hoisted it, | realized the enptiness was
not gone. Only a bit laggard in renewing itself in ny

soul

Gods, what am| to do? Tell me what | amto do
But the only answer was the snort of ny chestnut
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stallion and the chatter of a jay in the tree-

Do / go back? Has anything changed fromlast night,

except the condition of head and belly? No. | amstil

enpty, still naked, still bound up in the need for the thing
| need so badly.

And so | did not go back. | tended the stallion nore
carefully than the night before, pulling the blankets from
hi s back, once again, and found himnostly recovered
fromny irresponsibility. | grained him watered him as
best | could by tucking the skin beneath an arm and
pressing water into cupped palns. He drank, but | did

not doubt he would prefer a streamor river.

"Later. First, we—+t-need fresh neat. This pouch wll
not last long." | patted him left himrein enough to
graze around the tree, took bow and quiver and set out
to hunt on foot.

After half a day spent tracking, | slew a roebuck and
carried it back to the canpsite slung over ny shoul ders.
There | hung it up and butchered it, enjoying the nessy
task not because | enjoyed butchering, but because

took satisfaction in doing the thing nyself. So often there
were others to do it for ne. Even lan- And | thought of

the red king stag.

I built a fire and roasted the neat, know ng nost of it
woul d spoil before | could eat it all. The stallion cropped
contentedly at forest grasses and the grain | gave him
untroubl ed by his sojourn away fromluxury into the

dept hs of the shadowed forest. And even though | was

enpty still, | began to know a little peace

We noved on, the horse and |, after another day. He
had stripped the copse bare of grazing and | wanted to
202

find a proper stream So | saddl ed him packed him
mounted him intending to head back.

But instead, we went deeper into the woods. And, as

the days passed, nore deeply still, until | left behind all
t hought s of Homana- Muj har and contented nyself with

doing for myself, as | had never done before.

I let my beard grow, since | had only a knife with

which to shave it, and no polished plate at all. | slew a
deer and fashioned a set of boots, since ny others—

i ntended only for cerenonial wear—were nearly destroyed

The fur was |ush against ny |egs. The renmaining pelt |

made into a rough jerkin—hair-in, hide-out, no sleeves—
and belted it with a strip of leather. Beneath it all | stil
wore the soiled silks and velvets of ny wedding finery, as
wel | as the garnets and gol d.

The horse began to grow his winter coat, |osing the
sheen of summertine and gaining the blurry outline of
col der nmonths. His mane, no | onger shaved, grew straight
up to a height the width of ny hand before it began to
fall. At Honmana- Mij har, he was stabl ed, closely tended,
knowi ng shelter against the seasons. Here he knew only
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the honesty of the forest,

We noved on twi ce nore, because the enptiness in-
creased. Each day | awoke prepared to go back, to go
hone, and yet each day |I felt nyself enptier than ever.
The only surcease | knew was to busy nyself with |living
as | had never lived, learning the forest as | had never

really known it. | thought of Gsella, growing larger with
my child. | thought of Ian, whom| had sent from ne
with cruel tenper and cruder tongue. | thought also of

my father, deprived yet again of his legitimte son and
heir so soon after he had finally gotten himback; need-
ing himnore than ever. And, of course, ny nother,

who no doubt worried every hour of every day and night.
But this was ny tine, ny freedom... my final chance

to learn precisely who | was before | must becone the
man they desired ne to be, and not the man I m ght have
becone on ny own.

I did not go back. Because | could not, yet.

* * *
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And then early one norning, just before dawn, a bear
came into canp. | knew it at once by the snell, even as
the stallion awakened me with the noise of his fear; his
attenpts to break free of the rein tying himto the sap-
ling. He broke it, but as he spun to run the bear was on
him and in the bright light of a full noon | saw the
hunter clearly: a cinnanon-col ored rock bear

There was nothing to do for the horse. By the tine |
caught up nmy bow, the bear had slain him And so | took
what | could reach of my belongings, silently, and left at
once, not w shing to contest anything so deadly as a rock
bear for canpsite or gear

I went away as far as 1 could and slept the rest of the
ni ght beneath the spreading |inbs of a huge old oak,
rolled in ny sunmer cl oak. And when at dawn | awak-
ened, | found the rock bear sitting beside ne.

I was up before | could speak, running before | could

wal k, caught before | could pray. | felt the spread paw
slap at ny ankle, catch, jerk, and then | was down,

rolling, trying to yank ny knife free of its sheath even as
the bear sl apped nmy hand. The knife went flying- Wth
unexpect ed precision, the bear used only one cl aw agai nst
the back of nmy hand. The stripe turned white, pink, red;

opening, it spilled blood down through ny fingers.

| spraw ed on ny buttocks, braced against one rigid
el bow even as ny booted feet scraped rotting | eaves,
searching for purchase in drifting debris. The bear sat

back on his haunches. | saw the yell ow eyes; the eyes of
a Cheysuli.

And then, of course, | knew.

"Ku'resht WI shouted hoarsely. "Is this how you
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mean to do it?"

The bear blurred before ne. | squinted as the void
swal | owed the bear and spat out a nan, a Cheysuli

Ceinn. Still he squatted before nme, close enough to touch;
| did not nove. | knew better than to nove.

"My lord," he said calmy, "there is a thing we nust
di scuss. "

"The two of us have nothing to discuss!"”
"Ch, aye—we all of us do, ny lord."

As he spoke the others cane out of the thinning dark-

ness, gliding fromtrees and shadowed pockets, all in
human form except for the lir. That hurt nost of all,
204

more than anything | had expected; that there were lir in
the world who would join the a'saii in attenpting to
repl ace ne.

I could not count themall, warriors or lir. | knew only
there were nore than | bad expected. Mre than | had
dreaned possi bl e.

Ceinn snmled. It nade the scar by his eye crease. It
made him |l ook |like a man who woul d be a good friend-
A man whose conpani onship woul d be val ued.

As no doubt the a'saii valued him

"My good fortune anmazes ne," he said. "W have

been so patient, expecting to wait a very long tine.
Prepared to wait a very long tine. Yet now you are here,
and we are here, and this thing can be settled at |ast."

I still sprawl ed on ny back, one knee thrust up. The
claw mark continued to bleed. "How many?" | asked.

"Of the a'saii?" Ceinn shrugged. "Enough. | have not
counted lately. At least two or three fromevery clan."

"Every clan?"

"Even those fromthe Northern Wastes, across the
Bl uetooth River."

I tried not to show ny dismay openly. But | was

stunned at the magnitude of the Cheysuli rebellion. There
were, at last count, at least thirty clans in Homana, some
| arge, sonme small, some snaller, but all invaluable to the
compl etion of the prophecy. And now, in their ms-

gui ded zealotry, they desired to destroy it-

1 did not bother to look at the others, though I ad-
dressed themas well. | |ooked only at Ceinn. "How
much of this is personal ?"

"None of it," he answered instantly, so sincerely that |
beli eved himeven as | desired not to. "There were a' sai
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in Homana before Isolde and | ever |ay down together."

It was a shock as well as an unpl easant realization,
"And now?"

"Now?" He nodded thoughtfully. "I admit | enjoy the
i dea nore."

Apprehensi on knotted ny belly. | could not help it; I

wi nced against the famliar pain. "Wuld it do any good
if | told you there are Homanans who feel nuch as you
do? That they also desire to replace nme with another?”

"The bastard." Ceinn nodded. "W know. "

I had hoped to buy my way free. | should have known
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better. "lan will never agree," | told him "And ' Sol de
has renounced you - . . who will you choose to hold the
Li on now? You?" | thought perhaps to breed dissension

anong the others; Ceinn's personal anbitions m ght dis-
turb them enough to delay their i mediate pl ans-

"lan may not agree while you are alive," Ceinn told
me, "but what happens when you are dead? The Queen

is barren. Donal has no other sons. W else will suc-
ceed hinP"

"Carillon's bastard."
Sonething flickered in his eyes.

| smiled, albeit was unanused. "If | amdead, it gives

the Honmanan a'saii nore chance than ever to put the
bastard on the throne. They are every bit as |oyal and
fanatical as you are; do you think they will suffer lon to
hol d the Lion? You are a fool, Ceinn—you and the

others. You will bring donestic rebellion to Homana

agai n, and destroy all hope of fulfilling the prophecy."

"El oquent," he said, "but our decision has been nade."

Slowy | sat up all the way, forgoing ny unintentiona
posture of subm ssiveness. In the nuted light of early
dawn, | |ooked at as many faces as | could. "How will it
be? WIIl it be the r7 O all of you in /w shape, |eaving
only scraps of clothing and broken bone—wi th perhaps

the ring remaining on ny hand to nmake certain ny

identity is known?"

"That may well be your fate," he agreed, "but it wll
not be our doing. It will be your own."

"Mne—= | laughed. "I hardly think—=

"7 do." He interrupted snmoothly. "You are a lirless
man, Niall. Cheysuli, for all you sublimate it beneath
Homanan | ooks and custons." He glanced in distaste at
my thickening beard. "And a lirless Cheysuli gives him
self over to the death-ritual."

"I never had a lir." It took all my determination not to
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show ny fear. "I amnot constrained to the ritual."

"No," he agreed, "but when we are done with you,

you wi Il believe you had a Ur—and you will believe you
| ost one."
Gods, they can do it. | tried to scranble up, to |unge

away from Ceinn, but it did not matter. The others
closed in even as he rose and brushed off his | eathers.

"Ruj ho," —how he nocked nme, in his inexpressibly
206

Jentle tone—"for Isolde's sake, | promse we will not
urt you."

Gods—

| tried to screamit. But by the tinme | opened ny
mout h, | had | ost the neans to speak

O even the desire.
207

f

i 2t

—

Ei ght

Ch gods—nay lir—
—sy lir is dead—
-y lir—

I knelt on the ground, hunched upon ny knees so that

my heels cut into nmy buttocks. My forehead was pressed
against the layer of brittle fallen ieeves; | shut ny eyes so
tightly all | could see were the pallid colors of ny death:

smutty blue, nmuddy bl ack, an edge of maggot white in
t he ashen darkness of my grief.

—ny lir~ay lir is dead—

Fists dug holes in the crunbLng | eaves; digging,
digging, until they touched the cool dp.npness of soi

beneath: the hum d, sweaty soil; of the consistency of
clay; the clay that is used to seal the eyes cf a dead man
cl osed.

-y lir—

I have known grief in ny life, nuch grief; | recalled

how it was when | had believed ny brother dead, but I
have never known, have never inmagi ned what it woul d be
li'*etolosealir. It was as if a man had thrust a hand
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through flesh and gristle and bone to grasp ny heart;

grasping it, he wenches it frommy chest and throws it
aside, leaving me both alive and dead. Alive because

do not die; dead because everything within the fragile
shell of human flesh is dead, so infinitely dead. How does
a man live like this?

How can a man survive?

He does not.

And then | knew what | nust do.

I wenched nyself up fromthe ground and ran, ran;

running, | felt the grief rise up fromny belly to clog ny
208

cbest, my throat, nmy nmouth, until i could hf.wit rising
fromny lips to kite upon the wi nd made of my own

passi ng; a keening deathsong, a wailing gnefsong; a song
composed of all the pain in my neart and soul and m nd:

my lir is dead, nmy lir is dead; why can | not be deaa as
wel | ?

I ran. / ran.
So hard. So hard.

—gods—-how is it you can gift a man wiih such a mracle
as a lir, and then take himaway fromthat nman—=2

| ran.

Vi nes slashed down across ny face. Atree |linb scraped
across my cheek, lifting skin and beard. A thorny creeper
| ooped ny throat; tugged, tore.

| ran.

Bracken foul ed ny | egs, slapping at ny thighs. Dead-
fall linbs cracked and rolled beneath nmy feet; | stum
bl ed, caught myself; ran on

CGods—how | ran—

There is painin ny belly, in ny chesi in ny throat.

can hear ny breathing wheezing, his'sinp, whistling, |ike
that of a wind-broken horse. There is dryness in ny
throat, such gods-awful dryness; it bunms, it busns ...
think it will bumme alive—

Gods—why did you take ny lir?

I trip. | fall. 1 rise.
—Fun—
Sonething is running behind ne. | can hear it. | can

hear it com ng; hear it slipping through the path | break
as | run; running nore quickly than / can run as | try to
| eave it behind.
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I can hear it. | can hear it tearing through the vines

and creepers and bracken, unhindered by the thorns, the
roots, the traps that plants will lay for a man, seeking to
bring hi m down.

I can hear it. | can hear it breathing, breathing; | can
hear its heavy panting.

| can hear it—

—and then | realize it is nyself | hear; there is nothing
behind ne, nothing at all, except grief and pain and the
awf ul wei ght of know edge: ny lir is dead, ny Va—ny lir
is gone from me—

209

Ch gods. WII you not lift this weight fromm soul ?
Aye, they tell nme. Aye. You have only to trust in us;

trust yourself to us; give yourself over to us.
Aye. It is best. For the best. It cannot be so hard.

—+ give nyself over to you—

No.1 A new voice | do not recognize. Not myself. The
gods?

—+ give nysel f—
No!

—+ give—
And nore urgently yet: No!
No? Who—er what—s that which tells ne no?

I slow | stop. | turn. But all | can see is the grayness
of finality; the grayness turning black, so black, it prom
ises relief. It promises an end to all the pain and gri ef
and wretched enptiness—

No, the new voice tells ne. Firmy, as if | ama child-
And | think: perhaps | am one.

Not a child. No. But a man. A man. A warrior. A
Cheysul i

And | laugh. Aloud, | shout: "How can | be a Cheysul
when | have no lir?'1

And then | realize what they have done to ne, Ceinn
and the others; what they have tried to do.

And fail ed.

I fell. | fell down, painfully, and felt thorns claw ng at
my face, catching the conmer of mnmy eye; tearing. A stone
was beneath nmy tenple, pressing inexorably. | noved a

little, seeking relief; found it"

Gods—+ woul d have given nyself over to death.
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I lay face down in dirt and | eaves and fern, nearly
blind fromoverexertion. | had tried so hard to run both
fromny end and to it; to give nyself over to the beast
that would take ny life, to relieve the pain of my |oss.

Except there had been no loss. None at all: | had no
Ur.

You do now.

My breath stirred the crackling skel etons of |eaves that
were no | onger | eaves. Mdtes rose, danced, insinuated
thensel ves beneath ny lids. | felt sweat run down ny
nose, ny brow, ny jaw, the tears run down ny cheeks.

Lir, you would do better to get up
210

| felt stones beneath nmy hip. But | had no strength to
nove.

Lir.

Sonet hi ng cool, sonething danp, sonething inpossi-
ble to ignore; it reached beneath nmy neck and nudged,
nudged agai n; pushed—

I cannot lift you, lir . . . | ama wolf, not a nan; not a
warri or.

Am ?
It pushed. It shoved.

I rolled. Opened ny eyes. Saw bl ack nose, silver nuz-
zl e, green-gold eyes.

And teeth.

I lunged upward, away, away; then, kneeling, hunch-
ing, bent to spew the. contents of ny belly onto the
ground.

You ran too hard. Lir, you should not have run so

har d.

My belly was enpty, but still it cranped. How it

cranped, knotting itself Iike yarn froma woman's fallen
spi ndl e.

I will wait.

I clawed for my knife and found the sheath enpty. |
faced the wol f bare-handed

Slay me and you slay yourself. The tone, unaccount -
ably, gentled. Lir—be not so witless. Have they nade you
deaf as well as blind?

A wolf. Male. Silver-gray, with green-gold eyes, and a
mask of deepest charcoal

He sat down. He sat. And his tongue lolled out of his
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nmout h.
"You are a—tr?" | croaked al oud.
/ am Serri. | amyours. | have been enpty so long, so

| ong— Suddenly he rose, approached, butted his head
into nmy shoul der before | could scranble away. / am
filled+ amfilled—ny spirit and soul are conpl ete—

I nearly fell over. My arms were full of wolf; ny lap
was full of wolf. So—such—wol f—

I am Serri, he said. / amyours. And | am no | onger
enpty—
And | realized, neither was I.

"Serri?" | whispered. "Serri?"

211

There is no need to speak al oud, unless you wish it. W
share the lir-bond, lir.

I laughed. Once only; | was too shocked, too utterly

overcone, to blurt out anything nore.
Serri?

You see? You may speak, or you may not—t no | onger
matters, lir.

"Serri?" This tinme, aloud; it was a croak, not a word,
but the sound brought tears to my eyes.

Tears of joy, of disbelief; of relief and exultation. But
al so tears of an absolute conpletion | had known before
only in a wonman.

Sul *harai, Serri said. That is what the Cheysuli call it.
But do not judge it too soon

Apprehension lifted the hairs on the back of ny neck
"Too soon?"

Too soon. You will see. It is often better than this.
"Better than this?"
Better. Wen you trade your shape for mine.

I laughed. And then | cried. And then | pulled the
wol f into n»y arns and hugged him hugged him as | had
hugged no one before.

Serri! | cried. Oh gods—why did it take so | ong?
Because it was your tahl norra.

I hugged him harder. | hugged himuntil he sneezed;
| aughed until he grunted.

"l am ni neteen, Serri—am | not a bit too ol d?"

Your jehan was too young, they say. You are too old,
you say. But age has nothing to do with it, lir; it has to do
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with being really.
"And | am ready?"
For me, and for your tahl norra.

I fell back against the ground, still hugging the wolf
against ny chest. | felt paws and nails digging into flesh
as Serri tried to right hinself; tried to regain some sem
bl ance of dignity. But | did not let him | wapped him
more tightly yet in ny arns and buried nmy face agai nst

the thick ruff warding throat and neck agai nst attackers.

"Serri—

Ihlini! The word rang a tocsin in ny head. Lir—en
you—+hlini —

On—+e? "Serri—=
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Ihlini—+hlini! And then he was grasping at ny throat,
i ps peeling back fromhis teeth.

I thrust nyself away at once, trying to ward mny throat
with a shaking hand. "Did Ceinn send you?" | asked. "Is
this another trick?"

Ihlini—+ir—+hlini—Even as | tried to scranble away,
the wolf was | eaping for ny throat.

My fingers caught the |eather thong, and suddenly |
knew.

Lillith's gift—+tillith's tooth—

I pulled the dangling tooth from beneath ny cl ot hi ng.
" Thi s?"

Be rid of it—be rid of it—ir, be rid of it at once!

| scraped the thong over ny head. In nmy palmlay the
curving tooth: thick at one end, capped by gol d; pointed
at the other. A dog*s tooth, or a wolfs.

A wol fs.

"Such an insignificant thing. ..." |1 said al oud

Be rid of it, lir—at once—

1 stared at the tooth. "Lillith," | said aloud. "Lillith,

Alaric—& sella— And | knew what they had done.
What they had nmade ne do.

My hand spasnmed. Fingers shut over the tooth. Tightly,
so tightly; the tooth bit into nmy flesh. "Ch gods—Beirdre
they have made ne slay themall!"

Lir, be rid of the charni

I thrust an arm agai nst the ground and pushed, rising
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unsteadily. And then | hurled Lillith's gift as far as
could into the forest depths.

They have made me slay themall. Deirdre, Liam Shea—
even |lerne and the unborn child—

Oh gods.
| began to run again.

Lir! Serri cane running behind ne; running, running,
even as | went running. Lir—wait—

Dead. All of them dead.

Al'l the proud eagles of Erinn, proud, fierce Erinn,
with its aerie upon the white chalk cliffs overl ooking the
Dragon's Tail -

Dei rdre.

Oh—gods—bei rdre—

| stopped running. | stood in the sun-gilded clearing
and felt the warmth upon ny face as | turned it toward
213

the sun. Gods, | said, howis it that in the noment you
give me the greatest gift of all, you take away another?
You give ne the know edge of what | can do . . . and the

know edge of what | have done.

Serri, beside nme, lifted his head and |icked ny hand.

Lir, be not so bitter. Wat is done is done; |ook not to |ay
bl ame upon your platter when it was another who had the
fashi oning of that platter.

The fashioning of that platter. . . . "Gsella?" | asked
aloud. "No. It was Alaric who put the torch into ny
hand; Lillith who stood by himeven as he did it."

| recalled it so well, that night upon the dome of the
dragon's skull. And all the light in nmy eyes as | set torch
to beacon-fire.

Gods. All dead.

G sella: who had spun a web within ny mnd and
bound me to her wll.

At her own instigation? Perhaps not. Perhaps she as

much as | was a puppet caught in the tangle of strings
pulled by Lillith and Alaric. | thought she lacked the wits
and concentration to make or carry out such plans.

And yet it had been G sella who had ensorcelled a
lirless man.

A man who was lirless no | onger.

"Serri," | said aloud, "there are things that | nust
learn, and | must learn themwell. Things such as taking
fir-shape. Things such as healing." | paused. "And the

gift of compelling a person to do as | wish himto do."
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Lir—

"And then we will go to O ankeep. And then to
Homana- Muj har.''

Lir—

I 1 ooked down at the wolf, ny lir, and knew nysel f
complete even while | felt the enptiness of grief; the
hol | owness of despair. "Serri," | begged, "teach me what
I rnust know. "

Serri seened to sigh. It begins, he said, with the
shapechange

214
N ne

Gods—but | cannot begin to say what it is to trade
human form for aninmal. There are no words to describe
the nelding of heart and mind and spirit, the perfect
bondi ng of man and animal. | knew only that | could not
conprehend how | had lived before, so enpty, so insub-
stantial, so unwhole; so vague a shadow of what a man
can be when he is a Cheysuli warrior

It is atrade, the ability to put off one form and wear
another. A transience unlimted by beginning and end,
simply a tine of being, when | was a wolf | was a wol f,
not a man, not N all; not even the Prince of Honana.
Not even a Cheysuli. Just—a wolf, and bound by such
freedom as an unbl essed nan cannot possibly conpre-
hend. Not even a Cheysuli. Because even a warrior, in
human form | acks the perfection of the aninmal he be-
conmes when he trades one shape for the other. Even a
Cheysuli is |less than he can be.

| began to understand. And | began to see why ny

race is so arrogant, so insular, so certain of their place
within the tapestry of the gods. Qur colors are brighter.
We are the warp and weft of Homana, and all the pat-

terns besides. Pick us fromthat pattern and the shape of
the dream col | apses. The shape of life coll apses-

As Homana hersel f woul d col | apse.

CGods, but what responsibility. And | began to under-
stand what ny father faced, trying to nmerge Homana and
the Cheysuli. Trying to blend recalcitrant yarns into a
har noni ous tapestry.

| learned to think as a wolf, feel as a wolf, act as a

wol f. | |earned how vul nerable is a man's naked fl esh;
215
how nmuch stronger are hide and fur. | |earned sounds

had never heard, scents | had never snelled, flavors
had never tasted. 1 |learned what it neant to be alive,
alive, as no man can ever be until he clains a fir.
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I learned that to be lirless and trapped forever in the
shape of a man is a torture of the kind no Cheysul
shoul d ever experience.

I thought of nyself as | had been: lirless, unblessed, a
shadow of a man, |acking a soul altogether.

And | thought of Rowan. And began to respect himas

I had never fully respected him knowing only | had
resented himas | had resented nysel f, because we nei -
ther of us clainmed a lir.

0 gods, | thank you for this lir.

Serri taught me the shapechange and the responsibili -

ties inherent in the ability. There was, he said, a matter of
bal ance, a matter of retaining the conprehension of self.
Wthout it, a man in Ar-shape who grows too angry can

al so grow too careless, and he can tip the delicate bal -
ance. Tipping it, he loses hinself, and slides over the

edge into the nadness of permanent ffr-shape.

Because a man, he said, a a man; |locked in A r-shape
forever, he |loses the thing that nakes hi m hunan and
becomes a beast instead.

| wondered al oud: would it be so bad to be an ani nal
f orever?

And Serri had answered that a man, born a man, was
intended to be a man; the gods, seeing how unbal anced the
scal e had becone, and why, would take their retribution

And | bad said: Qur gods are not retributive; that is a
thing of Asar-Suti, the Seker, the god of the netherworld.

And he had answered: It is a thing of all gods, high and
| ow, when their children go astray.

Aye, a trade. The putting off of human form and the
repl acenent with aninmal flesh and bl ood and bone. But
where does the man-shape go when the nan desires the
gui se of an animal? Into the earth. W vouchsafe our
Human forms to the power of the earth, whose magic
gives us the ability to borrow the ani mal shape for as
Il ong as need be. W are so rooted in the earth, we
Cheysuli; so intricately rooted

And | wondered what it was |like to be a Firstborn; to
216

know nyself foremost of all the children to cone. To
have power in abundance, more so than I hlini or Cheysuli
and yet also to carry the seeds of self-destruction.

I thought of Ceinn and his fellow a'saii, barking back

to the days of the Firstborn and desiring the power again.
Their desire was not wong, precisely—the prophecy,
fulfilled, would give us that power again, wth added
stability gained fromthe bl oodlines merged—but their

met hod of attaining the power was. Could they not see
they valued the A d Blood too nmuch?
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But zealots are too often blinded by the magnificence
of their vision; while dedication can be an adm rabl e,
awesome thing, it can also be incredibly deadly. As it
m ght have been for ne.

Enough. The time for contenplation is done. "You
have taught me," | told Serri, "and | have | earned. Now
it istimeto go."

/ have taught you a little, lir, and you have |learned a
little |l ess. Be not so drunk upon the wi ne of acconplishnent.

I laughed. "Drunk, aml1? No, | think not. | think I am
afraid . . . and | think | amangry, too. But not so angry
as to forget what little | have learned; | have no intention
of challenging all the a'saii. Only to ask for what is
owed. "

Nothing is owed a man, lir. Unless it is the service the

man hi nmsel f owes to the gods and the prophecy.

"Serri, you are soundi ng ponpous. As for things owed—
aye, a man owes service to the gods. But a nan al so
owes respect to another man when that nan has earned
it."

As you have earned it?
"l have. | have gained ny lir."

Serri sighed. Not so nuch, | think, nobst of the tine.
But, then again, sonmetines 1 think perhaps it is.

"And sonetinmes we are in accord.”" | bent, tugged a
charcoal -ti pped ear, suggested silently we go on. It was
time to go to C ankeep

A long wal k.

"Who speaks of wal ki ng when | can run?" | asked,
and blurred into ny fir-shape.

What joy it is to slip the bonds of human fl esh and wear
the shape of a wolf instead.

Gods, how we ran!
217

The guardsnmen burst through the underbrush in a bl aze

of black and crinmson. Horses beat the deadfall and brush
aside, tranpling it down even as the riders urged them
forward. | saw the glitter of bared steel as the Mijharan
Guard hacked their way through the forest.

Serri?

Taken by surprise—+esponding with the instincts of a
wol f —+ | eaped over a fallen tree to hide behind a screen
of linbs even as Serri |eaped beside ne.

Serri—

I am here. | am al ways here
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AThereF one of the guardsmen cried. "D d you see
hi n? nwwthe white wol f-—=

"And a second wolf as well/* clained anot her

"But not white," said a third. "Gay or silver—+ could
not tell."

And then lan, with Tasha | eapi ng beside him rode out
of the trees to join the others. "W are not tracking
wol ves, captain. We are tracking the Prince of Homana.

Screened behind a veil of |eaves and heavy fern, | saw
my brother rein in by the man who had spoken first; an
ol der man, brown-haired, with a coif of nmail shrouding
nmost of his head.

"Aye." the soldier agreed grimy, "but are we to ig-
nore a white wotf when we see one? The pl ague—

"W are not certain the plague is caused by wol ves, "
my brother said mildly. "After all, how many white
wol ves can there be?"

VWhite wol ves? | nysel fWas white when in fir-shape; it

had concerned ne greatly at first, for albino coloring is
undesi rabl e, signifying weakness. Al bino stock is always
slain; | had seen it done to an entire litter of puppies
born to one of die captains' bunting bitches when | was
just a child. But Serri had assured ne | was white, not

al bino. My eyes were blue, not red; nmy hearing was

unaf fected. There was nothing in ne of weakness.

But —pl ague?

I heard one of the men nutter: "There is a bounty on
white wol ves. "

"And woul d you risk the plague to bring one in for a
copper penny?" the nearest rider asked.

"Silver," the first retorted. "For silver, | mght do it."
218

"Ride on," ny brother said. "W are hunting a man
not a wolf; | think the Mijhar would pay nore than a
silver penny to the man who finds his heir."

I heard soneone nutter sonething about a body, and
realized they thought nme dead. | amnot a man nuch
taken with jokes of death, real or not; at once | took
back my human form and stepped out in front of them
all. "But what coin for the heir if he finds hinself?"

Hands went to swords and knives, then fell away.
heard startled exclamations, curses, murnurings of relief.

"Ruj W Gods, rujho, you are alive!" lan swng a | eg
across his horse's neck and | eaped out of the saddl e,
beating his way through the fens and dangling creepers.

I met himhalf way and cl asped his bare arns, grinning
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as | felt the gold beneath ny fingers. "Alive," | agreed.
"lan—truly | did not nmean to worry everyone. But—=

"I't is enough that you are alive," he interrupted. "I
am not oar jehan—tet himgive you the reprimnds."

I grinmaced- Aye- No doubt he had nore than one for
me. "lan—=

"Gods, we thought you were dead! We found the
remai ns of your horse—the gear— He shook his head.

"Ru/ Ao. "

"There was reason,” | told him "In a nonment,

prom se you will understand. ..." | went fromhimto
the captain, still nmounted, and caught his horse's rein.
"Captain, take word at once to the Mijhar and the

Queen that | amwell —quite well —and tell them!| -nil

be home in a few nore days. There is sonething e]|e
must do first.”

"My lord." He stared. As if | were a spirit risen from

the dead; perhaps, in a way, | was. But | had no time for
such specul ati on when ny father and not her believed
was dead-

1 frowned. "Go at once, captain. Do not tarry any
| onger. "

He tightened his reins to turn, signaling to the others.
But even as they turned, he hung back and drew in a
deep breath. "My lord—forgive ne, but ... for a no-
ment, | thought you were Carillon."

He was deadly serious. And he was ol d enough to be.

"You served him did you not?" | pushed the horse's
nose away fromny face. "You knew him then."
219

"I did not know hi mnot as General Rowan or others

of higher rank; | was not a captain then. But aye,

served him" He sniled. He was ol der than | had thought,
but career soldiers are often an agel ess |ot, becone otd
before their youth is spent. "My lord, it has al ways been
said of you; that you resenble the |ate Mijhar. But now
it is doubly striking. Now that you wear a beard."

| had forgotten the beard entirely. | would have to
shave it off. But—ot yet. For the nonent, | found |I did
not mnd the conparison

Carillon never had a lir. | snmiled. "Go back, captain,
and carry word the heir is alive. And I will be hone
soon. "

"My lord." He spun his horse and was gone, | eaving
broken vines and bracken in his wake.

| turned to lan. "I swear, | intended no one to worry."

"They did. W all did. Gods, rujho, what do you
expect? | saw what your tenper was before you di sap-
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peared; for all | knew, you had sought the death-ritual."
| shrugged. "I did."

lan's face was taut. "Once we found the horse, |
t hought a beast had taken you."

"One did," | said grimy. "A Cheysuli beast called
Ceinn."

"Ceinn!" lan stared. "What has Ceinn to do with
t his?"

"What has Ceinn to do with anything?" | asked bit-
terly. "He very nearly had his heart's desire, rujho—Niall
dead, and only lan left to accept the Lion Throne."

" Ruj ho—*

"It is the truth,* 1 told himgently. "And when we see
him you may ask him™"

The first shock of ny appearance had worn off. Now
| an | ooked nore closely than he had before. | saw him
begin to frown.

"The beard," | told him

"No—el |, aye, but not only the beard. There is nore.
You ar e—harder."

"Gown up," | told him "Aye, & little." | bent down
on one knee to greet Tasha as she glided through the
tranpled fern. She purred, butting her head beneath ny

jaw in her customary greeting. "Still the lovely girl," |
220
told her warmy. "If lan ever grows weary of you, you

may come to ne.'
| an grunted el oquent dissent.

"Ch, aye, | know. You would not weary of her any-
nore than | would weary of Serri." | grinned. "Wuld
you care to neet ny fir?"

Bef ore he could answer, | summoned Serri through the

link. And when the wolf came, eyes slitted against the
sunlight, | turned to watch my brother's reaction.

He stood incredibly still for a | ong nmonent. And then,
slowy, he knelt down am dst the tangle of deadfall

brush and bracken. "Ch wol f," he whi spered, "leijhana

tu sai —teijhana tu sai for making ny rujholli whole. . , ."

And put a shaki ng hand against Serri's |lovely head,

A nmonent | ater, alnost awkwardly, he rose and turned
to face ne squarely. "How could | not have seen it? How
could 1 not have known?"

"How coul d you have known, |an? | did not know
nmysel f."

He shook his head. "I myself have been fir-sick. I
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know what the craving is, the enptiness that drives a boy

out into the forest to find his fir. |I have seen it before; |
have/e/fit before . . . rujho, | should have known."
"Wl |l enough, | curse you for it." | spoke the weakest

one | could think of. "Now, shall we go on to Qankeep?
| have business there with Ceinn and the other a9 sail."

He | ooked troubled. "Perhaps the a'saU m ght wait."

"Perhaps not," | suggested. "I would prefer to settle
the question of ny worthiness once and for all. | think
now the clans mght accept ne willingly."

"They mght," lan agreed grimy, "but what of the
Homanan zeal ot s? Your blood at |ast asserts itself; your
magic is no longer 'hidden.' It will give themfurther
cause for alarmand outcry."”

"But it will not give themthe Lion."

He caught ny armas | turned to go. "It might," he

said flatly. "Niall, have you forgotten how to count? You
were in Erinn and Atvia for nore than a year. And then,
barely hone again, you di sappear for another nonth.

You have given the Homanan rebels every opportunity

to gain a foothold in this battle for the Lion."

"Carillon's bastard,"” | said grimy
221

"Aye, Carillon's bastard." He glared. "N all, he has
begun to gather an army."

"The bastard?" It was ny turn to stare in disbelief.
"How can he do that?"

| an shngged. "How not? He wants to take the throne.”
"But—eur father is Mijhar."

My brother sighed a little. "The cost of growing up in
a realmat peace is conplacency, | see—er, perhaps,
i gnorance. Have you no conprehension of politics?"

"Do you?"
"Sone," he said shortly. "Cheysuli or no, | under-
stand what this nmeans. As you should. ..." He shook

his head. "Even now he gathers an arny as well as public
opinion in his favor—

"—and when he has enough of both, he can petition
the Homanan Council for a change in the succession." |
nodded, pleased to see the surprise in lan*s eyes; he had

expected me to understand nothing at all. "And, of course,
the Council, led by our father, will decline the petition—=
"—which will open the road to civil war," lan finished.

"It is noidle threat, N ali; no unlikely happenstance.

And you forget something else: the Council is made up

of Homanans. All of them served under Carillon; our
j ehan has appoi nted no one, except for Rowan, and even
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he might prefer Carillon's son as opposed to Carillon's
grandson. "

" Rowan?"

| an shrugged. "Perhaps. Wio can say for certain? Wen

you | ook at the petition closely, you will see there are
possibilities for its approval. He is Carillon's son, and
therefore a part of the prophecy."”

"But he is not Cheysuli

lan did not smile. "Let us say the Homanans are | ess
impressed with the need to fulfill the prophecy than the
Cheysuh are, Niall. But let us say also there are those on
the Council who do desire to see the prophecy fulfilled

how better to lay proper claimto the Lion than to wed
the claimant to a woman with the necessary bl oodlines?"

"Cheysuli," | blurted. "But who would agree to such a
thing? / amthe rightful heir!"

"Gsella mght," he said evenly. "Wth you dead, why
shoul d she decline the chance to be Queen of Homana?
222

The title was pronised her at birth the nonent her
gender was known."

It shook nme, as he intended it to. Aye, G sella mght.
And the gods knew she had the proper blood; it was why
/ had had to wed her.

"Gsellal" | said bitterly. "Gods, but I w sh she had
died in her nother's fall!"

"Niall!" Again, lan caught ny arm "N all-by the

gods, you know-*

"That she ensorcelled nme? Aye, | know+ knew t he

monent | gained ny lir. Whatever spell she wove nust

have had I hlini origins, not Cheysuli. | renenbered it all
once | had linked with Serri." And then all the pain and
grief welled up again. "Ch gods—+an . . . what they

made me do—

"I know." He caught me in a conpassionate enbrace.

"Ch rujho, | know . . . they made nme watch as you lit
the fire."
"All of them" | cried. "All the eagles in the aerie—=

hugged himas | never had before, never having required
it so badly before. "CGods, they nmade me give the order
to slay Li am-Shea—beirdre—

He heard the change in ny tone as | said her nane;

the pain, the anguish, the grief ./'Deirdre," he echoed,
nmostly to himself, and it intensified the pain to hear him
say her nane.

Oh—gods—bei rdre—
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| sank down to kneel in the tranpled grass and ferns.
"They nmade ne nurder Deirdre."

Silently he knelt down on one knee and caught the

back of my neck with a single hand, forcing me to | ook
into his face. "Rujho,"” he said, "if you |oved her that
much, | amtruly sorry."

It shocked me, even in ny grief. "You speak of |ove?"

"Way not? It exists, no matter what the custons say.
Do you think there is no | ove between our jehan and his
cheysul af "

"Is there?"

"OfF course. | see themdifferently, rujho, because they
allowne to. O— sniling alittle, he shrugged "—perhaps
they do not allowit, and yet | see it. But be certain it

exists. "

"There was Sorcha first. Your nother."
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"Aye. But she died nmany years ago, and there is no
| aw that says a warrior may not |ove another woman."

| saw Deirdre in the distance. "Not |," | said renotely.
"By the gods, not I... | will never love Gsella."

After a nmoment, he sighed. "No," he agreed. "No,
think not. | think no man will ever love Gsella
except, perhaps, her/eAan."

"Alaric?"

"Aye. You were too bedazzled by what the girl had

done to you—but aye, Alaric loves her. And | think he
does not forgive hinself for being the man who nade her
the way she is."

"Compassi on for the enemy?"

"Conpassion for the jehan." He clasped ny neck briefly

and pull ed ny head agai nst one shoulder in a brotherly
gesture of affection, then tousled ny hair as he rose.
"Per haps you have the right of it rujho. I think we should
go to C ankeep."

| stood up. "After telling me we should not?"

"There is sonething left for you to do." He grinned,

and then he |aughed aloud. "After all these years, have
you forgotten -the fir-gold? It is your right to wear it,
now. "

My right. | |ooked down at Serri, waiting beside ny
left leg. Lir-gold, Serri

It is your right to wear it.

I laughed. "Aye! It is!" | caught lan's neck and hugged
hi m awkwardly, nearly jerking himoff his feet. "Aye,
rujho, let us go and get ny gold!"
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Frowmning a little, he felt at the | obe that bore the
cat-shaped earring. "W have only one nount, and you

are too heavy for ny horse to carry both of us. There are
times he wants nothing to do with ne."

"Who speaks of riding, ru/Ao?" And as he wat ched
benusedly, | blurred into nmy fir-shape

As | ran, | heard himcurse, because he had a horse.
Because, like ne, he wanted to go in fir-shape.

And | | aughed, because there is not a Cheysuli alive
who prefers a horse when he has another formto serve
hi m

CGods—what freedomthere is in |lir-shape—
224
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I took back my human form at the gates of C ankeep and
turned to watch lan come up on his stallion. Beside him
ran Tasha, sleek and sinuous in the sunlight, chestnut
coat burnished bronze- Serri warded my left |eg, pressing
a shoul der agai nst ny knee; through the fir-link, | sensed
his insecurity -

Afir? | asked in surprise

In nmy place, how would you feel ? he returned. C ankeep
is a place of many people, many lir . . . and | have known
none of them

It was amazing insight into howa fir felt about things.
Al too often it was easier sinply to believe them above
us all, closer to the gods, and yet Serri's defensive tone
rem nded ne of nyself when faced with a thing | could

not fully understand.

Was it the sanme for Tasha?

Serri peered around ny knee as the nmountain cat cane
to join us. The sanme for us all, when the link is first nade.
We are not so different from nen.

1 woul d have di sagreed, verbally or otherw se, but |an
junped off his horse and called out in the Ad Tongue
for the warriors guarding the entrance to open the gates
for us.

I waved away drifting dust, then stepped back as the
wooden gates swung open. Once, | had been told, there
was no need for gates to shut the Cheysuli in- But the
time had cone to shut the eneny out, and the gates had
becone traditional. Mre and nore, C ankeep reni nded
me of Mij hara.

lan, leading his fractious stallion, fell into step beside
225
me. "We will go to the shar tahl. It is for himto nake
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the arrangenents for the Cerenony of Honors."

I felt a shiver of pride and excitement |ift the flesh on
my bones. Cerenony of Honors . . . and at last | would
wear the gol d.

But even as we wal ked away fromthe gates, one of the
warriors called us back. "The shar tahl is not at his
pavilion, lan. He is with Rylan, and the Mijhar is with
them both. "

"Jel/ian?" Frowning, lan glanced at nme sharply. " Sone-
thing serious, | think . . . what else would bring himout
of Mij hara now?"

I thought the enphasis strange, and said so. But |an,
wal ki ng fast enough to pull the stallion into a trot, merely
shook his head. "I will let himexplain ... no doubt he

has much to say to you. Rujho—-hurry.”

And so | stretched out ny |longer |egs and noved

ahead of himentirely, which afforded ne the chance to
tell himto hurry. But lan was too preoccupied to be
amused.

Serri?
I cannot say, U. | amnewto the politics of Homana
Then what does Tasha tell you?

Only that her fir is very worried. It has to do with Ihlini,
the plague, the bastard . . . there is nuch he concerns
hi nsel f with. Mich.

Gimy, | agreed. lan is better suited to politics than I
He understands them better

We woul d our way through clustered pavilions, dodg-

ing the black-haired children who played sone gane in

the trees and knee-hi gh bracken, spilling out into the
beaten earth of the wal kways. Wodsnoke snudged t he
skyline; | snelled oak, ash, a hint of fresh-cut cedar. But
nmostly | snelled the nmeat. Bear, | thought; soneone
roasted a bear. And it nade me think of Ceinn

"l'an." | intended to address the problemof the a'saii
but he was calling out to one of the running children; a
boy, who swerved away fromthe gane and trotted over

"Blaine, will you do nme the favor of taking my horse
to ny pavilion? | have business with the cl an-1eader,"

"Aye." Blaine reached out for the reins. "Did you
know the Mij har is here?"
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"Aye. Leijharw tu' sai
ran.

Rel i eved of ha horse, lan nearly

Wrried, Serri told ne.

That 1 can see for nyself.
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"Here," lan stopped before a green pavilion bearing a
silver-painted fox half hidden in its folds, hardly noticing
as Tasha threw herself down on a rug beside the doorflap
Lorn was there as well, blinking sleepily in the sunlight.
CGol den Taj perched upon the ridgepole. And the brown

fox curling next to Lom noved over to offer Tasha

room | did not know his nane, only that he was Rylan's

Ur.

So little tine have | spent here that | know too little of
my clan, | reflected guiltily. It is no wonder there are
warriors who prefer to,see lon in ny place. | think lon

knows everyone.

My brother scratched at the doorflap and identified

hinsel f. A nonent |ater the clan-leader hinself pulled

the folds aside; when he saw ne he opened his nouth to

speak, then shut it sharply. | saw the flicker of surprise in
his eyes; | was the last man he had expected to see, and

in such a guise as this.

And then he smiled. "You had best go straight to the
Mij har, Niall. He is with Isolde, walking the wall path."

"Go," lan told me- "It is inportant he knows you are
alive- I will stay here with Rylan and the shar tahl to
speak of the arrangenents."”

"Wait!" | swung down the pouch from mnmy shoul der

and pul |l ed wi de the thong-snugged nouth. Reaching in-
side, | caught the heavy belt | had worn at the weddi ng
and pulled nost of it free of the pouch. "Gold," | told

the clan-1eader. "Cheysuli gold, nade by a master's hands.
I would wear it again, but in the proper shapes."”

Ryl an | ooked at the wolf who stood so close to ny
side. | saw himbegin to snmle

| an took the pouch and stuffed the belt inside it

once again. "Rujho, go. | will see to the gold." But even
as | turned, he caught my upper arm "There is also
i'toshaa-ni," he said seriously. "All will be expl ained,

but you must prepare yoursel f."
"WIIl you be the one to explain it?"

He grinned, suddenly young again in the tine before
227

he had | earned so nuch of responsibility, and the con-
cern in his face was bani shed. "K that is what you w sh."

"I wish." And then | was gone, running after ny
father, with Serri running at ny side

The wall path. . . Rylan nmeant the footpath that edged

the green-gray wall surrounding C ankeep. It rem nded

me alittle of the sentry-wal ks atop the battlenments of a
castle, ringing the parapets, but there was nothing of
castles about a Cheysuli Keep. Only a wall, curving through
the trees like a granite serpent, |acking nerlons and
crenels, showing only an undul ating line of piled stone,

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry!/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (191 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:50 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

unnortared, but sealed with noss and ivy. The vines
threaded their way up lichened flanks and clung tena-
ciously, setting roots and questing fingers into cracks and
crevices. Trees fromthe other side sent reconnai ssance
patrols across over the wall and down, breachi ng Cheysul
security. Mstletoe clustered in crotches. Col unbi ne tw ned
the boughs and mantled the top of the wall.

| saw them ahead of ne. Isolde sat on a shattered tree
stump with head bowed and all her thick hair hanging
around her face. | could not see her expression. Then she
cried, I knew, one hand was pressed to her face and

coul d see how her shoul ders trenbl ed.

My father stood over her, one hand pl aced upon the
crown of her head. And then the other; he squatted
down so he could |l ook into her face, and | saw how
gently he snoothed the hair back behind her ears.

| could not hear what he said. But | saw ' Sol de | ean
forward, hug himawkwardly, then rise and hasten away.

My father remai ned squatting by the stunp a nonent,

head bowed, as if he felt a neasure of his daughter's
pain. And then, as | slowed froma run to a wal k, he rose
and turned toward ne.

And recoiled. "Carillon— he blurted.

| stopped walking. | stood in the niddle of the foot-

path quite alone; Serri had paused along the way to

make the acquai ntance of a coney too far fromhis bur-

row. My first instinct was to resent the m staken identity;

once, | would have, but now | could not. | was too
shocked. Though others often did, never had ny father
even remarked upon the resenbl ance. Never had he so
much as likened ne to ny grandsire. Certainly he had
228

never | ooked at nme and called ne by Carillon's nane.
Not even by mi st ake.

And it was not a m stake now. Because, for that in-
stant, he believed | was.

It passed. It passed quickly. | saw the shock turn to
startled recognition, and then the color was back in his
face. But he did not nobve at once. W faced each other,
my father and |, across an acre of ground that was only
the length of a man.

"No," | said finally. "Niall."

"I know." H's tone was odd. "l—-know. Forgive nme."
I shrugged. "It is nothing."

"I't is something. Do you think I do not know?"

| started to answer, to dismiss the common mi st ake,

but his raised hand silenced me. "There are many things

to be said, not the least of which is to note you are alive
when everyone eke believes you are dead, but even that
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will wait. There is sonething else. Something | should
have told you | ong ago."

He sighed. And then he sat down on the stunp Isol de

had vacated and sighed again, as if searching for the
proper words. "He was an incredibly couragous nman. An
incredibly strong man, and | do not speak of the physical,
though there was that as well. No. | speak of spirit, of
dedi cation, of the willingness -to shoul der burdens far
beyond the ken of nmpbst nmen-" He reached down, plucked

a jointed bl ade of grass fromthe ground, began to tear it
apart. "After Tynstar stole his youth and gave himthe

di sease, he lost nmuch of his remarkable strength. But

none of the dedication. None of the willingness to take
on so many burdens. Because it was his duty. Because it
was his tantnorra.”

He | ooked up at me; | nodded and he went on. "Every

day | | ooked at him seeing how he drove hinself to

make Honmana whol e—seei ng how he drove hinself to

serve a prophecy not even of his people, and | wonder ed.

I wondered: how will | ever be able to take the Lion from
this man? How will | ever be able to carry on the things he
has begun?"

| stared at his hands. | watched himshred the stal k of
grass, and then | saw himspill the pieces through his
fingers as easily as now he spilled the self-doubts of his
yout h.
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"He told ne; be Donal. He told ne: you should not
j udge yoursel f by others. But, of course, | did. Even as
you do now. "

"I hate him" | said hollowy. "I hate a dead man,
jehan."

"But nostly you hate yourself."

I sat down awkwardly in the middle of the footpath
because | could no longer stand in the face of the realiza-

tion. "Aye," | said on rushing breath. "Oh, jehan ... |
have. "

"Be Niall," he said gently. "Do not judge yourself by
ot hers. "

I laughed. | heard the sound cut through arching boughs

like a scythe through sumer grass, "And when Carillon
told you that, jehan, did it nean anything to you?"

My father did not smle. "It meant sonething that he
said it."
Abashed, | | ooked at the dirt between my deerhide

boots. "Aye. Aye, jehan, it does."

"He left ne a |l egacy. He left ne the know edge | had
nothing to be ashamed of; that | would do the best |
could do, no matter what the odds. And | have." He

smled alittle. "Oh, aye. There are people who w |l
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di sagree; people who claiml| serve only ny own self-
interests, but | try to serve Homana. Hormana and the
Cheysuli." | saw the smile begin to widen. "I think only
as | watch nmy own children westle with the power of

adul thood do | cone to understand that | amnot a
failure. That | amnot a bad Minar. And the day wll
dawn when you conme to know the same about the Mij har

who follows Donal."

"The Lion of Homana." | shook ny head. "I think

what disturbs nme nmost, now that | begin to see it nore
clearly, is that they have been so unfair to you. Al ways it
is Carillon. Even fromny jehana. It is so easy for every-
one to see himwhen they | ook at me. And yet—they

overlook that it was you who sired ne. It is thoughts and
menories of you | should invoke."

He | aughed a little, showing the face | knew better as
lan's, albeit older than ny brother's. "Aye. It brightens
a man's pride to hear the son conpared to hi mwhen

the conparison is favorable." He nodded. "But | think
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the dye has been set, Niall. It is I an who reni nds them of
me, and you who rem nds themof Carillon."

I grimaced wyty. "Well, | think it no | onger matters. |
t hi nk—=

"— think it is time we spoke of business and set aside
sel f-exam nations." He rose, stepped to ne and caught

my armas | raised it. <<! will not belabor it, N all. You
shoul d never nave left as you did."

I was up, brushing at ny breeches. "No, but—

"I want no excuses; what is done is done. But | expect
you to accept nore responsibility in the future."

"Jehan—

"W are at war, N all," he said plainly, as if | could
not understand. "Strahan raises an arny in Sotinde. And
so does the bastard, here." He sighed and scraped the
hair back fromhis face, leaving it bare and bl eak. "Ev-
eryone thought you dead. And so | had to contend with a
Homanan Council who bestirred themsel ves to consider

the possibility of nam ng the bastard to your place—they
woul d sooner have Cannon's bastard in place of nine—

and a Cheysuli Can Council who spoke of |an as your
successor, citing the prophecy." He shut his eyes a no-
ment. "Gods, | feel like I have been juggling unbal anced
knives . . . Aislinn sick to death with worry—this pl ague
that begins to spread—trying to placate hostile councils—
and, of course, there is Strahan. Gods, there is al ways
Strahan. "

Abruptly he turned away, showi ng only his back to

me- Hi s hands were on his hips, head bowed; he | ooked
nmore di sgusted than anything el se, but | thought perhaps
he was only weary. Weary of all the burdens Carillon had
bequeathed to him
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And that he will bequeath to ne.

"Niall." He turned back. "There is yet another thing.
Per haps the nobst inportant—the gods know it turned the
councils upside down." He smled. "Suddenly they could
no | onger speak of which bastard would inherit, but who
to nane as regent for the Prince of Honmana's heir."

"The Prince of Homana' s—heir?" | stared. "G sella
bore the child? A son?"

"Two, " he said succinctly.

" Two?"
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"Both boys." He grinned. "And so | am nade a

grandsire."

"Both boys," | echoed in a whisper. "By the gods, |

have an heir." And then | | ooked at himnore sharply.

"G sella?

Hs grin faded. "She is well... but no different from
before. ™

"No," | agreed grimy, "it is a permanent affliction.”
And then, unable to dwell on Gsella in the face of such
news, | began to smle again. "Two boys! How will | ever

tell them apart?”

"It is possible even now. But | will let you see for
yoursel f." He reached out and clasped my arm "No
nore delays, Niall. W nust go back to Homana- Miyj har."

N"o—ehan. ..." | thought of the two boys at Homana-
Muj har, and the choi ce suddenly becane nuch harder
Gods, what do | do?

"No?" ny father asked in amazenent. "No?"
Tom | tried to pull away. "l—eannot. Not yet."

"Cannot." He swung ne around to face him "Niall
my patience is wearing thin."

"So was mne!" | cried. "Why do you think | left

Mij hara? Because | could not wait any |onger!"

"Niall, | cannot express to you how precarious is our
position at the noment. - - nor ny surprise that you can

so easily dismss two newbom sons. "

"l do not dismiss," | said curtly. "Gods, jehan, | could
not. But—+ need to stay. | nust. There is a thing | have
to do—=

"What thing is nmore inportant than the security of
your claimto the Lion Throne?" He was angry, very
angry; | wanted to | ook away and could not. "Do you
under stand what | have told you, N all? As Strahan
assenbl es another arnmy in Solinde, the bastard assem
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bl es one here. There is plague all through the north,
creepi ng down even now fromthe Wastes into the rest of
Homana. And you have the audacity to tell ne you

cannot conme to Homana- Mij har ?"

My answer was to summon Serri to me. | heard his
response within the link, and even as |I turned the wolf
came running, running to neet ne. Hi s ears |ay back

al ong his skull and his mouth gaped open, allow ng the
tongue to loll. The bl ack-snudged tail stood out behind
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himlike a pennon in the wind. How he ran, ny magnifi -
cent & r; how he ran to answer ny call

| dropped to one knee and caught himin ny arms. He
snugged his nuzzl e against ny neck and nuttered into

my flesh and beard, forgoing the link to express his
feelings aloud. And then | twisted my head to | ook up at
nmy astonished father. "I left because | had to. | had to
find ny lir. And now | stay because | have to, so | can be
fully acknow edged a warri or—a Cheysul i —before ny

clan.”

He said nothing. He did not have to. All the world was
in his eyes.

*Vc/ wn—=

"Three days," he said quietly. "I'toshaa-ni, for the
cl eansing, and then the Cerenpony of Honors." He swal -
| oned heavily. "For this, | can give you three days.

wish | could give you three years."
And then he wal ked away.

But not before | saw the tears of pride and thankful -
ness in his eyes.

233
El even
Ft oshaa- m

It is a nystery to nost nmen because the Cheysuli keep

it that way, desiring no profanation. It has al ways been a
mystery to nme, not because | am not Cheysuli, but be-

cause it is a highly personal thing, an expression of the

i ntense need for the cleansing of flesh, spirit, nind, heart
and soul

For lan, the need had come upon himtw ce: once,

during the rituals associated with the Cerenpny of Hon-
ors; again, when he had been so soiled by Lillith's Ihlini
sorcery. He did not speak of his experiences to ne,

saying only that | would be born out of smoke and sweat
and pain to be a nman again, new made, as no ot her man

can be. Certainly not a Homanan

At dawn, | went out of O ankeep into the forest.
There | painstakingly built a shelter out of saplings,
binding themwith vines and sealing the cracks with | eaves
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until the shelter was a humock agai nst the ground,
closed to the worid save for the tiny entrance.

I took stones fromthe ground and built a firecaimin

the center of the shelter. And when it was made | |ighted
a fire and fed it with herbs the shar tahl had given ne.
The snoke made me cough- The stench made my eyes

wat er .

| shaved. Bare-faced, | stripped. My clothing | left in a

pil e outside the door; naked, liriess, alone, | sat down
beside the fire and | et the snoke forma shroud around
my body.

| waited.

VWhen at | ast the sweat ran down ny flesh and the tears
ran out of ny eyes, | began to see a reason for the ritua
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of cleansing. For three days | would fast, until there was
nothing left in nmy body; until the sweat cleansed the
impurities fromny flesh; until | was a new nade nan,

| acking the soil of the former life.

/ dreaned of Carillon. Though | remained in the shelter

I had built, a part of me broke free. It left behind the
shelter and the fasting and the snoke and went el sewhere,
to Homana-Mufhar; to the Great Hall, where | sat in the
Li on Throne. | stared down the |length of the enpty hal
and saw it was not enpty at all; that a nan approached,
and | knew him

Carillon.

I knew it was him though | had never seen him Because
he | ooked |ike ne.

He was—el d. Though he stood rigidly straight, | saw

how hi s shoul ders hunched a little; how his spine seened
to pain him And | saw the hands, so tw sted, so w acked,
so ruined. But nostly | saw the spirit of the man, because
its intensity was such that it set the hall abl aze.

"Grandsire,"” | said. "You are dead. How can you
come to nme?"

"l come to you because | ama part of you, as | ama

part of your nother, your sons, the children yet to cone. |
amin themas nmuch as | amin you, and so it will ever be
You can rid yourself of me no nore than you can shed

your flesh and becone another man."

"Not another man," | agreed, "but an aninmal. | am
Cheysuli, grandsire."

"And in animal form do you becone sonmeone who is
not Niall?"

I frowned at him "No, grandsire—ef course not. | am
still nyself."

He smiled. And then the shadows swal |l owed him and
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was back in my snmoky shelter

On the second day, naked, Uriess, alone, with only a
snare and a knife to ny name, | caught and slew a young
ruddy-col ored wol f. He fought his death. He fought ne.
He left weals upon nmy flesh and anguish in ny heart,
thinking of Serri, but I slew him And then | bathed in
the blood and ate the still-warm heart, to vanqui sh that
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portion of nyself that m ght be suborned by the freedom
of the fir-shape.

/ dreamed of Ceinn. He stood before me as | sat upon
the Lion Throne of Homana and told nme to get out of it;

that | was unworthy because | lacked the lir-gifts; because
I was not a proper Cheysuli. He told nme | was forgotten

by the gods and therefore no part of the prophecy; ny

abdi cati on would be a blessing to all the folk of Homana,
Cheysul i and Homanan al i ke.

I listened. | waited. And when he was done reciting the
things the shar tahls had told himsince birth, even as they
had told ne, / rose and stepped away fromthe Lion,
relinquishing the throne. | gave it over to Ceinn willingly.
And as he stepped forward, intent on claimng it hinself, |
saw the wooden |ion's head nove.

The jaws wi dened, waiting. | tried to cry out, to tell him
no; to say the Lion would swallow him”ut he did not

hear; he did not choose to hear. And so as Ceinn sat down
upon the Lion Throne of Homana, the gaping jaws cl osed
over his skull and crushed it.

On the third day | bathed in an isol ated pool and
washed the bl ood fromnmny flesh. Wth handfuls of sand
scoured the grime and smoke-stench from ny body, rais-
ing blood into the wol f-wounds, and then | washed it off
with clean, cool water. And at last, clean within and
without, | put on the fresh | eathers someone had |eft
outside the shelter and went back to C ankeep a new
made man, born again of i'toshaa-ni

In the center of the clan pavilion, |I knelt on the hide of
a spotted nountain cat. Around ne sat ranks of warriors
and their wonen—ot all of them because the pavilion

was no | onger |arge enough—but those nenbers of C an
Council, the ruling body of the Cheysuli.

Once, it was believed there was only a single clan
remaining in all of Homana, because of Shane's qu' nahlin.
My royal Homanan ancestor had done his best to rid

the real m of every Cheysuli by ordering all of them slain.
The qu' mahlin had failed, thank the gods, but only after
thirty years of nethodical elimnation. And nostly be-
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cause Carillon had stopped it once he had reclained the

Li on Throne from Bell am of Solinde. In those days an
entire clan would have filled only hatf of the pavilion;
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now nost of the people had to remain outside.

It was evening. Only the fire in the caimbefore nme
lighted the pavilion, throwing odd illum nation over the
faces of the warriors and the wonen. Looking at them |

t hought of the days of the Firstborn, when all nmen and
worren of the clans claimed the ability to assunme Ur-
shape. But because we had becone so bl ood-bred, so
isolated in our insularity and arrogance, the gifts had
begun to weaken. Only through the fulfillnent of the
prophecy would we reclaimthe power that we once took
for granted.

So many faces. Nearly all of themcharacteristically

dark, angul ar, polished bronze by the sun of Honana.

Bl ack hair, yellow eyes, so nmuch gold in ears, at throats,

on arns and hips and wists. So nmuch strength; why was

it the people of other realns desired to break that strength?

Wiy did the Homanans desire it?

Not all, Serri said. Many, still, because it is natural for
the earth magic to frighten those who do not claimit, do
not know if... but not all. Carillon began the change in
comron opi nion. Donal furthers it. And you will further

it even nore.

He | ay beside ne on the edges of the pelt. | noved

hand fromlap and buried it in Serri's lush pelt. In so
short a tinme he had becone ny world, nmy other self; |
wondered how | had nanaged to |ive before we had

found one another. How | had functioned w thout ny

Ur.

Much of the cerenpny had al ready been concl uded.

But there remai ned the nost inportant part: the bestow

ing of the /y-gold to signify I was a warrior of the clan, a
man grown, a Cheysuli in place of a lirless, soulless boy.

Ryl an hinself sat before me on the other side of the
caim The firelight made his face a mask of black and
bronze, stark in the harsh shadows, but smling. And as
he sm | ed, he spoke.

"Before all the old gods of the Cheysuli, | as clan-I|eader
bear wi tness that you have sought and found a |ir accord-
ing to the custons of our people. That you and the lir
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have linked as a lir and warrior must link, to make the
magi ¢ whole. And | bear witness that through this link the
lir has accepted you in heart and soul and nind as well as
spirit, as you have accepted him"

He waited. | inclined ny head in affirmtion

"The lir-bond is for life. Wile you live, the lir Uves.

But should your life be taken fromyou within the natura
|ifespan of the lir, regardl ess of the manner, the lir shall be
rel eased fromthe bond to return to the freedom of the

forests, no |l onger bound to the body that once was a

Cheysuli warrior."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (199 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:50 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

Agai n, | nodded.

"Should the Ur die in battle or in sickness or by other
unknown causes, you will be nade soulless, empty,

unwhol e, and you will give up your nane as a Cheysul
warrior to seek an ending however you may find it, in the
death-ritual of the clan, unarned and al one anobng the
beasts of the forests."

I had tasted lirlessness once already. | did not hesitate
to accept the consequences.

Ryl an's eyes held mne steadily. "For you, | must be

very clear: the ffr-bond requires paynent, even from

those who rule. You will be two nen, warrior and Mij har,

but the bond will constrain you still. Should Serri die, mny
lord, you will be required to renounce the Lion and go

al one among the beasts.*'

I thought suddenly of Duncan, ny other grandsire,

who had not rul ed because he had helped to win Carillon
the Lion. He had been cl an-l eader even as Ryl an was,
required to performthe rituals of the Cerenony of Hon-
ors as Rylan did now for ne. Aye, | thought of Duncan,

my | ong-dead grandsire, who had lost a lir and lost his
life, giving it over willingly even though he al so gave up
the | eadership of the Cheysuli

And | thought of my father, who, too young, had
accepted the responsibilities of the fir-bond before he
had known he woul d be Mij har.

And | thought: It is not a thing done lightly.
No, Serri agreed, and no man will force you to it.

| drew in a deep breath and nodded to Rylan. "y'Ja' hfd,
clan-leader. Sa'hai-na." | nodded again. "l accept. The
price is willingly accepted,"

238

"Ru'shalla-tu," he said quietly. May it be so. Quietly

he noved asi de and nmade way for the shar tahl, who
carried a roll of bleached-white deerskin in his arnms. He
was Arlen; not young, not old, but the nost high of all
the clan nmenbers, being a man totally dedicated to serv-
ing the prophecy and the histories of the Cheysuli

Arlen knelt before the cairn and carefully unrolled the
deerskin, nmaking certain it did not winkle or tangle
itself. Hands snoothed it efficiently; he nust have done
this so nmany tinmes, too nany tinmes, and yet he nmade no

i ndi cation he was weary of the task. He nerely did it.
And by doing it, he nade ne a place in ny clan

"One day a man of all blood shall unite, in peace, four
warring realms and two magi c races." A finger touched

the rune-signs painted on the supple hide. "Al ready we
begin to approach conpletion, the fulfillnment of the proph-
- ecy of the Firstborn, so:" He touched a faded green

rune. "Here is Hale, liege man to Shame the Mij har,
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and jehan to a daughter got on Shai ne's Honmanan
daughter.™

Arlen glanced briefly at me, as if to be certain | fol-
lowed him | did. | could not take ny eyes fromthe
finger that so carefully showed ne ny heritage.

He touched another rune, this one red, of a different
shape. "Here is Duncan, born of the line of the Ad

Mu) hars, in the days before we gave the Lion to the
Homanans. Here is Carillon, born of Shaine's brother,
harani to the Mijhar, and who took back the Lion from

me eneny." The finger noved yet again. "And here is AliXx,
daughter of Hale and Lindir, who bore a son to Duncan

Donal , who accepted the Lion from Carillon, and who
sired a son on Carillon's half-Solindish daughter."”

The finger stopped on a bright blue rune. There were
none under it, only a blank space waiting for the nane of

my newborn sons

But Arlen | ooked at me. "And here is N all, son of
Ai slinn and Donal, who shall inherit the Lion fromhis
jehan and name a son to inherit it fromhim"

| smiled. "Brennan," | told the shar tahl. "There is a
son already bom | shall call himBrennan. And behind
him Hart. Liege man if he chooses; rufholli, conpanion,

kinspirit—hey were born in a single |abor of Gsella of
Atvia, daughter to Alaric and DonaTs ruj holla, Bronwn."
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Arien inclined he head briefly to acknow edge the
furthering of the succession, then re-rolled the deerskin
and noved back to his place in the front ranking of
warriors and wonen.

It was Rylan's turn once nore. "There is now the

bestowi ng of the fir-gold upon the newbomwarrior. It is
customary for the warrior to choose a shu'maii, a spon-
sor, fromanong his fellowwarriors. It is the task of the
shu'maii to pierce the | obe and place the earring init, as
wel |l as placing the bands upon the arns. It is a mark of
respect fromwarrior to shu' maii to ask; it is acknow edg-
ment fromshu maii to warrior before Can Council and
others of the cl!an that he accepts the responsibilities of a
bond al nbst as binding as that of the lir or a |iege man.
That he honors the newborn warrior with all the honor of
his heritage as a Cheysuli born of the clan and all its
traditions."

He said nothing nore, having explained the final task
that faced ne. Like the others, he waited for ny decision

I looked at the enpty place in the ranks ringing ne.
Empty because ny father had returned to Homana-

Mij har, unable to remain even for my Cerenopny of

Honors. | woul d have named himas nmy shu' maii, nam

ing his name with great pride, but be had gone, and
could not say the name of a man who did not exist in the
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monent of ny birth.

I looked at nmy brother, sitting beside the enpty pl ace,
and saw how he waited with eyes downcast. He was the
natural choice, | knew, and certainly the nost appropri-
ate. But |an was already pledged to ne.

And so | | ooked at Rylan. "I name the name of Ceinn.”

I heard a worman gasp: |Isolde. And | heard the | ow
voi ced murnurings of the nen.

It was to ny brother | |ooked first, to see if | had hurt
him Perhaps | had, but he did not showit to ne. He
merely smiled a tiny smle, as if | had done a thing that
surprised himwith its shrewdness but also net with be-

| at ed understanding. He sniled, did nmy brother, and
knew | had chosen wel | .

"Ceinn," Rylan said. "Do you accept the honor
of fered?"

H's face was a mask to ne, but his eyes were not.
From out of the mask they stared, hard and cold and
240

yellow, and in their depths blazed the flame of fanati -
cism OCh, aye, he would accept. In the face of his dedica-
tion to clan and custom he could not do otherw se-

"Jfl"/uu-w," he said only, and rose to nmake his way
through the others to the cairn. He sat down on my right
side; Serri was at ny left.

Ryl an accepted the | eather pouch offered himby

another warrior. Fromit he took a silver am and handed

it to Ceinn. Firelight glinted off the silver. The point was
ground quite fine, but I knew it would hurt regardl ess.

I pushed the hair behind ny ear and faced Ceinn,

kneel i ng- Sayi ng nothing, he pinched and pulled down

my left earlobe, stretching it thin, then pressed the aw

against the flesh. | set ny teeth; the point slid in, beyond
| felt Ceinn twist it into nmy flesh, until | heard the

pop of conpletion. He withdrew the awl and put out his

hand; into his pal mRylan set the gol den earring-

Wl f - shaped, of course; a small wolf born of incredible
skill, showi ng face and paws and tail. Fromits back rose
the curving prong. Ceinn shut his fingers on the wolf and
pushed the prong through the hole he had nade; hooked

the tip into the loop with a deft twist. | heard the tiny
snap and knew the thing was done.

My earl obe stung. The weight of the gold set up an
ache | found bearable regardless of its irritation: | was
very nearly a warrior.

Ryl an set the heavy arnbands into Ceinn's waiting
hands. The mask was shown ne again; such a hard, cold
mask, expressing bl eak acknow edgnment that what he did
made a pl edge that could not be broken; his tine with
the a'saii was done, even if he preferred otherw se. He
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woul d not, could not break the bond, or forswear the
traditions that bound himof all nen so very tightly.

The arnbands clinked together as Cei nn brought them

closer to ne. Such massive, magnificent things, full of
runes braided one into the other, tangling cheek-by-jow
all the way around at top ”“ind bottomedge. And in the
center of each, flow ng around the curves, was the shape
of a running wolf, fluid in the nmetal, as if he would | eap
out of the gold and into the mdst of us all.

CGods—how beautiful is nmy lir—

Ceinn slipped one over ny left wist and slid it up unti
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it went over my el bow and was snugged agai nst nuscl es.
Then the other on ny right, holding ny wist as he
settled the band into place. Again, he snugged it, and
saw the rich flash of his own gold in the firelight as be
made nme a man before the others.

"Leijhana tu'sai," | said quietly. And | neant it.

Hs lips thinned. "Cheysuli i'haUa shansu." But | knew
the last thing he intended me was Cheysuli peace.

And yet he could do nothing about it. I

I swall owed heavily. | had no wish to show what | felt
to the others. And yet | could not help but showit to
Cei nn; he was too close, too intent. He could not help
but see how moved | was. And | saw himbegin to frown.

Ryl an' s voi ce broke the nmonent, and then made it
nmore poi gnant yet. "Ja' hai-na," he said sinply. "By the
dan, by the gods, by the lir, the warrior is accepted."

It was for Ceinn, the shu'rnmai, to begin the wel com

ings. | waited, and when he rose he also pulled ne up,
clasping ny arns above the fir-bands to give ne Cheysul
wel cone.

At ny right he stood, keeping hinself in silence as the
others filed by. Rylan. Arlen. Ohers | could not nane.
And | sol de, reaching up to kiss ny cheek even as | bent
down to hug her in a blatant display of affection. A
sidel ong | ook at Ceinn showed a rigid, unyielding face as
my sister went by himwi thout a word, and then | saw the
bl aze of grief in bis eyes.

Lastly, lan, who forgot proprieties as quickly as our

sister; who enbraced nme twice and said very little be-
cause he could not manage it. "7?u/Ao," he said only,

"you make a man proud to be Cheysuli."

And then he and the others were gone, save for Serri,
Ceinn and a handful of the a'saii.

They did not come to ne. | knew | had taken their

weapon from them because ny lirl essness was bani shed,

and yet they did not come to me. As one they | ooked at

Cei nn, and as one they turned then* backs on him and

exited through the back nap. In their silence was el oquence-
He took a single step forward, as if he nmeant to go

after them to say a word or two; to ask them what they
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meant. But be knew very well what they neant. He of al
peopl e.
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He stopped. He did not go after them He did not ask
He stared blindly into the enptiness of the pavilion

"Shu' mau™ | said quietly, "when a man cannot nake
a friend of an eneny, be takes the eneny fromhis
friends."

After a noment, he shrugged. "Wy not?" he asked
dully, "You have already taken his cheysula."

' Sol de does as ' Sol de chooses; surely you understand
that better than nost. But | would not have it said she
cannot change her mnd."

He | ooked at me sharply. "Wuld she?"

I shrugged. "I cannot speak for her—ot now, not
anynmore than | did when she publicly renounced you
But she renounced you because you were a'saii. . . and

now you are shu' maii."

He expelled a ragged breath of realization. "Gods—do

you think—=" But he did not finish. He stared at ne in
rigid silence, unable to voice his hope for the intensity of
his enotion; the magnitude of his fear that, once spoken,
the hope woul d be taken away.

"I think I took an eneny fromhis friends, and gave a
friend back to his cheysula."

As well as saving himfromthe Lion.

A muscle leaped in his cheek. "Do you think it is so

easy to fashion friends out of enemies? | believed in what |
did. And if you were still a Uriess man, | would do it all
again!"

"I know that," | said gently, "A man can al so be

measured by the dedication of his spirit. Aye, you be-

i eved. Too much, perhaps, in the old traditions, but it
was a true belief. | cannot condone it. You tried to slay
me, but | can conprehend it. Can you not see it, Ceinn? It
takes nen like you to restore a blighted race. Men |ike
you . . . Carillon ... ny jehan. And | will need every
one | can find."

"For what?" he asked sharply. "Wat do you intend to
do?"

"Rul e Homana," | told him "Hold the Lion, once ny
jehan is dead."

He | ooked at Serri. He | ooked at the gold he hinself

had given ne in ny Cerenony of Honors. And then he
turned sharply as if to go; to leave ne alone in the tent
with ny lir and ny nenories.
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But he swung back. "Ru' shaCa'tu," he said flatly, and
then he was gone fromthe pavilion

I smled. And then | |aughed al oud.

May it be so? Serri's tone told ne he did not under-
stand ny amusenent.

"Aye," | agreed, still laughing. "But—rom Ceinn."

244

Twel ve

a- -

My sons, | said to Serri in amazenent. Slowy | shook

my head. O this inperfect vessel are magnificent children
made.

Gven tine, Serri agreed as he | eaned agai nst ny knee;

the posture was beconi ng habitual whenever | stood still.
At this age, there is not much magnificent about them
except a magnificent odor. His |ips peeled back fromhis
teeth; Serri sneezed. And then he went away fromne to
fl op down upon a rug near the firepl ace.

Laughing softly, | hooked hands over the side of the

bi g oak-and-ivory cradle and | eaned down to | ook nore
closely at the contents. Two babies, swaddled in costly
I'inens and nostly hi dden beneath a white sil ken coverl et
stitched with crinson ranpant lions. That | had fathered
one was a mracle initself; tw was utterly inconprehen-
sible to ne.

Carefully I snmpoothed the coverlet and felt the | unpy
bodi es beneath. "You will be warriors of the clan,” | told
themquietly, "as well as princes of Homana. And one of
you will be Mijhar."

That one, Serri told nme, even fromthe rug. lcon feel it
in himas you touch him. . . he is firstborn—he will be
Muj har .

"And t he ot her?"
Prince of Solinde?

I grunted. "Solinde prepares for war yet again ...
begin to think no Mij har of Homana will ever hold that
realmin peace. At |east—ot a |long-lasting peace.”

Pri nce of Atvi a?

I nodded thoughtfully. "Possibly. Wth no male heirs,
245

Maric has only Gsella's son to look to for a man to
succeed himas Lord of Atvia."

Then again, there is Erinn.

| felt the old pain flare up in nmy belly. The grief
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renewed itself. "No, lir ... not Erinn. | think the Erinn
I knew is gone forever."

Again | smoothed the silken coverlet, trying not to

recall how / had lighted the beacon-fire that signal ed

Al aric's assassins to begin. Two small heads | touched,
very close together. Both soft with fine black fuzz; black-
haired were ny sons, ny hal f-Cheysuli sons.

One of themstirred beneath ny hand. And al nost
instantly, the other one did as well. Sone formof com
muni cati on? They were children of the sanme birth

who could say what the strength of their link would be?

"Mij har," | whispered to the one Serri had naned the
firstborn. "Such a heavy title for such a little boy."

Face down, he turned his head even as his brother did.
They opened their eyes and peered at one anot her uncer-
tainly, as if to make sure the other one was present. And
I saw, |looking at their eyes, why ny father had said one
could tell them apart already. The ol der, Brennan, had
the brass-brown eyes that would turn Cheysuli yell ow.
Hart, the younger, had eyes the color of the sky on a
sumrer day. Very like ny own.

I sml|ed and cupped a pal mover each of the bl ack-
fuzzed heads. "Cheysuli i'halla shansu, little warriors.
And may your lives be long and full."

Lir—Serri said sharply, and I swng around with a
hand to ny borrowed knife.

But it was only G sella-no, not only. Never would I
attach that word to her name again.

She stood in the open doorway and stared at ne sor-
rowfully- "You went away fromne," she accused. "On
our weddi ng night."

| felt a vague sense of guilt; aye, | had left her on our
weddi ng ni ght, when a man and wonan shoul d spend the
time together. Even heavy with the babies, she was due
comon courtesy from her husband.

And then the guilt evaporated; what | felt was anger,
Anger and hel pl essness, because she was no nore re-
sponsi bl e for her actions than were our two snmall sons,
soi ling nightwappings in Their sleep
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"I went away," | told her, "because | had to go."

She trailed a wine-red bedrobe across the floor as she
wandered into the chanber. Beneath the robe, which

hung nostly off her shoul ders, was a linen nightshirt. Her
feet were bare upon the cold stone floor

"You went away from ne." She was a heartbroken
child, repeating the thing that had hurt her. "You left ne
all fltow?."

"G sella—
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But her face brightened abruptly. "Have you seen ny
babi es? Have you seen ny sons?"

"Qur sons, Gsella," | said gently, even as she has-
tened across the floor to bend over the cradle. 'They are
mne as well as yours."

"Babi es/* di e whi spered, and reached down to tuck
the coverlet nore closely around their bodies.

"Gsella." | caught a shoul der and pulled her around
to face ne. "G sefla—do you recall the night upon the
cliffs, when your father told ne to |light the beacon-fire?"

She stared at nme bl ankly. Her hair was bound back
fromher face in a single |oosely woven braid. It hung
over a shoul der and dangl ed agai nst her hips. Gone was
the bul k and wei ght of pregnancy. Her face was reminis-
cent of Isolde's, | thought, but that was not unusual as
many Cheysuli resenbl e one another. She had regai ned

her grace and allure. In sheer cream!linen and w ne-

col ored vel vet she was a woman who woul d make an-

other man think of bed, but / could not think of bedding
her without also thinking of Deirdre.

"G sella, do you renenber?"
"You nmean—n Atvia."
"Aye. In Atvia."

Abruptly she twisted away fromnme, pulling out from

under ny hand. Her back was to ne, but | saw her drag

the bedrobe up to cover her shoul ders. She pulled the

vel vet very tight around her body, nails scraping rigidly
at the nap, and | saw the silver tips. They reni nded ne

of Lillith.
"G sell a—
"You think of her instead of ne." | saw how the nails

dug into the velvet, as if she neant to hurt herself. "You
thi nk of her instead of ne."

| shut ny eyes a nonment; when | opened them G sella
247

was facing ne. | saw the tears in her eyes. | saw how t he

sl ender fingers worked their way into the weave of her
braid, tugging, tugging, as if she intended to jerk the hair
out of her scalp -

"Did you know?" | asked her. "Did you know what
lighting the fire would begi n?"

"I wanted you for nme!"

"By the gods, Gsella, did you know what it woul d
begi n?"

She pressed the braid against her nouth and | saw the
white teeth bite in. Gods, how she trenbled. "It was so
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pretty," she whispered over the shining hair. "The fire
was so bright ... it |lit up the dragon's smle and | could
see all his teeth."

"Do you know what you have done?"

"But it was pretty, N all!" Suddenly she was angry. She
jerked the braid fromher nouth. "I like to see pretty
things. | want to see pretty things,"

| caught her arns before she could finish. "Do you
know what you have done?"

"Aye!" she shouted back. "I have borne you boys—
the Lion is secure!"

I heard the rising wail issuing fromthe cradle. In a
nmonent another joined it; we had disturbed their sleep

/ have borne you boys—the Lion is secure.

That much of things she understood well enough. She

had secured her own place as well as the future of Homana.
What manner of man would | be if | set aside the worman
who had borne ne two healthy sons at a single |ying-in?

In that nonent, |ooking at her, | knew a futile anger

of the sort that might drive nme to nurder. Wat would it
take to place ny hands around her throat and squeeze,
shutting off her breath forever? She was responsible for
altering ny consciousness, for making ne a man with no
wits or will ... a nman capable of giving the woman he

| oves over to the hands of an assassin. And yet | knew
G sella could not be held accountable. Not—entirely.

Al'l the anger spilled out of ny body. Deep despair was

left inits place. "Oh—gods—G sella . . . will you never
understand?" | turned from her and | ocked my hands

onto the side of the cradle, staring blindly at ny sons.
"You will never understand."

"The babies are crying, N all, W have nmade the ba-
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Mes cry— And she was instantly at ny side, bending
over the side of the cradle to make certain of then-
wel fare

She sang. Sonme little atonal melody | had never heard,
and which | found utterly unbearable. How carefully she
tended the babi es. How solicitous she was. How con-
cerned she was for their welfare, even as she ignored—eor
forgot -how she had nmade it possible for Deirdre to be

sl ai n.

She sang. And as she sang | backed away. And when |
reached the door | turned and |urched out of the cham
ber even as Serri lunged up fromthe rug.

I did not get far. Even as | shut the door with a solid
bang, | fell against the wall, pressing ny brow against it.
Gods, if | could only shut away the nenories and guilt as
easily as | shut away the sound of crying babies; the sight
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of their half-witted nother. If only.

If only I could go back to Erinn and repeat ny captiv-
ity there, because then all the eagles would be alive.

"Nieall."

I spun, feeling Serri's warnth pressed agai nst ny | eg.
And saw ny not her approaching froma turn in the
corridor.

"Ch, Niall," she said in sudden concern, "what has
put you in such pain?"

"Need you ask? The worman | have married." | shook
my head. "I wish I mght have |istened to you when you
gave ne the chance to gainsay the wedding."

"Well, you did not, but it was not within your power."
Her eyes were on the wolf. "Donal told ne of your lir
and how it was G sella's sorcery that blinded you to

the truth.”

"fehana," | saw the mnute twitch of surprise as
addressed her in the AOd Tongue. "Jehana, | think there
is athing we nmust discuss, you and I ... wll you give

me the tine?"

"dadly," she said. "W have had so little of it to
share this past year." She placed a cool hand upon ny
wist. "You know | would give you anything that you

i . - - ]

1 *x_ ! ./
desire.

Inwardly | grinmaced; but will you give ne ny freedom
when | ask you for it now?

| escorted her to her favorite private solar, a round
249

roomin one of the comer towers of the palace, with

wi de, gl assy casements and whitewashed walls. She had

si X wonen to attend her whenever she desired it; three
were in the solar now, but before I could request privacy
my not her asked themto | eave. And so we were |eft

al one, save for Serri, and | found nyself suddenly reti-
cent to speak of the thing at all

My not her smled. She turned fromne and went to

one of the casenents, staring out as if to give ne tine to
assenble the words | wished to say. | |ooked at her back
and saw the firmarch of her spine beneath the tight-
fitting glove of the green-dyed |inen gown. The sl eeves

al so were very fitted, snugged against her arns from

shoul ders to m dway down her hands. Al the glorious
red-gold hair was bound up in a green-w apped | oop of
braid at the back of her slender neck

Still so slim ny nmother; still so youthful |ooking.
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| drewin a deep breath, held it a nonment, let it out
carefully. "I amnot Carillon."

The spine went rigid. She spun, bracing herself with
hands thrust against the casenment sill. "What?"

"I amnot Carillon."”

| saw a nixture of enotions in her face: astoni shnent,
perplexity, a trace of apprehension. As if she began to
understand precisely what | neant to say. "Niall—=

"And if you nean to tell ne so enphatically that of

course | amnot, | w sh you would gainsay it. Mther—=
| stopped. "Jehana, too many tines in the past you have
made nme to feel inferior. You did not nean it, | know |If

anyt hing, you neant to bol ster what manhood | cl ai m by

comparing me to him but it has always made me feel the

reverse. Incapable. Inconmpetent. A shadow of the man

your father was." | spread ny hands. "I have his height,

his weight, his color—ertainly a | egacy | mght respect
were | allowed to respect nyself."

Still she braced herself against the sill, head held rig-
idly upon a slender neck. Garnets glittered in her ears; |
saw a flash of the gold chain around her throat. The links
di pped down beneat h the bodi ce of her gown, caught

between flesh and fabric. | thought she m ght speak; she
did not. She did not even nove.

"He was not perfect,"” | told her. "He was flawed, as

any man is flawed. It does not make himless than the
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| egend he has becone. It nerely makes hima man ... as

his grandson is a man." | felt the weight of the gold upon
my arnms. The ache in my left eariobe. At last, | am
Cheysuli. "I need to be nyself. | need to know my own
nane. | need to wal k unnmdered by the weight of ny
grandsire's legend.” | paused. "I need to be allowed to

respect the nenory of the man, instead of resenting it."
| saw the pain in her eyes. "Have | done that to you?"
"You did not intend it."

"Have | done that to you?"

I swallowed tightly, loath to hurt her any nore. "I
thi nk—perhaps. ..." | stopped short; why avoid the
truth in the nanme of tact when | had already nade the
wound? " Aye."

She flinched. Only a" little, but there was no doubting
the bl ade had gone cl eanly hone.

"Ob—gods— she said, and covered her face with her
bands.

I went to her at once, wapping her up in ny arns.

She did not sob aloud, nmerely cried silently into ny

| eathers. Such dignity, has ny nother . . . such rigid
awar eness of self.
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When she was done with tears she lifted her head and

| ooked up into ny face. "I loved himso much. He was

everything to ne. | had no nother for nost of ny life
he had al ready bani shed her. And when at last | did

come to know ny nmother, it was to know al so that she

i ntended to use nme against him" The anguish laid bare

her soul; she had carried her own weight of guilt. "He

was my world for so many years of ny life ... and then

he was taken fromit."

"Men die, jehana.'9

"Not Carillon of Homana." Her tone was very grim
"Men such as he are kept alive in lays and sagas; we have
the harpers to thank for that."

"en let himlive," | agreed. "Let the truth of his
deeds live on in the magic of the nusic.”

"But not in the life of his grandson?" She nodded a
little, though nostly to herself. "I know ... he becane
what he was because he had to, to make Homana whol e.

I cannot —and shoul d not—expect you to mimc him

Tie tines are different now ... the requirenents differ-
ent also. It is not fair to ask you to be sonmeone ot her
251

than yoursel f." She sighed. Fingers traced the shapes m
the gold on ny arm "For so |long you have been Homana's
Homwan prince, when you are also Cheysuli. But it was
so much easier to follow the nold already nade, than to
trouble nyself wth fashioning another."

I shrugged. "I am whatever | am Cheysuli, Homanan,
Solindish. The rest is up to me."

"The rest is up to the gods." She sniled even as | bent

to kiss her brow, before | took ny arns away. "It is
difficult for a woman with only one child not to try to
shape the clay precisely as she wishes. And nore difficult
yet to realize the clay may prefer to shape itself."

"Well, | think the day is unfired." | smled, shrugging.
"Who can say what | will becone?"

"All of them" she said seriously. "All of themwl]I

say. The councils, the races—the loyalists and the rebels.
And certainly the eneny." Pensively, she snoothed the
silk of her shining hair. "Be wary, N all ... be wary of
everyone. Friend and foe alike."

And into the roomon the tail of her words cane the

echo of Strahan's voice: "Look to your friends . . . your
enemies . . . your kin—test they forman alliance against
you. "
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Thirteen

I lost ny freedom al nost as soon as | had won it. It was
not hing nmy nother, ny father, the Cheysuli or even the
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Homanans had done.' It was a conbinati on of factors:

i mm nent war, the plague, civil turnoil. Al though the
a'saii were, for the noment, disarned, | knew it was
possi bl e the Cheysuli fanatics nmight seek other avenues

to replace ne. No one could say | |acked the gifts of ny
race, not with Serri and our link so blatantly obvious, but
they could say they preferred soneone with a different
strain of the required bl ood. And perhaps they woul d.

The pl ague began to prey upon Homana in earnest.

What had initially begun as a vague illness defined nostly
as fever in Homanan herders and crofters spread down
fromthe north to invade central Homana, and Mij hara

lay in its path. Reports of deaths were brought to the

Muj har, and, too soon, the vague illness was di agnosed

as sonething far graver. From Homanan crofters and
herders, isolated in the Northern Wastes and the greater

di stances between towns and villages, the sickness reached
out to touch even the Keeps, and word cane of Cheysul

deat hs.

The bounty on white wolves rose. Atrip to the furrier
in the Market Square showed ne a nan whose purse was
fattened al nost daily by trappers coming in with pelts.
Sone were ruddy, others silver, some a charcoal gray, as
if the trappers took no chances and slew all the wol ves
they could catch. But there were white pelts as well
pelts as white as nmy own, when | wore ny ftr-shape.

And so, when | went into the city, | nade the greatest
sacrifice of all: | left Serri in Homana-MiJhar. | would
not risk losing my lir to an overzealous citizen intent on
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ri ddi ng Homana of the plague, or—nore |ikel y—ntent
on putting a silver piece in the palmof his bloodied
hand.

I did not like leaving Serri behind. Not at all. But
certainly no nore or less than ny father |iked |eaving
Lorn behind when he went into the city.

O even to d ankeep.

My sons thrived, though | learned all too quickly de-
mands upon ny tinme by governnental matters stol e away

the hours | had neant to spend with them | saw them
infrequently at best; nostly | toiled with ny father in
sessions of strategy and hypot hetical situations, |earning
how nmen plotted the course of war. Lessons in nmy youth

had taught me Homana's history of wars and civil tur-

moil; | began to see why they had been required of ne.

Al'l too often one of the councillors tossed the name of
this battle or that into the discussions to cite an exanple
of proper procedure, thoughtful initiative, even disnal
failure. Alt too often | heard the nane of Carillon in-

voked . . . and then one day, in listening to yet another
di scourse on what the |ate Mij har had done as well as
why, | began to see the reasons for the invocations. My

grandsire, flawed nman that he was, as | had taken care to
point out to my nother, had known instinctively what
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m ght win the battle, and so the war as well

O was it instinct? Perhaps it was sinply experience.
won fromout of the midst of carnage and put to use in
| ater confrontations.

If it was instinct, perhaps | had inherited a portion of
it. And if it was experience, | had little doubt | would
soon know that as well.

Rel ations with G sella continued nuch as before. She

was qui xotic, unreliable, unpredictable. Servants disliked
serving her and argued anong thenselves as to who

woul d take her trays, for she only rarely canme down to

meals in the dining hall, preferring, she said, to eat with
the babies. Quietly | nmade certain there were always two
or nmore wonmen with her and the children; | did not w sh

to risk ny sons to the whinms and odd fanci es of a woman
such as G sella.

We spent little time together because of the demands

of the planning sessions. Mre and nore ny father asked
me for ny opinions in an attenpt, | thought, to famliar-
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ize me with the idea of conducting a war as much as
famliarizing the others with the idea of ny contribution
| an, al so present, said less than | and was asked | ess,
even by ny father; his place was at nmy side, not in the
line of succession for the Lion or even in orchestrating
wars. But | did not doubt that when the time canme, his
responsibilities would be as great as mne- Sinply drawn
froma different background.

G sella did not appear to mss ny conpany, although

she was always glad to see ne. | thought surely she
woul d stifle, ever keeping herself within the confines of
Homana- Muj har, but she said no. She did not wish to go
to C ankeep or into Mijhara or even outside the walls of
Homana- Muj har. She wi shed only to stay with the babies.

I could not forbid it, any nore than | could force her

to | eave the palace. And | was not certain | wanted her to
| eave Homana- Muj har; there was no telling what she

m ght do or say in the city or at O ankeep. The gods
knew / could never predict it.

Any nore than | could have predicted her desire.

I had not sought her bed since the birth of Brennan

and Hart, even though enough tinme had passed to

make it physically possible for her. It was repugnant to

me. She was not—+t was just that | could recall so little of
the tinme before Serri had freed ne fromGsella's
ensorcel I nent. The idea that | had been little nore than

a toy to her, performng at her whim disturbed ne

deeply. | had no desire to | eam how nmal |l eabl e | had

been in her bed.

And yet it seened | woul d.

She cane into ny bedchanber as | prepared to bl ow
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out the candle. Naked, | glanced up as the latch lifted (
did not sleep with it |ocked) and stared in surprise as

G sella slipped through and shut it with scarcely a sound.
She wore only a nightshirt and the black cl oak of her
shining hair. As she turned toward the bed, seeking ne,

| heard the whisper of the linen; saw the cl oak sw ng

agai nst breasts and thighs.

She saw me through the filmy screen of the gauzy

hangi ngs. She stopped- Stood very still. Then, slowy, a

spread hand caressed her breasts, sliding diagonally from
the left shoulder to stop eventually at the dinple of her
255

navel . The hand trapped a portion of the Uncn and
pulled the fabric tight against her |oins.

Even against nmy will, | felt nyself respond.

She said nothing. She crossed the room came to ne,
pl aced her hands upon ny shoul ders. Her pal ns were
warm as she kneaded ny wanni ng fl esh.

She sm | ed. There was no doubt | wanted her, even
when | thought | could say | did not. Her nails scraped

down and caught in the gold on ny arns; | heard a

metallic scratching as she dragged tips across the flow ng
shapes.

"Wl f," she whispered, "I, too, can be a wolf. "

She pressed hersel f against ne. | caught handfuls of

her hair. | thought suddenly of Serri, curled at the foot of

the bed. Serri, who shared ny life through the |ink
And then | did not care.
"Wl ves," she whispered. "Let it be as wolves."

"Niall? Rujho, the council has called an emergency
meeting." lan unl atched and pushed open the door, speak-
ing even as he .did it. And then he stopped short, silenced
abruptly; he had not expected to find Gsella in my bed.

Well, no nore than / had—at least, initially.

Li ght spilled through the casenents. Early norning,
too early; | rubbed a hand across ny face and tried to
wi pe the dull ness fromnmy mnd. "Emergency?"

| an hovered between divul gi ng an answer and | eavi ng
at once. Beside nme, Gsella pulled the coverlet over her

nakedness.
"l an— | began, frowning.
"Just —get dressed. | will wait outside." As he backed

out he pulled the door shut with a thunp.

I got up and dragged on | eggings, jerkin, hooked a belt
around my wai st. Boots were last; | tugged them on,

then turned and bent down to kiss Gsella briefly, but the
brevity was replaced by el aboration. She smled, stretched
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| anguorously, pronised ne the world with her half-udded,
sl eepy eyes.

Gods—who can say what is ensorcellnment or |ust?
wonder ed vaguely, and went out the door with Serri at
my heel s.

lan's face was conspicuously blank as | joined himin
the corridor. Tasha sat beside him cleaning a spotless
256

paw. Wyly, | smled; ny brother would say it was not

his place to coment, but it would not be necessary to
say anything at all. By his very blankness | knew what he
was t hi nki ng-

He gestured down the corridor and we matched our

strides as we wal ked even as our lir trailed us. "I know
little nore than you," he told ne. "Sone word of the
bastard. "

I swore. "Wth this war becom ng nore and nore
immnent, the last thing we need is trouble with the

bastard. "
"Until he is dead, he will make it," |an shook his head
as | looked at himsharply. "No, | do not speak of

assassi nati on, but no doubt others do."

Assassination. It was a political reality, a tool kings
and others used to renove potential rivals as well as very
real ones. Alaric hinself had used it agai nst the House of
Erinn.

And for that very reason, | could not imagine myself
condoning its use against the bastard. Even to | essen the
threat to me. Surely somewhere there would be soneone

who grieved. His mother. Hi s foster-father- Perhaps even
a wfe.

We descended spiraling staircases one behind the other;

the steps were too narrow to support nore than one nan

at a time. Down and down, around and around, with

only a rope for a guide on the inner colum. The twi sting
staircase with its narrow confines was designed for ease
of defense: it was easier to defend the pal ace against the
eneny one nan at a tine, instead of one agai nst many.

On the bottom floor we passed by guards in the corri-
dor and nodded greeting to those just outside the wooden
door. One reached in, unlatched, pushed the door open
for us; we entered, had the door pulled closed al nost at
once—

—and wal ked into the eye of a storm

No one took note of us. Were ordinarily nen stopped
speaki ng to acknow edge ne with bows and mnurnured
greetings, now none even knew | was present. The ranks

of benches along the walls and just before us were fill ed;

more men, standing, lined the walls and filled the aisles.
Sitting, standing, they were shoul der to shoul der, bl ock-
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ing our view of the dais and its table where our father
257

customarily sat. Over the | ow voiced nmunbl e of constant
comrents, | could hear soneone harangui ng the Mij har.

lan and | exchanged startled gl ances. Then he shrugged
and began pushing a way through the standi ng nen,
munuri ng apol ogi es even as the others swore, shifted,
glared. Many of them as | followed, were unknown to
me; no doubt they were annoyed by the audacity of two
much younger nen.

| stepped upon a boot toe, apologized, nearly tripped
over another. The irritation was nmutual as the owner of
the toes and | exchanged scowl s. Behind ne, Serri grum
bled aloud; within the link I felt his disgust with manner-
| ess Homanans. But | also heard the murnuring arise in
our wake; lan and | were naned by those who knew us,

and by the tinme we reached the center of the hall, where
roomwas |eft for speakers and petitioners, the nen

nmoved aside willingly. But by then we no | onger needed
the courtesy; our father, rising, was summoning us to the
dai s.

We went at once, crossing the open space in the center
of the hall- A man stood before the dais in a posture that
bordered on defiance. He turned as |lan and | approached;

I saw his expression of outrage, as if he intensely re-
sented the interruption. But as he saw ne, following in
| an' s wake, the expression changed. He stared. And

saw him murnmur sonething silently to hinself. A prayer
O a curse.

The nen on the benches rose. The sudden silence was

| oud and very brief; | heard the nurnuring begin again
al nrost at once. There was a note of anticipation in nost
of the | ow voiced comments. Apprehension in others.

And even hostility.

|l an hesitated only a nonent before he stepped up

behind the table. Tasha was a shadow behind him tai

whi ppi ng as she paced silently onto the dais. Like Serri,
she sensed the tension in the hall

There were three chairs on the dais. The niddl e was
obviously nmy father's: Taj perched upon the back. Lom

lay beside it, eyes slitted, lan went by himto the left and
wai ted behind it even as | took ny place at the right.

Into the hush ny father spoke quietly, presenting both of

us to those assenbled. | saw faces | knew and faces | did
not. The council mnenbers ringed the floor in the curving
258

front row | knew none of themwell, save Rowan; |

| ooked to his face for sone indication of the gravity of
the session, but it was a mask to ne.

We sat down as ny father did. Still there was silence.
The man in the mddle of the floor continued to stare at
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"Be seated,” ny father announced, and the silence

was replaced by the sound of benches scraping, the ring
of spurs, the clatter of sheaths and scabbards striking
wood.

The stranger in the center waited in tense silence.
"This is Eiek," ny father said. "Fromthe north, across
the Bluetooth. He represents that faction of Homanans
who support the right of Carillon's son to inherit the
t hrone when | am dead."

Every man in the hall |ooked at me, to judge ny
reaction. No doubt they expected shock, anger . . . per-
haps even hostility. And a few, probably, fear. But |
gave them none of those things. Instead, | |ooked at

El ek.

He did not look like a rebel, a fanatic, a nadman. He
| ooked i ke a man, and not so nuch ol der than nyself.
He was brown- haired, brown-eyed, clean-shaven with an
open, earnest face. Hi s clothes were plain honespun

tuni c and breeches, without enbellishnent. H s kneeboots
wer e nuddi ed, but otherwi se the |eather was good. Not a
nobl eman, El ek, but neither was he a poor man. No

doubt his wealth lay in his convictions.

| rose, scraping ny chair against the dais. Silently |

bade Serri stay by the chair; slowy 1 stepped off the dais
and crossed the open center of the floor. In silence

st opped before El ek, marking how he wet his |ips; how

he had to | ook up to neet ny eyes. And nmarking al so

the faintest tang of perspiration. El ek was nervous, now
that | stood before him And so |I knew he had been

exceedi ngly el oquent, chanpioning the bastard's right to
usurp nmy place in the line of succession

"Why?" | asked. That only.

He swal |l owed. Hi s gaze nicked between nme and the
Muj har. Clearly, he did not know how to answer.

| waited. So did all the others.

After a nonent, Elek cleared his throat- "He is Caril -
lon's son."

259
"He is Carillon's bastard."

H's chin rose minutely. "It is customary for the son to
inherit fromthe father."

"Rat her than the grandson?" | nodded. "Aye, | grant
you that. But the circunstances were different."

"W maintain that had he known. Carillon would have
naned his son as his successor, rather than Dona) of the
Cheysuli."
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"I am his daughters son," | said quietly. "M in Homana,
wonmen could rule in their own right, Aislinn, ny nother,
woul d have inherited the Lion Throne- As it was, her
husband did. Do you really think Carillon would have

di sinherited his daughter to make way for a bastard son?"

"Had he known—

"How do you know he did not?" | |ooked past Eiek to
Rowan. "My |l ord general, you are the best man to
answer ny question. Did Carillon know the woman had
concei ved?"

Ei ek wenched his head around to stare in disbelief at
Rowan; had he thought to rmake his case uncontested?

Rowan's smile was very faint. As always, he wore the
crimson silk tunic with the black rampant lion spraw ed
across its folds. Wth his Cheysuli |ooks, the colors were
good on him "Aye, ny lord. He knew she had conceived."

Ei ek turned sharply to refute Rowan's statenent, but

my raised hand stopped him "Before you ask it, Ei ek,

| et ne answer your question: that is General Rowan

hi nsel f, who served Carillon for nearly twenty-five years.
Do you intend to question his veracity?"

"l question his prejudice,'* Eiek answered curtly. "He
is Cheysuli. Do you think he would prefer to have a
Homanan repl ace a fell ow Cheysuli in ne succession?"

"There speaks ignorance,” | retorted. "Were you never
taught the histories? In your zeal to chanpion .Carillon's
son, did you never |earn the names of those who served

the father so faithfully?" | shook my head. "No, you did
not. Else you would know that General Rowan is a lirless
Cheysuli. He was raised Homanan, Eiek ... he has no
fir-gifts, omes no loyalty to his race, does not claima
clan. What benefit would he gain fromlying to you?"

Ei ek did not respond.

| |1 ooked again at Rowan. "He knew she had con-
ceived, and yet he let her go."
260

"She requested it ny lord." Rowan was so calm and
yet | sensed a trace of amusenent beneath the surface of
bis tone. Did he have so nuch faith in ne?

"She requested his |eave to go."

"Aye, ny lord. She wi shed to have the baby el se-
where, away fromthe brutalities of war. The Mij har
made no attenpt to di ssuade her."

He did not notice his slip. The Miyjhar. To him no

doubt. Carillon would always be the Mijhar. But | thought
in this instance the m stake was a good one; Eiek, turn-
ing again to | ook at Rowan, frowned a little, as if dis-
turbed by the reference. A man who was so dedicated to
Carillon that he still referred to himas Mijhar uncon-
sci ously enphasi zed where the depth of his loyalty I|ay.
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"Were you present when be gave her that |eave to
go?"

"Aye, ny lord. He gave her coin and his best wi shes
for the birth of a healthy child."

"And did he say nothing about bringing the child to
hinf That if it was a son, he would want the child given
into his keeping?"

"He said nothing of it, nmy lord."
"Way do you think he would not? A son is a son."

"A bastard is a bastard." Rowan did not snmle, "He
intended to wed El ectra of Sol nde."
e "And expected a son of her."

"It—was hoped. Certainly." Rowan's faint smle was
gone. No doubt the questioning aroused ol d nenories.

Pai nful nenories of earlier days, when Carillon's youth
precl uded the thought of illness and accel erated age.

"Aye!" Eiek shouted triunphantly. "But he got no son
of her—enly a daughter."” He swung to face nme again.

"Only a daughter, nmy lord . . . who could not inherit the
throne. "
Still | 1ooked at Rowan. "You knew him better than

nmost, general. Do you recall at any tine that Carillon
consi dered-—er wi shed to consi der—sending for his
bast ar d?"

"No, ny lord. He said nothing of it."

"To him" Eiek cried. "But does a man—a Mij har —
confide everything to another, even his general? | say no,

he does not. | say he divul ges what he w shes, and keeps
sonme things private, as every nan does. Even a Mij har."
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I laughed. "And do you seek nowto tell nme ny
grandsire's private thoughts?"

"No. There is no need for ne to doit. J will let the
worman do it instead." It was Elek's turn to | augh even as
| stared at him "Aye, ny | ord—+the woman. The bastard's
mot her. Wy not ask her these questions? She is just
out si de the door."

I did not dare show himnmny concern. It had becone

qui te obvious many of the strangers in the hall were
conpani ons of Elek's, fellow supporters of the bastard.
And | could not be certain how many of the men suppos-
edly loyal to ny father intended to remain so. It was
possi bl e Ei ek and those present with himhoped to gather
nore supporters even within the walls of Homana- Mij har

"By aft nmeans," | said quietly. "Have the woman
brought in."

There was no sense in confronting her as | confronted
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El ek. And so as a man was sent to fetch the wonan, |
returned to ny seat upon the dais.

My father's face was grim "He did not say the wonan
was here."

I glanced at himsharply. "Do you think that wll
change anyt hi ng?"

"He is making a formal petition of the Homanan Coun-

cil," ny father answered. "It is possible a majority of the
menbers might agree with his claimin the nane of
Carillon's bastard."

"But you could overrule it."

"And | would inmediately do so. But it would have

serious repercussions. It could split the council entirely,
which woul d nore or less split Homana- And the gods

know I do not need a hostile, divided council, going into
war . "

"What of the Cheysuli? Have they no stake in this?"

He did not appreciate nmy tone. "And will you speak of
the a'saiif O wll Elek?"

| did not answer because the wonman had arrived. |
wat ched pensively as the nmen nmade way for her as they
had not for |an and ne.

At first | was surprised. She was short, too heavy, at

| east ten years older than nmy father. Her graying brown
hair was pulled back froma sallow, puffy face into a knot
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m

at the back of her bead. She wore, |ike El ek, sinple
homespun, but the quality was not as good.

A gray woman, | thought. Gray of dress, gray of hair,
gray of spirit. Nothing in nmanner or appearance spoke of
the young woman who had captured a Mijhar's interest.

She st opped beside El ek. She curtsied awkwardly, as if
she had forgotten how. Her eyes were downcast, yet as

she raised her lids and | ooked at nmy father, | saw they
were also gray. But a large, lovely gray, clear as glass
and brilliant. No matter what el se she was, she was not a

stupi d wonman.

Carill on bedded this woman and got a son upon her
Rowan rose. "My |ord?"

My father nodded.

The worman turned toward himas he approached.

saw t he | ook they exchanged; an agreenent to disagree.
He knew her, she him and yet their loyalties were spent
on different nen.

He nodded. Silently he returned to his bench. "MW
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lord." Again, Rowan |ooked to ny father. "It is the
worman, ny lord. Her name is Sanme."

"Same." My father leaned forward in his chair. "You
bore Carillon a son."

"Nearly thirty-six years ago, ny lord. Wen | was
twenty." Her voice was as cool as her eyes; whore she
m ght be, but she was al so bound to the man they called
t he bastard.

"And now you come to us claimng he should be
Prince of Homana in place of ny son.”

"My lord—he is Carillon's son."

"Illegitimate son." | knew how rmuch the enphasis cost

my father, with lan seated beside him It is not a Cheysul
customto curse a bastard for bis birth, and yet for ny
sake he had to.

"Bast ard-bom aye," she answered forthrightly. "But
acknow edged by his father."

The Muij har nodded. "By his father. \Wich one?
Carillon—er the crofter you nmarried? *

Her sallow face was suffused with angry color. Her

eyes glittered. | was put in mnd, oddly, of ny own
mot her, when | had seen her angry. The eyes were
simlar-

And | wondered, suddenly, if that had been the attrac-
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tion. My nother's eyes were her nother's, and Etectra

was notorious for the power of her gaze. If Carillon were
susceptible to the color, it becane nore understandabl e
how Sanme had appealed to him

"He was acknow edged by bis father, my lord, when
brought hi mto Homana- Miyj har."

I heard the gasp go up fromthe assenbl age. No one
had expected that; no, perhaps sone of them had. Not
everyone | ooked surprised.

A sidelong glance at ny father's face showed the faint-
est trace of consternation in his expression. Beyond him
fan frowned bl ackly at the tabletop. Al nost idly, he

pi cked at a blemish with his thunbnail. But | knew ny
brother too well; he was al so deeply concerned.

"And when did you conme to Homana- Muj har ?" ny
father inquired calmy

Sane nodded a little, as if she had anticipated the
question. "You weren't here, ny lord. You' d gone to the
Crystal Isle to fetch honme the Princess of Homana." She

nodded again. "It was before you wed her. Wen the
only son you clained was al so a bastard, |ike mne."
I was on ny feet at once. "You go too far," | told her
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plainly, over the murnmurs of the throng. "G ve ny brother
no insult here."

Her dignity manifested itself subtly, and yet | was

aware of its presence. "Then give nmy son no insult here,
my lord." She took two steps forward; a short, heavy
worman, yet powerful in her pride. "Do you think | don't
know Cheysuli custon? Do you think we put forward ny

son out of some perverse desire to steal the throne from
you? No, mny lord—we only want what's right for him—
what's his right, because he is Carillon's son! Bastard, is
he? Aye, he is! And so is that man there!" She thrust a
hand toward lan. "So is that man who sits at the Mijhar's
si de bastard-born, and suffering none because of it,
Cheysuli he is, and therefore not pushed asi de because
his father never married his nother. And | say to you—
what right have you to push aside ny son? Wat right

have you to refuse himhis proper place? Carillon never
did"

"What place did Carillon give hin?" ny father de-
manded. "By the gods, wonman, nothing was ever said!
Not to nme, not to Rowan ... if CariUon pronised you a
264

oW,

pl ace for your son—a title or otherw se—0o one ever
knew it!"

"Why woul d he say so to you?" she countered. "He

had al ready prom sed you the throne. Everyone in Honmana
knows how t he shapechangers serve their prophecy. Per-
haps he thought you or the other Cheysuli would try to
harm ny son."

My father nearly gaped. "You are nmad," he told her,
shaking his head slowy fromside to side. "You are
mad; '

"Am | ?" she retorted. "As mad as the Princess G sella?"
"Enoughr 1 shouted. "Wonan, you go too far!"

"Everyone knows it!" she cried. "You are wed to a
madworman, ny |ord. Wio can say what nanner of chil-
dren you will get?"

Even ny father was on his feet. "No nore," he said.

"By the gods, woman, no nore/"

"Why? Because | speak the truth? Because | dare

speak the truth before all the others?" She whirled,
facing the gathered nen. "It's true! Al of it! My son was
acknow edged by Carillon, who intended to give hima

pl ace. And now when we ask for that place, the Mijhar
denies it to us." Her body vibrated with the intensity of
her enotions, "He fears ny son. He fears what it neans

for the prophecy. But | say we are Honanan—we need

no prophecy. Wiy not nake Honmana Homanan agai n?"

Men were on their feet, trying to shout her down.
O hers shouted over themdeclaring their support of the
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woman's son. And all the while | watched in astoni shnment.
| an pushed back his chair. "I will fetch the guard."

"No." My father caught his armas he noved to rise.

"Remain here. | do not want you going near that crowd.**
"Jehan—

"l said no."

"She is mad," | said dazedly. "Madder than Gsella."

"What sort of nman do you want on the Lion Throne?"
the woman was shouting. "A Cheysuli? A Homanan?
The child of Carillon's son? Or the child of nad G sel | a?"

I looked at Elek. He was sniling. He watched the
woman and sniled, as if he waited for sonething.

Beyond him Rowan had turned to the nen. | saw his
mout h nmove, but his shout was lost in the tumult. Like
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km | wanted to fetch tee guard. But | did not nove to
try ft.

"I't was a CheysuU who dew Carillon!" | heard the

worman shout. "A shapechanger slew the Mijhar. He
gave hi m shapechanger poison!"

"Ch gods," | heard ny father exclaim "How can she
know about the tetsu root that he wanted for his pain?"

"Carillon's son should be Mijhar—€arillon's Homanan
son—+tet the Lion remain Honmanan."

| saw nmen draw steel in the mdst of the shouting

throng. | heard shouts, curses, threats; | heard the wom
an's voice rising over it all like the shrill cry of a hunting
hawk.

"Let the Lion renmain Homanan”®

And then, abruptly, a man broke free of the throng.

He darted forward even as | | eaped over the table and

onto the floor, trying to turn himaside. But | was |ate,
hobbl ed by a poor |anding; he thrust, left his knife in the
worman' s body, and | ooked directly at ny father- "MW

| ord—that was for you—to prove ny loyalty."

And al nost at once he was dead. Eiek, rising up from
Sane's crunpl ed body, thrust with his own knife and
drove the man down to the floor

I heard the ring and hiss of steel fromnore than a

hundred swords and knives. | caught a glinpse of Rowan
battering back an attacker. Gods—they will not slay
Rowan—

And yet | knew they nmight.

They advanced: a wall of human flesh. Eiek was a
target; so, | thought, was |
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"Niall, get backF My father's voice, shouting over the
ot hers.

Ei ek tw sted, nouthing obscenities at me. O hers held
hi m knocki ng the bl oodied knife fromhis hand. | did
not think he wished to slay ne, only to curse ne for
Sane's nurder. And yet clearly the others thought he
did. En masse, at |least twelve bore himto the ground.

"Do not slay him'* | shouted. "By the gods, do not
slay him™

"Ruj ho—get back!"

And then | felt Serri go by me into the mass of nen,
snhapping at a throat. "'Serri! Serri no— CGods—they wl|l
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say he has gone mad—they will say he nust be sl ai n—and
then | will be slain as well —"Serri—no/"

I dove after the wolf, trying to catch himin ny arns.

Al I caught was the tip of his bristled tail, and then | was
down, sprawl ed on the floor, with stonping boots too

close to ny face.

Serri—

"My lord, get you up/' Soneone caught the back of

my jerkin and yanked ne to ny feet, steadying ne even

as | staggered. | felt a knife pressed into ny hand. "My
|l ord, armyourself!"

Serri—
There was no answer in the |ink

Hands were on ne. | felt sonething sharp slice through
my jerkin. My belly stung.

Soneone is trying to gut ne like a fish—

"My lord!'" | was turned, shoved, the knife in ny hand
sank deeply into flesh.

"No!" | cried in horror.

El ek*s face, mouth gaping in shock and horror. Bl ood
flowed over ny hand. And then he sank down slowy to
his knees until he was lost in the crowd-

CGod. ?—say / aid not do it—

And yet | knew | had.
"Serri!" | shouted. "Serri!"

"The prince has slain him" soneone shouted. "The
prince has nurdered Ei ek!"

Hands were on me, dragging nme back fromthe throng.

| twisted frenziedly, trying to free myself, until | heard
my brother's voice. "Stop fighting me, rujho, and let ne
save your life."
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"Serri," | said dazedly. "Oh gods—where is Serri?"

Here, came the famliar tone. Lir, I amwell. You need
have no fear for ne.

| an jerked ne down behind the table, thumping ny
head into the chair- "Stay down," he said. "Let the
guard do their job."

"The guard—=" 1 sat up even as lan tried to shove
me back down. And then Serri was in ny face. "Ch

gods—fir—=

/ amwell. | amwell. Lir, do not fear for ne.

H s nose was pressed into ny throat. | |atched an arm
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around his neck and hugged as hard as 2 could. Lir,
where did you go?

There was a man who was trying to slay you. | had to
stop him lir.

| heard the ring and clash of steel on steel, the shouts
of the Mij haran Guard. Benches overturned, men cried
out, cursed, petitioned the gods for deliverance even as
had nysel f.

I tried to thrust nyself up to peer over the table, but
|l an jerked me down again. "You fool," he said, glaring.
"You did precisely what they wanted, so they could
claimyou murdered El ek. Do not give themnore satis-
faction. Stay downf"

"Where is our jehanT

"Here," he said frombehind me. "I was fetching Rowan
out of that nmess.” He knelt even as | twisted ny head to
| ook. "Are you harnmed?"

I 1 ooked down at nyself. Blood stained ny |eathers,
but none of it was mine. "No. This is all Elek's, | fear.'

Behi nd the Mujbar stood the general. His fine silk
tunic had been torn. But the ringnmail beneath was whol e.
"Alnost clear," he reported. "I think the madness is
over."

"But for how long?" | asked in disgust. "Cods, what
an ugly thing."

"As it was neant to be," Rowan agreed. "It was

el aborately planned."

"Pl anned?" | stared up at himas | reached out to

touch Serri for reassurance. "Sone of it, aye, | can see it

easily enough. But—Sane's nurder? El ek's?"

"How better to divide |oyalties as yet unsecured than
by inflamng themw th nurder?" Rowan shook his head
grimy. "My lord, she was nurdered by a nman cl ai m ng
his loyalty to the Mujhar ... it was nmade to | ook as
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t hough Donal desired it. But El ek was not quite carefu
enough. | saw himspeaking to the man in the corridor
just before the audi ence began.”

| recalled how he had | ooked, as if he waited for
sonet hing. "So she was sacrificed."

"Aye," mny father said grinmy. "And so was El ek,

though he did not expect it. It nakes these peopl e dou-
bly dangerous. They will slay their owmn to lay the bl ane
on us."

268

"CGods! WII it work?"

"It might," Rowan answered. "Wird of it will get
out: that NwWil slew Elek, and it will draw nore people to
the bastard. The rebels will use it against us all."

"How do we stop it?"

"W do not," ny father said. "Not physically. W do
not dare, on the heels of what has happened today. Al
we can do is deny it."

I shook ny head. "Not a powerful weapon."

"But the only one we have. W cannot afford another

All we can do is let this rivalry sort itself out—w th what
subtle aid we can give the sorting—dntil the Homanans

will listen to reason."” He offered his armand pulled ne

up-

1 blew out my breath in shock even as Serri pressed
against nmy knee. Men littered the floor. Sone were

dead. Some were near it. O hers were nerely wounded

Much of the Mijharan Guard still filled the hall, though
others remained in the corridor enforcing the Mijhar's

peace.
"Gods," | said in despair, "what madness infects this
real nP"

"Not nadness," Rowan said. "Rather, call it anbi-

tion. The desire for a throne.
"And Carillon's bastard is behind it."

Rowan's expression was horribly bleak. "How the fa-
ther would hate the son. - - ."

"Woul d he? Could he really?"

"For this?" Rowan nodded. "If he could rise up from
out of his tonmb, he would put an end to this. He would
put an end to his son. But he cannot. . - and so we nust

do it for him"

"You would do it?" | asked, "Could you slay Caril -
lon's son?"

Rowan smiled a little. "I am pledged to the Mij har of
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Homana, and after that to his son. Carillon's tine is
done; Donal is Mujhar. And the son | will serve is you."

I grinned. "You will be an old, old nman."

My father grinmaced. "And | will be a dead one. Let us

speak of sonething else.” He turned as if to step out

from behind the table and off the dais, but one of his
guard approached.
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"My lord, a nmessage has arrived." He held out the
seal ed parchnent. "It was to be given to you at once."

"My thanks." He broke the wax and unfol ded the

creased parchrment. And then he | ooked at Rowan.

"Shi ps," he said. "Solindish ships, sighted off the Crysta
Isle. Hondarth is in danger."

"And so it begins again." Rowan wi ped and sheat hed
his bl oodied sword. "My lord, how shall you depl oy us?"

"I will doit as Carillon once did, when he was endan-
gered on two fronts. You and | will go to Hondarth. My
sons | will send to Solinde."

Rowan smiled a little. "And I will say of them what
once | said of you: they are unschooled in warfare and
the | eading of nmen."

"Aye, but they will leam | send the Cheysuli wth
them "

CGods, | thought, Soli nde.

My father | ooked at his sons. "I cannot put it nore
plainly: in the nmorning you go to war."

Gods, | thought, Soli nde.
270

One

"Ruj ho—get down\"

Even as | lunged out of the saddle | felt the nip of
arrow at shoul der, plucking at the |eather of ny jerkin.
My foot was half-caught in the stirrup; the horse, shying
a single step fromthe wail and whistle of arrows, dragged
me of f-balance. | fell, twisting ankwardly as I-tried to
free ny foot before ny knee was wenched out of its

proper alignnent. Heard hum and hiss of additional feath-
ered shafts; jerked nmy head aside as fletching dragged at
a lock of tawny hair.

"Get down," |an repeated.

"I amdown." Irritably, | jerked my boot fromthe

stirrup and rolled, flattening on ny belly, scowing at ny
brother. Like nme, he lay belly-down in the thin dry grass
of the Solindish plain, barren in the first gray days of
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winter. "VWere are they? How many?"

| an, peering westward through the screen of grass,
shook his head. He pulled his warbow out from under a
hip, rolled sideways to take an arrow from his quiver
nocked it. Slowy he rose, hunching behind the thigh-
hi gh grass. He bl ended perfectly with the stal ks and
scrubby vegetation: anber, ivory, sienna; no greens, no
browns, no richness, only the dull saffron of banished
fell. The land was nade bl and in brassy sunlight as it
burned through the flat light of a winter's day.

Just beyond lan, at his left, crouched Tasha, chestnut

i ndi stinctaess dissected by slanting stal ks. Nothing noved
to indicate she lived, not even the tip of her tail. She was
stillness itself; | was rem nded, oddly, of the wooden |lion
i n Homana- Muj har, crouching on the dais.

Serri?
273

He cane, even as | thought of him dropped lowin the
sl ouching wal k of a wolf who skul ks, avoi di ng cont act
with the eneny. Hs tail was clanped at hocks, curving
inward to brush tip against loins, protecting genitals.
Ti pped ears | ay back against his skull. He was hackl ed
fromruff to runp.

Besi de me, he crouched, much as Tasha crouched. He
stared at the distances. Ihlini, |lir. Ahead.

I looked at once at lan, intending to tell him saw the
grimset of his mouth and realized there was no need for
me to speak. Tasha had already rel ayed the informtion

Ihlini. At last. After two nonths in Solinde, entangled

in skirmshes that did little but waste our tine—as well as
wasting |ives—we were to neet the true eneny in this

war. Not the Solindish, though they fought with fierce
determnation. No. lhlini. Strahan's m nions, who served
Asar - Suti .

Ihlini- And it neant lan and | were sumarily stripped
of our Cheysuli gifts.

Even now | could feel the interference in the link with
Serri- A nunbing, tingling sensation, faint but decidedly
present, lifting the hair on my arms, ny neck, my |egs.
Irritability: something insinuated itself within the link I
shared with Serri, shunting the power aside. It was as if
someone had split a candleflame in two, snuffing one half
entirely . . . spilling the other half into a darkness so
deep even the |light was swallowed up. | could feel the
power draining away into the earth, |eaving me, going
back into its nother. And | was not certain it would
return.

I shivered. How eerie that the gods give us the gifts of
the earth magic, then take them away when we are faced
by the Ihlini

How di sconcerting that we are stripped of our greatest
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weapon when confronting our greatest eneny.

"More than Ihlini," lan nuttered. "They do not use
the bow. They |l eave that to others."

" At vi ans?"

"Atvian bowren are perhaps the nost dangerous in
exi stence. "

"Except for the Cheysuli."

Il an cast ne a glance. "Do you forget? There are only
two of us. | amthe last to decry our warrior skills, rujho,
274

but I amalso the first to face realities. Judging by the
nunber of arrows | oosed, we are badly outnunbered."”

"Only for the nonment. The canp is not far from
here—+ will send Serri for reinforcenents."

| an nodded grimy. The Iink no | onger functioned nor-

mal Iy, but | trusted Serri's instincts better than nmy own.
As | put my hand on his shoulder, the wolf rose, turned,

| oped away, headi ng eastward. Toward the Homanan
encanpnent .

For two incredibly | ong nonths we had been in Solinde,
breaching the borders and advancing steadily until we
were easily three weeks fromthe Homanan border. From
Muj hara, farther yet. And from Hondarth, where our
father remained, we were at |east a two-nonths' ride

We had come in with nostly Cheysuli, but Honmanan

troops had foll owed on our heels. It was not war such as

I had expected, being conprised primarily of border

skirnmi shes and raids by quick-striking SoUndi sh rebel s,

but | soon |learned that death was death, regardless of its
mani f est ati on.

Carillon's methods, one of the captains had told ne. It
was what defeated Bell am when Carillon cane home from
exile. If nothing el se, the SoUndi sh have | earned in the
i nterveni ng years.

Oh, aye, they had | earned. They knew that if you
cannot raise a warhost of thousands, you raise what you
can of hundreds. And use them carefully.

How many tinmes? | wondered. How nany nore tines
wi U SoUnde | evy war agai nst Homana?

"They come, " | an whi sper ed.

Aye, they cane. As | crouched in the thin Solindish
grass, | watched the Solindish come. So carefully. So
very carefully; like locusts nethodically consum ng the
life of every stalk, they tranpled down the grass even as
they used it for a shield. | could see no nen, no shapes;

hear no words or weapons. Only the soft and subtle
si bi l ance of an approach through w nter grass.
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There was no question the eneny knew where we

were. Though we were screened by the grass even as

they were, our horses marked our presence. Gimy I

| ooked at them lan's gray stallion and my own red roan,
browsing idly in the grass. Bits clinked, trappings clat-
tered; lan's stallion snorted.

275

And then, abruptly, the horses no |onger grazed. They
stared. Westward. Toward the eneny.

Serri, | said, hurry. Though | knew he coul d not hear
ne.

| an darted upward, |oosed an arrow, crouched down

al most at once. | heard a shout fromthe eneny—t was

of discovery, not of pain—and realized what |an had

meant to do. They marked our position very well now
and it was time we left it.

| an caught ny eye, pointed toward the horses. It was
unlikely we could nount and escape without detection,

but we could use the stallions for a distraction. Also a
living screen. Much as | disliked the thought of sacrific-
ing ny horse, | disliked nore the thought of sacrificing
nmysel f.

I nodded. Flattened. Tried to belly-crawl toward the
horses without disturbing so nuch of the grass as to give
our purpose away.

But we reached neither of the horses. Wthout warn-
ing, the grass in front of us burst into smoke and fl ane.

It was an acrid, oily snoke that filnmed our faces, our
eyes; tried to breach our nmouths and nake its way down
our throats. | coughed, gagged, spat. My eyes burned.
Teared. | could see nothing but snmoke and fl ane.

The horses snorted, squeal ed, ran. Westward, away
fromthe eneny.

CGods, but how | wished lan and | could do the sane.
But we could not see to do it. We could not even breathe.

Qut of the snoke there cane a man, and then anot her
Solindish, with swords in their hands and determ nati on
in their eyes-

Anot her, Another. But | could not see to count the
ot hers.

Beside ne, lan lurched to his feet. | wanted to jerk

hi m down again, to catch an armand jerk, but | did not.
I could only cough, wheeze, spit—and watch as he | oosed
arrows froma bow that trenbled fromthe trenbling of
hi s hand upon it. He could not see, and yet he fought.

Two of the Solindish went down at once; lan's skil

was such that even hal f-blinded, even choked by acrid
snoke, he could find the target. In this case, two. And in
sil ence he nocked yet another arrow.
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More nen stepped out of the billow ng snoke. And
behi nd them cane the Duini

I knew himat once. Sonehow, | knew him though I
had never seen him

Bl ood calling to blood? No. That was Strahan's weapon,
to make me think we were |inked through bl ood and
herit age.

And yet, it made me wonder.

Much as ny brother had, | lurched upward to ny feet.

I jerked my sword fromthe sheath at nmy hip. The first
man came in with his rusted bl ade—+usted bl ade—and
swung at ny head. It surprised ne; not that he would
strike, but that he left hinself so open. No swordsman,
this. Just a man. A man with an old, old sword. And a
man about to die.

A single step forward, even as | ducked beneath the

blow A single thrust with ny own blade. | felt the tip cut
through the |l eather of his belt, scrape nonentarily against
a soft brass buckle, continue onward into belly, parting
flesh, nuscle, the vessels thick with blood. And how it
spilled, the blood. How it ran out of the nan to stain the
fabric of his tunic, the silver of my steel; to splash, drop
by rubescent drop, against the thirsty stal ks of saffron
Sol i ndi sh grass and dye it lurid crinson.

I unsheat hed the bl ade yet again, pulling it fromthe
human scabbard, and turned to face the eneny once
nor e.

This time it was the lLhlini-

Snoke peel ed back from his shoul ders as he crossed

the ground to ne. He wore gray, a pale lilac gray, twn
to the snoke billowing at his bidding. H s hair was bl ack,
ha eyes blue; | thought at once of Hart, ny second son

"My lord," he said, "a nmessage from Strahan." The

Ihlini was calm quiet-spoken. And he smiled. | judged
himonly a year or two older than nyself. Young, strong,
powerful. Filled with the confidence of his nission. Con-
sumed by his dedication. "He says: 'Tell Donal's cub he
shoul d never have wed G sella. Tell Donal's cub one day
he will come to ne.' "

The sword hung fromny hand. | had only to lift it—

But | did not. He had taken the intention from ne,

"No doubt,” | answered. "No doubt | should not have,
because it will be Strahan's undoing. | have children of
277

the wonan, |hlini—-sons. Sons. And so the new |inks are
forged."

The snoke was a ninbus around him clinging to his
shoul ders, hands, boots, |ike seasait to a spar. It rose,
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billowed, built a wall, swallow ng those around us unti
we were two nmen al one, confronting one another across
generations of hatred, distrust. . . fear?

Could it be the Ihlini feared us?

Honesty undernmi nes the fal sehoods of arrogance:
knew | feared the Ihlini. And | was not afraid to admt it.

Silence lay around us. Wthin the walls of snmoke there
was no sound. The world had surely stopped. And with-
out ? Perhaps the wheel had warped; | thought he had
made the tinme to stand quite still.

| faced him "Strahan has said Ihlini and Cheysuli are
kin. Children of the Firstborn."

He smled alittle. "It is said we are."
"Do you believe it?"

"I know better than to disbelieve a thing that may be
true." He shrugged; ash spilled down his shoul ders.

"I's it repugnant to you?"

His black brows rose a little. "That the races nmay be
i nked? No. Not repugnant. Perhaps—dnappreciated."
Again, he smiled. "Wy do you ask, ny |ord?"

He gave ne ny rank, even as Strahan had. And with-
out irony; a sinple statenent of address. Moment by
monent, he peel ed away the preconceptions | had built
out of ugly stories.

Prejudi ce? No doubt. But | was not certain the Ihlini
did not deserve it.

"l ask because if it is true the races are |inked, you and
| are kin."

He | aughed. "The begi nnings of a plea for |eniency?

You require nercy of me, ny lord? Wll, do not waste

your breath. | intend to do to you what you desire to do
tonme." He tilted his head a little, as if he listened to a
thing I could not hear. "Even were we brothers, it would
not alter the nmelody." He began to snile even as | began

to frown. "Can you not hear it? It is played, ny lord, for
us; because we will dance the dance of death."

He Iifted a hand in a gracefully eloquent notion. In his

fingers | sawthe glint of silver, polished bright. Brilliant,
bunding silver. But it was not, | saw, a knife.
278

He inclined his head in a gesture of subtle deference.
O was it in farewell? "My lord."

The hand was thrust skyward. | saw how the smnoke
parted, making way for the thing in his hand. It glim
mered, flashed, streaked upward nto the sky.

I watched it. | tipped ny bead back, watching the
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silver fly; | saw it arc upward, slicing through Iilac snoke,
and then | knew what he intended.

I snapped ny head down. "Ch, no," | told him "you
do not divert me with childish tricks of msdirection."

He did not even attenpt to avoid ny blade. | spitted
himcleanly, front to back, and heard the scrape of bone
agai nst blade. And as he lay in a spreading pool of
bracki sh, bl ackened bl ood, he | aughed.

He | aughed.

"My lord," he said, still smling, "say to ne which

di version was m sdirec—

—and he was dead. | stared down at the face gone
suddenly slack in death, the abrupt cessation of life,

| eaving himenpty, spent... so devoid of that which had
made hima man. |hlini, Solindish, even Homanan or
Cheysuli. He was a man. And he was dead.

And then the silver lanced out of the sky and buried
itself in the top of nmy left shoulder, and | understood his
words at | ast.

M sdirection, aye. And now it m ght prove | ethal

The pain drove me to one knee. O its own accord ny

right hand | oosed the hilt of the sword and flew to clasp
my shoulder. | felt steel, sharp, deadly steel, wafer-thin,
deeply inbedded; a flat, curving spike was all that pro-
truded above the surface of ny flesh, ny jerkin; the rest
was firmy sheathed in nmuscle and bone. My left arm
dangl ed hel pl essly at ny side.

| caught the el bow, dragged the forearm around so
could cradle the linb agai nst ny abdonen.

—oh—gods—the pai h—
"Serri— | gasped. "lan—=2"

The snoke was gone. | saw the |ast wisps of it sucked
back into the Ihlini's body as if it were a part of his soul

now that he was dead, so was the power dead. Crushed
grass was his shroud; bl oodied soil becane his bier.

My fingers twitched. Again. Al the nuscles in ny arm
tautened, fromshoulder to fingertips- My fingers curled
279

up, tucked beneath ny folded thunmb. The rigidity was
absol ut e.

"fan-"

I vomted. Shuddered. Retched. Sweat ran down ny
fl esh beneath the clothing. | twitched. | snelled the tang
of fear. The stink of hel pl essness.

Ch—2ods—+on—
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1 put out ny hand and touched the face of death.
280
Two

I heard soneone cry out. The sound hurt my ears. It set
my head to throbbing. Inwardly, | cursed the man who
made the noise . , - and then | realized he was nyself.

"Gods?" | blurted aloud. "What are you doing to

me?"
Lir, be still. That from Serri, seated next to the cot.
"Pulling a tooth." lan's voice, and very near

"Toot h?" Dazed frompain | mght be, but | knew well
enough that what resided in my shoul der was not any-
thing Iike a tooth.

"Sorcerer's Tooth," lan answered. "An |hlini weapon
- . , the nane suits, | think."

I lurched nearly upright as the pain renewed itself.
Hands pressed nme back down upon the cot. lan's. An-
other's- And yet a third dug at the tooth in ny shoul der
"Gods, | an—an you not do this yoursel f? Save ne sone
pai n—dse the earth nmagic on this wound!"

Lir, be still. Do not bestir yourself.

"l cannot. The Tooth is an Ihlini thing. It will have to
heal of its own."

"G ve himw ne," someone suggested. "Let himdrink
hinself into a stupor."”

"No." A third voice, also unknown to ne. "I know

little enough of the Ihlini, but I do know they resort to
poi son nuch of the time. | think the Tooth was not
tanpered with—but | will not take the chance. G ve him

no wine, or we may kindle the poison."

| gritted ny teeth so hard | thought they nmght fall into
dust in nmy nouth. "Just—pull it out. Cut it out, . . wll
you rid nme of this thing?"

"My lord, we are trying,"
281

**Tty harder."” Sweat ran down mny face and danpened
the pill ow beneath ny head. Poisoned or not, the Tooth
was setting my body afire.

"Ruf ho—M | an again "—ene nore nonent —

Hands tightened on nme. | felt the sharp pain slice into
my flesh, and then abruptly the thing was wenched free.

"There," sonmeone said; fatuous satisfaction

"Let it bleed," the other suggested. "If there is a
poi son, the blood will carry it out.**
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"And if there is not. the blood will carry out his life."
| an had never been inpressed with the sonetinmes ques-
tionabl e skill of Homanan physi ci ans; bei ng Cheysuh, he
had al ternatives. But at the monent, | did not. "Pack it,

bind up the wound," he said calmy, but | heard the note
of command in his tone. 'Then let himsleep."

They did as he told them and so did 1.1 slept.

Sonet hi ng | anded on my chest. A smaU wei ght only,
but it awakened ne. | opened ny eyes, saw |l an standing
by nme, shut them again.

'"The Tooth," he said. "You are lucky; it carried no

poi son. You will survive, rujho."
I did not feel likeit. |I felt wetched. My nouth was
filmed with sourness; | licked ny lips, wanted to spit.

Wanted to swall ow wi ne or water, hoping to wash away
the bitter tang.

| opened ny eyes and | ooked up at lan. The light in

the field pavilion was thin, hardly enough to illumnate
the interior, but the fabric was unbl eached ivory and |ent
meager strength to the dimwinter light. Still, lan was
mostly clothed in shadow, his eyes, lids |owered, were

bl ack instead of yell ow.

"Tooth," | muttered. | scraped my good hand across
the rough arny bl anket and found the thing my brother
had dropped. Picked it up; felt the cool kiss of the
shining steel. Ice in ny band, | thought. And yet the
woundm ny shoul der bur ned.

It was a thin, circular wafer of steel, perfectly flat,
edged with curving spikes boned to invisible points. Star-
shaped, in a way, except the shape was too refined, too
fluid; the spikes flowed out of the steel to forma subtle
vanguard at the wafer's edge. There were runes etched in
the netal .
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I grimaced. This thing, thrown fromthe sorcerer's

hand, had | anced out of the sky to inbed itself in flesh
and bone. As if it had alife of its own. As if it knewits
t ar get,

Abruptly, | held it out to nmy brother- "Take it. The
Tooth is out of the jaw, now you may dispose of it."

| an, accepting Ihlini steel, sniled alittle. He tucked it
into his belt-pouch

Serri?

Here, lir. | felt a nose, cool and danp, pressed agai nst
my hand. | opened ny fingers and stroked the place
between his eyes, in the center of his charcoal mask. Hi s
eyes watched nme avidly. You will recover, Ur

I did not really doubt it. | |ooked at |an again. "How
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many sl ai n?"

"Ten Solindish; there were only twelve of them The
reinforcements arrived directly after you went down."

I nodded. "How many of us were slain?"
"Two Homanans. Two wounded. "

I frowned. "What is it they mean to do? Here we are

in Solinde, where we have been for two nmonths, and yet
we hardly fight. QOccasionally, aye—+ do not discount the
men we have already lost . - . but | am perplexed by the
eneny's intentions. W have Cheysuli with us as well as
Homanans, and yet we hardly see nore than twenty
Solindish at a tinme."

"Gnats nipping at horses." |an nodded. "As Sayre

says, it was Carillon's way. But | think there may be an
expl anation." He shrugged a little. "A thought, only—

but what if the eneny's nunbers have been vastly over-
estimated? What if the rebellion itself is far smaller than
we have been tol d?"

"But the intelligence cones out of Lestra, fromthe
regent." | frowned. "You cannot nmean Wcliff is a
traitor. "

"No. He is a |loyal Homanan, serving our jehan as best

he can. No. | think the intelligence is manipul ated before
it reaches Wcliff. | think he is given reports of nunbers
that do not exist; where there are ten nen, forty are
reported. By the time the news reaches Lestra—and | ater

Muj har a—the nunber is ten tines greater than the truth."

"Then the Ihlini are using us ... drawi ng us away from
their true objective." | frowned. "Hondarth? Jehan is
283

there, and Rowan. There were Solindish ships.

I an shook his head. "News travels slowy in war—sl ower

yet in winter . . . who can say how things stand now in
Hondart h? And each day the weat her worsens. Sayre

says there will be snowfalf before the day is out."

A winter war. | shivered fromthe suggestion. "Is it

possi ble the Ihlini nmanipulate the Solindish? That there
really is little nore than nmutters of rebellion, no rebellion
of itself?"

"I amquite certain the Ihlini manipulate the Solindish
What | cannot say for certainis if ms realmtruly does
wi sh to attack Homana." Hi s expression was grim "I
have no doubt there are many here who desire indepen-
dence from Homana—before Carillon defeated Bel |l am
Sol i nde never had a foreign overlord—but are they as
dangerous as we fear? Ch, aye, there are rebels, raiders
zeal ots— he did not snmile "—but there are al ways
those who seek to throw down the power and take it for

t hensel ves. Regardl ess of the conpetence of the king."

"Jehan should be told."
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"I am sure he knows. He has fought Solinde before.”
"But that was with Carillon."

He did not answer at once. And when he did, his tone

was full of infinite understanding. *'" A nan | earns, Niall
How to fight, howto lead, howto rule.” His face was
oddly serene; | saw conpassion in his eyes. "You are

| earni ng now. "

I shut ny eyes under the cover of weakness from mny
wound. | knew what he inplied: that soon | would |ead
the arny in fact as well as name. For | did not lead it
now. Wsely, my father had not expected nme to know
what a man nust know in order to conduct a war. He
expected ne to learn it—and so he had di spatched vet -
eran Homanan captains to | ead us through this war.

"Niall."

| opened ny eyes.

"The gods choose only worthy men."

I grinmaced. "The gods can nake m stakes."

He smled a little; | had been very decisive. "Bl asphenmy?"
"The gods made the Ihlini."

Tne smle was bani shed. "Aye. They did. And often—+

wonder why. "

No nmore than |I. No nore than any Cheysuli, begin-
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ning to wonder if indeed the gods had sowed a second
crop.

A winter crop, | thought; a deep-w nter harvest. There
was no warnmth in the air. No spring. No sunmer. No
I'ight.

Only Darkness.

Sayre tipped back his cup of wanned w ne and drai ned
it. He took it away, w ped the excess fromhis nouth
with a forearm nodded consideringly. "You may have
the right of it, my lord."

It was a concession. Sayre and | got on as well or

better than any of the captains, and | had taken to

di scussing strategies with the veteran. He had fought
with ny father and with Carillon. He was not old, but his
yout h had been spent on the battlefield. He | acked half
his right ear; it put ne in mnd of Strahan, |acking the
ear entirely.

He scratched idly at a reddi sh eyebrow. A thin pale

scar bisected it. H's ruddy hair was liberally sprinkled
with white. "Conplacency would be deadly, but | think
the men are prepared. Fit. Wen the Solindish cone, we
will take them"
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I shifted on the stool. "This encanpnent has stood
safely for five weeks, captain. W have fought no one for
that long. How can you be certain the Solindish will ever

cone?" | put a hand on Serri's head and buried fingers in
the lustiness of his pelt. "If they do not, we waste our
time. But if the Ihlini conme instead. ..." | rubbed ny

| eft shoul der. The wound | eft by the Tooth had heal ed

wel | enough, but the scar was tender still. It ached al nost

constantly in the bitter cold.

Sayre rose, thrusting his stool away fromthe table- He
reached for the |eather-bound tankard, poured, filled his
cup and mne again, though I had drunk only half. He

scow ed bl ackly out of his w nd-chafed, reddened face,

gul ping wine again. It set watery blue eyes abl aze.

"Let themcone," he said flatly. "Let themcone. My
Homanans will be ready."

| said nothing. | knew the captain too well. And in a
monent he did as | expected: he cursed and sat down
agai n.

"Aye, aye-you may have the right of it. How better
285

to suck the will to fight fromnmen than by frightening it
out of thenP" He swore again, set the cup down so hard

wi ne sl opped over the run. It splashed agai nst the wooden
table and filled nicks, scratches, divots hacked out by
steel. Saying nothing, | retreated fromthe spillage by
lifting my arnms and | eaning away fromthe table. "MWy
Homanans are veterans, but they have fought only nen,"

he said. "W can say what they will do when faced with
Dmi sorcerers?"

"Captain— But | stopped. H s eyes had taken on the
gl azed expression of rem niscence; he was tost in battles
| ong past.

"I recall the night Tynstar cane upon us," he said in

an al nbost eerie detachnent.
I looked at himnore attentively.

"Tynstar canme upon us and took away the noon. He
filled it up with blood." Hi's mouth tightened in a faint
grimace of distaste. "He sent a mi st across the |and, a
m asma, intended to swallow us all. And all the arny
pani cked, as he intended, save for Rowan, Carillon, Dona
and even the EUasi an prince, Evan, your father's
boon conpanion." He frowned a little, lost in his recol -
| ections. "He nmeant to slay us then, to defeat us before
the battle, and yet he was unable. Donal threw the magic
sword at Tynstar, and the sorcery was broken."

I thought of the sorcery / had faced, in the circle of
l'ilac snoke.

"The sorcery was broken," Sayre repeated. "But it
was by a Cheysul i —+the Honanans were too afraid.”
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"Then perhaps we should seek out the rebels,” | sug-
gested. "Perhaps we can finish this war for good."

"Perhaps we should let themcone to us." Sayre was
unsmling. "They know this |and; we do not."

| rose abruptly, went to the doorflap of the field pavil-
ion and pulled it aside. Beyond ne lay the horizon. The
day was cold, wi ndy, depressing. C ouds huddl ed on

bl ue-frosted pl ains.

"There is little to recommend a winter war," | said

qui etly, rubbing again at ny shoulder. "I think the

Solindish will not come. And | think we should go to
Lestra."

"By your |eave, nmy lord—+ think | nust disagree.”

I smiled. "You are welconme to disagreenent. But | say
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equally freely: | do not think the Solindish will wage war
agai nst us and the weather."

"So you want us to winter in the city instead of here
on the plains." Sayrc's tone was eloquent in its carefu
intonation. "If we do so, ny lord, we |eave open the

| eagues between Lestra and the Homanan border. Open

to the eneny— He paused. "Open to the eneny and
those nen who serve the bastard."

My teeth gritted. Aye, the bastard. H s fame grew

each day, and each day we | ost one or two Homanans

who deci ded to change all egi ances in hopes of better

food, warmer beddi ng, higher pay. | could not openly

curse the bastard for leading his growing arny in skirm shes
agai nst the Solindish borderers—ntended ostensibly to Help
me—but privately | cursed himat |east once every hour

Those skirmi shes nostly hel ped his reputation; word of

El ek's nurder had tainted ny own nane and bri ght ened

that of Carillon's nmisbegotten son

"VWhat profit in taking the borders in deep w nter?"
demanded curtly, swinging to face the man. "I think they
keep us here for purposes of their own."

From outside there cane a call. lan's voice; | turned
again. Wth himwas a young man all wapped in wnter
furs and | eat her.

"Ruj ho—nessages from Mij hara." |an ducked through

the flap and into Sayre's pavilion, nodding a greeting to
the man. He wore heavy furs against the cold and gl oves
upon his hands. No gold showed, not even in his ear

Agai nst the wind he wore his hair |onger than nornal,
even as | did nyself -

The young man entered al so. He was hooded, wrapped

in wool en scarves. In his hand there was a seal ed parch-
ment. "My lord." He pulled wool away from his nouth.

"My lord—for you."
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I took the danp parchnent, broke the brittle seal,

opened it with difficulty—the parchnent stuck, tore, nearly
came apart in ny hands—then | ooked at the nessenger

in dismay. "I can read none of this. The paper is nostly
rui ned, and the ink has run."

"My lord, | amsorry." Wariness made hi m al nost
curt. "lt—was difficult reaching you. The Ihlini have
fired the land."

"Fired?" | frowned. "Be plainer of speech.”
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"Fired," he repeated. "Everything between here sad

t he Homanan border has been put to the torch. People
are dead, gane dispersed, all w nter supplies destroyed.
My | ord—do you see what they have done? They have

cut you off from Homana- You nmust go farther inward in
order to survive."

"Inmard."” | |ooked at |an. "So now we know their
pl an. ™"

Sayre swore violently. "An old trick," he said flatly.
"Drive the eneny honeward and into starvati on—er

drive theminward to death in battle. | should have seen
it. I should have known it!" He shook his ruddy head
"By the gods, | should have listened to you."

I looked at the nessenger- H s expression was |limmed in
starkness agai nst the bl eakness of the day- "You nmde it
t hr ough. "

"Aye, ny lord. But | was one man. | carried sone
winter rations with me, and grain. But—an army. . .
Unconfortable with the truth, he shook his head and
shrugged. "What little gane is left will die of starvation
soon. There is no grass for the horses, no feed or grain
stored away. Al has been destroyed."

I turned abruptly and gestured for w ne. Sayre acceded
at once, handing over a freshly-poured cup of steam ng
wine. | put it into the nessenger's hands. "You w U be
fed. You will be given tinme to rest. But first—were you
given the nessage verbally as well as witten out?"

He sipped. Nodded. Sighed. "Aye, ny lord. Genera
Rowan sai d parchnents nmay go astray; he gave ne the
words as well."

"You have cone from Hondarth?" | asked in surprise.
"But this seal is the Queen's."

"The general is at Homana-Mij har, with the Queen."
He sipped again; col or began to steal back into his pallid
flesh. "Two nessages, ny lord: fromthe general, from

the Queen."
"Rowan's first," | said at once. And then, thinking of
my sons, | wished | had said the other

The young man nodded. Hi s brown eyes bl anked a
little as he sought to recall the words precisely as they
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had been said. "There is plague in Mijhara," he told

me. "It spreads throughout Homana."
" Pl ague! "
288

"I't slays one out of every famly, sonetines nore," he
continued, "The Hormanans fall ill of a fever, but nost
recover, unless they are very young or very old- But—t
is the Cheysuli—=

He stopped. He | ooked at lan, at the U. Lastly he
| ooked at ne.

"Aye?" | asked with nounting dread.

He wet his Ups- "FO1” every five Cheysuli stricken, four
will die. And—so with the lir, ny lord."

"The Ur— lan noved stiffly closer. "This touches the
U as well?"

"My lord," He stared into his wine. "Often the war-

rior recovers. But if the U does not. . . ." Wite-faced,
he | ooked at nme. "If the U does not, the warrior dies
anyway. "

"Two-fold," Ian whispered. "Slaying one, the plague

sl ays both."

1 put a hand on lan's arm more for me than for mny
brother. "This plague is in Mijhara?"

"Aye, ny lord—and C ankeep. It spreads throughout
Homana. "

"My sons," | said blankly. "My sons are in Mijhara."

"And our rujholla is in O ankeep, along w th other
kin." lan's face was bl eak. "Gods, rujho, how can we
stay here?"

"My lord." The nmessenger's tone was raised, as if he
knew we neant to | eave himbefore he had conpleted his
task. "My lord, there is the other nmessage. Fromthe
Queen of Homana."

| nodded, still too nunb to do much nore. My sons
are in Mijhara.

"My lord, she sends to say the Princess has conceived."
| gaped. "G seUa—=2"

"In five nonths, ny |ord—+ess than that, now-you
wi Il have another child." He paused. "Ru'shalla-tu."

1 | ooked at himnore sharply. "You are Cheysuli?"

"No, ny lord. Homanan. But it seens a wise thing to
| earn the tongue of those who rule.”

"Thank the gods for a little wisdom" | |ooked at |an.
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"You know we have to go."

"/ know. But you heard what he has said. No game,
no people, no supplies. " He shrugged. "It will not
be easy, rujho."
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"And if we do not try, we will never sleep again."
"No," he agreed bleakly. "Yet | think I will not re-
gardless, until | know our kin are safe-"

I nodded. A child. Oh gods, another child. Now three

will be at risk—

I turned to ook at Sayre. "In the norning we wll
leave. Only lan and I; it would profit no one to take
nore. Captain— | paused, "—do what you can to wn

this war. However you have to win it."
"Aye, ny lord. O course."

Oh gods, | thought, ny children.

The heirs to the prophecy.
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Thr ee

The land lay in ruin. Al though the Soiindish plains |acked
the heavy forests of Homana, it had boasted its share of
scrubby trees, tangled, hedges, thick turf, lush grasses.
Now t here was nothing, nothing at all—enly charred turf,
skel etal remains of blackened trees, ash and grit in place
of grass. Tie land rolled on forever in its funerary finery,
stretching eastward toward Homana

, Qur horses shifted through grit and ash, stirring a pal
of pale gray dust that filnmed our U, our nounts, our

clothing. Ice and frost rined stones, frozen piles of
hoof - churaed earth, even the naked, tw sted trees. Uke

jewels, ice crystals glittered. Beneath its wealth, the char-
ring lent false glory to ruined wood. Like dianonds, |ike

jet, it blazed and glittered in the thin blue light of an early

ri wi nter nom cloaking itself in transient ornanentation

Though much of mnmy face was hi dden in wool en w ap-

pings, ny breath still escaped; plunmed frost in the frigid
air. I was weighed down in hood, furs, |eathers, woolens,
A but still | was cold. Yet | could not say if the chill |

experienced was born of tenperature or sickened disbeli ef.
| squinted against the bite of bitter cold. W wal ked;

we did not gallop, did not trot, shadowed by our Ur, but
still the novenent stirred our eyes to protest. Tears

| gathered, spilled over; | scrubbed briefly at nmy cheeks
with a gloved hand, not desiring to let the tears freeze in
the winter-chafed creases of tender flesh. For warnth,

had grown back the beard that made ne Carillon, but
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mostly | was col d.

"How could they do it?" | asked, though nost of it
was muffl ed behind the wool. "How coul d they destroy

N so much of their honel and?"

A 291

"Desperation?" |an, also hooded, shook his head a

little. "Dedication, determnation . . . perhaps those and
more. | do not doubt it was a difficult decision.”

"But to slay people? Their own peopl e?"

Hi s shrug was swal | owed by the bul k of heavy | eathers.

"I'f you are engaged in a war to which you are fully
committed, and a portion of your own people refuse to
join or render aid, perhaps it becones easier to sentence
themto death."

"I ndiscrimnate nurder?" | stared at himin amze-
ment. " How?" n
lan pulled the wwap fromhis nouth. "I did not say |

understood it, Niall—+ only offer a possible explanation."

"Gods." | was sickened by the thought. "I could never c
make such a decision. Determne the fates of innocent i N
peopl e? Never. It is not a man's pl ace." :

"It will be yours, one day."
"No. " 4
"Ruj ho—ef course it will. What do you think kingship ft

entails? You have attended council neetings, have heard
our jehan render judgnments. He makes choices, ru/fw.
So will you."

"Qur jehan would never order a thing as ghastly as

this," | declared. "Miurder, destruction . . . rujho, |ook
around you! Crops ruined, dwellings burned down .

even the livestock and wild gane stripped of food and
homes. How will the | and recover?"

"It will. It will take time, but vegetation wll grow

back, crops will recover, crofts and hovels will be rebuilt,
even the gane will begin to return.” He | ooked around

grimMy. "This is a waste, a terrible, senseless waste, but it
is not conplete destruction. The land will |ive again."

| shivered. "ldiocy," | muttered. "Wien we have won
this war, the Solindish will see that this benefits none of
their people.”

"No, no benefit," lan agreed. "But if you are going to

| ose a war, you take desperate neasures. And if that war

is lost regardl ess of those neasures, at |east you have |eft
nothing to benefit the victor."

I looked at nmy brother. There was little of himl could
see, Just a shapeless nass atop a winter-furred tall gray
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stallion. But with the wappings pulled down, | could see
292

nearly all of his face. Beardless, | thought he | ooked
younger than I. And yet he was so nuch wi ser.

"You should be the heir," | said finally. "You should

be, lan. You are better suited. | think the a' saii have had

the right of it all along.”

He shook his head at once. "I amnot better suited,
Niall. You do not live in ny skin; you cannot know how
I think, how | feel about things. | amnot right for the

Lion. That task is nmeant for you."

"And if | died? If the plague took ne, or a Solindish

sword—er even a Sorcerer's Tooth. . . ."I looked at him
with a cal mexpectation that was as surprising to ne as to
him "If | died, rujho, could you accept the Lion?"

The shock nmade a nmask of his face; he stared. And
there was apprehension in his eyes. "N all—=

"Coul d you?"

After a noment, he blew out a rushing breath that

w eat hed his face in fog, "You have two sons, rujho, and
perhaps a third yet to cone. The choice, thank the gods,
will never be mine to make."

No. It never would be. Unless all of us were slain. And
I thought that suprenely unlikely.

I | ooked down at Serri, trotting by ny roan. Unless the
pl ague took every one of us.

"Why did you ask, Nall? Wy is it inmportant for you
to know?"

I shrugged. "But for an accident of birth, it mght be
you who was neant for the Lion. In the clans, there
woul d be no question of it. You were firstborn. And yet,
because of Homanan law, only Aislinn's son can inherit.
It seens unfair."

"I't is not." lan reined his stallion around a frozen
hunmock of charred turf, searching autonatically for
Tasha. Agai nst the bl ackened, frost-rined earth, her

ruddy coat glowed |ike heated bronze. "It is what the gods
i ntended, or they would have put us in one another's
places." He sniled. "I amthe fortunate one, rujho

My choices will be easier than yours."

"No." | disagreed in pointed affability. "Because | wll
make you help nme with mne."

My brother | aughed.

* * *
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We wat ered our nounts, our |lir, and ourselves at
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what ever streams and buns we could find, although many
were frozen solid. Otherwi se we drank sparingly of the
contents of our waterskins and refilled themat the first
opportunity. Food we rationed carefully, along with grain;

we could not afford to waste a single pinch because it was
unlikely our stores could be replenished. There as no
game, no crops, no winter supplies. Wiat we carried was
our portion.

-1 wanted to avoid the charred weckage of crofts and

the remains of other dwellings, sickened by the first two
we had visited in search of life and food. But |lan insisted
we stop at each one because, he said, a nan could not
afford to ignore any opportunity. He had the right of it,
my brother, but | did not enjoy the discoveries of bodies
buried in the weckage, burned, battered, broken, as if
they were only toys. But the eneny had been thorough

There was no food, no water, no stored supplies that had
not been nethodically spoiled or destroyed.

And so we crossed the chanel house of Solinde praying
we woul d reach Homana before our rations—er courage—
gave out.

I thought often of the plague. So clearly | recalled
how, nore than a year earlier—early two—the furrier in
Mij hara' s Market Square had spoken of a plague in the
north, believed to be carried by white wol ves. And
recal l ed al so, but a six-nonth ago, how the guardsmen
seeki ng me had spoken of white wolves as well, desiring
to slay ne for the bounty. The thing had begun so | ong
ago, and yet we had ignored it, believing it a fleeting
thing, a piece of nonsense enbroidered with fal sehood, a
story told at the sheepherders* fires to keep them awake
whi | e dogs warded the flocks agai nst wol ves of any

col or.

But now the tale was true. Now t he beast was | oose.

We crossed the border at |ast and saw how t he Soni di sh
had taken care not to raze any of Homana. Wth the
naked eye a man could see the ragged |ine of denarca-
tion, the sword' s edge that divided Homana from Sol i nde.
Here there was grass, though frosted; here there was
life, though sluggish in the cold; here there was the
294

prom se of continuance. In Solinde, there was only the
prom se of ending.

And here there were al so nen, confronting us on
hor seback as we rode across the border

Li ke us, they were bundled in furs, |eathers, wool ens.
Caps and hoods hid their heads and nuch of their faces;

I recogni zed none of them They were Homanans, but
that was all | could discern.

lan and |, with our Ur, crossed i nto Homana and the
Homanans told us to halt al nbst at once. Miuted |ight
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ran the length of their bared swords, but dully; the sun
shone only fitfully through the nmesh of scall oped snow
cl ouds hangi ng | ow across the plains.

One man rode a little forward of the others (I counted
fourteen in all) and halted. He | ooked at the U, then at
I an, marking his yell ow eyes. Lastly he | ooked at me,

and he frowned. "Cneysuli," he said. "Both of you?"

"Aye," | told him waiting.

He | ooked at me a trifle harder. But, as was his, nost

of my face was hidden; it is difficult to recognize a man
wel | warded against the winter. "There is plague," he
sai d abruptly. "Have you heard? Al throughout Homana."

"And are you a patrol sent to turn us from our
homel and?"

The ot her nmen nurnured anong thensel ves. This one

did not answer at once. He squinted a little, peering past
me toward the ravished plains of Solinde. "Are you from

t he Homanan army?"

"No," lan answered wyly. "W are fromthe SoUndi sh
arnmy. "

The man's brown eyes flicked back to |l an. There was a
glint of disapproval in his eyes. Not nuch of a sense of
hunor. "Shapechanger," he said levelly, "this is no tinme
for levity. Least of all for you." Ajerk of his head
indicated the men waiting behind him "W are nen who
serve the son of Carillon."

Inwardly, | swore. Qutwardly, | did nothing.

| an nodded slowy. "W have been | ong out of Honana.
How does the petition proceed?"

The ot her shrugged. "The Mijhar is in Hondarth, the

Homanan Council divi ded because of the war. The peti-

tion, for now, is set aside, but only for a while. Wen the
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war i s done and spring is cone, we will set our lord in
Ni aU s place."

"Murderer," one of the other nmen said. "He slew
El ek."

No, he did not—at |east, not intentionally. But | did not
dare to say it al oud.

Idly, lan snoothed the pale mane of his dark gray
horse. "This plague—how serious is it?"

"Serious for the Cheysuli. You would do better to
stay in Solinde."

"No," we answered together.

He eyed us nore attentively. "W will not turn you
back. Cheysuli, Homanan, it does not matter. CQur duty
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lies with our lord."
"Are you recruiting?" |an asked.
The brown eyes narrowed. "And are you of the a'saii?"

So, even the Homanans knew of the zeal ots. "Wy?"
asked al oud. "Have the a'saii joined with you?"

"W asked- They declined: our objectives are too
different. And so the pact was never made." He shrugged,
rewraping his dark blue muffler. "But |I think the a scd
are finished; too many of them are dead."”

They were ny eneny, the a'saii. But they were of ny
race, nmy clan, ny kin; | grieved for their deaths. |
grieved for the deaths of their Ur

"What of you?" |an asked. "The plague is not that
sel ective. Homanans are dying al so."

| heard nmurmuring again. A glance at the others showed

me furtive | ooks exchanged; expressions of bleakness and
affirmation. No matter what was said, the bastard s ad-
herents al so suffered | osses. Many | osses; like the a'saii
their cause m ght be overcone by m sfortune rather than
anything | m ght do.

"W will win. W have the gods on our side."

"Tahl norra |l ujhala nei w ccan, cheysu," |an quoted.
"The fate of a man rests always within the pal mof the
gods. "

The Homanan turned his horse aside. And we were
hone at | ast.

W found little nore wel conme in Homana than we had
in Solinde. Here the |Iand was whol e, the dwellings un-
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burned, the crofters alive, Ac gane and |ivestock healthy.
but fear and suspicion also thrived. W were Cheysufi,
and Cheysuli carried the plague.

lan and | learned quickly that it was best if / went to
the doors and asked for food and water, offering coin in
return; for once, ny Homanan | ooks stood ne in good
stead. But even so, as we drew closer to Mijhara the
wary wel comes turned to rude refusals.

And then, with a week's ride left to Mijjhara, we
stopped at a snowbound croft and were given warm

wel cone, both of us, and invited in for a nmeal. The old
worman was al one, but did not appear to fear us or the
pl ague. Wth our U she took us in and served hot food
and tart cider, spiced with a twi st of cinnanon. And
when at |ast we took our furs off in the heat of the
tiny dwelling, our fir-gold was bared to a smlin®-if

t oot hl ess—+ecepti on.

"Aye," she said, "I knew you were Cheysuli. Even
buried under fur and | eather- You have the eyes— she
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| ooked at lan "—and the aninmals are nore than pets.
U, are they? Aye. Lovely beasts."

Her white hair was quite fine, thinning; it straggled out
of a tight-wapped knot of braid at the crown of her
head. Al the days of the world were in the tapestry of
her face. Her faded blue eyes were rheuny, eaten away
with the prom se of mlk-blindness, but even when she
could no longer see with them | knew she would see

with her heart.

"Lady," | said, "Leijhana tu'sai."

She sat in her chair and rocked a little, grinning at ny
words. "O d Tongue." She nodded, knotting her hands

in the ends of her faded brown shawl . "Been so | ong

since | beard it. But even then, it was strange to ne. My
mouth did not want to shape the words."

I looked at her in startled supposition. "You are not
Cheysul i ?"

"No, no, not |I. Not Cheysuli, no." She grinned. She
rocked. She | aughed.

"Lady," lan said. "You know there is plague in the
| and, and yet you invite us in. You invite Cheysuli in."
"I amold. | have no one but nyself, and nmy cat." The

gray tabby, in the face of nuch larger kin in Tasha, had
retreated to the nmantel over the fireplace. "Wen ny
297

time cones, | will give it good welcone. But 1 think this
Ilhlini mschief will not send ne to the gods." She nod-
ded. She rocked. She sm | ed.

“I'hl'ini." | exchanged a glance with lan. "You say the
pl ague is I hlini?"
"Bora of Strahan, aye." Again she nodded. Her eyes

were closed. She rocked. "It has been coining a | ong,
long tine. | renenber the days of Tynstar, in Solinde,
when he first told Bellamthat Homana was his for the
taking. And so together they took it, once Shai ne was
slain in the Geat Hall of Homana-Mijhar. Tynstar chased
Carillon out of his honeland and into exile in foreign
realms. ..." Her recital trailed off. lan and |I stared at
her in silence, shocked to hear her repeat so rmuch of our
House's history. "But he came home again, he did, and

t ook Homana back, and then Tynstar stole his youth.
Tynstar was strong, but so was Carillon. And in the end,
Carillon prevailed." She smled briefly; it faded quickly
enough. "But Tynstar sired a son on Carillon's queen,

and now that son is | oosed upon the |Iand. Like the

pl ague of Asar-Suti."

She said nothing nore. In the silence of the tiny room
lan and | waited for her to finish. But she said nothing
nor e.

"Lady,'* | said at last, "howis it you know so nuch of
Tynstar? So nuch of Shai ne?"
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"Because | was alive when Shai ne was Mij har," Her
rheuny eyes creased in good-natured hunmor. "And
Tynstar was ny lord."

"Your tord?" | was on ny feet at once, hand cl osing
on ny knife hilt. "Lady—

"Aye," she said, "he was. And aye, | amIlhlini. But I
bid you not to slay ne: | amnot the eneny. Save your
anger for Tynstar's son."

She stopped rocking. She sat very still in her chair, a
small, old, fragile wonan, who had suckled at a Solindish
breast.

"Why are you in Homana?" | an asked, genuinely curi-
ous as well as wary. So was I.

"Because | like it," she answered. "Because now it is
my home." Suddenly she | aughed. From some hi dden

pl ace beneath her shawl, she withdrew a thing that glit-
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tered. She held it out in the candlelight, and we saw the
stone. A multi-faced crystal; pale, perfect pink. "Take
it," she said. 'Take ny lifestone. If you believe I mean
you harm you have only to crush it, or throwit in the

fire. And the world will lack one more Ihlini witch."

After a noment, | put out ny hand and took the stone

fromher withered palm | was ungloved; the crystal took

on the color of nmy flesh, altering texture and hue until it was

hi dden in ny hand. Perfect canouflage. It seenmed wei ght-
| ess, though it was not. It seemed to have no tenpera-
ture, though when | first had touched it the stone was
undeni abl y cool

"Lifestone," | echoed. "Wat does it do?"

"We have no fir," she told ne. "We have a stone instead.
It is a locus for our power." Her eyes were on the stone.
"l have so little, now, | amtoo old. And | renounced
Asar-Suti."

"Renounced him" lan stared at her, "And you
were left alive?"

The old woman tilted her head a little. "Betines |
think I was not. But that is only because | amso ol d.

| ost nmy youth when | broke faith with the Seker. It was
the cost. And now, | wait for the day | will die."

I frowned a little. "How old, |ady? How many years
have you?"

Briefly, she counted on fragile fingers. And then she
grinned her toothless grin. "Only two," she said. "Two
hundred. Not so old, when you think of how old Tynstar
was. O how old Strahan will be, if no one seeks him out
and slays him" She | ooked at us both, "You mght," she
said. "Go to him seek himout, end the Seker's plague.
It is the only way you will save your people. The only
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way the world will survive."

She put out her hand. | returned the stone. Before ny
eyes, it flamed, sent a single tendril of lilac smoke into
the air, and then its nmonentary brilliance was snuffed
out. "If you could take his |lifestone, ha power would be
ended," she told ne. "If you cannot, at feast destroy the
white wol f."

"Gods," | blurted, "you wish nme to slay nysel f?"

Her hand spasned, shutting away the pal e pi nk stone.
"You?" she said. "You are the Prince of Homana?"

"Aye, lady®-1 am™
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"Then you nust go. It is a task you nust perform?"

Di stractedly, she pushed at the w sps of pearlescent hair
encroaching into her face. "Go home, ny lord of Honmana.
And then go to Val gaard, Strahan's fortress, in the nmoun-
tains of Solinde. It will be Homana's deliverance."

"And that is what you desire?" |an asked gently. "For-
give me, but you are Duini. Wat reason can you give us
to believe what you have told us?"

"Reason?" Clearly, she was shocked. "I have told you
the truth. It should be enough.”

I him, nmy conscience whispered, as |lan and | exchanged
dubi ous gl ances.

"Reason." She whispered it to herself. "I amtoo old;
have forgotten what hatred |lies between the Firstborn's
chi |l dren—wahat prejudice there is—=

"Lady." lan's tone was distinctly displeased; | recalled
how he had reacted when U lith had di scussed our sup-
posed kinship on the voyage to Atvia. "W are not

bl ood- bound, |ady. Not Ihlini and Cheysuli."

"No?" She smiled, shrugged, rew apped her faded
shawl . "No, then. As you wi sh."

| | ooked at Serri. Lir7

He remai ned conspicuously silent. A d the woman ni ght
be, and | acking nost of her nmagic, but the |ink was
af fected by her nearness to us.

| caught lan's eye and hooked ny head toward the

door in a silent suggestion. Equally silent, he nodded
once and rose. We put on pounds of |eather and fur
agai n, wapped our faces in wool and pulled up our
hoods from our shoul ders.

"Lady," | said, "our gratitude. Leijhana tu' sai"
Unsm |ing, she |ooked at us. "I will give you proof."
" Pr oof ?"
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"Reason to believe." She pressed herself out of the
chair. She was tiny, fragile, bowed down with the weight
of her age. "Proof," she nurmured. "My gift to you—ny

gift to Homana— And with anmazi ng accuracy she
threw the crystal into the fire.

*Wo/" | | eaped for her, trying to catch her in ny arns
as the lifestone fell into the flames, but by the tinme |
touched the woman she was only made of dust. Only dust
in the shape of a wonan, and then even that was bani shed.

Slowmy | opened ny hands. Tiny crystals glittered agai nst
300

the flesh of ny callused palnms. Slowy | tipped them
dust sifted, drifted, settled against the earthen floor.
I looked at my brother in silence.

"Gods— But he stopped. There were no words for
this.

He turned and wal ked out of the croft.
301
Four

There were marks on the doors in Mijhara. At first |an
and | stared at themblankly in ignorance, and then the
answer becane quite dear. A red slash neant pl ague was
in the dwelling. A black one signified death.

Al'l around us was silence, except for the sounds of our
horses. Grayish snowdrifts stretched from doorway to door-
way, filmed with grinme and ash. Down the center of each
street was beaten a narrow path of dirty slush over
frosted, muddy cobbles. Qur horses slipped and slid,
pressing slush into horseshoe-shaped crusts of ice. Behind
us canme Tasha and Serri

Though it was m dnorni ng, passers-by were infre-

quent. As they saw us, they huddl ed nore deeply into

their wrappings and hastened out of our way. | saw
war d- si gns nade agai nst our U, our horses, ourselves,

and realized yet another reason for distrusting Cheysuli had
acqui red significance. Now they feared us for the plague.

The pewter-col ored sky spat snow at us, but fitfully.

Fl akes no larger than the end of ny smallest finger
drifted diagonally across ny path of vision, sticking to

| eat hers, wool, horsehair, waiting for others to follow |
squi nted, burrow ng bearded chin nmore deeply into wool;

the path before ny roan was quickly transformed from
gray to white.

After so many weeks of riding, not know ng what |

mght find, | discovered | wanted to do it again so the
answer woul d be delayed. | did not want to halt at the
bronze-and-ti nber gates of Homana- Muj har and see the
crimson slash of a plague-house, or the black of a house
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of death. | did not want to look at all; even as |lan halted
before ne, | stared steadfastly at the ground.

"My lord!'* soneone cried.
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"My lord prince!" cried another, and the w de gates
wer e opened to us.

| |l ooked up. | saw the | eaves of the gate swi nging
e slowy open before ne. And | saw the red mark upon
? t hem

"Ruj ho7" lan waited. And | realized | had not noved
to enter the outer bail ey.

J "My lord." Sonmeone took ny roan's danp rein. "My
. | ord?"

| ? | bestirred nyself to | ook down at the man. | did not
n know his nanme, but | had seen himfrequently around the

exterior of the palace. One of the Mijharan Guard whose
n duty it was to tend the gates.

n "No soot," | said. "No soot upon the gate."
| "No, ny |ord—ot yfet."
H "Niall." lan again. "Here is where we part."

I looked at himin surprise. "You are not going to
cone in with me?"

"I will go to dankeep. Isolde is there, and others."
He reined back the gray who wanted to go hone to a stable

he knew. "I will be back as soon as possibl e, dependi ng—
He broke off, |ooked eastward, yanked wool away from
his face. "Gods, rujho, | amafraid of what | will find."

Snow gat hered on his shoul ders and on the rimof his

hood. There was no sun, only the dimflat light of a winter
day, so that nost of his face was hidden in bluish shadow.
There was tension in the set of his mouth and jaw, in the
flesh around his eyes. Freed of the wool en w appings, his
breath snmoked in the frigid air.

"No nore than / amafraid." | |ooked past himtoward
the inner bailey. Patiently, the guardsnen waited to cl ose
the gate. "Go on," | said abruptly. "Go on. Cone back

when you can.” And | rode past himwith Serri trotting
at the roan's right side

I did not | ook back again. And as | passed through the
outer bailey into the inner, | heard the gates thud cl osed.

Boys canme running to take ny horse, slipping and
stumbling in the snow1 flung themthe reins and junped
down fromthe roan, thanking himw th a slap upon one
furry shoulder. And then | ran up the steps of the pal ace
with Serri |oping next to ne.

Cods, lit—what if my sons have taken the plague?

Do not beg misfortune, lir. See if it is true, first.
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But even Serri's customary wyness did not nake ne
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feel better.
My sons—and who el se? My not her?

I thought of everyone as | clinbed nore stairs inside
the palace, but | went to see ny sons.

There were wonmen in the nursery, talking quietly as

they sat and tended their stitchery. But all talk broke off
as | entered; five wonmen stood as one and then dropped
into startled curtsies.

"My sons?" | asked. That only.

"Well," one of the wonmen answered at once, as the
others only stared. "My lord, see themfor yourself."

| was already at the oak-and-ivory cradle, hanging on
to the inlaid run. They slept, did Hart and Brennan,
swat hed in soft-conbed wool. There was no sign of ill-
ness about them

"They thrive, ny lord," the woman—€al | a—tol d ne.
"You need have no fears for them"

"And G sella? My nother?" | could not | ook away
fromny sl eeping sons.

"Both well, ny lord."

"I saw the mark on the gate. The red mark." Now I
| ooked at her. "There is plague in Homana- Mij har."

"Aye." She stared down at her hands. In them she
cl asped forgotten stitchery. "My lord, it is the general.
The Queen is with himnow"

"Rowan?" GCh—gods—Ao—"You do not nean Gen-
eral Rowan?*'

"Aye, ny lord, | do."

A knife bl ade teased at the interior of ny belly.
"Wher e?"

"I'n his chanbers. Tie Queen said to | eave hi mwhere

he woul d be nost confortable, though others wi shed to
lock himaway." Calla's face was pale. "My lord." She
followed on nmy heels as | turned abruptly to | eave the
nursery. "My lord—t would be best if you did not go."

"So | do not risk nyself?" Gimy, |I shook ny head.
"For Rowan, it would be worth it."

But as | turned, determined to go to him | cane face
to face with G sella.

Once again, swollen with the weight of an unborn
child. O, perhaps, two? This tine | could not be certain.

Hands cl utched a soft wool shawl over her di stended
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abdonen. "You did not go m" she said. "Not into the
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nursery!"”
"Gsella."

"You did not expose ny sons to plague?" She was aston-
i shed, angry, genuinely frightened. "N all?"

"I sawthem" | told her gently. "Did you think
woul d stay away?"

"You exposed them " She w enched past nme and ran

to the cradle, even as | turned back fromthe door. "OCh,
my boys, ny little boys, has he visited you with the

pl ague?" Her hands were on the soft wool wr appings,
peeling them back to expose sl eeping faces. And then,
abruptly, she turned on the other women. "I said he was
not to come in. | said he was not to be allowed. | said
want ed him kept away fromny little boys."

"Gsella." | cut into her diatribe before she could flay
the white-faced wonen with her tongue. "G sella, no one
in this palace has the right to refuse me the opportunity
to see ny children."

"/ do!" she cried. "/ do—their nother! | do not want
you to touch them | told these wonen you were not to
touch the babies."

She stood between me and the cradle, warding it with
her body. How rigidly she stood; how fierce was her
defiance. And | could not really blame her.

"I have no plague,” | told her. "I prom se you, G sella—
there is no plague in me. Do you think | would wish to
risk themany nore than you?"

"White wol f," she said. "White wolf. How can you tel
me you do not carry the plague. You are a white wol f
-when you take on the shape of your lirf

"G sell a—

"W/" She stared defiantly at Serri, then transferred it
to ne. "l-say-no/"

Lir, Serri told ne, you cannot battle fear so fierce as
this. Gve her tinme. Let her see you do not sicken. She wll
accept you then.

They are ny sons, Serri.

And she is their fehana. Do you think her fear is
m spl aced? Do you think she is wong to guard themw th
her life?

Inwardly, | sighed. No. No—perhaps | do not. But |
m ght wish the target were other than nyself.
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No doubt. But you have just cone through a pl ague-
ridden realm and everyone knows what your lir-shape is.

"All right." | said it aloud. "All right, Gsella, | under-
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stand. But when you see that | amwell, there will be no
nmore of these denonstrations against nme in the presence
of ny sons,"

Her teeth showed a little. "There is plague, 19 she said.
"Plague all through Homana. Do you think I will risk ny
sons? Do you think I will risk the inheritor of the Lion?"

No, | thought she would not. | thought she would risk
only herself in order to protect the inheritor and his
brother. Even against their father

Mad she night be, but | could not question her desire
to save her sons. Nor would | disregard her loyalty to the
Li on.

| sighed. "Well enough, Gsella. | surrender the battle
to you." Through the link, | asked Serri to stay with ny
sons; | did not entirely trust Gsella's tenper.

And as she sang a song to ny sons, | left the nursery to
find the sickroom

Rowan' s chanmber was full of shadows. The weight of
themlay thick upon the furniture and wavered in the
coners. | smelled the scent of beeswax and the prom se
of coming deat h.

My nmother's back was to me as | entered noisel essly.
saw only the chair and the top of her head above it,
red-gold hair muted in the dimglow of candlelight. As |
approached, | saw how she sat very quietly in the chair,
hands folded in her lap. And when | reached her, | saw
how rigidly her fingers were | ocked together.

I heard how she spoke to him

"—so faithfully," she was saying. "He had no one as
faithful as you. Oh, | know, you would argue there was
Finn, as loyal a liege nman as could be, but the loyalty did
not last. Not as it should have | asted. Not as your loyalty
| asted." Fingernails picked absently at the soft nap of the
j ade-green wool of her skirts. "I know the story. Rowan

how as a boy you swore to serve Carillon as no other
man could serve him even as he was driven from Honana
by Bel |l am of Solinde. How you never failed your duty to
the rightful Prince of Homana. And when he cane hone
306

W
| -

again, the rightful Mijhar of Homana, you gave hi m what
aid you could. You hel ped himbeconme a king."

| looked at the man in the bed. Much of hi mwas
hi dden beneath | ayers of heavy bl ankets, and | coul d not
see his face. | could not see him breathe.

"And when ny father was slain by Gsric, and Dona
becane Mij har, you were there to help himalso. To
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help himhold the Lion." | heard the m nute wavering of
her voice. "One day, ny son will need you, as the others
have needed you- How can you | eave us now? How can

you fail N all?"

"Mother," | said, and she |eaped up fromthe chair.

"Niall! OCh—gods— She pressed a hand agai nst her
breast. And then she shook her head. "Ch no, do not
conme here. Not youF"

"You are here," | told her
"But I will not be Miyjhar. N all, please go back."

"I owe this man ny attendance. As nmuch as you owe
yours." | stopped beside the chair and | ooked at the man
in the bed. "He has served the House of Homana | onger
than anyone | know. It is the least | can do for him™"
She said nothing. | noved past her to the edge of the
bed. "Doesjehan know?"

"I had a nessage sent. But J doubt Donal can cone.
Not in time. The plague waits for no one."

Indeed, it did not. Rowan's face was gray and very
gaunt. Even his Ups were gray, but they were also swollen
and cracked. Hi s breathing was distinctly |abored.

I looked at nmy nother sharply. "lIs there no one we
can call?"

"Nothing is left," she told me gently. "Wat can be
done has already been done tw ce over."

"Is there no kin to share his passing?"

"He is quite alone," ny nother said. "Hs famly was

all of us."

Bl eakly, | shook my head. "CGods," | said, "what

sterility. No wife, no children, no clan, . . not even a lir
to grieve."

Rowan began to cough. It was a harsh, backing cough,
coming fromdeep in the lungs. Spittle soiled his chin; his
cracked lips split again and bl ed.

I bent over himinstantly, snmoothing his coverlet in a
futile bid to soothe his pain, though I knew there was
307

nothing for it. The silvering hair was dull and lacking life.
Pushed back fromhis face, it bared the fragility of his
skul I, showi ng the bones beneath the drying flesh. There

was so little of Rowan left.

And then he opened his eyes; there was nore |left than
I had expected. "My lord,"” he said, and smled. "My
| ord—you have been away so |long."

The voi ce had been ruined by his coughing. He sounded
nothing like hinself. "Aye," | said, "but home now.
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And will stay here, for a while."

The lids drifted cl osed, then opened once again. "M
lord— He drew a rattling breath. "Carill on—

| froze.
"CariDon, | beg you—take Finn back into your service—*
I shut ny eyes. "Rowan."

"I know what constitutes an oath ... | know you
made one, broke one, according to CheysuU tradition

but make a new tradition. You both need one
anot her."

Looking at him | saw how it hurt to speak the words.
And yet he continued to try to speak them "Rowan, do

not trouble yourself—= But in the end | did not finish. It
was not for ne to tell this man what to do.

H s hand was on nmy wist. The fingers were so dry, so

hot, so oddly insubstantial. Even the calluses were |o0sing
their customary toughness. "Ch, ny lord," he whispered.
"Ch, ny lord, it has been an easy service. | could not
have asked for a better |ord-—=

I shut his linp hand up in both of mne. "Nor could
have asked for a better friend."

Rowan's smile was blinding. Tears were in his eyes.
"Do you recall, ny lord? Do you recall the day we
net ?"

| opened ny nmouth to urge himinto silence; said
nothing. I let himtell me how he and ny grandsire bad
met .

"You were in chains," he said- "Thorne of Atvia had
slain your father and taken you prisoner—and ne, the
same day, but | did not count. | was nothi ng—you were
the Prince of Homana." He smiled a little; blood welled
into the cracks in his lips. "And you spoke to me—to a
boy made wetched by captivity—and you called us
kinspirits." Atear rolled dowm one tenple to stain the
308

pi Il ow beneath his head. "But Thone toek you away to
his father. Keough, and | thought they would slay you
And then later, when / was taken, | thought they neant
to slay ne—

He coughed. His hand tightened in mine. | felt ny

mot her next to ne. "Rowan," she began, but he went on
when the spasm had passed, and she did not try to

di ssuade him

"I't was Keough—+t was Keough who woul d have had

me slain—when | spilled the wine . . . Thonme woul d

have sl ain me, but you begged for ny life. You begged
for it, ny lord—you offered to take ny pl ace. "
Agai n, he coughed. His hand clutched m ne. "But—they
did not listen. And | was flogged ... for spilling w ne.
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And when Alix rescued nme, Iswore then | would serve
you all ny |life—even when you went into exile." The
smil e brought fresh blood to his' swollen |ips. "How

wi shed | could have been Finn . . . when | heard a
Cheysuli had gone with you, | wished it could have been
me—=

Breath rattled in his chest. | thought he could not go
on.

But he did. "All those years—all those years | envied
himhis position as liege nan to Carillon . . . and yet by
denying ny race as a boy-by denying ny lir—+ also
deni ed any chance / m ght have been the warrior you
trusted so readily. And when he was gone—when you
sent him fromyour service—+ thought | would rejoice

but I did not. I was not Finn . . . and you needed
him You needed us both. . . ." He sighed. "Ch ny
| ord, take him back into your service. Honana has need
of all her children.'*

H s voice stopped. | swallowed heavily. "Rowan—
Cheysuli i'halla shansu."

He | aughed only a little; his voice was nearly gone.
"Cheysuli peace, for me? But | ama lirless man-

"Cheysuli i'halla shansu,"

He lifted his head fromthe pillow "Carillon—= And
then it fell back, and | knew he woul d not speak again.

| sat there for countless nonents, trying to master

mysel f. And when | could, | detached his hand from m ne

and set it carefully on the coverlet. It was hard to believe
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he was dead. Hard to believe the hand woul d never again
lift a sword in the nane of Homana's Mij hars.

| npossi ble to believe.

"I amsorry." My nother touched ny shoul der. "But
surely you understand. "

"Why he mistook me? Ch, aye . . . and | do not care.
If it gave himpeace to believe | was Carillon, it is a gift |
woul d gladly bestow." | rose. | saw the tears on her face.

"I will see to it arrangenents are nade."

"Niall." Her hand closed on nmy wist and held ne
back. "It is for others to do."

I snapped ny wist free of her hand. "If you think
will delegate the responsibility for this man's disposal to
someone el se nmerely because of rank—=

"No," she said clearly. "It has nothing to do with
rank. If | thought it would bring nme peace, | would dig
the grave nyself. But they woul d never allow ne the
honor . "

"They?" | frowned. "Wo woul d not?"
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She | ooked past me to the dead man in the bed. "There

is no choice. It is atime of plague ... a time of new—
and ugly—traditions. Atine requiring neasures ordi-
narily we could refuse. But not even those of the House
of Homana may ask to be excused.”

"Jehana—

"They will take himaway," she said plainly, "to a
common grave outside the walls. And there he and the
others will be put to the torch so the plague will be
consuned. "

"Not Rowan. He deserves so nmuch nore than that—

"And if it were you," ny nother told nme, "they would
do precisely the sane. There are no titles in death."

No. No titles. Nothing but an obscene absence from
the worl d.

I 1 ooked at Rowan a final time. And then | drew mny

mot her into ny arns even as she | ocked hers around ne.
Toget her we grieved in silence. Together we of fered
confort even as it was asked

Ja'hai, | said to the gods. Accept this Cheysuli warrior
310
Five

| labored over the letter as | never had done before,
trying to find precisely the proper words. It would be
easy to sinply say: Jehan, Rowan is dead, but the man
was worth nmore than that. So, | thought, was ny father

I had thought of having a scribe do the work, saying

al oud what had happened and letting the other wite it
down, but that |acked privacy. It gave nme no chance to
say what | really felt. So | sat at nmy father's table and
wote it out nyself.

And as | signed ny nane, my brother came into the
room

"l'an." Quickly, | sanded the parchnment, shook it, set
it carefully aside. "How does 'Sol de fare? How bad is the
pl ague in dankeep?"

"l had forgotten
bear a child."

he said. "I had forgotten she was to

| sat back in my chair. "By the gods—so had IF

"Well, it was a boy. Four nonths ago. ' Sol de naned
hi m Ti eman. "

I would have sniled, but there was a question | had to
ask before | expressed ny pleasure. "A healthy child?
And - Sol de?"

"Heal thy child? Aye." He nodded. He shrugged. <tCe"m
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said the birth was easy. But the plague has taken ' Sol de."

I did not nove. | could not. | sat in ny chair and
stared at the stranger who stood before ne.

"Last night," he said listlessly. "Last night, as Tiernan
cried for the breast she could not give himthe pl ague
had dried her mlk."

Shock was a buffer between conprehension and gri ef.
"Not ' Soldo— | said; | begged. "lan—ot I|sol de"
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I waited. | watched. | knew he would deny it. |an had

to deny it. This was all part of the same obscene jest
fostered by Strahan upon us. | waited. | waited for lan to
admt it; to say Isolde lived.

But he did not. He wandered aimessly into ny fa-

ther's private chanber. Tasha, follow ng, flopped down
besi de a storage trunk even as lan sat down on the lid. "I
watched it, rujho. | just watched. There was nothing
could do."

No—not | sol de—

"1 thought perhaps the earth magic mght help to turn
the pl ague away. But not hi ng answered. Nothing canme at
my call." He sounded weary, confused, renote, as if the
death had taken away nore than just |solde, "I watched—
and knew there was nothing I could do."

"No." | saw Rowan's face before ne, his gaunt gray
face clad in the sonber flesh of death. "No, there is
not hing. "

"The baby cried. Ceinn cried. But Isolde slipped away."
And then suddenly his |istlessness was bani shed and
saw t he ragged bl ossoming of his grief. 'W-she did not
slip away! She was taken fromus! Like a | anb caught in
a bear-trap."

I shoved ny chair back and, crossed the chanber to

him But even as | reachedout, intending to grasp his
shoul der, lan rose and pushed ny hand away. He brushed

by me al most roughly; | watched himstalk to the fire-

pl ace and stare into the flanmes. The line of his shoul ders
was incredibly rigid.

It is not a Cheysuli customto openly acknow edge gri ef.

But | had seen hi macknow edge other things without a
qualm flouting Cheysuli custom

He and |sol de had al ways been cl ose. C oser than
"Solde and |; they had shared jehan and jehana. And
wondered: Perhaps it is an indication of how deeply he
feels this grief, that he cannot share it with ne.

"Ceinn is inconsol able.™

| saw ' Sol de before ne, in the rain, clad in crinson
wool and the brightness of her spirit. How she had | oved
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the rain. How she had | oved the children. How she had
| oved Cei nn,

Still his back was to ne. But | knew better than to go
to him "And you?"

312

Slowy he turned, but not before | sawthe telltale
gesture of hand pressing tears away fromfl esh. "Forgive
me. | have no right to be selfish, rujho ... she was your
ruj holla, too.*'

"Aye." | drew in a steadying breath. "Rowan is dead
as well."

"Ch— he said, when he could, "—eh, gods, but how
keenly Strahan strikes!" Uke nme, he sucked in an un-
even breath. "Niall—+t is worse. Mich worse than we
i magi ned. The plague has slain half our nunbers.”

"Hal f?" Al the flesh stood up on ny bones. "Half of
us are dead?"

"At | east. They have not counted properly, but they
tally what they can. Each day, there are no |l ess than
three new deaths. And that is not counting the lir."

It was ny turn to sit down on the trunk lid. Half. Half
of our clan only? O of the Cheysuli as a whol e?

| asked him His eyes were bleak. "Qur clan has | ost
hal f. But the others send word of additional deaths.
think we can say half of all elans are dead. Strahan
begins his own qu mahlin."

Hal f of all the Cheysuli.

I thought of Shaine, our ancestor, who had nearly
destroyed a race. | thought of. Carillon, who had cone
honme fromexile to end a tyrant's reign and end the

qu' mahlin as well. | thought of how the clans had in-
creased until they had divided, living in freedom again,
bui | di ng Keeps where they wi shed to build them raising
children in tranquility.

Hal f of all the Cheysuli.
Taken by Strahan's pl ague.

Gods, deliver us fromthe Ihlini. "The old woman,"
sai d suddenly. "The old Ihlini woman. She had the right
of it. This thing is bomof evil. Bom of Asar-Suti."

"There was another thing she said." H's tone was hard
as iron. "There was a thing she said we nust do."

1 looked at him "W will go to Strahan's fortress."
In silence, |an nodded.

"Hs lifestone," | said intently. "That, or slay the
white wolf." | | ooked over at the table. The parchnent
| acked ny seal. But | knew now | would not send it. |
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woul d have to send another. "lan—+t is late, | know .
but will you ask for the council to be summobned?—those
313

menbers who are here. If we are to go in the norning,
must nane ny heir.**

"Wt hout jehanr'

I shook ny head. "W cannot wait for him And even

if he diri come, he would say we could not go." | shrugged
"An informal council, perhaps, and a nore infornal

accl amation, but one that nust be nade. The Lion nust
remai n secure."

"Aye.*' He turned to go. And then he paused. "What
Wi n you say to the Queen?*'

VWhat would | say to ny nmother? | sighed. "I wifl
thi nk of sonet hi ng.

Inthe end, | sinply said | was going. | told her when. |
told her why. | told her what nust be done. And | waited.
For refusals, anger, tears. But she gave ne none of those
t hi ngs.

"Go," she said. "Do what you nust do.'*

I waited. But she said nothing nore. In the end, it was
up to me. "JeAaBtf?" | shrugged a little beneath her calm
gray gaze. "l—thought you would forbid it."'*

She sat in a cushioned chair, swathed in a bronze-

col ored robe. She had prepared herself for bed; the
glorious hair, unbound, spilled about her shoul ders and
gathered in her tap

"No," she said. 'The realmis near to ruin. There will
be nothing left for Donal —hAothing left for you. Some-
thing nust be done. Strahan nust be stopped.”

Still, | waited. Anticipating all manner of renonstra-
tions, | had come prepared. My verbal quiver was full of
arrows. But she had stol en ny bow.

"l'an, too?*" she asked.
"Of course."

"And the fir." She nodded. "I can think of no two
warriors better equipped for this confrontation.**

| smled a little. "Such faith."

"You are both of you Donal's sons. | think it is not
m spl aced. **

After a noment, | drewin a quiet breath. "lan has
called the council. Before |I go, | nust name Brennan as
my heir. And Hart as Brennan's heir."

My not her nodded. Her face was oddly serene. "You
are a wealthy man. Two sons to guard the Lion."
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I knew she had al ways regretted her barrenness. One
son. Not enough, not nearly enough, when war lives on
your doorstep. But the House of Homana had nearly

al ways been poor in sons; she should hardly bl anme

hersel f.
Two sons. Aye, | was a wealthy nman. Perhaps now t he
tradition changed. | clainmed two heirs already, and Gsella

was nearly due to deliver another child.

I went to ny nother. | bent, cupped her head in ny

hands, kissed her smooth, fair brow. "Tahlnorra," | told
her gently.

She sm | ed. Squeezed my hands, then |l et them go.
"Cheysuli i'halla shansu."

I smled. | wanted to laugh out loud; to tell her how
accented was her A d Tongue, but | did not. | think she
knew. And so, in silence, | went to open the door. And at
the door, briefly, | turned back, to wish her a fina

goodbye; to thank her for her strength.

But | said nothing at all, watching the tears run down
her face. And then |I went out of the room

G sella stared at ne. "Strahan?" she said. "You are
going to find the Ihlini?"

"Find him Slay him if | can. He nust be destroyed."

Her yell ow eyes were very wi de and startled; she was a

child, | thought, afraid of |osing sonmething. "You are
| eaving me."

I sighed. "No," | told her. "No. Not permanently.

will be back, if the gods are willing."

She sat in the center of her big tester bed, crunpling
the coverlet intoruin with rigid, clawike fingers. "You
are leaving me. Because | amnot |ike Deirdre of Erinn."

Gods, how she knew to provoke the pain. "I am going

to stop this plague," | told her harshly. "It has nothing to
do with you. Nothing to do with Deirdre. How can it,

G sella? Deirdre of Erinn is dead!"

"And if you go, you will be dead." Awkwardly, she
scranbl ed forward to grab ny hand. She pressed it agai nst
the mound of her swollen belly. "Stay here. Stay here.
Stay here."

"G sella—+ cannot. It is a thing | have sworn to do."

"Stay here. Stay here. Stay here."
315

| tried to detach ny hand, but she hung on with all her
st rengt h.

"—stay here-stay here-stay here—
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"No," | told her. "No."

But | knew she could not bear ne. The chanting had
grown too | oud.

Beneath ny hand, the child noved.

"—stay here-stay here-stay here—

Gods, ny child noves—

"—stay here-stay here—

Child or no, | broke her grip. Because | had to.
| stood up. Mwved away fromthe bed.

The chanting abruptly broke off.

G sella began to rock. G sella began to sing.

1 cl osed the door on her song.

| faced what renmi ned of the council in one of ny
father's audi ence chanbers. It was not the sane chanber
that had borne witness to the nmurders of Same and Ei ek,
but it was enough like it to instantly set the nmenories
before our eyes. | saw gl ances exchanged anong the
Homanans as | took my place in a chair upon the dais,
and knew precisely what they recalled. Precisely what

t hey thought.

| an stood beside ny chair. He did not sit, though he

had the right; though a second chair stood enpty. He
stood. As if to illustrate the reality of nmy rank, and ny
right to call the assenbly in the absence of the Mij har.

A d nen, nost of them or hanpered by illness and
ancient injuries. Those who were young enough, strong
enough, conpetent enough had assunmed their places with
the arm es. But these nmen were enough, | knew, to bear
wi t ness to ny announcenent.

| leaned forward a little. |I felt Serri's warnth and
wei ght against ny foot; he lay beside the chair. "This
pl ague i s not happenstance,” | told them "Not a crue

test devised by the gods and visited upon us. It is Ihlin
treachery, neant to strip Homana of the Cheysuli."

Once agai n, sidelong gl ances were exchanged. And
knew what sone of them neant: strip Homana of the

Cheysuli, and the land is Homanan agai n.

"In the nmorning," | told them "I will |eave Mij hara.
lan and | are bound for Solinde across the Bl uetooth
316

Ri ver, across the Northern Wastes. W seek Val gaard,
Strahan's fortress- W seek the root of this denon-plague.”

"My lord." One of the councillors rose. "Wat does
the Mujhar say to this?"
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"There is no time to informhimbefore we go. He will
be told, of course—but lan and | will be gone."

I heard nmurmuring. | heard | ow voiced comrents nade
I knew what many of them were thinking. And | knew
woul d have to gainsay it.

"You have served the Mijhar well," | told them

"And, gods willing, you will serve ne equally well when
the tine is cone. But for this nonment we nust | ook
farther down the road and see another man who is neant
for the Lion Throne."

They were silent now, staring at nme attentively.

"Carillon," | said. "Carillon betrothed his Homanan-
Sol i ndi sh daughter to a Cheysuli warrior. He did it be-
cause he had to. He did it because he was neant to, to
make certain the throne was secured. And, in tinme, a son
was bomto the Prince and Princess of Homana, and the

Li on was secured." | drew in a steadying breath. "A son
has been born to the son; a boy intended for the Uon
And | will not leave this place until your loyalty is sworn.”

Anot her of the councillors, rose. "My lord, this is
unnecessary!"

"I's it?" | shook ny head. "K | amslain, there must be
an heir for ny father. In ny place, | put ny son. He will
assunme the title if Strahan takes it fromne."

"My | ord—=

"I require it," | said quietly. "I amnot blind to the
know edge | may be slain, or the threat offered by Caril -
lon's bastard. My first responsibility is owed to ny fa-
ther, ny second one to the throne. My third to the
prophecy." | knew they were one and the sane, and

equal ly inportant, but | thought it would please the
Homanans if | nmade each one separate. "It is not so
much,"” | told them "Surely it is a loyalty you would

of fer one day anyway. Wiy not do it now?"

When no one offered argument, | took it for acquies-
cence. And so | signaled to the guard at the door, who
st epped outside a nonment, and then the door was opened.
Two wonen came in with ny sons

They brought themto the dais, where | bade the wonen
317

to face the assenbly. Two swaddl ed bundl es, hardly
enough to cany the titles | would give them But | knew
it could be done. | had done it nyself.

| rose, rounded the end of the table, took ny place

bet ween the wonmen. One hand | placed on Brennan's

head. The other | placed on Hart's. "Before the gods of
Homana and the O eysuli, | pledge the lives of ny sons
into the service of the Lion; into the service of Homana.
My firstborn, Brennan, | acknow edge as ny heir; he wll
be Prince of Honmana. My second son, Hart, | acknow -
edge as Brennan's heir until such a tine as Brennan weds
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and sires his own. He will be Prince of Solinde."

| saw the startled expressions; heard the startled excl a-
mations. But what better way of stating my confidence in
the arny than by making Hart prince of a realmwe

f ought ?

Beneat h ny hands the snooth soft brows were cool. "I
request these acknow edgenents be formally accepted by
the Homanan Council. | request that fealty be sworn.”

They could refuse ne, each and every man. | had no
power over them | was not Mijhar. Such a request is
nmore ordinarily nmade by the king, but ny father was not
present. B nothing else, ny request was a test of their
loyally to nme. And | think each one of themknewit.

It was | an who took the oath first. He left his place
beside ny enpty chair and cane around the table with
Tasha at his side. He stopped in front of the dais where
stood between the wonmen who held ny sons. He drew

his Cheysuli knife fromits rune-worked sheath, kissed
the hilt and bl ade, then bent to kiss each of ny sons. He
was ny |iege man, but he offered them his service also.
He offered thembis life.

He stepped aside. And one by one, slowy, what was
left of the Council canme forward. My sons were acknow -
edged ny heirs; the Lion was secured.

If the gods see fit to take ne, nmy death will not be in
vai n.

318
Si x

Twel ve days out of Mijhara, lan*s stallion broke a fore-
| eg- Crashing through crusted snow to treacherous dead-
fall beneath, the gray. snapped ha |l eg and threw ny
brother as he fell. lan dug hinself out of the snow

qui ckly enough, but the stallion was not so |ucky.

| said nothing. | watched, hunched in ny saddle, as

Il an knelt down and cut the stallion's jugular. And then,
as the bright life spilled into the snow, |an stroked the
speckl ed jaw and spoke quietly to the gray until the life
was spent.

He rose. His boots were sodden with bl ood. He unl aced
t he saddl epacks and tugged them free of the fallen horse,
then pushed through the snow to ne.

I reached down to catch the packs as he handed them
up. "I amsorry."

"Better the horse than ne." But beneath the brutal
candor | heard the trace of genuine grief.

| draped the packs across the pommel in front of ny
thighs and kicked free of ny left stirrup. |lan stepped up,
swung a leg across the roan's wide runp, settled hinself
behind ne. "We will buy another,” | told him

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (266 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:51 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

"W will have to," he agreed. "O risk slaying this one
with too great a burden in heavy going."

| watched as Tasha and Serri ran ahead to break a
trail. "There will be another,” | told himconfidently.

There was not. It crossed nmy mnd we should turn

back, to go honme for another horse. But we were two
weeks out of Mijhara; the choice had been taken from
me. It was unlikely nmy own horse woul d survive even the
j ourney hone agai n.

319

Ei ght een days out of Mijhara, the roan died even as

we di snounted. Although during the shapechange we

could store in the earth such things as clothing, weapons,
packs—peri shabl es woul d spoil. And so we did not bother
to carry the packs. In fir-shape, we went on

Five days later, |an began to cough. And as we neared
the Bluetooth he fell markedly behind. | stopped, turned
back, |ooked for two cats and saw only one; saw ny

brot her on hands and knees.

In wol f-shape | ran back to him but as a hunman
knelt beside him "lan!"

He cl awed wool from his face and coughed, spitting

into the snow. His breathing was | oud, |abored, rattling
in his chest. | heard a sound | had heard before. | saw a
face | had seen before.

Rowan's before he died. "Ch gods— | said, "-eh,

no—

He knelt in the snow, coughing; obscene obei sance to
the plague. His face was deathly gray, filned with sweat;

his Ups had begun to swell. H s eyes were nostly bl ack
"No—o— | cried, "—not |an—

He coughed. His eyes glittered with fever. Sweat danp-
ened his hair and dripped into the snow

I thought of Rowan. | thought of Isolde. Pain enough,
in those deaths. Mdre than enough grief. But | could not
begin to consider what Iife would be like w thout Ian.

Not agai n—gods, not agai n—+ have al ready done it

once. | could not bear it again—"Serri!" The wolf was at
my side. "Serri—find shelter! Any sort; it does not mat-
ter. But let it be warmand out of the wind."

Even as the wolf sped through the snow lan tried to
call him back. "No," he croaked. "N all—-do not bother."

"No bother,” | told him "You would do the sane for
me."

He coughed. It rose fromthe deepest portion of his
chest and brought up foulness with it. Fingers clawed at
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his throat; freed at |ast of the wool en wappings, the swollen
buboes were plain to see.

Frenziedly | dragged himup fromthe ground. Even as
he protested, | half carried himto the nearest tree. There
320

Vi

| settled him putting his back against the trunk, and
wr apped hi s throat again.

He coughed. Gods, how he coughed, and it ripped his
chest apart. Lips split, bled, crusted, split and bl ed again.
H s face was a mask of pain.

Do not take him | begged the gods. Do not take ny
brother. Once already | feared he was dead—do not make
me go through it agai n—

H s eyes were closed, but he did not sleep. He sinmply
breat hed, as Rowan had breathed. And each time the
rattle stopped, | prayed it would start again.

Oh gods—not fan—better ne instead—

1 thought he nmight be cold, even with Tasha pressing
hersel f agai nst one side- And so | took on the shape of

wol f and warded his other side. | waited for Serri to
come.

It was later, nmuch later. A place, lir. A dwelling near
the river.

It took us hours. | stunbled, weaved, staggered be-
neath the weight of ny brother. lan did what he could to
hel p, but he was so ill and so weak he only made things

worse. Tasha and Serri ran ahead yet again, breaking a
track as best they could, and at-last | saw the glimrer of
lantern light through the cl ose-grown trees.

"There," | told lan. "You see? | have brought you to
safety. "

"Who woul d succor a man with plague?' he asked in
his rui ned voice

"Someone will. | promse.'
my brother fromthis—

0 gods, | beg you-~deliver

We staggered onward. And at |ast we were free of the
trees- The dwelling was very small, a stone hut with

t hat ched roof huddling agai nst the snow cl oaked shoul -
der of a nountain. Beyond it lay the Bl uetooth.

"The ferry-master's," | gasped.

|l an sagged. | fell as he fell, pulled off balance, and felt
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mysel f swal l owed by the snow. | was so weary, too weary,
| struggled up with effort.

My brother was unconscious. Serri and Tasba instantly
wr apped thensel ves around his body as they had through-
out the journey to the dweling, whenever we had stopped.
I got up unsteadily and staggered to the door.

321

"Ferry-master!" | called. "Master— need your help!"
I fell against the door, banged nmy gloved fist on the
wood. "Ferry-nmaster—

The door was pull ed open even as | thrust nyself

aside. | saw a blur of graying nouse-brown hair, brown
eyes, a face creased by winter chafing. "Nae, nae, ye'l
nae be needin' ne," the man told ne in a thick northern
di al ect. "Yon beast be frozen- A man may wal k acr oss,
W' nae need o' ny ferry." ;

"No." | said. "No, | need no ferry. | need your hel p—*
"My hel p?" He frowned.

"My brother— Leani ng agai nst the cold stone wall of
the hut, | gestured toward the fy-shrouded shape of ny
brother. "He is ill."

"Cheysuli," the ferryman said sharply. "It be plague,
then, aye?"
"l need your help," | begged. "Warnth, shelter, food,

drink—+s it so nmuch to ask? | can even pay you—
"He'l'l likely die oft," the ferry-master told nme flatly,

I could barely stand up nyself. "Then let himdie in a
bed beneath a roof!" | cried. "Let himdie as a man!"

Brown eyes studied ne fiercely a nonent. Then he
stared past ne to lan. At |last he hawked, spat out the
door, wi ped his mouth and nodded. "Aye. Aye. Ye nae
the right oft—sna ny place to turn away a sick man.
Coomthen, lad, we'll bring himunder yon roof."

We brought himunder 'yon roof and settled himin

the ferry-master's cot. | shook with a fatigue so deep it
nearly nade ne helpless. As it was, the ferry-naster
tended lan nore than | nyself did. He stripped ny

brother of his furs and settled hot cloth-wapped stones
agai nst his flesh and covered hi mup again.

As | bent to look at lan, the ferryman jerked his head
toward nme. "Sit ye doon, boy, afore ye fall doon and
crack yon head. 1*11 get ye food and usca."

Lir, do as he says, Serri told ne, pressing against ny
|l eg. He guided ne to a chair near the cot.

Noddi ng weakly, | fell into the chair. It was roughly
made, unconfortable, but it supported ny weary body.
"Usca," | said. "You have usca here?"
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The ferry-master noved to a shelf pegged into the

wal | . He caught down earthenware jug and two dented
pewter nugs. "Aye. Yon ferry be the on'y one on the

322

river road out of the Miyhar's city. There be a road from
Ellas as well, and a trade route into Solinde. Mst days
see nen, | see their goods as well." He poured, held one
mug out to me. "I hae other drink, but this one warns a
man's sou! faster. | keep usca for the cold."

I ndeed, it wanned ny soul, and everything el se be-

sides. | slunped in the chair and sipped, taking strength
fromthe bite of the liquor. It burned all the way down to
my belly, but it gave ne |ife again.

| pulled nmyself up in the chair and | eaned to | ook nore
closely at lan. Tasha lay just beside the cot, eyes |ocked
on lan*s face. He did not nove except to breathe;

heard the rattle in his chest.

Oh gods—+ beg you—

"Be bad," the ferryman said. "I've seen nen die oft
afore. ™"
"So have I." | thrust one hand into Serri's pelt and

tried to take hope fromhim "Master—

"My nane be Padgett," the ferryman told ne. "Nae
master, me. Jus' Padgett."

"Padgett.'* | smled a little and slunped back again in
the chair. "I must trust you with his life. | cannot stay
here to nurse him"

The dark brown eyes narrowed shrewdly. "I've been

on yon beast near thirty years- |'ve seen a thing or two,
but ne'er a man journeying in such weather. Wat do ye
do it for?"

The usca threatened to put ne to sleep. "The plague,”
I said thickly. "Strahan. | nust stop himbefore he slays
more of my race—before he destroys Homana."

Padgett's surprise was manifest. "This plague be 'liai-
made, then? Not a thing o' the gods?"

"Strahan's," | said succinctly. "A thing of Asar-Suti."

Padgett's brows rose, then knitted as he frowned. He

sat down on a stool and picked at a bl ackened thunbnai
in consternation. "They've ne'er done a thing to ne," he
said quietly. "Oh, aye—a man could say they hae need

o' yon ferry, but they be sorcerers. They canna fly, but
there are other ways." He sighed and | ooked at | an.
"Folk say the 'lini are evil, and nost'y | gie a nod o'
the head and go on-because they ne'er done me any

harm But —pl ague— He shook his head. "Plague be

unco' bad. If Strahan turns his hand to hannin' the folk
323

0' Homana—€heysul i, Homanan, whate' er—+ want nae
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truck with them" He sighed pensively. "Go where ye
will, lad. 1'll do what | can for yon boy."

Boy. lan was nearly twenty-five. It made nme smle, but
then the smle died. | did not want ny brother to be this
age forever, becone only a nenory.

"Qur coin is gone," 1 said, stripping the signet from

my finger, "but there is this in place of gold." | tossed
himthe ring. "If you save him ferry-master, be certain |
will give you nore than sinple trinkets."

Padgett turned the ring in the firelight, squinting to
study the incised ranmpant lion. And then he swore al oud.
"Simple trinket? This? | know what this is, boy—how did
ye coom by it?"

| smled. "My father gave it to me."
"And does he steal fromthe Mijhar hinself?"
"No." | shook ny head.

Padgett stared at the ring. "I saw one like this on
anot her man's hand. But then | dinna know it— thought
it ony aring. 'Twas another man, a soldier in roya
liviry, who told ne what it was." He turned it; the ruby
glowed in the light. "Along time ago— He broke off.
He | ooked at | an and frowned. He rose, went closer,
frowned again, and then, in amazenent, he swore. "Hae
ye turned back years, then, |ad? Hae ye kept the Mij har
young as the 'lini keep thensel ves?" He | ooked at ne- "
saw t he Mij har once, near twenty year ago. This ring
was on his hand—this face was on his face."

"Well," | said, "lan is his son. The resenbl ance i s not
surprising.”

Padgett frowned. "Ye called this boy your brother," J| |
"Aye. " . H

"And this ring is fromyour father." jt
"Aye. " n

Padgett opened his mouth, shut it. Then he shook his f,
head. "I canna tak' it, lad. No' fromthe Prince o Hp
Homana. " n

The ring lay in his hand. But | did not take it from n
him "K you keep ny brother alive, even that is not , &
paynent enough!" n

"My | ord—= t-

I thrust nyself up fromthe chair and went to kneel by n
324 N

lan. | did not |ook at Padgett. "If you will not keep it,

give it to soneone else. But that is ny paynent to you."

After a nonment of silence, | glanced back. Padgett's
hand shook a little. The ring rolled once in his palm
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Then he shut his fingers on it and turned away from ne.

| caressed Tasha's sleek head and tried to confort her

I knew she was in fear. | could see it in her eyes.
/1 the ferryman can keep ny brother alive, | swear, if |
could, I would offer himhalf of Homana.

Serri tucked his head under ny el bow and pressed
against nmy side. You will need it, lir. As a |legacy for your
sons.

And sf Strahan destroys Homana? What |egacy is that?

It is for you to determine, lir. The question will be
answer ed.

| sighed. | rose. |I turned away fromlan. "In the
nmorning, | go on."

| heard Padgett's indrawn breath of shock. "So soon
ye | eave your brother?"

"I have no choice!" | said defensively; the guilt was a
weight in nmy belly. "lan hinself would be the first to tel
me that Homana is nore inportant. That she is worth

the sacrifice." Inwardly | disagreed; | thought nothing
was worth the Iife of nmy brother. But he would say there
was, and so | woul d respect his w shes.

"What do | tell them then?" Padgett denanded. "What
do / say to themif this nan dies, and the Prince o*
Homana doesna coom back?"

I | ooked at Tasha- She lay so still by the cot, maintain-
ing a silent vigil. | thought of lan, dead, and his lir
sentenced also to death. | thought of ny father, |acking

both of Sorcha's children. And | thought of nyself,
brot heri ess—

I shut off the thought at once. "Tell themthe truth," |
sai d. "They know where we have gone. They know t he
risks invol ved. "

"Do you?"

Ch, aye, | thought | did. And | was willing to take
t hem

| knew | had to take them For lan as well as Homana.
325
Seven

"Woul d you know?' * Serri and | stood on the southern
bank of the Bluetooth. "Wuld you know if my brother

di ed?"

My Iir stared across the expanse of ice-choked river

His green-gold eyes were slitted; | thought he avoided an
answer .

"Serri—

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (272 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:51 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

Not if he died. But if he did, Tasha woul d al so di e—
that | would know at once.

I turned back and stared at the trees that hid Padgett's
tiny hut. Al | could see was a srmudge of bl ui sh snoke
drifting above the bare-branched |inbs.

Oh gods—+f | |eave him+f | |eave himand he dies—

Resolutely | turned away and stared blindly across the
river. "Cone," | said, "we nust go." And | blurred into
nmy wol f - shape

We went north, fighting the winds and snows. Behi nd

us lay the Bluetooth; we traversed the Northern Wastes.
Around us rose bleak walls of slate and indigo, the
backbone of the world. Here there were no trees but

wi nd-w acked scrub and brush. No grass, no dirt, no
turf, only layers of blue-white ice | ocked beneath w nd-
carved | ayers of crusted snow.

We clinbed. Wiere nen could not go we could, pick-

ing our way through narrow traceries cutting through
turreted nountains and w nd-honed rock. Qur coats thick-
ened, our pads toughened, our eyes remnmi ned' perpetu-
ally slitted. But we knew we woul d not turn back

Forests thinned, fell away far bel ow us. The nountains
becane little nmore than upward thrustings of barren rock,
bl ank and blue in the how ing w nds.

326

N
I

H gher. Hi gher still. And then we were through the
Mol on Pass and into another realm clinmbing down out
of the Wastes of Homana into the canyons of Solinde.

Serri, | said, ny brother?

We are too far for ne to ask.

But you woul d know sf Tasha di ed.
I woul d know i f Tasha di ed.

Smal | enough confort. But it was sonething; | did not
overtook it.

The nount ai ns began to shift their shapes. The slate-

bl ue shadows of Homanan rock took on a darker, nore
menaci ng aspect. There were trees again, but twi sted,
defornmed by cruel w nds. Roots burst free of the soil

Bare, bl ackened roots, twisting across stone like a tangle
of tapestry yam And-l began to see shapes in the rocfcs.
Avi d faces, gaping nouths, the bulging of eyes in terror.

It made the hair on ny neck rise. Lir—

Ihlini, Serri said. They nock us with their stone
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menageri e.
Beasts. Hideous, horrible beasts, all |ocked in bl ack-
ened stone. | felt ny hackles rise; my lips curled back to

bare nmy teeth in a visceral, wolfish snarl
Serri—
Ahead, lir. Valgaard |ies ahead.

Through a narrow defile into the canyon beyond. And

there, abruptly, was Val gaard, thrusting out of the earth
in a gout of glass-black stone. Curtain walls, towers,
parapets, all form ng one wall of the canyon. It put nme in
m nd of a massive bird, wi ngs outspread to enfold the
wor | d.

How it broods. How it nakes the canyon its news.

Sheer wails Jutted upward over our heads. W were

small, so small, so insignificant in the ordering of the
wor | d. Val gaard crouched before us, cloaked mrising
smoke.

My |'ips drew back. Gods—-how it stinks.

The breath of the god, Serri told ne. The stench of
Asar-Suti .

It was a field of folded stone, spreading out in al
directions. There were waves, curls, bubbles, but all was
made of rock. An ocean of steam ng stone

"Serri—sonething is wong—=

What is right about the Ihlini?
327

| shuddered. | was not cold; w nter had been bani shed.
Behind us lay the defile and beyond that the w nd-w acked
wal | s of basalt. But here there was nothing but warnth.

A cloying, putrid warnth that made me want to vomt.

Sent—1 said. Serri, the link is fadi ng—
Too close, he told ne. Too close to the Ihlini

W were. | could feel the weakening of the link, the
dilution of the power that lent ne the ability to shape-
change. Even as | concentrated, trying to keep nyself

whole, | felt the magic fading. | felt nyself caught between.

Serri!

| felt the power drain away |like so nmuch spilling w ne.
It splashed agai nst the ground; was turned into hissing
steam And then dispersed upon the air and bl own out of
Val gaard' s bail ey.

Abruptly, too abruptly, |I was wenched out of mny
fir-shape and thrown back into human form But the
transference was too sudden, too overwhelning for ne to
wi t hst and.
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| cried out. It started as a howl, ended as a scream

Stone bit into ny face. | tasted sulfur, salt, iron. |
tasted the spittle of the god. It made me spit out mny
own.

| pressed nyself up fromthe ground. | was a man

agai n, booted, furred, arned with sword and bow and
knife. But | knew-gods, how | knew+ needed none of

the weapons. This was Strahan's domain, the Gate of the
god hinself. Nothing but wits could ward nme agai nst
their power.

The stone was warm beneath ny bootsoles. The field
stretching before nme was pocked with vents that vonmited
steaminto the air. Val gaard was w eathed in snoke.

"Cods," | breathed, "look at that. Look at the hounds
who guard the lair."

Hounds? | could not be certain. They were beasts, but
none that | could nane. Merely shapes. Merely things
Extreneties only hinted at; form essness nade whol e.

Inert, they waited |ike black-gl ass ganepi eces upon the
dark board of Asar-Suti

I shut ny eyes. Gods— am so frightened—

But | knew what | had to do

"Serri." | |looked down at him then knelt and swept
himinto nmy arns. "Li'r, | nust ask you to stay here."
328

Here? Serri's tone was only a thread within ny mnd,
the merest shadow of die link. And fading even as we
conversed. My task is to go w sh you.

"Not this time. This tinme, your task is to stay behind. |
cannot take you with ne."

U —
"I dare not risk us both. Thy. is for ne to do.'*
He pushed his nose against nmy neck. Lir—

"Serri, say you will stay. Say you will wait for nme."

But if all goes wong—

"If all goes wong, at least you will retain your free-
dom You are young yet, even by human standards; you
will not be given to death.'*

This is not part of your tahl norra.

"I make it a part of it." | bugged himfirmy. "There is
a chance, albeit a small one. But perhaps it will be
enough. Perhaps he will be content.” | unwound ny

arms fromhis neck. "Say you will stay, Serri. Say you
will wait for me here.”
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Serri's tail drooped. He laid his ears flat back. The
tone was only a whisper: / will wait. What else is there to
do?

Serri—But the |ink was broken-

I left him | stepped out fromthe defile into the field
of steam and stone and did not | ook back at my lir. The

link was utterly bani shed; there was nothing binding us

now. Only the know edge of what we were.

O what there had been between us.

Strahan smiled. "Somewhat bel atedly, you accept ny
invitation."

"l thought never to accept it at all."

He nodded. "People do change. Even princes." He
si pped wine. "All nen eventually grow up."

"WIIl you?"

We confronted one another in one of Valgaard' s tower
roons- The black walls were curved, cylindrical, polished
to glassy brilliance. Tapestries cut the chill; one quick
gl ance had showed ne | did not wish to see what pictures
were in the yarns. Sonething that shrieked of denobns

and the god of the netherworld.

Strahan sat. | stood. It was a neasure of the cir-

cunst ances.
329

"WIIl I?" the Ihlini echoed. "Wll, perhaps-~ de-

pends on how | feel." He sipped again at his wre. | had
been offered a cup of nmy own, but had not accepted. "It
is not closed to you, Niall: the ability to turn back the
years. No nore than to anyone else; mind you, | do not
make the mstake of inviting you to join ne." He grinned.
"I know better. | know you would never do it. But there
is an opportunity, for those who desire the power."

"And how many have accepted?"

"This year? O last? O all the years of the past?" He

set the cup down on a table and rose, thrusting hinself

out of his chair. He wore hunting | eathers, brown ones,

and nore than a trifle scuffed. Hi s long black hair, spill-
ing over his shoul ders, was gl ossy and fine as a wonan's,
and hel d back by a circlet of beaten bronze. There were
shapes in the netal, odd shapes, much as there were

shapes in the ill-nade stones in the field of the breath of
me god. *'So, Niall—you come to nme in hopes | will put

an end to ny plague."

I watched him He rummaged in a rune-carved trunk
with curving lid. He did not | ook so nuch a sorcerer as
he did a distracted student, having |lost a favorite book
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This is Strahan, | rem nded nysel f, nost powerful of
all the Iklini. Be not misled by the face he wears or the
platitudes in his nouth.

"And | ask you: why? Why should | wish to end mny
pl ague?"

My pl ague. Was he so pleased by it, then? Did he
consider it a thing of which to be proud?

Aye. He probably did. "If ending it gave you sone-
thing in return, it might be worth it for you."

"But only if the thing was a thing of value." Still he
runmaged t hrough the trunk, only absently paying atten-
tion to what | said.

It was disconcerting. He acted nore nman than sorcerer;

nmore human than denmon-born. "I think it might be," |
told him "You wanted it once, though—eut of perversity?
—you did not take it then."

He stopped runmagi ng. Strai ghtened. Turned. Looked
at me thoughtfully. "WIlingly you cane here."

"I was not forced—not physically. But it was you who
brought nme here. You did tell ne | would cone; now, of
course, | have."

338

"WIllingly you cane here." Now he did not snile.
"And—wi | I i ngl y—you offer yourself to me?"

I had forgotten how eerie were his eyes, how uncanny
in their msmatched brown and blue. He stared, did
Strahan; he waited. And | knew not what to say.

He turned back to the trunk. Reached in yet again,

drew something forth. | could not see it. He shut it up in
a hand.

" St rahan—

"I have listened," he said. "I have heard. But | think

you are mstaken." He closed the lid of the trunk. |
heard the catch click shut.

I wanted Serri. | wanted lan. | wanted free of this
pl ace.

I wet my paper-dry lips. "There was the night you
came to Miuj hara. For me, you said you cane. And it
was then you told me not to wed Gsella."

"Aye." He shrugged. "I said you should not, but you
mai nt ai ned you woul d." He crossed to a heavy book

| yi ng open on a stand. "You know, of course, | might
have slain you then," he said casually. "It would have

been sinple enough. But | knew you woul d be comi ng.
prefer to make nen do ny bidding before | end their
lives."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (277 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:51 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt

| | ooked at the book. Ginpbire? | wondered. The
source of so much Ihlini magic?

Frowni ng absently, he paged through the book. And
as each page turned, | saw the faintest of flanes flash out
of the red-scripted pages.

" St rahan—

"You wed her, N all. You wed Alaric's addl ed daughter."
"Aye." My lips were dry again. "I will offer you a
bargain,"

He did not appear to hear. He stopped turning pages,

read sonething with close attention; then nodded and

cl osed the book. "I thought so. Not so hard, | think." He
smled at me, and the distractedness was gone. He was
decidedly intent. "So, you came here to offer yourself in
exchange for the ending of the plague. To offer ne
somet hi ng of val ue.”

"I am" | said with what dignity | could nuster. "I am
part of the prophecy."”

331

He nodded. "Part of the prophecy. A tarnished link,
per haps? Or dross instead of gol d?"

He meant to make nme angry. And he very nearly

succeeded. Inwardly | seethed, but | would not show it to
him "Dross, gold—does it natter? | amthe Prince of
Homana. "

"Donal 's son," he nused, "and Aislinn's as well, which
makes you ny kinsman as well as ny eneny." Briefly he

gl anced down at the thing he held in his hand. "Well
once | mght have accepted, when the bargain was a
bargain, but now there is nothing in it. Nothing for you
or ne."

"l give you the prophecy!" | cried. "lIts future is in
your hands!"

"Wel |, no—not precisely." He shrugged a little, brows

rai sed, and shook his head at nme. "Indeed, it is sone
measure of sacrifice to offer yourself to ne, but there is
little value in it. You have little value; you married

Al aric's daughter. And she has given you sons."

| opened nmy nouth. Shut it. And all at once
under st ood.

Not me. Not me at all. Once, aye, before ny sons were
born—but now the seed is planted. My link is no | onger
the | ast.

Strahan spread his hands. "You are too late, N all
The wheel has turned w thout you."

| wanted to sit down. | wanted to fall down. | wanted
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to turn ny back on the man. But | could do none of
t hose t hings.

"OfF course," he said, "were you to offer me your
sons—

*W— | blurted. "G ve over ny sons to you?"

"But then the bargain would be worth the naking."
He shrugged. "You may give them or | nmay take them
The choice is up to you."

So—this is what he has wanted all along; why he did

not slay nme once he deternined ny eventual worth-as a
sire, sf nothing el se—+tike a horse valued for his bl ood-
lines. He wanted the sons | would get on G selUa.

I smiled. "No," | told himplainly.

"All right," he said calmy, "all right. Then | shafl
sinmply take them. . . when Gsella brings themto ne."
"Gsellal" | stared. "G sella would never bring them"'*
332

"But she will," he said gently, "when Varien tells her

to."

Slowy | shook ny head. "You are nad."

"No," he said, "Gsella is nad- He paused de-
liberately, snmiling. "Unless, of course, she is not—and
does this for other reasons."

He had silenced ne at last. In the face of Gsella's
treachery and deceit | could do nothing but stare at the
Ihlini. Not mad? Al of it contrived—an act?

Strahan wat ched the play of enotions in ny face. And
he | aughed. "Sonething to consider, is it not?" He was
truly anmused. "Oh, aye, UUith is a dutiful sister—she
serves nme very well- And when Alaric wed a Cheysul
worman, it was Lillith who suggested the chil dren—er
chil d—be made to serve as well."

"Not G seUa. G seUa is Cheysulir

He made a dism ssive gesture. "Cheysuli, |hlini—-do

you think it really matters? W were bora of identica
parents, the gods who made Homana." He lifted a si-

| enci ng hand. "Cheysuli, aye, she is, and therefore

i mmune to nmuch of our power, but there are tricks that

can be taught. Beliefs that can be instilled. Loyalties that

are secured. | warned you, N aU. That night in Mijhara
when your horse had gone lanme ... | warned you not to
wed her." How he watched me, gloating silently. "But

you di d—and so | devi sed another plan."
"You wi U not harmny sons!"

"No, Niall. O course not—+ have no wish to harm
them | only wish to use them" He smiled. "And | shall
One son upon the Lion, one son on the throne of Solinde.
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And answerable to me."

Alaric. Lillith. Varien. Even, | knew now, G seUa. AU
serving Strahan's interests? Gods, but how tightly was I
bound. How hel pl ess had be made ne.

"G seUa," | said aloud. "Gods, they are her sons!"

"But she has been nmine since birth. My sister nmade
her so."

For not hi ng—everyt hi ng for nothi ng—"For not hi ngF
Overcone, | shouted al oud.

Strahan smiled as | shouted. "No. Not for nothing.
You believed in what you did. Sone nen never have
anything to believe in." He gestured toward the door
333

"Now, come with me. There is sonmething I will show
you."

He took ne out of the tower into the bailey, and then
ordered the gates swung open. Before us lay the field of
stinking snmoke. The breath of Asar-Suti.

"There," he said, "lies your freedom | think | wll
give it to you."

"I amnot a fool," | began. "If you think I wll believe
that-"

"Then believe this." He held out sonething that dan-
gled on a chain. A tooth, capped with gold, and hangi ng
froma thin golden chain. |I had had one of my own,
before | threwit away at Serri's behest.

"Take it," he said, and put it into ny hand.

| did not want it. | wanted nothing to do with it. And
as he took his hand away, | threw it into the snoke.
Strahan | aughed. "1 thought so. And now the beast is
tree.”

CQut of the snmobke and stench was born an Ihlini wolf.
H's pelt was white, his eyes were blue; he | ooked a | ot
li ke ne.

"I lusion,"” 1 said curtly.

"Was it illusion on the Crystal Isle when | slew Finn?"
Strahan asked. "Aye, you know the story—how | slew
DonaFs uncle. Aye, | see you knowit." He smled.

"And do you recall what happened to his wol f?"

"Storr—<lied. He was too old to |ive without his fir."

"He—<&d." How he nocked nme. "Aye, as a fir dies—
supposedly there is nothing I eft when an old U dies. But
there was a little left of Storr. Only a little—+tow teeth—
and those | clainmed for nyself once your father and the
EUasi an had gone. And with those four teeth |I fashioned
powerful magic with the aid of Asar-Suti—powerful nagic,
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Niall . . . enough to hide Varien's identity, of course—
that is easily done . . . but also enough to raze Homana
Enough to purge the land of all Cheysuli." He | ooked at
the white wolf weathed in the breath of the god. "Il u-
sion. you say. Is he? | think not. I think he is the
deliverance of Homana." The lhlini snmled as | |ooked at
hi m sharply. "The plague is bomof wolves, Nall. Wite

wol ves—ani mal s of | egend and superstition. AU but one is
dead now, slain for the bounty offered, but now it does not
matter. They have done their work." He nodded at the

334

wol f who waited, cloaked in hissing steam "Slay him
Niall, and you will end the plague."

"Why?" | asked. "Wy do you give ne the answer?

Why do you give ne the chance?"

He shrugged. "Enough have died already. | prefer to
rule living subjects, when | have nmade Honmana m ne."

"l do not believe you." | said.

Strahan | ooked at the wolf. "Go," he said. "Your task
is inconplete. There are Cheysuli in the world—+id
Homana of them"

The wol f turned, ran, disappeared, even as | cried out.
"CGo," Strahan told me. "You have knife, bow, sword
It is up to you to stop him"

I thought, very briefly, of trying to slay Strahan in-
stead. But by then | would | ose the wolf.

Strahan's smile was one of subtle triunph, but | saw
specul ation in his eyes. "Your choice, N all. Save your
sons—er save the Cheysuli." The smle grew. "But

which will you choose, | wonder? Gsella ... or the wolf?"

The chasm opened beneath ny feet.
"Your sons ... or your race?"

I made ny voice as steady and cold as | could. "I can
make ot her sons."

Strahan | aughed. "But how many on G sell a? How
many who will claimthe proper blood—the bl ood the
prophecy requires?"

| stared after the running wolf. Wthout the Cheysuli
without Homana . . . there is no need/or ny sons.

| ran.
First the wol f—+hen G sell a—
CGods, how | ran.

The stench filled my nostrils. Rising steamveiled ny
vision. | tasted the tang of sulfur and bile.

I ran, threading nmy way through hissing vents and pud-
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dl es of steanming water, trying always to see the wolf. But
he was gone, made invisible, swallowed by snoke and
st eam

Serri! In the link | screamed for help, but the echoes
remai ned unanswered. The task was m ne al one.

The ground roared. Vibration stirred ny feet. Tongues
of flanme |icked Ups of stone; darted out from gaping
nmout hs.
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| tripped, fell to one knee, thrust nyself up again.
Hot water splattered ny face.

I ran.

A shape | ooned out of the steam | ignored it—unti
the shape reached out of itself and tried to swat ne
down, like a man swatting a fly- | ducked, dodged,

nearly fell again as | gaped; the shape was nade of stone.
Movi ng, stal ki ng stone.

I ran. And as | ran, | coughed.
—the breath of the god is foul —

Scrapi ng foll owed; the grate of stone on stone. The

gurgle and belch of sulfur; the hiss and roar of vonited
steam And through the snoke-sneared di stances | heard

the howl of a wolf who sings for the love of it. For the
joy of being alive. But not the song of Serri; | know his
voice too well. It was the white Ihlini wolf; the denon in
the pelt: singing his song of death.

The deat hsong of ny race.
Gods, how | ran—

I was through the defile: out of heat | was thurst into
cold. | shivered. Shivered again; snow still clogged the
canyons. Vented steam was now t he plune of breaths
expel l ed. My sweat shapechanged to ice.

"Serri?"

Lir, I amhere. And he was, suddenly, here, bounding
toward nme out of the snow.

Briefly, | stopped, gasping; preparing to go on. But |
t hought now | had a chance. | thought: now it can be
done.

But | had reckoned without interference; without |hlini
i rony.

Serri saw it first. Lir—beware the hawk-
Like a fool, | |ooked at the sky. And the hawk de-
scended upon ne.

Descended—

—and took an eye.
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Ei ght

—hands—

—hands touchi ng—

—touching me—

Oh gods—the pai h—

Serri—Serri—Serri—

Hands touching ne. Moving ne. Lifting ne.
NoNoNoNo—not with all this pai n—
Seni - Sem-SERRI —

Oh gods, what has happened?

What have you done to ne?

"VWhat have you done to me?"

The question jerked me into awareness; | re
had asked it. Atrace of ny voice still sou
"Be still. Be calm Be tranquil. The worst
now. "

I
bandaged eyes.

twitched in shock.
|

It sent a shaft of pa
wi nced, gasped, hissed; th

al | - consuni ng.

"Be still. Do not bestir yourself. Pain is
door in winter: fob himoff with a norsel o
may wait for spring before he conmes again."
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alized /
nded in ny ear.

is over

n through
e pain was

a wol f at the
r two and he

The voice painted pictures with intonations; with sub-
tleties of enmphasis. Such a magnificent voice. "Wl f-—=
My voice was nore croak than anything el se. "Oh gods—
the white wol f—

"Gone," the clear voice told nme. "And for now, you

must | et himgo. Aye, he nust be caught, be slain, but
there is nothing now you can do. Not yet. Wait a bit; |
prom se, you will fulfill your own tahlnorra."

Al was darkness. My eyes were seal ed shut by ban-
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dages. | smelled the tang of herbs; felt the warm wei ght

of a poultice against ny right eye.

Oh gods—nAy eye is gone—

"Be still," the calmvoice warned nme. A han
agai nst ny shoul der, pressing ne down even
sit up.

—the pai ne—the pai n—+he pai n—

d was

as | tried to
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"Serri? Serri?"

"He is here," the voice told ne, and | felt the cold nose
pressed agai nst nmy neck-

Lir, do as Taliesin tells you. His skills will heal you.
"Tal i esi n?"
"Aye," the voice answered. "But you are too young to

know me. And nmy name is no | onger spoken."
"Wher e have you brought me?"

"To ny cottage. You need not fear discovery; Strahan
does not conme here."

"You know Strahan? You know he did this to nme?"

"I know Strahan, aye. And | know what he did to
you." The voice hesitated a nonent. "Not so very differ-
ent fromwhat he did to ne.""

I shut nmy teeth in my bottom Up. My eye throbbed

with increasing pain. | thought |I mght swoon fromit.
Serri—Serri—

| amhere. | amhere. Do not fear | will go. | will not
| eave you, lir.

"Here." A hand was slipped beneath ny head, tipping

it up. Such a strong, wi de hand, cradling my skull so
gently. Another pressed a cup against nmy lips; | drank

the bitter brew "It will help the pain," Taliesin told ne.
"Sleep, ny lord—+et the herbs do their work."

My lord. . . . "You know ne?"

"l do not know you—-how could I? But aye, | know who
you are. Be at ease, ny lord. Solindish | nay be, but I
have no quarrel with Homana. Certainly none with you."

"Your voice— | was slipping into sleep. "I amsorry.
I could not say if you are man or wonan."

Taliesin |aughed. "Well, a true bard may be either or
bot h when he sings his lays and sagas. But when your eye
is free again, you will see | ama man."

When your eye is free again. . . . Howodd it was to
know | had only one.

How it twisted the blade in ny belly.
338

The hawk has stolen ny eye—
Be sail, Seni told nme. Rest. Cheat Strahan of his triunph.

He nmeant to slay you™ Ur.
The hawk? Serri—Serri—that hawk-
Dead, Did you think | would let himlive?
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1 shut nmy hand in Serri's ruff. | wanted to hug him to
pull himinto my arnms and press himagai nst nmy chest, to

bury nmy face in his fur.
Mostly | wanted to cry.
But even as | tugged at his pelt, seeking strength and

reassurance, | felt nyself slipping away. Serri, do not

go—do not | eave me—

I will never |eave you, lir.

I slept.

*

"You said | would fulfill ny tahlnorra.”

«"Aye. You will."

"But you are Solindish. What do you know of tahl -
norras?"

"Better to ask: what do |I know of Cheysuli ?"

I lay on the pallet beneath warmfurs. As yet | was a

blind man; Taliesin told me the hawk bad torn the flesh
near nmy left eye as well as destroying the right. Until the
wounds were healed, | would be kept in darkness.

Serri was additional warnmth stretched the length of ny
body. He slept, twitching in dreans; | wondered what he
chased.

"What do you know of Cheysuli?" | asked obligingly.
But nmy curiosity was genui ne.

"I know of tahlmorras and lir and responsibilities. |
know of the dedication that drives your race; the loyalty
of the fanatic; the arrogance of a nman who believes he is
a child of the gods."

"BeUeves!" | did not like his attitude, regardl ess how
quietly he expressed it. "W are children of the gods."

"Ch, aye, | know. The word Cheysuli neans that pre-
cisely. But it means other things, as well: zealotry and

i ntol erance, single-mnded determnination, the willingness
to sacrifice many for the sake of a single man: the First-
born. The child of the prophecy. The Lion of Honana."

"By the gods, you sound like an Ihlini."

"l should. | am
339

A hand pressed nme down again. "Be

still, my lord. | amnot one of Strahan's minions. Tliat |
proni se you."

"Do you set a trap for me?"

"Do 1? Test it. Test nme, ny lord." The hand rel eased
me. "Get up fromyour sickbed and wal k out of ny hut
forever. I will not keep.you. | will not call you back. I
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will tell no one you were here."

Sweat broke out on ny flesh. "You know | cannot.
You know I can hardly raise myself wi thout the pain
throwi ng me down again.”

"Then ask your Ur," he told nme. "Ask Serri. Think,
Ni ai | -has the |ink between you been broken?"

No. Serri and | conversed as we al ways conversed.
There was no weakness in the link, no interference that
drai ned the power away.

"If you are lhlini, this is not possible."

"It is. | amnot one of Strahan's lhlini; nor am| one of
Tynstar's, though once he was ny lord. No. | amlhlini,
aye, but no nore your eneny than your lir. There is a
difference, ny lord, a divergence of opinion. Strahan
does not rule us all, only those who wish it. Only those
who serve Asar-Suti."

"And you do not." My dubiousness was plain, but
Tal i esin was patient.

"Asar-Suti is the god of the netherworld; the Seker,

who made and dwells in darkness. But | caution you, ny
lord: be not so quick to lump us all together. Be not so
ready to give me over into darkness when |I prefer the
light."

| thought suddenly of the old woman in Homana, the

old Ihlini woman, who had sacrificed her |ife to nake
certain lan and | believed she told the truth. She had not
done it for us- She had done it for Homana.

"How can it be?" | asked blankly. "How is it possible?"

"It is possible because the gods gave us the freedomto

choose. Even you. Aye, | will admt there seens to be no
choi ce when you know you deny the afterworld by deny-
ing the prophecy, but there still exists the choice. You

coul d renounce your title, your birth, your blood. You
coul d renounce your tahlnorra."

"l would die!"
"Al'l men die eventually."

"l have no wish to hasten it!"
340

I heard himnmove. No | onger did he kneel beside ne. |
heard footsteps, the scrape of a chair, the sound of him
sitting dowmn. But still his voice carried to ne as if he
knelt beside ne.

"l have no wish to shake your faith; to question your

dedi cation. Once, | shared it nyself, though | gave it to
my lord and Asar-Suti. | believed, because Tynstar nade
certain | did. And | served as well as | could, until |
began to question the validity of Tynstar's intentions.
Wiy, | wondered, was it so inmportant for himto have
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Homana? Why was it so necessary to destroy our brother
race in order to claimthe [and? And so, one day, | asked
him ™"

My fingers were locked in Serri's pelt. "Wat did be
say?" | asked tightly .."Wat was Tynstar's answer?"

"He said if the Ihlini did not destroy the Cheysuli, the
end of the world would cone."

"He Uedr

"Did he?" For a noment there was silence. "Be not so
certain, Nall."

"Tynstar |ied! How could the world end? Do you think
the gods would let it?"

"l speak of perception, ny lord, not of absotutes. You
know what enmity |ies between the races- You yourself

are a victimof it; do you not distrust and hate Ihlini? Do
you not slay one when you can?"

"Tal i esi n—=

"Perception, Nall: if the Cheysuli are allowed to |ive

and the prophecy is fulfilled, the bloodlines will be nerged.
The Firstborn will enmerge. And, intime—as it is with

horses, dogs, sheep—the original bloodlines will be over-
taken by the new. " He paused. "Tynstar spoke the

truth: if the Ihlini do not destroy the Cheysuli, the world
will cone to an end. The world as Ihlini perceive it."

"But —+f that were true—

"It is all we have, N all—eur only | egacy. And the
prophecy will destroy it."

Survival, Lillith had called it. Nothing nore than a
struggle to keep a race conpl ete, undivided, undim ni shed
by the thing that woul d destroy the Ihlini: the prophecy
of the Firstborn

How can | blane themfor it? How can | hate them for
341

it? They do what | would do; what anyone woul d do,
trying to keep a race whol e.

"Ch gods," | said aloud, "you turn ne inside out."

"l do not ask you to question your convictions, Nall. |

do not say you are wong, or that the Cheysuli are. | say
only that when | realized the cost of Tynstar's intentions,
I knew | could not afford it."

"But if we did not serve the prophecy—= | broke off.
It was unthinkable. It was inpossible to envision, i

Take the prophecy away and what have we to live for?
I dug rigid fingers nore deeply into Serri's pelt. "How

better to overcome the eneny than by renoving his
reason for living?" | asked bitterly. "Is this what you try
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to do?"

"l ask you to nake no judgnents. | do not intend to

shake your faith. | only explain bowit was that one |hlini
chose to deny his god, his lord . . . and renounce the

gifts the Firstborn gave us."
"Gave you?"

"Aye," he said gently. "Not all of us are evil. Not all
of us serve Asar-Suti. And when we do not, when we
have not drunk of the Seker's blood, we remain only
men and wonen who have a little magic. Alittle magic,
Niall... the sort you would claimif Serri left you."

Serri? Serri? But nmy lir did not answer. It frightened
me. "l would die if Serri left ne!"

"No. If Serri left you of his own volition, you would
not die because of it. You would | ack the shapechange,
the healing—the things the /y-bond gives you. But you
woul d not die."

"There is the death-ritual."

"Because suicide is taboo. It does not matter” Niall
The ritual is in force only if the lir is slain—ot if the lir
deserts you."

"Serri woul d never desert ne! No |lir would desert a
warrior!"

| expected Serri's i medi ate agreenent; he renmi ned
oddly silent.

Serri—you prom sed you woul d not | eave ne!

"Not in your lifetine," Taliesin said calmy. "Perhaps

it wll not happen even while your sons rule the real s
you give them But sone day—ene day—when the child

342

of the prophecy is born ... the fir wifl know a new
master. "

No.

M *0One day a man of all blood will unite, in peace, four

wani ng real ns and two magi c races,"' Tal i esi n quot ed.
"WWhat happens then, Niall? Wat becomes of the Ihlini?
What beconmes of the Cheysuli?"

No.

**The races, nerged, forma new one. The one that
lived before. The one with all the power."

Serri, say it is not true.

"It is what die gods intend. It is what the Ihlini nust
st op—those who serve Asar-Suti. Because when the
Firstborn enmerge again, the Seker will be defeated. The
Gate wffl be seal ed shut; the netherworld | ocked away.
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The Firstborn shall rule the world in the nanes of other
gods. "

"And you renounced Tynstar because of that?" | asked.
"Because you support the nerging of the races?"

"It nmeans life. ny lord, for all of us. | want the
Cheysul i destroyed no nore than the Ihlini. And the only
means for settling our feud forever is to change the face
of hatred."

I n darkness, | could not see it. But | doubted anyone
coul d.

Serri? Serri?
Not hi ng.

CGods, | thought, / amafraid—-afraid he tells e lies.
But nore afrai dbecause he nay be telling the truth.

343
N ne

"There is soneone here!" | said sharply. | |evered nyself
up on one el bow next to Serri; the pain was nostly bear-
abl e now. "Taliesin."

"Your ears are keener," the Ihlini told ne. "Aye,
there is soneone here, but Caro has al ways been here."

" Car o?"
"My guest. My friend. My hands."

"Hands?" | pressed fingers against the bandages and
gently scratched the itching fiesh beneath. "Gods, could
you use your hands to rid ne of these bindings? |I am
goi ng nmad. "

"Aye, | think it is tine. But Caro will unwap you."

In a nonent | felt hands on the knots of ny bandages,

| ooseni ng, untying, unw apping. Light crept in, then bl azed
as ny left eye was freed. The right one saw nothing at

all.

I shut ny left eye. "It hurts—the light hurts me—=

"Because it has known darkness for too |long. Be pa-
tient. The eye is unharnmed. You will see clearly again.”

Tears ran out fromunder nmy shielding lid. | could not
stop the watering. "And ny right eye?"

"CGone," Taliesin told ne gently. "You will need a
patch; | will have Caro make you one. | could, but he
will do it better."”

Caro's big hands were gentle and famliar. Al along
it had been he who tended nme, not Taliesin. Not
physically. But with his voice, oh, aye—his beguiling,
beautiful voice
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Wth a cloth Caro sponged the tears away, then rubbed
tender flesh with an herbal salve. Now that | knew he

was here, | wondered how | had not known it all along.
344
"Leijhww tu'sai/' | told him "My thanks, Caro."

"He cannot hear you,
deaf and dunb."

Taliesin said quietly. "Caro is

My eyelid jerked open. | squinted as tears welled up
again; my enpty socket throbbed. But | ignored it. |

| ooked at Caro. Wde-eyed, | stared, trying to see him
clearly. And when | could, | began to | augh.

It hurt. But | laughed. | cried. | could not help nyself.
Because Caro was nyself.
CGods, how | | aughed.

"Did you know?" | asked Taliesin, when the | aughter
and tears had faded. "Did you know?"

He did not answer at once. For the first tine | |ooked
upon himas he sat in a lopsided chair. Hi s hair was

whi te, bound back by a thin silver circlet, but his face
was snoot h, unaged; the face of a man eternally young.
Hi s clear eyes were very bl ue.

I 1 ooked at his hands. Tw sted, gnarled things, once
whol e, now not; someone had purposely destroyed t hem
for nothing el se could do such trenmendous damage-
Gods—=v/w woul d do that to a man |ike Taliesin?

I looked again at Caro, who knelt in silence beside ny
pallet. "Did you know?" | repeated to Taliesin.

Did you know? | asked ny lir.

You were ill, in pain—what "profit in telling you before
you needed to know?

"They told ne his name,"” Taliesin said. "Caroll an.
They asked ne to keep himsafe."

Carollan/Carillon. Not quite the sane, but cl ose enough
Li ke father, |ike son—except the son was deaf and dunb.

"Safe," | echoed, |ooking at nmy kinsman; at Carillon's
bastard son. *They believed ny father would slay hinP"

"They were convinced of it. There was nowhere in

Homana he woul d be safe, they said, and so they brought
himnearly two years ago to Solinde. To Taliesin the

bard, who once sang in the halls of Solindish kings; in the
hall's of Ihlini strongholds. They knew. They knew I

could never harmhim And they knew no one woul d

| ook for himhere. Wien they need him they borrow

him But they always bring himback." He paused. "It

was how | knew you, Niall. This close to the border even

/ hear news of how the Prince of Homana resenbles his
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grandsire; how the bastard resenbles his father."
345

| looked at Caro in fascination. He was ne. But not,

quite. He was thirty-six, nearly sixteen years ol der than
I. Hs face was older, as was to be expected; w nd-

chafed, with traceries of sunlines at the outer corners of
his eyes. H's beard was nore mature. But everything el se
was the same: tawny, sunstreaked hair, darker beard,

bl ue eyes, alnost identical shape of facial bones. Carillon
had well and truly stanped his progeny.

I laughed once. But mis tine it was little nore than an
expul sion of ironic conprehension. "And so the Homanans
who wish to replace Niall with Carillon's bastard want
not hing nore than a puppet. An enpty vessel upon die

Li on, so they can rul e Homana."

"Aye, | believe they do."

I thought of Elek. | thought of Sanme, who had so

el oquently canpai gned for her disabled son. Gods, but
how st eadfastly she had insisted Carillon had prom sed
his son a place in the succession. And | thought of the
people who had rallied to Caro's standard. Gods, now
ludicrous it all seemed now.

I shook ny head. "Surely they understand once. die
truth is known, the petition will be denied."

"Surely they do," Taliesin agreed. "But | am sure they
feel the truth will never be discovered, or—f it is—t wfl
be too late; the lion will already be theirs. Look at what
they have al ready acconplished, even with him hidden."

He shook his white-haired head. "Do not forget, N all

many peopl e never see their king. Many peopl e know

only his nane, not what or who he is. They toil to pay his
taxes, they die in his arnmies, they cel ebrate his nane-day
and the birth of sons and heirs ... but only rarely do
they set eyes upon the man. He is a nanme. And it is
possible for a realmto be governed for years by only a

nane. "

Frowni ng, | shook ny head pensively, carefully. "But
they were all so wQm to follow him to put himon the
throne. So willing to slay Carillon's grandson to nake

way for the bastard son.*'

Tal i esin nodded. "He is | egend, now, as you should

know so well. How better to recapture the man hinsel f?

By elevating his son. A son is a son, and closer than the
grandson. And there are those who desire to keep the
throne Homanan, to use it for thenselves. But nostly |
346

think there are those who desire only to serve the man

they believe to be the rightful heir; it is not so inpossible
to believe Caro is that nman. He is Carillon's son. Can

you bl ame then? They know only that, nothing nore;

that he is a son, not a grandson—Homanan, not Cheysuli."
Hi s voice was very quiet. "They believe in what they are
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doi ng. "

| stroked Serri's coat. As so many of us believe
Cheysuli, 1hlini, Homanan

As so many of you nust believe.

Aye—nust. | thought of Strahan and Lillith, serving
their noxious god while they al so served thensel ves,
desiring to save their race. | thought of Alaric of Atvia,

opportunistic Alaric, who no doubt realized he al one

coul d not defeat Homana but that he might come out the
victor if he aided the" Ihlini by giving his daughter to
Lillith. And | thought of the a'saii, who sought the purest
bl ood of all and were willing spill mine in order to get it.

Oh, aye, all of us, doing what we had to in order to
make certain we survived; to secure the best possible of
places in this world and the next.

Serri's tone was warm and w se. Because, wrong or
right, you believe in what you do.

Aye. Every one of us.

Al oud, | said: "Nothing excuses bl oodshed. Not hing
excuses the annihilation of a race."

Taliesin's smle was incredibly sweet. This one was al so
conpassi onate. "And do you refer to the Ihlini? O do
you speak of the Cheysuli?"

Bitterly, |I glared at himfromout of ny single eye.
"Both. Both. What else can | believe?"

He sighed. H s ruined hands twitched in his blue-robed
lap, as if he longed to clasp themin victory; know ng he
coul d not.

Caro | eaned down to rub nore salve into ny flesh. But
| stopped him | caught his wist, sat up slowy, con-
fronted himface to face.

| 1 ooked for sonme indication, sone sign he knew who

he was; what he was, and what he m ght have becone.

But there was only patient curiosity as he waited for an
expl anat i on.

I let go of him "They told himnothing."

"No. | think they believe hima lackwit, unable to
347

conprehend. He is not, of course. But neither is he fit to
be Mij har."

Slowmy | shook ny head. "And so the great plan is
undone. | have only to announce his disabilities, and the
Homanan rebellion is over."

"So it is."

Said too sadly; | |ooked at the IhUni in sudden conster-
nation. "Wuld they slay hinP—the Homanans? Wul d
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they destroy the usel ess puppet ?" i

"I think it nore likely they would sinply cut the strings.
But | will pick themup." He lifted his ruined hands.

"There is sone novenent left, | think | can work those
strings. Better yet, | will cut themoff entirely and let him
go without."

I looked at Caro. | could not tell what he thought. But
I knew he was not the eneny, intentionally or no.

I reached out, clasped his arm nodded to hima little.
"My thanks. Caro." | told himclearly. "In the AQd
Tongue—ti j hana tu' sed. "

H s eyes watched the novenent of ny nouth; the
enotions in ny face. | could not be certain he under-
stood. But be smled. He snmiled ny smle, returned ny
clasp, and went to sit upon a stool

I 1 ooked at Tahesin. "Wio did that to your hands?"

"Not Tynstar." The blue eyes were clouded with mem

ories. "No, for many years | pleased himwth nmy skill
Instead of remaining an itinerant Ihlini bard, | gained a
permanent patron . . . until | asked himwhy he wanted

to destroy the Cheysuti; why he wanted to steal Homana."
The nouth tightened a little. "But he did not ruin ny
hands. No. Hi s punishnent was of a different sort en-
tirely. He gave ne the 'gift' of eternal life. He said that if
I was truly a man who did not believe in what he and

ot hers sought to achieve, he would nake absolutely certain
| was alive to see it when he achieved it. So | could nmake
songs about the fall of Homana and the rise of the
Ihlini."

"Then who did destroy your hands?"

"Strahan did this. He felt | was deserving of graver

puni shrent. Once his father was slain by Carillon. Strahan
showed his grief by punishing those who would not serve
him And so he destroyed ny hands; that | would live
forever without the magic of the harp."

348

Strahan did this. Aye, Strahan did nmuch to ruin the
flesh of others. Retribution for the ear he had lost to

Fi nn?
"I must go," | said finally. "I cannot renmin here
longer. | fear for the safety of ny sons, and there is a

wolf | have to slay."

Taliesin rose. He went to a trunk, lifted the lid, drew
out a piece of polished silver. He brought it to me and
put it into ny hands. "So you will know, " he said.

When | found the courage, | |ooked. And saw t he
price of Strahan's hunor.

| tried to renmain dispassionate, to study ny face with-
out enotion. But | could not. AU Il saw was the lidless,
enpty socket and the livid purple weals.
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Al | saw was disfigurenent; the ruination of a nan. |
let the silver fall out of ny hand.

Taliesin picked it up with his gnarled claws. "Caro wl|
make a patch."

"Patch," | echoed blankly. Ch gods, U, what will the
others think? What will the others see?

What they have al ways seen, those who know how to
| ook.

Gently, | touched the puckered talon scars. They di-
vided ny right brow in half, stretched diagonally across
the bridge of ny nose to touch the Iid of the other eye,
reached downward out of the enpty socket to cut into

my cheekbone. There was no question the hawk had

known precisely what he was neant to do. But for Serri,
he mi ght have done it.

"They will fade, soften ... intine they will not be so
bold." Taliesin told ne. Gently, with conpassion. Wth
endl ess enpat hy.

Lir, they will heal

The bard and ny lir took such care to reassure ne.

But | knew the scars would heal. O course. | knew that.
One day | would grow used to the disfigurenment; would
hardly notice the scars.

But what they would look like in five or ten years had
nothing to do with now.

"Maimed," | said hollowy.

"Niail, you have another eye. Once you are accus-

tomed, you will find the | oss of one hardly interferes,”
Taliesin said quietly. "Even as /—

349

"Mai ned," | repeated. "Do you know what it neans

to a Cheysuli ?"

He fromed a little. "lIs it—does it nean a thing
apart fromother races?" He shrugged a little. "Forgive
me, but | fear | do not conprehend your fear."

"A mainmed warrior is useless,” | told himsteadily,
defying nyself to break. "He cannot hunt food, protect
his dan, his kin."

Taliesin's rai sed hand stopped ne. "No nore," he

said. 'W nore. Forgive nme for speaking openly, but I

say that is foolishness. What is to stop you fromlifting a
sword? From | oosing an arrow? From sl ayi ng deer and

others for food? What, N all? Do you nean to tell ne you
will give up because you have | ost an eye?"

| tried to frown and di scovered it hurt too nmuch. "You
do not understand. In the clans—
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"You do not live only in the clan," he told nme quietly.
"You will be Mijhai of Honana one day; do you give up
the service of your real mand your race because you | ack
an eye?" He lifted his twisted hands. "I can no | onger
play my harp. But | can do other things. Not well,
per haps, but enough to keep ne alive. Wth Caro, it is
easier. But as for you— he shook his head "—you are
young, strong, dedicated . . . there is no reason in the
worl d you cannot overcone a minor disability such as the
| oss of an eye."

"M nor disability?" | stared at him "I |ost an eye/"

"And have another." Taliesin | ooked at Caro. "He has
no voice. He hears nothing. And yet he does not give up
Why shoul d you?"

/ lost an eye. But | did not say it aloud. | edged back
down on the pallet and lay flat, staring one-eyed at the
uneven roof of the little hut. But | saw nothing at all

"It will be difficult,” Taliesin told ne. "You need
time, Niall, nore time than you have all owed yourself.
The | oss of an eye requires adjustnment. Your perceptions
will be different."

That | had already | earned by sinply noving about the
hut. But | had no nore tinme to spend on nyself, not

even for needed healing. | had to reach ny sons. | had to
slay the wol f.

W stood just outside the crooked door. Sunlight spilled
356

through linmbs and | eaves to make fretwork shadows on

the slushy snow. Caro and | were bookends to Taliesin in
the mddle. Serri stood a little apart, twisting to lick a
shoul der into order.

"I have to go. | have—responsibilities." | smled a
little; too well | recalled his gentle diatribe about Cheysul
i ntransi gence and unshakabl e dedi cati on

"The gods go with you, Niall. Cheysuli i'halla shansu."

"Ru'shalla-tu." | resettled the shoul der pouch the bard
had given ne, filled with rations for when | was not in
fir-shape. | set a hand on Taliesin's shoulder. "Leijhana
tu sai. Not enough, | know . . . but for now the words will
have to do." | |looked at Caro. "You will protect him
Taliesin? Let no one use himfalsely."

"That | prom se you-."

Briefly Caro and | clasped arns. He opened his nouth

as if he neant to speak, closed it reluctantly. Regret
bared his teeth a nonent, an el oquent nonent, until |
pulled himinto an enbrace. "It does not matter," | told
himclearly, when he could see ny face again. "I know
what you nmean to say."

He smiled. My smile.
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Serri?

Here, he answered. Tine to go, U. The white wolf will
not wait.

Then let us go at once. And | blurred nyself into fir-
shape. Shoul der to shoul der we sped through Solindish
forests toward the Ml on Pass and the border of Homana.

351
Ten

I lost fir-shape as we approached the northern bank of

the Bluetooth. Pain lived in ny skull, centering in the
enpty socket, and | could not summon the concentra-
tion required for the shapechange. | felt it supping, tried

to rekindl e the nagic, stunbled even in wol f-shape, |ost
the shape entirely. On one knee | knelt in the snow,
bracing nyself against a stiff arm and waited for the pain
to di e away.

Lir. Serri pressed against nme, but gently, resting his
jaw on the top of ny shoulder. Lir, we nust go on. The
wol f —

"I know," | gasped aloud. "I know, Serri, but— | sat
down awkwardly, sliding over onto one hip, and pressed
fingers against ny skull. Ch gods, take the pain away—

Lir, we nust go. | feel himbhe is near the ferryman's
cot t age.

Caro's patch warded ny enpty socket against the bite

of cold weather and the brilliance of the sun. | fingered it
gently, resettling it; too new, it was unconfortable. It cut
di agonal |y across ny forehead, above ny right ear, tied at

t he back of nmy head. And though Caro had knotted it

gently, at the monment it felt |like an iron manacl e press-
ing in against tender flesh.

Lir—Serri again.

"I know ... a nonment." | gathered ny knee under
me, waited, carefully thrust nyself to nmy feet. It was all |
could do not to vomt.

Lir. the wolf has crossed the Bl uetooth.

"Then so will we ... but | think | shall have to wal k."
Lir, it is your ru}tholli he seeks.

352

"l'an!" | stared at ny lir. "Finally you can reach Tasha?

lan is alive?
Alive. But endangered. The wolf is seeking him
Ch—gods—"Serri—+et us go!"

The river was still frozen, but the first signs of thaw
had begun. | heard nutters in the ice and the occasiona
snap of cracking floes. Serri ran back and forth along the
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bank, trying to find the safest way across; at |ast he

pl unged ahead. He slipped, slid, fell, got up and ran
again. But he had four legs to ny two and was unham

pered by a mssing eye. Carefully | followed his | ead, but
my progress was slowed by uncertainty of footing as well
as the pain in nmy head.

Slick—so slick ... no matter how careful and deli ber-

ate | was, ny bootsoles slid on the ice. My arns flailed out
as | tried to maintain my balance; | bit nmy lip and cursed.
Lir . . . come—

Slipping, sliding, jerking uncontrollably. Patches of
crusted snow hastened ny progress, but treacherous ice
often | ay beneath.

Lir . . . the wolf-

Hal fway. Hal fway. | set ny teeth and refused to | ook
at the southern bank for fear | would lose ny fragile
bal ance. One step at a tine.

And then | heard the how of a stal king wol f.

My head jerked up. | saw the bank—the snudge of
snoke along the treeline—Serri on the other side. And
then ny bal ance was | ost.

I felt. Landed on shoul der and hip, cracked forehead
agai nst the ice. Slunped down and noaned as the pain
erupted inside ny skull

Li r—you nust cone!

My cheek was pressed agai nst the snow crusted ice.
My breath rasped and bl ew snoke into the air. It tickled

my only eye.
Lir-

| npaned. Curled. Rocked a little, back and forth,
huggi ng arns agai nst ny belly.

Lir—

I heard the sound again: the song of a wolf on the trai
of prey.

lon. Ice and sky exchanged places as | tried to regain
my senses. The wolf is after |an
353

Up. | pushed nyself up, up again, until | was on hands
and knees. My enpty socket throbbed; | thought ny
head m ght burst.

Lir—Back and forth along the bank: silver-gray wolf
with green-gold eyes.

lon. Up. Up again. Standing. Wavered. Stared blindly
at nmy frenzied lir.

f an.
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| heard the howl of the wolf.

I shut ny eye, | blocked out all the sounds, the sights,
the cold and pain and weakness. All of it, gone, swal-

| oned by concentration. | was aware of the great void
waiting to take ne away, to clasp ne against its breast.
Calmy | welconed it, even as | was wel coned.

Lir-shape, | told it. / need it.
It exam ned me. Tasted ne. Spat me out again.
I went on in the guise of a wott.

Sent hardly waited. As | scranbled up the icy bank he
went on ahead, streaking through the trees. | followed
his lead, on the track of Strahan's wol f.

The hut. It was nmostly a blur as | ran: a snudge of
gray stone and the weave of careful thatching. And I an,
standing in front of the door.

He turned. Frowned; he had heard the wol f. From out
of the trees the wolf exploded: a streak of purest white.
Headi ng for ny brother

Serri—warn Tasha—
Al ready done—Ahead of me, Serri ran.

lan saw all of us: two white wolves and one of silver-
gray, each running directly at him He fell back a step
toward the hut. Stopped. Half-drew his knife, but did not
finish. H's confusion was obvious.

"Niall?" | heard hi mask
Gods, he cannot know which one of us is ne!

One-eyed, even in wolf-shape, it was difficult to
differentiate shadows, angles, splashes of sunlight across
the brilliance of blinding snow. | had not yet |learned to
deci pher all the signals. It would take tine, too nuch
time—and | had none of it now So | ran.

| altered ny route, noving to dissect the white wolfs
path. Even as he prepared to |leap, Serri hit lan, knocked
hi m down, turned to protect him By then | was on the

wol f.

354

Jaws closed on pelt and nuscle, |ocking on his throat.
We tunbled, rolled, were up—

Li ke ne he went for the jugular, trying to tear out ny
throat. It was an obscene dance of death, a ritualistic
courtship. W tore, shook, growl ed, tried to throw one
anot her down. One-eyed, | was hanpered; two-eyed, he
was not .

| an was up, gone, back. H s bow was in his hands; an
arrow was nocked and prepar ed.
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But | saw his indecision. He could not tell which wolf
was brot her and whi ch was not.

H nd daws scored ny belly—teeth |l ocked in nmy flesh—+
snel l ed the stench of rotting neat—the stink of the
chamel house—+the ordure of the netherworld.

Jaws cl osed, chewed, tried to tear. | |lunged backward,
then sideways, trying to throw himdown. Paws scrab-
bl ed, daws ripping into the winter-hard turf... he grow ed

and gasped and choked.

Backward agai n, again, again—then | |unged forward
and took even nore of his throat into ny jaws.

I shook him | shredded, | ripped. | felt the tearing in
his flesh. | heard the rattle in his chest and tasted the
sal t-copper flavor of bl ood.

He tore | oose. Stunbl ed backward. Staggered, bleeding
profusely. His tongue lolled, dragged, dangled. He fell.
Scrabbl ed briefly. Died.

My head hung | ow. Bl ood was a mask on ny nuzzl e,
painting me up to ny eye. My tail drooped. | turned, saw
lan's arrow ainmed at nme, realized he could not know

whi ch wol f had won. And then |I lost the /ir-shape.

"Niall! Ch—gods—+uj ho— He threw down the bow
and | eaped, catching ny shoulders as | wavered on ny
feet. "Niall!"

He broke off so abruptly, staring at me in such horror,
that at first | could not conprehend what had happened
to himto cause it. And then |I renmenbered ny face

I hung onto his arns. "Alive," | gasped. "Thank the

gods—you are alive—=

"Ni al | -what happened? Gods, rujho, what has hap-
pened to you?"

| could not believe | could touch himand know he was
alive. "I feared the plague was al ways deadly. Gods, but
355

I thought you were dead! Serri could no | onger reach
Tasha in the link."

The cat was next to | an, |eaning agai nst one knee. "I
was not nearly as sick as the others. But—Mart-—

| put a trenbling hand to ny head. It hurt. It hurt so
badly. "Strahan," | said briefly through gritted teeth.
"Strahan sent a hawk."

"Niall, cone in and sit down. At once"

"No. No—first there is something— | pulled away
fromhimand turned to the wotf. Tliere was no doubting
he was dead; his throat was conpletely gone. | could stil
taste the tang of blood in ny nmouth. "Bumit," | said
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hoarsely. "He is the last of the plague-wolves; Honana
will be free."

"I will,"” he said after a noment. "I will. But come
inside. You | ook near to collapse."”

I was. My head pounded unnercifully; | thought if

perhaps | carried it rigidly on ny shoulders, | would not
stir further pain, lan took me into Padgett's dwelling and
made nme sit down in one of the crooked chairs. The hut

was enpty.

"Gone for supplies.” lan told ne as he noved to pour
refreshnent. Usca, again; | took the cup he gave ne,
drank, shut ny eye. "He should be back soon. | had
pl anned to | eave today."

"Leave?" | opened ny eye as Serri sat down between
my knees. "For Mij hara?"

"No." lan frowned. "No, N all, of course not. | neant
to cone after you."

I wanted no nore of the Steppes liquor and gave it
back to him "I thought surely you were dead. And you
m ght have been yet—Strahan sent that wolf to carry
pl ague to those Cheysuli who were left."

| an squatted before ny chair. He | ooked a little ol der;
the plague had scuffed the edges off his youth. "N all—=

"W have to go hone at once. The eneny is harbored

in the halls of Homana-Mijhar." | rubbed at my right
tenple, trying to massage away the pain. "G sella serves
Strahan. And Varien is lhlini. They mean to steal ny
sons. "

"Your sons?"

"He neans to use them To twi st them then place

\ 356

them on the thrones of Homana and Solinde. And he

coul d succeed, if Gsella takes themto him" | grinaced
then shut nmy teeth on the moban | |onged to nmake. "W

have to go now. "

"No. In the norning, perhaps. You can go nowhere,
now." He rose, put the cups and usca away, asked ne if
I was hungry."

"If | eat anything right now, it will only cone up

again." | leaned back a little and shut ny eye. "lan—do
you recall what the old wonman said to us? The ol d Duini
woman?"

"Aye." He noved around the hut behind ne; | could

not see what he did.

"Well, | begin to think what she said was true. About
Dui ni and Cheysuli being brother races. . . both children

of the Firstborn. Taliesin said it al so."
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"Tal i esi n?"

"Dilini," | answered. "Once a bard for Tynstar him
self. No nore." | told himthen how Taliesin had tended
me. But | said nothing of Caro, not yet; another tine,
per haps.

lan listened, then came around to sit down on a stoo

in front of me. "It is heresy, N all. You know that. It
goes against all the teachi ngs—what the shar tahls have
told every child."

"Perhaps they had reason for censoring the teachings
for withholding all the truth."

"Why would they do it, N all? There is no reason for
it

"There is," | told himwearily. "How would you react
if you were told you were kin to the Ihlini; that once you
| ay down with Duini wonen?"

He di d not answer.

"If you were a shar tahl and your duty-—your honor—

lay in defending the prophecy, woul d you shake the
foundations of that honor by tainting it with the entire
truth if part of that truth had to do with the kinship
between I hlini and Cheysuli?" | sighed. "Consider it,

ruj ho—do you think a Cheysuli warrior would keep him
self froman Ihlini wonan nerely because of her race—f
he want ed her badly enough?"

Silence filled the hut. And then lan broke it. "I amthe
357

| ast one to answer that . . . after what Lillith nmade

me do."

My eye opened. | straightened. Slowy | |eaned forward.

Hi s face was ravaged. There was shane, guilt, disgust;
nmore than a little self-hatred

"Do not blane yourself,” | told him "You believed

yourself lirless—you were, since Lillith used a spell to cut
off the link between you and Tasha. Do you t hink

cannot under st and?"

H s face was gray- "I thought i'toshaa-ni would help. |
thought it would absolve nme. But | amstill soiled. |
remai n uncl ean. "

"lan, stop.'* | touched his arm "Lillith had a purpose.
It becomes clearer even now. Do you see? Merge the
bl ood and you nmerge the power . . . Cheysuli and lhlini."

He | ooked at nme in horror. "She wanted a child of

mne—

And | thought it likely she had gotten one. Even
Varien had said it: she has what she wants from your
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br ot her.

"But—+t would not be a Firstborn, not a true one," |

mused. "The other blood is needed. Yet if the Ihlini got a
child of both our races, they would nove perilously closer
to fulfillment of the prophecy."

"But it means their deathF lan cried, "Wy would they
do such a thing?"

| released a breath of conprehension. "If they bred
their owm—f they controlled the bloodlines, they could
control the prophecy. They could nmake the Firsthborn

theirs. They could tw st the prophecy.” | stared at himin
realization. "A Firstborn child in Ihlini hands woul d be
the denmise of the Cheysuli. Taliesin even said sonething
about it." | frowned, trying tp renenber. "He sai d-he

sai d when the child of the prophecy is born, the lir wll
know a new naster."

"Gods—+no0— He stared at ne in horror. "The Ur
woul d never teave us!"

"But if they did. ..." | looked at Tasha, so close to
lan's leg. And then |I | ooked at Serri. Lir, | said, would
you?

Serri did not answer. And neither, | thought, did Tasha,
as | an asked her the sane.

358

My brother slid off his stool. He knelt. He | ocked his
hands in the plush velvet pelt of Tasha's hide. | saw how
ngd was his posture; how tightly he hung onto his U
"They will go?" he asked. "The lir will go fromus?"

"He wants ny sons,"” | said blankly. "Strahan wants

my sons. As Lillith wanted your child. . . ."

|an | ooked at ne. "Then | will have to kill it."
359
El even

"I think the plague is over,'
streets again."

|l an said. "People are in the

"And they do not spit, do not run, do not make the
war d- si gns agai nst us," | agreed. "Gods, | thought it
woul d slay us all."

We wal ked through the streets of Mu)hara in human form
with U on either side. W were warmin our heavy

winter leathers; the first tentative tendrils had unfurled
fromthe bl ossom known as spring, nelting the snow and

the mud and turning the streets into slushy quagnires.
Even the cobbles did not help.

"If you wish to rest, rujho, say it."

| smled alittle. Already | an knew when the headaches
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came upon nme. Such painful, blinding headaches, sorme-
times so bad | had to stop, lie down, not even nove unti
the pain had passed. Sonetines so bad | could not keep
food or water in my belly.

I shook ny head. "W are too close, now " And we

were. Even though | was weary and had the begi nni ngs

of a headache, | was not about to stop. "One nore

comer, and we will be at the gates.” And Gsella wll be
unmasked. "Do you know, there is a chance she is not

mad at all. That she has presented herself so under
orders from Strahan through Lillith."

"Not nmad?" lan stared at ne in surprise. "Kthat is
true—f she has fooled us all—-she is the best munmer |
have ever seen."

"Aye. And it nmeans the choice is taken fromnme."

" Choi ce?"

"What to do with her," | told himgrimy. "Do you
think I will keep her by ne? She neans to give ny
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children to Strahan. | cannot allow her to remain near

them Who is to say she would not try it again?"

| an nodded. He frowned thoughtlully.t<Wat choice,
ruj hol What will you do with her9”

"Either put her on the Crystal Isle, as Carillon did with
Etectra . . . send her hone to Atvia ... or have her
execut ed. "

"The latter is—serious."

"But the crinme is worthy of it. Gving nmy sons to the
eneny?"

"The Council may disagree."

"The Council will have no choice. Wen | tell them
about the bastard, they will have no choice at all. They
will see that | amthe one who is the rightful heir."

"Tell them what about the bastard?' *

"What | amintending to tell you." So | told him
quietly, the truth. And when | was done, we stood be-
fore the bronze-and-ti nber gates of Homana- Mij har

Both | eaves bore the black slash identifying a house of
death. It nade me think of Rowan.

| an shook his head as | signaled the gates open. "After
all that—all their plotting and planning ... it is futile.
For naught”

"Thank the gods. And when the Council |eams of it,
the petition will be disnissed.”

We hast ened through the baileys, outer and inner,
briefly acknow edged wel com ng shouts and good w shes
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of the men and boys, clinbed the stairs into the archivolted
entrance. Even as |an was detained by one of the ser-

vants, | went on. | clinbed the stairs to the nursery and
went in to see ny sons before | faced nmy wife.

But she was there as welt.

Squinting a little against the worsening pain in ny
head, | drew ny sword. "Stand away from ny sons,
G sella. Stand away now."

She swung, fell back a step, pressed herself against the
oak-and-ivory cradle. She was cl oaked, hooded, patently
prepared to | eave. In her amis she held a bundl ed baby.

"What happened to your face?" she asked in shock

"Put himdown," | told her distinctly. "Put hi mdown,
G sella, and stand away fromthe cradle."

She was transfixed by ny face, until her attention was
switched to the tip of nmy sword as | advanced. Her
361

mout h hung open inel egantly; had she thought | would
be slain, and her plans never known?

"Put himdown," | repeated.

She bunked. Shut her nmouth. "Her," she declared
i ndignantly. "Do not call your daughter a him*'

"Daughteri” My hand twitched on the grip; the sword
tip wavered. | |l ooked at G sella nore closely and saw
that beneath the cl oak she was sl ender again. "By the
gods, you have borne the child!"

It should not have surprised ne. | could not say how
long I had been gone, but certainly |ong enough; she had
only been two nonths away fromthe birth when | had

cone home from Solinde

She clutched the child nore closely agai nst her breast.
But she | ooked sideways at a second cradle. Fromit |
heard the squall of a baby disturbed from sl eep

The tip wavered once nore; | lowered the sword. |
was diverted fromny intent. "Again?" | asked weakly.
G sella nodded slowy, still staring at ny face; at the

scars and the | eather patch. "A girl. A boy. Three sons
and a daughter, now. "

"And all nmeant for Strahan?" | let the tip drift up
agai n; teased the air before her face. "AU of nem G sella?"

Her eyes filled with sudden tears. "But—+ have to—
have to—tillith said | had to. Varien says | have to—
have to do it because all of themtold nme to."

"Stop." No nore diplomacy. "Put the baby down,
G sella. Put her with her brother."

She turned abruptly and did as | told her to. Relief
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all oned nme to breathe again.
"I had to," she said. "They told me | had to do it."
"G sella—+ook at ne."

The tears had spilled over. She thrust a hand agai nst
her cheeks and tried to wi pe them away. She trenbl ed-
She clutched at the cloak and waited for nme to sheathe
the sword in her body.

By the nanmes of all the gods, how do you ask soneone
if they are sane or nad? How can you know if they tell the
truth?

Must you ask her at all? Serri inquired. Look at her,
lir. What manner of woman do you see?

"Gselia," | said helplessly, "do you understand what
they neant you to do? What the result would be?"
362

"They told me | had to do it."

"Ny 2"

"Because Strahan wanted it."

"Do you know why? Did they tell you what it neant?"
"They said | Wto."

"Gsellal"

She trenbl ed even harder. "I just— just—did what
they said to do. There was the spotted puppy—two of
themthere was the gray kitten—they said | had to do
it. Strahan wanted ne to do it."

| stared at her in growing alarm "Wanted you to do
what, G sella? The puppi es—+the kitten—=2"

She tangled a hand in her hair, twined it through her
fingers. "They said—they said | had to—so | did—+
di dr

"Did what, G sella?"

Her mout h opened, cl osed. Opened again. Her breath-
ing came very fast. "l—put the puppies down a well —
because they told nme to!"

| drew in an uneven breath. "And—the kitten?"

She shrugged one shoulder a little. "The cliff—the top

of the dragon's head." She shrugged again. "I let him
fall."

"Why?" | asked in horror. "Because they told you

to?"

She was sobbing now. "They said | nust get used to
| osing things—tosing |ive things—because one day | would
have to give up ny children—
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"Ch—gods— | sheathed the sword. Went to her.
Pull ed her into nmy arns. "Ch—G sel |l a—eh gods
what have they done to you?"

"I't was what we needed to do." Varien's voice, so

snmoot h and sil ken, as he cane into the room "Do you
think it is a sinple thing to ask a wonan—even a nad
one—+to willingly give up her children? Gsella had to be
trained."

"You filth," | told him when | could speak again.
"You gods-cursed filth! How could you do this to her?
How in the nane of all the gods could you do this to a
wonman?"

"No," he said urbanely. "Not in the nanme of all the
gods—n the nane of only one. My lord is Asar-Suti."

363
"G sella—stand away." | pushed her, gently but firmy.
And as she went, | drew ny sword.

Varien frowned a little. He studied ny sword intently.
Then his expression cleared. "A Honmanan sword," he
sai d.

"Still a sword,” | told him 1| 1unged.

"A Homanan sword," he repeated, and put up an
el oquent hand. Easily, so easily, he caught the blade in his
hand.

Wel | enough—sever the hand, then sever the neck

But he stopped the blade dead in his palm | sawfire
expl ode fromhis fingers, coat the blade, run down from
tip to cross-piece. The steel turned black at once.

As he neant ne to, | released the hilt. And only the
hilt struck the ground; the bl ade no | onger exi sted.

What is left fo | ose—he will take the children anyway—

| | eaped. Enpty-handed, | threw myself across the

room and caught handful s of Varien's doublet, bearing
himto the ground. He went down easily enough, but was
sinuous as a serpent; withing, he nearly squirmed away.

We struggl ed for dom nance on the fl oor on the nur-
sery. | thought of ny children, so close to violence. |
t hought of how | risked them | even thought of G sella.

"Serri;' | shouted "the childrenF

There was no answer discernible in the link. There
could not be, with Varien so close. But | knew ny lir
woul d protect the children. He would give his life for
t hem

And, of course, give mne.

Varien clawed at nmy face and caught a corner of ny
patch. He tore it away, shapping the leather strap; tried
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to scrape away tender flesh. The pain was nanifest, but
it only gave nme another reason to fight.

We rolled. My head was sl ammed agai nst the stone

floor. | cried out—the pain of the headache was magnified
at once, filling my skull with coruscating light. |I fat ny
belly rise.

Fi ngers reached again for ny enpty socket. Childishly,
| retaliated by grabbing the stones in his ears and ri pping
them t hrough the | obes.

Varien screaned. | thought it odd. Torn |obes are
pai nful, | inmagine, but hardly enough to nake a man
scream

364

Unl ess, of course, it is not the pain that makes him
scream but the | oss of the stones thensel ves.

I clutched both in nmy fist. | thought of the old Ihlini
worman with the pale pink crystal called a |ifestone.

Varien was shouting at nme, denying nme the stones.

was one- handed now as well as one-eyed, not daring to
risk the loss of the stones clutched in ny fist. Varien
was on the bottom pinned beneath ny substantial weight,
but now he bucked and twi sted and nearly succeeded in
flinging ne off.

Again, we rolled. | felt an obstruction agai nst mny
spine; the tripod |legs of the nearest brazier. It rocked,
tipped, fell, spilled oil across the floor. A sheet of flane

foll owed and set the stone afire.

I laughed al oud. "Burn, Varien—bunf
| slanmed the stf/nes into the fire.
He screaned. Gods, how he screanmed—

And then the stones were consuned and | was covered
with dust that had once been a man.

| scranmbled up, ignhoring the pain in nmy head. "G sella,
your cl oak."

She stood and stared at nme. So | ripped it from her
mysel f and snothered the oil fire.

People were in the room Wonen ran to tend crying
children, nen drew hungry swords. But there was no
eneny to be slain.

"Niall?" Gsella asked. "Niall. Varien is gone."

"Varien is gone," | |ooked at one of the guardsmnen.
"Escort the princess to her chambers. Be gentle, but
firm See that she remains there."

"My lord— He broke off, nodded, did not question
the oddness of the order. Perhaps everyone knew G sell a
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"My lord." Another man. "The Mijhar is in the G eat

Hal |l ."

| gaped. "My father?" | |ooked for Serri. Lir—at once.

We ran.

| jerked open one of the hamrered doors, stepped

through, swung it shut behind me. "Jehan?" | saw him at
the end of the hall, on the dais near the Lion. "Jehan!"

| an was present as well, and Tasha. And also ny

nmot her, caught in nmy father's arns. | grinned, strode the
|l ength of the hall, opened nmy nouth to give himgreeti ng—
365

—and st opped.

My nmother cried. She cried, but it was not from happi -
ness. It was the sound of a wonman consumed by wracki ng
grief. "No," she told him "no—say you will not do
it—say you wfll renounce iti"

lan's face was stark. His yell ow eyes were enpty. He
stood rigidly by the throne.

"Say you win not," ny nother pleaded. "Say you wll
not go! ;

H s arms were around her, but they did not confort

her. They kept her from harm ng herself. H s eyes, when
I 1 ooked, were angry, bew |ldered, lost. They were the
eyes of a lirless man.

The pain of nmy head was abruptly swall owed up by
conpr ehensi on. "How?*' | asked. That only; it was the
only word | coul d nmanage

"Plague," my father answered. "Taj in Hondartn. Lorn

here, two days ay?. | should have gone then, but— He
st opped speaking. | saw the grief in his enpty eyes. "Onh,
Ni ali, what has he done to you?"

I had forgotten the missing patch. | put a hand to ny
face, then took it away. "He set a hawk on me."

"Gods," he said raggedly, "he does not alter his meth-
ods." He touched the old scars in his neck, and | recalled
the story. Strahan had set a hawk on ny father, sone
twenty years ago, and nearly sl ew himthen.

But now, he had succeeded.

My nother stared in horror at ny face. "Oh—gods—
N aS—

"I lack an eye, but not ny life." | |ooked only at ny
father. "Jehan— But | knew an appeal was usel ess.

'"The war is over," he told us evenly. "Solinde has
given in. The rebellion was never theirs. Now they weary
of the deaths. The realmis ours again."
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"How can you speak about the war?" |lan cried. "CGods,
j ehan, what of you?"

"You know what | nust do." His arns still cradled ny
mot her. "What every warrior nust do."

"But you are the Mufhar!" ny nother said. "Can you
not overl ook Cheysuli custom even once?"

"No." | answered for him "No, jehana, he cannot. It
is the price of accepting the /y-bond."

Her head twisted on its neck as she glared at ne.
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"And am | to expect you to do the sane thing if you | ose
your ftr?"

"Aye," | told her gently. "I ama Cheysuli warrior."

"Ch—gods—two of them— She turned her face away.

"I have—things," ny father said. "Something for each
of you. It was why | did not go at once, hoping you m ght
return." He set ny nother aside. "Aislinn, | beg you—

She shut her eyes. But she did not touch him again.

He turned to the Lion. |I saw bundles in the cushioned
seat. He lifted one: a blue-suede bag the size of a shoul der-
pouch. "Aislinn."

Wth effort, she kept her te?/s in check. | saw the
tremendous strain in the tendon® of her neck. She stood
qui etly before nmy father.

He Iifted her hands, put the pouch into them closed
her fingers over it. "Duncan made Alix nany things.
Now | give themto you."

Her fingers clutched the | eather. She stared at the
hands that held the pouch: his were firmand bronzed,
hers were snooth and fair.

"Do you know," she said. "I only realize this now.

That even when you were in love with Sorcha, desiring
her in place of me, it did not matter. | thought it did,
then . . . but | know now | was mistaken." She sniled a

little; a sad, bittersweet snile. "Sharing you was better
than not having you at all."

Hi s hands tightened on hers. "The things in the pouch
are |l ove-tokens fromny father to ny nother." He used
Hormanan deliberately. "I have always | acked the skill. |
can only give you what another has made . . , and swear
the feelings are the sane."

He caught her in his arns, lifted her, kissed her as
had never seen himkiss nmy nmot her before. For Cheysuli
such enotions are private ones and kept from other eyes,
but now there was no reason for it. They did not care
who saw.
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He set her down again. "I amsorry . . . cheysula, | am
sony—

My not her nodded. She stepped away, huggi ng the
pouch to her breasts, and in silence let the tears run
down her face

"lan." My father bent and took another bundle from
the Lion. He unwapped it carefully, and fromthe folds
3ffl

he took the bl ack-and-tiger-eye Cheysuli warbow he had
used for as long as | had known him 'This was Duncan's
war bow. He gave it to Carillon, who brought it hone
again; who gave it to ne on your grandsire's death. Now |
give it to you."

lan stared at the floor. "Niall should have it."

"No." But nmy father silenced nme with a | ook

"Niall shall have something else," lan was told. "This
is for you. This is for my first-bomson. The fast-born of
all ny children.”

I could not help but think of Isolde. And | knew ny
father grieved, even as he prepared to give hinmself over
to deat h.

| an accepted the bow and | ooked beseechingly at our
father. He said nothing; he did not have to. Al the words
were in his eyes.

"Niall." My father took the last bundle fromthe Lion
He stripped the velvet away. | | ooked on the scabbarded
sword. "This was—nine," he told ne. "It served others

as a sword is neant to serve, including Shaine and Caril -
lon. It served ne as ny grandsire truly intended when it
was forged out of star-magic and other Cheysuli rites.

Wth nme, the magic will die, but a sword is still a sword."

"Hal e*s sword," | said.

He put it into ny hands. The scabbard was snoot h,
oiled | eather, worked with Cheysuli runes. | knew Rowan
had put themthere.

| stared at the sword. | heard himstrip the gold from
his ear and fromhis arns. He gave themto his cheysul a.
"Do not watch ne go."

"Dorwir
"Do not watch ne go."

She shut her eyes and turned away, clutching ny fa-
ther's gol d.

Resolutely, lan stared at the floor. | |ooked at the
shape in the hilt of the sword: the ranpant Homanan
lion. The ruby, called the Mijhar's Eye.

| smled alittle. One-eyed, both of us.
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When | | ooked up, ny father was gone.

I could not sleep. | lay awake in ny bed and stared

bl i nd-eyed into the darkness, knowing it could not match
368

the darkness of ny grief. And when at last | could not
stand it, | got out of bed entirety.

There was a thing | had to do.

I drew on | eggi ngs, house boots, a winter jerkin.

asked Serri to stay in nmy chanbers; this was for ne to do
alone. | took up a candle and the sword ny father had
left me; went alone to the Geat Hall with its silent,

| oom ng Lion.

I lighted a torch with the candle, but did not take it yet.
At the end of the firepit | set the sword down, Kkicked ash
and cold | ogs out of the way, bared the iron ring. Two-
handed | grasped it, prepared nyself, wenched it up
fromthe stone floor of the firepit. The |lid peel ed back
and cl anged against the rim

I hissed, held ny breath; the effort had set my socket to
aching. In time, the frequent bouts of pain/would pass.
For now, | had to bear them

| waited a nonent, then took up the torch and re-
trieved the sword fromthe floor. I went down into the
narrow staircase cut beneath the fl oor

The torch roared in the darkness, throw ng odd pat-
terns against the shadowed walls. | felt confined by the
narrow space, but | descended anyway. Al one hundred
and two steps.

At the bottomthere was a closet. | lifted the torch,
sought the runes and the proper stone, pushed, waited as
the wall fell open. Flame was snatched fromthe torch
and sucked into the vault.

| took a breath and went in. It had been | ong since

had been in the vault, too long. | had nearly forgotten
about it. My father had brought |an and ne here once,
to show us the Wnb of the Earth; even now, the

menory nade ne shiver-

The walls were of gol d-veined, creany ivory, carved in
the shapes of lir. | could not name themall. | did not
wi sh to, now.

I thrust the torch in front of ne, entered, then set it
into a bracket by the door. Ahead of me, nostly hidden
in the shadows, lay the oubliette. The Wnb of the
Earth itself.

I took four steps into the vault. | stood at the edge of
the pit. | could not say if there was a bottomto it; no
one—al i ve—knew. But |egend said there was not.
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I unsheat hed the sword. In the torchlight the runes ran
|i ke water against the steel. | read themaloud into the
silence: "Ja' hai, bu'lasa. Homana tahlnorra ru' maii."

| heard the echoes fall into the pit.

"Accept, grandson. In the name of Honana's tahlnorra."

| waited. | heard no sound. Only the song of silence.

| smled. "Ja' hai, 0 gods. Homana Mijhar ru maii."

The ruby blazed up in the light of the torch. Such a
deep, warmcrinson. The Mijjhar's Eye was nade of

bl ood, as much as mine had been

"Not nmy sword,"” 1 said softly. "Not mne at all—-and

he will need it where he goes." | held the sword over the
oubliette. "Accept, 0 gods. In the name of Homana's

Muj har"

I let it go. It fell. Down, down, into the holl ow dark-

ness of the Wnb—
—and was wel coned.

379
Epi | ogue

| stood alone on the sentry-wal k al ong the parapet and
|l et the wind beat at nmy face. Bel ow ne spread Mij hara
in the bright garnents of true spring: new flowers, new
babi es, new clothing for the people.

And then | was not alone; | heard the fanmiliar step of
my brot her.

He cane as far as the crenel next to mne, so that only

a merlon stood between us. Like ne, he | eaned agai nst the
wal | and stared down into the city. "Do you regret your
deci si on?"

I shook ny bead. "No. She will do better in Atvia.
There is no place for her here. Let Alaric tend his
daught er —-he made her the way she is."

"Some will argue you are too cruel, to separate a
j ehana from her children."

"I amcruel. . . but |I would be cruder still if | let her
give themover to Strahan." | |ooked at hi m pensively.
"She woul d, you know, given the chance. Because they
told her to."

| an sighed. "Poor, addled Gsella. . . ." Then he
strai ghtened. "Here—+ cane to bring you this. | do not
know t he seal ."

| took the parchnent fromhim | |ooked at the seal: a
wol fhound in green wax. "Erinn!" | said in surprise.
"LMCT used this seal!" | broke it, tore the parchnent

open, read the scrawl avidly. And then | stared at I|an.
"By the gods—they are alive—tiamand Deirdre alive—

He snatched the parchnent fromne and read it for

hi nsel f. And then he | ooked at ne. "Only Shea was

slain, and he took the assassin with himinto the after-
world. Liamis Lord of Erinn.”
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| sighed. "For Shea, | amsorry. He was a good lord, a
man | admired and respected." Gief tarnished the no-
ment, then retreated in the bright light of better news.
"But Deirdre is alivel™

"And on her way to Honana.
| ose ny rujho."

lan grinned. "And so

"You will not lose me! You gain a true kinspirit." |
could not danp down my smile. "Deirdre is not |ike
ot her wonen. "

"No," he agreed with nock gravity. "Since she is in
|l ove with you, she could not possibly be."

Tie jest was well-neant, but nmy mind was on ot her
things. | touched ny |eather patch in sudden consterna-
tion. "Gods, rujho—what will she say when she sees this?
What if she cannot bear to | ook at me?"

"You have just said she is not |ike other wonen. |
doubt she will turn away." |an handed back the letter
"WIIl you accept the betrothals Liana offers?"

"Since | was the one who originally suggested them
aye, | think I will,” I told himdryly. "My daughter for
his son: Keely shall wed Sean. And his girl for my heir:

Aileen will be Queen of Homana when Brennan inherits
t he Uon."

| an sighed. "So—t is settled. But what does that |eave
for Hart and Corin?"

| scratched idly at nmy right cheek. "Well, Brennan

shal | have Homana, and Keely will go to Erinn. It |eaves
Sol i nde and, eventually, Atvia." | nodded. "Solinde is
Homana's now, | will declare Hart its lord—formally

nane himprince of the realm to take the throne when

Judge himready. As for Conn, | think Alaric of Atvia

will leave his island to a grandson. Corin will not be
over | ooked. "

| an nodded. "A just distribution, rujho. But what about
the Erinnish girl? Wat about the daughter Deirdre bore
you?"

| stared at him "Daughter? Deirdre bore ne a daugh-
ter?9' | tore the letter open once again. "By the gods—
did not finishf

"I thought not," lan agreed. "Well, rujho, | think we
can safely say the Lion is secured—as well as the proph-
ecy. Four realns in all. Shall | count themout for you?"

I | ooked up at himblankly. "Wat?"
/" 372

"Homana, Solinde, Erinn and Atvia." He smled. "Four

warring realnms. If we can just get Erinn and Atvia to
stop fighting over a petty island title, we will be that
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much cl oser."

"Ch, aye, but | imagine with Keely as the Lady of
Erinn, and Corin in Atvia, the battles will end of
t hemrsel ves. "

lan's smle widened. "Or they will create the battles
out of kinship perversity."

| reread the letter again. "Deirdre has borne ne a

daughter. "

My brother sighed. "Aye. rujho, she has. And five is

an uneven nunber... | think the battles will be frequent."
Blissfully, | smled. "Deirdre has borne ne a daughter—1

| an | aughed.

—Peirdre is com ng hone.
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APPENDI X

CHEYSULI / O D TONGUE G OSSARY
(with pronunci ation guide)

a'saii (uh-SIGH) —Cheysuh zeal ots dedicated to pure
I'ine of descent.

bu'l asa (boo- LAH suh) —grandson
bu' sal a (boo- SAH- | uh) —foster-son
cheysu (chay- SO0 —man/woman; neuter; used within

phr ases.

cheysul (chay-S0OOL) —husband
cheysul a (chay-SOO | uh) —wife
CheysuU (chay-SOO-lee) —(literal translation): children

of the gods.
Cheysuli i'halla shansu (chay-SOO | ee i h-HALLA shan-

SO0 —(lit.): May there be Cheysuli peace upon

you.
godftre (god-fire) —common manifestation of Duini power;

cold, lurid flame; purple tones.

harana (huh- RAH na) —ni ece

fwrani (huh- RAH nee) —nephew

homana (ho- MAH- na) —(Uteral translation): of all blood.
i "halla (ih-HALL-uh) —upon you: used wi thin phrases.
ftoshaa-ni (ih-tosha-NEE) —Cheysuli cl eansing cerenony;

atonenent ritual.

ja hai ([French j] zshuh-H GH) —accept

ja' hai-na (zshuh-H G+ nuh) —accepted

j ehan (zsheh-HAHN) —f at her

j ehana (zsheh- HAH na) —not her

ku' reshtin (koo-RESHtin) —epithet; nane-calling

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...ack%200{%20The%20White%20Wolf%20(v%20UC).txt (314 of 315) [2/2/2004 2:41:51 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%...CL ES%2004%20-%20T rack%200f%20T he%20White%20Wol f%620(v%20UC).txt
| eijhana tu' sai (lay-HAHN-uh too-SIGH) —(;;(.): thank

you very nuch.
Itr (leer) —nmagical animal (s) |linked to individual Cheysuli;

title used indiscrimnately between A'r and warriors-
mei j ha ( MEE- hah) — Cheysuh |ight worman; (St.): m stress.
374

mei j hana (nmee- HAH-na) —sl ang; pretty one

Muj har (npo- HAR) —ki ng

qu' mahi m (koo- MAH-1in) —purge; exterm nation

Resh'ta-ni (resh-tah-NEE) —(lit.): As you would have it.
ruj ho (ROO-ho) —dang: brother (dimnutive)

ruj hoUa (roo-HALL-uh) —sister (formal)

rufholli (roo-HALL-ee) —brother (fornmal)

ru' mau (roo-My-ee) —(lit.): in the nane of

Ru' shaBa-tu (roo- SHAW."m TOO) —(lit.): May it be so.
Seker (Sek-AIR) —formal title: god of the netherworid.
shansu (shan- SOO —peace

shar tahl (shar TAHL) —priest-historian; keeper of the
prophecy.

shu' maii (shoo- My-ee) —sponsor

su' fala (soo-FALL-uh) —aunt

su' faU (soo- FAUL-ee) —unde

sul " harai (sool -hah-RYE) —nonment of greatest satis-
faction in union of man and woman; descri bes
shapechange.

tahtnorra (tall-MORE-un) —fate; destiny; Kkisnet.
TahSnorra lujhala nei wi ccan, cheysu , (tall-MORE-uh

| oo- HALLA may W CK-un, chay-S0Q0Q) —(fit.): 'llie

fate of a man rests always within the hands of die gods.
tetsu (tet-S0O0O —poisonous root given to allay great

pai n; addictive, eventually fatal.
tu halla dei (too-HALLA-day-EE) —(lit.): Lord to |iege

man.

usca (OQ S-kuh) —powerful liquor fromthe Steppes.
y'ja' hai (EE-zshuh-fflGHd —(lit.): | accept.
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