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Prologue
Caden
300 years ago.

Teamonrastood atop the Dragon Stone, her heart clenched with a mixture of grief and pride and
desperate hope. The mountain wind whipped her long hair into a storm, held back from her eyes only by
the gold circlet of her rank. Below, in the city, there would be wailing and tears this night, but here were
only the wind, the monotonous words of theritua, and the cries of dragons.

Thecriesof her kin.

It had been along time since dl of the clan had gathered together in one place. Madnessran in their line,
it was said, and mingled with that were the petty quarrds and rivaries found in any family. Jonaglirs had
murdered one another in the past, spilling the blood that bound them.

Spilling the blood that was the key to their power.

"Our need has never been so desperate,” she had told the swarm of cousins, uncles, aunts, nieces, and
nephews. They had stood in the great throne room, which lay open to the mountain weather, al of them
watching her with eyes as gray as her own. In that moment, she had dmost hated them, because none of
them could take this burden from her. Shewasthelast surviving child of King Osha; dl therest had been
carried away by the same plague that had claimed their parents.

Whether the plague was natural or wizard-made ... that was a question that haunted her deepless nights
more and more often these days.

"Jend has broken our ancient dliance,” she had gone on, even though they knew it already. “Maak and
Shaa have broken it further by refusing to aid us. Jenel hasthe aid of a powerful wizard, and their armies
have aready taken the southern passes. How long they have planned this, | cannot say, but they have
struck hard and fast. Our need grows great, so | have called you here.

"The dragons are our most powerful defenders, but as of now they are too few. Those under the age of
sixteen must remain behind, and those women who are pregnant. Therest of you ... make your
farewd|s"

And soit cameto this. One by one, they walked to the Dragon Stone, exchanged the ritual words with
her ... and cut their own throats. One by one, her kin gave up their livesin exchange for Caden's
protection.

One by one, new-made dragons rose into the air.

Let it be enough, she prayed, watching them. Jonaglir was decimated by this act, and it would be many
generations before the clan recovered in number.

If they lived to recover at dl.

* % % %
Jend

Present day.



"l am not pleased, wizard."

Ax glanced up from acrystal basin on apedestal. Power rippled and danced like sunlight on the water
within the basin, showing flashes and glimpses of far-off images. Most of them were haf-obscured by
smoke or dyed red with blood.

Fellrant, King of Jend, stood before the only window in a high tower, looking out over hisdomain. A
flowering vine had climbed the outside of the tower to form acurtain that hung over haf the opening,
perfuming the room with its purple flowers. The dow drone of bees came from without, accompanied by
the singing of birds. If not for the ring of the smiths hammers and the cries of practicing warriors, the
scene outsi de would have seemed nothing more than adeepy spring day.

Ax's sharp blue eyes narrowed dightly, but he hid hisirritation well enough. “And why isthat, Y our
Maesy?"

Fdlrant cast an annoyed glance over his shoulder. Hewas asmall man, but he neverthelessradiated a
regd air that confirmed Ax's choice to boost him to the throne. Impatience snapped in his blue-violet

eyes, but years spent asanorthern lord, plotting first for survival and later for power, had taught him to
curb histemper.

"Why indeed, wizard? L et usthink. Over thelast year, both my winter and summer paaces have been
destroyed, so that | must make do with the leavings of adead lord. Segg, my capital, is nothing more
than aburned ruin. Argannon is attacking from the north, gpparently having struck an dliance with Jend's
so-cdled dly Maak that allowed Jahcgroth to smply march armies through the kingdom without afight.
Shala will send usno aid, and Undah istoo distant to care. Isthere anything else?’ Fllrant pretended to
think, hisyouthful featurestwigting into afrown. “Oh, yes, that'sright. My only riva for the kingship has
gonemissng.”

"If Lord Auglar survived thefall of Segg, then heismost likely dead by now,” Ax pointed out testily. He
didiked being reminded of Auglar, whom he had backed before learning that the lord had betrayed Jenel
by marrying aWolfkin. Only humans had the right to Jend's throne—for apotentia king to breed with a
half-beast was nothing short of treason.

Fdlrant's eyes narrowed. “I will remind you that heisno longer alord. | stripped him of dl titlesand
lands. He is nothing more than avagabond, a best."

"And therefore nothing for you to worry about,” Ax pointed out soothingly.
"And the Aclyte? Y ozerf?'

"Dead."

"Areyou certain? He had power."

Ax snorted. “None worth mentioning, Y our Highness. He was nothing more than the bastard heir of
blood long spent. His minor tricks were not enough to save him. All the portents say that hewaskilled in
the destruction of NavaNar."

And good riddance. Y ozerf had once been auseful tool, but those days were long over.

Footsteps rang on the stair outside, and a moment later a man appeared in the doorway, heavily armed
and dressed in mail. Crossing the room, he dropped to one knee before hisking.

"Lord Tybalt,” Fellrant said, acknowledging the soldier. Until afew weeks ago, Tybat had only been a



minor thane. But with the desths of most of the Jendeselords, Tybat had found himsdlf not only alord,
but also commander of the King'sarmies.

"Your Mgesty,” Tybdt said, with the worshipful air of aman who had no doubts asto the origins of his
good fortune. He was abig, burly man, hishair cut short to fit under a helm, and he made an interesting
contrast to the smdll, beautiful Fellrant. “ The armies are gathering. Y our lords have brought every trained
soldier they could spare from the defense of their own keegps.”

Fdlrant nodded. “ And the conscripts?’

"Every able-bodied male peasant found is being brought in aswell. They will make useful foot soldiers, if
nothing ese”

"Excdlent.” Fellrant folded his hands together and smiled. “ Take your forces north, then, Lord Tybalt.
That iswhere the main threat of Argannon comes from, despite their trickery in Segg. Supply yoursaves
as you may—the army isthe most important consideration now, do you understand? If any village refuses
you food, take it by force. And if any village isfound to be housing Argannon sympathizers ... burnit to
theground.”

"Understood, Y our Highness."

Fdlrant dismissed Tybalt and went back to stare out hiswindow. Ax returned his attention to the bowl in
front of him. Jend waswracked by war, and refugees were aready beginning to stream across the
Kelsmarch from their burning villages. It was adesperate time, and it called for asirong king like
Felrant, who would not hesitate to do whatever was needful to turn back the invaders. Ax had made a
good choice indeed.



Chapter One

The sound of feet on the detritus of the forest floor pulled the wolf from an uneasy rest. It had been some
time since he had truly relaxed. At fird, his battered, broken body had been so injured that he could do
nothing except deep, but as time passed and he began to hedl, the agony intruded even on hisdreams. A
sharp pain sabbed his side with every breath, bright light made his|eft eye water, his skin was raw and
red where patches of fur had burned away, and the rest of him ached with bruises that went to the bone.

An unbdievably filthy girl appeared a the opening to the little hole under ahdf-falen tree where they
denned together. Her hair might have been the sort of coppery color that humans called red, but it was
hard to tell under the mix of dirt and decayed leavesthat matted it together. The origina color of her
tattered clothing was equally indeterminate, covered asit wasin mud and the wolf's blood. A pair of
bright blue eyes peeked out of her grimy face; from what he could see of her features, he guessed that
she was no more than eight years old.

Despite her incredible Sate of filth, the wolf thumped histail weskly at the sight and smell of her.
Cub. Pack mate.

A pouch and a pottery jug hung from her shoulder; she took them off and poured alittle water from the
jug into awooden bowl. “Here you go, Smoky,” she said soothingly, holding it out to him. The wolf
gratefully lapped up the water. “Good boy,” she whispered. “Y ou want some more?”

When he had drunk hisfill, she opened her pouch and sorted through it. Unfortunately, both of their diets
were limited to what she could find or catch with her bare hands. An assortment of mushrooms, roots,
lizards, frogs, and two patheticaly small crayfish came out of the pouch. She gave him thelizards, frogs,
and crayfish, and ate the roots and mushrooms raw and dirty. Her collarbones stood out in sharp points,
and the skin drew tight over her skull.

After their makeshift dinner, she crawled down into the den with the wolf, curling up againgt hisflank. He
licked her hair once or twice, without making it noticegbly cleaner.

"It'sgoing to beadl right, Smoky,” the girl said quietly asthe sun went down on yet another day in the
forest. “Y ou're getting better. Maybe when you're well, you can hunt for us. Y ou're so big—I bet you
could take down any deer in Jendl! And then well eat and eat and eat.” She sniffled and wiped at her
face, streaking the dirt on her hand. “ Everything'sgoing to be dl right.”

Her voice broke, and her little body began to shake. Despite his own pain and exhaustion, the wolf felt
concern. He knew, somehow, that this was not right—she should not be making these noises. Maybe she
was hurt, too?

Not knowing what elseto do, he licked the sdty water from around her eyes. That made her giggle—a
good sound. It also cleaned alittle of the dirt off, so that two circles of paler skin ringed her eyes. Inthe
semi-dark, it reminded him of an owl'sface.

You're a little owl, he thought, and it seemed to him that he should be able to communicate thisto her in
some way. But how?

She sighed, snuggled deeper into histhick fur, and relaxed into adeep characterized by fretful twitching
and soft whimpers. As helay beside her, unable to deep himself, the wolf for the first time began to
wonder about the black void in hismind. It was asif he had sprung to lifein the forest, asif there were
nothing to know before then. But somehow he knew that was not right. There had been other things



before the forest. He had been...
Something. Something that was now gone beyond his reach.
L etting out his bresth in a soft whuff that ruffled Little Owl's hair, he closed his eyes and tried to deep.

* k x %

"It'sthe end of theworld, | tell you,” muttered a surly man, as he took awooden cup of aefrom the
innkeeper.

Yes, Suchen thought bleskly, it isindeed.

She sat a alow table with her companions, taking only sparing sips of her ale and trying not to look
around at thelittleinn. They werein the village of Hyytr, which had grown only more squalid and
desperate in the time since she had last been there. Then, she had been with the Sworn of Lord Auglar,
the young noblewoman Trethya ... and Y ozerf.

Her heart flinched away from the memory, asif it had been pressed against ahot poker. Only afew
weeks had passed since they escaped from Segg and joined the flood of refugees pouring north, away
from theriots and chaosthat had al but destroyed the city. Only afew weeks, since the night they left
Y ozerf to hold back the monstrous Red Guard and human soldiers so that they might escape.

Snceweleft himto die.

Other refugees wandered around the inn, drawing hard looks from the locals. A man armed with ascythe
stood at the door; apparently, there had been attempts to loot and rob the place sometime before Suchen
and her companions arrived. Auglar had been forced to show the door-guard money before they were
dlowedinsde.

Money that they could ill afford to spend, actualy. But Auglar had suggested that they goto theinninan
attempt to gather information, to find out what Fellrant—King Fellrant—was doing, where the
Argannese forces had attacked last, and what were the conditions on the Great Trade Route that crossed
the vast plains of the Kellsmarch.

Buudi and Brenwulf had naturdly followed their lord—they were his Sworn, after dl. The only Sworn left
to him, unless one counted Gless, who was safely back at Kellgard waiting for them. All the rest had
died or betrayed him.

Peddock.

The memory of her brother, who had abandoned them to follow the woman he loved, even knowing that
she was a Red Guard, a shape-shifter and aminion of their enemy, was another thing too painful to
touch.

Londah ... Suchen did not know why Y ozerf's mother had stayed with them. She sat to Suchen'sright, a
hood drawn up to shadow her beautiful festures from prying eyes. She wore abaggy tunic and trousers,
like amale peasant, but openly displayed the sword strapped to her side. Asaways, she sat dert, ready
for any disaster, and her presence seemed to comfort everyone else. It would take agreat deal of men
and luck to kill her, or to kill anyone she protected.

Asfor Suchen ... she came because she had nothing else to do. Nothing mattered anymore; she smply
drifted through the days, going where she was led, because to do otherwise would require an act of will.

Setting her cup aside, she bowed her head, resting it against her hands. The short ends of her hair tickled



her face, making her skinitch. Y ozerf had dways|oved her hair, despite the fact that it wastoo fineto be
put into anything resembling afashionable style. It was soft, he had inssted, asif that were the only
qudity that could possibly matter. So one day after he died—she wasn't sure exactly which day—she
had cut it al off with aknife and flung it into the fire. When her companions asked her why she had done
it, she said that it was s0 she could pass as aboy, something safer to be in these times than awoman.
With her figure and men's clothing, such adeception wouldn't be hard. Whether they had believed the
explanation or not, she did not know.

"Areyou al right, daughter?’ Londah asked in alow voice, touching Suchen's shoulder.

"Yes” Suchen lied, becauseit took less effort than telling the truth. How could she possibly bedl right
ever again? Somehow, she managed to force hersalf to gppear interested, to raise her head and turn to
Auglar, asif he could say anything that would make any differenceto her. “What's the news?"

Auglar looked as though he had aged a decade since their flight from Segg. The stubble of abeard
darkened his pale skin, hislong, black hair waslank from dirt, and shadows ringed his blue eyes. No
onlooker would ever have guessed, not only that he had been one of the most powerful men in Jendl, but
that he had dmost been their king.

"News, rumor, wild speculation,” he said tiredly. “1've talked to a dozen different groups, and none of
them have given me the same story twice. Fellrant is going to surrender Jenel to Argannon. Fdllrant is
fidding an army. A village was destroyed when Jendlese soldiers stole dl their food. Or maybe it was
Argannese soldiers.” He shook his heed. “ The gods aone know what the truth is.”

"Thetruth isthat people are desperate,” Londah said, taking ajudicious sip of her de. For an ingtant,
Suchen caught aglimpse of her cold, gray eyes beneath the hood. “ And that things are going to get far
worse asthe war continues. Segg was only thefirgt city to fall. Soon Jend will befull of homeless, hungry
people who will do anything to survive."

"Then we have no choice but to get back to Kellgard as quickly as possible,” Buudi said grimly. His
once-black hair had gone almost entirely gray, and lines scored deep creases around his eyes and mouth.

Brenwulf nodded. He wasthe brother of Sifya, Auglar'swife. Like her, he was Wolfkin, athough none of
them had known it until thoseterrible last daysin Segg. “Well be safe there.”

Kellgard. Homes ckness stabbed through Suchen, making al the milesthey il had to travel seem like
an impassable barrier. But at the same time, she wondered if the fedling were not smply anillusion.
Kelgard was where she and Y ozerf had become lovers, where they had been happy, if only for alittle
while. Did she somehow think that returning to Kellgard would undo everything that had happened since
they had | eft?

"Safe? For awhile. Until Fellrant comes looking for you,” Londah said mildly, asif she commented on
nothing more serious than the weeather. “ That isthe first place he will search. Will you endanger al those
within by going home?'

Auglar hesitated, but then shook his head. “I don't see any other choice. If | believed that my absence
would save anyone... then | would stay away. But do you truly think that Fellrant will Smply leave my
wifeand my heir aone, just because | am gone?"

"Perhaps. But | fail to see how your presence will make them any more safe”

Auglar's expression tightened, but he did not dispute her words. “I can't abandon them.”



"At the least, we have to warn them,” Buudi added, giving Londah aharsh look. “ These are our friends,
our family. We can't just disappear without trying to do anything for them."”

Londah said nothing for amoment, her face expressonless, like that of amarble statue, cold and remote.
“Asyouwill,” sheanswered at last, but Suchen had the fedling that she thought them all fools.

Auglar sghed and roseto hisfeet. “Come on,” he said wearily. “We need to find aplace to deep
tonight."

* * * %

Asthe days passed, thewolf continued to grow stronger. Although hisside did not get any less painful,
some of the other aches started to fade, and the sight began to return to hisleft eye, asthe swelling
around it went down. One morning, he even managed to crawl out of the den and stand erect for afew
minutes, before weakness overwhelmed him and he had to lie down again.

Owl gtayed close by, except when she had to go out and forage for food. She frequently played with
sticks, gpparently using them as a subgtitute for dolls. When the wolf was strong enough, he lay outside
the den, on abed of fernsthat sprouted at the base of atree and watched her play.

"Lalala, look at al the people,” she sang tunelesdy, waving her sticksin theair.

People. Y es, there were other people in the world; he remembered that. There were humans, like the
girl, and others.

Owl was a human cub. And cubs belonged with their packs, not aone in the woods. Was shelost?
Where should she beinstead? He tried to recall, tried to push back past that black void in hismind. For
amoment, an image formed in hismind's eye: city streets, cobblestones, garbage, filth, tears, blood. An
intense feding of shame, fear, and helpless anger surged through him, making his pelt ssand onend and a
growl creep out of histhroat.

But why? Where were these images and fedings coming from? Asthe raw intengity faded, the wolf

shook himsdlf dightly, resettling hisfur. A quick check on Owl showed that she was obliviousto his
momentary fear, which was good. He did not want to frighten her, especialy when he didn't understand it
himsdlf.

"Look, Smoky!” Owl exclamed, distracting him. She had used avineto tie some of the stickstogether in
an odd design. “It'syou! See—theresyour legs, and there'syour tail, and theres your ears.”

Thewolf did not see how acollection of sticks and vines resembled himin any way, but he sniffed at it
politely when she held it out for him to see. Soon three other collections of sticks had joined it.
“Look—herésme,” she said, displaying the smadlest of the three. The other two she stuck upright in the
ground. “And thisisaman and awoman.” She took the wolf figure and the Owl figure and hopped them
aong the ground, asif they were waking. “Why look, Smoky, there isaman and awoman! Will you be
our Mamaand Papa?’

Thewolf's ears perked up dightly. Mama?
Images of swords, of daggers, of black wings and a shadow on the stars.

Owl grabbed the tallest stick and bent it over thefirst two. “Greetings, little girl,” she said in adeeper
voice. “Wewill be your Mama and Papa. But what about the wolf? We are afraid of him."

She switched to the Owl figure. “Don't be scared. Smoky won't hurt anyone. Heismy friend.”



Back to the man figure. “Then he can live with us, too, and we will aways be niceto you.”

Shefel slent, saring a the stick dollsfor awhile. Then she amiled. “That'swhat it's going to be like,
Smoky,” she said, absently petting him. “ As soon as you're better. Well find aMama and a Papa, and
they'll never, ever be mean to us, and well dways have plenty to eat, and they'll keep us safe from the
bad men.” Her lower lip trembled a bit, and she wiped at her eyes. “Won't that be wonderful 7



Chapter Two

Asthey traveled north, Suchen and her companions began to hear more and more rumors of war. Going
was dow for them; they had littlein theway of either money or provisons, and any villagesthat might
have been inclined to help them in better times were now suspicious of the flood of refugees pouring out

of Segg.

A large number of wanderers had stopped for the night near a stream, which quickly became polluted
from so many hands and feet in its dow waters. For the most part, the group seemed to be composed of
families, so Auglar judged it safe to sop and share news with them. Indeed, Suchen noted wryly, it was
they who got the hard looks and suspicious glares, though no one openly attempted to drive them

away.

Many of the families had fled Segg when it became abattleground. But, asit happened, not dl of them
had come from there,

"It was the King's soldiers who put us on the road,” one man complained. His skin was weathered from
long exposure to sun and wind, and he had the hard, callused hands of a peasant farmer. His young wife
and their tiny children huddled behind him, al of them dressed in torn and filthy clothes. Suchen thought
that the woman's belly had the dight swell of early pregnancy.

"They comeinto our village, said they needed provisoning if they was going to fight the Argannese.” The
farmer spat into the fire, dthough which army he meant to condemn was uncertain. “Took everything we
had, then started in on the some of the young girls. Wetold ‘em we wouldn't stand for that. That's when
they started burning.” He shook hishead sadly. “ Everything's gone now. The houses, thefields. We
figured we'd head north to the Kellsmarch and get away from the fighting.”

After atime, Suchen and her companions drifted away from the fire. When they were out of earshot,
Auglar shook hishead grimly. “I can't believeit. Fdlrant is atacking his own people now?

"Itissaid that an army travelsonitsbelly,” Londah remarked. She stood alittle apart from them, staring
out into the darkness of the forested night. Crickets chirped and frogs sang from the trees, obliviousto
the troubles of either human or Aclyte. “Fellrant must provision them somehow. | imaginetha, if the men
of the village had not resisted, it would not have been destroyed.”

"What they did waswrong!” Auglar objected.

"Did | say that it was not? It was merely expedient.” Londah shrugged, a graceful ripple of shadow. “So
everyone flees north. But Argannon must come south. | fear what will happen should we be caught in the
midde"

"All the more reason to get to Kellgard as quickly aswe may,” Buudi said, running atired hand through
his shaggy hair. “Gods, | wish we had horses. Right now, 1'd take the most broken-down nagsin the
world and be glad for them."

"We have agtablefull of fine horses,” Auglar pointed out morosdy. “Unfortunately, they're at the
opposite end of our journey."

| wonder what happened to the ones we had to leave in Segg, Suchen thought. Unbidden, animage
gprang to her mind of one horsein particular: Windshade, the huge black warhorse that had been
Y ozerf'sonly possession of any vaue.



Suchen stood up and wandered away from her friends, her arms wrapped around herself. Alone, she
lingered in the dark by the stream, staring at the reflection of the moon through the trees.

Yozerf. All thoughts led back to him, it seemed. She closed her eyes and took a breath through athroat
S0 condiricted with grief that it seemed she must strangle. Gods, she had not thought that it would be
possible to miss anyone so much. If Jahcgroth and Ax had cut out her living heart, she would not have
mourned itsloss as grestly.

There was nothing that did not evoke some memory of him, from the road they traveled, to the words of
her friends. Most of the memories were good ones, she thought, but at times darker oneswould come
unbidden.

Such asthe way in which they had parted.

Suchen bit her lip hard. Y ozerf had always been so desperately in need of her love, of her approvdl, it
seemed amost unbearable to contemplate that the last words she had spoken to him had been in anger.
Afraid of her rgection, he had kept secret the fact that a ghost had been in his head since the previous
fal. She had not realized that they had never been truly aone together; there had aways been someone
else watching, listening, and waiting. And when she finaly found out, her sense of betraya had been
keen.

"Get out." That had been thelast thing she ever said to him. " Get out.”

"Why?" she whispered softly to no one. “Why did it have to be that way? Damn you, Y ozerf! Why did
you haveto leave me?"

But of course there was no answer.

* * * %

The wolf hauled himsalf out of the den, stopped to shake dirt from hisfur, and took afew steps across
the leaf-thick ground. He had regained strength over the last few days, enough that he could at least walk
ashort distance before having to rest. The painin hissidewas not as sharp asit had been, but it till
stabbed crudly a him with amost every step he took. His other injuries had died away to dull
aches—congtantly there, but no longer a handicap.

Owl had |€ft their den, probably to find food. It occurred to the wolf that he should try hunting aswell. A
creek ran nearby; perhaps he could find some of the small things that haunted its banks. Fedling pleased
with his decision, he wandered over to the brook, put down his head, and |apped up some of the cold,
clear water. There were other footprints al aong the sandy banks, and the scents of muskrat, raccoon,
and deer were strong.

The sound of boots crunching on fallen leavesintruded over the gentle burble of the creek. The wolf lifted
his head in darm—the tread was too heavy to belong to Owl, and besides that, there were more than
one set of feet making the noise. A moment later, the wind changed direction, and he smelled swest,
gted, and maleness.

His hacklesrose, and he bared histeeth ingtinctively. Tucking in histail, he dunk away, seeking
somewhere deep amidst the reeds and bracken where he could watch without being seen. A mix of fear
and anger raced through him—who were these humans, and why were they intruding on histerritory?

As hewatched from his hiding place, the wolf saw two men emerge from the wood. They were both
dirty and bearded, their faces shielded by lank hair. Ther clothing was mismatched, and some of it stank
of old blood. One of the men carried arusty knifein hishand, while the other had asmall hatchet hanging



from his belt. In concert, they made their way towards the stream, and the wolf flattened down againgt
the ground, not daring to move lest they glimpse him.

Then, just as they reached the water, Owl stepped out into the clearing near the stream. She had been
fumbling with her pouch, obliviousto the fact that intruders had come to the glade, and dthough she froze
as soon as she saw them, it wasfar too late.

One of the men smiled. “Wdl, wdll,” he said, “what do we have here?"

The stink of terror came off Owl in waves. Her blue eyes went wide, and dl the color drained from her
face beneath its mask of dirt. Shetook an uncertain step back, then stopped again.

The man with the knife started towards her. “Don't be afraid. We won't hurt you.” Behind him, his
companion guffawed, giving thelieto the words.

Owl dropped her pouch and ran. But she was small and weak from hunger, while the men were strong
and long legged. The knife-man snatched her off her feet and then howled furiously when she sank her
teeth into his hand. Swearing, he flung her to the ground with stunning force. “ Stupid little bitch!” he
shouted, bending over her with the knife raised.

Nol!

Thewolf exploded out of the bracken, earsflat against his head and asnarl erupting from histhroat.
Pack mate! Cub!

Protect!

Before either man had the opportunity to turn around, the wolf's jaws closed hard on the wrist of the
knife wielder. The man screamed, letting go of the knife so that it fell harmlesdy to the ground. Hisarm
tore free from the wolf'sjaws.

Thetaste of blood wasin the wolf's mouth, and rage pounded through his veins with every best of his
heart. Gathering himself, the wolf legpt, knocking the bleeding man to the ground. Hisjaws closed again,
thistime around the man's throat, and he felt the windpipe give beneath the pressure.

Loud screams made him let go and spin around, snarling. The second man stood behind him—no doubt
he had been getting ready to bury his hatchet in the wolf's skull. But now he was clutching franticaly at his
leg, trying to hold in the blood that spurted out across the leaves. The knife that hisfriend had dropped
stuck out of histhigh, buried to the hilt.

Thewolf took him down fast. Within moments, silence had descended once again upon the forest.

The wolf raised his head from the second man's body and met Owl's gaze. She was sitting huddled on
the ground, alook of terror still in her eyes, and it occurred to him that she had saved hislife a second
time, when she stabbed the hatchet-man.

A wave of dizziness passed over him, and he staggered. The pain in hisside grew to blinding fire. Not
certain what he was doing, the wolf turned away and stumbled over to the creek. Perhaps some water to
wash the taste of human blood from his mouth and ease the agony in hisside.

The shallow creek reflected hisface back to him. But no ... something was not quiteright ... thiswas not
what he was used to seeing in mirrors.



..Mirrors...
Heonly had to...

Theimagein the water shimmered and changed. A man's face stared back at him out of large, canted
gray eyes. Cheekbonesflared prominently beneath skin that might have been bone-white benegth its
layer of grime, and the whole tapered gracefully to adelicate, pointy chin. Blood-red hair, so
unbelievably filthy and tangled that its color was amost lost atogether, hung down his back.

Y ozexf blinked, then dowly turned his head and looked at Owl. She sat pardyzed, Saring at him with
huge eyes. He started to say something, to apologize ... but then dizziness and exhaustion swept over him
and carried him down into darkness.

* k k %
"Pleasedon't die ... pleasedon't die ... please don't die ... please don't die..."

Thefirst thing Y ozerf became aware of was a soft whisper, which had the monotonous sound of words
repested S0 often that they have lost their meaning and become only a chant againgt the inevitable. The
second was that he was lying on wet, uncomfortable ground that did nothing to ease any of the many
painsin hisbody. And the third wasthat it had al come back to him.

He remembered again who he was, recalled the pathetic, useless story of hislife. He had beenin Segg
again, after along absence. There had been lordstrying to kill his pack. And Suchen...

Suchen had discovered that he had lied to her, that he had not told her of the ghost in hishead or the
powersthat it had awoken. She had sent him away from her.

Shedid not love him anymore.

The grief till felt fresh and raw, but hetried to struggle past it. Suchen, Auglar, and the Sworn had been
captured, and Y ozerf and Londah had gone to save them. They had dmost escaped the palace, when

Y ozerf redized that they were being followed and that he was the only one with enough power to stop
their pursuers while everyone e se fled. So he had remained behind, walked back into the burning
building, and...

Nothing. Memory ended there and did not resume until he found himsdlf in the forest. Clearly he had
been hurt badly in the ensuing fight. Somehow, he had cheated degth, taken on wolf form, and gotten
away from the city. How he had managed that ... what had become of his clothes and sword ... he did
not know and probably never would.

What was equaly clear wasthat Owl had saved hislife; if not for their chance meeting and her pity ona
dying anima, he would never have survived. But she had thought that she was rescuing a hurt wolf, not an
Aclytese-Wolfkin half-breed. Not a shape changer, whom most people would consider little better than a
demon.

Y ozerf opened his eyes cautioudy. The light had not changed much, so he could not have been
unconscious for long. Something warm was tucked securely around him, and he redlized that Owl must
have covered him with one of the dead men's cloaks. The girl sat next to him, her asams wrapped around
herself, rocking rhythmically back and forth, back and forth. Tears made lighter streaks through the grime
on her young face, and she whispered to herself, over and over again: “Please don't die ... please don't
die... pleasedon't die..."

No—she whispered to him.



Moving very dowly, so asnot to frighten her, Y ozerf pushed himsdlf up on hiselbows. Thesharp painin
his side flared again, and he guessed that he had at |east one broken rib that had not quite mended.

Seeing his movement, Owl spun—and flung her arms around his neck, dmost knocking him down.
“Youredivel” sheshrieked in hisear. “Youredive, youredive!"

Surprised, he patted her awkwardly on her back. Gods, but she was thin; he could fedl her shoulder
blades gticking through the threadbare fabric of her dress. Maybe she was so desperate for an adult to
take care of her that she didn't even careif he was Wolfkin and an Aclyte.

"So it would seem,” he agreed. His voice was so rusty from disuse that the words came out as a croak.

She pulled back and wiped at the tears on her face, smearing dirt everywhere. “I thought you were dead.
| thought those men had killed you."

"No. Thanksto you,” he added.

"Why didn't you tell methat you could turninto aman?’ she asked accusingly, and he saw aflash of fire
in her blue eyesthat made him smile. So that'swhat he was to her, then—awolf that could turninto a
man, not the other way around. Perhaps that was even true.

"I didn't remember,” he said truthfully. “1 was very sck. Thank you for making mewell."
She shrugged, and then glanced up shyly. “What's your name?"

"What, Smoky isn't good enough anymore?"

Shegiggled. “It doesnt redly fit you.”

"Oh. A shame. Inthat case, my nameisY ozerf Jonaglir.” After amoment'sthought, he redized that “little
owl” was obvioudy not her actua name. “ And yours?"

To hissurprise, she made aface. “Brunillia” she muttered. “I hateit."

He gtarted to chuckle, then stopped when his mending ribs reminded him forcefully that laughing wasn't a
very good ideaat the moment. “Well, then, what do you want to be called?’

She blinked at him out of huge eyes. “Y ou mean ... | don't have to go by Brunillia?'

"Not if you hateit. Pick something ese.”

She frowned and absently scratched at a scab on her bare feet. “I don't know. What do you think?
"Wadll, | rather thought that you looked like an owl. Do you like that?"

Her face brightened and she nodded so eagerly that he thought she really must have detested “Brunillia™

"Owl itis, then.” He hesitated, torn between asking what had to be painful questions and the desire not to
upset her. “Owl ... what are you doing out here in the woods?"

Owl looked away from him. “Bad men came,” shesaid in alow voice. “ They killed everybody. | ran
avay."

Hewinced. Hopefully, she was wrong about everyone being dead. “Isyour village near here?’
Shenodded. “1 guess.”



"Isthere anywhere we can find shelter and food?"
Without speaking, she pointed at their den.
Y ozerf Sghed. “ Anywhere ese?|sthere anything left in your village? A woodcutter's house? Anything?”

Owl hesitated, eyes darkening in fear. “ There was awitch who lived outside the village,” she whispered,
asif just spesking about the witch would draw her near. “ But we can't go there. Shelll curse us, or kill
LS"

"We may not have any choice.” At her look of dismay, Y ozerf put ahand to her thin shoulder. “Don't be
afrad, Owl. I'll protect you from the witch."

Owl seemed dubious but willing to go with him. While she went to pick up her pouch and water skin, and
collect her gtick dollsfrom the den, Y ozerf stripped everything useful he could find from the dead men.
They had alittle food—mostly hard, moldy bread and dried venison—atinderbox, and their weapons.
Both bandits had soiled their pants asthey died, but their tunics were useable, if dirty, so Y ozerf put one
on. The cloak he knotted around hiswaist like akilt; it would have to do until later. One pair of boots
wasfar too small for him, but the other fit well enough, so hetook them aswell.

Owl was reluctant to leave the den, and he had to coax her to follow him away from it. To Y ozerf's
dismay, he was gill weak and dizzy, and they had to stop often. He used the hatchet to cut down asmall
sapling, which he used as a gaff to lean on. It helped alittle, but ill their progresswas painfully dow. By
the time they reached thelittle hut in the woods, the sun was aready setting in ablood-red sky.

Owl stopped well away from the hut, staring at it in terror. Y ozerf took a deep breeth, sifting through the
scentsthat came from it. Something large was rotting in the bushes nearby, and he had the uneasy
suspicion that it was the so-caled witch herself. Judging by how the stench of decay had started to fade,
though, the scavengers and e ements had already had time to work on the body.

"Stay here,” he ordered. Owl crouched down by the nearest tree, staring fearfully at him, then at the hut,
then back a him. “I'll befine,” he said, hoping that it was the truth, then started towards the darkened
dructure,

The hut had once probably been a sturdy building, but years and e ements had begun the dow decline
into shambles. The roof looked sound from the outside, despite its heavy covering of moss, but the
wattle-and-daub walls were in bad need of patching. He approached dowly, using hisnose and hisears
to search for any sign that someone was currently inhabiting the house. Branches creaked in thewind,
and the smell of rot momentarily grew stronger, but there was no indication that the hut was anything but
abandoned.

Inside, it became clear that someone had looted the place. The crude wooden furniture had been
smashed to bits, and the ashes of the hearth had been strewn everywhere. Sacks of grain lay ripped and
torn, most of the food aready carried off by mice. A few strands of drying herbs till hung from the
ceiling, but even most of those had been torn down by whoever had despoiled the little hut. Y ozerf
pictured the old woman who had lived here—most likely not awitch, despite the tales of the local
children—and the men who had destroyed her house and murdered her. A surge of rage went through
him, and he closed hiseyesagaind it.

By all the gods, what is happening? Who had destroyed this hut and Owl'svillage? Argannese
soldiers? Jenelese? Or had they smply been bandits made bold by the chaos war had unleashed?

Isthis the sign of things to come? An isolated event? Or, gods, something happening all over



Jend?
And if the latter ... what has become of Suchen?

Y ozerf bit hislip againgt asudden stab of pain and fear. Please let her be safe. Even though I'll never
see her again ... just let her be safe.

Owl did not want to comeinto the hut at first, and it took some time to convince her that the witch wasn't
hiding in the shadows, waiting to jump out. They dowly cleared away some of the worst wreckage,
under which they found a storage pit in the floor. The straw palet, flung from the bed, had covered it and
saved it from looting. Inside was a collection of dried fruits and vegetables, aong with asmoked deer leg.
Saying asilent thanksto the old woman, Y ozerf distributed portionsto Owl and himsdlf and put the rest
in Owl's pouch. After lighting afire in the hearth with the tinderbox—he didn't want to scare Owl with his
magic, especidly not in awitch's hut—Y ozerf excused himsalf and went to look for the body.

She was not far from her house. Fortunately, there was not enough left of her to tell exactly what her
murderers had doneto her. Y ozerf dragged her remains out of the bracken to a clear spot and piled dry
leaves and twigsal around her. Reaching deep into hismind, he called forth fireand set it to the
makeshift pyre. Within minutes, the flames had al but consumed the pitiful remains.

Oncethat was done, Y ozerf went back to the hut and began the laborious task of sorting through al that
remained. One good finding was astack of old clothes, needle and thread, and scissors. After telling Owl
to hold still so he could measure her, Y ozerf began to cut the fabric.

Silence settled over thelittle hut. The fire crackled merrily inits pit, the herb-scented smoke drifting up to
the holein the roof. Owl sat and watched him sew for awhile, her eyesbright in her grimy face. Thefirst
thing for tomorrow, Y ozerf decided, was for them both to bathe thoroughly. Between the two of them,
they were probably carrying around half the forest on their skin and in their hair. Not to mention the
fleas.

"Y ozerf?’ Owl asked uncertainly.

"Yes?’ heglanced up from threading the needle and saw that she had turned away and was picking at the
scab on her foot again.

"Areyou an Adyte?'

He grinned at the question. “Yes, littleone, | am.”
"Do you have any children?"

"No. | can't."

"Oh. Areyou married?'

"No. Jendese law saysthat Aclytes can't get married.” He hesitated, wondering how much he should
say. “Therewas someone | cared for very much, but | lost her."

"Oh.” Owl licked her lips. “ S0 ... you're alone, too?"

Thegrief of it was till almost too much to bear. Hed had everything he had ever wanted—amate, a
pack, a placeto belong. He had thrown it al away. “ That'sright,” he said softly. “But what about you,
Owl?Y our mother and father?'



"I didn't know my papa,” Owl said matter-of-factly. Shelooked tiny and lost Sitting there by thefire, and
his heart ached for her. “Mamadied two years ago. She got sick in the winter. Auntie took mein, but she
aready had five children. | don't think she liked me."

Y ozerf winced. It was far from theworst tale he'd ever heard, but even so, he wished that she had not
suffered. “I'm sorry, little Owl. | never knew my father, either.”

"Oh.” Shewiped a her face with the back of her wrigt. “Since were both alone ... can | stay with you?"

The question was S0 tentative that it hurt to hear. Did she expect him to just leave her donein the forest?
But then, perhaps she did. She had been through so much lossin her few years that maybe she had come

to expect it.

"Of courseyou may,” he said gently. “Come here.” He held hisarm out, and she came and snuggled
down in the crook. Beforelong, shefell adeep.

Looking down at her, Y ozerf felt asudden, grest sadness. She had been clever and brave to survive the
destruction of her home. He hoped, very badly, that she was wrong, and that her entire village had not
been razed. She deserved to find someone still dive there, someone who would take care of her.

And if sheisn't wrong? he asked himsdlf. That she would have to come with him was obvious, at least
until he could find ahuman family to take her in. But where would they go?

Kellgard. It wasthe only answer he could think of. They might not welcome him back, not if Suchen
and the rest told everyone the truth about hislies and deceptions. But they would not turn away an
orphaned child, that much at least he knew. She would be safe there.

Getting there, though, would be another problem. He could hunt for them alittle, but they would both be
better off if they could find provisoning esewhere. Not that they werelikely to, given that they had no
money at all, and Y ozerf would have been wary of approaching human settlements, even with a pocket
full of gold. An Aclyte with ahuman child in tow ... that was inviting disaster down on both their heads.
He could easily imagine those who would kill him for the offense, then leave Owl doneto Sarve.

Before meeting Suchen and the Sworn, Y ozerf had never been responsible for anyone but himsdlf. Even
Ginny, thefriend of hisyouth, had for the most part taken care of him, not the other way around. But at
least hisformer pack had al been adults and ableto ook after themsalves, despite the resiliency she had
shown in the forest, Owl was only achild and would depend almost totally on him for her needs.

And | can barely take care of myself, he thought ruefully. The task before him was daunting indeed.

Owl moaned softly and stirred in her deep, haunted by what sort of nightmares, only the gods knew.
Setting aside his sawing, Y ozerf carried her to the mattress and settled her on it, drawing up the best
blanket about her shoulders. She sighed alittle and settled into quieter deep. Deciding to leave his
worries about the future until the morning, Y ozerf made anest for himsdlf next to thefireand did into his
own troubled dreams.



Chapter Three

The next day, Y ozerf and Owl madetheir way to her village. What its name was, Owl was unableto tell
him; perhapsit had none.

Beforeleaving the hut, Y ozerf had finished histask of making somewhat more-presentable clothing for
them both. A black skirt provided materia for breeks for himself, and the torn scraps of other clothing
and blankets went to apair of breeks and arather badly made top for Owl. When he handed the breeks
to her, she gave him an odd look.

"These are boy's clothes,” she said disgpprovingly.

He shrugged, chagrined. “It seemed easier and more practicd, if we haveto travel. Besides, my mother
and my mate ... | mean my friend, wore breeks most of thetime."

Before dressing, he made her go bathe in the nearby stream. The old woman had a supply of lavender
sogp that whoever had ransacked the hut had not deemed worth taking, and he gave it to Owl with strict
orders not to come back with any dirt Ieft on her. Although she complained bitterly of the cold water, she
did ashetold her.

As soon as shewas done, he hid her in a dense stand of bushes and went down to the water himself. His
hair wasthe worst of it; only after numerous applications of the sogp did the mats and tanglesfindly start
to comeloose. The pain of his broken ribs did nothing to make scrubbing easier. Fading bruises covered
much of his skin, and there was a half-healed gash on hisright leg that he was lucky hadn't become
gangrenous.

He had to make do with combing out hislong hair with hisfingers, and his clothing stuck uncomfortably
to hisdamp skin. But at least no one who might still be alive in the village will mistake us for wood
spritesor wild men.

Owl's footsteps grew dower and more reluctant as they approached the village, and she took his hand
and clung to it tightly. The smell of old burning grew stronger on the air, accompanied once again by the
gtink of death. Y ozerf's throat tightened, and he swallowed hard, redizing that he didn't particularly want
to see what had happened in this place.

"Perhaps you should wait here,” he suggested.

Owl's grip on hishand tightened hard. “No! | want to come with you!” she cried, looking up worriedly,
asthough afraid he would abandon her if given half the chance.

"Very well,” hesaid, not liking the decison, but worried that leaving her behind, if only temporarily, might
do even more harm.

Thevillage had been tiny, consisting of perhaps six houses, afew communal animal pens, and some smal
fields. Now the houses were little more than blackened ruins, the pens were broken down and the
animals gone, and weeds had started up in thefields. Y ozerf's nose told him that there was at least one
body in thefields, and probably more beneath the collapsed structures. So far as he could tell, no one
living had been here since its destruction.

Damn it to Hel's embrace. Not that there had been much hope to begin with.

"Stay here,” hetold Owl, and went to one of the houses that still had two walls standing. As she watched
from adistance, he sorted through the wreckage, pulling out anything he thought was salvageable. Once



he was done, he went to the rest of the ruins, repeating the process. More than once he discovered
burned bodies under the wreckage, but he left them alone except to make certain they did not have
anything on them that might prove vita to Owl and hissurvivd. After hosting Temonrain hishead for so
long, he had no fear of ghodts.

The pile of belongings he accumulated was pitifully smdl: afew pieces of clothing, much of it tained by
soot; somedried grain and meat that had survived the burning and remained unspoiled; awooden comb;
and amass of melted copper that might once have been a handful of coins. They would need moreto
survive, he thought uneasily, athough where they would get it, he did not know.

"That was Auntie's house,” whispered Owl, when he came back to her with hisfindings. She sat on the
torn grass of what had been the village square, her arms wrapped about her thin body. He followed her
gaze to what |ooked to have been the largest house. Only awall and afew lone posts remained now.

"Isthere anything you want meto look for?” he asked uncertainly. “A doll, perhaps?'
She shook her head and gave him a desperate look. “1 didn't want her to die.”

Sensing her disturbance, he sat down by her, lowering himsdlf carefully so as not to aggravate the pain of
his broken ribs. After hours of climbing about in the sooty, treacherous ruins, al the aches of his body
had returned with a vengeance, and he thought that he could have lain down and dept for the next three
days. “I know you didn't."

"But | thought it,” she whispered, and tears suddenly filled her eyes. “ She was mean to me, and | wished
shewould dig, but I didn't meanit! | didn't!"

Startled, he put hisarm around her. She buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing asif she would never
gtop. “Thiswasn't your fault,” he whispered fiercely. “Do you hear me, Owl? Thiswas not your fault!”

After awhile, her sobs dowed. He sat and rocked her back and forth, stroking her tangled hair. When
shefindly eased away, shelooked amess. Soot from the ruins had blackened his tunic and was now
liberdly swirled across her face. With amenta sigh for thefutility of trying to keep either of them clean,
Y ozerf wiped her nose with a scrap of cloth. “We haveto leave,” he said, wondering how best to tell
her. “Theres nothing lft for anyone here.”

"Will we go back to the forest?’ she asked inasmall voice.

"No. Theresaplace | know—awonderful castle far to the north of here. It's called Kellgard. Well go
there”

Owl brightened allittle at the prospect of going somewhere with other people. Y ozerf quickly sorted
through his meager findings until he had separated them out into two bundles, asmadler onefor Owl and a
larger for himsdlf. Then, taking Owl's hand, he led her away from the only life she had ever known.

* * % %

"How long have we been on the road?’ Brenwulf asked asthey trudged dong the hot track. Spring was
fading fast into early summer, and as the sun gained strength, they dl found themsel ves swesting benesth
their heavy layers of clothes.

The road before them led to Rhiaht, the last large city before they reached the vast open plains of the
Kdlsmarch. Evidence that other refugees had come thisway before them was plentiful. Discarded pieces
of clothing, achild'stoy, human waste, and scraps of food cluttered the track. The air stank of unwashed
bodies and other filth.



"l don't know. A few weeks,” Auglar said. They had al lost track of the days, Suchen redlized. Not that
it mattered much; they were moving as quickly asthey could, given their circumstances, and knowing the
day would not change anything.

But even so, spring must be far along, she thought. She looked around at the road, deserted except
for themselves and others made homeless by war. Oddly, shefelt asif she were noticing their
surroundingsfor thefirst time, asif she had been walking through afog ever sincethey left Segg. “ There
should be caravans passing by,” she said. “It'swdll into the season, but | haven't seen any merchants on
the road, unless you count the tinkers and afew smdl peddiers.”

"Maybe they know to stay home,” Buudi suggested.

"Or dl their wares have been ‘requisitioned’ by thearmy,” Londah added grimly. She shaded her eyes
with onelong, pale hand. “Isthat Rhiaht?"

Over the next few miles, the gray smudge on the horizon did indeed resolve itsdlf into a city—but not the
city that Suchen recalled from her previoustravels. She remembered Rhiaht as an orderly place where
thefields and orchards flourished right up to the gates. Now, however, a huge shantytown had sprung up
outside the city walls, covering the fertile land with acres of shacks and lean-tos. The orchards had been
chopped down for firewood, and apal of smoke hung over everything. The scents of cooking food,
burning wood, waste, and raw earth could be smelled long before they reached thefirst few straggling
huts.

Theland to either Sde of the road was clotted with humanity. WWomen cooked over open fires, beggars
implored dms of everyone passing by, and children chased one another or sat inthemud and cried. A
few enterprising individuals had set up rough stands and were trying to sal everything from food to
patchwork clothing. One or two guards in Rhiaht's livery wandered throughout, but it was clear that any
real attempts at keeping order in the shantytown had been abandoned.

Brenwulf stopped in histracks, hisface paing. “We can't stay here.”

Auglar sghed, and Suchen knew that he was disappointed in what they had found. No doubt he had
hoped to find shelter for them within the city itsalf, but even from adistance, they could see the contingent
of guards keeping out al the homeless wanderers who had collected there. “1t'stoo late to go farther,” he
pointed out weerily. “ At least here we can find food and possibly shdlter.”

Brenwulf's nogtrilsflared, and Suchen saw atremor go through him. Wolfkin ingtincts making themsdves
known, no doubt. She didn't blame him—she would have preferred to put as much distance between
them and the shantytown as possible. But she followed Auglar deeper into the maze of shacks and cook
fires, unable to summon the will to argue.

They bought bread from an old man, who directed them to awoman who rented deeping spacein her
collection of tentsfor one jentarrii anight. That wasn't the only thing she rented, Suchen soon learned—in
addition to being ahostel, the handful of shabby tents aso acted asthe largest brothd in the camp. Thin
women in faded and patched dresses streamed in and out of the tents, accompanied by hard-bitten men
who had been on the road too long to care how pretty or clean their companions were.

After buying afew scraps of wood, which was perhaps the most precious commodity in the camp at the
moment, they started asmall firein front of their designated tent. The sun dipped gently below the
horizon, but the din of human voices did not die away. People laughed, screamed, argued, and weptina
congtant cacophony that put Suchen's nerves on edge. Then someone nearby began to sing alove song,
and she wished that the rest of the voices were loud enough to drown out the mel odly.



Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwullf |eft briefly, hoping once again to hear whatever newsthey could. Suchen
and Londah sat before the fire, watching the precious wood burn down to ash. After awhile, Londah
reached out and gtirred the coaswith atwig. Sparksflew up, briefly illuminating her beautiful, dien face
beneath the shadowing hood.

"Y ou have become a ghogt, haunting your own life,” she said unexpectedly.

Suchen glanced up, then away, unable to stare into those piercing gray eyes. “Maybel am aghogt,” she
replied softly. “I think | died therein Segg. It'sjust that my corpse hasn't redlized it quite yet."

Londah bowed her head so that the shadows closed over her face. “1 misshim aswdll, daughter,” she
sad at last, and only the catch in her voice betrayed her tears. “ Thereis nothing in thisworld harder than
the degath of one's child.”

Suchen closed her eyes, not certain that she could bear Londah's grief aswell as her own. “I understand
that. But ... Yozerf wasapart of me, too. | just ... | can't...” Shetrailed off and shook her head. “ Some
daysit doesn't ssem like | can go on. The next moment istoo hard to live through. But | do. And the one
after that. And the one &fter that. And | hate every last one of them.”

Londah nodded. “1 ask mysdif if | wasfoolish to tell him that you were captured by the lords. But then |
redlize that he would have found out anyway, would have gone to rescue you, and it would have ended
the same.”

Suchen considered the fact that L ondah would have sacrificed them all for Y ozerf, but could not find the
energy to resent it. That was Londah's nature, after al. She did not care that Auglar was alord, nor that
he might have been king. Hel, she probably wished that she had |et them dl be daughtered in the coup
led by the southern lords.

"Youmugt live,” Londah went on, looking up and trying to catch Suchen's gaze. “Y ozerf would not have
wanted thisliving death for you. Grieve for him, yes, but come back to therest of us. No matter what it
fedslike, you aredill dive”

Suchen shook her head, feding numb. “| can't.”

L ondah made no verbal reply, only reached over and laid one hand on Suchen'sarm. They sat together
in dlence, like two statues made of ice, lost in their own bleak thoughts until the men came back.

* * * %

The sound of furtive movement woke Suchen in the depths of the night. She lifted her head groggily, but
theinterior of the tent was utterly lightless, and she couldn't even make out the shapes of her companions
lying crammed up againgt her. Just as she began to think that nothing more than an unremembered dream
had woken her, the sound of fingers on the tent lacings came again, and she redized that someone was
tryingto getindde.

Very dowly, adiver of faint light appeared at the front of the tent. It grew bigger and bigger, until Suchen
got abrief glimpse of aman-shaped shadow on the other side.

There came a soft thunk. The man jerked back, hands going for histhroat ... then toppled over on his
gde

"Murth?’ aworried male voicewhispered. “You dl ri—"

Something brushed past Suchen'sface, and Auglar let out aloud oath. The light coming in was
momentarily blocked—then a second body fell to join thefirgt, one of Londah'sthrowing daggersin his



eye.

A third man et out ayell of fright and anger. Suchen shoved her way over and around her companions,
burst out of the tent, and drew her sword. A confusion of staggering bodies and swirling cloaks met her
gaze. A dagger caught afaint gleam of light from the moon, and Suchen struck out blindly, her sword
mesting flesh with a satisfying thud. Then the men emerged from the tent, and the night wasfilled with
screams and shouts.

How many assailants there originally were, Suchen did not know. Most likely no more than four, petty
thievesal, who would dit the throats of the unwary and stedl their coin. But everyone in the makeshift
Settlement was on edge, and within afew momentsit seemed that haf the camp wasinvolved in the
brawl, whilethe other haf fled screaming. The night wasfilled with running bodies and struggling men.
Shocked by the sudden outburst of violence, Suchen fell back with her friends, stabbing at anyone who
came at her with aweapon.

Tents collapsed around them as |ooters snatched whatever they could. Fire rushed up in asudden burst
as someone set atorch to one of the rickety shacks. A woman screamed, but the sound died off into a
wet gurgle. Madness and panic seemed to have gripped everyonein the settlement.

The guards we saw earlier—they'll put a stop to this. But no guards appeared.

"Come.” Londah grabbed Suchen'swrist and pulled her away from the fighting, towards the periphery of
the camp. Their companions hurried after, doing their best not to be caught up in afight, athough at times
it wasimpossible. They made their way through chaos, Londah's sword cutting a path through for them
without regard to who stood in their way. Just asit seemed that they would never find the end of the
camp, they emerged from the last rank of ramshackle shanties.

As soon asthey were clear, Londah broke into arun, and the rest followed. They kept going until their
strength ran out, and eventually collgpsed in the lee of asmdl hill that had once been covered with trees,
but now bore only ssumps. The smell of sgp and fresh-split wood was heavy inthe night air. Inthe
digance, fireflared, illuminating the walls of Rhiaht.

"Thegods save us,” Brenwulf whispered, staring back at the destruction. “What happened?’

"Too many people, too little food, too little space,” Londah replied. Sheroseto her feet and scanned the
horizon briefly.

"| fed asthough we should have done something to stopit,” Auglar said unhappily. His blue eyeswere
fixed on the legping flames and the silhouettes that ran about in front of them. “What, | don't know. But
something.”

"Tend to your own skin, first,” Londah advised.

No onewas able to deep after that. They sat and watched the destruction until the sun began to rise. At
that point, it seemed that the burghers of Rhiaht had endured enough. The gates siwung open, and aflood
of guardsissued forth. A few minutes later, people began to flee again. Whether the guards were making
arrests, enforcing order, or smply killing everyone they found, Suchen didn't know and couldn't guess.

"Jend isdying,” Auglar said softly.

Suchen looked a him in surprise. The sunrise touched his face with gold, gleaming off the tearsthat
Slently tracked hisworn cheeks.

Buudi put asturdy hand to Auglar's shoulder. “It isn't dead yet, my lord."



"What am | going to do? How am | to put astop to this?"

"Worry about staying dive, firgt,” Londah said, coming down off the hill crest where she had been
scouting the land around them. “Parts of the Kellsmarch were lawless even in the best of times, if | recall
correctly. It will not be easy crossing it now."

Auglar looked up, haf hopefully. “Y ou know the Kelsmarch, then?"

But Londah shook her head. “No. | was born there, yes, in alittle village so smal that it didn't even have
aname. | left when | was eighteen and have not been back since.”

"There are afew packs of Woalfkin onthe plains” Brenwulf said uncertainly. “ Perhaps they will help us"”
"If they can."

There was no point in further discussion. They gathered up their meager belongings and set out. Once
past Rhiaht, the hilly land ended abruptly in the flat expanse of the Kellsmarch. League upon league of
windswept grass unfolded about them asfar asthe eye could see. Small mammals scurried through the
grass, and hawks hunted overhead. The last of the spring wildflowers still decorated the grassands, but
they were dowly fading and dying away as summer came on.

Somewhere on the other side of thisvast expanse lay Kdlgard and safety. But asthey set out, on foot
and with little in the way of food or money, Suchen wondered whether any of them would ever know

sdfety again.



Chapter Four

Y ozerf and Owl made only dow progress. Y ozerf's Sde pained him frequently, and hislong recuperation
had left him weak, so he was forced to lean on the rough staff he had shaped in order to walk any
distance. They did mogt of their traveling at night, so asto avoid the eyes of any otherswho might be
wandering the woods. By day, they holed up anywhere that offered them conceal ment: in the depths of
thorn brakes, undernegth thick bushes, in unoccupied animal dens. Owl's eyes were not as good as hisin
the dark, so much of thetime he led her by the hand. Twilight and dawn, when the sunlight was strong
enough for her to see, they spent foraging for food. Fortunately, they both had a good idea of what could
be safely eaten, and were able to ease their hunger considerably.

Thank the godsiit is summer, Y ozerf thought more than once. Had it been winter or even very early
spring, they both would have died in the den. The state of the flowers and berrieslet him guessthat the
season was till young, but the truth was that he did not know how long he had lain drifting between a
half-aware fog and total unconsciousness.

| wonder if Suchen and the rest have made it back to Kellgard yet? It is a long way to walk, but
perhaps they found horses. Either way, at the rate Owl and | are going, they will make the keep
long before we do. | hope that Suchen will not be too unhappy to see me.

Gods, but he missed her. During the day, when Owl was adeegp and there was nothing elseto distract his
tired thoughts, he lay awake and asked himsdlf over and over how he could have been so foolish asto
throw away Suchen'slove. Degp in his heart, he had never believed that he deserved to be loved, and so
he had hidden things from her. He realized now that he had been afraid, not so much that shewould learn
the truth about Telmonra, asthat she would learn the truth about him. That he was unworthy, unlovable.

He should have trusted her. He had betrayed her by not believing in her strength, in her love. So he had
lost her, and the pain in him sometimes seemed o gresat that he wanted to lie down and give up. He had
no mate, no pack, and the wolf in him howled hisgrief to the moon.

Ultimatdly, it was Owl that kept him going. Although hisresponsibility for her frightened him, till, shewas
the one unexpected bright light that had come from the ruin of hislife.

Owl didn't mind their dow pace, or perhaps didn't noticeit. Although still weak from her own
deprivations, she spent much of thetime running and playing, a least when there was enough moonlight
for her to do s0. Sheinvented games to pass the time, wherein one of them would pick an object from
the landscape and the other would try to guesswhat it was. They found picturesin the stars, examined
odd stones, and made up stories. She was asmart, rambunctious, and atogether exhausting child.

During thistime, Y ozerf kept them well away from the roads and any settlements. His naturd distrust of
humans would have caused him to do this anyway, but coupled with that was the fear that he would not
be able to protect Owl in his current weakened state. Nevertheless, a one point the rough terrain forced
them far closer to the road than he liked.

Asthey waked through the light forest, their feet making little sound on the leaves, Y ozerf caught the
whiff of acook fire. He sopped immediately, and Owl froze aswell, like afawn that knows to keep il
when its parent pauses. Tilting his head back, Y ozerf sifted through the scents that came on the
strengthening breeze: roasting meat, unwashed bodies, and burning wood.

"Thereisacamp nearby,” he said softly.

Owl looked at him uncertainly. “ Should we see who they are?'



He hesitated, and then nodded. Although unlikely, he couldn't smply pass up the chance that there might
be help for them in the camp. A human family, perhaps, who would look kindly on Owl. The travelers
might even be Aclytes. “But we go very dowly, and quietly asrabhits.”

She nodded and followed, walking in hisfootsteps as best she could. Y ozerf moved dowly, al his senses
dert for any sign of danger, in case the group ahead of them had posted guardsin the surrounding area.
But asit was, they saw no one until they were dmost atop the camp itself.

The smal cluster of humanswasin alow dell out of thewind. A thicket on one side provided the
opportunity to didein close and observe them unseen, so Y ozerf and Owl both lay down and wiggled on
their belies until they could peer over thelip of the dell. Thelight of aflickering fire showed them six men
and one woman, aong with two horses. The woman was busy turning arabbit on a spit above the
flames. Her clothing was filthy and ragged, and one eye was swollen shut from abruise. The men were
equdly tattered, their features hidden under beards. They had a hard-bitten look about them, and dl of
them were armed.

Unease prickled in Y ozerf'sbelly. Bandits, he thought. Previoudly, the lords had kept these woods clean
of such outlawvs—asY ozerf well knew, having been chased by bandit catchers himsdf in the past. But
gpparently something had happened to change things.

Perhaps things are even worsein Jenel than | suspected.

For amoment, he considered making an attempt to teal the horses. But aquick glance a Owl told him
that the risk was too great. Signaling to her, he began backing out of their hiding place again. As soon as
they were both free of the thicket, they headed away as quickly and quietly asthey could.

"They were bad men?’ Owl asked once they were well clear of the bandit camp. Her blue eyeswere
largein her face, and he could see the fear in them.

llYall
Shenodded. “Can | have ahorse?"

This complete change of topic startled him, although he should have been used to her sudden
conversationd shiftsby now. “A horse?"

"Uh huh. Like the horses back there. Can | have one?*
"Why, yes, Owl, I've been carrying onein my pocket for just such an occasion.”

"No, slly! But if we do find one. Or maybe when we get to Kdlgard?’ Shelooked at him hopefully, asif
he had the power to grant such wishes.

"Well see.” When her lower lip stuck out, he reached over and ruffled her coppery hair. “1 used to have
ahorse. His name was Windshade."

"Redly?’ Her eyespracticaly glowed at the wonder of it. “What happened to him?"
"l logthim."
"Oh. Doyou misshim?'

"Very much,” Y ozerf replied honestly. His memories of what had happened &t the palace, when he
turned back to face Jahcgroth and et his friends escape, had not returned. So he had no ideaif he had



made an attempt to get the horse and failed or had been so hurt that it had not even occurred to him to
do anything but flee on his own feet. He could only hope that whoever had Windshade now was a good
maeder.

After afew minutes, Owl skipped ahead so that she could hide in abush and throw a pinecone at him as
he passed. He threw one back at her, and after afew minutes of pelting one another she was laughing
and running asif she hadn't acarein the world. But Y ozerf's eyes followed her, and he considered what
might have happened if they had come across the bandits unaware.

Asdawn broke, they made their own camp insde a huge hollow log, which was dl that remained of what
must have been atruly giant tree. Owl stripped away some of the bark and was delighted to find a
number of bugs undernegth that curled into bals at her touch. She showed them to Y ozerf every time she
uncovered anew one. Apparently, the fact that they al looked exactly the same did nothing to dim her
wonder.

Supper consisted largely of roots and berries, and Y ozerf began to consider taking wolf form to hunt. His
sde had been hedling rapidly over thelast few days, going from acutely painful to adull ache
accompanied by abominableitching. The other injuries he had suffered had mostly hedled aswell, so he
should be ableto movefairly fredly, at least enough to catch some smdll things for them to est.

After they were done, Y ozerf took out the wooden comb that they had scavenged from Owl's village and
set about gtraightening her hair out with it. Working out the leaves, smdl twigs, and tanglesthat
accumulated throughout the night'swalk had become a soothing ritual for them both.

"l would like to teach you something,” Y ozerf said, as hefinished braiding her hair in afutile attempt to
impose somekind of order oniit. “1 want to show you how to defend yourself, in case we meet up with
another group like we saw today."

Sheturned to face him, her expresson uncommonly serious. “All right.”

"I'll do my best to protect you, you know that. But if afight starts, | want you to run, understand me? Run
asfast and asfar asyou can.”

"But what about you?"
"I canlook after mysdlf."

"If I had run off when those two men attacked us at the den, that one would have chopped your head
offl"

Because he couldn't argue with that, Y ozerf settled for frowning sternly. “Listen to me, Owl. We were
both very lucky that day—that's dl. Understand me?"

He could tell that she didn't want to believe him, but she nodded.
"Soif | tell you to run, then you will run. I will not have any arguments from you on this. Y es?'
"Yes” shemumbled resentfully.

Y ozerf sighed. Gods save him, he had found another female who wanted to fight. Londah would adore
her.

If, he reminded himself sharply, he intended to kegp Owl with him. But of course he didntt.



"But if—and only if—you can't get away, | want you to know what to do to protect yourself.” He did
the knife that he had taken from the dead man out of hisbelt. “Y ou used this once before, and fortune
was with you. Do you want to learn how to useit with intent?"

She nodded eagerly, and a bright smile bloomed on her face. “ Are you going to teach meto be agreat
fighter likeyou?"

Heblinked at her in astonishment. “What makes you think that I'm agreet fighter?"

Sherolled her eyes, apparently annoyed by his obtuseness. “ Because you're big and strong, and you
killed those men and saved me."

Sender criteriaindeed. “Wdll, you're too young for that. Perhapsin afew years. What | am going to
show you isalagt-ditch effort."

Although Owl seemed to accept his pronouncement, he had the fedling that they would be reliving the
argument soon. They crawled out of thelog to take advantage of the early light, and Y ozerf showed her
how to hold the knife properly. Then, after arming her with agtick to practice with, he demonstrated
whereto strike. Because of her smdl height, most of what he showed her consisted only of smple
up-thruststo the belly or groin. Shetook to them gleefully, and he thought wryly that maybe she would
become agreat warrior some day.

Although, if shedid, it would be under someone el se'stutelage, he reminded himsdf. Would anyone at
Kelgard respect her desireto learn such things? If she had been aboy, perhaps they might have. But as
it was, if the servantsraised her, then dl she could look forward to was becoming a chambermaid, or a
cook, or perhaps marrying some peasant farmer. But awarrior'slife would never be hers.

Suchen will help her, hetold himsdf, refusing to consider that Suchen might not have made it out of
Segg dive. Suchen was strong and resourceful ; she would have survived. And she would do what she
could for Owl, evenif it were Y ozerf making the request. She was too honorableto let her anger
towards him hurt an innocent.

But even s0, he worried asthey settled to deep that morning. Owl's nightmares had gradually begun to
subside asthey traveled, and today she dept peacefully, curled into alittle bdl at hisside. Y ozerf
watched over her, his sharp eyes picking out her form eadily in the dimness of the hollow log. Shewas so
small, so vulnerable; he wanted desperately to protect her from al the evil thingsin the world.

What sort of future lay in store for her? Her intelligence would be wasted in amenia position, but there
was no mistaking the peasant drawl when she spoke, and that aone limited her possibilities. Of course,
Sifya, Auglar'swife, had risen from peasant statusto marry alord. But in that case, it was her husband's
position that gained her the respect of others, not any of her own merit. He didn't want that for Owil.

It isn't my decision. Whoever adopted Owl would be responsible for her, not he. Anyway, what did he
know about raising a child? His own childhood had been irreparably shattered by the abuse and
degradation that he had survived on the streets, and he had long ago accepted his erility and put aside
all thoughts of children. No doubt someone el se would know what was best for Owl, far more than he
could. He wasn't even human, for the gods sakes—who was he to contempl ate the future of one of
them?

But, despite dl the argumentsto the contrary, his concern did not leave him.

* * * %

Suchen trudged wearily up the wide, paved roadbed of the Great Trade Route. The sun beat on her head



mercilesdy, but a least her short-shorn hair was off her neck, giving the incessant wind that scoured the
plains accessto her sweaty skin. Londah walked beside her, giving no sign of fatigue or discomfort, and
for amoment Suchen felt a sharp stab of envy.

Once past Rhiaht, they had joined an informal convoy of refugees making their way north. For the most
part, these were people with families, although solitary widows, youths, and maidens were also present.
At firg the others had been wary of them, but when they did nothing threatening, hodtility gradudly
relaxed into grudging acceptance. Even o, they kept to themselves.

Everyone's spirits had risen once they were out on the plains. Even though they il had far to go, the
landscape had become one that spoke of home. Auglar smiled and talked more often, and a gleam of
hope returned to his eyes.

"Sifyawill have had the baby by now,” he said. Hisfacelooked eager benegth its growth of beard. “I
can't wait to hold it! | wonder if it'saboy or agirl?"

"Sfyawill beglad to seeyou,” Buudi said withasmile.

Auglar'sfacefdl alittle. “Do you think she has any ideawhat happened? That the southern lordstried to
kill us? Surdly Fellrant would have sent amessenger to al the demesnes declaring himsdlf king ...
wouldn't he? Do you think she might believe me ... dead?”"

"Shewouldn't believeit, not unlessthey brought your corpse with them,” Brenwulf said fiercely. His
restless eyes scanned the Kelsmarch around them, asif looking for prey. Although he had ranged out
from the group under the cover of night, he had not yet found any sign of other Wolfkin.

A little of the worry disappeared from Auglar'seyesat that. “ Yes. You'reright, of course. Still, she must
be concerned. | hope it hasn't affected the baby."

Buudi put one rough hand to Auglar's shoulder. “I'm sure that everything isfine.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Suchen saw Londah grimace dightly. As soon as she had the opportunity to
do so without notice, Suchen indicated that she wanted to talk, and the two women moved dightly ahead
of themen. “Y ou're not so certain that everything isdl right,” Suchen said.

Londah's exquisite mouth tightened dightly. She still wore her hood up, using it now to shade her pae
skin againgt the sun, but her gray eyes gleamed like ice chips beneeth it. “ Such assumptions are seldom
founded in redity."

"Therésmoreto it than that."

"Perhaps. | cannot help but think what | would do, if | were Jahcgroth.” Londah smiled grimly. “Heis,
after dl, my kinsman. The only onel haveleft.”

A little chill went through Suchen. She didn't believe that Londah would ever betray them ... would she?
| didn't think Dara-Don would betray us, either. Or Peddock.

"Atany rate,” Londah went on, “1 would take advantage of the confusion now set loosein Jendl. Thereis
somefighting in the south, yes, around Segg. But | would aso bring my forces down from the north.
Fdlrant isaway, leaving Vordavawithout alord, and Auglar ishere, leaving Kdlgard aso without its
lord. InKelgard, at least, there will be confusion asto Auglar'sfate. And from what Y ozerf told me, |
would not put it past Auglar's thanes to take advantage of that, further splitting the demesne. To
Jahcgroth, the Kelsmarch must look like an apple, ripe for the eating.”



Suchen considered Londah's words carefully. “But thereis fill the matter of Maak and Shalai. Jahcgroth
showed us his power to move soldiers by magic in Segg ... but | can't believe that even he could Ssmply
trangport his entire army wherever he wanted them to go. He would still have to come through the rest of
the Circle Kingdomsto reach Jend."

"Assuming, of course, that the circle is unbroken. But it was broken long ago, when Jenel betrayed
Caden, wasit not? Will Shalai and Maak stand fast? Or will they give away Jendl to save their own
lands? Jahcgroth isamaster of manipulation, as we have seen from his dedlings with the council and with
Lord Jehnav.” Londah shook her head, her long hair rustling inside her cloak hood. “No, | do not believe
thet ‘everythingisfine”

"Do you think we should mention thisto Auglar?"

"To what end? We cannot do anything to influence events at the moment, only...” Londah trailed off, her
gaze logt on the horizon and afrown marring her beautiful, inhuman face. “Riders.”

Startled, Suchen looked aswell and saw adust cloud on the horizon. It rapidly approached, growing
larger and larger, until she could make out about adozen men on horseback. All of them wore heavy
armor, aswd| astabardsin the purple-and-black of King Fdllrant.

Suchen's empty stomach tightened, and she dropped back near Auglar. Asthe soldiers rode dowly up to
the line of refugees, she desperately scanned for familiar faces, praying that there was no one who might
recognize Auglar. If they were discovered by Fellrant's men, she had no doubt that things would not go
wdll for them. A quick death would be the best they could hope for.

The soldiers quickly outpaced the column of walkers, then reined in their horsesto block theroad ina
loose, dmost casud array. The refugees a the head of the line came to ahalt, and the rest straggled up
behind them, until the entire group wasin abunch. Silence fell, broken only by the sound of awoman
calling for her children, who had raced each other out of her Sght.

The captain of the contingent of soldiers shifted dightly in hissaddle. “Now, lisgen up!” hecadled, his
booming voice easily carrying over the motley crowd. “By order of King Fellrant, al able-bodied men of
age are to be conscripted into the army. We've cometo bring you in. Do asyou're told, and there won't
be any trouble.”

"And if we don't?’ asked ayoung man near the head of the column. He stood with one arm protectively
around hisequdly young wife, while their children huddled closeto hislegs. Suchen wondered if hewas
brave or merely afool.

The captain’'s eyes narrowed. “ The only reason anyone could have for not joining the army is because he
isatraitor,” he proclaimed, “and dl traitors must die by order of the king."

Shock robbed everyone of speech. The soldier nodded, mistaking silence for agreement, and motioned
sharply with one gloved hand. At the gesture, his subordinates moved forward, pulling the nearest men
from the crowd with the efficiency of dogs cutting sheep from aherd.

"Damnit,” Buudi whispered, hishand diding to the hilt of hissword.

"No!" shouted the young man who had first spoken up. He wrenched his arm from the grasp of a
solider. “My wife and children need me! Who will protect themif I'm not here? Where will they go? How
will they get food? Y ou can't make meleave them!”

The captain cast an gppraising eye on the family from where he waited on horseback. “ Take the woman,



aswell. We need more women to keep the soldiers happy. Leave the brats.”

The wifée's screamsjoined her husband's imprecations, accompanied by the terrified wails of children as
the soldierstried to separate them from their parents. Within moments, the panic had spread throughout
the crowd. People were screaming, running, or even fighting back againgt the soldiers, as overwhelming
as the odds seemed.

Auglar drew his sword, hisface grim, and looked asif he would have started into the melee himself. But
Buudi grabbed the young lord'swrigt, forcing it down. “We can't fight them. We have to take this chance
and run!”

"No! I'msick of running,” Auglar snarled, and Suchen could see dl thelong weeks of pain and fear in his
eyes. “We can't let these people be treated like thig!"

Londah materidized besde him like agigantic black raven. “We cannot hep them,” she said calmly, asif
they discussed nothing more pressing than the weether. “Y our firgt is right—we must flee while we il

may.

Auglar hesitated, and Suchen haf hoped that he wouldn't listen. Her own sword was heavy in her hand,
athough she couldn't remember drawing it, and she suddenly redlized how good it would fed to fight
back. To draw blood. To make someone—anyone—pay for everything that had happened over the last
few weeks.

Auglar swore furioudy and dammed his blade back into its shesth. Buudi clapped him onthearm and
then began to force away free of the struggling, terrified crowd.

Thelittle group of refugees had disintegrated into amaelstrom of terror and blood. Suchen caught a
glimpse of ayoung woman being hauled away by asoldier; her elderly father lay on the ground, blood
00zing from his mouth and nose. A shrieking toddler fell beneath the iron-shod hooves of awarhorse. A
smal cart that had held its owner's only possessions was overturned, its contents torn gpart and
scattered. A goat was hefted up and carried off for the soldiers' cook pots. A peasant man best
ineffectively a awarrior with hiswaking sick, until the soldier findly tired of the sport and killed him.

As soon as they were beyond the main body of the fray, Londah broke into aloping run, forcing the rest
to follow. Otherswere fleeing aso, mostly young women and children. Uneven tussocks of grass and the
unexpected holes of burrowing animas made the ground treacherous away from the road, and Buudi
tripped and amost fell. Suchen grabbed hisarm, hauling him after her until he regained hisfooting, and he
flashed her agrim smilein thanks.

The sound of hooves drumming against the ground grew loud, and Suchen chanced alook back over her
shoulder. One of the mounted soldiers raced behind them, his charger making nothing of the distance they
had covered. She swore, dove aside as he drew abreast, and brought her sword around in an arc. The
blade bit into flesh, jarred satisfyingly againgt bone, and was almost torn from her hands by the rider's
momentum. The soldier screamed, clutching wildly a the huge wound in histhigh. Blood pumped out
between hisfingers, and Suchen knew that he would bleed to death in a matter of minutes. If she could
just grab thereins of hishorse...

But luck was not with her thistime. Somehow, the dying soldier managed to jerk the charger's head
around, sending them both back towards the struggle on the road. Suchen swore furioudy, and for a
moment had the mad idea of chasing after him. But Londah's hand closed over her arm, her dender
fingers as hard and strong asiiron.

"Good work, daughter,” Londah said mildly, even as she pulled Suchen after her. After afew paces,



Suchen reluctantly picked up speed, and Londah released her.

No one else came after them, for which Suchen was profoundly grateful. No doubt the soldiers had
enough helpless refugees to occupy them for the nonce. Unmolested, the little group ran until the bregth
burned intheir lungs and their legsfelt on fire. At last, worn out by too little food and too much exertion,
they collapsed in the lee of aclump of gnarled, wind-stunted trees. Asthe sun began to s, their
breathing returned to norma, and Suchen's heart no longer dinned in her ears. The congtant wind grew
stronger, moaning through the treeslike alost lover.

"I hatethis,” Auglar said at last. He lay on hisback, his blue eyes staring blankly at the sky asthe first
gsarscame out. “|I fed like acoward. We shouldn't have run. We should have been able to do something.
We should have been able to stop what happened.”

"Five of usagaingt acontingent of soldiers?’ Londah asked. She was the least winded of them all and sat
crouched atop alow, flat stonethat bore the traces of ancient campfires. Her cloak lifted intherising
breeze, spreading out behind her like black wings.

"We couldn't have won—I know that. In my head, at least.” Auglar Sghed. “But my heart tells me that
just running away was the wrong thing to do."

"Do you think they truly meant to leave the children abandoned?’ Brenwulf asked uneasily. His head
swung up and his nogtrils flared; then, apparently reassured by the story the wind told him, he relaxed

agan.
"Yes” Auglar replied flatly.

Silencefdl after that, and Suchen found herself wondering what the find outcome of thelittle bettle had
been. That the soldiers would have triumphed seemed beyond dispute. But would they have left any men
behind to hel p with the convoy of refugees? Or would they have smply taken dl the hedthy young men
and attractive women, and | eft behind agroup of children and eldersto fend for themselves? They had
not been above stedling what little the refugees had—even if the soldiers had shown some mercy and let
families stay together, what would they eat?

"If only there were something we could do,” she said quietly, later that night. She and Londah took the
first watch, while the others lay down to cold ground and empty ssomachs. “1 don't like thisfeeling of
being helpless, of watching others suffer. | wish | could do something to changethings.” She laughed
sadly. “Y ozerf would no doubt tell methat | am being afool. He used to call usidedlists, and he didn't
mean it asacompliment.”

Londah sat unmoving for so long that Suchen didn't think the other woman would respond. But at last she
shifted dightly, so that thelight of the risng moon found its way under the edge of her hood to illuminate
her beautiful, pae features. “Y ozerf might have said that you were afool,” she said dowly, asif choosing
every word with the care of ajeweer searching for the most flawless gemstones. “But the remark would
no doubt have been amed a himself aswell. Y ozerf would have cared very deeply about what

happened today. He hated injustice of any kind, but particularly when the strong, the powerful, abused
those wesker than themsdves.”

"Yes. Hedid.” Suchen sighed and wrapped her arms around her knees, asif to keep the void inside from
growing. “I'd give anything to have him with us now. Anything."

Londah made no reply to that. Perhaps, given theimpossibility of Suchen'swish, therewas no reply to
give



Chapter Five

The wolf pounced, both forefeet coming down hard on the ground just outside the tiny burrow he had
been watching for the last while. A little squeak came from under his paws, and hefelt asmall body
squirming frantically againgt histhick pads. Tongue lolling triumphantly, he snatched the cresture up in his
jaws, crunched once or twice, then swallowed it down.

"You got it!” Owl burst out of the underbrush and ran over to him. “ Can you teach meto do that?"
Slily cub, he thought, and licked her face. She squealed and shoved him away. “Ugh! Mouse breath!™

A moment later she was running off, their packs flapping on her back and her hair glinting in thefirst rays
of sunlight streaming between the trees. The wolf snorted and followed at amoreleisurdly pace. It wasa
good thing he'd aready caught them arabbit for supper, given that Owl was probably scaring away
every animd for leagues with her racket.

Birds sang from the trees, waking their neighbors to the new day. The air wasfilled with the smell of
herbs, new leaves, and earth damp with dew. They had both steedily regained their strength over the last
week, and the wolf felt keenly the movement of his muscles and skin as he trotted after her. Although he
was starting to doubt that he would ever completely losethe pain in hisside, it had dulled to afaint ache
that he noticed only occasionaly. Asfor therest of hiswounds, they were no more than afew extra scars
and amemoary.

Fedling suddenly happy, the wolf stretched into an easy run that devoured the distance between him and
Owl in moments. They ran together until shetired, then lay drowsing in the sunlight asthe grassdried
around them.

When it was time to make camp, the wolf picked up his clothesin hisjaws and went a short distance
away to take back his man-shapein private. Y ozerf stretched, blinking as his color vision returned, then
dressed and returned to camp. They had found an ancient oak that had fallen afew years before; adense
stand of new saplings had sprung up from the cracked stump, making an excellent hiding spot for them to
deepin. Owl had built acook fire just outsde the copse, and the smell of the rabbit made his somach
rumble. Even so, it was plain fare, and he spared awistful thought for the fine dishes Kellgard's kitchens
had served.

Had he seen some thyme earlier? He thought he recaled catching its scent on thewind, at least. Some
wild mushroomswould aso be awelcome addition to their meal. Cooking wasn't precisely his skill—he
didn't know how to make anything fancy—but he had kept them both fed, and the child hadn't
complained yet. Perhaps he could try hishand at something alittle different today, though.

"Keep thefire going and heat some water,” heingtructed. “I'll find us some herbsto go with the rabbit.”

Heleft Owl at their camp and set out. Engrossed in his search for something to make their med abit
moreinteresting, Y ozerf did not notice how high the sun had risen until he felt sweet trickle down the
back of hisneck. The handful of herbs he had found would be plenty for the two of them, he decided,
turning back towards the camp. He didn't want to leave Owl by herself any longer.

At that moment, the wind siwung around, and the scent of human sweet came to him over the
nose-blinding herbs he was holding. Freezing ingtinctively, he dropped the herbs, focusing al his senses
on sifting the breeze for information. The scent intensified, and he heard amale voice spesking, muffled
by distance.



Then Owl screamed.

Terrified, he broke into arun, giving no thought to caution. Hislong legs carried him fast, sharp eyes
picking out any obstacle that might trip him up. Leaping over fallen trees, ducking under leaning branches,
he tore through the wood without heed. Owl, no, please no...

The brilliant sunlight showed him three men and awoman in the ingtant before he burst full on them. The
woman looked asif she were beaten frequently, and he could smell old blood and terror on her, even
over the swegt of her companions. While she cowered back, one of the men was rummaging through the
packs, flinging their meager contents heedlesdy out into the dust. The other two men were closing on
Owl. She stood with her back against atree, her eyeswide with fear and her knifein her hand.

Y ozerf jerked the hatchet from hisbelt and flung it with dl the strength in him. Theiron head buried itsdlf
deep in the skull of the man closest to Owl, and he collapsed without awhimper. Y ozerf didn't pause;
even as the second man's face registered his companion's death, Y ozerf sprang at him. One foot snapped
out and up, connecting hard with the man'sleg, and Y ozerf fet it give under his boot. The man screamed
and fdll Sdeways, clutching at hisknee.

Thethird bandit came at Y ozerf from behind, yelling incoherently. Y ozerf spun, ducked ablow froma
knife, and punched afig into the man'sgroin with al hisweight behind it. The man cried out but didn't
drop the knife. Swearing, Y ozerf jumped back and then flung his hand out desperately. Fire bloomed in
his assailant's face, scorching hair and flesh. The bandit screamed, and the knifefdll from hisfingersashe
beat wildly at the flames. Not sparing an instant for sympathy, Y ozerf snatched up the blade and buried it
in his opponent's throat.

Thefamiliar hiss of asword coming free of its sheath was al the warning Y ozerf had that the man with the
wounded leg had regained hisfeet. Instead of legping back, as his attacker no doubt expected him to do,
Y ozerf lunged forwards, inside the other man's guard. He grabbed the wrist of the man's sword hand in
both of his own, forcing the blade away from him. The bandit swore and struck him hard in the side of

the face, making hisearsring, but Y ozerf only tightened his grip, pressing againgt the little bones of the
wrist until the pain forced the bandit to drop the sword. Swearing and snarling, they wrestled one another
on the ground, until Y ozerf findly managed to wrap both arms around the other man's head and twi<t.
There was asickening pop as his neck snapped.

Gasping for bresth, Y ozerf let go of the bandit's corpse and rocked back on his hegls. Before he could
even assess his surroundings, asmdl body crashed into his, dmost knocking him down. Thinarms
wrapped around his chest like avice, and the wetness of tears soaked into histunic.

"| thought you'd left me!” Owl sobbed, half-incoherent. Her tiny body shook like alesaf in astorm. “Don't
leave me! Please don't leave me, Papa, please don't leave mel™

Startled, he put one arm automaticaly around the weeping girl, bracing the other againgt the ground so
that they didn't both topple over. “Shh. It'sal right. I'm here."

She said something e se, but he could no longer understand her through her tears. Lifting her with one
arm, he managed to regain his balance and stand up. A quick look around the clearing reveded that they
were alone except for the three dead bandits. The woman had fled, no doubt taking the first chance she
saw to get away from her captors. The air stank of blood and voided bowels, and Y ozerf knew that he
had to get Owl away from there as quickly as possible. He awkwardly kicked out thefire, gathered their
food as best he could one-handed, then carried the sobbing girl into the woods.

When they were far enough away that he could no longer smell degth on the air, he sank down under a
tree and cradled Owl againgt him, murmuring softly to her in an attempt to calm her. At length she cried



hersdf out and fell adegp on his shoulder.

Gods, Y ozerf thought, leaning wearily back againgt thetree. Guilt closed around hisgut like aniron
fis—he should have been more cautious. The bandits should never have been able to sneak up the way
they had. Hisfoolish preoccupation with dinner had dmost cost Owl her life.

She believed | had abandoned her, he thought, remorse cutting deep as aknife. On someleve, that
had frightened her far more than the men and the violence. And why shouldn't it? She had lost
everyone—first her father, then her mother, then the horrid aunt who took her in. No wonder the fear of
being deserted loomed so huge in her mind. Gods, why hadn't he redlized that earlier?

"Please don't leave me, Papa, please don't leave me! ™

He had adecision to make, he redlized. Ever since taking up with Owl, he had planned to stay with her
only until he could find asuitable human family to hand her over to. A nice family, one that would never
show her anything but total love. It was the best thing he could do for her; he knew that.

He had nothing to give achild. Hel, he didn't even have aplace in society that she could benefit from, not
even that of aserf. It was not something that had ever bothered him before, because he had long ago
accepted the fact of his sterility. It was mad to let it bother him now. It wasinsane to even contemplate
keeping Owl with him.

But did Owl know that? Had she even thought of it? He protected her, took care of her as best he could,
played with her and taught her—in short, without redlizing it, he had taken on the role of aparent. Did
she comprehend that he had meant to do so only temporarily? If hetried to explain thingsto her, would
she understand?

Or would she know only that yet one more adult was abandoning her?
And what damage would that cause her young soul?

He couldn't see the face pressed againgt his neck, but he could feel her little heart, beating with dl the
speed of abird's againg his chest. The thought of hurting her was unbearable, and for thefirg timeit
occurred to him that somehow thisintelligent, energetic, and very human child had worked her way
deeply into his heart. When he had redlized that she wasin trouble, he had responded without any
thought for his own safety. He would gladly have traded hisown lifefor hers.

He sat awake and watchful through the day, torn between logic and ingtinct. Hisarm fell adegp from
supporting Owl's weight, and other muscles devel oped aches from sitting so long in one position, but he
made no move that might wake her. The day faded, and blue sky gave way to bands of red and gold
across the western sky, asthe sun set and the evening star showed her face. Owl stirred and rubbed her

eyes.

"We need to go back to camp and retrieve anything that we can,” Y ozexf told her. Truthfully, he would
rather leave her somewhere safe than bring her near the bodies, but in her present state, he wasn't sure
that it wouldn't do more harm in thelong run. “I'll make us breskfagt, dl right?"

She brightened at that. They went back to the ruined campsite, though Y ozerf cautioned her to remain
just behind aline of bushesthat would shield her from theworst Sights. She didn't like being left even that
long after her fright of the day before, so he kept up arunning commentary, saying anything that came
into his head o that the sound of hisvoice could reassure her that she hadn't been abandoned again.

As he had feared, animas had gotten into everything, and one of their packs was missing atogether, no



doubt dragged away by inquisitive raccoons. Most of the belongings that he had not been ableto carry
earlier were dill there, however.

He dripped the bandits corpses with ruthless efficiency, taking anything that might concelvably be of use.
Hefting the sword that had belonged to one, Y ozerf felt afaint smile touch hislips. It would be good to
be well armed again, he thought. His own blade, which had been passed down through the generations of
hisfamily, waslogt forever in the ruins of the paacein Segg, and he missed it keenly.

Once he had taken everything that could be of use, he returned to Owl, and they made their way back
through the wood to a point near where they had spent the day. A little fire was soon going, and Y ozerf
set about making flat cakes from some flour he had scavenged from the bandits.

"I'm sorry | frightened you yesterday,” he said at last.

Owl sat on the other side of thefire, watching him work. Her coppery hair was tangled, and her eyes
looked faintly bruised from crying. Children could beincredibly resilient, Y ozerf thought ruefully, but even
Owl had her limits.

"I thought you went away,” she said quietly. One hand absently picked at a scab on her ankle.

"I know. I'm sorry. | assumed you knew that | wouldn't just leave you, and | waswrong to do that.” He
poked at the fire with astick, sending up a shower of sparks. “I've thought of something you might like.
Y ou could become part of my clan, if youwish it. Among my people, members of the same clan aways
look out for one another, no matter what, and they never abandon each other."

It was something of alie, of course, Aclytese nature being no better than human on so many points.
Certainly Temonraand Jahcgroth had not hesitated to misuse or betray their kin. But to many, the old
tieswere dtill terribly, vitaly important.

Owl'seyesgrew large. “Redly?'

"Redlly. | could bring you into my clan asmy kinsvoman. Asmy ... asmy daughter, if you would like
that. But | want you to think very carefully before you say yes or no, understand? Whatever your answer,
| will protect you and care for you asbest | can, and | won't be angry if you say no.” He paused, trying
to think how best to put things so that she might understand. “ There are alot of people who won't like
you traveling with me either way,” he began.

"Why not?'
"Because I'm an Aclyte and you're ahuman.”
"Oh.” Shefrowned & him, alittle puzzled. “I forgot.”

She forgot? he asked himsdlf, tempted to look at his hair and seeif it had miraculoudy changed color.
But of course she forgot. She was Owl, who didn't even care whether he went on two legs or four.

"Unfortunately, no one dseislikely to forget,” he said wryly. “ So that is one thing to consider. Another is
that | don't have much—no money, no property, nothing like that. I'll try to give you astable homeif |
can, but | can't promiseit. Y ou might be better off if we found ahuman family for youto live with."

Her blue eyes blazed fiercely, like awolf cub beattling over agtick. “1 want to stay with you!™

Her answer made him amile. “ All right, then. Well perform the ceremony.”



"What do we do?"

Y ozerf had spent part of hislong watch thinking on that very subject. While there was aforma ceremony
that had been honored among Aclytes for thousands of years for adopting new membersinto clans, he
knew only the vaguest details about what it entailed. Still, hefdt that aritual of some sort would be
important to Owl, would help to reassure her, so dl he could do was to take wheat little he knew and try
to come up with something that would not be overly ridiculous.

One of the bandits had carried awooden cup, s0 Y ozerf carefully washed it in the nearby stream and
filled it with cold, clear water. Onething he did know for certain was that wine was normaly used in the
ritud, but asit seemed highly unlikely that they would stumble over awine cellar in the middle of the
woods, water would have to do. After clearing a space on the ground, Y ozerf instructed Owl to Sit
across from him, and placed the cup in between them.

"l am'Y ozerf: son of Londah, daughter of Elnaith; of the clan Jonaglir,” he said solemnly. “We were once
the clan of kings and queens, the clan of dragons, the rulers of Caden. We were poets and madmen and
sorcerers.”

"Isthat how you made the fire yesterday?” Owl asked breathlesdy, her eyes huge with wonder.
"Itis. My abilitiesare small, | fear, and not to be spoken of to others. Now, are you ready?"

Shenodded. Very carefully, Y ozerf took up along knife and made asmall, shalow cut on his thumb.
Three drops of blood went into the cup of water. Then he took Owl's hand and, wincing ashe did i,
made asmilar tiny cut and let three drops of her blood fall to mingle with his. She did not flinch, and her
face was dight with excitement.

He swirled the cup alittle to mix the blood, then drank down half of it. The coppery tastewasfaint in his
mouith, diluted by the water. Once he had swallowed his share, he passed the cup to Owl, and she
finished it off. “Now our blood ismixed,” hesaid. An odd little tingle started in the back of hismind, and
hefelt the faint sirring of power in him. “We are kin forever. Y ou are my own child, assurely asif you
were born from my seed. | name you Owl: daughter of Y ozerf, son of Londah; of the clan Jonaglir; and
any who would sever our bond will fedl the breath of the dragon upon them.”

Power surged, and for aninstant Y ozerf tasted blood in his mouth again. Light flared, blinding him,
athough whether it was from outside or from within his own head, he didn't know. Then it was over, and
Owl waslooking a him curioudy, gpparently having noticed nothing.

Even s0 ... something had changed.

The Jonaglirs had been sorcererswho relied on the magic of their blood for thousands of years. Y ozerf
cursed himself mentaly for not redlizing that the kinship ritua, which was merely symbolic for most
Aclytes, could well befar moreliterd for him.

Whatever had happened seemed to have caused Owl no harm, at least. “Isthat it?” she asked
uncertainly.

Y ozerf nodded. “Yes"
She brokeinto awidegrin. “Can | call you ‘papa now?"'
"That isyour right.”

"Can | have ahorse?'



Y ozerf burst out laughing & the absurdity of it. “What? Owl, do you think I've been hiding onein my
cloak?'

She gave him another grin and shrugged, then climbed to her feet and bounded off to the stream, Singing
tunelesdy. Reflecting that her energy made him fed rather old, Y ozerf stood up far more dowly and
followed his new daughter.



Chapter Six

As Suchen and her companionstraveled farther north, signs of war became increasingly frequent. After
their narrow escape from Fellrant's forces, they decided not to risk travel on the Trade Route and insteed
st out crosscountry, over the plains. Adopting the strategy that Y ozerf had once used, they dept by day
and walked by night, careful to avoid contact with any of the smal settlements, despite their desire for
news.

Thelong miles of unending grass quickly blurred together in Suchen's mind. The plains offered wonderful
fodder for sheep and horses, but little for humans who had no means to hunt. Hunger became a constant
companion, and their steps grew dower as deprivation began to takeitstoll. Day and night, thewind
howled over the dmost tredess expanse, rattling the grass and moaning over hills, until Suchen thought
she might go mad from the unceasing noise.

For the most part, they saw nothing more sinister than aflock of vultures or ahunting hawk. But one
afternoon, when they were only afew days out from Kedlgard, a plume of smoke rising towards the sun
caught their attention. After night had falen, they cautioudy crept closer to the source of thefire, only to
discover the ruins of aburned village. Corpses were dl that remained to greet them; any survivors had
either fled or been taken. Nothing remained to indicate the identity of the attackers, and Suchen
wondered if Fellrant's men or an unusualy large and well-armed contingent of bandits had caused the
damage. Bandits, she hoped—gods, but she hated the thought that Jendl's own army might be pillaging
the landscape. There was gill the chance that the incident they had witnessed on the road had been an
isolated event, after dl.

Would Fellrant condone the destruction of entire villages? The days spent cooped up in anarrow
tenement room with him came back to her forcefully. His youthful face, sensual mouth, and beautiful eyes
had concedled a cold, caculating mind. So long as his own safety had lain in the same direction astheirs,
he had been an dly. But the moment he saw the opportunity to abandon them and betray their secrets, he
had taken it without qualm.

No, he would not care about afew villages, not if razing them to the ground served some purpose that
benefited him. Certainly he had done smilar things, if on asmdler scale, asLord of Vordava. Why
should that change just because he was now King of Jendl?

At lagt, as days of walking became weeks, their plodding steps brought them closeto Kdlgard. After
stumbling through yet another endless night, Londah called ahat. But instead of setting about making
camp as usua, she beckoned them dl over to her.

"We should be within sight of Kellgard tomorrow, yes?’ she asked, her gray eyes canting towards Buudi
inaquestion.

He nodded, running a hand through his shaggy hair. “Yes. It'slessthan aday'swalk from here, now. We
could continue on—"

"No.” Londah glanced north, asif she could sense the presence of the keep. “It istoo dangerousto
samply walk into Kellgard. We do not know what awaits us there, or what spies might be set about it to
note Auglar'sreturn. You aredl too well known to risk going through the gates.”

"Then what?" asked Auglar impatiently. So closeto their god, it was abitter thing for them all to betold
towait.

"I will go done and discover what the Stuation is. | will spesk with the servants, if | must, learn who has



been to the keep and what your wifeé's statusis. | will return here after and let you know what | discover.”

Impatience surged through Suchen. She didn't want to do the sensible thing—she wanted to go home, to
her friends and her own bed. She was sick of walking, sick of camping, sick of grief. It occurred to her
that some small part of her thought that, if she could just return to Kdlgard, it would somehow undo
everything that had happened since they |eft.

Foolish, that. And, after food and deep had eased the numbing fatigue that lay over her heart, the familiar
gghtsand smells of Kdlgard might very well only make her fed her loss anew. But at the moment, she
could barely think of that, barely think of anything, save her desire to get to shelter and comfort.

For amoment, Londah's cool, unflustered beauty, so untouched by their hardships, sent awave of anger
and envy through her. Damn the woman for making them wait.

Then logic reasserted itsdlf. “Londah isright,” Suchen admitted reluctantly. “ There's no sensein walking
all thisway, just so we can get captured by Fellrant's spies.”

"I will go quickly,” Londah said, asif she sensed their annoyance at the delay. Sheroseto her feetina
sngle, smooth motion, and drew her hood over her face. “And return as soon as| may."

She disgppeared into the dawn like ashadow, her dark clothing blending with the landscape, so that they
lost Sight of her dmost ingtantly. Feeling tired and out-of-sorts, the rest set about making camp.

The day seemed one of the longest they had known. Suchen did her best to deep when it was not her
turn at watch, but the tantalizing promise of food and safety so near a hand disrupted her thoughts and
made her body restless. At last sherose and joined Buudi on watch; neither of them spoke, but by a
wordless understanding, they did not wake Auglar when histurn came, nor Brenwullf |ater.

The sun climbed high into the sky, then dowly began to snk again. When Londah had not regppeared by
nightfall, Suchen began to fed red fear in her gut. It would take some time to gain admittance to the
keep, to speak to the servants, and to survey the area outside for any spies, Suchen told herself
uneedly. There's no reason to think Londah will be back any time before midnight, possibly later.
It doesn't mean that anything bad has happened.

Despite thefact that Suchen's every nerve seemed to strain for any sign of Londah's approach, when she
findly did return, the Aclytese woman startled them dl badly. One moment the night seemed empty; the
next, atall, dark-cloaked figure stepped into their midst. Brenwulf swore violently, but Londah ignored
him.

"Well,” Auglar demanded asthey all crowded close, “isit safe? Can we go home?"

Londah said nothing, but the look in her cold eyes made Suchen'sblood turntoice. “What isit?’ she
asked, grabbing Londah'swrist asif she could wring the words from her. “ Something iswrong, isn't it?'

Auglar paed. “Oh, gods. Isit Sifya? Has something happened to her? The baby?"

L ondah shook her head dowly. “I do not know what has become of your wife and child,” shesaid, so
quietly that her voice was nearly lost in the eternal moan of thewind. “I wish that | could bring you certain
news of them. | am sorry.”

Apprehension gripped Suchen'sthroat in aniron fist. “What isit? Tell ud”

Londah met her gaze squarely, but there wasregret in her eyes. “Kellgard hasfalen. The keep has been
razed. Thereisnothing left for you."



* * % %

Thewind ruffled the long grass of the plainslike the hair of some vast head. The sky was mercilesdy
blue, unmarred by clouds and dominated by a sun that had just begun itswork of drying the morning dew
from the grass and wildflowers. V ultures rode the wind, whedling and turning, their small eyes searching
the ground below.

Y ozexf drew in adeep breeth, sfting through the scents of small animals and growing things. Their
emergence from the last of the forests cloaking southern Jenel both relieved and worried him. On the one
hand, it was aclear Sgn of their progress. Although they till had weeks of walking before them, the
Kelsmarch was now al that lay between them and Kellgard. On the other hand, at least the light forests
had provided them with reliable cover. The blank emptiness of the plains, broken only by scrubby,
wind-stunted trees and afew shalow undulations that couldn't even be cadled hills, meant that eyes could
see them from far away. He did not know if it wasinstinct or experience, or ablend of both, but theidea
of being so exposed made the hair on his neck stand on end and agrowl rumblein histhroat.

Owl, however, seemed to enjoy the openness, for she immediately began to run, even though the sun
was up and by rightsthey should rest. Shelooked, Y ozerf thought ruefully, like awild thing, with leaves
in her hair and dirt on her shabby clothes, her legs flashing like those of afawn. Just before leaving the
woods, she had found an old piece of wood that her imagination ingsted looked like awoman, and she
now clutched the makeshift doll in one hand as sheran.

Letting her play for the moment, Y ozerf kept his eyes on the horizon, determined that he should see any
threat long before it saw them. We need to find somewhere concealed to sleep out the day. Or as
concealed as can be, here on the open plains. Asnothing offered itself immediately, they kept walking,
even asthe sun climbed the sky.

When shetired of running, Owl came back and trudged aong beside him, tapping her doll againgt his
wooden gtaff to listen to the sound it made. “Will you tell me more about Caden, Papa?’ she asked.

Caden was Owl's new favorite subject. Whether this was because she liked the stories of dragons and
magic and battles, or because she liked to imagine that she was aprincess, Y ozerf didn't know. After
making her adoption forma with the ceremony, he had decided to tell her about their clan, so that she
would have a better understanding of her placein the world. He had not expected to be ableto tell her
much—in the three hundred years after Caden'sfal, most of their lore had been logt, and Londah had
been ableto give him only afew disconnected tales, histories so faded that they might aswell have been
legends. But as he began to talk, as he began to think about it, he made the disconcerting discovery that
he knew more. Much more.

Telmonra.

Perhaps he should not have been surprised after spending months with aghost residing in his head. Her
memories had come to him on more than one occasion, but after he had banished her back to the shores
of death from whence she had come, he had not had the opportunity to ponder them. Now it seemed
that other memories had seeped into him, onesthat he had never even been conscious of absorbing.

Intruth, it frightened him more than alittle. For if Tmonrahad |eft him memories of the history of their
people, what ese of her might have become apart of him without his knowing? Although many of her
actionsin life had been the desperation of the monarch of adying land, he knew firsthand that a streak of
cruelty had run deep in her. Certainly he did not want to think he had imbibed of that.

Y ozerf was hdfway through the story of Vitarathe Mad, who had ruled briefly during the second
millennium after Caden's founding, when he noticed two things. The first was aclump of scrubby treesin



the lee of the nearest low hill that would be perfect for a hiding spot. The second was movement on the
horizon.

Hefdl slentimmediately, hisentire body going sill. Owl ingtantly mimicked him, and he fet amomentary
flash of pride. “Thereis someone coming,” he said, knowing from experience that hisvision was better
than any human's. “1 cannot tell if heis moving towards us yet. Take to the trees—they will hide us.”

Quick and quiet asrabhbits, they burrowed into the tangled grove, ignoring scratches and oozing sap, until
they were wdll hidden from view. When he was certain that Owl was concealed and not going anywhere,
Y ozerf eased carefully out from the center of the grove, until he found abreak in the net of branches that
alowed him to peer out. The movement was closer now, and he could easily make out alonetraveler,
probably male. The man walked with apronounced limp, and leaned on a staff that seemed to be topped
with aniron globe.

Y ozerf diffened dightly at the sight. The staff with its mace head was gtrikingly familiar, but it was
impossiblefor it to be the one he knew. After al, the man who bore it should have been on the other side
of the Kellsmarch, ensconced safely within Kellgard's high walls.

Impossible.

But asthe waker drew nearer, he grew more familiar, not less. Blonde hair hung in filthy ringlets around a
haggard face that still showed the lines made by laughter. Troubled blue eyes scanned the horizon warily,
athough the man's ragged clothing marked him a poor target for bandits. The wind waswrong to bring
thetale of scent to Y ozerf's nose, but ultimately there was no mistaking what his eyestold him.

"Gless” Y ozerf shouted, bursting out of hishiding place.

Glessfroze, hisstaff coming about warily. Then, as'Y ozerf ran towards him, hiseyeswidened in disbelief
and agmilelit hisface, removing what looked like years of carefromit. “Y ozerf? Dearest gods, isit
redly you?'

Laughing wildly, Glessdropped his gtaff and flung hisarms around the tall Aclyte. Rather to hisown
surprise, Y ozerf returned the embrace. So close, Gless smelled of hunger and hardship, and dread cut
through Y ozerf's unexpected pleasure a seeing the human again.

"Gods, it'sgood to see you!” Gless exclaimed, stepping back alittle. “Wherés Auglar?’ His blue eyes
darted about eagerly, asif he expected hislord to Ssmply appear out of thin air.

Y ozerf dropped hisarms, his sense of unease growing stronger. “1 don't know,” he said. “We were
separated when Segg fdll.”

Glesssface paded underneath the dirt. “No. Oh, gods. But ... hes il dive?’
"Asfar as| know. | thought he and the rest would be on their way to Kellgard. Where you should be."

Sowly, Glesssblue eyeslifted to rest on Y ozerf'sface. “1 have bad news,” he said in adeceptively calm
voice. “Kdlgard hasfdlen.”

* k k %

Thisisn't how it was supposed to be, Suchen thought blankly. They had reached Kdlgard. They were
supposed to be safe. This was meant to be the end of their purgatory of ceasdesswalking.

They were supposed to be coming home.



"No!” Brenwulf said suddenly, taking a step towards Londah. His dark brows drew into ascowl, and his
hands clenched. “You'relying! It isn't true!"

Londah'sface remained impassive. “ And why would | lie?"

"Because—because you hate us! Y ou blame usfor Y ozerf's death! Y ou're aminion of
Jahcgroth—you've been with him from the sart!"

Londah snorted in contempt. “If that were o, | would have killed you at the beginning and saved mysdlf
the trouble of your company.”

Brenwulf lunged at her with astrangled cry. There was adark blur; then he waslying facedown in the
dirt. Londah stood afew feet away, untouched and with afaint look of curiosity, asif puzzled by the
ways of humans and Wolfkin dike.

"Stay away from him,” Auglar shouted and started forward.

Buudi grabbed hislordsarm. “No! Londah isright. We haveto think about this."
"She can't be right—Kelgard couldn't have fallen—"

"We must stand together—"

"Youarent ligening tome!”

No. Thisiswrong.

Without speaking, Suchen turned and ran from the quarrel. The ground was uneven, and she risked
breaking an ankle, but al thought had deserted her. She had to get away from the anger and pain of her
friends, had to escape ... had to get to Kellgard. Somehow, if she could just run fast enough, the keep
would be there after all. Londah had made amistake somehow, that wasit. A mistake.

Suchen ran until she could go no farther, until agony blazed in her sde with every breath. Gasping and
panting, she dropped into astumbling walk. Behind her, she could hear her friends coming, caling out to
her, but she ignored them, keeping her eyes determinedly fixed on the horizon where Kellgard should be.

The sun rose further, revealing the familiar hill that the keep had stood upon, athough distance rendered it
nothing but a blue smudge. Suchen stared at it as she walked, until her eyes burned and watered. But, no
meatter how hard she looked for some hopeful sign, the keep failed to appear. Instead, dl she saw was
the hill ... and afew jagged-looking outlines that might have once been walls.

Little remained of the village that had once nestled at the bottom of the hill. A few broken foundations
and charred timbers marked where it had stood, but dl itsinhabitants were gone, ong with anything that
might have survived the destruction. The stink of burning was gtill strong, but it looked asif the firesthat
had taken the place had been set weeks ago.

We wer e too late—we were always too late. This happened before we even set foot on the plains.
Oh gods, thisisn't fair.

She wandered through the village like someone in adream, only half hearing the cries of her friends
behind her. There was what remained of the tavern where she had so often shared amug of dewith her
friends, and there was where the potter's shed had stood, and there lay the shattered remains of the
village church. A wave of horror and grief rushed over her, and for amoment she stood



uncomprehending, asif she no longer knew where she was or what had happened. Then she began to
run once again, desperate to see what remained of the keep that had once been her home.

Littlewas eft of the architect's nightmare that had been Kdlgard, afortress that had never fdlento an
enemy sinceitsfounding. The curtain wall was smashed in adozen places, asif some huge hand had

dammed it down. Flames had burned the stones black and cracked them with heat. Suchen trailed her
hand blindly aong the broken stones as she stepped through what had once been the gate tunnel, now

open to the sky.

Within, the destruction was even more thorough. A singlewall stood to mark the greet hall, and a
shattered tower sill desolately guarded the northern approaches, but al ese was nothing morethan a
jumble of falen masonry and charred timbers. Suchen staggered through the destruction blindly, heedless
of her own safety. Ashesrose about her like a cloud, and her foot kicked aside abluetile that she
thought she recognized as being from atower roof. Thetile skittered afew feet and fetched up against
the sooty end of abone protruding from the rubble. For amoment she was unable to comprehend what it
meant; then understanding came, and she felt tearswell up in her eyes.

Auglar collgpsed in the midst of the ruin, his head bowed and his shoulders dumped, sobbing
unashamedly. Then heflung his head back and |et |oose akeening wail, ashriek that might have been a
challenge or aquestion for the gods. Buudi, who stood solidly beside him, put ahand to hisshoulder ina
gesture of comfort.

But what comfort is there for any of us?

A dark shadow appeared at Suchen's side, and for an insane moment she thought it was Y ozerf. Then
she saw Londah'sraven hair unraveling in thewind, her icy gray eyestaking in the magnitude of the
devadtation.

"This can't be happening,” Suchen whispered. She bresthed in, agresat, gulping sob. “It can't be."
"l am sorry, daughter,” Londah said, and there might even have been pity in her cool voice.

"Y ou don't understand. Thiswasn' ... it cant ... it shouldn't be thisway. Thisismy home. Thisiswhere
Peddock and | finally found acceptance and ared life. | was going to spend the rest of my life here with
Y ozerf, and we were going to grow old together, and..."

Thetearsfindly caught up with her, and shefel to her knees, sobbing desperately. Londah put ahand
briefly to her shoulder, then left her done with her grief. Suchen curled up on herself and wept for her
home and for the dead: Gless, Sfya, Jarathe hedlermage, the baby Auglar had never even met, Y ozexf
... She cried until she had no moretearsleft in her, and then lay quietly in the ashes, staring bleskly at the
blue tile and the bone that had once bel onged to someone she had known.

The sun began to s&t, and the remains of the curtain wall cast long shadows over theruin. At last, Suchen
climbed to her feet, feding empty and without purpose. Buudi and Brenwulf had persuaded Auglar to Sit
on alarge stone at the edge of the destruction; the eyes of al three men were red from tears. Londah
flitted through the growing shadows, like aghost come to haunt them.

Not knowing what el se to do, Suchen walked slowly over to her companions and sat down by them.
“What now?’ she asked dully.

Auglar shook his head. He looked like aman who had taken amortal wound. “What isleft?” he asked in
avoice gone hoarse from crying. “Kellgard isgone. Sifyaisdead. The baby..."



"We don't know that,” Brenwulf said fiercely. Startled, Suchen looked up a him and saw ragein hisdark
eyes. “If anyone escaped this, it would have been Sifya. Sheisfleet of foot. She and the child might have
fled to the forestsin the north. They could be with the rest of our kinfolk even now."

"Perhaps,” Auglar said, but it did not sound asif he had much hope.
"We cannot give up.”

"What elseisleft for usto do?” Auglar demanded, grief turning to anger. “Kelgard isgone. If there were
any survivors, what chance do we have of finding them?Who isto say they weren't taken prisoner and
killed? Theré's nothing | eft for usto do, nowhereleft for usto go.”

"Sowejud St hereand die?” Brenwulf challenged.

Auglar's mouth tightened; then he looked away. “Y ou can do whatever you wish, Brenwulf. | am no
longer the lord of anything—not even of arebel demesne. Fellrant haswon."

"Fellrant did not do this,” Londah said quietly.

Suchen started—she hadn't heard the Aclyte approach, nor seen her in the growing dusk. “What do you
mean?’ she asked tiredly, wondering even as she did so what it could possibly matter.

Londah's white hands flashed in the gloaming as she unfolded what appeared to be a square of charred,
bloodied, and soot-streaked cloth. In thelast light, Suchen could tell that it had once been a standard.

"Crimson and gold ... those aren't Fellrant's colors,” Brenwulf said uncertainly.
"No.” Londah flung the cloth down contemptuoudy. “ They belong to Argannon.”
A faint spark of life dtirred in Auglar's eyes. “ Jahcgroth did this?!

"Of course. No doubt the entire time he was keeping Fdllrant occupied in southern Jenel, hewas also
bringing asecond, larger army down from the north. We are most fortunate that we didn't walk straight
into them."

Auglar stared at the banner for along moment. Then, with a sudden oath, he legpt to hisfeet and began
to slamp upon it, swearing and shouting like amadman. Buudi made amove to intercept him, but Londah
came between them. “Leave him,” she said. Buudi hesitated visibly, then nodded and stepped back.

Eventudly, Auglar'sfrenzy ran its course, and he lgpsed into silence. The humans huddled together in
their grief, not speaking or moving, until at last Londah sighed and set about making afire. What few
rations they had were handed out with alook that said no disobedience would be tolerated. Suchen
numbly obeyed and chewed on a strip of meet dried to the consistency of leather, but it tasted like ashes
in her mouth. When the meal was done, they sat and stared at each other likelost soulsin Hel'sdomain,
asking for comfort that none of them could give.

"So what do we do?’ Brenwulf asked again.

Auglar only shook hishead. “I don't know. I don't know."



Chapter Seven

Y ozerf fetched Owl from her hiding place among the trees and introduced her to Gless. Glessraised an
eyebrow but forewent any immediate comment. Together, the three of them laid afire and pooled their
meager resources for dinner. They ate as the sun passed noon, setting aside their questions for the
moment. Gless admired Owl's doll, then took out his knife and offered to whittle aface on it for her. The
soft scrape of the knife on wood was rhythmic and oddly soothing. Listening to it, Y ozerf leaned back
and stared up at the clouds, knowing that he could not put Gless's questions off any longer.

"We have much to talk about,” he sald—an understatement if there had ever been one. “I will begin with
my tde, if youwishit."

Gless nodded, seeming rdlieved. Fedling somewhat likeaman onftrid, Y ozerf told everything that had
happened from the time that he left Kellgard in Auglar's retinue. Conscious of Owl'slistening ears, he
velled hisreferences to some of what had occurred in Segg—he was not about to say openly that he had
used his body as currency, after al; but he thought that Gless could read between the lines well enough.
He made no attempt to spare himself otherwise, instead relating honestly the secret of his powers, the
things he had done, and thefinal schism between himsdlf and hisfriendsthat left him outcast once again.
By the time he reached the fight in Nava Nar, where he and L ondah rescued the captive humans, there
weretearsin Glessseyes.

"Gods,” Glesswhispered when Y ozerf paused. “What happened then”?”’

"| ... don't know.” Y ozerf shrugged helplesdy. “That timeisablacknessto me. Thenext thing |

remember isbeing in aforest outside of Segg, in wolf form. | was badly hurt and would surely have died,
if Owl had not found me.” Heruffled her hair affectionatdy. “But | did not know myself for awhile, could
not remember anything about my life. | didn't even redize that | was anything but awolf. After |
recovered somewhat, | tried to take Owl back to her village, but it had been destroyed—by which army,
| do not know. So we decided to make for Kellgard in the hopes of finding refuge there. But now you
tell methat itisgone.”

Glesssface grew grim, and ashadow fell over hisblue eyes. * Y es. We hadn't had any news out of the
south, so we didn't know to be worried. Everything seemed to be going well. Sfyagave birth—to a
healthy boy, by the way. We had no warning—no messages from Shalai or Maak, nothing. Then,
suddenly, therewas an army at the gates. They used sorcery. They had to—I mean, where by Hel are
you going to hide an army on the Kellsmarch?"

"So they didn't come from within, asthey did in Segg?'

"No. | guessthat meanswe didn't have any traitorsinsde with us, a least.” Gless shook his head and
looked down at his carving. “ About the only good thing | can say, | suppose. Anyway, they came upon
us unawares—a huge army. The emperor wasn't there, asfar as| know—too tied up with you lot down
in Segg, | imagine. Anyway, there was some sort of commander who came up to the gates under a
parlay flag and offered to let us surrender. He said that we would be spared if we swore an oath of
alegiance to Jahcgroth and if our soldiersjoined hisarmy. | don't know if heredlized that Kellgard'slord
wasin lineto become King of Jenel or not.

"Of course Sifyarefused the offer. That's when the attacks began. It was ... massive. Overwheming.
Nothing like the siege Fellrant laid to Kellgard a decade ago. They were determined to wipe Kellgard
off theface of the earth, and to do it in as short atime as possible. They had siege engines with them and
used sappersto undermine the walls.



"After they wereingde... it was chaos. | tried to get to Sifya, but | couldn't find her. | don't know ...
maybe she escaped. We werefighting in the corridors, and then the entire keep was on fire. | managed
to get out, but it was anear thing. The only thing | could think to do was grab a horse and head south as
fast as| could, to get word to Auglar.”

Owl raised her head sharply, from whereit had been lying deepily againg Y ozerf's knee. “ A horse?"
"Owl has apeculiar madnesswhen it comesto horses,” Y ozerf explained.

"Oh.” Glessmanaged afaint amile. “I rode out of the keep and somehow managed to get through the
linesin the confusion. When | last turned back to ook, the entire citadel was ablaze. Nothing that was
inside then could have expected to get out alive. So | turned south and rode ashard as| could.”

"What happened to your horse?” Owl demanded.

"I'm afraid that some bandits caught up with me.” Gless Sghed. “It was aweek ago. | was deeping
soundly, and the next thing | knew, the horse was whinnying and somebody was riding off on its back
like Hel hersdf was on hisheds. | didn't have the opportunity to do anything but wave my armsand yell
curses.”

"Oh,” said Owl, clearly wondering how anyone could be so stupid asto misplace ahorse.

They lapsed into Slence. Eventually, Owl fell adeep, her head pillowed on Y ozerf's knee. Glesss hands
dtilled their carving, and he looked curioudy at the child's degping face. “Wdll, that's a development |
never expected,” he said, keeping hisvoice low so as not to wake her. “Did sheredly save your life?!

"Ohyes” Yozerf glanced up at Gless. “ So what will you do now?"

"l don't know. Aslong as| thought Auglar wasin Segg, | had agoa to amfor. But now ... it seems
pointlessto try to track him down in al the vastness of Jend. What about you?"

Y ozerf shook hishead. “I do not know. | had hoped that we might find safety in Kellgard ... that we
would be given shelter for Owl's sake, if not for mine."

"Y ou saved everyoneslives, Yozert. | can't believe Auglar would have turned you away. Certainly
Suchen wouldn't have.”

"Y ou don't know.” Y ozerf pressed hislipstogether, telling himself to be strong. Confessing histaeto
Gless had made dl the wounds seem fresh once again, and hefdt asif he bled somewhere deep inside.
“Y ou don't understand what it was like, therein Segg. | betrayed them with my distrust, with my silence.
And Suchen ... she does not love me anymore. | cannot say that | blame her.”

"l supposeit'samoot point now, anyway,” Gless said dgectedly. “ So where will you go?!

"l don't know. Y ou said that you heard nothing of hardship in Shala—jperhaps they are not under attack,
at least not yet. Thereare Aclytesin that kingdom, athough not so many asin Jend—perhaps they will
agreeto give us shelter.”

"Theré's one thing you might not redize. | just came down across the Kellsmarch, and | saw what's
happening. There are people—refugees—everywhere. Between the army in the north and thefighting in
the south, | think half of Jend must be on the move, looking for someplace safeto go. People are
desperate, and some of them are willing to do things that they might not have even considered before,
when they were safe and well fed. A trip across the Kellsmarch might not be easy.”



Y ozerf spread his hands helplessly. “What el seis there? We cannot go back—thereisno shelter in the
south for us. We cannot afford a passage on aship, even if there are any ships till putting into port at
Segg. Undah? They have davery there, and | do not know how to survivein the desert. | suppose we
could hidein the great forests to the east and live off theland. But | don't like theideaof trying toraise
Owl doneintheforest, without any other companions. It would be hard and unfair for her, evenif |
could do it. What other choice doesthat leave?"

Glessnodded. “ Shdai itis, then. Mind if | come with you?'

Y ozerf smiled, suddenly redlizing that he was glad to have another adult to share the burdens of
respongbility with him. “Of course you are welcome.”

"Good.” Gless|leaned over and tucked the doll in Owl'sarms. It was still nothing more than an
oddly-shaped piece of wood, but at least it had a crude face now. “1'm not much good as afighter
anymore, | guess, but I'll dowhat | can.”

Y ozerf frowned. Ever since Gless had taken the wound that |eft oneleg partialy lame, he had seemed to
give up theidea of himsdlf asawarrior. It was one of the reasons he had stayed behind at Kellgard when
the rest of the Sworn accompanied Auglar south. Gless had not believed that he could protect hislord
anymore. And perhaps Auglar had agreed with him.

"Foolishness,” Y ozerf muttered, feding a sudden surge of annoyance.
Glesslooked up in surprise. “What'sthat?"

"| said that your words are foolishness.” Y ozerf stared deliberately at Glessslameleg, forcing the other
man to follow hisgaze. “'Y ou may not be able to chase down bandits on foot anymore, but what of it?
Y ou can il stland and fight, can you not?"

Gless looked uncomfortable. “I ... | don't know."
"Y ou do not know because you fear to find out. But you will find out. Tonight.”

Gless started to object, took acloser look at Y ozerf's face, and subsided. “All right,” he said, but he did
not look happy about it.

* * * %

To Owl's utter delight, the two men faced off immediately after breekfast. The last light of the sun barely
touched the western sky, turning the clouds in that direction into a patchwork of red and gold. At

Y ozerf'singstence, Gless put aside his staff and drew his sword, although he looked doubtful asto the
wisdom of them hacking at one another with sted!.

Y ozerf started without warning, seeing no reason to keep to niceties that had never made much senseto
him anyway. Gless managed to block his attack with agrunt, but Y ozerf could tell that he had not kept
up with sword practice for sometime.

It didn't take long to decide how to best exploit Glesss weakness. As Owl cheered him on, Y ozerf
launched into aflurry of movesthat forced the human to shift hisweight, until suddenly most of it wason
his bad leg. With astartled cry, Glessfell to the ground as the weskened muscles gave out.

Y ozerf let the point of hissword drop. A light sheen of swest covered his skin, but he could see that
Glesss hair was soaked with perspiration. The human propped himsaf up on hisebows, alook of grief
and disappointment in hisblue eyes.



"Doyou seewhat | did?’ Y ozerf asked.
Gless nodded, his mouth twisting with self-disgust. “Yes."
"Then do you see how to avoid it?"

Glesslooked surprised for amoment, but then athoughtful frown settled over hisface. “I ... | think |
might."
"Then show me"

They worked for alittle while longer, till Y ozerf could see that Gless was beginning to consider waysto
compensate for hisinjury. And about time, he thought darkly. Gless behaved as though hislife did
not depend on being stronger and faster and better than an enemy, and the rest of the humans let
him. No wonder Segg ate them alive. No wonder Kellgard was|ost.

When Y ozerf findly caled ahdt, he gave Gless no opportunity to rest, but instead started them al back
on their long walk. The human had to lean heavily on his staff now, and his face was flushed with
exertion.

"You'reaheartlessbastard,” he said, but agrin softened the words.

"When | must be” Y ozerf agreed mildly. “I should have spoken up sooner, before any of us ever left
Kelgard."

"Youdid. | jus wasn'tinclined to listen.”

"Then | should have forced you to do s0."

Gless shrugged uncomfortably. “Maybe. But it wasn't your responsibility.”
"No. ItwasAuglar's.”

"Auglar couldn't have—"

"Auglar wasted agood warrior,” Y ozerf cut in sharply. Black anger flared in him, surprising him with its
intengity. “Auglar should not have tolerated your sitting back and giving up. But instead, he not only
overlooked it, he abetted it by leaving you behind in Kellgard.”

"But_"

"Auglar has been afool with his Sworn. Even Buudi was angry with him in Segg. Dara-Don chose
comfort over hislord, and Peddock chose love. But would they have done so, had there not aready
been strain and deception inthe mix? | don't know, but | do wonder."

Gless shook hishead. “1 dill can't believe what Peddock did. After al the times he and Suchen fought
over you, first for being an Aclyte and then for being aWolfkin, | can't believe that heran off witha... a
monger."

"That is because he knew that, whatever Cybelen was, she was not amonster. Shejust wasn't human.
By thetime hefound that out ... maybe it didn't matter anymore.” He shrugged uncomfortably.
“Wherever Peddock is now, though, | doubt his decison rests easily with him.”

"Does any decison ever?’ Gless asked wryly.

* k% k %



It was an unseasonably cold day on the northern reaches of the Kellsmarch when Suchen and her
companions left behind the ruins of their home. A bitter wind had come up, and gray clouds hung low and
menacing. Brenwulf shivered and sniffed at theair.

"Something'swrong,” he said. “It shouldn't be this cool so far into the summer.”

"Ax said that the weather was changing,” Suchen reminded him. “That'swhy Jahcgroth istrying to take
over Jendl inthefirg place.”

No one made any reply. They waked away down the hill, and then stopped. Londah surveyed the land
around them with icy eyes. “Where do we go?'

Auglar only shook hisheed. “I don't know. Thereis nowhereleft for us.”

An annoyed frown crossed L ondah's scul pted lips, and Suchen remembered how little pity she had for
indecision or weakness.

"We shouldn't stay here. The army that attacked Kedlgard was only the forerunner,” Suchen said, hoping
to head off an argument. “It'smy guessthat if anyone did survive the assault, they would have fled south,
away from Argannon.”

The thought of heading back out onto the Kellsmarch was adepressing one, but it offered the most hope
of being reunited with any who had escaped the destruction. After along moment, Auglar nodded and
made avague gesture towardsthe plains. “Very well. Lead on.”

Suchen fdl into step beside Londah, the men trailing behind them. A cold rain began to fal, and Suchen
pulled up her hood. Unable to bear the thought of looking again on the ruin, she left the place that had
once been her home without so much as abackward glance.



Chapter Eight

It was three days before Y ozerf, Gless, and Owl encountered any other travelers. Y ozerf ingsted on
sword practice every morning and evening, which dowed their pace even more than Glessslimp. They
aso took every opportunity to forage for food, and Y ozerf, in wolf form, filled hisbelly regularly with
mice, voles, lizards and other small things, leaving more of their storesfor the other two to share.

So they had not penetrated very far into the Kellsmarch on the morning when they saw the knot of
struggling figures ahead of them. Because the plains offered less cover than the forest did, they often had
to wak until well after the sun was up before finding a place to settle for the day. Owl and Y ozerf were
playing agame that conssted of tossing astone back and forth asthey walked, while a the sametime
moving farther and farther apart, so Gless was actualy thefirst to spot the trouble. He drew to a sudden
hat, his staff clutched in one hand and his eyes shaded with the other.

"Ahead,” hecdled grimly.

Y ozerf caught the stone and held it as he peered in the direction Glessindicated. A dight fold of theland
had hidden the other group, and he saw with some dread that they were not very far off. His eyes picked
out adonkey hitched to asmdll cart, afew meager possessions packed into the open bed. Severd
children were trying to hide behind the cart, whilein front of it aman and awoman struggled with four
large, scruffy-looking men.

"Bandits” hesad grimly.
Glesssface paed, but his mouth hardened with determination. “Let'sgo."

Startled, Y ozerf glanced at him, about to ask if he were going to be so foolhardy asto suggest they get
involved. But then his eyes were drawn rel uctantly back to the scene: the frightened faces of the children,
the man being shoved to the ground by his attackers, the woman trying to bite the dirty hands covering
her mouth.

Damnit to Hel.
"Hide,” he snapped a Owl, then broke into arun. Gless came after him, moving as quickly as he could.

The bandits looked up at the sound of their gpproach, and Y ozerf again cursed the openness of the
plains. With ayel of fury, he pulled his sword from its sheeth, praying that the display would cause at
least some of the bandits to rethink their attack.

Unfortunately, they were confident, stupid, or desperate. Two of them Ieft off beating the man and closed
with Y ozerf, who quickly found himsdf fighting for hislife. A moment later, Glesss staff connected solidly
with the head of one, theiron globe on the end crunching into bone with terrible force. The brutal death
distracted the other bandit, and Y ozerf dispatched him with aquick blow to the throat.

Taking advantage of the sudden reduction in the number of bandits, the beaten man had surged to hisfeet
and managed to get in asolid blow with hisfist, sending his attacker regling. Thelast bandit let go of the
woman and started to run to hisfriend's aid. The woman reached into the cart, came up with aniron
skillet, and hurled it after him with surprising accuracy. He staggered, went down ... and did not come
back up.

The last remaining bandit scrambled to hisfeet and ran. Y ozerf let him go, deciding that it was not worth
the energy to give chase. Turning away, he found himsalf facing thelittle group they had just rescued.



The children flocked around their mother's skirts, dternately crying with fear and jabbering with
excitement. Although young, the woman had alook of fury and determination on her face that Y ozerf
privately thought would be enough to quail many awarrior. She draped her arms around her children, but
her eyes didn't leave the faces of her rescuers, and Y ozerf realized that she had to be wondering if her
family had just traded one set of bandits for another.

The man looked the worse for wear; one eye was swelling shut, and blood dribbled down from a nasty
cut on his chin. Like the woman, he was painfully young. Light brown hair blew around his shoulders, and
the one eyethat Y ozerf could see was dso brown. Moving giffly, he came to stand before them, not
incidentaly placing himsalf between them and hisfamily.

"Thank you,” he said waxily.

At that moment, Y ozerf heard the sound of feet on the grass behind them. Owl rushed up, out of breath
and with her eyes shining. “Papal That was great! Y ou're the best fighter ever!”

Both the man and woman relaxed at the Sght of Owil, asif her presence somehow proved that Y ozerf
and Gless were trustworthy. But when she dashed up to Y ozerf instead of Gless and locked her arms
around hiswaig, al the while gleefully recounting the battle asif they might have somehow missed it, their
looksturned to curiosity.

"My nameis Y ozerf. Thisismy daughter, Owl, and my friend Gless” Y ozerf said, wondering ashe did
50 just how hostile their reaction would be.

"Oh.” The man scratched his head, looking vagudly puzzled. “Name's Tan. That's my wife, Morwen, and
Davyyd, Nest, and Brinya."

Morwen approached, the children clustering behind her as she walked. “ Thank you both,” she said
sncerdy. “If you hadn't come aong, | don't know what we would have done."

Gless amiled charmingly. “ Think nothing of it,” he said airily, asif they did nothing but go about rescuing
peopledl day.

"There must be some way we can repay you,” Tan said awkwardly.

Y ozerf looked pointedly at the donkey and cart. “Y ou need all that you have, | am sure. As Gless said,
think nomoreonit.”

Gathering up Owl, he garted off.

"Wait aminute!” Tan called after them. They stopped, and he hurried up, casting frequent glances back
a hiswife. “That is, where are you going?'

"Shaal,” Y ozerf replied guardedly, wondering what the man could want.

Tan bobbed his head nervoudy. “Waell, ah, we don't redlly have anywhere to go. We used to have a
farm, you know, just asmdl thing, until it was seized by theking."

Glesssface paed. “Saized by the king?’ he echoed, outraged. “Whatever for?'

Tan's mouth flattened into a harsh line. * Food for the soldiers, they said. We told them we would give
them whatever they wanted, just leave usthe farm, but they wouldn't listen. Morwen managed to
convincethem to let ustake the donkey, the cart, and afew other things, but that wasiit. Everything ese
... thefarm | got from my father ... dl gonein lessthan aday.”



The smoldering anger within Tan would be aterrible thing if it ever burst into full flame, Y ozerf thought.
“The new king's rule has not been easy on any of us,” he said.

"What | mean isthat we have nowhereto go. Shda sounds like agood destination, though. If wetravel
together, we have a better chance againgt bandits.” Although he seemed reluctant to admit that he
couldn't protect hisfamily by himsdlf, the pleading in Tan's eyes was unmistakable.

Y ozerf glanced at Gless, wondering what the human would say. But Glessjust held up his hands, asif
pushing Y ozerf's query away. “Don't ook at me—you're the leader of thislittle expedition.”

| am? Startled, Y ozerf hesitated amoment before answering. “Very well, then. We will travel together
for our mutua protection.” If Tan and Morwen can stomach being led by an Aclyte, that is.

Tan'sbroad face broke into asmile of reief. “ Just give me amoment to make sure the children are all
right and get our thingstogether.”

* * % %

So it was amuch larger group that started out thistime. Because there was no way to conceal the cart,
Y ozerf abandoned theidea of deeping during the day and traveling a night. Asthey walked, the adults
shared their mutua stories, or at least parts of them. Y ozerf of course said nothing about his Wolfkin
nature, only that he had been one of Auglar's retainers who had been separated from the lord during the
fal of Segg, and that he had found Owl living donein thewood, al of her kin dead.

"That was good of you,” Tan said unexpectedly, bobbing his head, as he was wont to do. Y ou know,
snce sheisn't your own kind or anything.”

Y ozerf's mouth flattened in annoyance, but he swallowed the biting repliesthat cameto mind. At least
Tan was on hisside. Morwen didn't seem quite as sure, but she said nothing aoud.

Asfor Owl, she had taken to the other children immediately. They were al younger than she, and she
quickly becametheir leader in both games and chores. Y ozerf desperately hoped that she would
remember not to say anything about either hisWolfkin nature or the powers he had inherited from his
Jonaglir ancestors. He had tried to impress on her from the first that she was never to tell anyone he was
ashape changer, but he wasn't sure how reliable a child her age would be at keeping secrets.

But at least if something happens to me now, she has others who would take care of her, he
thought. Tan and Morwen both seemed devoted to their children, and when they stopped for the night,
Morwen went so far asto sew up atiny dressfor Owl's doll from somerags.

Although Y ozerf remained somewhat reserved with the human couple, oddly enough, it seemed only to
confirm his status as the leader of thelittle group. The feding was both strange and familiar, though it
took him almost two daysto redize why. The strangeness came from the fact that no onein hislife had
ever looked to him in such away. The familiarity was because, for Telmonra, it had been the ordinary
course of things.

Whatever else can be said of her, she was a leader, aruler, hereflected, asthey waked over the
endless miles of the Kellsmarch. Perhaps something of that came into me as well?

The thought was s0 outside his norma habit of thinking that it ssemed insane. He was many things, but a
leader of men was not one of them.

Wasit?

* k% k %



"Areyou glad to have other children to play with, little Owl?’ Y ozerf asked one morning. He had taken
the last watch of the night, and Owl had joined him as the sun began to rise. The sky was crossed with
swaths of pink and gold, fading to deep bluein thewest. A few birds started to sing from the stunted
patch of treesthat provided awindbreak for the deeping humans.

Owl yawned hugely and rubbed the deep from her eyes. Dirt streaked the freckles on her nose, and her
coppery hair wasin dire need of combing. “1 suppose. But sometimes| missthe den.”

Yozerf smiled. “Sodo|,” he confided. “Now, why don't we—"

He stopped as Owl turned to him. The sunriseilluminated her face, and for amoment he thought it must
be atrick of thelight. But as he leaned closer, he redized that what he was seeing wastruly there.

Owl'seyes, largein her thin face, were mostly the same sky blue that they had aways been. But thin
tendrils of slver gray had begun to invade the blue, radiating out from the pupils. The streaks were so
dight they were barely noticeable ... but they were undeniably there.

Gray. Her eyesareturning gray.

The Jonaglirs were the only Aclytes with gray eyes, but were always born with them, just as they
wer e always born with the magic.

The adoption ceremony. Oh dear gods, what have | done?

Swallowing back the sudden terror in hisgut, Y ozerf forced the smile back onto hisface. “Y ou have mud
on your nose,” he said by way of explanation. Reaching out, he carefully wiped it off. And wished that he
could as easly undo whatever he had doneto her.

I'm so sorry. Please, please don't let her come to harm because of this.
“I'm hungry,” Owl complained, obliviousto hisworry.
"Asam|.” He stood up, holding one hand out to her. “Come, |et us wake the others."

But hisfear did not leave him, and he watched her even more carefully after that.

* k x %

Three days after joining up with the human family, they were making their dow way across a portion of
the plainswest of the Great Trade Route. The land around them looked as if it had once been grazed, but
there was no trace of any livestock now, save for the occasond old heap of dry dung. Y ozerf began by
walking dightly apart, aswas his custom, athough Owl would frequently spend long stretches of the day
at hisside, when shewas not talking or playing with the other children.

About midmorning, however, Y ozerf caught the scent of ahuman woman on the air and heard the swish
of quick footsteps behind him. “Morwen,” he said, without bothering to turn around.

Shefdl in beside him without commenting on his ability to identify her by something other than sight. The
day was already getting hot, and alight sheen of sweat plastered her black hair to her forehead. She had
tucked up the skirts of her blue dressto keep it from dragging continually through the high grass, and the
legs that showed beneath were brown from the sun.

"Y ou're good with her,” Morwen said in her blunt way.

"Owl?"



"Yes” Shefrowned at the horizon, asif it held some secret for her. “1 wasn't certain about thet at firdt. |
thought that maybe ... you know .. it would be better for both of you to stay with your own kind. But
you're good with her."

"I'm glad you gpprove.” Although you might not, if you knew ... what?

That | did something to her with my magic? That her eyes are turning as gray as a full-blooded
Jonaglir's?

"What were your parents like?’ Morwen asked.

He shrugged, not happy with the turn the conversation was taking. “1 never knew my father. My mother
was ... unorthodox. But she did aswell by me as she could, given the circumstances.”

"Y ou don't sound like you had a happy childhood.”

"No. But, as | said, circumstances are sometimes beyond one's control.” He hesitated, then shrugged
agan. “l understand my mother alittle better now, perhaps, having Owl with me. | cannot imaginewhat |
would fed if something happened to her.” His mouth tightened into agrim line. 1 will seethat it does

She nodded. “1 know. And Tan and |—"

"Stop,” Y ozerf ordered sharply, coming to ahalt himself. Even asthey talked, he had been keeping his
customary watch on the horizon. There, in the distance, movement caught his eye.

Everyone froze on his command. “ Stay here,” he said warily, then beckoned to Gless, who had been
entertaining the children with ajuggling trick.

The two men made their way closer to the shapes Y ozerf had seen, although there was no real way of
hiding their own presence on theflat land. They stopped as soon as they were close enough to see better,
but by that time they aso had been seen, for severd of the figuresthat had been sitting down were now
ontheir feet.

"Lookslike another family,” Glesssaid. Y ozerf grunted agreement, then turned and waved to the rest of
their own little band to catch up.

Asthey drew closer to the other group, sight confirmed what Y ozerf's nose had dready told him—these
were Aclytes, not humans. There were perhaps ten of them atogether, most likely al members of the
same clan, and they ranged in age from a baby that looked to be only afew daysold to an elder so
twisted with arthritis that he could no longer stand up Straight. All were dressed in clothing that could
have bel onged to peasants anywhere, but hardship had left it dirty and tattered. Like Tan and Morwen,
they had acart, but this one was much larger. Unfortunately, they had no anima to pull it, and Y ozerf
guessed that the younger and stronger travelers must have taken turns between the traces.

Asthey approached, two young men and awoman came forward, their stances radiating suspicion. All
carried makeshift weapons, from a pitchfork to a pruning hook held like a spear in the woman's hand.
Dirt darkened their pae skin and made their long hair lank, but their eyeswere clear and sharp and
unafraid of afight.

"Well met,” Y ozerf caled when they were within easy distance.

The woman started to say something—then her eyes narrowed sharply and a puzzled frown creased her
face. “Y ozerf Jonaglir?"



Surprised murmurs broke out among the Aclytes behind her. Startled himself, Y ozerf eyed the young
woman warily. “Aye. | do not know you, though.”

Shetossed her head proudly, sending brown hair tumbling back over her shoulders. Her large, canted
eyeswere violet, acolor common among Aclytes, but the fire in them was something he had seenin the
gaze of few others. “1 am Ji'seth Sharneth,” she proclaimed in Aclytese.

"Sharneth?’ Y ozerf scanned the faces of those behind her again, but did not see the one he looked for.
“You are related to Kelayna Sharneth, then?”

"My older sger.”
"Sheisnot here?'

J'seth's face hardened. “No. She and Sevarin left Lord Auglar's demesne during the winter, hoping to
build anew life esewhere. | do not know what became of her. But she spoke often of you before she
left, and | saw you once, at the Hallows Night festival.”

"Ah.” He congdered Glessstde briefly. “Did the army from Argannon drive you from your homes?

"What else?’ she asked hitterly. “When the mighty fight, do they care that their battlefield isbeing used to
grow someone else'sfood? Do they care that their horses' hooves tear up the wheat? Do they care that
when one Sderetrestsinto avillage, there are others aready living there who don't appreciate having the
place burned to the ground to get them out?"

"No, they do not,” he agreed sadly.

"But what of you?’ J'seth's gaze went past him to the cluster of humans behind him, none of whom could
understand aword that had been spoken. “Why are you traveling with this human filth? Leave
them—you will be welcome among us.”

The surge of anger that awokein him at J'seth's offhand dismissa of the humans surprised Y ozerf. At
onetime, after al, he would have agreed with her wholeheartedly. “ One of them is my daughter, adopted
intomy clan,” hereplied sharply. “Asfor the rest, oneisan old friend, and the others are victims of this
war likeyoursdves."

J'seth's eyes narrowed in contempt. “ Since when have humans ever been the victims of anything?'

Morwen stepped forward. “1 don't know what this bitch is saying, but it's clear enough by her tone that
she doesn't much like us,” she snapped, glaring baefully at J'seth. “I say we move on now and not waste
anymoretime on thelikes of her."

J'seth's eyes blazed. “Human scum!” she shouted, switching to the Keld. “It's your kind who have done
thistoud"

"Stop thid” Y ozerf shouted, shoving himsdf in between the two women before they could cometo
blows. He glared at them both, first at J'seth, who seemed the most prone to violence, and then at
Morwen. “How Fellrant and Jahcgroth would both laugh to seethis! They sted your homes, their war
ravages your lands, and yet you can do nothing but attack each other!”

He stepped back, letting contempt and anger show in his voice and face. “We could help one another.
Seventeen people will be safer together than seven and ten gpart. But instead of being sensible, we will
savage each other like dogs. Fellrant and Jahcgroth don't even need to do anything more—they can just
st back, and well destroy one another for them.”



Hethrew up his handsin agesture of disgust and stalked off. Morwen caled out to him before he had
gone more than six paces. “I'm sorry, Y ozexf."

He stopped, then dowly turned around and met Ji'seth's gaze. She dropped her eyesfird.

"Y our words make sense,” she admitted reluctantly. “1 too am sorry if | spoke hastily. But we've had a
hard road.”

"Wherewereyou going?’ Y ozerf asked.

"South. We thought to flee the war in the north.”

"Then you are going the wrong way. There are armiesin the south aswell.”

Degpair showed in J'seth's eyes, and severd of her kinfolk cried out. “Then what will we do?"

"We are going to find refuge in Shdai. Y ou can join us—if you can work together and keep acivil tongue
inyour head.” He glanced at Morwen when he spoke the last, and she nodded.

The Aclytes drew apart to make their decision. After al, they had just come down from Kellgard, and
Y ozerf was asking them to turn around and make the trip back all over again. It would not be an easy
thing to do, he recognized. But, in the end, they had no choice.

"Very well,” J'seth said, clutching her pruning hook in one hand asif it could lend her strength somehow.
“Wewill do asyou ask."



Chapter Nine

Thelong weeks after they left Kellgard werefilled with despair and darkness for Suchen and her
companions. Bereft of any certain destination, they joined the multitudes of other refugees set loosein
Jendl, struggling only to live and to stay out of theway of either army. There was some brief talk of
joining theranks of the Jendese army, if only to try and push out the invaders, but therisk of being
recognized seemed too gredt.

The change in the weather that had come asthey stood on Kdlgard'shigh hill perssted. It begantorain
continuoudy, until plainsthat would normaly have been dust-dry that time of year transformed into vast
morasses of mud and standing water. Crops drowned, their roots rotting in the muddy puddles. The
temperature dropped until it ssemed more like fall than summer, and Suchen felt anxiety touch her heart.

They avoided others, athough they occasionaly drew near humans when their need was greet. They tried
to approach afew undisturbed settlements, offering work in exchange for food, but times had made
people suspicious of strangers, and more often than not they went hungry. Brenwulf hunted for them as
best he could, but done, he could not bring down any large animals. Twice they were reduced to steding
apig or acaf from some unlucky farmer in the dead of night.

Auglar became apae shadow of himsalf, and eventually his depression seemed to draw Buudi down
after him. Brenwulf was angry mogt of the time, athough at what, Suchen didn't know. But Londah
settled into akind of tillness, asif their journey and the despair of the others had no power to touch her.

"l amwaiting,” she said, when Suchen mentioned it to her.

Suchen frowned, not understanding. They were sheltering in the ruins of an abandoned shepherd's hut, far
out on the plains. Outside, the wind screamed and therain fdll in sheets. Thelittle building stank of mold
from the continual damp. Hunger gnawed at Suchen's belly, and her hair hung lank and dirty about her
face. “Waiting for what?'

Londah leaned forward, balancing on the balls of her feet, her hands resting lightly on her knees. Inthe
dim light, her gray eyes gleamed like chips of diamond. “1 don't know. That is part of what it isto
wait—not to anticipate the future, only to exist in the moment.” She paused, asif consdering her words
carefully. “Thisisamoment of trangition, daughter. The ingtant between heartbeats, when we are not
reaching for anything. So | practice with the sword and my other wespons, | search for food, | seek
shelter ... and | wait."

"But what if there isnothing to wait for?"

A faint smileflickered across Londah'sface. “ Thereis dways something, daughter. Changeisinevitable,
whether wewish it or no. So wewill not wait forever. But we do not know what form change will take
when it comes upon us. We cannot prepare for it. We can only wait for it to be reveaed.”

Silence fdl between them for along time. Outside, the continua splash of rain formed awall of sound that
they had become accustomed to days ago. At last, Suchen stirred.

"Then | will wait withyou,” shesad.

In the gloom, Londah smiled.

* * % %

Rain dripped off Y ozerf's hood, forming a continuous waterfal in front of hisface, and he cursed the



wesgther for what seemed like the thousandth time. Taking amoment to shake some of therain from his
cloak, he glanced back at the column strung out behind him, a gesture that had become automatic over
thelast few days.

It had probably been inevitable that alarge group like theirswould attract othersto it. Aclytesand
humans both had met them on the road and joined with them. Family groups, for the most part, looking
for protection and reassured by the presence of other women and children among them. Thelr stories
were often the same: driven off their lands by invading armies, their villages burned for suspicion of
housing traitors, their fields sei zed to feed the ravenous soldiers. But just when Y ozerf had thought there
was nothing left to shock him, they came upon agroup of refugees from Vordava, the keep that was
Fellrant's seat of power before he became king.

Traditionaly, akeep existed not only to house thelord of a demesne and histroops, but also to shelter
the peasantry during times of war. Thinking that they would be safe within the high wals of Vordava,
many people had gone to the keep to demand their due. But instead, the warriors within had turned them
away, saying that there was not enough food for so many. Many servants had a so been turned

out—V ordavanow stood manned only by her lord's soldiers.

Theinjustice of it burned Y ozerf's heart. For what € se had the peasants |abored year after year, sending
agood portion of their own harvest to supply the keep, if not for protection in just such atime asthis?
Instead V ordava hoarded the kegp's granaries like ajeal ous miser, condemning the hands that had
wrested the grain from the soil to desth and starvation on the road.

Should | have expected otherwise? he asked himsdlf bitterly. Snce when hasit ever been different?
The powerful grow strong however they can, and the weak suffer for it.

A couple of children splashed past him, breaking into arun at the sound of ahigh, strident voice that
boomed out over the column like that of a battlefield commander. Y ozerf followed the children with his
gaze until they reached Grilka's sde, where they stood with eyes downcast while she interrogated them
about the matter of amissing doll.

Praise the gods for Grilka, he thought wryly. They had come upon her perhaps aweek ago. She was
without doubt the largest woman he had ever seenin hislife—not fat, but with bones that would have
been better suited to abull. She had initidly greeted Y ozerf by stepping in front of agaggle of about
twenty children and swinging awoodsman's axe in one meaty hand, asthough it were atwig. None of the
children were hers, Y ozerf gathered, but were al orphansthat she had taken under her wing. Some of
them were scarred and maimed; others had adarknessin their eyesthat he recognized only too well.
Grilkawas fiercely protective of each and every one of them, and it had taken some time to convince her
of hisgood intentions.

Once she had become a part of the group, Grilka had gathered other orphansto her. She aso kept a
watchful eye on the young ones claimed by families, apparently having decided that it was her lotin lifeto
protect anyone under the age of sixteen. Y ozerf watched her carefully the first few days, looking for any
sgnsof abuse, but dthough she was firm when needful, Grilka had no cruelty in her. He made apoint to
speak to her after that, giving her afew suggestions on how to deal with the most damaged of her
charges, and after that she had given him her unquestioning support.

Y ozerf sSighed and turned back to the vast expanse of plains ahead of him. That he even needed her
support seemed o bizarre that he could scarcely credit it. Even he was not entirely certain how he had
become the acknowledged leader of a group of more than ahundred Aclytes and humans. But, now that
he had, he took the respongbility serioudy. For the most part, he had only to point them al in the right
direction, break up fights, and identify and quell any troublemakers. Aswasto be expected, there were



some who tried to take advantage of the group, stealing food or trying to bully othersinto giving over
their possessions. These Y ozerf exiled immediately and without qualm, athough they seldom went
quietly. Thefirst few times he had actually been reduced to fighting them himsdlf; but he soon found
himsdlf backed up by enough men and women willing to do battle themselves that the troublemakers left
without an exchange of anything more violent than words.

The quiet would not last; he knew that. One disadvantage of agroup their Sze was that it would
inevitably attract the attention of bandits or, gods forbid, one of the armies. Bandits he thought they could
handle. But a contingent of armed soldiers on horseback would be the end of them.

Food was a congtant worry. They foraged off the countryside, rooting through the occasiona burned and
destroyed settlements they came upon. But there were many hungry mouthsto feed, and he knew that
such meager rations would not hold out forever. What he would do when things became desperate ... he
did not know.

You could hunt. You could have the others hunt.

Reluctantly, he cast another glance over his shoulder. Behind him and to the right, asmall family group
struggled vaiantly dong in aclose knot. Their leader was agrizzled old veteran by the name of Wulfgar,
who clamed to have logt hisleft arm to awound taken while fighting raiderswith Lord Auglar. Y ozerf,
however, suspected that the injury was due to atrap rather than a sword, for Wolfkin seldom served in
amies

He had not had much contact with Wulfgar's family. Wulfgar was old, and his daughter and her husband
were the king and queen wolves of their little pack. The husband had bristled and postured quite a bit,
didiking theideaof submitting to another Wolfkin mae, but hiswife had put her foot down and insisted
on the safety of numbers. Y ozerf gathered that they had encountered Red Guard in the northern woods,
and had fled south in an attempt to get away from those other shape changers. Now they were here,
surrounded by those who would kill them in amoment if their true natures were to become known.

Gods, what a disaster thisis.

Some days, Y ozerf thought he must be fooling himself to imagine that he could hold dl of these people
together long enough to reach Shdai. Their progress would have been dow even under good
circumstances, but with the congtant rain, it had dwindled to a crawl that made him despair of crossing
the border before winter set in. How could he possibly keep them fed and safe that long? Why had he
ever undertaken such amad coursein thefirst place? If he had half amind, he would take Owl and
Gless, st off on hisown, and leave the rest of them to fare as best asthey could. He owed them nothing,
after al. Many of the humanswould probably have spit on him had they met under other circumstances.
Why put himself through even amoment's pain and worry for their sakes?

He had no good answer, except that |eaving them would likely mean their deaths. Perhaps he was smply
afool. Either way, he was unable to turn his back on their obvious suffering. He looked at Grilka's
scarred orphans and wondered what would have been different, had even one person taken pity on him
during the long months when he had lived on the streets and sold his body for food and the most meager
shelter. He saw the hopein Ji'seth's eyes, the same hope that her sister had once had, asif his dead
lineage were a symbol and areminder of everything their race had once been. He watched while Tan and
Morwen played with their children by the fire at night, aware of their gratitude for this moment that would
not have come, had Y ozerf and Gless|eft them to the mercies of the bandits. And he smiled when Owl
proudly pointed him out to the new children and proclaimed, “ That's my papal”

S0 he stayed.



* * % %

The question of food was becoming dire when the Red Guard findly came.

Mogt of the suppliesthat people had brought with them had run out; only what they had scavenged from
ruined settlements and the land around them had kept starvation at bay. Thisfood was collected and
rationed equaly to dl, and any attempts to get more than one's proper share were punished swiftly. Even
50, Yozerf could hear the grumbles and mutterings build as people wondered what they would egt. He
expected it and could not hold it against them, even when some began to blameit on hisleadership. He
was not even certain they were wrong; perhaps, if he had been aborn leader, he would aready have
found asolution. In fact, it surprised him that the Wolfkin remained—surely they would be better off on
their own, a least in terms of hunting food.

Then they came upon what seemed at first glance to be aboon—a deserted village, surrounded by fields
hosting an army of weeds and afew straggly vegetables. Whether the trap had been set for anyone who
came by, or more specificaly for outriders of Jenel's army who might take the opportunity to loot, Y ozerf
never knew.

At the sght of the gardens and what looked to be an undisturbed granary, agrateful cry went up al dong
the column. Severa people began to rush forward, most of them youths, dl yelling eegerly. Annoyance
surged through Y ozerf, and he broke into alope himsalf, shouting at them to dow down and wait for
everyone e se. Some stopped obediently, but others rushed towards the granary, grabbing the heavy
doors and flinging them open to the sunlight.

Something stirred within the darkness ins de the windowless building. Y ozerf caught abrief glimpse of
leathery wings unfolding, of theferd gleam of blood-red eyes. The scent of mice, grain, and something
dien, acidic and dry as dust, washed over him. Instinct awoke, and he felt asnarl of rage building in his
chest.

The youths who had opened the door ssumbled back, and one made afutile attempt at hurling it shut. The
heavy oak dammed back open, catching him in the chest and sending him flying back to lie motionless. A
fanged, gargoyle-like head emerged into the sunlight, followed by ahuge, muscular body wide a hide the
color of blood. Then another appeared, and athird.

Screams broke out on al sides as people beheld the horror they had released. The Red Guard grinned at
the terror they inspired, lipswrithing back to reveal rows of razor-sharp fangs. With adeep roar, thefirst
of them legpt forward, wings unfurling, and came down on one of the youths, sinking claws deep into his

belly and chest.

Chaos erupted among the refugees. Some fled, heedless of their fellows, while others stood asiif turned
to stone. Grilkasloud voice rang out, calling the children to her, and Y ozerf spared amoment to look for
Owl, hisheart in hismouth. Then gray shapes hurtled past him, their snarls splitting the air, and the
Walfkin fought back.

A howling, growling whirlwind, they fell onthefirst Red Guard. It bellowed itsrage, striking at the lean,
gray shapes harrying it, but they clung stubbornly. Y ozerf fdt the wolf risein him, theingtinct to join the
battle dmost overwhelming his good sense, asit had overwhelmed that of the others. But heforced it
back, swallowed agrowl, and drew his sword instead. Turning ahowl into a battle cry, he sprang
forward, dashing brutaly at the second Red Guard before it had a chance to cometo the aid of its
fdlow.

His charge broke the paralysis that had falen over the rest. Gless came after him, swinging his heavy staff
like amace. J'seth followed, wielding her pruning hook, and an army of farmers-turned-warriorsran on



her heels. Within moments, two of the Red Guard found themsalves beset by swords, axes, pitchforks,
and anything e se that came to hand.

One of them knew when to run. With agtartled yelp, it legpt skyward, itswings battering its lants.
For the other two, it wastoo late. The Wolfkin brought down their quarry, and the third Guard, itswings
rent by Ji'seth's hook, died beneath the combined blows of humans and Aclytes. Thelifdessdien bodies
wavered, dissolving into red mist that sank dowly into the earth.

Slencefdl over the battlefield. The Wolfkin drew into atight knot. Some of them took back their human
forms, their eyes staring desperately at those around them, while the rest snarled soft warnings. Wulfgar's
daughter reached out ahand, and her young child ran to her, clinging desperately to her breast, perhaps
senang thewadll of animosity building around them.

Tan stared a them. Red Guard blood decorated his forehead, and he scrubbed at its acid sting, even as
he kept his eyesfixed on the smdl clan. “Wolfkin,” he said, hisvoiceflat and emotionless.

"Aye.” Another man lifted an axe and took a threatening step forward. “Demons. There are demons
among ud"

"No!” Y ozerf stepped in between them, blocking the Wolfkin from harm with his own body. His heart
pounded in his chest, and fear squeezed tight around histhroat. Even as he spoke, he saw distrust bloom
in the eyes before him, and knew that his decison waslikely to cost him al he had gained.

Tan'seyes narrowed dightly. “Why not? Y ozerf, they're Wolfkin! Monstersl”

Y ozerf took adeep, caming breath. “ They are not monsters,” he said, forcing hisvoiceto remain
reasonable.

"Y ou can't mean to defend them!”

"And why not? Think, damn you! How long have they been with us? Weeks? Who have they harmed in
that time? Anyone?’ Heraised his eyes and gestured at the crowd. “Come now! Any who had a
complaint against them more than an hour ago step forward! What are you waiting for?"*

Slenceféel. A few people shuffled uneasily, but at least they were listening. It was dl he could ask for.

"Whose babies have they eaten? Who have they bitten and turned into wolves? No one. Y et they have
not changed from who—from what—they were. If they are Wolfkin now, they were Wolfkin last week
and the week before that. | see no evidence that they are evil, or mongters, or anything of the sort. Do
you?'

Again, slence. Then Tan shuffled uncertainly and gave Y ozerf apleading look. “But what if they were
just pretending? How can you know that they won't hurt us?

Because I'm one of them. But he could not make himsdlf say it. “ The same way that | know you won't,
Tan. Or you, or you, or you.” He pointed randomly at the crowd. “ By using my judgment and my sense,
such asitis. Could | be wrong? | suppose. Tan could pick up an axe and murder mein my deep this

vey night."

Theideaof the mild-mannered Tan becoming aderanged killer brought a smattering of laughter from the
crowd. Encouraged, Y ozerf continued. “I'm saying we should not be so quick to judge. Wulfgar and his
family have done nothing wrong—indeed, they defended us againgt the Red Guard, &t the risk of their
own lives! Forget the rumors you've heard, the superstitions you've been given, and go with your own
knowledge instead.”



For amoment no one said anything. Then Gless spoke up. “ Can they hunt?'

The gods bless you, Gless. Y ozerf cast alook back at Wulfgar, who cleared histhroat and nodded.
“Aye. There are deer, rabbits, other things we might be able to bring down.”

"Thendoit. Today.” He didn't haveto tell them what depended on their ability to find gamefast.

Most of them went, while Wulfgar remained behind with the younger members of the pack. Hoping
againgt hopethat he could pull this off, Y ozerf turned back to the crowd.

"If anyone wantsto leave, wait until we have gathered what we can from this village, take your share, and
go,” hesaid levelly. “I will not force anyoneto stay if they truly cannot abide this"

No one answered him, athough he saw them talking amongst themselves as they spread out to scour the
abandoned village for anything useful. Y ozerf wondered what had happened to the inhabitants. Had
Argannese troops forced them out? Killed them? There were no bodies, but the Red Guard stationed
herewould not have |eft carrion within range of their keen noses, so that proved nothing. There were no
obvious sgns of violence, either, but again that proved nothing—no matter what their ultimate fate, he did
not believe that an entire village would willingly abandon their homes.

As he watched the gatherers with careful eyes, Owl came up to him and leaned againgt hisside. Y ozexf
put an arm around her thin shoulders, hugging her tight. “ Those monsterswere scary,” she said.

"I know. They're caled Red Guard. Jahcgroth commands them.” He paused. “Did you run and hide with
Grilkalikel told you?'

She nodded, and that aone told him how much the Red Guard had frightened her. “Do you think they'll
come back?'

"No. We drove them off.” He squeezed her shoulders gently. “No matter how fearsome they 1ook, they
areonly mortd, little Owl. They can bekilled. They can change their shapeto look human, but they have
no other magic that I've ever seen.”

It wasn't much, but he hoped it might at least ease her fears. She thought about it awhile, then turned to
another topic. “Why is everyone so scared of the Wolfkin?"

Y ozerf glanced around automatically, making certain that no one else wasin earshot. Owl had been
surprisingly good about keeping his secrets, and he suspected that he knew why. “Y ou can answer that
yourself, Owl. Didn't your mother tell you taes of fearsome Wolfkin, waiting to devour anyone who
Srayed within their gragp?'

"l guess.” Shelooked up at him, and her blue eyesweretroubled. “I was alittle scared when | saw you
inthewoods,” she confessed, dropping her voice to awhisper. “But you looked so sick and helplessthat
| felt sorry for you."

Y ozerf amiled dightly. “I wasthat,” he agreed. “ Giveit time. Play with the young cubs, if you like them,
and perhaps others will come to see that they mean no more harm than anyone ese.”

She wrapped her arms around hiswaist. “1 hope so. | love you, Papa.”
He grinned and ruffled her hair, heart lightened despite everything. “1 love you, too, Owl."

* * * %

The Wolfkin brought a deer back with them, negtly dressed and ready to be cooked and eaten. It was



not much, but it might serve to turn some hearts towards them, &t least for awhile. Adversity made
srange friends, Y ozerf knew—thelast year of hislife had been proof enough of that.

As he had predicted, anumber of people left the group, muttering of demons and unwilling to stay near
what they viewed as remorsaesskillers, no matter the evidence otherwise. But in truth, Y ozerf was
surprised at how many remained. Some no doubt made the decision out of desperation, and he knew
that he would have to spend the next few days on guard, waiting for the flare of repressed hostilities. But
the Wolfkin were not totally isolated afterwards; afew humans even went so far asto gpproach and
thank them for the venison.

For amoment, Y ozerf let himself believe that this venture was not utterly hopeless after al; perhapsthey
would make the Shala border before winter, before they all starved, before they turned on one another.
But then he remembered al the odds againgt them, and he knew that hope was dim indeed.



Chapter Ten

For the next month, Y ozerf'slittle army of refugeestoiled across the face of the Kellsmarch. The weather
turned, growing colder, even asthe rain continued with arelentlessness he had never before experienced.
Progress dowed to acrawl asthey foraged and the Wolfkin hunted; even o, faces grew thinner and
tempers shortened. As before, others joined them; but now they were told up front with whom—and
with what—they would be traveling. At that, some choseto go their own way, but others stayed for the
promise of food and the dubious safety of numbers. By thetime Y ozerf first smelled autumn on the
breeze, their ranks had grown to well over a hundred.

That morning dawned cool and crisp, and for once, blessedly free of rain, though the overcast sky
warned of more to come before nightfal. Y ozerf rose and went to stand on alow hillock, scanning the
horizon warily. As he stood there, afew of those who had become friends of asort joined him. Gless, of
course, and Ji'seth, Wulfgar, and Tan. They were dl levelheaded, and he trusted their judgment, though
he did not in truth know what to make of them.

Not that he had ever known what to make of those who seemed inclined to call him friend, he reflected
bleakly. That was, after dl, the very shortcoming that had cost him everything in Segg.

"Autumniscoming,” Y ozerf said, knowing that only Wulfgar could smell it asswell ashe. “Wedill havea
long way to go."

"How far?’ Tan asked, and Y ozerf caught the edge of nervousnessin hisvoice. None of them, & leadt,
were under any illusons asto what would happen if winter caught them on the Kellsmarch.

"Weve been going dmost due north,” Y ozerf said dowly, trying to picture amap of Jend in hismind. He
had wandered it for so long, outcast that he had been, that hisfeet knew where they stood with an amost
unerring ingtinct. “We are probably hafway between Vordavaand the Great Trade Route. To reach
Shadai, we need to turn east soon.”

"But that will mean crossing the Route,” Wulfgar pointed out. He scratched at the sump of hisarm
thoughtfully.

"l hardly see how we can avoid it.”
"The armies—either one or both—will be onit. It'sthe easiest way to move alarge force fast.”
J'seth narrowed her eyes. “ Then if we must fight our way through, so beit! | am not afraid.”

Y ozerf sghed mentally. Having had ataste of combat, Ji'seth's solution to everything now wasto kill it.
“If wewere all warriors, we could do s0,” he said. “However, as you may have noticed, most of these

people are anything but."
"We could keep going north to Maak,” Gless suggested.

But Y ozerf shook his head. “No. Everything weve heard suggests that Jahcgroth brought histroops
south through Maak. Which makes sense—it isthe only way into Jend that doesn't involve going over
mountains. | don't know what agreements the emperor made with Maak's king, but | doubt that Maak
will fare any better than Jend in the long run—if it hasn't fallen dready. Shdai isour only hope.”

Wulfgar shrugged philosophicaly. “Then we don't have achoice. East to the Routeit is.”

Y ozerf nodded. But as he turned to survey the camp and the many livesthat depended on hisdecision,



he knew in his heart that they would not make it in time. Winter would catch them before they crossed
the border, would catch them without shelter or food stores.

But what else is there? hewondered in despair. If Kellgard had stood, he would have taken them
there, but the keep was gone. If only there was somewhere e se he could take them, somewhere with
wallsand granaries. But thereisn't. And there is no use wishing for what you cannot have.

* * % %
A few days after the decision was made to turn east, they came across a battlefield.

It was hard to tell how long ago the battle had been fought, but Y ozerf thought uneasily that the bloated,
rain-soaked corpses were not as old as he would have liked. The stench of unburied bodies had cometo
them at some distance, and s0 he ordered the main part of their number to stay behind, while he and
some of the more able fighters went on ahead. When they came upon the field, he was glad that he had
left Owl in Grilkascare.

The skirmish had been relatively small, he supposed, afew hundred warriors dtogether. Why no one had
remained to bury the dead he could not guess. They lay rotting in the rain, a depressing jumble of men
and horses. Carrion eaters had been at work on them aready, and their pallid, swollen features had been
marked by the sharp beaks of birds. Flies hummed and buzzed in an evil cloud, and the stink of maggots
was amost overwhelming.

Tan went pale and looked asif he might vomit. “ Oh gods,” was dl he could say. Even the experienced
fightersamong them looked grim.

"Should we bury them?’ Gless asked uneedlly.

Y ozerf shook his head. “ There are too many. But we should seeif thereis anything among them that we
canuse"

Tan went even whiter, if that were possible. Y ou want to stedl from the dead?

Wulfgar clapped hisonly hand on Tan's shoulder. “ They don't need it anymore, lad,” he said gently. “So
long aswe are respectful in our search, | don't see asthey'll mind.”

A few others muttered uneasily nonetheless. Still, when Y ozerf started down the hill, they followed
dowly. The task was too much for some, and they stumbled away vomiting before they even reached the
bodies. Y ozerf tried to hold his breath and ignore the writhing of maggots, but his own stomach rolled
over queadly.

The dead were dressed in the colors of both Argannon and Jenel. There had been Aclytes among the
Arganneseforces, Y ozerf noted, as he scouted about for any packs or possessions that hadn't been
fouled by the decaying bodies. He left any food he found, uncertain about what effect the pervasive
miasmaof rot might have had on it, but tents, spare clothing, and wegpons he took in plenty.

When they had gathered everything that might be of vaue, they went back to the main party and left the
area, taking awide detour around the battlefield as they did so. But the things he had seen haunted

Y ozexf for therest of the day, and that evening he found himsalf sitting by hisfire with Owl while she ate,
unable to take a bitefor himself.

Gless gppeared at the edge of the firdight, the flames picking out the gold in hishair. Therest of the camp
gtretched out behind him, nothing more than afew spots of firein the great darkness. Tonight, some of
the tents they had taken from the dead soldiers rose up againgt the stars, mostly housing familieswith



young children. Grilka's deep laugh bellowed out, startling the night birdsinto silence.
"Weneed totak,” Glesssaid quietly.

Y ozerf gestured to the ground on the other side of thefire, and Gless sat down. Owl yawned deepily,
and Y ozerf found her comb and set about untangling her hair for the night. In some other world it might
have been a peaceful family scene, he thought ruefully. “ About the battlefield?’ he asked at length.

"Did you see any dead bodies?” Owl asked with the morbid enthusiasm of achild.
Y ozerf sighed. “ Y es, Owl. More than we wanted.”

"Why couldnt | go?'

"Y ou wouldn't have liked it. Now hush for amoment, please.”

Glesslooked unusudly grim, al of hisgood humor gone. “That was just a skirmish we came across, but
where there are afew troopsthere are usualy more. We could bein trouble.”

"l know. But | don't know what elseto do.”
"Damn. | was hoping you had some brilliant solution that you weren't sharing with me.”

"l don't.” Y ozerf's hands paused on Owl's hair as all the unspoken fears that haunted his nights bloomed
inhim. “I don't have any solutions, Gless. | don't know how we're going to get to Shaal before winter, |
don't know how we're going to avoid the armies while we cross Jend, | don't know how we're al going
to find food."

Owl tilted her head back. “Y ou'll think of something, Papa,” she said confidently.

If only her confidence were justified. She spoke asif he could move mountains, or perform miracles.
Gods, he hated the thought that he would not measure up to her expectations.

"We need to be careful,” Yozerf said at last. “I want scouts out on dl sides. The last thing we need isto
walk into a confrontation without any warning. | know there are plenty of restless young men and women
we can use—Hendel's oldest son, for one.”

Gless nodded. “I'll seethat it gets done, then. Ji'seth will help, even if she doesn't volunteer hersdlf.”
"Thank you, Gless."

Gless stood up, leaning heavily on his staff. A crooked amilelit hisface briefly. “ At your command, my
lord,” he said, and disappeared back into the night.

* * * %

AsY ozerf had predicted, there was no shortage of youths eager to volunteer as scouts. It got them away
from their familiesfor the day and alowed them to fedl important at the sametime. Y ozerf aso decided
to rearrange the group into something resembling order. Before, people had waked where they would,
spending time with friends or avoiding enemies. But with asense that danger was too near for comfort,

Y ozexf ordered them into formation: al noncombatantsin the middle with their supplies, surrounded by a
ring of those who thought they could fight. For the most part, dl the“warriors’ in the protective ring were
nothing but farmerswho had never killed anyonein their lives. Still, they were dl the defense to be had.

Y ozerf had expected some grumbling at the change, but everyone seemed to takeit instead asasignd
that they werein peril, and an air of watchfulnessfell over the column. So they traveled for three days,



drawing ever closer to the Great Trade Route. The scouts saw no one except other refugees, and there
were no further sgns of battle. Intheend, Y ozerf relaxed dightly and dlowed himsdf the thought that
they might cross the Route without incident after all.

Of course he waswrong.

On themorning of thefourth day, thefaint line of the Route cameinto view, adusty tan ribbon lying
across the face of the plains, disappearing into the distance. Owl was walking with Y ozerf at the moment,
telling him arather garbled story about wizards and dragons, which gpparently she was making up on the
spot. When she paused for breath, he pointed. “ See? There's the road.”

Owl shaded her eyeswith one smal hand. “ Therésno oneonit,” she said, not particularly impressed.

"No. Things are different now. There was atime when it would have been teeming with caravans during
this season. Merchants once traveled it constantly, taking furs and timber from Shdai, and fish and herbs
from Maak, and bearing spices and rare perfumes back with them from Undah. Banditswould liein wait
for them, hoping that asmall or poorly guarded caravan would pass so that they could make their
fortunes.” He did not add that he had engaged in banditry himsalf once or twice, when hed seen some
rich n'ykar who looked like he deserved having his purse lightened.

"Have you ever been to Undah?’ Owl asked, pulling him out of hisdark thoughts.
"No. But they are said to raise the finest horsesin the world there."

Owl'seyeslit up, as he had expected. “ Oh! Can we go there? And get ahorse?’
"Perhaps someday."

"Whe?"

Y ozexrf opened hismouth to tell her that it would likely be sometime, when afaint shout cameto him.
Startled, he turned and saw one of the scouts running hard from the south. He couldn't make out the
youth's expression at adistance, but everything about his body radiated fear.

"Riderd” the boy screamed. “Riders!”

Even asthe scout cried out hiswarning, adark mass of horsemen crested the horizon. They were on the
youth in amoment, and he fell, disappearing beneath the iron-shod hooves of warhorses. The
purple-and-black colors of King Fellrant's house showed on tabards and streamed proudly from a
banner, and for awild instant Y ozerf thought that they might be spared, that the riders might smply take
what they wanted from their stores and leave the refugees done. Then he saw the foremost riders lower
their spears, and he knew that al hope was|ost.

"Form up! Children to the center!” Y ozerf shouted. He grabbed Owl's arms, his heart wrenching at the
fear on her face. “Go to Grilkal"

HBLItyCI l n

"Now!" heroared, half-mad with the terror that she would be hurt. Owl flinched at his shout, but then
turned and ran, her short legs making for the dight protection that Grilka offered in the center of the
column.

J'seth, Wulfgar, Tan, and Glessdl materidized at Y ozerf'ssde asif by magic. Therest of the fightersfell
into adesperate line, putting themselves between the riders and the noncombatants. Some of them held



swords and spears scavenged from the dead soldiers days before, but many were armed with nothing
more than pitchforks and rusty scythes.

The riders thundered down on them, and the heavy hooves of their horses shook the very earth. Y ozerf
caught aglimpse of pitiless eyes and gleaming swords, of blowing manes and foam-flecked hides. Then
the line was on them.

The Wolfkin howled, and gray shapes darted past Y ozerf. The horses went mad, spurred by
shape-shifter magic, and the ordered cavary charge turned into chaos. Soldiers were flung to the ground
and trampled, while panicked steeds, suddenly become unmanageable, carried others off. A ragged
cheer burst from the refugees, and for amoment Y ozerf thought that they might have some hope after all.

A horn blew, regrouping the soldiers on foot, and they charged grimly towards the ragtag refugees who
hed dared to defy them, even if only for amoment. Bracing himsdlf, Y ozerf raised his stolen sword and
caught the first blow.

Theworld narrowed in, consisting only of himself and those who fought directly to either sde. Gless
staved in askull with his mace; blood and brains spattered hisface like gruesome war paint. To Y ozerf's
other side, J'seth began to howl something that some part of hismind identified as an ancient Cadean
war song. She stabbed and hacked with a poleax that had replaced her pruning hook, her eyes narrowed
with grim determination.

Theair filled with the stink of blood and entrails, with the screams of the wounded and dying. It seemed
to go on forever and for mere moments, fear and desperation playing tricks with time until Y ozerf no
longer knew anything beyond the fact that his arms ached and his mouth tasted of blood. A momentary
pause camein the fighting directly around him, and Y ozerf belatedly became aware of what was
happening e sewhere.

Theline had been breached, experienced soldiers cutting down untried farmers like wheat before the
scythe. They were among the carts now, overturning what they could, killing the donkeys and mulesin
their traces, bearing struggling women to the ground. Grilkalet out amighty roar and took off the head of
one soldier with asingle blow from her axe. Children cowered behind her, benesth one of the carts, but
there were more soldiers coming from the other side now, and Grilka could not defend againgt them all.

Time seemed to dow. A horrible redlization swept over Y ozerf: they were dying. These people who
had—mistakenly it seemed—Iooked to him for leadership were dying. His people, damnit all, and so
every drop of their spilled blood was on his hands, because he had failed to protect them.

One of Telmonra's memoriesrose up unexpectedly in hismind, like aclear bubble bursting atop a
stream. Very smal and far off, he could see the mountains of Caden, could see the dragons on the wind.
The dragons had once been Aclytes—had, in fact, been Jonaglir like him. They had given up everything,
alowed their bodies and mindsto be undterably transformed, in order to protect their homeland. Their

people.

For once, thewolf in him agreed, theinstincts of pack meshing surprisingly well with the heritage of blood
sorcererswho had ruled a kingdom for amost three thousand years. The screams of his people sounded

inhisears, burned in his blood, and in amoment of perfect clarity and desperation, he knew what he had
to do.

The magic rosein him, far more duggish than it had been when Telmonra had shared his mind, but there
nonetheless. Peripherally, he was aware of agroup of soldiers charging him, of J'seth shrieking a
warning, but it al seemed distant and unimportant compared to the fire and the wind filling hisbrain,
drummingin hisears, dawing at histhrodt.



Helet go of it, fdt the fire change from athing of the mind to something redl. The closing soldiersignited,
their hair going up in an ingtant, their clothes charring to ash under their armor. They screamed and flailed,
and the smell of roasting flesh joined the other stenches of the battlefield.

And, having breached the dam with that, Y ozerf let therest of it go aswell. The wind flattened the
soldiers, flung them from their feet, left them vulnerable to their would-be victims. Fire legpt and darted,
finding hair and flesh and cloth. They began to run, to panic, but there were till so many of them.

Magic poured from him like blood from awound, taking vitdity with it just as surely. Wind hollowed his
bones, and fire heated his scream of rage and pain. His blood seemed to bail, to turn to liquid gold, to
flame, until there was nothing left of him at dll, just aglass shell shaped by the wind and filled with fire.

Then his strength gave out. The flames died, thewind fdll back, and he found himsalf suddenly in abody
made of lead, too heavy to support. Dazed, he dropped to his knees as the world spun crazily around
him. With an effort greater than any he had ever known, he forced himself to look around, to see that the
king's forces were scattered or dead. Gray shapes formed alose circle around him, some drawing closer
hesitantly, and he could taste their fear on the wind. Then theweight of his body became too great, and
he collgpsed into darkness.



Chapter Eleven

Y ozexf opened eyesthat felt filled with sand. Canvas stretched above him, flapping in thewind, and he
stared at it without comprehens on. Weakness seemed to have settled over him, and histhroat burned
with thirst. For amoment, his mind was unable to piece together sight and sensation, and he wondered if
he had beeniill, and if so, who would have troubled themselves to take care of him. Then he remembered
the battle and what he had done, and he sat up with ashort oath.

The abrupt movement was amost too much;, dizziness swept over himin awave. A smal form jumped
up from beside his makeshift bed of dirty blankets and furs, and amoment later light streamed into the
tent. He heard Owl's high voice lifted in asqued: “He's awake! He's awake!"

Y ozerf looked around blearily. He was lying in one of the tents they had taken from the battlefield, he
decided. A second pallet took up the space not used by his bed, and his sword lay atop his neatly folded
cloak. Other than that, the tent was depressingly bare.

Thetent flap was flung back again, and Gless entered, followed by Owl. Although she had ashdlow
scratch on one cheek, Y ozerf saw that she was unharmed, and the overwhelming réief that followed
nearly sent him back down. Face beaming, she scrambled onto hislap, locking her amsaround himina
tight hug. He hugged her back, wondering what it al meant.

"What's happened?’ he managed to ask, despite the fact that his mouth felt parched.

Gless unhooked hiswater flask from hisbelt and passed it to Y ozerf, who drank greedily. “Not much,”
he said. “Which isgood, since you've been napping like aduggard for the last two days."

Two days? Y ozerf thought, horrified. He wondered suddenly if the magic might havekilled him if he had
kept it up much longer. “What happened? The soldiers?!

"All gone, and we've seen nothing more of them,” Gless confirmed. He grinned, the expression taking
years off hisface. “Thanksto you, of course. | must say, you don't do anything by half-measure, do
you?"

A faint smiletouched Y ozerf's mouth, despite everything. “No. So everyone knows?"
"That you're asorcerer? Y es. It wasrather difficult not to notice.”

Y ozerf sighed and wearily raked ahand back through histangled hair. Oddly enough, the thought came
to him that he truly and deeply wished for abath. “What's the mood in the camp? Or arewe dl that's
|eft?"

Gless hesitated, then shrugged. “ Some left. | know that won't surprise you. Bad enough wandering
around the countryside with Wolfkin, but to be led by an Aclytese sorcerer ... Wédll, you can imagine
what they said.”

"Well enough,” Y ozerf agreed wryly. Because Owl wasthere, he did not speak hisinitia thought: that he
was surprised to have ever waked at dl. If he had been able to consder it beforehand, he would have
expected them to cut histhroat while he lay helpless.

"But | think you'll be surprised at the number who remained,” Glesswent on, suddenly serious. “Those
soldiers meant to kill usal, Y ozerf. The gods a one know why—what harm could a bunch of refugees do
them? But for whatever reason, they decided that we deserved degth, and we would have gotten it if you
hadn't acted. Even those who left couldn't deny that.”



Y ozerf Sghed, feding suddenly old and tired. “I had no choice. It was an act of desperation, not
something they should be grateful for.”

"You'rewrong."

Glessshlue eyesfixed on Y ozerf's face with an expression the Aclyte could not quite name. The weight
of Owl's gaze aso rested on him, and for amoment hefdt likeawolf in atrap. So heruffled Owl's hair
and kissed her forehead to break the moment. “| suppose | should see how bad it is, then,” he said

lighdy.

That proved to be easier said than done. Just getting to hisfeet |eft Y ozerf feeling periloudy weary, and
the tent spun wildly around him. Cursing his exhausted body, he forced himself to stand straight and not
show any sign of weakness. Gless might be optimistic about the reception Y ozerf was sure to face, but
the years had taught him better, and he knew there was a good chance that things would turn ugly.
Steding himself againgt rgection, Y ozerf took a deep breath and stepped out of the tent.

They were waiting for him. The entire camp had turned out to greet him, and hisfirst thought was that
Gless had been right. Two-thirds of their number remained, asolid wall of humans, Aclytes, and Wolfkin,
and an unexpected pride touched him to see them there.

For amoment, no one spoke. Then Ji'seth took a quick step forward. She held her poleax in her hand,
and her violet eyes shone with afervent light. Then she dropped to one knee and bowed her head.

"l swear my life and my honor to your service, my lord,” she said, her voice carrying clear over the silent
gathering.

Shock went through him like cold water, clearing the last of the fog from hismind. “No, J'seth,” he said,
trying to keep back the old bitterness. “ Caden has been dead for three hundred years. Let it go."

Shedid not raise her head. “And | say to you that you are my truelord. | will follow you to the ends of
the earth. | pledge my lifeto yours. My service isyours, whether in war or in peace, in brightest day or
darkest night, in youth or age, plague or health. Command me, lord, and | will do."

There was along pause, while Y ozerf tried to think what to say. Before he could gather any words, Tan
stepped forward to stand by Ji'seth—then he, too, dropped to one knee. “My lord,” he said.

Woulfgar followed suit. And then, one by one, Aclyte, human, and Wolfkin, the crowd knelt. The murmur
of their voices swearing alegiance was like the wind over the plains, and it pierced Y ozerf like aknife.
For along moment, he could say nothing for the tightness of histhroat.

"Y ou saw what | am capable of,” he managed at last. Emotionswarred in him: pride, fear, affection, and
dread. “ And the cost that it exactsfrom me. But | swear that whatever power | may have, | will never
useit to harm anyone under my protection. Rather, itisyours, as| amyours. | will do whatever is
necessary to protect you dl, evenif it meansmy own life."

Hiswords ran out, leaving him wondering if he had even made sense. Glessroseto hisfeet with agrunt,
then reached out and pulled Y ozerf into an embrace. “Good job,” he whispered.

"l must be out of my mind,” Y ozerf murmured back.
"You are. | thought we'd established that some time ago.”

"Very well, then—you must dl be out of your minds.”



Gless grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. “Maybe we are, at that. But weredive.”

* k% k %

Y ozerf sat in histent and brooded. The day had been so outside of anything he had ever expected or
experienced that it seemed at times to have bordered on madness.

Thefirg priority had been to get them away from the road. So they had retreated, going back over
ground they had dready covered. Y ozerf couldn't guess whether any surviving soldiers would have made
it back to the main army to report yet, or if their commanders would consider retribution justified, or if
the threat of Argannon would keep them occupied instead. But his greatest fear was that his group would
find themselves hunted by Jenel's own army—an army determined to stamp them out, not only for their
defiance, but because the sorcerer at their head just might be dangerous enough to worry abouit.

Truth was, he didn't know why the soldiers had so ruthlesdy attacked in the first place. Wasthe army
getting desperate for food? Were they under ordersto kill any large groups of people they came across,
using thelogic that any crowd might be some kind of thregt, no matter how unlikely? Had months of
having their own way with the peasants and regular folk of the kingdom convinced them that they could
do anything, have anything, without fear?

Hedidn't know. It probably didn't matter, at least not in any practical sense. The Jenelese army wastheir
enemy, as much asthe Argannese—that was al that mattered. Motive was unimportant.

So how are you going to defend all these people from even one army, let alone two? he asked
himsdlf bitterly. They had looked to him before, yes, but their new oath of loyaty pressed down on him
likeiron weights. He wastruly responsible for them now, and he didn't have any ideawhat to do to save
them.

Glesss voice came from the other side of the tent flap. “Y ozerf? Y ou awake?!

Y ozerf Sghed. Owl had gone off to deep with some of her friends among Grilkas charges, leaving him
aonefor thefirg timein along while. The tent added to theillusion of privacy. He had not wanted it, had
tried to give it away to some family more needy than himsdlf, but no one would take it. Apparently, they
had decided that their lord—alord without land and certainly without sanction from any
government—must deep in atent asasign of his satus. The thought made his head hurt.

"Comein,” he caled. The tent flap opened, and Gless entered—followed by Tan, Wulfgar, and J'seth.
He arched abrow at them. “Isthere something | can do for you?'

J'seth looked offended at the mere suggestion. Wulfgar saw her expression and grinned. “Nay, laddie,”
he said amiably as he settled himsalf on the floor. “"Tisour job to be here.”

"And why would that be?” Y ozerf asked, suspecting that he wouldn't like the answer.
"Because we're your Sworn, of course.”

Y ozerf stared a him, thinking that perhaps he had misheard. “My what?"

"Your Sworn,” Tan offered helpfully.

This... wastoo much. “ Y ou are not my Sworn. | don't have any Sworn. I'm not anoble, for the gods
sakedl"

J'seth was unperturbed by his outburst. “Nevertheless, we are your Sworn.”



"Thisisridiculous.” Y ozerf gestured a Tan. “Y ou're afarmer, Tan, not awarrior. Y ou have awifeand
childrento think of."

"A wife and children who would have been dead or worse months ago, if we hadn't runinto you,” Tan
pointed out.

Y ozerf decided to ignore the argument for the sake of his sanity. “And you, Gless—you're dready
Swornto Auglar, remember?’

Glesssflexible mouth narrowed. “Y ou need me more. Even supposing he'sill dive, thet is”

"Hesdill dive” He has to be—Suchen’'s with him, and | can't let myself think that anything has
befallen her.

And what would she say if she could see me now? He couldn't even imagine. For an ingtant the longing
that he had kept buried under day-to-day concernsrosein him, so strong he could barely breathe. Gods,
he would give anything to have her with him now. To have her advice, her support, and her love.

But only he wasto blame for her absence. Taking adeep breath, he closed hiseyes. “Listen to me, al of
you. | have some powers, yes. But I'm not alord. | don't know what I'm doing. Y ou don't want to bind
yoursavesto me.”

"Clearly, wedisagree on dl counts,” Gless said with irritating cheerfulness. “ So herewe are.”

"If, that i, you don't object to having an old, one-armed soldier,” Wulfgar added, asif that might have
been the source of Y ozerf's concern.

"Or afarmer,” Tan added.

"Or ahdf-lamewastrd,” Glesssaid.

J'seth said nothing—her confidencein herself was clearly absolute.

"Soif youre wanting to replace some of us...” Wulfger trailed off suggestively.

Y ozexf pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers, willing avay the beginnings of aheadache.
“You know that isn't it. All right. Y ou win. If you want to be my Sworn, then who am | to dissuade you?”'

"Glad you've cometo your senses,” Gless said brightly. “Now, what are you planning?’
"l suppose you are now my advisersaswell?’ Y ozerf asked dryly.

"Of course. Y ou need people of sense and intelligence around you, after al.”
"Thenwhy did you come, Gless?"

Glessgrinned. “1'm wounded to the core. But I'm il curious—what are you planning?”

Y ozerf sighed and dumped, feding any good spirits drain away. “Nothing at the moment. | don't know
what to do next. If Fellrant decidesto send troops after us, well never makeit to Shaa ahead of them.
But there is nowhere behind usto go, &ther.”

J'seth frowned. Thelight of the single candlethat illuminated the little tent touched her Aclytese features,
making her face into something sharp and fierce, as much shadow aslight. He wondered if Londah would
like her for her courage or scorn her for her impetuousness. “If only we could get walls around us."



Wulfgar smiled ruefully. “Indeed, lass. And while we're wishing, why not wish for somewhere with aroof
for our heads and storeroomsfull of food?"

At Wulfgar'swords, something clicked in Y ozerf's mind, and he held up ahand for silence while he
chased the thought.

No.

It was madness. It wasimpossible.

"We need somewherelike Vordava,” hesaid.

Glessburgt out laughing. “Ayel Do you think dl the soldiersin therewill giveit to usif we ask nicdy?"
"Remember, they would not alow their own people within,” J'seth said gravely.

"l know.” Y ozerf frowned. “But perhaps ... what they would not give ... we can take."

"Of coursewe can,” Glesssad. “With an army and some siege engines, that is. | don't suppose you
happen to know where we can find those?"

They wereright, of course. But till, the thought would not leave him. Vordavawould be the perfect
haven. Fdllrant's soldiers had completely taken it over, would not alow even their own peopleinsde, so
he felt no qualms about taking it from its current owners. It would give them shelter, adefensible position,
food, clothes, and more.

I might as well wish for a fortress on the moon. “Did any of the refugees from Vordavaremain with
L@I

Gless gave him adoubtful look. “Y ou're serious.”
"Did they?"

"es"

"Bring them to me, then. Tonight."

It was obvious that Gless thought he had just sworn himsdlf to amadman, but he did as' Y ozerf asked.
Tan went back to Morwen and their children for the night, and J'seth and Wulfgar took up guard
positions outside the tent. For the rest of the night, Y ozerf talked to the refugees from Vordava. Most of
them knew nothing of the keep. A few, who had been servants there, were able to give him guesses asto
how many soldiers might be insde and offered to draw maps of the interior if he needed them. He
demurred for the moment—if they could not get indgde to begin with, al the mapsin the world would not
help.

Towards dawn he began to despair. Hours of listening and asking questions, and all he had to show for it
was adeegpless night. What was | thinking? The idea was mad from the start.

Hisfind interview was with the oldest human Y ozerf had ever seen. How such an elder kept up with the
group, Y ozerf couldn't guess, for he moved no faster than ahobble. No teeth showed when he grinned,
and most of hishair had long ago deserted him, save for afew wispsthat floated about hishead in a
digtracting manner. A whitefilm lay over hiseyes, and his great-grandson had to guide him into the tent.

"You arefamiliar with Vordava?’ Y ozerf asked, once the eder had been settled.



"The keep? Nay. Never beeninsde,” the old man said, bobbing his head.

Y ozerf sghed inwardly. “Then | am sorry to have troubled you.”

"Never been insde, as anyone knows about."”

Tdling himsdf to be patient, Y ozerf suppressed afrown. “What do you mean?"

The old man leaned forward, his milky eyesreflecting the candidight like twin moons. “Grew upina
village near the keep, | did,” he confided. “Old Lord Getherig ruled then. Vicious bastard, he was. They
say hisghogt till rides the coast on moonless nights.

"l wasjugt amite then, too young to have any sense. Most days we worked, mending nets and cleaning
fish, but everyone took the Godsmass as aday of rest. My cousin and me went looking for them glass
floats as sometimes washes up on shore. Don't know where from—across the sea, maybe.

"Y ou know that coast by Vordava? All dliffs, straight up, and the beach, just alittle strip. Like | said, we
was young and stupid. We didn't watch the tides. When the seacome in, we couldn't get off the beach.
We run south, towards Vordava, scared to drown. The waves was up around our thighswhen wefinaly
cometo acave. Now, there'slots of caves along there, al eaten out by the sea, but most of ‘em isfilled
up at high tide. This one looked deep enough, maybe we could get above the water. It was dead under
the keep.

"Wdll, we go insde. But the tide keeps coming, so we keep going further and further back. And just as
we think we was to drown or smash up on the rocks, we find stairs.”

Y ozerf sat up Straighter, trying to keep down his sudden surge of hope. * Stairs?"

"Aye. Wdll, wewasfinaly out of reach of thetide, but we was curious. Started climbing, up and up, till
our legswas like to drop off. And at the blessed end, turned out t'were boarded up.”

Y ozerf dumped. Damn it. “Thenitisno use."

The dder shook hishead, asif admiring Y ozerf's supidity. “ Them boards could be prised off easy. We
was scared to—old Getherig would've killed us certain. But there was a door behind. Must've let into the
keep. Nowhere elseit could go. Don't know what part it opened out to, but there it was."

Y ozerf frowned, wondering whether the tae could possibly be true. “Why would there be a secret
passage like that, just waiting for an enemy to useit to get insde?"

"How should | know? Maybe the lord had truck with smugglers. Maybe for escape, though | don't see
as how you could get many people through it. Anyway, it must've been forgot along time—didn't seea
sign as anyone knew about it. Wouldn't have found it oursalves but for the tide chasing usin.”

Y ozerf thanked the old man and dismissed him. Once he was done again, he put out the candle and lay
down in the darkness, thinking hard. Was the old man's story true? Accurate? Had age muddled his
mind, or wasthereredly a secret entranceinto Vordava?

Only one way to find out.



Chapter Twelve

The assault on Vordavawas staged on anight black as Hdl's heart. Y ozerf led the refugees asfar away
from the Route and as close to the keep as he deemed safe. Leaving them encamped, he took with him
amogt everyone capable of wielding aweapon. The thought of leaving the rest unprotected sat uneasily
with him, but unless the assault of Vordava succeeded, chances were they were dl doomed anyway.

They made their way dowly along the cliffsthat lined the coast, approaching the keep from the north.
Cold rain dashed down on them, and the occasiond crack of lightning illuminated the sky. Far below, the
searoared itsfury, smashing againgt the rocks and sea stacks that dotted the coastline and madeit a
graveyard for ships of every stripe. The tang of salt and seaweed hung heavy on the air, and the taste of
seaspray wason Y ozerf's lips when he licked them.

According to those who had once served in Vordava, there was anarrow trail down to the beach not
too far from the keep. In order to reach it, they had to draw dangeroudy close to the castle itsalf, but

Y ozerf hoped that the storm and the darkness would conceal them from any sentries. Asthey drew
closer, the sorm grew in strength, and lightning flashed in rapid succession, reveding Vordavato him for
thefirg time.

The keep stood on anarrow spit of land that jutted out from the surrounding cliffs, making it accessible
from only one side. High basalt walls encircled a brooding castle of dark stone. Spires stabbed at the sky
like obsidian knives, thousands of gargoylesleering from their flanks. No lights showed from the towers,
and Y ozerf guessed that the smdll force of guards|left within stayed mostly inside the barracks. At least,
that was his hope.

According to thelittle information he had been able to glean, most of the soldiery of Vordava had been
caled avay to Jend's main army, leaving only atoken force of defenders. Apparently, the Argannese
were far enough away that Fellrant didn't fed VVordavato be in any immediate danger, athough he no
doubt was holding it and its storesin reserve. Thisfact was one of the few things that gave Y ozerf hope
that they might actudly have a chance of taking the keep.

"Here,” someonewhispered. A flash of light illuminated the old man who had led them here; he stood
periloudy near the crumbling edge of the cliff. Y ozerf reluctantly tore his eyes from the looming specter of
Vordavaand went to join him. By the meager light given out by the shuttered lamp the man carried,

Y ozerf saw that apath did indeed wend its way down into the darkness below. Unfortunately, it looked
asif itsnarrow, uneven, and very steep length would have been treacherous even in daylight and fair
westher.

"Isthisthe only way down?’ Gless asked nervoudy. Therain had plastered hisblonde hair to hishead
and dripped off thetip of hisnose.

"Thisisit,” the old man confirmed. “Not much reason to go down there, after al. No fishing boats can
put out from here—too many sea stacks, too many rocks. Sometimes we'd go down and pick barnacles
off the rocksfor the kitchen, and the children like to play in thetida pools, but theré's no need for a
better path.”

"Thenthisistheway wego,” Y ozerf said, trying not to think of what along fall it would be down into the
ocean, nor of the sharp rocks no doubt waiting below. “ Are we certain that the tide is out?"

"Atitslowest ebb, my lord,” confirmed aman who had been afisher before the war. “But the scorm will
have the seaup.”



Y ozerf nodded and started off down the path, using his sharp night vision and good sense of balanceto
test it out, warning others of any unexpected dangers. Some places, they could barely squeeze through,
their facesto the cliff and their heels hanging out over nothingness; other spots, the battered rock had dl
but crumbled away, forcing them to pick their footing with utmost caution. Y ozerf's heart wasin his
mouth throughout the climb, his muscles tense as wires, while he waited for the scream that would
indicateafal. But luck waswith them this night, and they al reached the bottom without anything more
serious than scraped fingers.

Y ozerf's boots sank dightly in the wet sand. The trunks of great trees, bleached white by salt and sun and
worn to smoothness by the sea, lay washed up al along the narrow strip of beach. Whipped to afrenzy
by the storm winds, the ocean roared and thrashed close by, and spray and foam soon soaked through
any clothing that the rain had not aready reached.

"We haveto look for the cavel” Y ozerf shouted over the howl of the storm and the sea. “It should be
amost directly below the keep itsalf. It will be degper than any of the others."

If it even exists, hethought grimly to himsdlf. If that old codger remembered things aright. Gods, it
must have been eighty years ago if it was a day—what are the chances?

The smdl force of invaders spread out, clinging closeto the cliffsand investigating every crack and
crevice with the small, shuttered lampsthey carried. At hisfirst glimpse of the cliff face, however, Y ozerf
realized how the hidden entrance had gone undiscovered for so long. The worn stone was pock-marked
with shallow caves, holes, and crevices by the hundreds. Even though they had avague idea of whereto
look, without knowing precisaly which cave they wanted, dawn might find them before success.

Damnit. “Spread out!” he shouted over the scream of thewind. “Don't cluster, and don't go over
ground someone el se has dready searched!”

Cdling flameinto his hand, he began to look himsdlf. But the going was dow. Although the shallowest
holesin the cliff could be diminated immediately, too many were both large enough and deep enough to
need further investigation. Precioustime dipped away, and he could fed what little hope hed had going
withit. This was foolish. We'll never find the cave in time, before dawn or the tide forces us to
leave. | should never have pinned all our hopes on such a mad scheme...

"I think | found it!” shouted J'seth over the wind.

The cave she had discovered was Situated almost directly beneath Vordava, dthough it was difficult to
make out the dark bulk of the keep from that angle. It disappeared back into darkness, much deeper
than any of the other holesthat riddled these cliffs. Moving cautioudy, Y ozerf went ingde, J'seth and the
other Sworn on his hedls. About thirty feet back, however, he cameto what looked at first like asolid
wall. As hewas about to curse and turn away, afant breeze touched his cheek like the lips of alover.
Startled, he held the flamein his hand closer to the wal and saw that what he had thought to be a shadow
wasin fact anarrow crevice.

"I'll check it,” J'seth offered eagerly. At 'Y ozerf's nod, she dipped through the crevice and disappeared,
taking her lamp with her. For afew moments, they could seethelight shining intermittently from the other
Sde; then everything became dark.

Nervousness made it hard to measure time, but she seemed to be gone haf of forever, and Y ozerf found
himsdf straining for any sound or scent. The boom of the seawas muffled behind them, and every shift of
weight or rustle of cloth seemed unnaturaly loud.

Then afaint glow appeared once again on the other side of the crevice. Ji'seth emerged, aferd grinon



her face. “I found the gairs. Thisisit, my lord."
"Good, Ji'seth. Tan, you and Wulfgar go and gather everyone else and lead them here.”

It was not long before the small force had gathered in the cave. Their breathing was loud in the confined
gpace, and their eyes gleamed in the reflected light of the lamps. One by one, they passed through the
narrow crevice. It was atight fit for most of them. Y ozerf held his breath as he squeezed through, and
only hiscloak tangled on therock. Severa of the more heavily built men, including Wulfgar, left skin
behind on the water-worn edge of the crevice.

Therewas alarger chamber on the other sde. This onelooked to have been deliberately hewn from the
rock rather than shaped by nature. Although the air had adightly musty smell, the cool flow continued,
and Y ozerf guessed that cracksin the rock reached al the way to the cliff face outside. At the rear of the
chamber, anarrow stair cut back through the rock, vanishing into the darkness above.

Y ozerf paused and glanced at the group behind them. The flickering lamplight made shadows jump
acrossther faces, but what he could see of their expressions reflected grim determination. They gripped
swords, pitchforks, scythes, and spears, some causally, others with a nervousness that turned their
knuckles white. Some of them would not live to see the dawn, of that he was certain. Perhaps none of
them would.

"Thisisour only chance,” he reminded them. Hisvoice resonated oddly in the cave, giving it new
undertones. “We are facing a greater force, but we have the advantage of surprise on our side. Strike
hard and quickly. If we can catch them deeping, our odds will be better.”

"But to attack adeeping man...” someone said faintly.

"Wiait for them to wake up and get their weapons, and they will kill you,” Y ozerf replied sharply. “Thisis
not for honor, or glory, or anything other than surviva. They die, or wedie; it isassmple asthat. If
anyone would prefer to leave, you are welcome to do so0."

No one spoke. With aquick nod, Y ozerf turned and started up the steps.

The climb waslong and arduous. The passageway twisted and turned, and the stair was narrow and
steep. By the time they reached the top, most of them were gasping for breath, and those who had the
srength |eft to do so were cursing the climb.

At the top, the stair ended abruptly, without so much asalanding. Thewall in front of them was dark
wood pandling, rather than stone. Dust and cobwebs blanketed the door and the boards nailed over it.
Clearly, the secret passage had been forgotten long ago, probably well before the time of Fellrant's
grandfather. Y ozerf wondered briefly why it had been nailed shut from thisside, asif someone had meant
to keep the inhabitants of Vordavain.

At hissignd, Tan and another man came forward and began to pry the boards off, wedging flat-bladed
spears between the boards and the wall. Rusted nails tore free with hellish shrieks, and Y ozerf winced,
praying that no one was within earshot. It took sometime, for the boards had been solidly mounted, but
at last they pulled free. Hoping that he was not about to step out into the barracks, Y ozerf took a deep
breath and opened the door.

A lone man stood on the other side, dressed in anightshirt and holding a candle. Hismouth gaped in
aurprise, and for amoment he and Y ozerf stared a one another in mutual shock. Then, with astrangled
cry, the man turned and ran.



J'seth sprang forward, swinging her poleax down inavicious arc. Metal impacted with fleshin adull
thud, and the man collapsed, his candle falling to the carpeted floor. Swearing, Glessran forward and
scooped it up beforeit could start afire, while Ji'seth wrestled her weapon free of the man's spine.

Y ozerf glided out of the passage, hisforcesfollowing him dowly. They werein alibrary, he redized with
adart. Thefaint light of their lampsilluminated darkly paneed walls, shelves of scrolls, and the worn
spines of ancient books. The smdll of dugt, ink, and parchment filled the air, and he guessed that no one
had been in the room in many months. At least, not until J'seth's hapless victim had cometo investigate
the strange noi ses coming from behind what looked to be a simple bookcase.

Y ozerf moved quickly to the open door across the room and listened, but heard nothing. It seemed that
the man had been aone. Who he was and why he was donein this part of the keep, Y ozerf neither knew
nor cared. A captain, perhaps, who had commandeered a finer bedroom for himself than the barracks
had to offer? Whoever he had been, it did not matter now.

When everyone had filed out of the narrow stair into the library, Y ozerf turned back to the door. He met
Glessseyesfor amoment. The human looked grim in the dim light, hisface pae and hismouth setina
hard line. But he nodded once, in either encouragement or gpproval.

"Let'sgo,” Yozef sad.

* * * %

It felt like an eternity, not the meager hour between dead of night and dawn. Bonetired, Y ozerf leaned
againg the battlements, staring out over the Kelsmarch as the sun came up. The rain had stopped
sometime in the night, and the risng wind brought him the smell of grassand dew, asif offering afresh
promise of life. Below, two men mounted on horses taken from Vordava's stables rode out, carrying
news and asummonsto the rest of the refugees. They were homeless no longer.

Gods, he was weary, weighted with an exhaustion that went al the way to the bone. The stickiness of
blood clung to hisface and hands, itsrusty smell clogging his nogtrils. Hisleft arm ached where asword
had diced the flesh degp enough to need stitches. The wound had been taken during the most vicious
fighting in the barracks. Wulfgar had taken down Y ozerf's assailant in aswift, bruta reprisd, but the
Sworn had nonetheless al looked guilty after, asif hiswound were a poor reflection on their gbilities.

Y ozerf had refused the offer of astrong drink before Gless set the stitches and bound it. He didn't want
to cloud hisability to think, not now; but godsit hurt.

Footsteps approached across the stone, and Gless's scent came to him on thewind. “Wedid it,” the
human said with atired smile ashe cameto ahdt by Y ozerf. Dark circles showed under hiseyes, and his
limp was more pronounced than usud. “Y ou know, when you suggested this, | didn't think we had a

hopein Hd of pullingit off."
"Thenwhy did you come?*

"Because | certainly didn't hear any better dternativesto starving on the Kellsmarch thiswinter. And |
thought that if anyone could make something like thiswork, it would be you. Y ou have ahabit of doing
theimpossble”

Y ozerf sghed and shook his head. “Merely the desperate.” He turned reluctantly from the vistato face
the courtyard. Men and women milled about, tending the wounded and disposing of bodies. As he had
expected, they had lost dmost athird of their number, including the fisherman who had advised him about
the tides and the old man who had found the path. He hoped desperately that their sacrifice would not be
invan.



"We need to take an inventory of what is here—how much food, how many horses, what weaponsarein
thearmory,” he said, feding as though he faced an impossible task. “We need to get dug in as quickly as
possible. And one other thing—I want every mirror in this keep destroyed.”

Gless shot him aquizzica look. “Themirrors? Y ou didn't take ablow to your head, aswell asto your
am, did you?"

"No. Perhaps | am simply being overly cautious ... but Jahcgroth has used mirrorsin the past to work his
magic. He used Dara-Don's shaving mirror to track Rozah when she wasin our keeping, and he used
one of themirrorsin NavaNar to make a porta to invade Segg. If atraitor lived insde Vordavabefore
we came ... if even achance exigts that something has been ensorcelled here by Jahcgroth ... it would be
folly to leaveit intact for hisuse.”

"True. So you don't think Jahcgroth and Fellrant will keep each other busy enough not to worry about
l'S?I

"If it had been any keep other than Vordava... perhaps. But Fellrant can't afford to let some Aclytese
upstart come in and stedl thisfortress. It was once Fellrant's keep, after al, and he may have looked to it
again. Sono, | don't think helll smply leave usdone.” Y ozerf gave Glessarueful look. “If Jend triumphs
inthis... then | am adead man for certain. Fellrant will see me hanged for this."

Glesssexpresson grew grim. “And if Argannon wins?'

"Jahcgroth will not kill me, not unless| do something to provoke him. He swearsthat he did not help
Jenel bring down Caden, athough Telmonra had no doubt that he was guilty. But whatever the case, |
will not give him my loyaty. He wanted to force Queen Rozah into marriage with him, hewould have
daughtered my friendsin Segg, he has helped to destroy the lives of countlessinnocentswho just
happened to livein the land he wantsto take ... No, | will not give him my alegiance—and in that case,
the best | can hope for isto beled away in chains.

"Then why did you do this? Gless asked. “No matter who wins, by taking Vordava you've doomed
yoursdf. Why throw away your lifelike this?"

Y ozerf shook hishead. “| didn't have achoice,” he said softly. His eyes moved over the men and women
below them. “There was atime when | might have pretended not to care about what happened to these
people. Maybe it would even have been true. But after Ax sent meto guard Rozah ... things began to
change. Interacting with people again ... having human friends ... faling in love with Suchen ... being part
of apack, | suppose. | wanted more. And then in Segg, when | findly redlized that hiding mysdif, that
pretending to be intimate at the sametime | avoided truly opening myself to others, had destroyed al the
love and friendship | had ... that affected me, too. Of course, Owl changed my life profoundly, and some
of my outlook along withit.” He stopped and rubbed tiredly at hiseyes. “I'm rambling.”

"Yes, but | think | seewhat you're getting at. Y ou wanted to help the people you saw hurt by thiswar.
And in the end, you decided that your respongbility for the group was greater than your responsibility to
yourself.” Gless shook his head. “When [ first saw you that night in Diicus, | would never have guessed
that you had it in you to do something likethis."

Y ozerf chuckled. “Neither would |. | had a... adream, of sorts, when | wasin Segg. | don't know if it
was more than that or not. An old friend, who has been dead for many years, spoke with me. She said
that | was more than | thought. That | was meant to be something more than | had been.”

Gless clapped him briefly on his uninjured shoulder. “It looks like she was right. Let's go down and see
about those mirrors.”



* * % %

"Horses, Papal Horses!"

Y ozerf looked up as Owl raced into the great hall, her gray-streaked eyes dight. Thelast of his people
had arrived in Vordavaonly afew hours before, almost two days after the keep had been taken. Now
the great hal wasfilled with people going to and fro: women cleaning the dust from the tables, men pulling
down the many flags displaying Fellrant's colors, and children gathering up the old rushes from the floor
and putting down fresh ones. Liketherest of Vordava, the hal was built of dark stone and heavy wood.
An arched celling disappeared into shadow far above, and ancient tapestries hung haf-glimpsed in the
darkness. A grest fire pit ran down the center of the room, surrounded on three sides by enormous
oaken tables, whose legs were carved in the likenesses of griffins. The chatter of excited voices echoed
around the room, and the pleasure and relief on the faces of everyone was clear to see.

Y ozerf caught up Owl as she launched herself at him. “Horses!” sheyelled again, practicaly in hisear.
"Yes, | know,” hesaid withasmile.

"Can | have one?'

"No. We need them for defense of the keep.”

Owl'slower lip jutted out stubbornly. “1 can help.”

"Absolutely not."

"But why?'

"Y ou'retoo young."

Owl looked only dightly crestfdlen, so he knew that she hadn't given up entirely. Hoping to avoid a
further argument, he said, “But if you want, you can help take care of them. I've put Neldir in charge of
the stables, because he used to be the head groom for one of Auglar'sthanes. If you promise to do what
he says and stay out of the way, you can help feed them, clean the stalls, and groom them.”

Far from being disappointed at the prospect of chores, Owl'sfacelit up. “ Thank you, Papal” she
shouted, flinging her asams around his neck.

Y ozerf smiled wigtfully. He redlly ought to get her apony, he thought, if the chance ever presented itself.
Remembering how unlikely that was, his heart sank again.

Ji'seth strode across the room towards him, distracting him from his gloomy thoughts. She moved with a
purposeful air, and people cleared out of her path asif by magic. Asusua, her expresson was gravely
serious, reveding nothing. When she drew close enough, he caught the smell of dust and parchment in her
hair.

"Youvebeeninthelibrary?'
She looked briefly surprised, but didn't comment. “Y es. There's something you need to see.”

Wondering what there could be that would require his attention, he shifted Owl onto his back, hooking
her legs through hisarms. Her hands clung to his hair, making him wince as she leaned backward.

They followed Ji'seth from the greet hall, through the orderly corridorsto thelibrary. Daylight sireamed
through the tall windows, reveding shelvesthat reached to the ceiling amost two stories over their heads.



A single massive desk rested in the center of the room, its surface littered with pens. A guard stood on
each side of the secret door, while others waited on the tair outside and in the cave below. Y ozerf had
no intention of faling for the sametrick that he had used.

"Here,” said J'seth, leading him to the darkest, dingiest corner in the room. Stacks of books lay piled on
the floor where she had | eft them, accompanied by scrolls and single sheets of parchment. Many of them
looked extremely old, asif they might crumbleinto dust at atouch.

"What isit?" Y ozerf asked, puzzled. Owl did off his back and looked around the room curioudy, and it
occurred to him that she probably could not read. That would have to be rectified as quickly as possible.
He had only learned the letters of the Keld himsdlf ayear ago and had no intention of |letting his daughter
go o long.

J'seth extended a hand toward the stacks, then pulled it back, asif afraid to touch them. “These ... | have
barely looked at them, but they are dl written in Aclytese. They look like records from Caden. More
than that—some of them are persond journas—of the clan Jonaglir.”

Y ozerf froze. “What would such things be doing here?!

"l don't know. Perhaps one of Fellrant's ancestors stole them from Cade Kwii when Jendl invaded.” She
shrugged. “In any case, | thought you should see them. They belong to you now, after al.”

Y ozerf picked up thefirst book, feding the cracksin the ancient leather that formed its cover. To hold a
book that had bel onged to one of his ancestors was nothing he had ever expected, and hefelt an odd
pain as he gently opened it to the first page. Although Suchen had taught him the human aphabet, he had
no ideawhat Aclytese characters even looked like. He would never be able to casudly pore over these
himsdlf, but instead would have to ask someone like Ji'seth to read them doud to him. If only—

He stopped, saring increduloudly at the text. Alerted by his sudden stillness, J'seth gave him apuzzled
look. “My lord? Is something wrong?*

"No,” he managed to say. “Nothing."
But there was.
He could read.

It wasimpossible, but nonethel ess the ancient words, inscribed in faded ink, were as clear to him asif
they had been written in the Keld. More o, for he had till been in the process of learning the human way
of writing when they |eft for Segg.

Telmonra, he thought. He knew that she had left things with him—memories, dreams. But the ability to
read the Aclytese language ... that was more than asmple memory.

What else did she leave me? he wondered with ashiver of dread. And will | find out beforeit istoo
late?

* * % %

Y ozerf gtretched out on his bed, slently reveling inthe fed of linen againg his skin, in the softness of the
meattress beneath him. He had taken advantage of his status by commandeering the big copper tub they
had found in one of the storage rooms, aong with some lavender soap and a kettle for heating water. The
luxurious bath had stripped away the accumulated grime of months on the road and left him drowsy and
content.



Now helay in the massive bed that had once belonged to Fellrant. Y ozerf had not particularly wanted the
lavish quartersfor himself, but the Sworn had argued vehemently againgt his deeping anywhere ese. Not
only would it be easier to protect him there, but mere possession of asuite explicitly set asde for the
Lord of Vordavawould reinforce his authority in the minds of the people. Unableto argue, Y ozerf had
givenin. Thethree unmarried Sworn would al deep in the outer room, between him and the only way in.
Asthewindows all looked out over asheer drop to the ocean below, it seemed the safest arrangement

possible.

A fresh breeze came through the tall, narrow windows, and Y ozerf | eft the elaborately embroidered bed
hangingstied back. The enormous room was dark, except for the faint light of the rising moon reflected
off thewaves. All around, the keep settled down into silence, as the refugees found their beds under a
roof for thefirgt time in many months. All that remained were the faint creak of settling timber and the
moan of the wind around cornices.

The soft groan of the door hingesjerked Y ozerf up from the doze he had fallen into. Instantly dert, he sat
up and reached for the sword propped beside the bed, until his nose put an identity to the shadowy form
that hed let itsdlf in.

"J'seth?’ he asked, puzzled. “1s something wrong?"

She made no immediate reply, but instead drew closer. The faint light from the window touched her form,
and he saw with a shock that she was naked. Her violet eyes were fixed on his face and burned from
within with an odd intensity as she reached for the bedcovers.

Y ozerf jerked back with asnarl and aflash of fangs. Startled, Ji'seth froze, haf in and haf out of the bed.

A blind fury rosein him, drumming in hisveins, and for an ugly moment herecdled thefed of Cleisuss
meaty hands and the taste of Fellrant'slips. Fireignited in hisblood as the magic rose in him, responding
to rage and shame. Redlizing what was hagppening, he struggled againgt it, forcing himsdlf to think and not
samply react. Even 0, his voice shook dightly when he asked, “What isthis?"

"My lord,” J'seth said, her voice soft and shockingly vulnergble. “I ... | merdly thought—"
"Thought what? That we are humans, to not care whom we mate with so long as it eases our bodies?!
IINO_II

"Or perhaps Glesstold you something about my past, and you wanted to discover for yoursdlf if the
whore was any good?'

"No!"

She began to pull avay. He shot out one hand without thinking, closed hislong fingers around her wrigt,
hard enough to fed the bone shift under his grasp. Sheflinched, just alittle, and he realized that he was
hurting her. Ashamed, he let go and rubbed his eyestiredly.

"l an sorry,” hesaid. “1 didn't mean to hurt you."

J'seth'svoice trembled. “1 did not mean to hurt you, either, my lord. | didn't know. | only thought ... that
| have admired you. We are both aone, and there are no others here that | would mate with. I'm sorry."

He sghed, reminding himself that she was young and no doubt innocent in ways that he could bardly even
begin to comprehend. The placein his heart where Suchen had once been ached from hollowness, and
he briefly wished that he could at least fool himsdlf into thinking that J'seth might fill that empty space. But



that would be crud to them both.

"I had amate, once,” he heard himsdlf say. “ Glesswill tell you of her, if you ask him. She was my best
friend, thelove of my life. But | betrayed her and drove her away."

"| am surethat it was not your fault.”

He laughed bitterly. “Y ou are wrong, Ji'seth, although | appreciate the attempt. | lost her love and then
lost her when we were separated during the fall of Segg. | am certain that she would be happy never to
lay eyesupon me again, inthisor any other life. At any rate, dthough | am flattered by your attention, |
fear that it iswasted on me."

Shewas slent for awhile, thinking about hiswords. Then sheroseto her feet. “I'm sorry,” she said yet
again, and he heard the shamein her voice. “I'll leave."

"J'seth.” He caught her wrist again, more gently thistime. “Don't apologize. And don't fed bad. You are
abeautiful woman, and your offer was agenerous one. The fault isin me, not you.”

Helet hishand drop. She paused for just amoment, and it occurred to him that hiswords had been
true—she was beautiful. But she wasn't Suchen.

"Goodnight, my lord,” she said, but there was affection in the words. Then shelet hersdf out and shut the
door behind her, leaving him aone.



Chapter Thirteen

Rain drummed on Y ozerf's hood, a steady tapping just hard enough to make him think that it would
eventudly drivehim mad. Or madder, at any rate.

With his Sworn following nervoudly, he stalked through the muddy streets of what had once been a
villagein front of Vordava. No one had lived here for sometime, it seemed, and the soldiers who had
held the keep had aready taken most things of obvious value. Holes showed in the thatch roofs of the
abandoned houses, and rodents nested in beds and cupboards. But the scents of those who had lived
here dill lingered like unquiet ghosts, and Y ozerf wondered what had become of them.

"We could make these livable again, my lord,” suggested Hendd . The human had once been a carpenter
for one of the southern lords and would oversee much of the repairs and extra construction needed to
make V ordava habitable and defensible both.

"So that someone's army can burn the whole place down, come spring?’ Y ozerf asked. There wasthe
edge of asnarl in hisvoice, brought on by the mixture of foul weether and his own impatience. Cold
water trickled into his boots, and thefitful wind drove rain into hisface no matter how far he pulled his
hood down.

Not that anyone else had it any better. The mixed group of humans, Aclytes, and Wolfkin around him
looked united in their misery. They were probably united in annoyance with him, aswell—after dl, it was
he who had ingsted they dog their way out here today.

"We can't afford to waste our strength fixing something that will most likely not make it through another
year,” Y ozerf went on, trying to sound abit more civil. “ All of our effort must be focused on the keep
itsdf.”

"But my lord, we may need the shelter these houses provide,” Hendel objected. “Not to mention the kiln
in the potter's shed, or—"

"Bringitdl insde.” Yozerf turned his steps back towards VVordava, deciding thet this conversation could
continue just aswell under aroof.

Startled by the sudden turn, Hendd had to jog to catch up with him. “My lord?"

"Takethe village gpart. Bring as many men as you need from the keep, and move as much as can be
moved insdethewalls. Tools, supplies, anything left behind that we can possibly use. Once that's done,
tear down the buildings. We can use some of the wood to build new structuresinside Vordava. Therest
we can burn comewinter. Let nothing go to waste.”

"Yes, lord,” Hendd said. Y ozerf wondered if the man thought he was mad, or smply odd.

Doesit matter? he wondered as they approached the keep's great gates. His keep, and if that wasn't
madness, he couldn't imagine what was.

The gates stood open, athough they were constantly under guard. So many people must go in and out:
foraging parties gathering food for the winter to come, scouts keeping a close watch for any approaching
threats, and an intermittent stream of refugees|ooking for hope and aroof over their heads.

Not al of the latter stayed, especialy when they discovered who—or, from their perspective, what
—gave the orders. The gods knew, there were days, when held heard that jarring “my lord” afew too
many times, when he wondered if they werent right.



"My lord!” someone shouted, even as he walked through the gates, and it was al he could do not to
grind histeeth in frugtration. Gods, this had better be damned important, or | swear I'll have them all
on midnight guard duty on the walls.

A knot of people crowded around the stables, and for amoment he thought that something had
happened to one or more of the horses. Then the crowd shifted, and he saw a group of women clustered
around asobbing girl. They had wrapped cloaks around her, but he caught a glimpse of bruises on her
face, smdled blood and something el se that made the hackles on his neck stand up. A group of men
stood nearby, three of them loosdly surrounded by aring of others, their looks surly.

Morwen was with the women, but when she caught sight of Y ozerf she hurried over to him, her skirts
gathered about her knees. She cast Tan aquick, troubled ook, then curtsied to Y ozerf. “My lord,” she
said, her voicelow, asif she hoped somehow to keep the scene private, despite al the onlookers. “It's
Nadlen. She's been raped.”

* * * %

| hate this, Y ozerf thought, athough he didn't let any of it show on hisface. Couldn', becausein truth,
thiswas as much hisown trid asthat of the three accused men.

He might have done thisaway from view, but ingtinct said that would have been amistake. He had no
authority, no claim to power, other than that hisfollowers gave him. Better they see hisactionsfor
themselves, than speculate on what might have gone on behind closed doors. So he sat in achair onthe
daisinVordavasgreat hal, his Sworn asolid wal behind him, and had everyone involved brought
before him one a atime. People lined the hall to either side, forming an aide down the center, and dl of
them watched as he listened sillently to everything said.

He hadn't thrown open the doorsto al. He allowed no children to be present, perhaps out of aselfish
desireto keep Owl asfar as possible from such darkness. No one was excused from any urgent duty,
either, whether that be guarding the walls or keeping an eye on the children. But agood portion of the
keep's population was there to watch. To judge him.

Thank the gods it was not a complicated case; there was that much, at least. The men had been caught in
the act, by witnesses who swore there was no mistaking what they had seen for anything consensud. The
keep'shedler testified asto Naden'sinjuries. Asfor the men themselves...

The same tired excuses, Y ozerf thought. She liked to flirt. She wore her bodice too low. She was
asking for it.

He kept hisface cam throughout, an expressionless white mask that gave away nothing, and al the while,
he struggled to impose that same calm within. Memories clamored in the back of hismind, trying to drag
him down into torment, blurring the lines between now and then.

The slence was absol ute when the final witness finished speaking. Waiting for me, Y ozerf thought, and
gods, he couldn't afford to lose control now. Couldn't afford to scream in rage and frustration. Couldn't
afford so much asaquaver of voice or adight shake of his hand.

For amoment, he watched the three men who looked so surly, so annoyed that they had been dragged
before him, asif they had someright to do what they had done. Heimagined legping out of hischair and
running them through, one & atime, with his sword.

But that isn't alord's way of doing things, isit?

"Hang them.”



The silence persisted afew moments after he spoke. Then the three began to shout: charges of
unfairness, abuse of his species, accusations that everyone eselied. Y ozerf roseto hisfeet, barely
ligening to any of it.

"Unless| am mistaken,” he said, “certain rules were explained to every person in this keep when they first
entered its protection. The consequences of various actionswere laid out. If those consequences were
not to your liking, then you should not have done this thing. Y our choice was made by no one save for
yoursalves, and if it proved to be the last choice you will ever make ... well, you can hardly say that it
was madein ignorance, can you?"'

He shifted his gaze to the guards standing around the prisoners. Thisisit. Thisisthe test. They either
will do as| tell them, or they won't. I'll either be lord tomorrow, or | won't. “This sentenceisto be
carried out immediately,” he said, asif reminding them.

One of the guards bowed his head quickly. “Yes, my lord!” he said crisply, and pulled roughly on the
arm of the one of the prisoners. Asif he had been the small stone that began the avalanche, therest of the
guardsquickly fdl in behind him.

Y ozerf watched them go, knowing that he had passed thistest. Knowing that he should have fdlt relief.
But the only thing hefdt was cold.

* * * %

Y ozerf splashed wineinto his goblet with hands that shook so badly, he ended up dopping haf of it onto
his shirt. He had held himsdf in control al day, through the executions, through dinner that night, and
through an evening playing with Owl. No one saw anything but confidence—not the Sworn, not his
daughter, not any of the peoplein Vordavawho depended on him to somehow find the strength to lead
them.

But now the door was closed, and he was by himsdf. The night pressed againgt the glass of hishigh,
narrow window, like a heavy blanket that would smother himif helet it insde. He went to the window
and leaned his head againgt the rippled panes, feding the cold leach through into his skin and hearing the
eternd roar of the seafrom far below. The wine went down quickly, followed by another goblet, but it
did nothing to warm the hollow place deep within him.

Gods, but he wished Suchen could be with him. He wanted to talk about the day, to hear her say that
what he had donewasjust. To have her hands soothe away his fears. Her presence done had been
enough to hold back al the dark things that prowled through his memories, and hefelt asif he had never
needed that quite so much as he needed it tonight.

And whose fault isit that sheisn't here? You're so good at telling others to accept the
consequences of their actions. Time for a dose of your own medicine.

Gods, | couldn't get my own life right, even when everything | ever wanted was all but given to
me. What makes me think I'll be more successful when it comesto ordering the lives of an entire
keep full of people? How can | pretend to know what is best, after all my mistakes?

Someone knocked softly. Y ozerf closed his eyes and considered flinging the wine bottle at the door. Or
hiding under the bed—whichever would make the rest of the world leave him done the fastest.

Instead he set the goblet down and straightened his posture. Y es?

Wulfgar cracked open the door. “ Afwyn is here to see you, my lord."



The name meant nothing to him. But that didn't matter, he reminded himsdlf—he'd said from the first day
that any inhabitant of the keep, no matter who they were, had the right to a persona audience with him
whenever they wished. Mot didn't take him up on that, whether out of respect or fear, the gods alone
knew.

"Let herin,” he said, even though he didn't want to.

A dender human woman dressed in rough homespun entered at Wulfgar's call. As she turned towards
him, Y ozerf realized that, although he hadn't recognized her name, her face was familiar. Indeed, there
were few who would ever forget it.

The left Sde was plain and unremarkable. But the right was amass of scar tissue, distorting her
expression and denying her the ability to smile. When she had first come to the keep, the wounds had
aready hedled, but the scars were till pink and fresh-looking.

That something bad had happened to her was obvious. Something bad had happened to alot of the
keep's people; it was Smply that Afwyn's scars stood out for al to see, instead of hiding away indde.

She kept her head down as she curtsied, either too afraid or too shy to look straight at him. When it
became obvious that she wasn't going to bresk the silence, Y ozerf stifled asigh and said, “Isthere
something | can help you with?"

"N-No, my I-lord,” she ssammered. A blush spread across her unmarred cheek. “I ... it'snothing
important. | shouldn't have disturbed you."

"At least do methe courtesy of telling mewhy you came,” he said, and sheflinched at the harsh edge to
hisvoice

"It'sonly that we support you, lord,” she said in abreathless rush. “That'swhat | wanted to say. The
women—at least those of us as don't have aman to protect us—we appreciate that you look out for us.
There's plenty of lords and thanes as don't care about anyone who doesn't have gold or can't fight for
them, who see usasadrain on therr soresand dl.”

Y ozerf ressted the urge to pour some morewine. “Y ou are no less my responsibility than anyoneesein
the keep,” he said at last, not certain what else he could say to her.

"I know. Thank you.” She backed quickly towards the door, her ears red, she blushed so hard.

Once she was gone, he shook his head bemusedly. The wine goblet waited on the table; he picked it up
... then set it back down. Fedling abit more light of heart, he blew out the candles and went to bed.



Chapter Fourteen

Suchen trudged through the ankle-deep snow, her chapped hands buried beneath her cloak. Her breath
cryddlized intheair before her, and the wind bit fiercely at the tip of her nose. Hunger gnawed at her
belly, but it had become such a congtant that she hardly even noticed the discomfort anymore.

Winter held the Kellsmarch in an implacable grip. To al appearances, it had halted the war that had
continued to rage through the autumn. Everywhere, refugees desperately sought food and shelter, but
Auglar's band had aready come across more than one victim of cold and starvation. To Suchen, it
seemed increasingly likely that their own corpses would soon add to the number.

She waked into camp and set down the wood she had collected from the pathetic stand of scrub trees
nearby. Her companions barely looked up; instead, their attention was on the family they had come
across two days before. The woman had been heavily pregnant, and in fact she had delivered only last
night.

Had her husband felt more confidence in his abilities, no doubt he would have steered far clear of
us, Suchen thought grimly. Certainly their appearance was not oneto ingpire trust. The men had grown
thick beards againgt the cold, and dl of them were dressed in amotley of whatever they had been ableto
put together: the old clothing that they had carried on their backs from Segg, uncured deerskinsand
rabbit furs from Brenwulf'skills, and scraps scavenged from the refuse of convoys.

As Suchen sank down by the small fire, sherationed atwig into it to feed the flames. Londah's
ice-colored eyes, looking hugein her hunger-thin face, glanced at her briefly and then returned to the
amdl family.

"It'sthe only placeto go,” the man was arguing. “1 heard that they're taking in anyone who comesto the
gates.”

"Where?" Suchen asked, even though she already knew the answer. Perhaps some part of her hoped
that thistimeit would be different.

But it wasn't. “Vordava,” the man said. “We're on our way there now. Y ou should come with us."

"Well think about it,” Auglar said neutrdly.

The man climbed to hisfeet and shook his head. Hiswife was dready bundled in their smdl cart,
clutching her new baby to her breast. The mule hitched to the cart stood with its head down, itsribs
protruding benegath its skin, and Suchen privately doubted that it would make it asfar as Fellrant'sold
keep. “I'd hoped you might join us,” the man said, clearly doubting their sanity for staying behind.
“Perhaps I'll seeyou there, if you change your minds.”

“Perhaps”

When the family was gone at |ast, Londah shifted her weight dightly and trained her focuson Auglar.
“Perhaps we should consider Vordava"

The erstwhile lord's mouth tightened in displeasure. “1 don't think that would be agood idea. | don't want
to put us al a the mercy of some—some bandit king who has managed to take a castle through luck or
savagery. Or both."

Suchen bent her head and gave another twig to the flames. They'd first heard the rumors last fall. People
claimed that someone had stolen VVordava from the guard force that Fellrant had |eft there. Who had



doneit changed with every telling, however: an Aclyte, a sorcerer, even ashape-shifter. Mot likely, the
truth wasjust as Auglar had said: abandit or a mercenary had managed to gather enough force to take
what looked to be aripe prize for himsalf and histhugs.

Although none of the rumors have said that, she thought uneasily. Most seemed to believe that
Vordava had become the only place of refuge where the common people uprooted by the war could go
for help. But then, people are desperate enough to believe anything at this point. Probably a few
were taken in to act as servants or slaves, but surely that's all .

Londah refused to smply acquiesce. “What harm would it do to find out for certain?’ she asked, her
gray eyesfixed on Auglar'sface. “We can be cautiousin our approach. I'm certain that | can find out the
truth without handing us dll over to some*bandit king,” asyou say."

Auglar frowned impatiently. “We don't have the strength to waste on atrek to Vordava.”
"So we st here and starve, then?!

Silencefell. Suchen looked up and froze at the expression on Auglar'sface. He looked old, worn, and a
mixture of grief and despair gleamed in hiseyes. Hislips pressed tightly together, asif he Sruggled to
contain some words that, once spoken, could never be taken back. Then he abruptly turned and trudged
out through the snow.

Buudi and Brenwulf wearily began to stand, but Suchen waved them down. Wrapping her tattered cloak
astightly about hersdlf as she could, she followed the clear trail of Auglar's footstepsin the snow. He had
not gonefar, but instead stood alone, staring off acrossthe plains. The sun glimmered off the great waste
of snow, asif athousand diamonds had been spread across the ground. The eterna wind scoured the
top layers, and blowing snow stung any patch of exposed skin like needles.

Auglar turned when he heard her steps, and for amoment Suchen remembered how Y ozerf dways knew
who was coming without having to look. A sharp pain pierced her heart, asif she borein adeep wound
the broken tip of adagger, which shifted sometimes when she least expected it. Eight months since he
had died, she thought—amost aslong as she had known him, now. They had not even had ayear
together, and yet the loss of him would cast a shadow over the rest of her life.

Which at thismoment did not look to be al that long.
"What will we do?’ she asked.
Auglar shook hishead. “I don't know."

"There are dayswhen | want to liedown and die,” she said quietly, “when nothing ssemsworth living for.
| know that you fed it, too."

Auglar svalowed convulsively, and for amoment they stood in sllence, united in their pain. Suchen
wondered if it were better to be Auglar, who did not know for certain whether or not Sfyawasredly
dead, or to be hersdlf, who at least had certainty. Would hope be aboon, or would it smply keep the
wounds open longer?

Asif you think you'll ever heal.

"Youreright,” hesaid at last. “I'm lost. We're dl lost. We need direction. Perhaps Londah is correct.
Perhaps we should makefor Vordava, just to give usagod. Better to die acting than ditting till.”

"WEell follow you wherever you decide to go, you know that."



"Evenif | anleading you to your deaths?
Suchen amiled faintly. “ Especidly.”
"Dont say that."

"I'm sorry.” She sighed, and her breath plumed in the freezing air. “1 think that you're right, and the lord of
Vordavais nothing more than ajumped-up bandit. But maybe, if we can get close enough, we can stop
him from exploiting the refugees who go there looking for hope.”

Auglar laughed dryly. “An nation attempt? Londah would love that."

"No doubt. We may not be able to stop either Fellrant or Jahcgroth, but perhaps alone bandit lord won't
be too much for us. There might be something we can do to help the unfortunates he'strapped in
Vordava'

Auglar considered the idea, and alittle of the hopelessness drained from hiseyes. “Y ou might beright,
Suchen. Infact, | think you are. Yes.” A faint smile showed through hisbeard. “Maybethereis
something we can do, after dl. Let usgoto Vordava”

* k% k %

The great hal of Vordavawas brightly lit, and the smell of good food, de, and smoke hung heavy inthe
arr. Although dinner was as grictly rationed as any other meal, there were more smiles than not, and most
of the people rising from the bencheslooked to bein fair hedth. Men and women moved among the
crowds, clearing dishes from the tables. As usud, there was no uneaten food—everyone knew that even
ascrap of bread wasfar too valuable to waste.

Y ozerf sghed and stretched out hislegs. The warmth from the fire pit touched his skin, and he lingered
near it, avoiding his quarters and his study, both of which were no doubt freezing cold. Wood was too
precious to squander, and that included for his own persond use. Thefact that his quarters were
frequently unheated never failed to surprise anyone, new to the keep, who happened to comein to clean.
It had enhanced his reputation as an oddity.

Not that it needed the enhancement.

Owl came over and scrambled up into hislap, clutching her comb in one hand and atoy horsein the
other. The horse, a gift from one of the seamstresses, was made from spare scraps of cloth and stuffed
with straw.

"Oof—you're growing,” Y ozerf said, shifting her weight on hisknees.

Owl's eyes gleamed with anticipation. The gray streaks in them seemed more pronounced as time went
on, but there were no other Signs of whatever change he had inadvertently wrought in her. “Am | big
enough to have ared horse now?"'

Glessslaugh herdlded hisarriva. Taking the seat next to Y ozerf, he eased himself into it, absently
rubbing at the achethe cold Ieft in hisinjured leg. “Y ou should have known better than to give her an
opening likethat,” he said with agrin.

The changein Glesssincethar arrival in VVordavawas profound, Y ozerf thought, and had probably
surprised those who hadn't known him before. Gone were the somber colors and untended hair. The
wardrobes that they had raided after taking the castle had contributed their finery to Glesss new attire: an
extremdy well-made purple shirt that might have belonged to Fellrant himself, covered by abrilliant red
doublet with dashed deevesthat showed off the shirt beneath. His leggings were a hideous shade of



yelow, which clashed terribly with the low, green-dyed leather boots he wore. Golden ringlets had been
carefully curled and fixed to hang fetchingly around Glesss boyish face. Theflirtatious banter that had
once been histrademark had returned, and Y ozerf had little doubt that a stream of very willing young
ladies frequently occupied his bed.

Thiswasthe Glessthat Y ozerf had first met, who had largely vanished after the wound that |eft him
usdessin hisown eyesand Auglar's. Y ozerf was surprised at how much the return of this persondity
gladdened him.

"Youreright,” Yozerf agreed, taking up Owl's comb and setting it to her hair. “Owl, I'vetold you
before—you're too young."

"Oh.” Shewaited amoment. “Am | old enough now?'

"No."

"How about now?'

"No."

"How abouit ... now?"

Y ozerf tugged on her hair with agrowl of frustration. “Owl Jonaglir, are you trying to drive me mad?*
Shetilted her head back, agrin on her face and her eyes sparkling. “ Yes."

Glessburst out laughing. “Wdll, a least she's honest!”

Y ozerf scowled a them both and went back to combing Owl's coppery hair. “What did | do to makethe
gods send me such afractious child? And I'm not even going to ponder my crimesto be saddled with
you, Gless."

"Probably just aswell.” A rather buxom maiden brought Glessatankard of de, giving himasmileand a
wink adong with it. He watched her bottom as she sashayed away, then returned his attention to Y ozerf.
“I just spoke with some of the scouts,” he said.

llArﬂ?l
"They saw sgnsthat strangers have been in the area. Bandits, from the looks of things.”

"Damn.” Y ozerf frowned as he tugged aknot out of Owl's hair. The keep naturally served to attract
people of al sorts. Like the founders, many of them were desperate refugees, who were alowed to
remain S0 long as they followed the rules set out before them and were willing to tolerate the presence of
Aclytes and Wolfkin. But many of them were bandits, scavengers, and outlaws of the worst type, who
saw Vordavamerely as an opportunity to prey upon others. During the fall, Y ozerf had been careful to
seethat every party that went outside to work the nearby fields or to gather fodder from the surrounding
countryside was accompanied by heavily armed guards. That policy had prevented much grief, asit
turned out. With the onset of winter, attacks and harassment from outlaws had declined asthey either fell
victim to the cold or looked for easier prey. But now it seemed that at least one band had decided to try
their luck.

"We could ride out and look for them,” Gless suggested. “Now that winter's come, thereisn't as much
work that needs to be done outsde the walls, so it isn't asif we would be taking men from somewhere
d"



"A good suggestion,” Y ozerf agreed. “ Choose asmall party from those you think are anxiousto get
outside but cautious enough not to get themselves killed through stupidity. Let me know when you have
them, and welll go sometimein the next few days."

"Can | go, Papa?’ Owl asked hopefully.
"No. Youre—"
"Tooyoung,” shefinished glumly. “But | want to fight with you.”

"And | want you to stay herewhereit's safe.” He kissed her forehead. “Besides, while I'm gone, you can
try to find out where | hid your Midwinter present.”

Owl gasped in ddlight. “Y ou got me a present?'
"Of course. Y ou are my daughter, after al.”

"Wait until | tell Asen!” she exclaimed, and amoment later was halfway acrossthe room, her hair flying
and the stuffed horse flgpping in her hand.

"Y ou redlize that your quarters will be completely taken gpart by the time you get back, now,” Gless
observed.

"It will beworthit."

Theideaof aMidwinter celebration had not been his, but it had not taken him long to seeits benefits.
Severd others, including Tan and Grilka, had approached him with the suggestion of having afeast and
holiday at some point during the long winter months. It would give people something to look forward to,
and hopefully it would serve to counteract some of the tensionsthat would inevitably build by then.
Although it meant adjusting rations to take afeast into account, Y ozerf had agreed to theidea. The
celebration would take place on the longest night of the year, which was held sacred by humans, Aclytes,
and Wolfkin dike.

If only Suchen were here, she could help with the rationing and ensure that our food will last until
spring, he thought regretfully. Now that he was faced with the problems of running a keep, he redlized
that he had not appreciated her talent as asteward nearly as much as he should have. Being awarrior
seemed comparatively essy.

After Glessleft tolook into gathering asmdll force to hunt down the bandits, a steedy parade of others
took up Y ozerf's attention. He had tried to make himsdlf ble to everyonein the keep, and athough
he doubted most of them felt exactly comfortable with him, no one seemed to hesitate to bring aproblem
or complaint to his attention. Grilka, who had become the unofficia spokeswoman for the unmarried
women of the keep, aswell asfor the children, wanted his judgment on aminor dispute between two of
the kitchen girls. The smith reported the current tate of weapons and armor in the keep. Hendd wanted
permission to begin abuilding project that would last throughout the winter and reinforce their defenses,
should they be attacked in the spring. And so on, and so on.

After he had dedlt with the mundane matters of the keep, Y ozerf went to Owl'sroom to read to her
before she fell adeep. The hour was late by the time he was free to seek hisbed at last. J'seth and
Wulfgar accompanied him back to hisroom. Tan and Gless were both off duty for the night, Tan no
doubt with hisfamily and Gless with the serving maid who had winked at him earlier. For the most part,
the Sworn had not been called on to act as bodyguards, but there had been one or two attempts on

Y ozerf'slife. They had come before winter set in, masterminded by unscrupul ous men who saw



themsalves as the next lords of the keep. The would-be assassins had died quickly, and their bodies,
gone over the cliff to the rocks below.

The two Sworn checked the bedroom for ns, then left Y ozerf done with acheerful: “Good night,
my lord!” The bedroom was cold; frost showed on the windowpanes, making alacy patternin the
moonlight. Wrapping himsalf deep in hisblankets, Y ozerf burrowed down into the big bed, hismind
aready on what must be done the next day.

He was never certain what aerted him. Perhapsthe tir of dightly colder air through the open window, or
perhaps the change of moonlight against his closed eyelids as a shadow blocked it out. All he knew was
that he was suddenly, completely awake and staring at afigure asit dipped in through the window.

Helet out aydl of surprise and warning, even asherolled out of the bed. The sword that rested by him
wasin hishand before hisfeet hit the floor. There was afaint whistle of displaced air and a soft thud, and
he caught aflash of sarlight on sted as arazor-sharp dagger buried itsalf in the bed where he had been
only moments before. He brought up his sword desperately, but nothing was there; it was only instinct
that made him drop to the floor as adagger dashed through the air from behind him.

Then the door was flung open, J'seth and Wulfgar tumbling through, wegponsin hand. A flood of
torchlight came with them, revealing pale skin, raven-black hair, and eyes gray as dragons. Shock
dammed through Y ozerf, so sudden that he nearly dropped his sword.

"Mother!” he shouted indignantly. “What in the name of Hdl are you doing?'

Londah froze, metal gleaming in her hands, and he redlized that she had been just about to drop one or
both of his Sworn with well-placed daggers. Her eyes went almost perfectly round as she stared a him.
One of her weapons dipped from anerveless grasp to hit the carpeted floor with adull clank.

"Y-Yozaf?' shestammered.

Her surprise made him uneasy. He would never have imagined Londah doing anything so cardlessas
dropping awegpon. Signaing his Sworn to stand down, he took the torch from Ji'seth and thrust it into
the pileof kindling in hisfireplace.

"Yes,” he said asthe meager light spread. “1 know that it has been severa months, but surely not so long
that you don't recognize your own son. Now, if you don't mind explaining what you were doing climbing
in my window &t such an hour—"

With asob that sounded torn from the depths of her being, Londah crossed the room and flung her arms
around him. Ji'seth drew her sword in darm, but Y ozerf waved her off. Londah never showed any
weskness that he had ever seen, but she held him hard now, and her voice quivered when she spoke. “|
thought you were dead.”

Dead? “| see” He patted her hair awkwardly, uncertain what to do with vulnerability from her. But after
amoment she drew away, and he saw that her composure was returning. She looked thin, he redized
with concern, and with a sudden surge of both hope and fear he wondered if she knew what had become
of Suchen. “Wulfgar, would you mind finding some wine and perhaps a bit of food for my mother? It
seemsthat we have alot to talk about.”

* * % %

AsLondah ate and drank, she gave Y ozerf abrief synopsisof al that had happened to her since the fdll
of Segg. “I left the othersin asmall wooded area aleague or so from here, and came on aloneto
discover the truth about Vordava,” shefinished, her eyeslocked on Y ozerf'sface, asif she dill



questioned whether or not he wasred.
"To discover the truth—or to kill me?’ Y ozerf asked dryly.

Londah shrugged, apparently not even dightly ashamed of her actions. “It would have been the smplest
way to get control of the keep."

"Thisisoutrageous!” J'seth exclaimed, unableto hold in her fury any longer. She stood on guard near the
outer door, her poleax clutched in her hands asif she longed to use it on someone. “Y ou—and Lord
Auglar—decided to take it upon yourselves to pass judgment on Lord Y ozerf, without knowing the truth
of thegtuation!”

L ondah raised an eyebrow but remained cam asadways. “Y ou must admit, the truth did seem unlikely.”

"What | ‘admit’ isthat Auglar cannot believe that anyone who wasn't born to the aristocracy could
possibly rule akeep or could be anything more than acommon bandit!"

Wulfgar had seated himsdlf near the fire and had so far kept hisopinion to himsdf. “Didn't he marry a
common lass?’ he asked now, brow furrowing as he thought.

"Mayhap—~but then, he wasn't turning over Kellgard to her governance, washe?’ Ji'seth argued,
unwilling to give an inch. “And he chose her himsdf, so she had the blessing of the nobility. Asif they are
some great bastion of mordity and good sense!”

Londah took asip from her goblet. “Y ou do not have to convince me, child,” she said, making J'seth
bristle. “I came because it was something to do. And because | have not used my skillsfor atime.”

"Y ou climb up sheer diffsand impregnable walls often, do you?’ Wulfgar asked curioudy.

"Y ou were saying that you left the others nearby,” Y ozerf interrupted, not wanting to get into adiscussion
of Londah'slong career asthe Crow Queen. “1 know the areayou speak of. We can ride out and get
them tonight.”

Tonight. I'll see Suchen again. I'll...
Be reminded all over again that she hates me for what | did.

It would hurt to see her; he knew that aready. How much better it would have been for both of them if
she had found refuge somewhere else. Will she even agree to come to Vorslava, knowing | amlord
here?

"What about the bandits, my lord?” J'seth reminded him.

Y ozexrf swore. In dl the excitement, he had not given any thought to his earlier conversation with Gless.
At Londah's curiouslook, he said, “ Thereisaband of outlawsin the area, just waiting for someoneto
prey upon. Suchen—and the rest, of course—could be in danger."

Herose swiftly to hisfeet. “Get Tan and Gless,” he ordered. “We're heading out now, as soon aswe can
get the horses saddled. Wulfgar, round up all the Wolfkin you can find. They'll be better than an entire
amy of noisy soldiersif thisturnsinto anight fight."

Londah roseaswdll. “1 should go,” she said, despite the rings of wearinessthat surrounded her eyes. “I
was supposed to meet them an hour ago asit is—they will beworried.”

"No. Stay hereand rest.” Y ozerf touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Y ou've been through agreeat ded,



while weve been stting here in safety and comfort.”
"Very wel. Be careful, my son.”

He gave her arueful amile. “Now, that would be a change, wouldn't it?!



Chapter Fifteen

Thenight air was bitterly cold, and Suchen shivered, hugging her cloak closer to hersdf. They had not
dared risk lighting afire so close to Vordava—indeed, the small, scrubby wood they had chosen to
conced themselvesin showed far too much evidence of recent visitsfor firewood for them to be
comfortable. Londah had left at sundown, promising to return with areport before midnight.

But midnight had passed by hours ago.

Brenwulf and Buudi lay in depressions hollowed out of the snow, snatching afew moments of deep.
Auglar stood tensely at the edge of their camp, taring out at nothing, but Suchen knew that he had
marked the passing of midnight as closely as she. Although she struggled not to worry, dread and despair
crept dowly into her heart like the fall of new snow. At last, unable to remain still any longer, she stood
up and walked alittle way from the campste, to asmall clearing where she could seethe sars.

Footsteps crunched in the snow behind her. “Don't give up yet,” Auglar said.

With asigh, Suchen turned to face him. Snow crusted his beard, and his blue eyeswerefull of grief and
despair, despite his brave words. “ Sheisn't coming back,” Suchen said. “They caught her.”

"Not Londah. If anyone could walk into Vordavaand back out without being seen, it would be she.”
"Maybethat'sjust it—maybe no one can.”

Auglar sighed and put his hands on her shoulders. “1 know things seem blesk at the moment, Suchen, but
don't give up just yet. I'm counting on you. | need you."

Something broke inside her at hiswords, like rotted ice cracking over deep, black water. “ Seem blesk?”
she demanded increduloudy. “They are blegk, Auglar! Y ozerf isdead. Kellgard is destroyed, and Sifya
and the baby are probably gone aswell. Jend is being torn apart—people are sarving, are dying. And
now Londah—"

Her voice broke, and she cursed herself for being weak. Auglar studied her with concern, and for the
first timein along while she saw the man who had been lord of Kellgard once again. He reached up one
hand, gently stroking her short-cropped hair from her eyes.

"But wearedive,” hereminded her. Hislips parted dightly, and for an insane moment she thought that he
might even kiss her. Whether her response would be to kiss him back or to beat him to within an inch of
hislife seemed equally possible, asthe thingsinside her screamed for relesse, any release at dl, whether
through violence or sex or some combination of both, it didn't matter.

But before he could make any move, afaint sound came to her—the soft, dmost inaudible sigh of snow
shifting within the forest. Startled, she turned away, her eyes searching the darkness, as she became
aware of how very exposed they werein the clearing benegth the moon. “Did you hear something?’ she
asked in ahoarse whisper, even as she drew her sword.

For amoment, she thought that she had been mistaken. Then something moved in the shadows benegth
the trees, and athread of moonlight gleamed bright on ametallic edge. With ayell to waken their desping
companions, she and Auglar fell back-to-back, swords poised and ready.

Men surged out of the trees like shadows cometo life, their fur-wrapped feet silent in the deep snow.
The moonlight showed her little more than tangled hair, matted beards, and badly cured hideswith the fur
turned in. How many there were, she didn't know—too many; that was certain. With aydl of fury and



despair, she met thefirst rush with her blade, hacking furioudy at athin, toothlessface. The smell of
decaying hides, unwashed bodies, and blood smote her, fuding her anger.

Damniit ... they must have found Londah. They must have forced her to tell them where we were
hiding.

Cursethemall to Hel, and their bandit lord with them!

There were too many to hold off for long. Even as she beat one back, another ducked beneath her guard
and dashed her cdf in aclumsy attempt to hamstring her. Although he missed the tendon, the pain and
the force of the blow sent her leg out from under her, and shefell to one knee. One of her attackers cried
out in triumph and raised a huge axe high over his head, preparing for ablow that would surely split her
skull intwo. Suchen snarled at him likeawild animd, lifting her sword in alagt, futile gesture, determined
only that she would not die without at |east making the attempt to fight back.

Somewhere in thewood, very nearby, awolf howled.

Everyonefroze into amomentary stillness, and Suchen saw sudden terror in the eyes of the man with the
axe. Her own muscleslocked, and she could fed theicy air scraping in her throat and chest, the dow
trickle of hot blood into her boot, and for an instant she wondered if someone had cast aspell over them
dl.

Then the shadows cameto life.

Suchen never even heard the sound of paws on the snow; one moment, the man with the axe was
standing poised; the next, adark wolf shape hurtled into his chest, knocking him to the ground. Screams
of terror erupted al around, and Suchen heard Brenwulf yelling, perhaps begging the pack not to kil
them aong with their attackers.

Either he communicated well, or the wolves had their quarry clear to begin with. Shadow shapes flowed
past onlong legs, utterly ignoring Auglar and Suchen, their golden eyes fixed on the roughly dressed
bandits. Severd had fdlen during the first moments of the attack, but others had tried to run, tripping and

saggering in their panic.

At the sght of her enemiesfleeing, something sngpped in Suchen. With awild shriek, she surged to her
feet, no longer feding the pain of her wound. Shouting furioudly, incoherently, she charged after the
running men, her bloodstained sword waving madly over her head. Wolvesran with her, aslent tide of
flickering gray shapesthat appeared and disappeared as they passed through the shadows of the trees.
Shefelt aandon rise up in her, and for amoment the effects of starvation and exhaustion fell away,
replaced by insane euphoria.

The bandits cursed and screamed as they ran from the wolves and the madwoman. They ssumbled and
staggered in the dark wood, their feet ensnared by falen branches and hidden holes, and those who fell
did not get up again. Crazed laughter bubbled up out of Suchen'sthroat, and she focused on one man,
the fleetest and most surefooted. She would kill him; she would rend him to pieces; she would make him
pay for al the death and despair that she had ever felt.

The wood came to an abrupt end, and the grasslands leapt out before them, running straight to the
moonlit sea. At the very edge of the wood was a gresat, round rock that humped up like the severed head
of agiant. A figure stood atop the stone, atall, dender slhouette that held itsalf with an easy, unconscious
grace. The freezing wind off the sea blew back its cloak and unraveled itslong hair like a tattered banner
frosted by starlight.



The man Suchen had been chasing staggered to ahdlt, faling against the rock. Thefigure on the stone
lifted itshand ... and fire bloomed.

The golden firdight lent color to the bone-white skin, drew out the flame of his blood-red hair, and
reflected from large, canted eyes, turning them into emotionless green cods. For amoment, Suchen truly
believed that her heart had stopped. Her legs went out from under her, and she fdll to the snow, scraping
her pams. No breath entered her lungs, and her mind yelled that thiswasimpossible, that she had finally
succumbed to madness, that she was dreaming, that she was dead.

Y ozerf moved so fast that hisarm was nothing but ablur. A sword flashed in starlight, and then the
headless body of the man Suchen had chased crumpled dowly to the ground, its hot blood melting the
Sow.

Y ozerf dismissed thefire from hishand, but she could still make out hisface in the moonlight. Their eyes
met, and Suchen prayed silently that, if this were adream, she might never wake again. For amoment he
dared at her, intense longing on hisface.

Then heturned away. "Naf rath fleyn!" he shouted sharply, and amoment later awoman ran to his
sde. Shewas Aclytese and beautiful, with flowing brown hair and wide violet eyes. Blood clung to the
sharp edge of the poleax in her hand.

Suchen broke free of her paralyss, flinging out one hand, asif to stop him. “Y ozerf!"

The Aclytese woman grabbed her arm, hauling her roughly to her feet. “ Shut up, youlittlefool,” she
snarled. “ Do you want the entire countryside to know we're here?’

Confused beyond words, Suchen tried to struggle free. Y ozerf had vanished, swallowed up by the night,
and apart of her wondered if he had been nothing but an apparition or adream. “No! Let go of me! |
haveto goto him!"

"He doesn't seem to think so,” the other woman said sharply. “Now come with me before you bleed to
death, or eseI'll leave your body for the crows.”

Numb, Suchen staggered aong after the woman. Light flickered through the trees ahead of them, and
before long they came upon asmall group of horses and severa other figures. One of them was holding a
torch, and when he turned his head at their gpproach, Suchen's breath again caught in her throat.

“Gless?!

Glesssface broke into abroad smile, and he limped forward, leaning on a staff topped with aniron
globe. “By the gods, you areawelcome sight!” he exclaimed.

Even as she started to ask him if he had seen the others, another group emerged from the wood. A
one-armed man led Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwulf into the torchlight, and Suchen felt aflood of relief that
they were sofe.

"Gless?’ gasped Buudi, echoing Suchen.

"Whereis Sfya?’ Auglar demanded wildly, grabbing Glesss arms and peering into hisface, asif he could
pull the answer from the other man's mind. “Is she here?"

"I don't know where sheis.” Glessslook of sorrow degpened as Auglar's hands dipped away. “I'm
sorry. We were separated in the fal of Kellgard. | escaped aone, so | don't know what became of
anyoneds"



"Thereisnotimefor this” said that midnight voice that Suchen would have known anywhere. Asthey dl
stared, he emerged from the wood, now mounted on abig gray warhorse with white mane, tail, and
socks. “There may be more bandits about, and Suchen is hurt. We brought enough horsesfor everyone
on two legs, so choose one and mount up quickly.”

"Yozerf?” shewhispered. But hedidn't act asif he had heard her.
"But ... how isit that youre aive?’ Auglar asked.

A grim, bitter smileflashed over Y ozerf's sculpted lips. “I discovered that heroic sacrificeill-becomes me.
Thetdeistoolong totell here. Sufficeit to say that | survived, and leaveit a that.”

"We thought you were dead,” Suchen managed. Shefdt asif she werein some dream made up of equal
partsjoy and pain. Y ozerf, her Y ozerf, was dlive againgt al odds ... but he was cold and remote as the
moon. Asif they were strangers.

"So | gathered.” He frowned and gestured impatiently at the other horses. “Mount up, or risk being left
behind."

"Wherearewe going?’ Auglar asked as he scrambled awkwardly up into asaddle.
"Vordava, of course.”

Suchen fdt her heart congtrict. She would never have believed Y ozerf would dly himsdlf with some
bandit king.

He's changed. There was something different in him, in theway he carried himsdlf, in the way the others
from the keep seemed to be looking to him to lead them. Changed. Reborn. What else did | expect of
someone returned from the dead?

Auglar looked asworried as shefdlt. “Before we go to Vordava, you have to know something. Londah
was with us—she went ahead to discover what sort of man this bandit lord is."

Y ozerf amiled again, dthough thistime, at least, it wasthe familiar haf-smile Suchen had dways known.
“I know. How do you think we knew you were in the wood?"

"So shereveded hersdf?
"Not exactly.”

Auglar waited for the Aclyte to daborate, but received nothing further. Finally, he sighed and said,
“Beforewerideinto Vordava, | have to know what sort of reception | can expect.”

Y ozerf met Auglar's gaze. Gray eyes burned into blue, and after amoment Auglar looked avay. “Asa
human lord—alord who inherited his keep rather than taking it by force—you could do much to
legitimize the Lord of Vordavain the eyes of those who, as you say, see nothing more than abandit.”

Auglar stiffened. “1 will not be used as a pawn for some jumped-up peasant with pretensions of
grandeur.”

The Aclytese woman reined her mount sharply towards Auglar's, reaching for adagger as she did so.
“You will takethat back, or 1 will hand you your insolent tongue!”

Y ozerf said something sharp in Aclytese. She stared at him rebellioudly for amoment, but dipped her
dagger back into its sheath, muttering to herself. Apparently satisfied that there would be no bloodshed,



Y ozerf returned hisgazeto Auglar. “ Y ou are so eager to judge, aren't you?’ he asked, and therewasa
bitter, mocking edgein hisvoice. “Very wel—I will tel you exactly what the lord will expect from you,
Auglar. Hewill expect you to keep the peace he has established. If you find it in yoursdlf to support him,
then fine. If you find that you cannot—then do not think to foment rebellion. There may very well be
factions who approach you, wanting to wrest the keep from the lord and put it in your hands instead, for
the smple reason of who you are. If this hgppens, you will go to thelord immediately and tell him."

"Andif | dont?'

"Y ou should know the answer without having to ask. Did you do otherwise when Kellgard was under
siege? Did you tolerate treason in your own walls? No wonder Dara-Don and Peddock ended up as

they did."
Auglar'sface went white. “Y ou know that's different.”

"Yes, itis Itisdifferent because Vordavais under sege now—>by cold and hunger and sickness. If
something goes wrong, then everyoneingde thosewallswill die, Auglar. And the lord will not dlow that

to happen.”

Silencefdl for abrief moment, broken only by the sound of the horses' hooves on the snow. “Do you
think that thislord truly cares about his people?’ Auglar asked at last.

"No question,” Gless answered before Y ozerf could respond. “1 wouldn't have Sworn mysdlf to him
otherwise"

Suchen tore her eyesfrom Y ozerf and stared at Glessin shock. Her old friend looked calm, peaceful
amog, but there was asadnessin the smile he gave Auglar.

"Oath-breaker,” Brenwulf snarled.

"Maybel am,” Glesssaid with ashrug. “But thetruth is, you had no more usefor me, Auglar. Y ou left
me behind at Kellgard because you were convinced that | wasn't worth much asawarrior anymore. |
don't blame you—I was convinced of it, too."

"And what changed your mind?’ Auglar managed to ask.

"Thelord, of course. Y ou may not have dismissed me from your service in so many words, but the
sentiment was there, wasn't it? Don't look so glum—I don't hold it against you. | truly don't. I'm
somewhere I'm needed now, somewhere I'm appreciated. If that makes me an oath-breaker, then so be
it

No one could seem to think of an answer to that. Y ozerf reined his mount around and set its head out of
the wood, and the rest followed. Wolves swarmed out like shadows, forming ranks around Y ozerf, and
before long he and the wolves were far ahead of everyone ese. Suchen watched him go until she could
no longer make him out againg the vast, snowy night.



Chapter Sixteen

Suchen floated dowly up from adeep, restful deep. Thefirst thing she became aware of wasthat she
was lying on a soft mattress that gave off afaint smell of sogp and herbs. A warm blanket covered her,
and apillow cradled her head. For amoment, she smply drifted, not caring to recall where she was or
what had happened. Then she remembered that Y ozerf was dive, and bittersweet joy flooded her heart.

Alive—not in love with her anymore—but, gods, dive.

There was a gentle hand on her shoulder. Suchen opened her eyes and found hersdlf looking up at a
young human woman whose otherwise pleasant face was marred by hideous scarring that ran from
beneath one eye dl the way to her chin. It distorted her expression into agrimace on one Side, but the
other, unmaimed, portion wore agenuine smile.

"I'm sorry to wake you,” she said sincerely. “But it will betimefor dinner soon, and | thought you might
want to wash firg."

Surprised, Suchen sat up and looked about. Her bed wasin asmall, neat room occupied by three others,
and she vaguely remembered someone telling her that this section of Vordavawas set aside for the use of
unmarried women and orphaned children. Two tal, narrow windows opened onto the room, and she
could see only the last dregs of sunlight through them. She had dept the short day away, it seemed, and
felt much the better for it.

"Thank you,” she said, glancing down at herself. What had become of her clothes, shedidn't
know—there had been a clean white shift waiting for her in the room, and she had barely put it on before
fdling into the bed. Now, though, her own filthy state came to her, and she felt ashamed for sullying the
shift and the sheets.

"My nameis Afwyn,” thewoman said. “I'll help you find your way around, get your bearings, if you
would like."

Suchen found hersalf smiling at the mutilated woman. “1'd like that. I'm Suchen Keblava. Thanks for
hdpingme"

"Oh, well, | haven't been here that long mysdlf, so | remember what it wasliketo fed like an outsider.”
Afwyn stood up and held out her hand to Suchen. * Come on—I'll show you where you can bathe.
Weve got clothes from the storerooms, and that we've scavenged here and there—I'm sure something
will fit you."

Suchen followed gratefully, pausing only long enough to pick up her sword from where she had left it
propped by the bed. Afwyn gave her acurious glance, but made no comment, instead smply leading the
way through the corridorsto asmal bathing room. It consisted of afireplace for heating the water, a
large copper tub, and adrain in the floor for the dirty water. Someone had aready filled the tub, and
Afwyn tipped apot of heated water into it, so that seam rose into the air.

Suchen dipped into her bath with afeding of utter gratitude. As she scrubbed soap into her short hair,
though, she found herself considering what she had seen so far of Vordava. That Y ozerf and Glesswere
both here serving the mysterious lord argued that rumors might not be so far off the truth as she and
Auglar had assumed. No matter how much he had changed, she could not imagine Y ozerf offering
allegiance to anyone who would abuse his power.

Although she had not seen many inhabitants of the keep on her way in before dawn, savefor afew



guards, Suchen thought that Afwyn at least seemed happy with her lot. At any rate, shelacked the
scared, beaten look that Suchen had seen on the faces of more than one female servant in her life.

As Suchen washed, asteady stream of women cameinto the room. Many of them were bringing clothes
for her to try on, but most seemed merely to be curious about the newcomer. The fact that Suchen was
armed naturally made her more exatic, dthough the femae Aclyte from the night before had clearly been
awarior. As Suchen emerged from the bath, gratefully taking atowel from one of the women, the crowd
around the door parted. Suchen looked up to discover the biggest woman she had ever seen bearing
down on her.

"I'm Grilka,” the woman said in abooming voice. “Welcometo Vordava"
"Uh, thanks,” Suchen replied, craning her head back to look up into the woman's homely face.

Grilkatook the towe with the ease of someone to whom authority came naturally and set to drying
Suchen'shair rather vigoroudy. “Now, now, back away, you lot,” Grilka said to the other women. “ She's
just comein from theroad, can't you see? My, you are askinny thing! Well, the feast tonight will take
careof that."

"Feast?’ Suchen asked meekly.

Grilkatossed the towe away and began sorting through clothing with a practiced eye. “Oh, aye. Well,
maybe not afeast, but abit more of aforma sit-down than we normdly have. Thelord isn't onefor alot
of bowing and scraping, that'sfor sure, soit's usualy come-as-you-are and sit-wherever-you-like. But
he'swanting to do alittle something specid for Lord Auglar, I'm guessing. Show him that we're not a
bunch of barbarians. Here, try thison, now."

Suchen obediently pulled atunic over her head. It smelled of cedar, asif it had just been brought out of a
storage closet, and the deeves hung far past Suchen'swrigts. Grilkafrowned, motioned for her to takeiit
off, and sdected another. “ Thislord of yours,” Suchen said hesitantly. “What is he like?"!

Grilka paused, and Suchen saw that the big woman was giving her question some real thought. “ Good,”
Grilkafinaly said. “A bit odd, yes, and there are some who'd have a problem with him. Now, we women
here, welook out for one another, understand? But the lord looks out for us, too. There's some who
have come here who've been through some bad times, and no one will ask you about what happened
before you came to the keep, if you don't want to talk about it. But if any man threatensyou, or sarts
pressuring you to exchange your favors for some extrafood from him, or anything like that, don't be
scared to go to the lord right away and tell him, understand?”’

Suchen tried on yet another tunic. This one seemed to fit well enough, so Grilka began searching through
skirts. “I'm not sure that | do.”

"Thelord has strong fedlings about somethings” Grilkasaid grimly, holding up askirt to compareits
length to Suchen's short height. “ Rape is one of them. Doesn't stand for anyone trying to harm or abuse
anyone ese here, redly.”

"That's 0,” said another woman, “but | think he just likes women."

Afwyn smiled with the haf of her mouth that could. “Not that you'd know it—he's not deeping with
anyonethat I've heard."

"I didn't mean that way,” the other woman objected. “But of course you would know, wouldn't you?'

Afwyn blushed. “1 think he's handsome,” she said, abit more defensvely than Suchen thought the



Stuation warranted.
"| thought you said ‘ beautiful’ last week."

The conversation dissolved into teasing Afwyn and comparing the merits of various guardsmen. As soon
as Suchen was dressed in aplain but serviceable tunic and skirt, Afwyn led her back to the their quarters
to rest for the short time left before the bell was rung to summon the keep'sinhabitants to dinner. But
when they opened the door, Suchen was surprised to find ayoung girl sitting on her bed, idly swinging
her legs over the Sde. She was perhaps eight years old, with hair that gleamed like copper and adusting
of freckles across her upturned nose. Her mischievous eyes were striking, blue heavily streaked with
gray. Shewas clad in atunic of good make and, of al things, apair of boy'strousers and boots.

"What are you doing here, Owl?’ Afwyn asked, her eyes narrowing dightly in exasperation. “I thought |
told you stay out.”

Owl was gtaring at Suchen in obvious fascination. “ But she's awake now!” she pointed out, in athick
peasant's drawl.

Afwyn sighed and looked at Suchen gpologeticaly. “ Owl kept coming in while you were adeep. | was
afraid she would wake you, and from the looks of things, you needed therest.”

Suchen sat down by thegirl. “Owil, isit? That's an odd name.”

"Pgpagaveit tome,” thegirl declared proudly. Then her eyes went to Suchen's sword. “Y ou're afighter,
aren't you? Will you teach me?"

Suchen blinked, surprised. “ That would be up to your parents,” she said uncertainly, even as she
reflected that, had it been up to her parents, she would have been married off years ago without ever
having seen asword.

"And thelord may have other plansfor you,” said avoice with aheavy Aclytese accent.

Startled, Suchen looked up and saw the woman from the night before, leaning in the doorway. In better
light, she looked even more beautiful than she had then. She dressed in tal fur-lined boots, trousers,
tunic, and cloak. Her thick brown hair was swept up to the crown of her head, where it wastied so that
it fell down her back in asort of crest. Although her posture was relaxed, Suchen noted that she kept a
ready grip on the poleax she carried.

"J'seth,” Afwyn said by way of greeting. “What brings you here?” Apparently, the beautiful Aclytese
woman did not normaly stay with the unattached females of the keep.

Because she's staying elsewhere? Could that be the reason for Yozerf's behavior last night? Could
he be in love with someone else?

"I've been looking for Owl,” J'seth said, giving the girl astern glare. “ Y our father findly redized that you
were missing. Hewould have noticed earlier, but he was running about like amadman shouting something
about needing ahair clip.”

Afwyn looked shocked. " The lord?"

J'seth's violet eyes glowered at Suchen. “Heis quite anxious to impress these new guests,” she said, asif
shewould just as soon tossthem al back out the gates.

Owl made aface. “He wants meto wear a dress,” she confided, asif nothing could possibly be more



abhorrent.
Suchen gave her asympathetic wince. “How awful.”
"I don't think | should haveto, do you?'

Remembering her own upbringing, how her parents had tried to force her into amold for which shewas
desperately unsuited, Suchen said, “Not if you don't wishit.”

"Heisyour father and you should obey him,” Ji'seth snapped, but her scowl was dl for Suchen. “Y ou will
come back with me now."

Owl sighed, hopped up, and started for the door. But before she reached it, she stopped and looked
back. “Can | come back and visit you?’ she asked Suchen.

llArNtirrell

The girl smiled, and Suchen found herself smiling back. When she was gone, Afwyn laughed and shook
her head. “Don't let Owl fool you,” she said. “ Thelord indulges her horribly."

"Must benice” Suchen said wistfully.

* * * %

Torches and tallow candles spread as much light as possible through Vordavas great hall, athough the
basdt wadls and brooding architecture ensured that the room maintained an air of gloom. While Kellgard,
withitslong legacy of building sprees, had seemed the nightmare of a demented architect, Vordavawas
unified in its effort to produce adark, vaguely ominous atmosphere.

Everywhere Suchen looked, carved faces stared back at her: from the ceiling beams, from the spandrels,
even from the window mullions. Some faces were human, while others were monstrous creations of the
artist'simagination. The gloomy keep seemed the perfect haunt for ghosts, and she was willing to bet that
the castle€'s children entertained themsal ves with many tales of strange noises, cold spots, and unquiet
Soirits.

At least the hall waswell ventilated, she thought, smoothing her skirts nervoudy as she made her way to
where Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwulf sat together, at one of the side tables. Smoke from the enormousfire
pit in the center of the hall vanished into the darkness above and, presumably, out through some network
of holes and flues hidden in the far-off ceiling. A group of children chased each other through the crowds;
amoment later, Grilka'sloud voice caled them to hedl. Cats curled near the warmth of thefire,
undisturbed by the comings and goings of the humans around them. The smells of wood smoke and dle
filled thehal, giving it asort of somber cheer.

A look of relief crossed Auglar's face when he saw her. “ Are you rested?’ he asked, indicating a seat
beside him on the bench. She did in, careful to keep her sword from jabbing her in theribs.

"Y es. Have you spoken to the mysteriouslord yet?"

Auglar shook his head, his expression growing grim. “No. Wewere brought in and given alittle food and
abed. Later they let us bathe and gave us clothes, as | seethey did you. Gless camein briefly and talked
to us, but wouldn't e aborate on anything we didn't aready know. We haven't seen Londah, ether.”

"Nor havel.” Suchen shivered alittle, worry for the Aclytese woman creeping into her belly. “Do you
think we should haveinasted?"



"| don't think Y ozerf would have been so cam last night if he had been worried about anything happening
to her,” Buudi pointed out reasonably. He hesitated. | noticed that there seemsto be some... tension ...
between the two of you."

Suchen shrugged and looked away. “People change, | suppose. I'd rather not talk about it."

At that moment, afaint murmur rose from the crowd. Suchen looked up and saw Londah enter. For the
firgt time since Suchen had met her, the Aclytese woman was wearing a dress. And not just any dress,
but agown of sumptuous red velvet that set off her gray eyes and pale skin to perfection. Not to mention
her body, athough truthfully, anything short of asack would be unable to do otherwise. Her waist-length
black hair was twisted up on her head, bound in place by red ribbons.

All eyesfollowed her as she made her way across the room. But instead of coming to sit with Suchen
and the rest, she went straight to the head table and seated herself there, to the right of the lord's empty
chair.

"I wonder what that means,” Auglar said, bewildered.

"l don't know,” Suchen murmured. She noticed that Owl wasthere aswell, in the chair to the lord's | eft,
her short legs swinging idly. Although her clothing was neater than she had worn earlier, the girl still had
on trousers. When she saw Suchen looking at her, she waved brightly and held up a stuffed horse, which
had been stting on the table by her plate.

"Whoisthat?’ Buudi asked.
"Thelord's daughter, apparently. Her nameis Owl, of al things."

"And whereisthislord?’ Brenwulf muttered darkly. “He doesn't seem to mind holding up dinner, it
would appear, nor being rude to his guests by not meeting with them beforehand.”

"One of thewomen said that dinner isn't usualy thisformal,” Suchen recaled. “And that Aclytefrom last
night—J'seth—said that he wanted to make an impression on us.”

The sound of shuffling benches started at the far end of the hall, and Suchen redlized that the people a
the lower tableswererising to their feet. No doubt the tardy lord was finally making an appearance. For
an instant Suchen frowned—it was not customary for everyone at dinner to rise for alord, and it annoyed
her that this unknown man would flaunt his power so. But then she remembered Grilkas words and
redlized that she had seen no signd to rise. This display was spontaneous.

Who is this man, that he can command such respect?

Thelord's entourage swept into view. Glesswas there, naturaly, and Ji'seth, along with two other men
Suchen didn't know ... and Y ozerf.

For amoment, it shocked her—Y ozerf had refused to become Sworn to Auglar, and yet he had taken
oath to some jumped-up bandit? Then theimplication of their order, with Y ozerf in the center, dawned
on her. If she had not aready been seated, she would surely have collapsed.

"By thegods,” Brenwulf whispered.

Y ozerf looked utterly beautiful as he passed by, moving in an easy stride that bespoke confidence and
power. Although dressed in his customary black, the clothesooked to be of good qudlity rather than the
patched and worn things he had always had before. His cloak swirled around him, flaring out like
dragon'swings. He held his head high, and hislong red hair was actualy brushed and tamed by agold



clip at the nape of hisneck. Around histhroat was asmple gold chain set with asingle ruby, the only
mark of authority that he wore.

The Sworn escorted him al the way to the high table and then broke formation, with Gless and Ji'seth
taking up station afew paces behind hischair. Y ozerf gave them adightly exasperated ook, but took his
seat without argument. Scrapes and clattersfilled the hall asthe castle's inhabitants sat again. Servants
bearing platters of food emerged from the side doors, and soon the loud murmur of conversation had
risen up dl around thetiny idand of quiet that enclosed Suchen and her companions.

Suchen was unable to look away from Y ozerf, even when someone put abowl! of vegetable stew in front
of her. Perhapsfeding her gaze, he glanced up, and their eyes met. Suchen's breath caught in her throat,
asif some physica connection bound them together, tugging urgently at her heart. Y ozerf's gray eyes
were steady, cold, and gave nothing away of his own thoughts ... and yet, he did nothing to sever the
connection between them, until asmall hand reached up and patted him on the arm. Jumping dightly at
the touch, he glanced down at Owl, who was holding up her stuffed horse. Even at a distance, Suchen
saw Y ozerf'slips curveinto asmile, and he held up a chunk of bread to the horse's stitched mouth, asif it
might et it.

What by Hel?

"This doesn't make any sense,” Buudi said. Dragging her eyes awvay from Y ozerf, Suchen discovered
Buudi frowning at her. With the growth of beard shaved away, Suchen saw that the lines on hisface were
more deeply graven than before, asif he had aged yearsin the last few months. No doubt she looked the
sane.

"l don't understand, either,” Suchen said unhappily.

Auglar took a bite out of ahunk of bread, chewing it asthough it had personaly offended him. “Nor do
I,” he said darkly, once he had swallowed. “But | will."

They atein slence after that. The farewas smple, buit filling, and for the first time in months Suchen knew
that she would be going to bed without the constant ache of hunger in her belly. The dewas dark and
rich, but, like the food, it was carefully portioned out, the rest being held in reserve against the long winter
dill to come,

All around them, the hall wasfilled with talk and laughter. Suchen watched the crowd carefully, noting the
different people who made it up. Perhaps half of them were Aclytes, which made a certain amount of
sense. They mingled fregly with the humans, and children of both races ran here and there, playing and
being reprimanded by their parents. Afwyn caught her eye from acrossthe hal and offered her an
encouraging smile.

Once dinner was over, a crowd gathered around the newcomers. Some were no doubt curious to see
the human lord, while others wanted to welcome them to the keep and seeif there was anything they
needed. Their generogity surprised Suchen, especidly given that many of these people had lost everything
to the war. She had hoped that Y ozerf would join them, but as she craned her neck to see around the
wall of people gathered about them, she redlized that he had dready I €ft.

Although he struggled to be polite with the curious people around him, Auglar was clearly put out by
Y ozerf's disappearance. He answered one question far more brusguely than necessary, and some of
those nearest him drew back, their faces showing surprise.

"Now, now,” arough voice said into the moment of silence that followed, “they've had along journey
and don't fed like answering abunch of slly questions. Stand back and give them some air; thereyou



go.”

The man who pushed hisway through the crowd had long hair that had gone entirely gray, but his body
was il fit and strong. An easy-going smilelit hiswegathered face, and helooked asif he should have
been at home bouncing grandchildren on hisknee. But asword hung from his hip, and he was dressed as
asoldier. When he turned, Suchen saw that hisleft arm ended abruptly only afew inchesbelow his
shoulder.

Brenwulf cameto hisfeet, meeting the older man's eyes, and there was something in his posture that
communicated tension and uncertainty. The man continued to smile, however. “It'sdl right, lad,” he said
warmly. “Yes, I'm Woalfkin, but I'm not achdlengeto you."

Suchen froze at hiswords. Brenwulf's eyes grew wide, and he looked around frantically, for the
gray-haired man had made no effort to lower hisvoice. Seeing their shock, he chuckled. “It till seems
odd to haveit out in the open, but everyone here knows what my family and | are. And we aren't the
only ones. The Red Guard drove us out of our homes when Argannon invaded, and many of us ended up
here. We hunt for the keep and protect it, and the lord looks out for us. I'm Wulfgar, by theway."

"You'reone of Yozerf's Sworn,” Buudi observed guardedly.

"Aye, that | am. He sent meto bring you to him, asit happens. There was some business he had to take
care of after dinner, but he wanted to talk to you before it grew too late, seeing asyou've dl had ahard
time of things and would probably like your beds.”

Auglar's face hardened. “We want to speak with him, aso.”

Wulfgar gave him asharp look but made no comment. They followed the grizzled old Wolfkin out of the
dining hall and through a series of torch-lit corridors. As she studied the brooding architecture of the
keep, Suchen found herself thinking wryly that Y ozerf could not have found a place that better reflected
histemperament if he had tried.

| can't believe thisis happening. He can't be the lord we've heard so much about ... can he?

How did he take Vorslava? To Hel with that—how did he survive the fight in Segg? Where does
thisgirl, thisOwl, comeinto it?

The study that Wulfgar took them to was alarge, comfortable room. Thick carpets covered most of the
floor, and the walls were lined with books. A huge desk of some black wood hulked at one end. Y ozexf
sat at it, hishead bent over what looked to be a parchment scroll. The light from the well-stoked fire
touched hislong hair, which he had taken down from the clip, bringing out gold highlights amidst the red.
Owl was sprawled on the carpet directly in front of the fire, an open book in front of her and afrown of
intense concentration on her face. Ji'seth stood near the door, poleax ill in hand, and Londah satina
chair nearby, 9pping something from agoblet, with afaintly amused expression on her face.

Y ozerf glanced up as they entered, and Suchen caught a flash of nervousness before the mask closed
down over hisfeatures again. “ Auglar,” he said, his degp voice cam, measured. “ Suchen, Buudi,
Brenwulf. | trust that you have al been treated well? Fed? Had your needs taken care of 7

"Yes” Auglar said impatiently, waving his hand. “ Except the need for information.”

Y ozexf leaned back in hisornately carved chair, and arueful smile curved his mouth. “1 gpologize for the
drama. | suppose that, given our previous ... association, | wanted to make afavorableimpression.”

"Y ozerf.” Suchen took ahesitant step forward. Her heart quickened dightly when he turned his attention



on her, and she swallowed and looked down. “How did you escape from Segg? We—we thought that
you were dead."

I'm not going to cry, damn it. I'm not.

Y ozerf sighed, looking suddenly weary. “I'm not entirely certain how | escaped,” he admitted. “I
remember being fairly surethat | was going to my desth. But then ... nothing. The memoriesarelost to
me. Next | knew, | wasin aforest in wolf form, badly hurt. Dying, | suppose.”

"Then how did you survive?’ Buudi asked.

"Owl.” At the sound of her name, the girl looked up, and Y ozerf beckoned her over. She went to him,
and he picked her up and settled her in hislap. “Owl found me. She saved my life.”

Owl grinned, obvioudy pleased by the praise. “We werein the forest, and there were bandits, and Papa
killed them, only | thought he was Smoky, and then we went to my village, but it was gone, but first there
was the witch's house, and | was afraid to go in, and—"

"Owl,” Y ozerf interrupted, “1 don't think we have time for your verson just now."

Auglar waslooking dightly vexed. “But surely that isn't the child'sred name,” hesad. “And where are
her parents?”

"Itistoo my name!” Owl shouted, her lower lip jutting out angrily. “ Owl Jonaglir!”

Y ozerf gave Auglar abaeful look, but only said, “ Owl, why don't you go up to your room for now.
We're going to be talking about boring things for awhile. Perhaps your grandmother would like to see
your toys. I'll come up later and read to you, al right?"

Londah rose gracefully and extended her hand to the girl. “Come, child. Have you any weaponsin your
room?'

"Mother,” Y ozerf said sharply.

Londah's eyeswere al innocence. “Y es?'

"I would appreciateit if you could find something to do with Owl that doesn't involvekilling anyone.”
"If youindg."

As soon asthey were gone, Y ozerf rose and crossed the room. He towered over Auglar like ablack
shadow, and the human lord took a half-step back. “Y ou were rude and needlessly cruel to my daughter,
and | will not haveit,” Y ozerf said softly, but there was a hint of the wolf'sgrowl in hisvoice. Hisgray
eyesreflected thefirdight, turning into unreadable green coals.

Auglar wasthefirst to look away. “I'm sorry. It hasbeen ... along year."

"For usal.” Yozerf turned away, cloak flaring with his movements. “Y ou need rest and food, al of you.
And | will give them to you, but we must speek firgt. J'seth, Wulfgar—Ileave us, please.”

J'seth brigtled vigbly, and her knuckles went white as she tightened her grip on the poleax. “I do not trust
them, my lord."

Y ozerf glanced down at hisdesk, asif thinking, then back up. “But | do trust them,” he said gently.



If Suchen had needed any more evidence asto how greatly he had changed, then thiswasit, she thought
in amazement. A smple statement, and not one that seemed like much ... unless you knew him.

"Totrust isto die,” he had told her once, shortly after they first met. Other people might trust, but not
Y ozerf, scarred child of the streets that he was. He claimed that trust was afool's trap, adevil's promise,
and he would have none of it.

She had flung it in hisface during their find argument, after shelearned that he had been sharing hismind
with the ghost of the last Queen of Caden. Y ozerf had not trusted her ... but it had been hewho had, in
the end, betrayed her.

And now ... now he stood in front of them and said that he trusted—said it wryly, perhaps, but truthfully
nonetheless.

Oh my love. What happened to you?

The two Sworn left, athough Ji'seth shot many a backward glance over her shoulder, asif warning them
al of the retribution they would face if they went collectively mad and decided to kill Y ozerf. When they
were gone, Y ozerf shook his head and sighed, and Suchen redlized that he felt the burden of their loyaty
keenly. “Now we can spesk fredly, as old companions,” he said.

Auglar sudied Y ozerf'sface with athoughtful air. “Good. Then tell me with whom | am spesking.
Y ozerf? Or Tdmonra?'

Y ozerf went to stand before thefire, staring into its depths, asif the flames held some secret they would
impart if only he looked long enough. “Y ou have the right to ask that, | suppose,” hesaid at last. “1 told
you in Segg that | had cast her out, but | cannot say that | blame you for doubting me.”

"I'm glad to hear that. Because, to be honest, | find it difficult to believe that Y ozerf could have
accomplished dl of this"

Y ozerf's smile was sad, wistful, and pulled hard at Suchen's heart. “ That, too, | understand. But it is
nonetheless true, no matter how absurd it seems. | will not lieto you, Auglar—I have some of Temonras
memoriesin me. | did take some things from her, and perhaps her understanding of the ways of
command remained with me. But sheis no more. The ghost in me was nothing but ashadow, amemory
of someone who had once lived, and now even that isgone. Y ou will have to be satisfied with that. And
of course, you arewelcometo leave Vordavaif that isyour wish—I will not hinder you."

"Wewould befoolsto leave,” Auglar said reluctantly. “Whether welikeit or not, Vordavaisour only
redl hope of living through the winter."

"Good. | was afraid that your didike of me, justified asit is, would be enough of agoad to make you do
something foolish.” Y ozerf turned and put his back to thefire, folding hisarms over hischest. “Thereare
some rulesyou musgt follow if you remain, however."

Wariness showed in Auglar's eyes. “ And what are they?'

"Firgt, everyone worksin Vordava. That includes me. There are no useless nobles here, Sitting about,
waited on by servants. Everyone contributes to the wellbeing of the keep in whatever way they are best
suited, either by taent or inclination. Some cook, some clean the floors, some muck out the stables, some
watch the children, some stand guard. | think | could use you best as guardsmen, but if you would prefer
to be stable hands or carpenters, we need those also.

"I don't think | need to warn you about not harming or taking advantage of others, or go into details, such



asthat any adult caught stealing food will beimmediately exiled.” Y ozerf smiled faintly. “None of you
seem apt to suddenly become criminas. However,” and his smiled faded, “you will recall our
conversdtion of last night, Auglar.”

Y ozerf glided gracefully forward, circling Auglar in adow, predatory stalk. Firdight and shadow
streaked hisinhuman face and his cold, gray eyes. He seemed for amoment athing of darknessand air,
dangerous asawild animal. “1 amthe Lord of Vordava,” he said softly, but there was a deadly edge of
warning to thewords, “and you will obey mein al things. If you seek to divide the people of this keep by
making yoursdf ariva to me, | will put you back out into the snow without a second thought. Do we
understand each other?"

Auglar'slipstightened, going white at the edges. “Yes"

"Good.” Y ozerf relaxed suddenly, and some of the dark menace dipped away from him. “It does not
give mejoy to say such thingsto you, but your position here must be clear to everyone. Vordavawill not
survive to see the spring if we are not united in purpose, and no man can follow two lords.” Heran his
hand back through hisloose hair in agesture of weariness. “| did not seek this.”

"You didnt?'
"Of course not. | am no fool—I would not have believed it possible. Ask Glessif you don't believe me.”

Auglar was slent for amoment; then he nodded once, sharply. “Very wel. | agreeto your terms. We are
prepared to be guards, if that iswhat is needed.”

"Thank you.” Y ozerf leaned againgt the mantel piece, staring once more into thefire. “ And from timeto
time | will want your advice, Auglar. Y ou have experience and knowledge that | don't, and | am not so
proud that | won't take advantage of that. As| said, | an nofool.” He hesitated for a moment, then
added, “1 have need of you aswell, Suchen.”

Although the words were carefully impersond, she thought she heard adight roughnessin hisvoice.
“What do you need?’ she asked, striving to match histone.

"Two things, actudly.” A rueful smileflashed over hisface and was gone. “I hope that you will consider
them on their own meits, rather than judge them by the source of the request. | would like you to teach
Owl the sword."

Suchen blinked, surprised. “Me? What about you? Or Londah?"

"If it isleft up to me, Owl's education will be very haphazard indeed,” he said wryly. “1 maketimefor her,
that istrue, eveniif it means going without deep. But I'm not dways certain when that will be, and
midnight is hardly the best time for sword practice. For onething, it tends to annoy everyone whose
windows face the courtyard.”

"And Londah?'

"Londah will turn Owl into alittle assassin within two weeks. | would prefer that at least some of her
training came from someone with adightly less bloodthirsty outlook. If you and Londah work with her
together, perhaps she will learn something about balance and restraint without sacrificing technique.”

Suchen thought about it, then nodded. *1 would be honored, then.”

"Thank you,” he said, and she could tell that he meant it. “ There is one other thing, though. | would like
for you to be my steward, at least for alittlewhile."



Shewent ill, heart pounding. Consenting would mean spending more time with him, and, gods, she
wanted that. But at the same time, it would be torment to be close to him and know that she had
somehow lost hislove, that she couldn't touch him or kiss him or make any of the casud little gestures
that lovers had.

"Thetruthisthat | do not have the experience nor mind-set to be good at that sort of thing, and neither
doesany other here,” Y ozerf went on, apparently obliviousto her turmoil. “I know | am asking agreat
dedl, but it isfor the good of the keep.”

"Of course,” Suchen said, amazed that her voice didn't shake. “1 would be happy to."

"Good. I'll have someone show you the records we have made tomorrow.” He straightened abruptly.
“But it growslate, and I'm certain you're dl tired.”

J'seth and Wulfgar were both waiting to lead them back to their quarters. The corridor outside was cold,
and Suchen followed it back to her londly bed, feeling asthough theicy air had eaten into her core and
would never leave again.

* * * %

| can't do this.

Y ozerf closed his eyes as the door shut behind those who had once been hisfriends. It had been good to
seethem dl, dive and in reasonable hedlth.

Asif held had eyesfor anyone but Suchen.

Gods, shelooked terrible—thin and pae from deprivation, her beautiful hair cut short. But nothing could
make her appear like anything less than an angel to him, and hiswhole body ached with the need to go to
her, fold her into hisarms, and never let her go.

And it's my own fault that | can't.

Hewould have to stay away from her, he thought bleakly. She would be a competent steward, and he
hoped that meant she wouldn't need much input from him. If he could keep their contact to aminimum,
perhapsit wouldn't be so bad.

Liar.



Chapter Seventeen

Suchen spent the next morning lost in the minutia.of running akeep. Y ozerf sent everything he had
compiled concerning Vordavasfood stores and population. Although his handwriting wasterrible and his
math worse, he had done surprisingly well for someone whose only education had taken place on the
streets and who hadn't even learned to read until last year. In addition, the people he had assigned, either
formally or informally, to oversee various aspects of the keep met with her and put their knowledge at her

disposd.

After long hours of staring at lists or composing new ones, she stretched wearily and rubbed her eyes.
Her first impression wasthat Vordavawould make it to the spring given the food storesiit currently had,
s0 long asthey didn't take in too many new mouthsto feed. It would be tight, but they would makeit.

Of course, spring would bring with it awhole new set of problems—such as the fact that the armies
would be back on the move.

"Areyou ready to fed the sunlight, or do you intend to stay here until you become rooted to that chair?’
asked Londah.

Suchen jumped, then swore. Londah was leaning casudly against thewall, her arms folded across her
chest. The dress from the night before was gone, replaced by form-fitting gray breeks and tunic, long
with the high black boots she had worn from Segg. The afternoon light streaming through the window
caught on the skull-shaped slver buckles on the boots, on the heavy siver earrings—a so skulls—in her
ears.

Suchen stood up and closed the book she had been staring at. “More than ready,” she said ruefully.

"Good. We will begin Owl'straining this afternoon.” A faint smile flashed over Londah'sface. “And see
what you have learned, aswell."

In anticipation of the afternoon, Suchen had dressed that morning in breeks and boots rather than a skirt,
earning disapproving looks from many of the other women. Their looks had not bothered her ... much.
After solong, she should be used to them. At least Afwyn and Grilka had not seemed to care.

The two women left VVordavas gloomy interior for the courtyard outside. Although fog often dominated
the coadt, today at least it was clear and sunny. Their breath steamed in the bitingly cold air, and Londah
handed Suchen apair of glovesthat she had scrounged from somewhere. The wind moaned eexily
around the gargoyle-infested cornices, like the souls of the damned.

The yard where the guards practiced was nearly deserted. Snow had been trodden into the earth by
many heavy boots, resulting in atreacherous morass of haf-frozen mud. The stables were nearby, and
the smdl of horses mixed with that of wet mud and the sdty tang of the sea.

Owl waswaiting for them, wearing protective padding that had probably once belonged to some young
noble—possibly even Fdllrant when hewas achild. A matching, child-sized wooden practice sword was
clutched possessively in one small hand. Her face flushed abright pink from amixture of cold and
excitement.

L ondah fetched two more practice swords from a storage shed, then leaned back againgt it, aramsfolded.
“Y ou can handle the basics,” shetold Suchen.

Uncertain whether to be flattered or insulted, Suchen only nodded. “Very wdl,” she said to Owl. “First



you have to know how to hold your weapon..."

* k% k %

Y ozerf leaned his ebows on the parapet of one of the watchtowers, gazing at the small figuresfar below.
The cold wind bit through cloak and gloves, seeming to cut straight through skin and muscleto hisvery
bones. It brought him the scents of many humans, of cooking food, of middens, of horses, and of the sea.

In the yard below, Owl struck her wooden sword against adummy made from straw and rusted armor.
Shelooked happy, and he felt proud of her determination, even as he prayed she would never be faced
with ared enemy in her life. Suchen's voice, caling encouragement, cameto him faintly on the wind,
athough he could not make out her words.

His heart contracted sharply as helooked at her. Her short hair blew wildly around her face, haf hiding
her smile. Her every movement wasfilled with confidence as she demonsirated something to Owl, and he
found himsalf remembering the first time he had seen her, how her strength had impressed him. Perhaps
that strength was one of the reasonsit didn't surprise him that she was better able to go on without him
than he was, without her.

She took your death hard, Londah had told him that morning over breskfast. Do not be so quick to
believe you know her heart.

But he had only shaken his head, remembering how they had parted. Londah hadn't seen what had
happened between them. Hadn't watched Y ozerf dmost murder Peddock and Suchen, both. Hadn't
heard the pain in Suchen's voice when sheredlized that Y ozerf's betraya went far beyond that.

Londah had only shrugged then, and he knew that he would hear no more of it from her. No doubt he
wasjust confirming her belief that love was afool'sgame.

"Y ou look troubled, my lord,” Wulfgar said, bresking into histhoughts.

Y ozerf sghed and turned away from the parapet. The grizzled Wolfkin stood only afew paces away, a
curious expresson on hisface. “1t'snothing,” Y ozerf lied. “Nothing at al.”

* * * %

Suchen saw little of Y ozerf over the next few weeks. The business of running the keep kept them both
busy, but him most of al, and there was never atime when he was not surrounded by a crowd of people.
Even a dinner, he usually had a petitioner at one ear and a guardsman at the other, demanding opinions
or solutions or judgments. After dinner, he spent the evening working in his study and spending time with
Owl. So Suchen was never quite certain whether or not he wastruly trying to avoid her, or if he smply
no longer had even amoment for himsdlf, let done aformer lover.

The keep needs him more than | do, sheredized glumly. For that matter, so does Owl . Everything
had changed, and there no longer seemed to be aplacefor her at hissde.

So she did the only thing she could—the job he had asked of her. Acting as his steward took at least
some of the burden from him, and so she spent long hours at the books and in the storerooms. When she
wasn't doing that, she talked with the kitchen workers, with those who foraged the beach and the
countryside for food, and with the Wolfkin who hunted for meat. When she heard of Y ozerf's proposal
for aMidwinter feast, she threw hersdf into the task of devising waysto stretch their foodstuffs even
further, so asnot to disgppoint him.

The one thing that helped most was that the keep's popul ation was no longer increasing rapidly, asit had
doneinthefal. Winter had closed aniron fist around the Kellsmarch, and Auglar's small band wasthe



last to make it through the gates. Any others either gave up and turned back before reaching Vordavaor
died of cold and hardship somewhere out on the vast plains. Come spring, perhaps some herder would
find their clean-picked bones.

Spring was not something that she wanted to think about, though, because it meant that once again the
warring armies would be on the move. Winter was an implacable enemy, but at least it was without
maice

Accessto food and shelter began to repair the damage that months of wandering had inflicted on Suchen
and her companions. Faces began to lose their emaciated |ook, and some of the haunted darkness | eft
their eyes. Buudi, Brenwulf, and Auglar al took over guard positions, slanding watch on thewalls and
deeping in the barracks. Suchen found that she had little time to speak to them, athough shetried to est
dinner with at least one of them every night. They did not al work the same watch, she noted, and she

wondered if it was something that Y ozerf had done deliberately—an attempt to break apart alord and
his retainers, who would naturaly form aunit unto themsalves, apart from the other guards.

Auglar seemed to have adapted to his new status well enough, behaving like the rest of the low-born
guards. If nothing else, it was afar cry better to be awel-fed guard than a starving wanderer. But there
were times when Suchen thought she saw wistfulnessin his eyes, and his gaze strayed to the high seet that
Y ozerf occupied.

Her one direct connection to Y ozerf during those days was Owl. As she had promised, she set out to
teach the young girl how to fight. The child proved to be aquick study. Owl was bright and gregarious,
and before long, Suchen found hersdlf looking forward to their sessons smply for the girl's sake.

And what will happen to her if the keep fallsin the spring? she wondered one day, watching while
Owl hacked a awooden dummy to build her strength and accuracy. Everyone knows that Yozerf
adopted her. If hisclaimto lordship were at all legitimate, she would be his heir.

But it isn't, and she's not. Maybe that will be enough to save her.

Gods, please don't let Vordava fall .

* * * %
"l can't believe that Midwinter ishere aready,” Afwyn said when they rose one morning.

Suchen brushed her short-cut hair. Although it was starting to grow out from the brutal chopping she'd
givenit last spring, months of deprivation had madeit brittle and dow growing. At thisrate, I'll never
have to worry about a braid again, shethought wryly.

"Redly?’ shesad with afaint smile. “1 fed like this has been the longest year of my life.” She gestured at
their mirror—really the remains of abroken shield, burnished to ashine and hung on thewal. “I'm
surprised | don't see an old woman staring back at me.”

"That'sfoolish tak,” Afwyn said briskly. She was busy with her own hair, dthough to Suchen it looked as
if sheweretrying to decide what style worked best to hide the ugly scar that distorted one side of her
face. “You aren't that old. I'm sure there will be plenty of young men at the feast who'll be happy to
proveit to you."

"I'm not surel'm going.”
"What?" Afwyn left off her hair and turned to stare uncomprehendingly at Suchen. “Why not?!

Suchen hesitated, not certain what to say. So that Yozerf and | can continue to avoid one another. So



| don't have to watch him dance with anyone else. So | don't have to watch everyone else have a
good time and remember everything that I've lost ... and feel like a selfish idiot for thinking that
way.

"l have so much to do,” she began lamely.

"Tut! Surely the keep won't fal apart if you take asingle night for yoursdf, will it? Y ou deserve an
evening to relax, to enjoy yoursdf. Therell be music, and dancing, and cider, and food, and
guardsmen...”

"Y ou haven't got your eye on one of those guardsmen, have you?’ Suchen asked, trying to distract
Afwyn from questions that cut too close to the bone.

To her surprise, Afwyn flushed and lowered her head. “Nay. Hed not ... held not notice the likes of me,
that'sfor certain.”

Suchen remembered their conversation thefirst day she had been at the keep, and dread touched her
heart. “Y ou mean Y ozerf, don't you?'

But Afwyn shook her head. “Oh, nay! Not that hed be looking my way either. HE's beautiful enough, it's
true, but I'm for aman who laughs abit more often, if you know what | mean. A merry heart can make
many things seem better.”

"I wouldn't know."

Afwyn gave her apiercing look. “ Suchen ... it'snot my place to ask, with you being the steward and all
... but you spesk so familiarly of thelord. They say you knew him before Vordava ... Wasthere
something between you?'

"It was another life,” Suchen said quietly.

Perhapsit truly was, at that. Certainly the bitter, angry man she had fallen inlove with had changed
into something ese entirely.

Now if only I didn't love the man he's become even more.

"Wl ... you should go,” Afwyn said uncertainly. “WEell find you a dress from the stores tonight, al
right?'

"Redlly, therésno need.”

"Owl will be devastated if you don't go. She adoresyou."

Suchen scowled &t the other woman. “That's alow trick."

"So you'll come, then?'

Shesghed. “All right. If it will make you happy.”

Afwyn smiled indelight. “I only want to see my friends enjoy themsdves.”

Friends, Suchen thought darkly after she had finished dressing and Ieft the room for the day. Afwyn was
alikeable young woman, it was true. Although Suchen didn't know what had happened to give her such a
disfiguring scar, the fact that she had been able to overcome it spoke of Afwyn'sresilience. A year ago,
she would have been proud to cal the young woman friend.



And what happened to the last person | called friend? She turned out to be a monster. A Red
Guard. Aliar and atraitor.

So much for my ability to choose my friends well .

What would Cybelen and Peddock be doing for Midwinter? Would they be celebrating together? Did
her brother find much cause for celebration these days? Was he happier now, having severed histieswith
hisold lifein favor of hislove?

She and Peddock had been companions dl their lives, and Suchen thought that she probably knew her
brother aswell as she had ever known anyone. Even so, she hadn't predicted hisfinal desertion. Maybe
that means you never really know anyone. Or maybe just that I'mterribly bad at guessing what
other people are thinking and doing.

| can't believe that it's sat well with him, though. | can't believe that he's at peace, even though I'd
like to.

Oh, Peddock, where are you? Are you even till alive? And do you ever think about me at all?



Chapter Eighteen

Everyonetook most of the day of the feast asatime of rest, except for the unlucky guardsmen on duty
and the kitchen staff. Indeed, those in the kitchen worked doubly hard, athough none of them
complained. It had become apoint of pride for them to make gtrict rationsinto presentable medls, and
with the extradlotment for the feast, they were determined to outdo themsalves.

Suchen spent most of the short day practicing the svord with Owl and Londah. But when the shadows
began to grow long, J'seth appeared in search of the girl. “'Y ou must bathe and put on your dressfor the
feast,” she reminded Owl.

Owl, who was thoroughly grubby from hoursin the practice yard, made aface a the Sworn. “I don't
want to. Why can't | wear my armor?”

"Because you will embarrassyour fether.”
"No | won't!"

Suchen privately thought Owl was right. But she put ahand on Owl's shoulder. “We dl haveto do things
wedon't like,” she said gravely. “ And you're the lady of the keep, after dll. It'suptoyouto set a
sandard.”

Owl was only dightly mallified. “Y ou don't have to get dressed up.”

Suchen remembered the gown Afwyn had been so indgstent on finding for her. “I do. And | have to wash
up, aswell.”

"Oh, dl right.” Owl followed J'seth reluctantly back to the keep, her shoulders dumped. Watching her
go, Suchen thought wryly that between hersdf, Londah, and Ji'seth, Owl was digtinctly lacking in feminine
role models. No wonder she was so disgusted by the thought of dressing up.

There were too many people in the women's quarters for everyone to get a bath, so Suchen contented
hersdf with a quick wash from abasin of cold water. Afterwards, she and Afwyn helped one another get
ready. The outfit Afwyn had picked for her conssted of asimple blue gown with long deeves.
Complaining al the while that Suchen wastoo thin, Afwyn laced up the back so that the torso clung
flatteringly to her form. The full skirtsbelled out softly, swirling around Suchen'slegs when she moved.
They dso hid the fact that she had to wear boots rather than dainty dippers underneath.

"If only we could do more with your hair,” Afwyn said.

Suchen smiled wistfully as shelooked at her wavy reflection in the shield that hung on their wall. Her
short hair clung to her neck and feathered out wildly around her jaw, making her look like an urchin.
Privation had hollowed her face, making the bones even more prominent. The blue of the gown brought
out her sapphire eyes. The bodice was cut so that it made the best of her near-absent breasts, and the
swirl of the skirt gavetheillusion of feminine hips undernegth.

"The guardsmen will be climbing over one ancther to get to you,” Afwyn promised with aamile.

Suchen laughed, but even as she did so, she found hersalf wondering. Y ozerf had stayed away from her
asmuch as possible since she had arrived, but tonight he could hardly avoid her. Perhaps, if shefound
the courage to approach him, she could get the opportunity just to talk privately.

Thelast time they had done that had been when he had confessed to her dl the things he had lied about.



When she had told him to leave.

But maybe we can just ... just talk. Not about anything important. Surely the painful things can
wait until later. But ... just talking, just learning how to be friends again ... surely we can manage
that, can't we?

It was afragile hope, but it was the best she could muster. Gathering up her skirts, she followed the
chattering Afwyn out of their room and to the greet hall.

* * * %

Y ozerf felt adigtinct stirring of pride as he walked into the great hall. The smell of good food greeted him:
barnacles swimming in butter, venison pastries, sweet breads, and even tarts made from preserved fruit.
Smoke from the fire pit mingled with the scent of burning candlewicks, human and Aclytese sweet, and
the occasiona splash of perfume. The room looked like a spilled jewelry box, the guttering candles and
torchesilluminating the brightest clothing everyone could lay claimto. A quintet of musicians played a
lively tune, while the laughter of children and adults alike echoed amongst the somber roof beams.

"You aren't required to shadow my every move,” Y ozerf said to Wulfgar and Ji'seth, who had appointed
themselves his guardiansthis night. “ At the leadt, trade off with Glessand Tan. Y ou deserve to celebrate
aswdl."

"L et the young havethisnight,” Wulfgar said, unperturbed.
"I will not leave you, my lord,” J'seth added in afaintly haughty tone.

Y ozerf suppressed asigh. He had rather hoped that Ji'seth might try to find ayoung man for herself, but
her congtant attention to duty left no timefor apersond life of any kind. But if it pleases her to live this
way, what's the harm?

The harmisthat no one can be on duty day and night for months on end and not feel the effects.
Her temper was recklessto start with.

Gless passed by in aflash of brilliant color; he had truly outdone himsdlf thisnight. A moment later, an
Aclytese woman, whose name Y ozerf couldn't remember, was pressing agoblet of mead into his hand.
He smiled histhanks, and she winked at him as she disappeared back into the crowd.

Gods.

"Y ou might think of joining the dancing yourself, lad,” Wulfgar said, with aknowing smile and anod after
the departing woman.

Y ozerf snorted and took a sip from the goblet. The sweet acohol went down far too easily, and he
reminded himsdlf to watch how much he drank. “I think not.”

"Begging your pardon, my lord, but thisis a celebration, not afunera, for al that you're dressed likeit's
one.” Wulfgar cast avaguely aggrieved look at Y ozerf'sblack attire.

Y ozerf amiled dightly. “Nothing ése maiches my hair.”

"Even so, my lord, there are many digible young ladies here. Y ou might think of enjoying yoursdlf a bit,
thisnight of dl nights™

"Leaveit.” Yozerf took another, larger, swalow of mead to cover hissuddenirritation. “ Thisisnothing
but anillusion, Wulfgar: thisnight, thisfeast, this celebration. We pretend that the spring will never come,



that thingswill go on forever asthey have. But | can't afford to do that. | can't afford to forget, even for a
moment, that well al be lucky to see another summer.”

Wulfgar dropped his eyes, awolf's gesture of submission. “Aye, my lord. But | think you've missed the
point. Doesn't what we're going to face later on make it that much more important to celebrate now,
whilewedill can?'

"Then leave me and get to it, as I've offered aready. But |—"

Thewordsdied in Y ozerf'sthroat. The only thing he could see—the only thing he could think
about—was the woman he suddenly beheld coming towards him from across the room.

He hadn't seen Suchen enter the hall, but the goblet in her hand suggested that she had been there a least
afew minutes dready. Shelooked beautiful, utterly stunning, in away that made hisheart lurchin his
chest and his mouth go dry. The candlelight gleamed on her golden hair—her pretty hair, that she had cut
so cruelly short—and cast shadows over her strong-boned face. The skirt of her gown swirled around
her legs, hinting at the form beneath.

| can't do this, he thought, on the edge of panic. What would he do if she danced with someone el se?
Intellectually, he knew that he had logt al claim to her, that she was free to do whatever she pleased with
whomever sheliked. But his heart didn't understand that &t all.

She wasn't going to anyone e se, though—she was making her way straight for him, and he half wished
that he could flee the scene before she got there. It was hard enough knowing that she was under the
same roof, without being able to touch her or kiss her; and he had done his best to avoid any temptation.
But right now ... he could dlready fed al the careful separation he had imposed on them coming undone,
and she hadn't so much as spoken aword to him yet.

"Wulfgar, J'seth,” she said when she came up. There was asmile on her lips, but he could read
nervousnessin her eyes and her scent. “My lord.”

The formality hurt, but he made himself smile back. “ Suchen. | hope you're enjoying yoursdf? Have you
egten?’

"Not yet.” She drank from her goblet, then looked up at him. Her eyes were dark, wells of midnight, into
which he might fall and be lost forever. “I thought | might like to dancefirg.”

"Themusic isquite good,” he said, trying not to sound pained. Perhaps there was some excuse he could
find to leave before she and whatever partner she chose reached the area set aside for dancing.

"| agree.” She hesitated, and it occurred to him that she seemed to expect some response that he wasn't
giving. Then she shrugged and smiled wryly. “Will you dance with me, then?”'

His heart beat even faster, and tightness closed around his throat and chest. He couldn't do this, couldn't
be so close to her and not want her. There had been too much between them to go back to smple
friendship and nothing more.

And what if she wants more? What if...
What if she's forgiven me?

He made himsdlf smile through his confusion, although he suspected the expression wasn't as happy asit
should have been. He set his goblet aside, took hers and set it down aswell, and offered her hisarm. “It
would be my honor,” he said softly, Struggling to convey the truth of it.



Some of the tension went out of her, and he wondered at that, because he felt more nervous than ever.
Her hand was warm through the fabric of his deeve asheled her through the crowd, and he spared a
thought to wonder where Wulfgar and Ji'seth had gone. Then they were amongst the other dancers, and
he took her hand carefully in his, feding the calluses the sword had | eft on her strong, smdll fingers.

Both Aclytese and human music had been played throughout the evening; the current reed wasasmple
peasant tune meant for couples to dance to. They moved together, linked by one hand, asthey wovein
and out of the other pairs. Strands of Suchen's short hair fell into her eyes, and she flicked them back
with atoss of her head, even as she smiled at him. Gods, so many things he had done to make her
desperately unhappy; he had frankly thought that no action of his could ever make her smileagain. It
made him fed asif there were more than afool's hope for them yet.

Then shelooked beyond him, and he saw the smile flicker and die. Her eyeswent wide, and she broke
the pattern of the dance, shoving him hard. Something e se hit him from behind, and there was a sudden
confusion of bodies. The smdl of fear and anger rose up al around him; candldight gleamed on aknife
whose edge was stained with blood.

Then everything unraveled into chaos. Some people were screaming, while others fought, and still others
ran. Suchen had gone to the floor, and he saw blood on her arm through adash in the deeve of her

gown.

Fury hit him, riding the salt-and-rust smell of her blood. Y ozerf spun with asnarl, onefoot lashing out to
catch the knife-wielder in the gut. He had been in the act of lifting his knife again, amed towards Y ozerf's
chest, and in the moment before the man dropped, Y ozerf caught sight of alook of hatred and fear.

Assassins.

A second man crumpled to the floor with asickly gurgle, and Y ozerf glimpsed one of Londah's throwing
knives protruding from his neck. Then his Sworn were there, J'seth howling and laying about with her
poleax, until Gless jerked her back to keep her from killing the cowering man at her feet. Londah
appeared, ablack figure with grim eyes, dressed for shadow-walking rather than celebrating. Sheheld a
blade in each hand; the gods knew how many more she had tucked away el sewhere.

Silencefél. Three men lay dead on thefloor, while four others were being restrained. The Sworn had
closed in tight to form a protective ring around Y ozerf ... and Suchen, who sat on the floor ill, her right
hand pressed tight to the deegp gash in her left arm.

"Merdwyn!” he shouted; she was the closest thing the keep had to aheder. And, hisheart lurching in
additiona fear: “Owl! Whereisshe?"

"She'sfine, my lord,” someone said, and amoment later the ring of Sworn parted to let her through. Owil
flung hersdlf on him, clinging to hisleg, her whole body shaking in fear. When she caught aglimpse of
Suchen, shelet out afrantic cry that wrung his heart.

"Help Suchen,” he said, not knowing what else to do.

And Suchen, the godslook on her, managed asmilefor Owl. “I'mfing, little one,” she said shakily. “Just
ascratch. Come help mebind it."

The Sworn shifted suddenly, a nervous gesture that instantly caught Y ozerf's attention. Tearing hiseyes
away from hislove and his daughter, he saw that Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwulf had tried to gpproach.

And been stopped cold. His Sworn weren't about to trust them in reach of Y ozerf right now—nhis Sworn,



including Gless, who had an uncharacteristically grim look on hisface.
Auglar's eyes widened dightly, asif he had been dapped. “By the gods, let usthrough! Isshedl right?!

"I'm fine,” Suchen said again. Merdwyn had arrived a some point and was now on her knees by Suchen,
carefully cleaning the wound, while Owl held an herb pouch for her.

Y ozerf wanted to be a part of that tableau. More, he wanted to pick up Suchen and take her away from
thishdl, from this madness. But he had never been able to keep her safe, not even when things were
good between them; and of anyone there, save perhaps the prisoners, he had the least choice about

daying or going.
"What shall we do with the prisoners, my lord?’ asked one of the guards who held them.

"Assasans,” said J'seth with a snarl that would have made a Wolfkin proud. She gripped her poleax so
hard that her knuckles had gone white, and the look in her violet eyes promised death.

Y ozexf took a deep breath of air that stank of blood and terror. He did not relish what had to come next.
Looking down &t the prisoners, he asked, “Why have you done this thing? What did you possibly hope
togan?'

The man who had cut Suchen in hisattempt to get to Y ozerf glared back defiantly. “Only an abomination
like you would haveto ask,” he said. Murmurs broke out around the hall, both horrified and speculétive.
“I did thisfor Lord Auglar.”

Silence. Y ozerf thought that he could have heard the rush of blood through hisveins, so quiet wasthe
hall.

"l knew nothing of this” Auglar said camly, but with just the dightest quaver in hisvoice.

Y ozerf didn't take hiseyesfrom the prisoner. “So,” he said to the n, “you thought to murder me
and sat Auglar up asLord of Vordava, isthat it?'

"Ayel You havenoright to lord it over humans, you damned scum! Auglar isthe only true lord here!
Hell make thingsright! Hell stop sharing our food with monstersand Aclytes! Put them in their places
wherethey belong! Vordavabeongsto him, not you!™

"Unfortunately for you, you are quite mistaken about the last.” Y ozerf turned away and met Auglar's eyes
through the hedge of Sworn. Although the former lord was obvioudy doing everything he could to remain
cam, therewasfear in hisblue eyes. He has to be wondering what 1'm going to do with him now.
One word, and he would be executed, and he knows it.

How did we ever come to such a pass, that someone who was once my friend could think such a
thing?

"l believeyou,” he said, and read rdlief in the sudden dump of Auglar's shoulders. “Y ou may be many
things, but you do not have atraitor's heart.”

Auglar bowed his head. “Thank you, Lord Y ozerf. | would never countenance treachery donein my
name. If there are any here who doubt how | fed, let them hear me now: you arethe Lord of Vordava,
andwhile | am here, | will follow you."

Y ozerf nodded gravely in acknowledgment, even though the entire Stuation felt impossibly odd. Auglar
might have been King of Jendl, had things not gone o utterly awry in Segg. Now he was taking orders



from a penniless half-breed who had once turned down the chance to be Sworn to him.

"Y ou have wisdom, Auglar, and good advice for me. I'm not unaware of that.” Do you know what I'm
going to ask of you? What | must ask of you? “What shdl | do with these prisoners?'

Auglar'sface was pae. He kept his gaze trained on Y ozerf, without so much as a glance a the men who
would have seen him Lord of Vordava. “ Asthey are assassns and traitors, | advise you to execute them
and any who follow them.”

"No! My lord!” screamed the prisoner who had spoken before. All the rest began to babble and plead,
but he stared at Auglar asif he had been betrayed. “My lord, we did thisfor you! For usal! Don't
forsskeud”

Auglar swalowed hard, but the ook in hiseyeswas cold. “Y ou are hothing of mine,” he said shortly, and
turned and walked away. Buudi and Brenwulf trailed after him, slent and confused.

Y ozerf didn't believe that Buudi would wish things had gone differently. But Brenwulf? We never did
get along well. How glad would he have been to see Auglar take my place?

Gods.

"Take them to the dungeons,” he said doud. “ Question them—I want to know if any otherswere
involved.” Gods, he hated this, and it put himin afoul temper that he didn't try to hide. “ Hang them just
before dawn—I don't want them to see another sunrise.”

He started to turn and leave, then belatedly recalled the feast. “ Everyone € se—back to your revels, if
you wish it. The cooks and the musicians have put forth a great effort, and it would be shameful to haveit
gpoiled by fools."

Suchen had gotten to her feet, and Merdwyn was leading her out the door, no doubt to asmaller, more
private setting where she could recuperate. Damn it. Things were going so well. | should go
downstairs and cut off their heads myself. Owl, sensing that he was done with business, came and
leaned againg him. Hefluffed her hair lightly.

"I'm sorry, little Owl. Would you like something to eat?"

She shook her head; he had expected as much. She tended to cling to him after a scare—no wonder,
congdering how much she had lost in her life. But then she surprised him by asking, “Can | go with
Suchen?| want to help.”

"Of course. Tell her...” He stopped, unsure suddenly what he could say. “Tell her I'll bein assoon as|

She nodded and ran off, her copper hair bright, even againgt the rainbow clothing of the crowd. Y ozerf
sighed and wondered if the message he sent through her would be welcome or not.

"My lord,” J'seth said. When he glanced at her, it was to see her eyes downcast. “Please, forgive me. |
failed in my duty to you. The ns should never have gotten so close. | will accept whatever
punishment you deem appropriate.”

The other three Sworn looked equaly wretched. Even Gless's pampered hair seemed to droop. “ Same
here” hesaid, then gave Y ozerf afaint amile. “Unless, you know, the punishment involves cutting off my
head or making me wear bad clothes.”



Y ozerf snorted. “1 fear it'stoo late for the latter. | don't hold any of you responsible. It was anear thing,
yes, but that isthe chance | must take."

"Y ou shouldn't take any chances,” Ji'seth objected.

Londah drifted in likeaghost. “Lifeis chance,” she said, but there was cold anger in her slvery eyes.
“But J'seth isright—you were foolish to go into the crowd like that.”

He bit off adozen angry retorts. There was no profit in an argument, not in front of so many. “Thank you
for your help,” he said instead.

She shrugged, and he saw that most of her attention was till for the crowd. How many other potential
assassins lurked there, hidden amongst their fellows like chame eons among stones? | will do what | can
to seeyou survive. You know this."

Y ozerf sghed and wished for ... he didn't know what. A quiet life, maybe. And what would that be
like? A normal life, with a normal family; | can't imagineit.

Mostly what he wanted a the moment was to leave, to make certain that Suchen wasdl right, and
maybe to continue their interrupted conversation. But that wasimpossible, no matter how bad his
mood—it was too important that the people see him dive, unharmed, and most of dl, unafraid. So he
walked the bounds of the hall three times, the Sworn hovering around him like four hens around a chick.
He exchanged greetings with everyone he recognized, accepted spontaneous declarations of loydty, and
thanked those who had helped subdue the ns. The musicians began to play once more, but no one
seemed to be in the mood for dancing any longer. Y ozerf cursed the nsyet again, that they had
managed to disrupt what should have been anight of revelry. The gods knew there were few enough
bright spotsin the lives of the keep'sinhabitants, and to have this one ruined rankled badly.

Before leaving, he paused to load food onto a plate, ignoring the protests of his Sworn that they could do
it for him. “My damned arms aren't broken,” hefinadly snarled at J'seth, who took aquick step back.

Merdwyn entered the hall just as he was prepared to leave. She was ashort, homely woman who had
some skill with herbs, aswell asthe ability to suture or cauterize awound if need be. Catching sight of
him, she crossed the hall quickly and dropped into a curtsey.

"I thought you'd like to hear how the steward isdoing, my lord,” she said. “The cut wasaminor one, and
I've tended it. Shelll take no lasting damage. | 1€ft her in the study to rest abit.”

Rdief hit him, as at least one worry evaporated. He hurried past the heler with amuttered “thanks,” the
Sworn trotting to keep up with hislong strides. Away from the great hall, the keep was bitter cold, and
his breath steamed in the air. Only afew widdly separated torcheslit the halls and stairs, and he heard
Gless ssumble behind him with amuttered curse. Taking adeep breath, he forced himsdlf to shorten his
sride, not wanting to humiliate Gless by hisinability to keep up. But the dow pace grated on nerves
wound too tauit.

The door to the study was closed; Wulfgar knocked politely and received amuffled “comein.” Within,
the banked fire had been stoked a bit, driftwood crackling and popping in the flames. Owl sat on the
hearthrug, heedless of her dress and the ashes, recounting the battle in the great hall with relishand a
great dedl of exaggeration. Suchen sat in the chair behind the desk, looking pale and drawn. The deeve
of her gown had been cut away atogether, so that the injury on her upper arm could be bound, and there
were bloodstains on the blue fabric of the bodice. The scent of the herbal poultice Merdwyn had used
dill drifted onthear.



"I brought you some dinner, as| didn't think you'd fed much like coming back tothe hdl,” Y ozerf said.
He crossed the room and set the plate and goblet on the desk in front of Suchen, then stepped back, not
wanting to crowd her.

"Thank you. That was thoughtful.” The dim light reduced her eyesto cobalt rings around ablack center,
but he found himsalf unable to read their expression.

Damn this. He picked Owl up from the floor, absently wiping ashes off her nose as he did so. “What
have you been doing, rolling around on the rug?’

"I was showing Suchen how you fought off twelve of the bad men dl by yoursef.”

"| don't recall that. Perhaps | have been wrong—you might make a better bard than awarrior.” Y ozerf
hitched her higher in hisarms and carried her acrossthe room to Tan. “Tan will take you back to the
feast. Don't go anywhere without one of the Sworn or your grandmother.” Wherever sheis. Scaling the
walls, probably.

Owl'slower lip started to jut. “1 don't want to go back to the feast. | want to stay here.”
"If you stay here, you can't tell your friends about the fight, can you?”'

She didn't seem too certain of hisreasoning, but she must have decided that thiswas one of the times that
an argument wouldn't sway him. As Tan led her away, Gless quietly herded the other two Sworn out the
door, ignoring J'seth's angry protests.

Y ozerf stared at the door asit closed on his self-appointed protectors. “Gods,” he said, half wanting to
laugh at the absurdity of it dl. “ Thisis madness. | wake up every morning and think to myself what an
odd dream | just had. Only it never isadream.”

Suchen'sfork scraped againgt her plate as she set it down. “Y ou've done amazing things here.”

Y ozerf shook his head and then risked aglance at her. Her gaze on him was steady; hefdt asif her eyes
gripped him down to the bone, exposing everything: dl hisfaults, al hiswesknesses, dl hisfoolish hopes
and fears. “ So amazing that | was dmost murdered tonight. So amazing that you were hurt, while | stood
by likeanidiot."

"It wasn't your fault. I'm awarrior, aswell asasteward, Y ozerf. | knew therisk | wastaking.” She
pushed the remains of her dinner aside and folded her handsin her skirt. Her scarred fingers looked
amogt awkward without a sword hilt to rest on. “Nothing truly worth doing is ever easy.”

Helaughed, but it had a bitter edge. “ Then at least my life has been worthwhile."

Suchen sighed and looked away, staring &t the hearth asif the flames had amessage for her. “I'm not just
saying these things. What you've done here. ... | don't think you see the reach of it. Y ou have Wolfkin,
Acdytes, and humansadl living under one roof without killing each other. Of course something like that will
draw opposition—that isn't surprising. What's surprising isthat it happened at dl.”

"All three races lived together at Kelgard. I'm doing nothing Auglar hasn't already done, and probably
better, congdering that he had far fewer atemptson hislife.”

Suchen shot him asudden glare. “Damniit, you aren't listening to me. Yes, they al lived together at
Kelgard. Only the Aclyteswere al servants, and no one knew about the Wolfkin. Thisis completely
different.” Sheflung up her arms, then winced as the wound pulled. “Even if only humanswere here,
getting these peopl e together and keeping them dive long enough to take Vordavawas a greet feat. This



... itsadamned miracle” Shelaughed alittle at that, but her eyes seemed over-bright, asif she held back
tears. “1'm so0 proud of you."

Shock robbed him of words. That someone would take pride in his accomplishments seemed insane,
ludicrous. Histhroat congtricted sharply, and he turned towards the fire, busying himsalf with stoking it in
an atempt to get the space to collect histhoughts.

"Perhaps you shouldn't be,” he said findly. The burning driftwood in the hearth collapsed in on itsdlf,
sending up aflurry of sparks. Its soft light painted everything near-at-hand gold and draped the corners
of the room in shadow, making it seem asif they were caught insde agilded bubble. “I never planned for
thisto happen. | had no great ambition to save anyone. Anything I've done has been done out of
desperation, Suchen. That'sal.”

"Yourealiar, Yozerf,” she said gently. He turned, startled by the accusation, and saw that she was
smiling even as she spoke. “ Y ou dways claimed that was the sum of things with you, that you acted
because you were desperate, because you wanted to survive. But that never explained haf of what you
did. From the day | met you, you've been trying to save us adl—even if it sometimes meant saving usfrom
oursglves"

He shook his head, denying thewords. “If you recal, Ax sent meto you at thefirst. | did it to repay my
debt to him.”

But the smile on her face didn't falter. “1 haven't forgotten. But it went past that, from the very beginning.
How many times could you have stood by and let usdl die? And later on, when even Ax couldn't have
claimed that Rozah was still your responsibility, you risked everything to keep her safe”

"And | faled. Shedied for my sake, instead.” As you might have done tonight.

"That was her choice. Y ou couldn't have madeit for her. Hel, you tried to warn us al that we were crazy,
that we should have been more cautious. None of us wanted to hear that, though, least of al Rozah. But
you came with usanyway. Y ou aways did what you could. And, whether or not you want to admit it,
that'swhy you're here today."

"I don't know.” He hesitated, |oath to speak words he knew in his heart he had to say. Of al the
conversations he could have chosen to have tonight, this next was the very last he would have wanted.
But he couldn't let it lie, not when silence had aready wrought so much damage between them. “Theré€'s
awaysthe chance, too, that it has nothing to do with me. Temonra... left ... thingswith me."

Y ozexf propped hisarm againgt the carved mantel piece and leaned his head againgt hiswrig, studying the
firesothat he didn't haveto look at her. The flamesblurred in hissight, and the smell of smokefilled his
nose. Wood cracked, popped, and hissed as the last moisture was burned from it.

"What things?’ she asked. Quietly, levelly, but he heard that dight edge of pain and worry in the words.

If only he had acomforting answer to give her. “I don't know. | can read Aclytese now—I found some
old records from Caden here, not that I've had timeto look at them closdaly. Whatever else she may have
been, Telmonrawas a queen, was someone who knew how to lead her people. Perhaps she left some of
that with measwell."

"Perhagps. But | think you were already on thisroad long before.” He heard the rustle of her skirtsas she
shifted in her chair. “Y ozerf ... I'm sorry, but | haveto ask. Being able to read Aclyteseisn't exactly a
gamadl thing. Areyou dl right?1s shetruly gone?'



"Yes” Heclosed hiseyesbriefly. | know why you're worried, love. Gods, | don't blame you. “Sheis
gone.” A deep breath, to buy amoment's space and brace himsdlf. “ Suchen, I'm sorry. More sorry than |
can possibly say. | should have told you the instant | knew that something was wrong. If nothing ese, the
moment my powers started to manifest, | should have goneto you for help. | didn't, because| was
afrad. Terribly afraid. | think that, in the back of my mind, | dways believed that some day you would
come to your senses. That you would see me for who and whet | really am, and | would loseyou. So |
tried to put that day off by lying to you. That would have been wrong even under ordinary circumstances,
but with things as they were, it was even worse. | won' ... | don't have theright to ask you to forgive me.
Just ... believethat | am sorry. If | could go back and undo everything, | swear to the gods | would. But
of course | can't, so perhaps none of this counts for anything after al.”

Silence. Asthe moment drew out and she made no reply, he waited to hear her footsteps leaving. When
that didn't come, hefinally lifted his head and looked at her. She was Sitting very straight in her chair, her
hands wound tightly together, and there was the gleam of tearsin her sapphire eyes. Even as he watched,
they spilled over, tracing silent tracks down her cheeks.

The desireto go to her, to comfort her, was amost overwheming, but he forced himself to be ill and
remember that it wasn't hisright anymore. “ Suchen?’ he asked, abit tentatively.

"Y ou have no ideawhat I've endured,” she said, and her voice broke. She swallowed hard, then
scrubbed the tears from her face, asif impatient with them. “I thought you were dead. | thought | would
never seeyou again, never be ableto talk to you again. | thought the last words I'd ever speak to you
would bethe ones| said in anger. Every morning | would wake up and remember thet | was till in the
world and you weren't, and the idea of just living through the day seemed too awful aburden. | felt like
my insides had been ripped out, like there was nothing left but a shell. Londah said | was aghost haunting
my own life, and she was right. There was nothing | wanted. | had no gods, no desires, nothing at al but
orief.”

Y ozexrf felt frozen, hismind spinning and his heart hammering, so loud he could heer it. It wasterrible to
think that he had inadvertently caused her so much pain. And yet...

She still cares about me.

"What are you saying?’ he asked at last. It was astupid question, but hefdlt asif he could hardly form a
coherent thought, let alone say anything e oquent.

She sniffled, wiped avay afew last tears, and gave him arueful amile. Thefirdight gleamed off the
wetness on her cheeks, off her short golden hair, and he thought that she was the most beautiful thing he
had ever seen.

"l don't know what I'm saying. I'm just ... | only wanted to tell you, that'sal. I'm not asking for pity, or
for anything dse.” Wigtfulnessfilled her eyes when shelooked a him, agentle sorrow for thingslost.
“Things have changed so much since we last parted. | know that you have incredible responsibilities now.
Y ou have people who count on you. But even more than that, you have people who love you. Y ou have
afamily, you have your friends, and you have your followers. Everything has changed for you, and |
understand that. | do. | just want to help, and to be your friend if you'll let me. That'sal.”

Hefdt asif hisheart was on the verge of either breaking or bursting. “ Thereis one thing that hasn't
changed,” he managed to say past the sudden obstruction in histhroat.

"What?'

He gave her back arueful smile of hisown. “1 ill love you.”



Her beautiful eyeswidened. She roseto her feet, crossed the dight distance between them, and lifted a
hand that trembled. Thetips of her fingers brushed hisface, so lightly he barely felt the calluses on them.
Never looking away from her eyes, he reached up and caught her hand with his own, keeping it there so
she couldn't draw away.

"And| loveyou,” shewhispered. “I dwayswill."

Y ozerf wasn't certain who moved first, only that she wasin hisarms and her mouth was turned up,
searching. Her lips were soft and tasted of tears—hers, his, he didn't know. The fedl of her body against
hiswas both achingly familiar and painfully different, the bones so much more pronounced than he
remembered.

"Gods,” hewhispered, when he could speak again. He gathered her close, burying hisfacein her hair,
feding her armslock around him with afierce strength. “I missed you so much.”

"M-missed you, too."

Sanity tried to intrude, areminder of al the things he couldn't put aside no matter how badly he wanted
to. “I can't make you any promises. | don't know what will happen when the armies come in the spring.
Hel, | don't even know what will happen tomorrow.”

She drew back from him alittle, tenderly brushed a strand of hair from hisface. “No one ever does,” she
said with acrooked smile. Then her ook sobered again. “I know. | understand. But it doesn't matter. It
doesn't change anything. | want to be your steward and your friend. And your lover, too, if you'll have
m"

He smiled, his heart feding too full for his body to contain. “Do you even haveto ask?"

Shegrinned. “No.” She kissed him again. “1 don't suppose | do.”



Chapter Nineteen

Suchen sat in bed, her arms around her knees, and stared out the window at the sea. The sunwasjust
risng in the east, and the ocean was still dark, except for foam on the breskers, which made eerie white
shapes againgt the black water. The constant roar of the waves against the rocks below had become part
of the background noise of the keep, but thismorning it seemed incredibly loud in the stillness. An early
gull skimmed the ses, like the pale ghost of adrowned sailor, and then vanished into the distance.

Therest of the keep lay in silence, and she could dmost deceive hersdlf into believing that al others il
dept. Even after the feast of the night before, the kitchen help would have been up for hours dready,
stoking the grest fires and baking bread. Of course, the guard would have been busy hanging the
nsfrom the night before, aswell as keegping awatch on the wdlls.

Her arm ached where the knife had diced her, but the wound was minor, and she did her best to ignore
it. There were better things to think about, to savor in the quiet dawn. The man deeping beside her, for
one.

Eveninthedim light, she could see hispae, pde skin, stark againgt the brown furs and dark coverlets.
Newer scars marred hisflesh, she had discovered, and for thefirst time, shetruly realized how narrow
his escape from Nava Nar had been. Only luck, or some whim of the gods, had kept infection from
taking him later; and if not for Owl, surely he would have died from hunger, or exposure, or some
predator, before he'd had a chance to hedl.

So close. Sheran her fingersthrough alock of hishair, letting it fall dowly back againgt hisskin, liketiny
rivulets of blood.

Y ozerf dirred at her touch and opened eyes chatoyant in the dimness. “Mmm. Good morning.”

"Good morning.” She lay back down, and he looped an arm around her wals, pulling her closer. She
remembered that his Sworn, or at least some of them, dept just on the other side of the door. Y ozerf had
not offered them any explanations last night, smply walked out of the study holding her hand, led her
here, and shut the door. And she ... had been thinking of other things than the opinions of hiswarriors.

"Afwyn is probably wondering what happened to me,” she said.
Y ozerf thought for amoment. “ Sheis your roommate?’
"Y es. Shethinksyou're quite beautiful, by the way.”

Helaughed at that, and it made her smileto heer it. He had changed, but she thought it was for the
better. He seemed happier, or at least less bitter. The old anger that he'd carried like a shield had eased.
Perhaps he had findlly redlized that ashield could keep away friends, aswell as enemies,

It affected things between them, she could tell that already, athough it wasn't possible to say yet how
much. Everything between them was different ... but in some ways, very much the same. Better, though,
| think. I truly do.

"Y ou have quite afollowing in the women's quarters,” she went on, playing with astrand of hishair. “I'm
surethey'll all want to know my secret for catching your eye.”

It was obvious that he thought she wasteasing him. “That'swhat | redly need the Sworn for, you know:
to keep back the women. Or at least make them line up in an orderly fashion while they wait their turns.”



"But I'll bet none of them know how to do this,” she said, finding histicklish spot.

It was awhile before they finally got out of the bed. “ Petitioners are probably lined up twelve degp in the
halway,” Y ozerf said ruefully, as he rummaged in hiswardrobe for something to put on that wasn't
stained with blood.

"Surely theLord of Vordavaisentitled to lie abed |ate for one day."

"The Lord of Vordavaisthelast person entitled to lie abed on any day,” he answered, casting her a
wistful ook as she did from benegth the covers and stretched. “ There are things that must be done,
decisonsto be made, and | fear everyone here looks to me to make them. Perhapsin peace it would be
different, but now..."

"I know. | understand. Y ou aren't just mine anymore.” She shook out her dress, wincing at the
bloodgtains and the ruined deeve. “Damniit, I'll ook like a madwoman wandering the hdlsin this.”

A faint amileflitted across his sculpted lips. “ Ah—there are some privilegesto being the lord.” Absently
pulling the last of his clothing into place, he went to the door and opened it a crack. “ Please go to the
women's quarters and bring my lady something to wear,” he said to whoever was on the other side.

"Thereisn't much—they can bring dl of it, if they'd like."

It was an oblique way of telling him sheld made her decision, but she saw the flash of gratitudein hiseyes
before he turned away to relay her request.

With any luck, it will add to the appearance of unity between Yozerf and Auglar. A lot of people
know that | used to be Auglar's steward, and those who don't certainly know that | came herein
Auglar'sretinue.

There would probably be more than afew who would think she was deeping with Y ozerf only to stab
him in the back later and clear apath for Auglar. But with luck, those suspicionswould die with time.
Disapprova over her relationship with Y ozerf was certainly nothing she hadn't faced before.

* * % %
"I'm glad you finaly got some sense” Glesssaid.

Suchen glanced up a him, but left her elbows leaning againgt the battlements. Even though it was early
afternoon, and the sun was as high asit would get, the air was cold as Hel's heart. The eternal wind
screamed off the churning sea, flinging a congtant dust of fine-grained snow into the air when it met the
land. Seabirds drifted overhead, occasionaly plunging into the frigid ocean, to emerge with fish wriggling
intheir beaks. Everyone who had any excuse to be behind walswasinsde, leaving only the guardsand a
few unfortunates working in the courtyard.

And Suchen, of course,

"Glad you approve,” she said, not bothering to ask what he meant. Gless had been one of the few people
who had never so much as batted an eyelash over her relationship with Y ozerf.

He planted his elbows on the wall beside her and leaned againgt it, staring down into the courtyard.
Although his clothing today wasn't nearly as flamboyant as what he had worn to the feadt, it still was
brilliant against the dark stone. The wind discovered arose ribbon tied loosely around one arm and
unraveled the ends, so that they whipped wildly about. “Love makes people do strange things. | couldn't
believe it when Y ozerf told me about Peddock.”



Suchen frowned—she hadn't wanted anything to spoil her good mood, but Gless seemed determined to
have this conversation. “Y ou didn't know her—Cybelen. Kktara. Whatever her name was. She was
caring and kind and easy to like."

"Of course.” Hissmilewaswry. “ So was Dara-Don. Who aso, as| recall, betrayed usfor love.
Because hiswife wanted things he couldn't give her otherwise."

"Maybe.” Suchen cast him acurious glance. “Isthere any particular reason you're bringing thisup? Do
you see something | don't? Some way for my lovefor Y ozerf to destroy things?!

"No! No, that isn't what | meant.” Gless sighed, and his blue eyes were unusualy contemplative. “I don't
know what | meant. I'vejust ... been thinking about love lately. I've been thinking about everything that's
gonewrong, and about everything that could still go wrong. A part of me keeps asking, ‘who will it be
thistime? We've been betrayed from within twice now—who will bring us down for the third time?”

Suchen shook her head grimly. “Gods, | hope you're wrong. Because if it does happen, it'sthe very last
time. There aren't any more chances after this."

"I know.” Gless shook his head. The constant wind had wreaked havoc on his dandy's curls, and he
absently brushed a golden tangle out of hiseyes. “I think about al the people who have comeinto this
keep, how most of them are probably harmless peasants, people just trying to live through thiswar. But
at the sametime, any one of them could be aspy or an assassin.”

Suchen frowned, trying to puzzle out what had brought on such a melancholy mood. “Isthis because of
the attempt againg Y ozerf last night, then?”

"Maybein part. If you hadn't acted quickly..."
Sherefused to think about that. “1 did, though.”

"Y ou shouldn't have had to. That'smy job, not yours. | failed. What if | fail again? What if | make some
stupid mistake, or get distracted, and it costs us everything?”

"Wedl have doubts, Gless. The gods know you aren't the only person in this keep with the same
worries. You just have to do the best you can and hopeit's enough.”

"Andif itisnt?"

She pushed hersdlf off thewall and turned to face him. “Then weredl dead,” she said quietly, “and if the
gods have any kindness, it will be quick."

* * % %
The next day, the weather turned for the worse.

Even though they had passed through the longest night of the year, they seldom saw the sun. Instead,
dark clouds covered the sky from one horizon to the next. The winds grew stronger, bringing with them
deet and snow that covered the keep in ahard shell of ice. Wakways and steps became treacherous,
and aguard fdl to his death when he took an unwary step on a battlement late one night. The plains
disappeared atogether beneath a heavy blanket of white, and the Wolfkin found little on their hunts. Any
game had gone south, searching desperately for better forage, or elselay deeping deep under the snow,
waiting for winter'send.

Within the keep, thefirein the great hall became a popular place, and as many people as could deep
near it, did so. The stones and timbers groaned and creaked asthe bitter cold shifted them, and frost



clung to every window. A group of young fools, seeking to ward off the chill, stole more than their
alotment of ale and went to a secluded space outside to drink, where they froze to death before morning.
Some of the dderly died aswell; Y ozerf burned their bodies himself on the dliffs, because the ground was
frozen too hard for grave digging.

Thefood held out, although faces grew thinner on limited rations. Suchen worried slently about the threat
of sckness, but that potential disaster passed them by.

Suchen spent her days quietly doing her duty as the steward of the keep, taking afew hours each
morning to spend with Owl and Londah. She ate dinner with Y ozerf and Owil at the high table and sat
with them after darknessfdl, in the few hours when they would burn precious candles and finish the
business of the day. After awhile, people began to refer to her as*“my lady,” which sounded strange to
her ears.

Asfor Owl ... Owl had been odd, the first few days after the winter celebration. Cautious, and more
quiet than her normally boisterous sdif. It didn't take Suchen long to redlize that the girl wasworried
about her own status, afraid that Y ozerf wouldn't have time for her anymore, now that he had Suchen to
occupy him. Afraid, mostly, that she would be abandoned again.

So one day, Suchen quietly asked Londah to give her and Owl some time aone after their morning
practice. When Londah | eft early, Owl shot Suchen aquick, nervous glance, asif suspecting that
something was going on. The cold made her cheeks, nose, and ears bright red, contrasting harshly with
her copper-colored hair.

Suchen wasn't certain how to approach the subject, so she smply tackled it head-on. “1 don't think |
ever thanked you properly,” she said asthey put away their gear.

Confusion flared in Owl's gray-streaked eyes. “For what?"
"You saved Y ozerf'slifein the woods, didn't you?"

Owl shrugged. “I guess. Hewas dl burned and hurt and bleeding, and | came back and found him in the
den, and | let him stay and gave him some food and water. And then the men came, and he got rid of
them and said | could stay with him."

Suchen dropped into a crouch so they were on eydeve. “So hetellsme. | redlize that | owe you agreat
ded for that. If thereésanything | can do to repay you, | will, | swesr it."

Owl stared at her uncertainly. “ Papa said one time that there was somebody he cared about, but he lost
her. That was you, wasn't it?'

Suchen winced mentally. Gods, but that was too much of amesseventotry to explaintoachild. “Yes.
But we found each other again.”

"l know."

Suchen's heart ached. Maybe Owl had seen that as something that tied her to Y ozerf—that they had
both lost everything in their pagts. “We're friends, aren't we?"

"l guess.

"That doesn't change. | am your friend, and | want you to come to meif you need anything, or even if you
just want some company. | have dutiesto thiskeep, and | can't lways get out of them, but | promise that
| won't ever just ignore you or forget about you.” Suchen brushed adirty strand of hair out of the girl's



face. “Whatever happens between Y ozerf and me, it doesn't change the fact that you're his daughter—or
that we both love you and want you to be happy.”

Owl didn't seem entirely certain what to make of that. But she did relax alittle, and that night she asked
Suchen to help her read during the quiet timein front of thefire, before she went to bed. Somehow that
dowly turned into atimefor the three of them to spend together. After awhile, it occurred to Suchen that
perhaps they had become afamily—avery strange family, to be sure, but afamily nonetheless.

Then spring came.



Chapter Twenty
Thear waschanging; Y ozerf could tagteit in the breeze, fed it in hisblood.

Winter had been ... too short, dmogt, though there had been solitary daysthat seemed to take up half of
eternity. But though snow till fell on cold days, more and more often the clouds parted and et the palid
sunlight bathe Vordava. Gresat flocks of birds streamed north once again, returning from whatever
mysterious place they went beyond the horizon. Even those that lived year-round at the keep began to
sing and squabble for territory. And beneathit dl, Y ozerf could smdll the life quickening in the ground
under hisfeet, the earth dowly waking to itself once again.

It won't be long now.

* * * %

"My lord! My lord!"

Swallowing back afedling of dread, Y ozerf turned towards the great gates. Accompanied by the
stonemasons and carpenters who had spent the winter shoring up the keep's defenses, he had been
making atour of thewadls, lisening patiently while they excitedly pointed out al the repairsand
improvements they had made. The day was comparatively warm, and snowmelt splashed under the feet
of children asthey ran through the muddy yard. Beyond them, most of the off-duty men and women of
the guard shouted insults and advice as they battered one another with wooden practice swords.

The man—Wolfkin, rather—who had called out stopped afew feet away, gasping for breath. He had
gone out with one of the foraging partiesthis morning, and surely only bad newswould have brought him
running back so quickly.

"Catch your breath, lad, and tell uswhat's the matter,” Wulfgar said with an edge of impatience.

The younger mae wilted dightly under Wulfgar'sstare. “My lord,” he said, glancing at Y ozexf and
bowing. “ Soldiers. Mounted soldiers are coming towards the keep."

Y ozexrf had spent the winter dreading this moment, but somehow it dtill felt asif the runner had thrownice
melt into hisface. “How far?'

"If they do not hurry, half aday. Lessif they pressthe horses. There are fifty of them, perhaps, my lord.
We ranged out asfar and asfast as we could, thinking to catch rabbits on the plains. When we saw
them, they were coming thisway, but at a cautious pace, asif they were uncertain of themselves. They
wear King Fdlrant's colors, my lord."

Y ozerf swore softly. The runner bowed hishead again. “1 came to warn the keep. The rest stayed behind
to watch the soldiers—they will comefagt if thereisany news."

"Very good. Rest and get somewater,” Y ozerf said absently, hismind aready legping ahead. He had
planned for this, but actualy facing the moment was somehow different than he had imagined. “ Get
everyone back insde the keep now,” he said to the nearest guards, “and ring the darm bells. It doesn't
sound like afull-scae attack, but | don't want anyone caught outside the walls."

Men ran to carry out his orders. Y ozerf strode acrossthe yard towards the keep, his great, black cloak
billowing out behind him, followed closely by his Sworn. Even as he went, the activity around him shifted:
the guards abandoned their practice and hurried to arm themselves and report to their commanders, the
children were gathered and herded back towards the keep, noncombatants dropped what they were



doing and went to their assigned tasks. There was water to be drawn in case of attack by fire arrows;
there were horses to be saddled and bridled; there were warriors to arm. High above, in one of the
towers, the deep-throated bell began to tall, calling Vordavasinhabitants back insde the safety of the
wdls

He kept an ear out for panic, while he sifted the scents that the wind brought to his nose. The smell of
fear came to him, which wasto be expected, but he detected no signs of hysteriayet. It wastoo much to
hope that the entire population of the keep would remember what they were supposed to do and do it
flawlesdy, but at least things seemed to be in hand for the moment.

The Sworn were slent and tense asthey climbed the stair to their quarters. All of them, even Tan, had
stowed their gear in the outer chamber, and they set to readying themselves as soon asthey werein the
door. Y ozerf continued aoneto the inner chamber, quickly trading hisnorma clothing for the soft, black
shirt and pants that would lie beneath hisarmor. Almost as soon as he was done, the door opened and
Owl camein, her face pde.

"Ah, my squire,” he said with asmile, trying to pretend that he wasn't worried. She nodded and went to
the stland on which hisarmor hung, taking the pieces down without fumble or hesitation, just asthey had
practiced.

The chain-mail hauberk and chausses went on firgt, ringsjingling softly together. Although the chain by
necessity was unadorned, everything that went over it—schynbalds, poleyns, couters, vambraces, and
breastplate—was decorated with black enamel and edged in slver. Ridiculous, held thought when the
smith presented it to him, but the man was so eager and so pleased with hiswork that Y ozerf hadn't the
heart to object.

And it will certainly make me stand out on the field.

While Owl hurried to strap the plates over the chain mail, asudden swell of noise from the other side of
the door announced the arriva of others. Y ozerf winced. He would have preferred afew quiet moments
to collect histhoughts; but it was not to be.

Suchen entered firgt, and her eyeswidened dightly at the sight of him. Londah came on her hedls, dready
dressed for battle, athough the gods aone knew how she had gotten ready so quickly. Knowing
Londah, Y ozerf suspected she dept in her mail. Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwulf added themsdlvesto the
crowding of theroom, and Y ozerf wondered how many more people had been turned away at the outer
door.

Perhapsit was just aswell, though. Some things must be said to dl of them, save for Londah. She
aready knew what her respongbilities were; that, he never doubted.

"Do you expect fighting?" Suchen asked, and rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. Her sapphire eyes
were clear, and she looked ready to battle an entire army if need be.

"Most likely. I'd rather not ride out the gates, but | suspect that if they come so close to the keep, they'll
wishto parlay.” He cut her asharp glance. “Y ou will remain insde the walls no matter what happens.”

A scowl crossed her face, and shelifted her strong chin defiantly. “1'm going with you. | won't et you go
without me, even if you'reriding straight to Hel'sdomain.”

Hed expected the argument, but held let it lie until the last possible moment. Suchen wasawarrior, a
fighter, not someone to watch passively from thewalls. It was one of the things he loved about her.
Unfortunately, a the moment, it was also aliability.



"Youwill remain here” he said camly, as he pulled on gauntlets that matched the rest of hisarmor.
"l canfight!"

"Doyou think | doubt it?" he asked, surprised. Owl took the last piece of armor from the stand, the
heavy helm that the smith swore was his masterpiece. A crouching dragon clung to the crest, itswings
forming the cheek-plates and its head the nosepiece. Y ozerf signaled that Owl should keep it for the
moment. “Y ou are the steward of this keep, Suchen Keblava. If | should fall, then Lord Auglar will need
both your knowledge and your support.”

Auglar glanced up sharply, and Y ozerf gave himagrim smile. “If | die, then Vordavaisyours. May the
gods have mercy onyou."

Auglar nodded—then took a sudden step forward and clasped Y ozerf by thearm. “Try to Say dive,
then."

"l have no intention of doing otherwise,” he said dryly.

The expresson on Suchen's face was closed, unreadable, and hefdt it like a prick to the heart. It was
obviousthat she hated his command, that she wanted to stand by him in battle. But it was obvious aso
that she couldn't argue with hislogic.

I'm sorry, he wanted to say. But there was no time for intimacy.

Y ozerf pulled his cloak over hisarmor, turned, and strode out the door. The Sworn immediately closed
around him, and he could fed their uncertainty. Probably Glesswas recalling what had happened the last
time akeep he wasin had come under attack.

"More of the Wolfkin have comein, my lord,” J'seth reported, her voice cam and cold, even though her
scent betrayed both fear and excitement. She had painted blue geometric shapes on her facein
preparation for battle, and they made her ook even fiercer than usud. “They confirm that there are only
about fifty menin the group, al mounted. They aso confirm that the soldiers have put on speed. They will
be here soon.”

They went down the stair and into the yard, agrim mass, slent except for the jingle and clank of armor.
Asthey emerged into the sunlight, Y ozerf saw that alarge group of women had gathered and seemed to
bewaiting on him.

Good gods, what now?

Afwyn stood at their head, her eyes downcast in her scarred face. “M-my lord,” she said, and cleared
her throat. “We have something for you. We spent the winter making them—they may not be to your
liking, though.” Shetrailed off, then gestured for some of her fellowsto comeforth. “We made this one
for thekeep,” she sad, astwo of them carefully unfolded an enormous square of cloth.

It wasaflag, Yozerf saw to his surprise. The great standard was made from black cloth, and on it were
three devices. The foremost was arampant dragon in gray, and he knew that an Aclytese maiden must
have been behind this ancient symbol of Caden. But it was flanked by two other figures: aydlow wolf
and a blood-red sword.

"A-and we made thisonefor you,” Afwyn concluded in arush, asif frightened of hisreaction. Two more
women unfurled asmaller banner, such as might be carried to thefield. This one wasfar smpler, nothing
but agray dragon on black: a personal devicefor the lord of the keep.



"l...” For amoment, wordsfailed him atogether. Emotion choked him, and he had the sudden, odd
sensation that the scene was strange and yet familiar at the sametime. It was as though he had watched
the dragon standard unfurl before, in some other life.

Telmonra.

"I am honored,” he said, and meant it. He gestured to one of the boys that waited in the yard to fetch and
carry for the soldiers. “Fly the one from the highest tower. The other, | will keep beside me.”

One of the guards seized the honor of being the standard-bearer, quickly fitting the banner to apole and
raising it to thewind. Asthe great standard of the keep unfurled high above, Y ozerf climbed the steps
that led to the top of the wall, where he could see the approaching riders.

Asthe Wolfkin had reported, it was alarge company of mounted men. Even from adistance, he could
see that they bore Fellrant's colors. In an odd way, it was amost arelief that the king had sent them
rather than Jahcgroth, who was, after al, Y ozerf's distant cousin. Although Fellrant might be treacherous,
at least Y ozerf could be certain of hismotives.

Asthe men approached, Y ozerf took careful note of their condition. Their horses seemed thinner than
was preferable, dthough they weren't to the point of starvation. It was hard to tell about the men
themselves, beneath their helms and armor, but he noted that their gear was worn and patched, and rust
showed here and there on ahelm or hauberk that should have shone.

S0 they're feeling the effects of the last winter. | wonder where they waited out the weather. If
they were at all exposed, they may have had a far worse time of it than we did.

It was adim advantage and offered little enough hope in the long run, but Y ozerf would take what he
could get.

A scrap of white cloth fluttered from a spear carried by one of the lead riders. The entire group cameto
what little was | ft of the village, then passed it. When he judged they had come just within the range of
the longbows, Y ozerf nodded to Gless.

"Hold and identify yourselves!” Gless shouted, hisvoice sounding unnaturaly loud in the stillness.

The contingent came to ahalt. Moving cautioudy, the lead rider and afew othersrode alittle ahead of
therest of their fellows. “We come under aflag of parlay!” he shouted, pointing at the white banner. “We
bear amessage from King Fellrant for your lord!"

One corner of Y ozerf's mouth twisted into asmile. “1 wonder what he wantsto say,” he remarked dryly.

"Somehow | doubt it's ‘ keep the castle, you've earned it,” Gless murmured back. Then heraised his
voice again. “ Dedliver your message, then!™

But the man shook hishead. “1 can ddiver it only to the one who commands here."
"It'satrick, my lord,” J'seth said—unnecessarily, in Y ozerf's opinion.

Gless scowled at theriders. “And who are you? The lord doesn't come out to talk to just any brigand
who wanders past!"

Since when? Y ozerf wondered. But he understood what Gless meant—respect was something you took
by force from men such asthese, not something you earned.



The man pulled off his helmet, reveding blond hair shorn close to his head. Y ozerf's sharp gaze picked
out hollows around his eyes, aswdl as gauntness that made shadows on his face. This man had been
short of food, and if an officer such as he had suffered, it was a given that any foot soldiers were starving.
“I am Balton, Lord of Nevh,” he declared.

Y ozerf frowned. Nevh was a small southern demesne; like so many others, itslord had died at Nava Nar
last soring. Thisman was elther of the former lord's line or—more likdly, given the treachery of that
individual—someone given the demesnein exchangefor loyaty to Fellrant. Whatever the origin of his
cdam, it waslikely far more legitimate than Y ozerf's.

"Widll, then, | suppose | must spesk to him,” he said grimly.
"My lord, it'satrap,” J'seth repeated, asif hewereafoal.

"l am quite aware of that.” Y ozerf glanced briefly at the nearest guard commander. “Keep the archers
ready. If they see any movement in that line, don't hesitateto fire."

Grooms held the horses at ready in the yard below, and Y ozerf went to the big gray he favored. Owil
waited by the animd and held up the dragon helm as he approached. “Be careful,” she said, and he knew
shewastrying to be brave.

Hetook the helm from her; the dragon glared briefly up at him before he turned it around and settled it
over hishead. “ Go to Suchen and Londah, and don't get in anyone'sway. I'll seeyou at dinner.”

Gods, | hope.
What am | doing? Riding out to parlay with some bootlicking sycophant of Fellrant.

I'm the only one who can. | have to. Fellrant will probably want us all dead ... but there's always
that one chance he's desperate enough by now to offer us a way out. Not much of a chance, but |
have to know for certain.

Damnit all to Hel.

Y ozerf mounted and reined the horse around towards the gates. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw
someone dart forward. Afwyn ran to Gless's horse, holding out a green scarf that she had taken from her
own hair. She pressed it into hishand, and for amoment their eyes met, desperate and wild. Then she
turned and dashed back to the keep. Looking both pleased and frightened, Gless paused amoment to tie
the scarf around his arm, where the ends fluttered vaiantly in the breeze.

The great gates swung dowly open to let them out. “Keep your wits about you and your nosesto the
wind,” Y ozerf warned as they passed under the curtain wall.

Asthey rode, the wind came up, unfurling the dragon banner for al to see. Knowing that he had well and
truly committed himsdlf beyond al hope of pardon, Y ozerf rode dowly towards the small party awaiting
him. Let them look. Let them see. And maybe, let them fear, if any of them have wit to know what
they are looking at.

Caden's banner flies again, humans. For the first timein three hundred years.

Hereined in, within comfortable shouting distance, and the Sworn and his guards formed up behind and
beside him. The breeze brought him Lord Balton's scent: sweat mixed with the sour odor of hunger. He
had been right; the winter had not gonewell for King Fellrant's troops.



"Y ou have wordsfor me. Speak them,” Y ozerf said, blunt and cold.

Bdton's eyes searched the shadows of Y ozerf'shelm, looking for some hint. This closg, it was probably
obvious, even benegath the partia conced ment of the helm, that Y ozerf was not human. “Who are you?’
Balton demanded.

All the cold hauteur that had served him as a shield and aweapon for so many years came back ina
rush, and he gave Baton asmile that had aknife's edge. “Thelord of thiskeep. Now make your
demands or leave. | don't have time to waste on you."

Balton flushed, but hiseyes narrowed in anger. “Very well. King Fellrant has heard of your unlawful
seizure of thiskeep. Y ou will immediately turn over its control to me, as hisrepresentative. Vordavas
grain stores were meant to feed the army of Jenel, and you will turn over any not aready devoured by
this... rabble” Hislip curled in obvious distaste. “Y ou will lay down your arms and accompany meto be
judged forthwith by the King."

No way out, then. Men like Balton understood only straightforward force. Y ozerf wondered if that were
part of the price Fellrant had to pay for the loyalty of such lords. Perhaps the words were not even truly
Fdlrant's; it was hard to imagine that the man had lost al subtlety in the course of ayear.

"Ah, yes, | rather expect that Fellrant would liketo see me again,” Y ozerf said, cold asthe winter wind.
He remembered that dark night amost ayear ago, when he had stood in awarehouse with every
intention of selling his body in exchange for passage out of Segg. It had been Fellrant who had intervened
... Felrant, with hisindigo eyes and soft mouth, seeming so cam, but unable to hide the flash of lust
underneath. Y ozerf could barely remember the taste of Fellrant's lips, but then, his memory of the entire
night felt unred, like something observed, rather than lived. It was how one survived, shutting down the
menta connections and pretending that it was al happening to someone else.

With an effort, he pulled himsdlf back to the present. Concentrate, fool . Balton's expression said he
didn't know what Y ozerf meant, whether he could possibly be serious or not. Surely, he must be thinking,
thisjumped-up bandit lord could not possibly know the king.

"But if Fellrant wishesto see me, helll smply haveto come here himsdf.”
Baton frowned. “What do you mean?"

"I mean that my answer isno. No, | will not lay down my arms and come with you. | will not open the
keep for you to do as you wish, and | will not give you grain so that my people can starve.” Y ozerf
arched abrow. “Doesthat answer your question?"

Bdton'ssmal eyesgrew hard with anger, and Y ozerf had to force himself to hide asmile of pleasure.
Yes. Let your anger guide your thinking, human.

"By order of theking—" he began.

Y ozerf cut in. “Haven't you realized that | don't care what you have to say? If Fellrant wishesto parlay,
let him come here himsdlf and leave hislapdogs a home, where they belong. Or is he too busy despailing
the countryside to feed the likes of you? Y ou have lessright to Vordavas granaries than the rats of the
fidd, for a least they are honest about their intentions!™

Baton'sface turned purple, and one of hismen let out a strangled cry. There camethe hiss of steel being
drawn, and Y ozerf felt an odd moment of relief that they were finally done with foolish words.

"Treachery!” screamed Ji'seth. The battle wasjoined.



Theclang of stedl on sted dinned in Y ozerf's sengitive ears, joined by the whinny of angry horses, the
shrieks of wounded men. The deadly hiss of arrows dashed the air overhead, and he prayed silently that
the archers hit the right mass of men. The rest of Balton's company was coming up, staggering benesth
the punishing hail of arrows without completely fatering. At hisback, the greet gates groaned, and the
pounding of hooves sounded as reserves poured out of VVordava, evening the odds.

Y ozerf rodeinto the middle of the mayhem, his sword running red as he dashed and stabbed. Something
bounced off hishelm, setting his earsto ringing; amoment later, J'seth skewered his attacker. Baton's
men fought back desperately. Even though they had begun the battle in disarray, it was obviousthat they
were trained soldierswho had fought together before.

"Hemthemin!” Y ozerf shouted. “Don't et them escapel™

Then, in the chaos of the battle, he caught sight of afamiliar figure. For amoment, he thought that he must
be mistaken, that scent would tell adifferent story, if only he could get close enough to smell over the
stink of blood. But he could see too many details that fit, and he knew in his heart he wasright.

"Windshade!” he shouted.

The huge black warhorse swung its head around, ears pricked forward. Itsrider swore, jerking hard on
thereins, and Y ozerf felt a sudden, dark anger pass through him. Taking a deep breath, heinvoked
shape-shifter magic, trusting the Sworn to watch his back for the few seconds of inattention it would
take.

Throw him.

The warhorse bucked violently, lunging asif it had gone mad. The haplessrider tried desperately to cling
to Windshade's broad back, but the horse behaved asif it were an unbroken yearling; there was no hope
for it. Within moments, the man lay hel pless on the ground, and iron-shod hooves put an end to him.

The noise of battle died away. Reining in, Y ozerf cast alook about and saw that Balton and al hisfifty
soldierslay dead. “ Tend to the wounded,” he ordered, even as he dismounted, “and throw Baton and
hislot into the sea”

Windshade approached, nickering softly. Almost laughing with ddlight, Y ozerf ran his hands over the
horse's hide, checking for any wounds. Although Windshade was thinner than he would have liked, the
horse seemed to have taken no permanent harm from his year-long sojourn in Jend's army.

"My lord?" J'seth asked from behind him, obvioudy confused.
Y ozerf smiled and leaned his head against Windshade's warm neck. “Just greeting an old friend,” he said.

* k k %

Suchen watched asthose of Vordavas defenders still able to ride returned to the keep. Therest were
brought back on litters, and Merdwyn and her hel pers were busy tending them in the yard below. If only
we had Jiara, shethought wistfully. But the healermage had been logt inthe fal of Kelgard, aong with
S0 many others.

Y ozexf returned at the head of the column. He had taken off hishelm, and his blood-red hair blew back
in the breeze, spreading out over his black enameled armor. His cloak flapped behind him like raven's
wings. Shethought he looked dangerous and fey and dtogether beautiful.

A cheer went up from the walls as the riders returned, and Y ozerf nodded his head in acknowledgment.
Suchen ran down the stair, but she stopped as the jostle of riders and horses became a snarl. They had



captured as many of the enemy's warhorses asthey could, and for amoment there was a great shoving of
many-colored hides and a snapping of teeth. As the grooms began to sort them out, she saw that Y ozerf
hed tied alead to his own saddle. The midnight horse on the end of it was tartlingly familiar.

"Papal Papal” Owl shouted as she ran through the crowd, ducking around horses and soldierswith a
child'squick grace.

Y ozerf did down from his saddle, catching the girl as she launched herself at him. Kissing her brow, he
carried her over to Windshade. “Look, Owl,” he said. “I've brought you a horse."



Chapter Twenty-One

Y ozexf collgpsed into the chair in front of the fireplace. Suchen paused in the act of polishing her sword
and watched him quietly for awhile. His eyeswere closed, black lashesfolded againgt his pale cheeks,
like raven wings on snow. A little line of worry showed between the delicate arcs of his crimson brows,
asif histhoughtstroubled him. His hands hung limp to either Sde of the chair, thelong fingers till.

It had been along day, and she knew that he had driven himself relentlesdy, inssting on personaly
speaking to the wounded and to the guardsmen who had manned the walls. That was one of the reasons
she had indulged in afire tonight, so that he would have at least awarm room waiting for him.

"Have you had dinner?’ she asked, carefully wiping away the last of the oil and diding her sword back
into its sheeth.

"A dice of bread wrapped around cold venison, while standing. If that counts,” he said, without bothering
to open hiseyes.

Suchen went to the other chair near the fire, dragged it closer, and sat down. The warmth felt
unspeakably good on her chapped hands, and she held them ouit to the flames. “Were you serious about
giving Windshade to Owl?"

A smile crossed his sculpted lips. “ He needs rest and to regain some weight. Owl would sl meinto
davery for the chance to take care of him for awhile, and if he needsit, | seeno harminit. | did makeit
clear that she won't beriding him into battle and that | do intend to borrow him."

"Shewantsto fight. And sheisn't lazy about her sword practice.” Suchen glanced briefly a him.
“Someday, when she'sgrown, shell be afinewarrior.”

"| don't doubt it.” But the worry line degpened on his forehead.
Not worried for her, though; at least, not like that. Gods, he doesn't think he'll live to seeit.
He's probably right. No matter who wins thiswar, Yozerf will be held arebel.

She swallowed hard and pushed the thought away. They might dl die in the next assault; there was no
use in worrying about afuture that might never come. Y ozerf had made his choices, and they al had to
live with them. Some things couldn't be changed.

But, gods, that's a bitter draught to swallow.

Thefirdight gilded the harsh planes of hisface, softening them alittle. He looked like aresting angd, or a
beautiful demon, or perhaps some bastard offspring of the two. Some of the lines and the years vanished
from hisface, and for amoment she could dmost believe it the face of an innocent, had she not known
otherwise.

"Y ou meant for Lord Balton and hismen to die, didn't you?’ she asked. “Even before the first sword was
drawn."

Gray eyesfindly opened, dispelling any facade of innocence. “At last, the conversation comesto the
guestion you've been wanting to ask. If the world were going to end in an hour, humans would spend
three-quarters of it asking after the weeather before they told you."

She scowled at him, miffed. Seeing her ook, he held up his hands for peace,



"I'm sorry. | shouldn't have said that. Old habits die hard sometimes, and the gods know Aclytes have
been guilty of the same. | didn't mean offense, my love."

"Now who'stoo busy talking to get to the point?*

He amiled alittle. “Forgive me. To answer you: | had scant hope that Fellrant would be reasonable about
my seizure of Vordava, but | did want to be absolutely certain. But yes, of course. They were dead men
as soon as the Wolfkin spotted them.”

She nodded. “I thought you were trying to provoke Lord Balton into attacking first. That, or just being
your usud charming sdif.”

Y ozerf chuckled. “I will admit that diplomacy may not be my forte.” He sat forward, and al mirth faded
from his features. Uncertainty shadowed the slvery eyesthat stared at her so intently. “Think about it,
Suchen. King Fellrant sendsamission to Vordava, no doubt hoping to determine how well defended it
is. Will it be easy to take? What sort of personislord here? A mere bandit, easily outwitted, or
something more? That sort of information isvauableto him, and | couldn't dlow Balton to take it back.”
A brief amile quirked hislips. “ Although | was tempted. Imagine the look on Fdllrant'sface when he
learned it was me.”

Indeed. Fdllrant had fredly admitted that he wanted Y ozerf. If Y ozerf had been willing to betray Auglar
and throw his support to Fellrant, she suspected that he would have done very well indeed.

But that was not in his nature. The wolf in him didn't understand betraya of the pack. He could not have
taken such an offer, even if he had wanted to.

"So what are you hoping to gain?"

"Time. Perhaps” Y ozerf Sghed and linked hisfingersloosdly together, saring into thefirdight. Hiseyes
reflected it eerily, turning into burning green codsthat defied her ability to reed. “When hismenfail to
return, Fellrant will have nothing but uncertainty. Did they die here a Vordava? Did they run afoul of
Jahcgroth's armies on the way? Did something e se dtogether happen to them? Without knowing the
answer, his course of action won't be clear, and with any luck it will buy usat least alittletime. That was
why it was so important that no one surviveto return to him.”

"And if Baton had not dlowed himsdf to be provoked? If he had smply ridden away, still under theflag
of parlay?'

Y ozerf amiled thinly. “1 didn't think that much of arisk. Humans are easy to—no, forgive me. | havelong
experience provoking people; perhapsthat is abetter way of putting it. I'm quite good at it. And Baton
was anew-made lord, uneasy of his own position—of course hewould see me as athreat that must be
crushed. All the better if hedid it himsalf, then ran back to Fellrant with my head on his pomme—such a
gift would have secured his position even further, would it not? So | provoked him into violating hisown
parlay, so that | could make sure no onelived to tell the tale. To have done otherwise would have put this
keep and the peoplein it in even more danger than they are dready. | make no excuses.”

Although hiswords were defiant, she could hear the wistful sadnessin histone. “1 understand,” she said,
and meant it. Y ozerf's decisions had alway's been harsh, desperate, and ruthlesdy practical; that they
remained so was hardly asurprise. Truthfully ... perhaps that's even why he's here now and Auglar is
deeping in the barracks ... why Rozah isn't still alive and queen of Jend!.

But even as she thought it, she knew it waswrong. It wasn't mere practicality that ruled Y ozerf's actions,
after dl. 1t's the wolf. Protect the pack, no matter what the cost. Y ozerf would do anything that



ensured the surviva of whoever wasin his pack; anything el se was secondary. He had taken huge risks
to save Rozah, hersdlf, and the Sworn. He had been willing to prostitute himsalf in Segg to find away for

them to escape.

He had even walked into amost certain death because it bought them the chance to escape—even
though, a the time, he believed that he had lost dl their friendship and their love.

Having logt hisold pack, he found anew one. And the gods have mercy on anyone who threatened i,
because it was damned certain that Y ozerf wouldn't.

* * * %

The next day, Y ozerf summoned anumber of the keegp'sinhabitants to his study. Auglar wasthere, along
with Buudi and Brenwulf. Suchen attended as his steward, dong with various guard commanders, the
Wolfkin leader, those in charge of different foraging parties, Londah, and Grilka

Hewaited by the window asthey entered one by one, adark figure like a perching crow. Clouds
scudded by quickly, carried on the wind, while gulls soared and swooped above the ocean. Thefirst
sprouts of green grass had appeared on the plain outside and were spreading quickly, which was good
news for the horses and other livestock that had been turned out to graze. For amoment, he felt an
overwheming sense of longing; he wanted to go outside, to run free in the sunlight, to drink in like wine
the siweet smell of growing things. Instead, he was trapped within stone walls, enclosed by the musty
gtink of dust and sweat.

Shaking off the feding of oppression, he turned and saw dl the faces looking back a him, waiting for him
to speak. Chairs had been dragged in from other rooms; he didn't abide by the practice of forcing anyone
else to stand just because he was doing so.

"The battle yesterday was nothing but an opening skirmish,” he said without preamble. “Y ou dl know
what iscoming, so | won't waste words or timetelling you. | don't know how long well have until
someone shows up at the gatesready to lay asiege, so we're going to move now. Any type of food that
can be dried or otherwise preserved, bring in. Plant crops as planned, but be ready to torch the fiddsif
we haveto. | want anything that's edible, within five leagues of this keep, ingde with us, not outside with
our enemies. So long aswe have food and water and the walls of Vordava stand strong, we can outwait

anyone”
"Canwe? Grilkaasked, clearly worried. “ Surely they'll have supply lines of their own.”

"No doubt. But you know aswell as| do that most of Jenel spent last summer in chaos. What sort of
harvest could there have been? If men servein theking'sarmy, they aren't at home planting crops or
tending herds, yet their need for food does not diminish just because there are no hands growing it. The
westher was bad, as well—surdly we dl recall the weeks of rain and cold, even in high summer—so
anything that did get planted likely didn't do very well. Their stores going into winter couldn't have been
good; now, they must be periloudy low for both armies.”

"Which makes Vordava an even more attractive target,” Auglar pointed out.

Y ozerf nodded. “True. But timeis on our Side, not theirs. If the soldiers outside begin to Sarve, they'll
desert. We only haveto last longer than they do. In addition, Fellrant and Jahcgroth have to worry about
fighting each other. An army sitting around VVordavawill bein an exposed position, should their enemies
come up a their backs.”

"Unlessthey decide that they hate us more than they hate each other,” Tan said.



Y ozerf smiled grimly. “Knowing both Fellrant and Jahcgroth, | doubt that will happen.” He glanced
sharply at Auglar. “Y ou have been besieged before—is there any more that can be done at this point?”

Auglar shook his head. “Not now, not that I've seen. We've wegpons and strong walls, and if we stock
asmuch food as we can, then there'slittle left to do now, other than wait."

Gless cleared histhroat, and Y ozerf cast a questioning glance at him. The Sworn's blue eyes were
unusudly sober, and the darkness of memories moved behind them. “What if Jahcgroth brings his sorcery
to bear. Canyou ... can you fight him?”’

It was not aquestion Y ozerf particularly wanted to contemplate. He ran ahand back through the tangled
mass of his hair, buying amoment to think. “I don't know,” he said findly, the only answer he could
honestly give. “If | remembered what happened at Nava Nar, after | went back inside ... perhaps| could
tell you. | don't know if | faced Jahcgroth or Ax then, or if theroof fell infirst. | hope my injurieswere
from the collapse of the palace, because otherwiseit means| didn't fare very well in afight.

"There are some documents herein Vordava. ... old journas from Caden, mostly. Some of them might
give me an idea.of how the Jonaglirs used their magic in baitle, and perhapsthat will help. But | don't
know."

Gless gestured towards Londah. “What about you, Londah? Can you ... do any magic?'
But she shook her head, black hair shimmering faintly at the movement. “No."

"I think it hasto be awakened somehow,” Y ozerf said. “1n Caden, the new king or queen endured along
and brutal ritua, at the end of which they would be able to use the power of their blood. | didn't go
through that ... but | did die, which may have had the same effect. Of course, | was possessed by the
ghost of awoman who did endure the ritua, which may have been the deciding factor. | don't know that,
ether."

"It ssemsto methat theré'salot you don't know,” Brenwulf snarled, from where he sat sullenly by
Auglar.

Y ozerf fet himsdf bristle a the chalenge. Brenwulf had made no attempt to integrate himsalf into the
Wolfkin community in Vordava, instead keeping to Auglar's Side, asif he had no other dly. Perhgpshis
motive was Smply to concedl the fact that he was Wolfkin from most of the keep's population, given the
implicationsthat revelation would have about his sster—Auglar's wife.

But she's dead, Brenwulf, and none of it matters at all.
"l don't hear you offering anything better,” J'seth snapped, before Y ozerf could think of areply.

Brenwulf shifted hisglareto her. “I'm just asoldier. It's the leaders who need to know things, and by the
gods, | don't see that he does."

"Peace” Auglar said sharply, cutting off Brenwulf'stirade. “Or will we fight amongst ourselveswhile
Fdlrant laughs, just aswedid in Segg?

Brenwulf subsided, adark ook on hisface. Although he didn't particularly want to consider the events
that had taken place ayear ago in Segg, Y ozerf knew that ignoring the past would only lead to the same
outcome. “Auglar isright. We have been brought down by divisionsfrom within, time and time again.
Have we learned nothing?’ He paused, |etting hiswords sink in, then turned back to Brenwulf. “ Asfor
my lack of knowledge ... | wish that | had answersfor you. But | don't, and neither does anyone ese
here. We can only do the best we can with the knowledge we have.”



Brenwulf's dark eyes still showed defiance. “ And if that isn't good enough?”

"Thenitisn't. But theré's nothing else we can do.”

* k k %

The gathering broke up shortly after that, there being little ese to say. Ashisretainers went to carry out
their varioustasks, Y ozerf let himsdlf sag againgt thewindowsill. A headache was Sarting behind his
eyes, and he wondered dully how deep Brenwulf's discontent ran. Auglar will rein himin, though.
Perhaps.

At least aknifein the back was not Brenwulf'sway. Like Peddock, Brenwulf never bothered to hide his
emotions, including his antipathy. Y ozerf had dways feared the hidden enemy far more than the one
hogtileto hisface.

"May | have aprivate word?’ Gless asked, bresking into Y ozerf's thoughts.

Y ozerf nodded, and the other Sworn left quietly, shutting the door behind them. At |least one—probably
J'seth—would stay on guard outside the door. Perhaps, given Brenwulf's behavior, they al would.

Gless went to the massive desk that dominated the room and idly picked up awater-worn rock that
served as a paperweight. He turned it over and over in hishands, and Y ozerf could smell the nervousness
coming from him. Wondering what was wrong, he asked, “Is there something you wish to tell me?"

Gless shook his head, bright dandy's curls bouncing. “It's ... more of arequest, redly,” he said at last,
Setting the paperweight down. Gripping the staff that accompanied him everywhere, he limped over to the
window and leaned againgt the sl beside Y ozerf. “ Asthe lord of thiskeep, it'syour privilegeto perform
weddings, isnt it?"

Y ozerf blinked. Of dl the things he had expected Glessto say, thiswas certainly not among them. “I
suppose, dthough | doubt Fellrant would recognize my authority.” Bitter irony touched him, and he
laughed. “ Of course, Jendese law forbids marriage among Aclytes.”

Glesswinced. “1'm sorry—I hadn't thought that this might be a sore subject. Never mind."

Y ozerf waved hishand. “It's hardly your fault. So who do you know that would want to be wed by a
renegade bandit-lord?"

"Me actudly.”

Y ozerf opened his mouth, found no words, and shut it again. Helooked at Gless, half expecting his
Sworn to have undergone some miraculous change. But the man in front of him wore the same
flamboyant clothing, the same carefully curled hair, the same charming smile that had gotten him accessto
many abed, wherever he went.

Gless had never held back from flirting with every woman he came across, athough held never pretended
that he was interested in anything but a pleasurable night. His conquests among the women of Kdllgard,
and now of Vordava, were the stuff of gossip from one end of the keep to another. Y ozerf had even
wondered privately if Suchen had ever been one of Glessslovers, dthough he had never asked. It was
probably better not to know.

"You?' hesddfinaly.

Glesss mobile mouth twitched into awry smile. “Me."



"| suppose you have abride in mind? Or perhaps you were hoping to begin aharem?’
"Jugt one. Afwyn."
"And she seemed s0 sensihle.”

"Y es, wdll, everyone has their moments of madness,” Gless said, ducking his head dightly, asif
embarrassed. “We started to talk at the Midwinter celebration—at least, before al the knifing began.
Thingsjust ... grew from there, | suppose.”

Y ozerf could only shake his head in amazement. “| expect that now rain will fall up and fish, fly."
"Soyoull doit?'

"Of course”

* * * %

The entire keep seized on the wedding asafinal chanceto celebrate before the grim redlity of asiege set
in. Streamers and chains of flowers hung from every sconce and chandelier and fluttered from the hands
of maids and children. The kitchen made asmall feast from food that could not easily be preserved.
Fresh rushes were put down in the great hall, mixed with herbs that released their spicy scentswhen

wa ked upon.

Everyone who was not on guard duty packed into the great hal at midmorning on the appointed day. As
the bells rang out the noon hour, Gless and Afwyn came into the hall and walked hand-in-hand through
the crowd to where Y ozerf stood on the top step of the dais. Gless had truly outdone himself in dressing;
he wore so many layers of clashing colorsthat Y ozerf haf feared for hissight. Afwyn wore what was
clearly her best dress, the same that she had donned the night of the Midwinter celebration. A happy
amilelit up hdf her face, dthough the hideous scars marring the other haf prevented anything morethan a
gmdl grinonthat Sde.

Two of Afwyn'sfriends held one side of the symbolic veil—a canopy, really—over the heads of the
couple, while Wulfgar and Tan held up the other side. Fedling oddly sdlf-conscious, Y ozerf bound their
right hands together with aslk cord, waited while they recited the vows they had chosen, and then
declared them wed.

Glad that hismercifully brief part was over, Y ozerf dipped away to the Sde, while everyone else
crowded around Gless and Afwyn to offer their congratul ations. Suchen appeared, weaving her way
through the crowd to stand beside him. Like everyone else, she was dressed in her brightest clothing; the
soft blue of her tunic made her eyes shinelike jewdls.

"Do you own anything that isn't black?’ she asked, glancing at hisfunered attire.

"No.” One of the keep maids passed by, pausing to offer them each one of the goblets she bore. He
took one and sipped from it; the wine was cool and tart in his mouth.

"Long lifeand many children!” Wulfgar shouted from the mass surrounding Gless and Afwyn, and most
of the hall broke into acheer. Y ozerf shook his head.

"The gods done know how many Gless has dready |eft across Jend,” he muttered.
Suchen gave him asharp look. “Y ou certainly arein afoul mood today."

He started to object, then stopped. It was true, and for amoment he wasn't certain why he wasn't



happier for the couple. Then something clicked into place, and he realized that the problem was envy.
I'm jealous—of Gless, for the gods sakes. How much more ridiculous can one get?

Ridiculous or nat, it wastrue. He wanted to be the one standing in front of acrowd, with Suchen at his
sde, declaring their love for one another.

"Forgiveme,” he said with afaint smile. “I'm being selfish again.”

Suchen gave him athoughtful ook, and he wondered what she saw in his eyes. Then she reached out and
took hishand in hers. “ Come on. For this one day, no onewill notice if we dip away for afew hours."

It lightened his heart ... and reminded him of just how foolish he was being. The bond between them went
beyond any ceremony, save perhaps the ones they made themsalves, without words. He tightened his
grip on her fingers gently, before raising her hand to his mouth and brushing hislips acrossthe back. “As
my lady commands,” he whispered, and saw her smile.



Chapter Twenty-Two

The muted thwack of Owl's wooden practice sword against a straw dummy sent echoes fleeing through
the courtyard. Sweat trickled down Suchen's neck as she watched the girl determinedly go through the
exercises designed to strengthen her growing muscles. Spring had comein earnest, and the hot sun glared
down, even though the strong breeze could 4till raise achill. The smell of growing things mingled with the
omnipresent scent of the sea. Much of the space between the curtain wall and the keep had been given
over to gardens, and green shoots lifted to the sky within the rows of freshly turned earth.

"Rider gpproaching!” one of the sentries shouted from his post over the gates. “ One of ours, and he's
coming fas!"

Suchen turned away from Owl to watch the gate. Asthe sound of hoofbests grew louder, then turned
into aclatter echoing in the gate tunnel, Y ozerf materidized soundlesdy beside her. The look on hisface
wasgrim.

Therider burst into the courtyard, casting about for Y ozerf even as he did so. His horse was one of the
lighter-built animals bred more for speed than for battle; its flanks were lathered from itsrun, and its Sdes
heaved. The rider was ayoung Aclytese man whose name Suchen could not remember; hisdyed hair

had grown out from the roots, leaving him with a bizarre admixture of peacock green and raven black.

"My lord!” he shouted, diding down off the horse and taking a step towards them. He staggered alittle,
and Wulfgar grabbed hisarm to steady him. “Helariaand | were posted at the crags. We saw outriders
yesterday evening, my lord—and there are more behind them. | think—I think it might bean army. |
came asquickly as| could to warn you, but Helariawanted to stay and keep watch longer.”

Silence seized the courtyard; the distant clang of the forges seemed preternaturaly loud in the quiet. For a
moment, Suchen thought she saw what might have been despair flicker through Y ozerf's eyes, then it was
gone, and she couldn't be certain.

"What colors did they wear?’ he asked, calm and cold asif they discussed the wesather.

Therider gratefully accepted the water flask that one of the guards thrust at him. “Crimson and gold,” he
said between swallows.

"Argannon,” Glesssad, hisvoiceflat and tight.

"Soit begins,” Yozerf said. “You al know what to do. Bring in al the scouts and watchers, the hunters
and foragers. Torch anything we can't drag insgde with us."

The courtyard went from still to amaelstrom of activity in moments. As men and women scurried about,
barking orders or carrying them out, Suchen moved closer to Y ozerf. “ Do you think it will do any good?’
she asked, too quietly for anyone else to hear.

"I don't know.” Y ozerf bowed his head briefly, his blood-colored hair faling to hide his expression. “ But
what else can we do?’

* * % %

They had the grace of severd dayswhile the Argannese army drew nearer. Within aday, the yard
outside the keep was packed with milling livestock, kept out of the gardens by fences and by children
given herd duty. The smokehouse worked day and night to preserve the last wild meat brought in by the
Wolfkin and by those few fishermen willing to risk the rocksto haul in a catch. Other daring souls scaled



the rocky dliffsto filch eggs from the sea birds that nested there.

Underneath dl the activity wasavein of tenson that Y ozerf could fed like awire under hishand. He
could smédll it intheair, seeit in the faces of those he passed in the corridors, asal of hisdisplaced
followers asked themsalves what would happen if their find refugefdl.

If | fail them.

Y ozerf stood on the battlements and watched quietly as the army came into sight. It wasacold day for
spring, and the shrieking wind tangled his hair. Scouts had aready brought back word that the Argannese
numbers were in the thousands, compared with the hundreds within Vordava, most of whom were
women and children.

We don't have to fight a head-to-head battle, though. We have only to wait them out.
Unless Jahcgroth simply takes down the walls with sorcery. Damn him.

The battlements were lined with archers, many of whom were women who had learned over the winter to
shoot abow in order to free up more men for any hand-to-hand fighting. There were fire arrowsto take
down any siege engines that might be brought to bear, aswell as cauldrons of molten lead and boiling
water that could be dumped down on the attackers' heads, if it cameto that.

The sharp tap of boots on stone came to him over thewind, along with afamiliar scent. He glanced to
one sde, to see Londah making her way aong the battlements. She was dressed dl in gray, and her
waist-length hair hung behind her in atight braid. Although her face wasimpassive asamarble satue, a
fera gleam lurked in her dragon-gray eyes, asif she ached for the battle to come.

She stopped beside him, giving the approaching army only acursory glance, asif shethought it no threat
a dl. “You havedonewel, my son,” shesad.

"Perhaps.” He surveyed the defenses around him, the humans, Aclytes, and Wolfkin standing
shoulder-to-shoulder because they had no other choice but to die. “Were as ready aswe can be, at any
rate. But wewon't fight today."

"Y ou think not?"

"Not unless Jahcgroth has changed greetly over the last year. Heisfar too canny to use force when
wordswill do thework for him."

Londah frowned dightly and looked out towards the army, asif she could see their cousin over the
distance. “ And what do you think hewill offer you, my son?"'

Y ozerf shook hishead. “Nothing | can afford.”

They stood together and watched the oncoming enemy in silence, and Y ozerf wondered if Londah could
ever have guessed that her only child would cometo thisend. Asthe Argannese forces grew closer, he
could make out the cavdry in the front ranks, see the red-and-gold banners snagpping in the breeze. Dark
shapes circled high overhead, and hefelt hisblood run cold.

"Watch the skies, archers,” he cdlled, and the nearest commanders echoed his order down theline. “The
Red Guard will attack from above. Bring them down if you can. If they cometo earth insgdethewalls, let
the Wolfkin seeto them."

By midday, the forces of Argannon cameto ahdt, well outsde of bow range. As'Y ozerf watched,



unable to do anything to prevent it, rank upon rank of soldiers spread out, closing the keep in ahdf circle
that ended at the edge of the cliffs. With any luck, afew unwary men would fal over the crumbling edges
and onto the rocks below. He had no doubt that Jahcgroth would send soldiersto find the paths down to
the beach, in hope of discovering some way of attacking V ordavafrom there. The beaches were too
narrow, even a low tide, to march many men along them, however, and were completely submerged at
high tide, so any expedition would beforced to march strung out. That would make them easy targets for
the archers hidden in the caves that riddled the cliff face.

Once the encirclement was as complete asit could be, the soldiers set about making camp, sending a
clear signd that they intended to remain for aslong as needed. Even from adistance, Y ozerf could seea
singletent that dwarfed al others; this, no doubt, served as Jahcgroth's home and headquarters, both.
Mogt of the creatures flying overhead came to earth, but afew stayed aloft, circling like great vultures
anticipating afesd.

Inthe midst of dl the activity, two Red Guard agppeared, walking on foot towards Vordava. Their gait
was loping and ungainly. Their clawed talons dug up the dirt, and their great wings, folded againgt their
scarlet bodies, looked overlarge. One of them clutched a staff with awhiteflag tied to it, and Y ozerf
amost wished that he had been wrong and that Jahcgroth had simply gone ahead and attacked without
waning.

"Don't shoot,” he ordered sharply, worried that some archer might forget the white flag out of fear of the
creatures before them. * Jahcgroth wants only to frighten us by this display. He thinks we are children,
afraid of mongters under the bed.”

A few of the archers around him hastened to hide expressions of fear and disgust, Straightening their
backs and struggling to look stoic instead of terrified.

Thetwo Red Guard stopped a few feet from the gate. “We would have words with the lord of this
keep,” one said through amouth filled with fangs.

Thewind brought their bitter, acid scent to Y ozerf, and he felt the hair on his nape rise and agrowl
struggle to escape histhroat. Swallowing hisingtincts, he asked, “ Kktara?"

The two exchanged surprised looks, before their crimson eyesfixed on him. “No,” said the same one that
had spoken before. “Who are you, who knows the name of one of us?"

Y ozerf threw his head back, drawing about him like acloak al the hauteur and arrogance he could
command. “I am Y ozerf Jonaglir, son of Londah, descendant of Telmonra, and Lord of Vordava You
will take my words back to your emperor and tell him to leave mein peace.”

The Red Guard looked at each other again, and he felt abitter rush of triumph. For once, he had
managed to turn the tables and surprise Jahcgroth. He heard them exchange afew short sentencesin thelr
own language, full of cdlicksand hisses.

"Wewill do asyou say, Lord Y ozerf,” one said then.

Both bowed low, their fanged muzzles dmost touching the earth, before turning and hastening back to
their own ranks.

That gesture unnerved him, and for amoment he considered ordering the archersto shoot them in the
back, just to keep the message from reaching Jahcgroth. But that would be foolish. | can't hide
forever. | don't want to hide—it could be a bargaining point...



Jahcgroth killed the dragons, his own kinsmen, and betrayed Telmonra to her death. Surely he
won't hesitate to do the sameto meif | stand between him and his goals.

But he said in Segg that he didn't kill the dragons, that it was always Ax, bringing down Cadenin
an attempt to get advantage for Jenel ... Gods, but that's credible. More than credible.

It doesn't matter. Maybe it once did, but not now.

Whatever the case, Jahcgroth didn't waste time pondering his response. Instead, the two Red Guard
returned in haste, followed by asmall cadre of Aclytes and humans—or Red Guard in human
form—who carried what seemed to be atent and camp furniture.

One Red Guard—Y ozerf couldn't tdll if it was the same one he had spoken to before or not—bowed
obsequioudy. “Lord Y ozerf, the emperor invites you speak with him. If you alow it, we will provide a
comfortable place where you, might parlay, here on neutra ground before your own gates and under the
sght of your own archers.”

J'seth tiffened and took astep closer to Y ozerf. “Don't, my lord. He seeksto deceiveyou,” she
cautioned.

"No. No, | don't think s0,” Y ozerf murmured back. Heraised his voice to be heard over thewind. “Tell
your emperor that | will agreeto this parlay. My Sworn of course will accompany me."

The Red Guard spread its hands. “1 am instructed to say you may bring any that you wish. An hour from
now, if it pleaseyou."

Y ozerf swallowed hard and wondered if he was about to do something foolish to the point of madness.
“One hour, then.”

* k k %

"Becareful,” Suchen said. She stood beside Windshade, one hand on astirrup, looking up at Y ozerf.
Her blue eyeswere hard, but she had said nothing when he announced that he was going to walk into
Jahcgroth's clutches. “Hell lie to you to get your cooperation. Remember that he meant to use us as bait
in Segg, and then kill us once he had you in reach.”

Y ozarf nodded. “1 remember.”

The Sworn, Londah, and afew other soldierswere gathered around him, al mounted and waiting. The
hour Jahcgroth had requested had passed in ablur, and he tried to think of something elseto say to
Suchen. But everything had aready been said, and she knew what he wanted from her if hewerekilled
today. So he turned his attention away and flicked the reins, guiding Windshade towards the ponderous
gaesthat swung dowly open before him.

Asherode dowly away from Vordava, he saw that thiswas to be no shouted parlay, with each party
beyond easy siriking distance. Knowing what he did of Jahcgroth, the emperor would probably have
considered such athing barbaric. Instead, a spacious tent waited them, the wind rippling its
gold-and-crimson sides. A small pennant snapped cheerily from the tent pole, and his heart clenched
when he saw that it showed a golden dragon on afield of blood. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the
young guard who was his own standard-bearer clutch his burden moretightly, asif hewould useit to
strike down the enemy banner.

Red Guard waited for them, aong with soldiers both human and Aclytese. The acid stink of the
shape-shiftersfilled Y ozerf's nose and made him fed vagudly ill; beside him, Wulfgar growled low in his



throat. J'seth looked asif she might lash out if anyone got too close, and Londah was al coiled violence
waiting to be unleashed. Only Gless seemed calm, but his pa e blue eyes betrayed nervousness asthey
rode into what he no doubt thought atrap.

They reined in & the tent, and Argannese soldiers moved forward to act as grooms. Y ozerf gave the one
who took Windshade's reins aforbidding glare, his cold eyes promising death if the horse so much as
shied. To hisimmense satisfaction, the soldier paed sharply.

A Red Guard held the tent flap open for them. “Mother, Gless, Ji'seth, yourewith me,” Y ozerf said to
hisretinue. “Therest of you stay here.” Then, taking a deep breath for courage, hewaked inside.

The furnishings were smple, dthough eaborate if one consdered the temporary nature of the tent. Piles
of carpets and furs made afloor, and it seemed dmost ashame to walk on them with his heavy boots. A
fine wooden table stood in the precise center of the tent, with two chairs on one side and asingle chair on
the other. From the support poles overhead hung asmall lantern, and Y ozerf wondered how they had
managed to bring the ddlicate glass sphere dl the way from Argannon without breaking it. Sorcery, he
supposed.

Incense burned in the shadowy corners, masking the scent of Red Guard and human dike, and making
him want to sneeze. Trying to suppressthereaction, Y ozerf lifted his chin proudly and stared directly a
the man seated in the lone chair on the opposite Side of the table.

Jahcgroth's appearance came amogt as ashock. Much was il the same: the pale skin, the gray eyes,
the butter-gold hair. But now lines carved deep furrows in the flesh around Jahcgroth's mouth, and dark
circlesringed hiseyes. He looked haggard, bruised, asif he had been fighting the war personally, without
any help fromhisarmy.

One of the memoriesthat Telmonrahad left within Y ozerf floated to the surface: Jahcgroth, standing by
the window in his mountain fastness, the sunlight bright on hisyouthful skin. She had thought him so
beautiful...

If she could have seen him now, she would no doubt have laughed aoud in bitter triumph.

Asif aveil had been lifted from hiseyes, Y ozerf suddenly redlized how tired the Argannese soldiers
looked, how stained and torn and patched their clothing was. The smell of persistent hunger clung to their
flesh benegth the obscuring incense, and he knew exactly why they had cometo Vordavain thefirst
place.

Jahcgroth rose dowly from his seet, afaint smile on hisface. “Y ozerf. It isgood to seeyou well,” he said
in Aclytese. “All thistime, | have worried that you failed to escape Nava Nar dive, and when | find you
at ladt, it isstting behind the walls of akeep of your own command. | am impressed.”

A torrent of memories pressed against the back of hiseyes, but Y ozerf forced them away. “I'm hard to
kill,” he said neutrdly, and then inclined his head to Jahcgroth. “But then, so are you.”

Jahcgroth smiled. “Indeed. And isthis, then, my other cousin? Londah, isit not?"

L ondah nodded, but said nothing. What thoughts passed on the other side of her gray eyeswere
impossible for anyoneto guess.

"l am sorry that this reunion had to take place under such circumstances,” Jahcgroth said, and took his
Segt once again, even as he motioned for them to do the same. After amoment's hesitation, Y ozerf took
one of the remaining chairs. Londah dropped into the last one like adeadly shadow. “But perhapsitis



just aswell. | came here fearing that | would find only outlaws behind Vordavaswalls, men immuneto
reason. Instead, | discover my own kin."

A servant brought three goblets of wine and set them on the table. Jahcgroth drank from hisimmediately.
Y ozef lifted his carefully, fedling the moisture gether on the goblet from the cool wineinside. It smelled of
oak and berries, but he could detect no poison and so chanced asmall sip. Londah made no moveto
touch hersat all.

"I am the Lord of Vordava, and my duty isto the keep and the people within,” Y ozerf said. Herisked
meeting Jahcgroth's eyes and saw aflash of understanding there. “ That comes before dl ese.”

"Of course.” Jahcgroth took another swallow of wine, then set the goblet down carefully. “1 had no doubt
you would fed thus. Wewill discussthismorefully. But first, | am not the only one who has been
separated from hiskin. Would you answer the questions of an old friend hoping for news?'

The tent flap opened again, and thistime two figures stepped through. Both of them wereterribly familiar,
and he heard Glesss soft curse. Thefirst gppeared to be abeautiful young human woman, cladina
smpledress, her honey-colored hair bound neatly back from her doll-like face. But the scent that came
from her betrayed that lie for what it was.

The second was the man that he had half feared seeing dl aong, that he had prayed would stay far away
from thisplace, if only for Suchen's sake. But as dways, the gods had laughed at his prayers and done as
they would.

Peddock Keblav looked far the worse for wear, asif his year spent in Jahcgroth's service was ayear
spent serving Hel hersdlf. Hisbrown hair, once kept meticuloudy short, straggled raggedly about his
collar. Lines bracketed his mouth, and his brown eyes remained fixed on the carpets, asif he could not
bring himsdlf to look directly at the visitors. His expression was that of aman who haslost everything and
knowsthat he is beyond redemption.

Y ozert fet hislip curl into asnarl. All the months he raged at me. All the times when Peddock
accused me of being a traitor. Of being a monster. He broke Suchen's heart, trying to force her to
choose between us.

Gless stood behind Y ozerf's chair, and Y ozerf could dl but fed his Sworn's body trembling in rage. Not
now, hethought desperately. Stay till, Gless. Thisisn't the time for temper .

"Peddock,” Y ozerf said coldly. He deliberately pinned the human with his gaze, refusing to look away.

The woman, who was in truth a Red Guard, put her hand to Peddock’s shoulder in a gesture of support.
“Yozerf,” shesad with anod of her head. “Y ou look well."

"Asdo you, Cybelen. Or isit Kktarayou prefer?’

"Y ou think to shame me by mentioning my nature. But it shames me no more than it doesyou, werel to
cdl you ‘wolf'."

Y ozerf snarled softly at her. “I dways thought you were afoolish sheep when you were Cybelen.
Truthfully, I think your other faceismoreflattering.”

Some of the old spark must have lingered within Peddock, because he looked up suddenly, his
expression ugly. “ Shut up, you damned hypocrite.”

Glessstemper findly snapped. “ You're the hypocrite, you treacherous bastard!” he shouted, taking a



step forward. “By the gods, how can you live with yoursaf?'Y ou turned your back on your friends, on
Auglar, just when they needed you most!"

Peddock's face flushed adeep red. “Y ou don't know anything about it! Y ou don't give a damn about
anyone but yoursdf! Y ou never felt anything for awoman except the thrill of conquest, and when that
paled, it was on to the next! Y ou don't know anything about love. Or about loyalty—I don't see you
wearing Auglar's colors now!"

"And I'll tell youwhet | told Auglar—"

"Bedlent!” Yozerf barked, but it wastoo late. The words were out, and if there had ever been any
doubt at al that Auglar wasinside Vordava, it was gone now.

Damniit.

"Peddock,” Jahcgroth said quietly, having perhaps gotten what he had wished dl dong, “you will not
speak thisway to my guests. | allowed you to come here to ask after your sister, and instead you
disappoint me by trading foolish insultswith one of Y ozerf's Sworn warriors.™

Even from across the room, Y ozerf could see Peddock grinding histeeth. Does it gall you to serve
him? he wondered, darkly amused by the prospect. In service to an Aclyte. In love with a monster.
Perhaps the gods do have a sense of humor after all.

"Suchen,” Peddock said findly. “Isshewe | ?"
Y ozerf nodded once, seeing no sensein giving away anything more. “ Sheis."
"Y ou might have brought her with you."

It sounded like the foolish pouting of ayoung boy. A young boy whose father locked himin the
basement for days at a time, whose only ally was his sister, Y ozerf reminded himsdlf. Hisglee at
Peddock’s discomfiture faded a bit at that. Still, he made no reply.

"Come,” said Cybelen, taking Peddock's hand.

For amoment, Y ozerf thought Peddock would say nothing further. But the human stopped, just insde
the tent, and looked back. “Tell Suchenthat | missher. Tell her ... | never meant to hurt her.” Then he
turned and was gone.

"A very touching show,” Londah said dryly. Her gray eyes had never |eft Jahcgroth'sface, and Y ozerf
knew that she was probably planning al the ways she might kill the emperor if things went disasiroudy
wrong. “But adigtraction, | think, from the business at hand.”

Jahcgroth smiled faintly and took another sip of wine. “Blunt. Y ou uphold the traditions of our clan well,
indeed."

"Y ou are the one who wanted aparlay,” Y ozerf said. His own patience was beginning to fray, but he
made himsdf appear calm. All the years of his youth, when he had been forced to bite back hisanger
agang the callow humanswho trested him as something lower than adog, came back to himinavivid
flash. Ice. Don't let them see. Anger doesn't mean my death only, thistime; it means the death of
everyonein Vordava.

Jahcgroth sat forward, hiseyesintent, and Y ozerf knew that the preiminarieswerefindly over. Timefor
the battle. “Very well. Y ou know why | cameto Jend, Y ozerf. | came here for the same reason that you



took Vordava—to keep my people safe. My motivations are the same as yours. The people of
Argannon are under my protection, and | cannot alow them to starve asthe Grest | ce draws closer and
winter takesland that used to be fields. So | brought them to Jend, to a place where they might live."

Jahcgroth's tone was smooth and reasonable. Y ozerf found himsalf wondering what would have
happened if the emperor had somehow learned of his existence earlier, just amonth, even, before Ax had
sent him on the fool's errand that first brought him to Suchen, Auglar, and the Sworn.

We wouldn't be having this conversation, that's for damned certain. 1'd be riding with Jahcgroth
at the forefront of his armies.

"Perhgpswe are dike,” Y ozerf sad. “But there is one difference. When | took Vordava, only Fellrant's
soldierslived within the walls. If the keep had been full of women and children, peasants, those who
could not defend themsealves and who badly needed the keep's stores, | would have left them in peace.
Jenel was far from empty of innocents when you decided to invade.”

Jahcgroth propped his chin on hisfigt, sudying Y ozerf curioudy. “I understand your thinking. But surely
you knew that Fellrant intended to use the food stored in VVordavato supply hisarmy. Surely you
redlized that, when you took that food, they would have to find it somewhere e se. Where do you imagine
they found it?'Y ou merdly displaced the misery; you did not diminaeit.”

It had been adoubt in the back of hismind, but Y ozerf refused to let Jahcgroth seeit. “That isthe
difference between us. Y ou and Ax seek to order al the world, to bend everything to your will to fulfill
your needs. But | am not responsiblefor al things. | did not make the decisions that brought you here or
forced Fellrant to choose hisarmy over his people. | can do only what is here, now, in front of me.”

"Practical.” A faint smiletouched Jahcgroth'slips, and for amoment it wasterribly familiar, Tlmonras
memories blurring into hisown. “Y ou know what I'm going to ask."

Dangerous ground, this. “ Assumptions can be fatd. Tdl mewhat you want and be donewithit."

"Very wdl.” Jahcgroth straightened, suddenly businesslike. “The winter was hard on everyonein this
kingdom, including my forces. Y ou can see that easily enough for yourself. Open Vordavas granariesto
me. Provision my army, and in exchange | will provide you with afew of my Red Guard and some of my
soldiersto help garrison Vordava.”

As you helped garrison the council, when they held Rozah prisoner? The Red Guard Jahcgroth had
provided then had no doubt been meant to turn on the human council when the emperor gave the order
for invason. Thisoffer was even lesssubtle. | would have to do as you say, or else be killed on the
spot by your minions.

"What else?” he asked, knowing that there had to be more.

"Naturaly, you will swear loydty to me,” Jahcgroth said, asif it were nothing but atrifle, “and turn over
Lord Auglar and his Sworn."

"Or thair heads?"

"If you prefer.” Jahcgroth smiled sadly. “Y ou know aswell as| that Auglar isdoomed. Hewas oncein
linefor the throne—neither Fellrant nor | can leave him dive. Therisk of hisrallying support and
chdlenging usistoo great. At least | will promise aquick, clean death, which ismorethan heislikdy to
get from Fellrant.”

"But deed istill dead.”



Jahcgroth spread his hands. “What other choice do you have? Thereis only Fellrant or me. But Fellrant
will kill you along with Auglar. At least | am offering to leave you dive.” Hefolded hishandsagain. “So |
supposetha, redly, you haveno choice at dl."

Silencefell. The sounds of the world outside the tent seemed to come from a greeat distance, asif they
echoed from another lifetime. Y ozerf stared at his fingertips, wondering what he could possibly say that
would save them.

"l wishtothink onthis,” hesaid at last. Just let me get us out of here, gods. Let us get back behind
Vordava'swalls, if nothing else. “Y ou can't expect me to make such adecision lightly, no matter how
obvious the choice may seem.”

"Of course.” Jahcgroth smiled, and Y ozerf knew the emperor believed that he had won aready. “But you
inturn will understand that timeis urgent. Y ou have until dawn tomorrow to give your answer."

"Andif | dont?"
"Must | resort to threats? | had hoped that you and | were beyond such things, cousin.”

"Tomorrow at dawn, then,” Y ozerf agreed.



Chapter Twenty-Three

Night had fdlen over Vordava. Beyond thewadlls, the fires of Argannon'sarmy flickered like ahost of
gtars come to earth. Within, guards kept careful watch on al approaches, in the event that Jahcgroth did
not intend to keep hisword after al.

Y ozerf sat in the study, hischair pulled up before the hearth and his boots nearly in the smdl fire. All of
his Sworn were there, scattered about the room, as well as Suchen, Londah, Auglar, Buudi, and
Brenwulf. Their scents betrayed fear and uncertainty, but he had never been oneto offer words of false
comfort.

"Jahcgroth made me an offer,” he said, without preamble. The goblet of mulled winein hishand let off the
scents of clove and cinnamon, but its heat did nothing to dispel the ball of ice around his heart. “ Open the
stores of thiskeep to him, let him garrison it with his own creatures, give Auglar to him, and he won't kil
usdl."

"Y ouwouldnt,” snarled Brenwulf. “By the gods, you would betray usal!"
"l did not say | had made adecision,” Y ozerf responded with what he thought was admirable restraint.

Auglar sighed and wandered over to thefire. Even with spring well underway, the nightsheld achill. He
sretched out his handsto the flames, asif he could draw the warmth from them and tuck it away deep
within himsdlf. There was sorrow in hisblue eyes, but aquiet dignity aswell.

"l will go,” hesaid smply. “ Of my own freewill."
"You cant!” Brenwulf shouted. Buudi made anoise of protest, asdid Gless and Suchen.

Auglar glanced up, but helooked at Y ozerf rather than at any of those who had flinched at his
declaration. “I am going to die no matter which sdewins,” Auglar said steadily. “If | can a least savea
few liveswith that deeth ... then | will."

"You aren't going to die,” Brenwulf protested. Y ozerf thought he was afooal.

"Denying the truth does nothing to changeit,” Auglar replied, athough he kept his gaze focused on
Yozerf. “1 will walk out of here tomorrow at dawn. | won't force you to make the decision to have me
hauled out in chains™

Y ozerf amiled faintly. “That at least is gppreciated.”
"Y ou would do the same. Y ou have done the same. Can | do any less?"

Respect for the fallen lord suddenly touched Y ozerf. Auglar ood before the fire, thin and pale, but
graight and certain. He had made his decision with clear eyes and would not bend fromiit.

Perhaps | am not the only one who has learned from his mistakes.

"l have not said what | intend to do,” Y ozerf pointed out. “ Don't prepare to throw away your life just yet.
If flinging you from the gate tower would cause Jahcgroth to gather up his camp and leave usin peace,
then perhaps | would consider your offer. But you are only asmall part of what hewants. Hisarmy ison
itslast reserves, from what | could see, and he did not look well himself. If | had to guess, | would say
that he and Ax have been engaged in their own wizard-war for sometime, and it'staking itstoll.



"Jahcgroth needs provisions. He can't smply magic them out of the air, so he hopes to convince meto
give him Vordavas. But where does that |eave the people of thiskeep? If hisarmy weretogoonto a
quick victory afterwards, in time for planting and harvesting, then perhaps we could afford to hand over a
good portion of our storesto him. Somehow, | don't think that likely. If Fellrant's army isthe victor
instead, dow or quick ... well, there are some in this keep who can testify as to what happens to anyone
who gives aid to Jahcgroth, willing or not: entire villages razed, their inhabitants put to the sword asa
warning for others. | doubt that we would get any more mercy."

Londah had been lurking in one corner, but now she ghosted out into the room. Thefirdight caught on
the hilts of her knives and glittered in her ferd eyes. 1 noticed that our cousin somehow failed to mention
exactly what our fateswould be, should we do as he asked.”

"AsdidI. No doubt he hoped that | would assume he meant for meto stay in command of Vordava. But
| have defied him twice dready—Ieaving me here would suggest that heiswilling to tolerate
disobedience.”

Suchen stirred and cast him aworried look. “What do you think helll do, then?!

"Probably lock me away someplace where| can't do any harm. The same for Mother, as well—I don't
think hewantsto kill us."

"Do you think he was telling the truth about Caden, then? That he didn't day the dragons?’

Y ozerf hesitated. The memories he had inherited from Temonrawerefilled with fury and hate for the
cousin she thought had betrayed her, making the next words difficult to say. “1 do think so. But | could be
wrong, the gods know. Telmonra certainly believed he did it, and she knew him better than 1."

But even if | amright, and Londah and | would be safe ... what about Owl? What about Suchen?
"So what are you going to do, my lord?” Ji'seth asked.

Y ozerf sighed and rubbed tiredly at his eyes. His head ached faintly, and he wanted nothing more than to
liedownin hisbed. And then to wake up and find that none of the last year happened at all. I'll
open my eyes and be in bed with Suchen in Kellgard.

And while I'mwishing for that, why not wish that gold fall from the sky and that being late for
dinner be the worst thing that has ever happened to me?

"I can hand over Auglar to be executed, risk possible starvation for this keep, and go into captivity
mysalf, with no certainties about what will happen to anyone| love,” he said findly. “Or | can refuseto
give him Auglar, take the chance on fighting, and probably sedl my own fate, still without any certainties
asto what will happen.”

"So wefight, then,” Suchen said.

Her words brought afaint smileto hisface. She knows me well. “At least that way gives us achance.
The gods know it might not be agood one, but it's better than collaborating with Jahcgroth at our
expense. He might destroy thewallsand kill usdl if wefight. But if we don't fight, and Fellrant winsthis
littlewar, then | know for certain we will al be daughtered astraitors.” He spread hishandsin ahelpless
gesture. “I wish to the gods that there were an easy answer to this. But thereisn't, so | have to make the
best choice | can. | may beatota fool for choosing as| do, and if anyone has acompelling argument to
make for the other path, then tell me now.”

For along moment, no one spoke. Then Wulfgar took a step forward, his only hand gripping the hilt of



his sword. “We stand and fight, my lord,” he said in his gruff voice. “Well make those Argannese dogs
rue the day they set eyes on thesewadldl™

"May the godslisten to your words,” Auglar said.

Y ozerf roseto hisfeet and stretched. His back hurt, and it came to him sharply that he was not as young
as he had been, his Wolfkin blood stedling al the years that a pureblooded Aclyte would have had. But
there was no time to rest. “We must be prepared,” Y ozerf said. “ The moment | give Jahcgroth my
answer, hewill strike with everything he has, hoping to catch us off guard. Auglar, anything you can think
of that we haven't done—doit."

Heissued afew more orders, and within moments the room was empty except for him, Suchen, Gless,
and Tan. “Will you give usamoment alone?’ he asked, and waited in silence until the two Sworn had
taken up their sation inthe hal outside.

Suchen Hill sat in her chair, looking at him steadily, and he wondered if she guessed what he was about
to say. Questions must have been burning in her since the moment he came back, but she had held her
tongue in the face of more important matters. Or perhaps she didn't redly want to ask at al, because she
feared the answer.

"] saw Peddock,” he said.

She shut her eyes, asif a asudden pain. Crossing the room, he went to knedl beside her chair, taking her
handsin hisown. Her strong fingers, nicked with old sword scars, lay limp as something dead within his

grasp.
"Ishewdl?’ sheasked at lagt, but her eyes remained shut.
"He seemed in good hedthto me."

"And otherwise?'

Y ozerf shook hishead regretfully. “I1t ishard for meto say, my love. Peddock and | ... were never
close..” understatement of my lifetime, “and | don't know him well enough to read all the nuances. He
did seem troubled, but more than that, | can't tell. He did ask meto tell you that he misses you and that
he didn't mean to hurt you."

She made no response for along moment. Then, very dowly, she leaned forward, and her hunched
shoulders began to shake with quiet sobs. Silently cursing Peddock to the depths of Hel'sdomain, Y ozerf
dipped hisarms around her and cradled her againgt him.

Y ozerf had no siblings of hisown, and he redlized now that he had never guessed the depth of the bond
between brother and sister. Up until the moment that Peddock |eft with Cybelen, Suchen and her brother
had never truly been separated in their lives. From what little he knew of their childhood, they had been
one another'sonly dliesin ther father's house. They had fled their home together as youths, with nothing
but one another and afew rudimentary sword skills. Together they had found refuge a Kelgard, and
both had risen high in the favor of their lord. Mot likely they had seldom gone an entire day without at
least setting eyes on one another, save for those times when Peddock accompanied Auglar elsewherein
the demesne. Perhaps they had drifted gpart over the years, finding other friends and divergent interests,
but, even so, he suspected that they had never truly |ooked to be parted.

Not that the two had never fought—they had, sometimes bitterly. He had seen only that part of it, had
not quite realized that no matter how they quarreled, they still cared about each other. That they till had



been one another's dlies, even asthey had been in childhood—till the one person that the other could
always count on to be there,

Did | begin the unraveling of that skein? he wondered with sudden sorrow. Gods, he hadn't redlized,
hadn't even thought about it until this moment. He had viewed his fights with Peddock asinconsequentia
in someways, because he had smply not considered that not everyone was as lone as himsdif.

Stupid, that. But he hadn't felt, in hisgut, the connection between siblings, couldn't even imagine what it
would be like to have alifelong friend, as Suchen and Peddock had been to each other. So he hadn't
tried.

"I'm sorry,” he said. It was poor comfort, but he didn't know what €l seto do.

"Itisn't your fault,” she whispered againgt his hair. Her sobs had eased, but he could fed her grief asif it
were hisown.

"| did nothing to help. Somethings| could not have changed—my Aclytese and Wolfkin blood, to sart.
But perhaps | could have been more polite, provoked hisanger less.”

"Or Peddock could have tried not to be such adamned bigot.”
"My trying to kill himin Segg probably didn't help, ether.”

"Or Auglar's secret-keeping.” Suchen raised her head, wiping away tears. Her beautiful eyeswere shot
through by red veins from her weeping. “No one forced Peddock to go with Cybelen, though, Y ozerf."

"I would have gonewith you."

She amiled alittle. “Would you? Or would you have tried to dissuade me, if you truly believed that | was
on thewrong sde?’

"But if | could not dissuade you—"

"Hush.” She stroked hishair gently. “ There's no point to speculating. No one can truly know what they'll
do until they face the moment of decision. Peddock would never have said that he would leave us
because he was in love with a Red Guard. He would have been repulsed by the very suggestion. Y et
herewedl are, each in our individua predicaments, where none of us ever thought to be."

"Agreed,” hesadwryly.

Suchen roseto her feet, tugging him with her. “But theré's no time for any of this. Wedl have alot to do
before dawn."

Y ozerf nodded and gave her hands afinal squeeze ... and hoped that they would both live to see another
night.

* k k %

Asdawn broke, Y ozerf shifted within armor grown heavy from long hours of wearing. And it will be
much longer still, he thought. He stood on the battlements above the gate, letting the predawn wind
ruffle hislong hair. All through the deepless night, tension had dowly coiled within him, until & last he
began to long for sunrise and the battle that was sure to come.

When last he had seen Owl, she was deeping, and he had no desire to wake her and shatter whatever
peace she could find. Suchen had hel ped him with hisarmor instead, her eyes grim and purposeful. She



remained behind with the reserve warriors, held back from the walls where they would smply be targets
for enemy archers. Wolfkin paced in the courtyard behind him, while his own archerslined thewalls
under such cover asthe battlements could provide.

Thefirgt diver of the sun peeked above the plains of the Kellsmarch, casting awarm glow acrossthe
waving grasses and gilding Vordavas basdt walls. It revealed the stirring mass of the Argannese army,
like an anthill poked with astick. Before that dark crowd, the two Red Guard from the day before
advanced, whiteflag held high.

Y ozerf's throat went dry asthey approached. Thisisit. There's still time to change my mind.

The messengers stopped and bowed before the gates. Hairless, fang-filled heads turned to regard with
him dien, scarlet eyes. “Lord Yozerf,” one said, its hissng voice respectful. “The emperor demands your
answer. Open the gatesto us, and aly yourself with hismight.”

"No."

The Red Guard glanced a one another, asif the single, unadorned word confused them. “Think
carefully,” onesad at last. “ The emperor's patience with you stretches only so far.”

Y ozerf glanced past them, refusing to dlow their talk to distract him. High above, things circled, and he
felt his somach tighten. “Archerd *Warethe skies!”

The black shapes folded their wings and plummeted, resolving into stresks of crimson againgt the dawn
sky. They came out of the sun, and Y ozerf swore furioudy asthe archers blindly loosed avolley of
arrowsinto theglare.

The two Red Guard before the gate flung down their white flag and launched into the air, great wings
thrashing as they sought dtitude. A bowstring beside Y ozerf sang loudly, and he saw one of them fdter,
an arrow protruding from its shoulder. Moments later, a second dart dammed into itsthroat, and it fell to
the ground, writhing wildly until itsbody dissolved into mist and disspated entirely.

A few other Red Guard were brought down aswell, but the mgority continued to drop out of the sky
towards Vordava Thefirg creature smashed into the defenders lining the inside of the battlements, the
impact hurling bodies into the courtyard below. Its claw-tipped hands and feet savaged everyonein
reach, and it let out aterrifying roar before sinking its fanged jaws into the exposed throat of one of the
bowmen. Screams erupted from all sides, as swords flashed wildly, struggling to bring it down. The
howls of Wolfkin broke out in astorm, and gray forms streaked up the steps to the walls, determined to
destroy their ingtinctive enemies.

The second of the two Red Guard messengers came down on thewall only feet from Y ozerf, itshind
claws gripping acrendllation like some monstrous bird on alimb. Tan lunged at it, burying a pruning hook
in the soft folds of itsright wing. The Red Guard shrieked in pain and struck out, ripping the wooden pole
from Tan's hands with enough force to bresk fingers.

Y ozexf let out awolfish howl, hissword held high, and rushed into the fray. The Red Guard'sthick tail
struck him from the side, ablow hard enough to send numbness through hisleg, and hefdl heavily. J'seth
leapt past him, followed by agrizzled, three-legged wolf. A shower of acidic blood sprayed them &l as
someone landed ablow, athough in the confusion Y ozerf could no longer follow what had happened. He
gathered his legs beneath him and, as the Red Guard swung its head around to snap at Ji'seth, propelled
himsalf up off the stone as hard as he could. His sword dammed through the Red Guard's lower jaw,
smashing through the upper pdate into the brain. With alast snarl, the creature toppled sideways, dmost
wrenching the sword from Y ozerf's hands.



"My lord, are you hurt?’ J'seth asked.

He started to answer, but aflash of crimson distracted him. In amoment, another Red Guard was on
them.

The world was reduced to aflurry of swordsand blood. Y ozerf was aware of fights erupting on al sides
asthe Red Guard took advantage of their wingsto land within the walls, aswell ason them. The smdll of
blood clogged his nogtrils, and the screams of the dying filled his ears. His arm ached with weariness as
he lifted his sword again and again. Once or twice, he used the wind to buffet the Red Guard
unexpectedly, but the effort drained him further, and he knew that every expenditure of magic that
weakened him now left them al the more vulnerable to Jahcgroth's power later.

Why isn't he attacking with magic yet? Was | right yesterday? Has he—gods, is he—fighting some
sort of wizard's war with Ax?

There was no time to ponder the possibilities. The fighting was too fierce to concentrate on anything but
what was directly in front of him, and he could only pray that none of his commandersforgot his
ingtructions to them. Ji'seth's voice had gone hoarse from her battle cries, and now she fought silently
beside him. Blood showed on Gless's hauberk, athough whether his own or someone elsg's, Y ozerf
didn't know. Wulfgar stayed in wolf form, but even hisfrenzied snarls began to subside as the battle with
the Red Guard dragged on.

Then, suddenly, there were no more opponentsin front of him. All around, the battle continued to rage,
but asmdl idand of quiet had somehow formed around him. Almost stumbling with weariness, he looked
out towards the Argannese army for amoment ... and saw that things had taken aturn for the worse.

Tal segetowerswere being erected just beyond bow range, and he redlized that the parts must have
already been prepared. Perhaps these very engines had been used againgt Kedlgard, then dismantled and
taken with thearmy asit cut itsway across Jend. Thefirst of them had begun rolling towards the walls,
pushed by men protected by shields held over their heads. Shielded men also carried long ladders
forward, and he thought that he caught a glimpse of a battering ram.

Londah appeared a hissde like awraith, her black hair wet with the blood of her enemies. No emotion
showed on her white face as she stared out at the gpproaching army. “Well,” she said mildly, “it seems
that our cousin doesn't intend to make this easy for us, does he?'

"No.” Yozerf'sblood ran cold. A smplefronta assault would have been onething, but Vordavas
defenders had to split their concentration between the soldiers outside the walls and the Red Guard
coming from above. But there was nothing for it.

"Warethewdld” he shouted. “To mel"

Archersturned their atention to the approaching towers and engines. A flurry of arrows sang through the
air, but most bounced harmlesdy from armor or shields. Loosing awild cry, the attackers surged
forward, asif the attempt at defense had rallied them instead of discouraging them.

Thefirst ladder hit thewall nearby. Tan and severa other men shoved it back down before anyone could
climb far, but even asthey did 0, three others struck the battlements around them. Asthe first man
swarmed up the nearest, Londah struck him across the face with her sword, denting the edge of hishelm
and cleaving his nose. He screamed and fell back, carrying those beneath him down into a broken heap
at the base of thewadlls.

"Water brigade!” Y ozerf shouted, hoping that the fires burning in the guard towers had not been alowed



to go out. Within moments, women and boys too young to fight had darted out and begun totip
cauldrons of bailing water onto the soldiers attempting to scale the walls. The shrieks of those scalded
within their armor were horrifying, but Y ozerf ignored the sound, knowing that today any pity for others
equaled death for his own people.

An odd rushing noisefilled the air, and a shadow flicked over him as something passed acrossthe
now-high sun. A huge stone block, no doubt wrested from the nearby cliffs and dragged to the sege
engines, crashed into the courtyard bel ow, crushing anyone caught beneath it. Moments later, a second
block smashed into the outer wall, sending men and stone dike flying through the air.

Londah cursed. Asathird massive stone hurtled towards Vordava, Y ozerf turned towards the three
huge trebuchets that Jahcgroth had brought. The men [aboring to reload them were unprotected, but also
far out of bow range. Even as he watched, the first catapult was winched back into place, and the
command giventofire.

The stone ripped past, striking the wall of the keep and tumbling into the courtyard, wreaking havoc on
anyone below. Concentrating on the trebuchet itself, Y ozerf narrowed his eyes and tried to block out the
screams of people—his people—as they died. The weagpons were out of range of any bow and had no
need to be shielded from arrows ... not even fire arrows.

Y ozef amiled.

It was like straining to grasp something just out of arm's reach. Forcing himsdlf to concentrate, he let the
rest of theworld disappear from his consciousness. Either the Sworn would protect him from any other
threats, or they would not, and he let that concern go, aswell. All that existed, dl that he had to worry
about, was the vulnerable wood and rope of the trebuchet ... and thefire.

For amoment he thought nothing would happen, or that Jahcgroth had taken countermeasures. Then a
gout of flame erupted in the center of the trebuchet, igniting rope, wood, and men dike. Blazing figures
ran from the burning machine, then staggered and fell to the ground, where they twitched for awhile
before growing Hill.

"Yed” Gless shouted in triumph from someplace very far awvay. Y ozerf took a deep breath and blocked
out the sounds of congratulations, knowing that he had to act now, quickly, before Jahcgroth had timeto
rectify hismistake.

The second trebuchet went up just asit arted to fire, the axle collgpsing and bringing the throwing arm
down with it. Swesat poured down Y ozerf's brow and into his eyes, blurring his sight. The fire consumed
him from within, asif hisblood boiled, and hefdt his control dipping. Easy, o easy, to forget accuracy
and smply sweep dl before him with an ever-expanding wave of fire. Wind roared about hishelm,
turning into a keening shriek around the dragon crest, and he heard himself scream as heforced thefireto
funnd away from himinasingle, searing strike.

Thethird trebuchet vanished ingtantly in afirestorm that incinerated everything around it.

All of the strength went out of hislegs, and he found himsdf lying on the battlements, with no clear
memory of faling. Frightened faces surrounded him, and he thought he heard far-off voices caling his
name. The sky directly above was striped with gold and red, and for amoment he thought that it was till
dawn, that dl the aching, weary hours of battle had in fact been nothing more than afew minutes. Then he
redlized that it was sunset.

"Gods.” Hethrust an arm out blindly; Gless grabbed hiswrist and hauled him to hisfeet.



"They'refdling back, Y ozerf,” Glesssad, trying to steady him. “Giving up for theday. You did it! That
was a blow they won't recover from easily, I'll guess.”

Blinking sweat and blood from hiseyes, Y ozerf leaned heavily on the nearest crenellation and stared out
over the field. The attackers were indeed drawing back, taking their ladders, towers, and battering ram
with them. Red Guard—far fewer in number than they had been that morning—glided back towardstheir
own lines. Any who could not fly were trgpped within the courtyard, fighting adoomed bettle with
Vordavas defenders.

Asthe clash of wegpons and screams of the injured faded, Y ozerf turned his back to Jahcgroth'sarmy.
Vordavaswalls and towers showed cracks where the hurled stones had |eft their mark, but they stood.
Theair stank of blood and other fluids, and the sobs of the injured and the grieving came to him on the
breeze.

But battered, bruised, and bleeding asit was, Vordava had lived to see another nightfall.



Chapter Twenty-Four

Suchen gripped the poles of amakeshift stretcher in hands that had long ago gone numb. Exhaustion
blinded her, and her skin tingled where Red Guard blood had splashed it. The endless day had passed in
ablur as she stood with those defending the main doors of the keep, struggling to throw back swarms of
Red Guard that sought to breech the inner defenses. Jahcgroth's minions had failed, but they had
nonethel ess exacted ahigh price.

Blood dicked the ground benegath her feet, and the moans of the injured rang in her ears. The youth lying
on the stretcher she hel ped carry whimpered every time hewasjostled. The smell that came from the
wound to his gut made her fed ill; his bowels had been punctured, and she knew that he was condemned
to adow, painful deeth. Trying not to look into hiswhite face, she helped carry him from the courtyard,
inddeto the greet hall.

Guitering torchesin the hal reveded rows of wounded warriors lying on pallets. Merdwyn, long with
anyone else who knew even the rudiments of healing, moved among them, hel ping those who could yet
be saved. A little to her surprise, Suchen saw that Y ozerf was there, knedling beside one of the pallets.
Even as she watched, he reached out and flipped the blanket up, covering the face of the young woman
lying there.

"Over here,” directed ahurried Merdwyn. Suchen nodded and carefully helped settle the stretcher on the
floor. Rubbing her hands together, she went to stand beside Y ozerf. He looked up at her, hisface drawn,
and she saw the agony in hiseyes.

"Who was she?’ she asked quietly.

"One of the Sharneth clan.” With asigh, he climbed dowly to his feet, weariness evident in every motion.
“I hatethis. | fed asif | sent them all to their deaths.”

"l know. But itisn't your fault.”

"Perhaps”

She put ahand to hisarm. *Y ou need to rest. We al do. Tomorrow will be here too soon—there's no
sensein exhaugting yoursdlf tonight, when there's nothing more to be done."

Hewas slent for amoment, and she saw his deet-colored eyes move over the rows of wounded and
dying. Hisred hair siraggled about hisface, tangled from sweeting benesth ahelm &l day. The wild,
glacid beauty shed aways loved in him had been honed by weariness and grief into something even
more poignant, and on impulse she put her arms about him. They both stank of blood and sweet, and
their armor and weapons made the embrace uncomfortable, but for the moment neither one of them
cared.

Therapid patter of feet on the stone floor caught Suchen's attention, and she looked up to see Owl
running towards them. The girl's eyes were large and solemn with what they had seen. * Papa?’ she asked
tentatively.

Y ozerf smiled tiredly and picked her up. “Have you been helping the hedlers, as| asked?'
"Yes"

"Good girl."



Suchen could see Owl's shivers. Her heart aching, she reached out and gently stroked the hair back from
the child'sface. “It'sdl right, little one,” she said, even though it was of course no such thing.

Owl'slower lip trembled. “Why won't they leave usdone!” she burst out findly. “Why do they keep
following us?'

Apparently there was no difference in Owl's mind between the men who had attacked her village and
those surrounding Vordava. Y ozerf winced and patted the crying girl on the back. “Don't be afraid. We
won' let themingide, | promise. | won't et anyone hurt you.”

"Neither will I,” Suchen added fiercdly, “nor your grandmother.”

That seemed to calm Owl abit. Y ozerf shifted her in hisarms and kissed her brow lightly. “I'm going to
take one more walk around the walls before | try to deep. Go to bed, and I'll come by, once I'm done.”

She shook her heed, clinging, and Y ozerf's mouth quirked ruefully. “Very wel. Y ou may come, then."

They went outside, the Sworn drifting up asthey left the great hall. Tan had a splint on one hand, and
Gless sported a bandage where a deep cut on his temple had been sewed up. Clouds covered the moon
and gtars, cadting inky blackness over the world. Even the light of the torches on the walls seemed dim.

Guards gill stood the walls, dthough it seemed impossible that they could see much in the darkness.

Y ozexf led the way to the battlements, pausing now and again to speak to them. Although the bodies had
been taken away, blood stained the dark stone wherever there was enough light to seeit. Pans and cook
potsfilled with water stood here and there, at Auglar's suggestion, to give warning of any sappers seeking
to underminethewals. Flames reflected in them, making them look asif they werefilled with fire.

They neared the section of wall closest to the cliff edge. As'Y ozerf bent over to ingpect some damage
caused by the trebuchets, Suchen stared idly at the closest pan. It showed her reflection—athin face with
hollows under its eyes, like some awful parody of the woman she had been. Then ripples chased one
another across the surface, distorting the reflection until it no longer resembled her at all.

So tired was she, it took amoment to realize what she was looking at. The water rippled again, and she
graightened with agasp. “Y ozerf!"

Hewas at her sdein amoment. Wordlesdy, she pointed at the pan of vibrating water, and he swore
furioudy. Spinning on his hed, hethrust Owl at Gless. “Take her to safety! Everyone else, to me! There
are sappers beneath the walls!™

Suchen's heart pounded as she ran after him. “They must have moved in under the cover of night!” she
caled, damning the clouds that had conspired against them.

"Then wewill use the darknessto our advantage, aswell,” hereplied grimly, asthey clattered down the
dair. A handful of warriors had accreted to their group, and Y ozerf snagged more as they crossed the
courtyard, headed for the postern gate.

"My lord, perhaps you should stay within,” Ji'seth suggested, as shejogged after them. Y ozerf cast her a
cold glare, and she shut her mouth with a snap.

By the time they reached the postern gate, they were agroup amost twenty strong. Y ozerf glanced back
at them; the torchlight reflected in his eyes, reducing them to eerie green orbs. “We go swift and quiet.
Stay together, and for the gods' sakesdon't fall over the cliff.”

The postern gate was barely wide enough for ahorse to pass through. One by one, they did out into the



utter darkness of the night outside the walls. Suchen gripped her sword hard, struggling to see anything at
al. Asher eyes adjusted, the light from the torches high above outlined the walls and afew rough features
of the landscape, but the ground at her feet might aswell have been nonexistent, for al she could seeit.

"Thisway,” Y ozerf whigpered, but his black armor obscured him from sight. Following the sound of his
voice, she dropped into alow, running crouch. The occasiond clink of armor and jingle of mail came
from the group, sounding hideoudy loud to her ears. The miners and those who no doubt guarded them
would surdly hear them coming.

Asthey came around the curve of thewall, the roar of the surf became suddenly louder. Up ahead,
Suchen could seeafaint glow at the base of thewall, and she redlized that it must be light leaking from
the tunnel. Shapes moved in front of the light, but it wasimpossible to tell how many, and she wondered
how they would possibly battle anyone in such darkness.

She had forgotten how keen Y ozerf's eyes were at night. One moment he was beside her ... then she felt
him break into aloping run that carried him far ahead. Wulfgar shot past aswell, dong with afew others
who must have been Wolfkin.

Gripping her sword moretightly, she plunged after them. A sudden scream sounded in the night, then
ended just as abruptly. Shouts of confusion rang out, and someone ran from the tunndl, atorch held high
overhead. Aslight bloomed over the scene, she saw that the Wolfkin were aready locked in combat
with the handful of soldiers set to guard the sappers. Deciding that they were well taken care of, she
darted past and ran into the tunndl itsalf.

It was atiny excavation, barely high enough to stand up in. Heavy wooden beams held up the roof; when
the tunnel reached beneath the wall, these would befired, causing the digging to collapse and bring the
wall down with it. The smoke from torchesfilled the small tunnd, inging her eyes and making it hard to
breathe.

A shape lunged towards her, swinging a pickaxe wildly at her face. She dashed it aside with her free
hand, damming her sword into the man's neck with the other. Unable to dig with the encumbrance of
armor, he was unprotected, and she felt the stedl bite deep into hisvulnerable flesh.

The scene became one of chaos as othersjoined in the battle. Half-seen shapes struggled in the poor
light. The smédll of smoke and raw earth filled Suchen'slungs, choking her. Screams dinned in her earsin
the confined space, and abody fdl heavily againgt her, knocking her into the dirt wall. She fought free,
twigting in time to skewer another of the miners.

"Come!” Y ozerf's hand grabbed her elbow, dragging her back towards the entrance. Even as he did o,
she could seefire beginning to lick at the pitch-covered logs. Within moments, it turned the little tunnel
into an inferno.

Thenight air felt cold and soothing on her face. Coughing, she wiped her streaming eyes and turned
back. Thetunnel collgpsed behind her with awhoosh, destroying al of the work done so far and leaving
thewadll, which it hadn't quite reached, standing firm. Y ozexf pulled hard on her arm, yanking her away
from the Sght and into astumbling run.

"Back to the keep, before Jahcgroth redizes what's happened and sends his forcesto trap us outside the
walls!” he ordered sharply, and everyonejoined them in aflat-out run, back to the postern gate.

By thetimethey staggered back through, they were al stumbling from exhaugtion. A few had taken minor
injuries, but their little sortie hadn't ended in any major casuaties. Suchen sank down on the ground,
leaning againgt thewadll to catch her breath. Thereek of burning clung to her, dmost overwheming the



stench of blood and swest from earlier in the day, and she thought wryly that it was amazing the
Argannese soldiers hadn't smelled them coming.

She hadn't meant to close her eyes, but suddenly found herself opening them as a hand brushed gently
across her face. Startled, shelooked up to see Y ozerf bending over her. Soot streaked his white face
and added to the disaster of hismatted hair. “Come on, love. Y ou'll be much more comfortablein abed
than here."

Blinking the deep from her eyes, shelet him pull her to her feet. “What about you?"

"I've given ordersto be dert for more sappers, and to pour boiling water down at any suspicious noise.
Beyond that, there's nothing more | can do thisnight.”

They leaned on each other al the way up to bed. Barely bothering to take her armor off, Suchen
collapsad into the furs beside him, adegp before her head fully touched the pillow.

* * % %

The next attack began at dawn. Although the trebuchets had been destroyed, the Argannese till had
segetowers and ladders. Many Red Guard had died in the assault of the previous day, so at least on that
one account they were spared; presumably, Jahcgroth wished to hold hisremaining minionsin reserve.

A group of soldiers protecting the battering ram moved forward, shields held high to ward off arrows.
The shiddswere less effective againgt boiling water, but even so, they moved forward undeterred. The
iron-capped head of the battering ram swung ponderoudy againgt the gates, shaking them hard but
leaving them relatively undamaged. Even so, if they were alowed to continue unmolested, the gates
would eventudly give way.

"Prepare asortiel” Y ozerf shouted as he strode along the tops of the battlements, his attention fixed on
the threat posed by the ram. His throat was raw from yelling orders over the din of battle. A grapple
clanged onto the parapet beside him, and without pause he cut the rope with his sword as he went past.
In front of him, two women, their hands wrapped in protective layers of cloth, wrestled apot of coalsto
the edge of thewall, before dumping its contents down onto the attackers below. The screams of those
they burned were lost amidst theincredible din of the fighting going on al around them.

Damnit. I've got to fire that battering ram, if | can. But if Jahcgroth has any sense whatsoever, he
will have put some sort of protective spell on it last night. Curse him, |—

"Y ozerf!"

Startled, he turned and saw Londah making her way towards him, ducking and weaving through the
struggling masses. Her armor was drenched in blood, none of it her own, and he knew that death walked
with her,

"l haveto get to the battering ram!” he shouted, even asit crashed into the gates again, sending out aloud
boom and shaking the stones beneath hisfeet.

She reached him at last, grabbing his shoulder in one mail-gloved hand. So close, he could see her gray
eyes, and thelook in them chilled him to the bone. “It'sadistraction, my son.”

OhHdl.
"Where?' he demanded, never doubting that she wasright. He should have seen it himself.

"Thereisamass of Red Guard making their way on foot towards the northern section of thewall, near



where the sapperstried to undermineit last night.”
"Jehcgroth.”

"| fear s0."

Y ozerf swore furioudy, turned, and dashed down the steps to the courtyard. The Sworn pounded after
him, followed by Londah. But even as he ran, he felt the ground quake beneath hisfeet and knew that he
wastoo late.

The keep's warhorses stood at ready, in case the need arose for acharge. In asingle, fluid motion,

Y ozerf mounted Windshade and kicked the horse forward. Asthe Sworn scrambled to follow, he leaned
low over the horse's neck, feeling the muscles bunch beneath histhighs asthey crossed the courtyard at a
gdlop. Before them loomed the north wall, and for amoment Y ozerf had hope that he had been wrong,
that there was till time to do something.

A brilliant light seared hiseyes, like the crack of lightning from acloudless sky. For an ingtant, the wall
and its defenders were thrown into sharp relief. Then a concussive blast roared out, so loud that it blotted
out al other sound. A wall of air hit him, even at this distance, and he felt Windshade falter.

A section of wall collapsed, itsfdl eerily soundlessin the aftermath of the deafening blast. Hisheart in his
mouth, Y ozerf urged Windshade on, never dowing even asthey rode over the rubble of riven sone and
shattered bodies. As Argannese soldiers began to pour through the breach, helifted his sword high and
screamed out a battle cry.

Windshade's massive form knocked the first man from hisfeet, to be trampled beneath iron-shod
hooves. Y ozerf dashed at others, aiming for faces, where armor was likely to be lightest. Within
moments, he redlized that there were smply too many of them. He had mounted and ridden asfast as
possible, never thinking that the Sworn could not move so quickly, that he would end up filling the breach
aone.

Something heavy dammed into hisleft arm, the sheer force of the blow shoving him hafway out of the
saddle. Hetried to grab for the pommé to straighten himself, but his arm refused to respond, and hefelt
himsdf diding. Seeing hisdigtress, one of the Argannese warriors seized hisright leg and pulled hard,
bringing Y ozerf tumbling to the ground.

Swearing furioudy, he struggled to get up, to get away from the soldier standing over him. The man drew
back aspear asif hewould punchit through Y ozerf's gut, and for amoment Y ozerf thought he would
die

J'seth's poleax chopped into the soldier's neck, just below the edge of hishelm. Even ashefdl, she
yanked the weapon free and smashed it into the face of another opponent. Blood spattered her cheeks,
and he could hear her Snging a battle song.

Y ozerf staggered to hisfeet, sumbling against Windshade. J'seth's mount surged forward as shetried to
maneuver it between Y ozerf and the Argannese soldiers. Beyond her, he caught aglimpse of crimson
hide, and he tried to yell awarning. Alert to the danger, she turned towards the approaching Red Guard
and raised her sword ... exposing her right flank to the foot soldiers.

Y ozerf cried out and lurched forward, but it was far too late. A soldier took advantage of Ji'seth's
momentary lapse and thrust his spear up at her. The point caught her beneath the armpit, where she was
least protected.



J'seth screamed and jerked, blood gushing from the wound. The soldier wrenched the spear Sideway's,
pulling her off of her steed. Hisone arm dangling usdlesdy, Y ozerf flung himsdlf at the soldier, but others
closed in between them. He tried to fight, but there were too many, and they bore him to the ground.
Even as he watched helplesdly, the soldier tore his spear free from Ji'seth's body and stabbed it through
her throat.

Y ozerf howled, aprima noise of rage and grief, and struggled to free himsdlf. Hetried to cal thefire
forth—he would make this J'seth's funera pyre—would burn them al to ash—

Then something struck the side of his hem with stunning force, and he knew no more.

* k k %

Heavy fog rolled in as the sun set on the second day of battle. Her entire body aching, Suchen sagged
back againgt the wall asthe Argannese forces drew back once again. Fighting had been fiercein the
courtyard after abreach in the north wall, but they had managed to repd the invaders. Most likely, they
would now spend the night struggling to fill the gap with rubble before the Argannese could come at it

again.

Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwulf sat nearby, along with the rest of those who had defended the keep's doors.
Their heads hung in exhaudtion, and their faces were gray when they pulled off their helms. Auglar was
bleeding from acut on his chin, but otherwise seemed mostly unhurt.

Asthey rested, Suchen caught sight of afigurewith afamiliar, limping gait. Wondering why he had | eft
Y ozerf to come to them, she straightened as Gless approached. The look on hisface sent dread into her
heart.

"What happened?’ she demanded, and knew that her voice betrayed her fear.
Glesssblue eyeslooked old, asif they belonged to aman threetimeshistrue age. “ Y ozexf ... ismissing.”
Auglar lifted hishead in darm. “What do you mean?"

"When Jahcgroth turned his magic againgt the walls, we were thefirst to arrive at the breach. But Y ozerf
didnt dow to wait for us.” Bitterness dripped from his voice, and Suchen knew that he blamed his limp.
“J'seth wasthe fastest after him ... last | saw, she had dmost caught up with him. We ... we found her
body in the breach. But theré'sno sign of Y ozerf. Or Londah, for that matter.”

Suchen closed her eyesbriefly. “They took him prisoner.”

"Probably. | think ... even if the horses had trampled his body, we'd still recognize hisarmor. Or at least
hishar."

"Jahcgroth won't kill him,” she said, trying to convince hersdlf of that. But he might make Yozerf simply
vanish. Send him away somewhere, and we'll never know what happened to him.

Oh, gods, please watch over him. Please let himbe all right.
How am | going to tell Owl ?

Glesstook a deep breath, asif trying to clear away his own worries and focus on the matters at hand.
“Y ozerf |eft ingructions asto what wasto be doneif hefél. I'd say they apply here, aswell.”

Auglar stood up dowly, looking unutterably weary. “ So. The defense of Vordavafalsto me now.”



Gless nodded, oddly sympathetic. “Indeed. What are your orders, my lord?'



Chapter Twenty-Five

Y ozerf sat on acampstool, his head aching and his somach queasy. He could move hisleft arm, dthough
only with pain, and he thought it wasn't broken, merely bruised to the bone. The air insde the tent was
unpleasantly damp, and he guessed that one of Vordavas frequent fogs had rolled in, enshrouding the
countryside in awet blanket of cold air. It would be perfect for another attempt at undermining the keep's
walls, and he hoped that Auglar would think to be vigilant.

If there's anything they can do. Whatever weakened Jahcgroth, be it war with Ax or something
else | don't understand, he was still strong enough to open a hole in the wall today. If his recovery
is permanent ... then nothing Auglar can do will make much of a difference.

He remembered seeing the light die from J'seth'sviolet eyes, dl her fierce fire draining away with her
lifesblood. Grief for her opened aholein his heart. She had been the first to swear loydty to him, that
strange day when he had become lord. She had been wild and fierce and proud, al of her edges sharp
and covered with spines. Not an easy person to befriend, but the gods knew, he wasn't, either, and they
had been friends nonetheless.

Now she was dead.

What had happened after that, he couldn't remember very clearly. His next certain memory wasfinding
himsdf here, in thistent, being tended to by ataciturn healer while aring of guards|ooked on. The heder
had given him an herbd teato soothe the pain of hishead and arm, then eft.

So he sat here, unbound but weaponless, surrounded by guards who no doubt had strict orders not to let
him escape. There were far too many of them to serioudy consider even trying, at least at thisjuncture.

He expected Jahcgroth to put in an gppearance, perhapsto gloat at him, or even to gently admonish him
for stupidly ressting the might of Argannon. But as the hours dragged by, it became apparent that the
emperor had other concerns more pressing than Y ozerf Jonaglir. A Red Guard brought in a meager
dinner of bread and water some time before midnight, but it refused to answer his questions. Although the
food was barely enough to quiet the worst pangs of hunger, Y ozerf noticed that his guards stared
jedloudy at every bite he ate.

Worry plagued him: for the keep, for Suchen, for Owl, for dl the things he was powerless to contral.
Even s0, exhaugtion findly took him down to deep, sometime in the early hours before dawn. Hisdeep
was restless and troubled, and when the opening of the tent flap woke him, hefdlt asif he hadn't closed
hiseyesat dl.

He got only aglimpse of the world outside before the flap closed again—the sun wasn't yet up, and fog
gtill dampened the light of the torches ringing the tent. Jahcgroth entered, followed by acluster of Red
Guard who must be his Sworn. One of them faced Y ozerf in her human form, but he refused to meet
Kktardseyes. A guard had followed her in, and with ashock Y ozerf realized that it was Peddock.

Y ozerf rose, intending to meet Jahcgroth on his own terms. But a second shock came when he saw the
emperor'sface. It was drawn, haggard, and etched with lines of weariness. The butter-gold hair that
straggled around his shoulders hung limp and tangled, asif he hadn't bothered to comb it for days. The
skin of hislipslooked dry and chapped, and veins showed in the whites of his dragon-gray eyes.

"| seeyour battlewith Ax isn't going very well,” Y ozerf observed.
Jahcgroth's mouth twitched. “ Perhaps. Or perhaps he looks even worse than | thismorn. We will take



your keep today, Y ozerf. Y ou know this."
"I know nothing of the sort.”

"Defiant until the end. Some herethink | should try to ransom you. How many carts of food do you think
your lifeisworth to your people?!

A mixture of hope and fear touched Y ozerf's heart, but he struggled to put it aside. “None at al.”

Jahcgroth's smile was hollow. “ Perhaps. There are others here who agree, who think we should kill you
infront of your own gatesasawarning."

Y ozerf took adeep breeth, then let it out dowly. He didn't want to die, and he certainly didn't want to be
daughtered in front of those who loved him. Shooting ahard glance at Peddock, he thought he could
guesswho had argued for his execution. “But instead you chose to come here and talk me to degth.
Were the other options too humane?”

The look in Jahcgroth's eyes hardened. “Y ou should be grateful that | still value those of my own blood.
If not for that, I—"

He stopped abruptly, asif he had heard afar off sound. “ Ah, that will be my other guest. Excuse mea

With no more explanation, heleft, his Sworn following him protectively. Peddock, however, lingered,
and as soon as the rest had departed he crossed to stand before Y ozerf. Although he didn't look as
haggard as Jahcgroth, his eyes were far more haunted.

"Suchen—isshedl right?’ he asked.

Y ozerf gave him acold stare. “| don't see that you have the right to ask that. After dl, you are apart of
the army that'strying to kill her."

An expression of utter defeat and despair crossed Peddock's plain features. Thelook surprised Y ozerf;
Peddock had never shown him any face but that of anger, and this sudden vulnerability made his hackles
rise. “1 never meant for it to cometo that,” Peddock insisted raggedly. “Y ou know that. | don't want her
hurt."

"But no doubt you would be happy to see me dead. Perhapsit is difficult to choose between the two?"

Peddock flinched, asif he had been dapped. “No! | wasn't the one who argued for your death. | didn't
... | didn't argue for anything. None of the choices are the ones | would have picked."

Y ozexf reflected that he would be more inclined to pity Peddock if his own life hadn't been in the balance.
“Y ou chose this road, and now you must walk it. Y ou knew what you were doing in Segg. What other
end did you possibly foresee?!

Peddock hesitated, then looked away. “I thought perhaps Kktarawould leave with me.”
"Thenyouwereafool.”
"So it would seem.”

At onetime, Y ozerf would have fet triumph at the agreement. But the circumstances were far too bitter
for that now. Perhaps Peddock meant to say more, but the sound of approaching feet caused him to step
hastily awvay. A moment later, the flap was thrown back, and astruggling, snarling form was dragged



indde.

Four Red Guard held Londah's arms behind her. Her long black hair had come unbound and now hung
inacloud around her face. Thelook in her eyes promised degth.

"Mama!” Y ozerf grabbed her arm, snarling furioudy at the Red Guard. “Let go of her!"
"I believe we have dl of her weapons. Y ou may release her,” Jahcgroth said.

As soon astheir claws drew back, Londah jerked away. Raw fury narrowed her eyes and drew her lips
back from her teeth, and for amoment Y ozerf thought she might throw herself on them armed with
nothing more than her bite. But then she straightened proudly, flinging the hair out of her eyes.

"Areyoudl right?’ Y ozerf asked.

She nodded tiffly. Jahcgroth smiled at the gesture. *Y ou remind me of Telmonra—so proud, so angry at
what you perceive asfailure. But it was not hard to guess that you wouldn't abandon your son. So | set
up a series of magical wards around the area, keyed to our shared blood, to aert me when you drew too
near. May | ask how you got so close without being seen?”

Londah's eyes narrowed, but then she shrugged. “| lay on the battlefield among the dead until al the
soldiers had withdrawn from both sides. The fog was aboon."

"Of course.” Jahcgroth glanced briefly away, asa sentry caled out the rising of the sun. “Now | must
decide what to do with you. Perhgps it would be more prudent to kill you. But | find myself reluctant.
You arethelast of my kinin thisworld, and the bonds of blood are not lightly broken."

The emperor's mouth remained open, asif he would say more, but no words came out. For amoment,

Y ozerf wondered what waswrong, or if he were smply steding himself to pronounce desth on them
both after al. Then agush of blood poured out of Jahcgroth's mouth, shockingly red againgt his pae skin.
He stumbled forward, and Y ozerf saw the knife sticking out of his back.

"You'reright,” Peddock said quietly.

Severd things happened at once. A smdll throwing knife appeared in Jahcgroth's|eft eye, piercing his
brain and dropping him heavily to the ground. Kktara spun on Peddock, a scream of rage and betrayal
erupting from her no-longer-human throat. And outside, shrieks began, accompanied by the whinnies of
horses and the clash of swords.

Thetent flap wasripped asde. “ Y our Mgesty!” aman shouted as he sumbled insde. “It isthe Jendlese
army! They've come up behind usin thefog! We—" He stopped and stared aghast at the body on the
floor.

Londah's hand closed on Y ozerf'sarm with agrip like iron, shoving him towards the tent flap. Broken
from his paralyss, he ran, ducking beneath the outstretched arm of a Red Guard who belatedly thought
to sop him. The soldier till stood in theway, oY ozerf dammed a gauntlet-clad fist into hisface,
sending him down and out of theway. With Londah on his hedls, he burst outside into the free air.

Thick fog shrouded the world, reducing the camp to shadows and half-guessed shapes. To the east, the
sounds of battle raged, and soldiers ran towards afight that they could hear but not see. Othersraced in
different directions. Someone was dready shouting that the emperor had been assassnated. One guard
was foolish enough to try and stop the two fleeing Aclytes, but Y ozerf felled him with asinglekick to the
stomach and kept going.



It was easy to lose themselvesin the confusion and thefog. Asthey ran blindly in the direction of
Vordava, Y ozerf asked, “Wasthat your throwing knife?"

Londah shot him aferd grin. “Missed one, didn't they?'

Why?

"He was a powerful sorcerer. | thought he might have been able to hed himsdlf from Peddock’s blow if
given enough time. But | imagineit isdifficult to recover from aknifein one's brain, no matter how great a
wizard one might be."

They fdl slent after that, concentrating on running. Thefog made it difficult to judge where they were, but
by the gtitch in hisside, Y ozerf thought they had to have gone far enough to be dmost on the keep.
Unless we run right over the side of the cliff instead.

Asif summoned by histhought, Vordavas dark walls loomed abruptly out of the fog, only feet in front of
them. One of the archerslining the walls shouted awarning. Afraid that he was about to be skewered by
hisown side, Y ozerf flung up hishands. “It'sus, damnit! Y ozerf and Londah! Open the postern door!”

"My lord?’ someone cried in disbdlief. Swearing slently, Y ozerf turned and loped the rest of the way
along the wall to the postern gate. He could here the cries from above asthe word spread: “ Thelord's
back! Open the gate! Thelord'sdive!™

Gless, Wulfgar, and Tan al piled out the door the ingtant it was open, Gless going so far asto fling his
amsaround Y ozerf. “Gods, let usingde!” Y ozerf snarled, shoving him off. “We've got the damned
Jenelese army at our backs!”

Gless paed sharply and al but dragged him insde. As soon as the gate was shut, however, acrowd
descended on them, people wanting to verify for themsalvesthat Y ozerf wasindeed dive. Owl ran
through the crowd and flung her aams around him. As he lifted her up, he found Suchen standing in front
of him, tearsin her eyes.

"Whet took you so long?’ she asked, with afaint amile.

Auglar appeared at hisright side and then bowed. “The keep isyours, Lord Y ozerf,” he said solemnly.
"Thank you. | seeit did not suffer ruin under your command.”

"It was less than twelve hours, after all."

"True” Y ozerf gazed at the eager faces al around him and wondered if the news he was about to give
them was good or bad. “The emperor of Argannon isdead.” Asthe crowd burst into jubilant cries, he
held up hisfree hand to sllence them. “But the Jenelese army came up on the Argannese unaware. As of
now, they arefighting each other. If we are truly lucky, they will completely annihilate one another. But
with Jahcgroth gone, | don't know that the Argannese will stand firm for long. At the moment, there's
nothing to do but wait and see.”

"Aye” said Wulfgar, and turned to shout to thewalls. “Keep your eyesto thefore, damnit! Stay sharp!”

Weariness ate at Y ozexf's bones, but he knew there was one more thing he had to do before he sought
food or bed. “We need to talk,” he said quietly to Suchen, and saw aflash of apprehensionin her

sapphire eyes.
Thewalk back to their quarters seemed unbearably long. The Sworn badgered him relentlesdy, offering



to call the hedlersto look at him, suggesting food be brought. He ignored them, shutting the door in their
faces without comment. Owl il rested in hisarms, and he began to send her back to the Sworn, but
Suchen shook her head. “ She can stay."

Y ozerf hesitated, then nodded and put Owl down. A fedling of hel plessness touched him as he watched
Suchen sink into achair in front of the cold hearth. She was pale but composed, and he thought that she
had to guess at |east some of what he wanted to tell her.

"Thisisabout Peddock, isn't it?" she asked, confirming the thought.

"Yes.” Uncertain how to soften the blow, he began to haltingly recount the events that had led up to
Jahcgroth's nation by Peddock’s hand. By the time he had finished, she had buried her facein her
hands and wept softly.

"Don't cry,” Owl said anxioudy. She went to Suchen and put her arms around her. “Was he ... don't you
have any morefamily?'

Suchen shook her head mutely. Owl stroked her hair with asmdl hand. “ All my old family died, too. But
now | have anew one here."

"Asdoes Suchen,” Y ozerf said, knowing that it didn't redly help. He went to them and held them both,
leaning his head againgt Suchen's. “1 am sorry, my love. In the end, Peddock chose loyalty to you and
Auglar over hislovefor Kktara. | think he was more at peace dying thus than he had ever beenliving in
Jahcgroth's camp.”

Suchen made no answer. Unable to offer any more comfort, Y ozerf held his daughter and hismatein
slence until thetearsfinaly stopped.

* * * %

They burned the dead a sundown that night.

Thefog, which Y ozerf had long ago decided must be an unnatural construct of Ax, persisted throughout
the day. The guards standing watch on the walls struggled to pierceit, but it prevented even the most
keen-eyed from seeing more than afew yards.

Thevell between them and the battlefield outs de made the sounds coming from it even more unnerving.

If they could have seen the charges and retreats, could have noted how many of one side or the other fell,
they would &t least have felt asif they could predict what they might face on the morrow. But therewas
no way to know which sde waswinning or if the victor would even have enough soldiers|eft, once the
battle was done, to pose a serious threat to Vordava.

But asthe sun began to snk in the west, it found an end to the fog. The wind was blowing in from the
seq, and it pushed back the mist far enough to reved aglorious sunset. The waves turned to molten gold,
and the seabirds flying above them became sparks darting from the furnace of the sun. The smdll of sat
and brine hung heavy in the air and stirred something wild in Y ozerf's heart.

All of thosewho had falen in Vordavas defense lay upon pyres built on the westernmost edge of the
courtyard. Only J'seth left the world alone, high up on the tallest of the pyres. Her brown hair spread out
around her pae, still face, and her hands clutched the poleax she had fought with. If there were any world
beyond, Y ozerf hoped it was prepared for her fierce spirit.

The surviving members of the Sharneth clan wailed their grief and smeared ashesinto their hair. Asthe
sun touched the waves, one of them began to sing alament in Aclytese, high and wild asthe mountains



that had once been their home. Letting the ancient dirgefill him, Y ozerf reached within and pulled fire
from hissoul. The pyres burst into flames, burning hot and savage, until there was nothing left but ash.

* * * %

The fog remained the next morning, but now it wrapped the keep in an eerie silence. No screams or
battle cries, no clash of weapons or din of hooves, came from within the dl-enveloping mist. Although
Y ozerf had thought the sounds of fighting the day before had been unnerving, he redized as he stood
peering out into nothingnessthat the silence wasfar, far worse.

Up and down the walls, soldiers shifted uneasily, muttering to themsdlves. Although Wulfgar stood as
solid asthe rock under their feet, Tan and Gless both cast uneasy glancesin the direction of whatever
remained of the unseen armies. “What do you think happened?’ Gless asked findlly.

Londah appeared beside them, seeming to materidize out of the wet, gray air. “Who can say?’ she
asked. “| cantakeawalk and find out.”

"No.” Y ozerf shook his head. His hair was wet from the continua damp, and it clung to hisface and
shoulders. “It'stoo dangerous to send anyone outside. We wait and see what comes.”

Their wait was cold; the sun had not been alowed to show itsface for two days, save for afew brief
moments at dusk and dawn. Y ozerf felt asif the dampness of the air were eating into his bones, and he
slently acknowledged that he was not as young as he had once been. Growing up in the southern city of
Segg, he had dways despised the summers, with their breathless heat and swarming mosquitoes. But a
the moment, he would have traded agreat ded for alittle of their warmth, to dispel the disma shroud
around Vordava

The sound of hooves and the jingle of tack came suddenly, magnified by the unnaturd silence. Tightening
his grip on hissword, Y ozerf narrowed his eyes and strove to peer through the fog. Moments later, a
small group of figures appeared from the mit, al of them mounted. One bore the black-and-purple
banner of King Fellrant.

Fellrant won. Y ozerf felt cold settleinto his gut. Although there had been no truly good outcome, il he
had hoped that Fellrant might be dain, leaving both armiesin turmoil. But instead he'swon it all.
Jahcgroth is dead, and his army destroyed. The only thing Fellrant has left to deal with...

...Isus.

Although most of the men approaching the keep were large, strong warriors, the one who rodein the
center of the group was smdl and dight of build. Despite the armor that clad his diminutive body and the
helm that hid hisface, Y ozerf had no doubts asto hisidentity.

So Fdlrant comes himsalf to thislittle truce.

"What do you want?’ he shouted. The fog swallowed his voice, deadening the sound. The riders below
cameto ahalt and looked up at him.

Y ozerf had not expected Fellrant to answer him personadly, and so was startled when the king spoke.
“Ah, my old friend and companion. Some of the Argannese said that you were lord here, hoping that we
would spare their livesin exchange for information.”

"And you didn't believe them?'

"Onthe contrary.” Fdllrant removed hishelm, letting his black hair fall loose around his shoulders. He had
the face of an angedl, but his eyes could have belonged to Hel herself. 1 had no doubts whatsoever. Y ou



forget the days we spent together in Segg. Even as your so-called friends underestimated you time and
again, | kept awatchful eye on you. Had you come to me after, | would have offered you a place worthy
of your ... kills™

A chill went through Y ozerf at Fellrant'swords. For amoment, he remembered the fed of the young
king'slips, and amixture of rage and shame burned through him like the fire. Swallowing hard, he forced
himsdlf to show nothing of hisfedings. “1 have not done so badly for myself."

Fellrant tipped his head to one Side, indigo eyes gleaming. “Y ou're wrong. Because I'm going to kill
everyonein Vordava, if | havetorazethekeeptodoit.”

Y ozerf'sthroat went dry. “ Boastful words. Unless | am wrong, your war with Argannon is over, but your
victory, not without cost. Why destroy Vordava and its people?”

Fellrant |eaned forward, alittle smile playing on hislips. “What should | do instead? Will you swear
loydty to me? Of course not. Will you give Auglar to mein exchange for the lives of your followers? Will
you give yoursdlf to me?'

Y ozerf could fed his heart pounding. Thiswasit, gods, the moment he had dreaded dl dong. That it had
been inevitable didn't makeit any lessterrifying. “Yes"

Someone made anoise of protest, but heignored it, al his attention focused on the small king before him.
The smile never left Fdlrant'sface, but now it danced in hiswicked eyesaswell.

"I am tempted. But, as pleasurable as your offer sounds, I'm afraid | haveto pass,” Fellrant settled back
in hissaddle, and hiseyes grew hard. “Y ou dared take Vordava. Any other keep ... that | could forgive.
But you dared to take my keep, and that peasant rabble around you dared to join you in your banditry.
They are asquilty of treason asyou, and so they will dl pay the pendty.

"| sentenceyou al to death.”

Murmurs of fear sounded around Y ozerf. He couldn't blame them—he was no less afraid. FHlinging back
his head so that his hair flew around him, he met Fellrant's baneful glare with one of chalenge. “So you
clam,” hesaid loudly, so that al could hear hiswords. “But I'll be damned if | let you take this keep.
Thereismore than walls and gatesto Vordava, and | swear by al the gods that we will fight you to the
end. Revoke your sentence, or you will have a battle on your hands a thousand times more bitter than
any you fought with Argannon.”

A few cheers burst out around him, and some of the guards on the walls stood Straighter. But Fellrant
only laughed.

"Y ou've become a soft-headed fool,” he said malevolently. “I'm not the only old friend you have outside
thesewalls, dear Y ozerf. Don't you remember Ax? I'm afraid that he's resting today—after all, destroying
the entire Argannese army was abit tiring."

"You lie. We heard the battle. He summoned the fog, nothing more. Parlor tricks.”

Fdlrant's smile didn't waver. “ Perhgps. But tomorrow morning, he's going to come here and take these
gates down, and then the walls after. Cower behind your battlements, dog, but know that they won't
protect you when we come again.”

It was Y ozerf's greatest fear, the one thing he didn't know how to fight againgt. His mouth tightened into a
hard line. “I see the shape of things now, Fellrant. Y ou style yoursdlf king, but you're nothing more than
AX's messenger boy."



Somehow, he scored a hit. Fellrant's eyes narrowed sharply, and alook of displeasure twisted his
sensua mouth. Without another word, he spun his horse and kicked it sharply. Moments later, they had
al vanished into thefog.

Unessy Slencefel over the keep. Gless shifted hisweight to lean more heavily on hisstaff. “So,” hesad
after along moment, “what do we do now?"



Chapter Twenty-Six

Y ozerf sat donein hisstudy as night grew nearer. A pile of moldering books and scrolls lay before him,
sending the smell of dust and decay into the air. Ancient lesther and parchment cracked when he touched
it, sometimes crumbling into dust as he read. The words of hisancestorslay before him, written before
Caden'sfal, and dthough he had spent months perusing them before, in desperation he skimmed them all

again.

The Jonaglirs had been sorcerer-kings, who defied the rest of the world for three thousand years. They
had laughed at other wizards and spat upon monarchs, whose empires turned to dust while the Jonaglirs
endured. It had taken treachery to bring them down—and perhaps luck, aswell: the perfect confluence
of eventsthat had alowed Ax to destroy the dragons and kill Telmonra. Surely, Y ozerf's ancestors had
known secretsthat could help him save Vordava

But if so, they survived in no record he could find.

The door opened, and Y ozerf glanced up to see Londah, framed against the light of the torchesin the hall
outside. Realizing how gloomy the study was, helit afew more candles, using thefire of hismind.

"Gless said that you sent for me,” Londah said as she closed the door. She crossed the room and settled
into the chair on the opposite side of the desk.

"Yes” He studied her for amoment, wondering how he was possibly going to ask her. Wondering, too,
if he might have missed something, some vita clue that would show him another way out of thistrap. As
aways, her face was serene, her thoughts hidden away.

Shetipped her head elegantly towards the pile of papers on his desk. “Have your ancient books told you
anything?'
Y ozerf sghed and shook his head. “No."

"It may not have made any difference. If Ax was able to destroy the dragons, what hope does alone
sorcerer have againgt him?”

"I don't think he could have dain the dragons done,” Y ozerf said after amoment. “He and Jahcgroth
were students together. | think ... he might have used Jahcgroth in some way. Or perhaps Jahcgroth
unknowingly gave him the key. Somehow, Ax was able to turn Caden itsalf againgt the dragons, entomb
them in alake of ice, something that should have been impossible for someone not of our blood. That's
why Temonraassumed that Jahcgroth had betrayed her. How Ax did it, | don't know. | didn't think to
ask Jahcgroth what his opinions were on the matter.”

She cracked athin smile at that. “Indeed. So do you think thereis hope?

"Wes"

"But | thought you said that the scrolls had revealed nothing.”

"They haven't. Nothing | didn't dready know.” Y ozerf hesitated, unsure of how to go on.

No, not unsure. | don't want to go on at all. | don't want to say it aloud, because then it will be
real.

Gods, if you have ever existed, then give me the strength to do this.



Londah tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “ So there is something.”
llYall

She sighed—then unexpectedly leaned forward and reached across the table. Her hand gripped his
gently, and for amoment he was avery young child again, and his mother the strongest woman in the
world, a heroine who would keep al the bad things at bay. He thought of al the dying warriors he had
heard on battlefields across Jend, who with their last breaths called out, not to gods or wives or
commanders, but to the women who had birthed them.

"I loveyou, Yozerf,” shesaid quietly, camly. “Whatever it isyou wish to ask of me, | will doit. For you.”
"l know.” He smiled wistfully, wishing that things had been different between them. “I'm sorry, Mama."

"Thereisnothing to be sorry for, my son. Now tell mewhat | must do.”

* k k %

Suchen found Y ozerf Sitting on the edge of Owl's bed, watching her deep. He held abook loosdly in his
hands, and she thought he must have been reading to the girl while she drifted off into dumber. Thefur
blankets were pulled up to Owl's chin, and her bright copper hair spilled over them like a blaze of fire.
Suchen paused in the doorway, taking in the scene, and felt both love and grief fill her heart, until it
seemed it must break.

Fellrant would kill them both. How could anyone do such a thing?

| swear I'll diefirst. HE'll only reach them by going through me, and to Hel with what Yozerf says.
He can't make me stay back tomorrow, not when so much is at stake.

Y ozerf turned towards her, and she saw his eyesreflect the torchlight, turning into green cods. Moving
quietly, so as not to wake Owl, he stood up and dipped out, past the female guard who waited
unobtrusively to take his place. Suchen took hishand in hers; his skin felt cold, and shetried to warmiit
with her fingers.

"Have you eaten?’ she asked asthey waked away. The Sworn fell into place quietly behind them, but
like Owl's guardian, they did their best to remain in the background.

Y ozerf shook his head, hisred hair faling into hiseyes ashe did so. “No. | don't find that | have much of
an gppetitetonight.”

"Neither do 1.” She sighed and squeezed his hand as they approached their quarters. “I don't suppose
that anyone does.”

"No.” Hewasslent for amoment, asif collecting histhoughts. “ Suchen ... I'm going to try something
tomorrow morning.”

"Magic?'
"Yes. Butit meansthat | have to go up to the highest tower in Vordavato prepare.”
"Il hp you."

"You can't.” They went through the door into his quarters, and then through the inner door into the
bedroom they shared. As soon asthey were alone and out of sight of the Sworn, she saw his shoulders
dump with weariness. “1'm sorry, but it'sathing only a Jonaglir can do. Mother has agreed to help me,



but it meansthat | can't stand on the walls and command when the battle begins tomorrow. So I'm giving
my authority to Auglar. | ... | know that you'll stand behind him, no matter what comes.”

Something about the tone of hisvoice, the sadnessin his eyes, made her suddenly afraid. “Isit
dangerous, thismagic?'

He hesitated, then nodded. “| suppose one might say that.”
"Thendontdoit!"

"What choicedo | have?’ Hetook her handsin his and held them againgt his chest, so she could fed his
heartbegat. The grief in his eyes shook her to her bones. “ Someone hasto fight against Ax, and I'm afraid
that thereisn't anyone but meto doit. | wish ... | wish | could pass this burden to another. But | can't.”

"If it'sdangerous..."

"No more dangerous than standing on the battlements while Ax tears the walls down around me.” His
grip on her fingerstightened gently. “ That way is certain desth, Suchen, and you know it. If | attempt to
invoke themagic ... | may not come back from that, either. But at least | might be able to save Vordava
Save Owl. Saveyou."

Suchen fdt tears gathering in her eyes. “Damnit, Y ozerf, | can't lose you again. Don't you understand
that? 1 can't.”

Y ozerf leaned forward, so that their foreheads touched. His scent, of clean fur and smoke, rose up
around her, so familiar it made her acheinsde. “| have never asked you to promise me anything,” he said
softly. “But | want apromise from you now. Swear to me.... if | don't come back, swear to me that youll
rase our daughter.”

Emotion constricted her throat so tightly that she could barely bresthe. “I will,” she managed through the
tears streaming down her face.

"Thank you.” He kissed her gently. “Then thereis only one morething | want to tell you. I loveyou. I've
awaysloved you, sncethe moment | first saw you. Y ou are my sunlight, my moonlight, my stars, every
good thing that thereisin thisworld. My life would have been immeasurably poorer without you, and |
can never thank you enough for dl that you have donefor me.”

"Y ozerf,” shewhispered, and then began to cry in earnest. He wrapped his arms around her and held her
close. | can't lose this, shethought desperately as she clung to him. It can't end this way.

She drew back alittle, wiping her eyes against one deeve. “Now promise me something. Promise me, if
thereis any way through this.... you'll come back to me."

Thelook in hiseyestold her that he didn't believe held have that choice. But he nodded. “If thereisany
way to return to you, Suchen, | swear | will."

There were no more words to say after that. They went to bed and made love, first tenderly, then with
fierce desperation. Afterwards, Suchen lay in hisarmswith her eyes open, refusing to squander even one
precious second on deep.

* k x %

Suchen climbed the sairsto the battlements, even asthefirst light of dawn touched the sky. Dew clung to
the stones, making them dick, and shefdt asif achill had settled into her bones. Sometime during the
night, Ax had dlowed the fog to disspate, so at least they would be able to make their final stand



beneath the sun.

Auglar good in Y ozerf's place, Brenwulf and Buudi beside him. Although his hem madeit difficult to
read his expresson, his mouth was set in agrim line as he stared out towards the enemy army. Nodding
to her friends, Suchen took up position beside them and turned her eyes outward aswell. It was till too
dark to see anything past the light of the torches set on the walls, but the stench of death rode the air,
turning her somach.

The sun came up with aching downess, asif it were as reluctant asthey to facethe new day. Asitsrays
groped tentatively acrossthe grassy plain of the Kellsmarch, gray silhouettes began to emerge from the
dying night. The edges of swords and shields gleamed faintly, teasing the eye. Straining her sight, Suchen
finally saw the great mass of the Jendese army, which seemed to be holding back from VVordavafor the
moment. But other shapes|ay between the army and the walls—shapes that did not move.

As dawn broke, Suchen heard gasps of horror al around her. The gorge rose in her throat, and she
forced herself to swallow hard, even as despair gripped her heart. The field where Argannon and Jenel
had come for their find battle lay revealed. The bodies of thousands of dead Argannese soldiers
sprawled rotting in the sun, some in clumps, some singly. The sheer scale of the carnage was
overwhelming, and Suchen understood exactly why Fellrant and Ax had chosen to reved it to Vordavas
defenders, rather than keeping it hidden within the enshrouding mist.

"Dear gods,” Brenwulf whispered, staring fixedly at the dead. “ So many ... How can we hope to stand
againg an army that daughtered so many?

"Because we aren't likethem,” Auglar said grimly. “They were leaderless, exposed, and blind. We are
none of thosethings.”

Maybe, Suchen thought, staring fixedly at the abattoir along with everyone ese. But, gods, Yozerf, if you
have some trick to save us ... do it now...

* * % %

Y ozerf climbed the long sairway to Vordavas highest tower, his heart heavy within him. After seeing
Suchen off to thewalls, he had gone to where Owl and the other children hid, deep within the keep. The
memory of her trusting face and eyes bit into him with sharp teeth, and it had been everything he could
do, not to betray to her that this parting wastheir last.

Perhaps | should have told them the truth, he thought for the thousandth time. But they would have
tried to dissuade me ... and, gods forgive me, they might have succeeded. It was difficult enough to
face what he had to do, without the pleas of his mate and his daughter in his ears. He could only hope
that, if they both survived the coming day, they would somehow find it in their heartsto forgive him.

There was asmall room at the very top of the tower. A short ladder and trapdoor led up to it; Y ozerf
stopped at the foot of the ladder. He had not told his Sworn what he was about, either, afraid that they
would think it their duty to stop him. “| fear therest of you have to wait here,” he said regretfully. “ Only
those of Jonaglir blood can be present.”

Glesslooked uneasy. “ Areyou certain?'

"I'm certain.” Onimpulse, Y ozerf clagped hisfriend'sarm. “Wish usluck.”

"Aye"

Londah went past them and climbed the ladder, flinging open the trapdoor and disappearing into the



room above without abackward glance. His heart like alead weight in his chest, Y ozerf took onelast
look at his Sworn and then climbed dowly after her.

* * * %

The sound of horns rang out acrossthefied, startling Suchen. As she watched, the forces of Jenel began
to move, forming into a column that streamed directly towards Vordavas gates. The lead soldiers held
their shields over their headsto deflect arrows. Behind them came asmall, tight knot of warriorswho
appeared to be protecting something in their midst.

But what? Or ... who?
AX.

"Ready bowmen,” Auglar ordered camly. His pale blue eyes narrowed as he watched the approach,
waiting for them to crosstheinvisible line that would bring them into range of the bows. “Fire™

A storm of arrows diced through the air like deadly hail. Most struck the protective shields and bounced
away, but afew found flesh, and the cries of the wounded began. Encouraged, they loosed another
volley, and another, but still the mass of soldiers came on.

"Ready the boiling water,” Auglar said sharply. But the gpproaching army did not march up to the gates,
asthey had expected. Instead, they suddenly split gpart, moving into two columns and revedling the
wizard intheir midst.

The distance was too gresat to determine how badly Ax had been drained by his private war with
Jahcgroth. He stood straight and proud, hiswhite robes shining spotless, his face seeming to blaze with
aninner light. Suchen remembered their first meeting, how she had thought him akindly old man, and the
memory made her fed faintly ill. If I had only been able to see this moment then, perhaps none of this
would have happened. Or perhaps we would have found a different way. But gods, how could
anyone have guessed?

Yozerf might have. But he saw Ax more clearly than any of us.

Ax strode fearlesdy towards the gates. A dozen arrows flew towards his seemingly unprotected body,
but before they could reach him, he made asudden gesture. The arrows went astray asif buffeted by the
wind, their points digging into the grassinstead of flesh. The frightened oaths of the archersfilled the air.

A smug smile on hisface at their discomfiture, Ax stopped and raised hisarms.
Sudden foreboding touched Suchen. “Back from the gates!” she shouted. “He's going to—"
Then thewall exploded.

* * % %

Thetiny room at the top of the tower was more alookout post than atrue chamber. Although it had a
roof, it was open on al sdes, with columnsin place of wallsto hold up the ceiling. Thewind screamed in
Y ozerf's ears, grabbing his hair and twiting it into a mad tangle within moments. The smell of the sea
filled the ar, combined with the mournful shrieks of the gulls, and he thought that he couldn't have found a
more perfect setting for what they had to do.

Dropping the trapdoor back into place, Y ozerf very gently did home the bolt, moving it dowly so that the
Sworn wouldn't redlize he had locked them out. He and Londah couldn't afford any interruptions now, no
meatter how well meant.



Londah waited camly, her black hair whipped into a storm by the wind. The stone basin she had carried
sat ready on the floor, and she held her favorite knife loosdly in one hand. No other trappings were
required for the magic they were about to perform.

Y ozerf could fed hisheart beating asif it might break ribswithitsforce. “I don't know that thiswill
work,” he reminded her. “Fromwhat | can tel from Temonrals memories, thisritual was aways carried
out at the Dragon Stone. Since we aren't there ... the magic might not come.”

"Perhaps.” Her eyeswere utterly unafraid. “But the magic of each new monarch aso was awakened
while on the Stone; yet yours came forth without it."

"Y ou don't have to do this. Perhaps | waswrong to ask you. | might be enough—"

"No.” Shetook astep forward and clasped his shoulder with her hand. “Y ou knew when you asked me
that two had a better chance than one. | will not let you do thisthing alone.”

"l know. One other thing ... I'm not certain that | can doit. My Wolfkin blood isinimica to my Jonaglir.
It might be that it will disrupt the magic, prevent it from doing itswork."

Londah smiled thinly. “Then | would suggest you concentrate very hard on not turning into awolf.”
"Aye.” Hetook adeep breath, knowing that it could be put off no longer. “Are you ready?"
"Yes"

Y ozerf drew out his own dagger. They both went and knelt beside the basin on opposite sdes. Gray
eyesmet gray, and Y ozerf felt the power beginning to rise.

"Do you, Londah Jonagllir, come here of your free will, to make sacrifice for your land and your people?’
he asked. The question was an ancient one, as old as Caden, as old asthe Jonaglirs. Hefelt thewordsin
hisblood, asif they had sparked something that had alway's been there, deeping away the years until the
moment when it was most needed.

Londah'sslver eyes were wild and fierce, even as magic blazed in their depths. “1 come hereto give my
life, so that | might rise up anew to protect this land and this people.”

Then sheraised her knife, and in asingle, quick stroke, drew it across the white column of her throat.

"Asdol,” Yozerf whispered. And did the same.

* k k %

Stone and wood exploded from the gate, flinging Vordavas defendersinto the air or crushing them
beneath smoldering debris. Suchen had made it most of the way down the stair, but even so, shewas
dashed to the ground inside the courtyard by amoving wall of air. Another body struck hers, knocking
the bresth from her lungs.

"Godd!” shouted Auglar, rolling off her. Buudi and Brenwulf staggered to their feet aswell, turning
dazedly towards the gaping hole in the wall where the gate had once stood. The cheers of the Jendese
army sounded over the screams of the wounded and dying, and enemy soldiers poured through the
breach, even before the dust and smoke began to settle. Suchen caught aglimpse of Ax standing behind
them, his hands raised yet again, and she knew that he would continue the attack until there were nowalls
leftat all.

It doesn't matter. There's nothing | can do now but fight.



Gripping her sword, she ran towards the breach, determined to take at least afew soldierswith her
before she was cut down. Y et even as she did so, she saw Ax falter and look up towards the high towers
of Vordava A crack like thunder split the air, and she turned involuntarily to look herself.

Then she saw atiny figure running across the courtyard towards her, arms outstretched.
"Owl!” she shouted in horror. “ Gods, get back!"

Owl ignored the order, instead running to Suchen, tears streaming desperately down her cheeks. Asshe
came closer, Suchen saw something that made her heart go cold with fear.

Owl'seyeswere entirely gray.
"Oh gods,” Suchen whispered.

* * % %

Twin torrents of blood gushed out, spilling into thebasin. | expected more pain, Y ozerf thought dmost
dreamily, as he watched hislife leave hisbody. 1've been wrong about so many things, though,
haven't I?

The blood shimmered oddly in the basin, then seemed to dissolve, asif something drank it down. A
moment later it regppeared, transmuted into streamers of golden light that reached back to him. Y ozerf
felt them touch his dying face, warm and gentle as alover's caress. Peripherdly, he was aware that he
and Londah had both stopped bleeding, their wounds sealed by the soft light.

Now, he thought, and ssumbled to hisfeet. The edge of the tower loomed. Stretching hisarmswide, he
flung himsdlf off it and into the embrace of the wind.

Fire awoke in his blood, an agonizing blaze that began at his heart. He writhed blindly, but therewas no
escaping it. It burned him from within, devouring al that he had been, awhitelight that grew and grew,
hollowing out his bones and filling his mouth with flame...

Then the wind caught hiswings, and he stopped faling.

* * % %

"No!” Owl screamed, clutching at Suchen in her desperation. But Suchen could only stand and stare,
could only watch in amixture of horror and awe and terrible, terrible grief, astwo vast shapestook to the
sky. They were deek and huge and deadly, and somehow they were the most beautiful things she had
ever seen. One of them was the color of migt, from the tips of her horn-crowned head and hand-like
forepaws, to the enormous expanse of her wings. But the other ... the other was black as night.

Dragons.

Suchen hugged Owl to her, feding tears stream down her face asthe dragons split the sky above the
castle. Thewind from their vast wings washed over her, blowing her hair away from her eyes. The black
one let out a deafening roar, a deep bellow that shook the stones and throbbed in her bones.

"No!” she screamed, even though it wasfar, far too late. " Yozerf!"
But Y ozerf was gone, and only the dragon remained to hear her.

The Jendese soldiers, dtill rushing through the gap in thewall, faltered. A few stood and stared, either
rooted in place by terror or smply uncertain what to do next. Othersturned and fled back through the
ruined gate. What had been an al-out assault only moments before wavered and collgpsed.



Ax stood aone at the gate, staring up at the dragons. But as Suchen watched, hislook of terror faded, to
be replaced by one of pure rage.

"Stand fast!” he shouted at the fleeing soldiers. “ The enemies of Jend are before you! Stand fast, or by
the gods| will kill you mysdf!”

The black roared, asif he heard Ax'swords and took them as challenge. His sinuoustail whipped
through the air, sending up acrack like awhip. Both dragonsfolded their wings and fell towards Ax,
teeth gleaming and dagger-long talons reedy to tear. The gray's head whipped forward, and an enormous
column of flame burst from her mouth, incinerating everything before her. A dozen screaming warriors
died a once, and the wind from her great wings scattered their ashes. But when the firestorm faded,
Suchen saw that Ax was till standing.

A roar of fury shattered the air. Hardened warriors flung down their wespons and ran, or el se collapsed
to the ground, cowering in terror. Fire poured down on them again, incinerating al in its path. Ax was
bathed in an eerie glow, and athough the ground around him baked and cracked, he remained
untouched.

The fire ended, the dragons sweeping around for another pass. Ax staggered, and Suchen guessed that
defending himsdlf againgt their assault was draining him. Crying out arcane words, he stumbled away from
the gate, towards the edge of the cliff. Light flashed from his hands, and the black dragon swerved,
narrowly avoiding whatever spell had been cast. Then their battle carried them out of Suchen's sight.

Suchen and Owl clung together, both of them weeping fredy. Asthe dragons vanished from view,
Suchen stumbled to her feet with the vague idea of running after them. Even as she did so, however, she
heard the sound of horns blowing aralying cry from outside the ruined gates. “ Take the keep, foolsl”
shouted Fellrant over thedin. “Or e'se well have no protection againgt those mongtersif they return!”

At least some of his men were able to overcome their terror and see the truth of hiswords. Desperate
now, driven by their fear of the dragons, they rushed towards the hole in the wall and into the courtyard.

"Owl, run!” Suchen shouted, dropping the girl. She thought Owl obeyed her, but she couldn't sparea
moment to make certain as the first wave rushed down on her. The clash of another sword on her own
sent ashock down her arm. With ahow! of fury, shethrew off her attacker and ran him through.

| hate you! she thought wildly, even as she gutted another. Thisisall your fault! You did thisto us, you
forced Yozerf to give up hislife, you took him away from me. I'll kill you all!

More and more warriors began to pour through the breach. Vordavas defendersran to form aline, but
there werefar too few of them to hold back the army determined to get in. Suchen found hersdlf fighting
ferocioudy near the ruined wal, with Auglar, Buudi, and Brenwulf on one side, and Gless, Tan, and
Wulfgar on the other. Blood covered her, her own and others, and her sword arm began to go numb.
Through the press, she glimpsed Fellrant's persona banner; the king himsalf could not be far away.

I'll kill him. | swear to the gods, I'll cut his heart out, even if it costs my own life.

Fdlrant's Sworn had drawn into atight knot to defend their king, asthey stroveto bregk through into the
keep. Thetides of battle sivept them closer, then closer still. Suchen could fed her heart pounding in
anticipation, until her only thought wasto live long enough to face Fdllrant over crossed swords. She
hacked closer, a madwoman with no desire but to have her revenge, until she found hersdlf battling the
Sworn seeking to protect him. Just afew moreto kill, she only had to survive alittle while longer, and she
could take Fdllrant down to Hel's domain with her...



Then theline broke.

It happened suddenly. A mass of Fellrant's soldiers made a concentrated attack on the right flank, which
held for only afew moments before crumpling. Within seconds, howling warriors were running through
the courtyard towards the keep doors, while others came around to the backs of what remained of
Vordavasdefensveline.

"Draw in!” Auglar shouted above the din. Suchen snarled in helplessfury, dragged away from Fellrant by
the undertow of struggle. Shefound hersalf back-to-back with Auglar and ahandful of others. They were
cut off, surrounded on all sdes, and she realized in despair that she would not live to see Fellrant's degth
after dl.

A spear jabbed past her and found its mark in Brenwulf's throat. Auglar cried out and hacked usdlessly
at the haft, but it wastoo late. Blood gurgling out of his mouth, Brenwulf dowly collapsed, first to his
knees, then to the ground.

"Closein!” Buudi screamed. “Closein!”

Suchen stepped over Brenwulf's dying form, leaving him outside their protective circle. There was nothing
more to be done. Her sword had grown heavy in her hands, and she dimly realized that it would not be
much longer before the rest of them were cut down aswell. A curious sense of resignation came over

her. Everything that they had lost, everything that they had sacrificed, everything that they had endured ...
inthe end it had made no difference at dl.

A sound intruded on her consciousness, even over the hellish clang of stedl on stedl, the shrieks of the
dying. It was a sound that didn't belong on a battlefield, and for amoment she couldn't identify it, SO
out-of-place did it seem. The cacophony al around her began to quiet as other warriors heard the noise
and paused, wondering what it could mean.

It was the howling of wolves.

Not one or two wolves, though, not to make such anoise. It was the howls of hundreds—perhaps even
thousands.

What ... who?

The Jenelese soldiersfell back, uncertain what the howls boded. Asthe battle stuttered to a hdt, Suchen
peered out through the gaping ruin of the gate to the plains. Indistinct shapes moved in the grass, and at
first she was unable to make them out. The shapes grew closer and closer, the sound of howling
gpproaching with them, and &t last she redlized what she was seeing.

Wolves. Not just afew, not just a pack, but a veritable flood of them, running flank-to-flank straight at
Vordava

"Who in the name of Hel arethey?” Wulfgar wondered.

The wolves never dowed as they approached the battlefield. The closest Jenelese soldiers began to draw
back from them ... then began to run. The lithe shapes dammed into Fellrant's warriors, knocking them
off their feet or dragging them down, biting and rending any bit of exposed flesh. Within seconds, what
discipline remained broke as men sought to flee the gray shadows.

But there was nowhere for them to run. More wolves came, and then more, so many Suchen couldn't
hope to count them. In their midst wasasmall group of human figures mounted on horseback. The
morning wind caught the banner they carried, unfurling it to reved awhite horse on abluefield.



Auglar's persond device.

"What the...?’” Auglar murmured, shading his eyesto see. Then an expression of utter disbelief crossed
hisfeatures, and he shook hishead, asif denying something. “Is... it can't be ... Sfya?"

Sifyasgolden hair wasfilthy and tangled, and her clothing, amost in rags; but her fierce eyes were proud
and her smile was triumphant. She rode at the front of the small group, a child cradled before her ina
ding that |eft her handsfreefor fighting. Behind her came familiar faces: some of Sifyas cousins Suchen
had known at Kellgard, aswell as Jarathe healermage.

Auglar let out acry of joy. The battle forgotten, he ran to greet the wife and child he had thought dead.
But even ashe did so, asmdll, dark figure lunged at him from one side, abloody sword inits hand.

Suchen moved automaticaly, bringing her sword around in a desperate attempt to protect Auglar. She
felt the blade's edge scrape armor, then find the gap between plates and bite deep into flesh. Fellrant
staggered, blood spurting from his mouth. A look of confusion crossed his beautiful face ... and then
vanished as hisfeatures went dack.

Suchen wrenched her sword out as he collapsed among the other bodiesin the yard. Helooked smdl in
death, like achild amost, young and lost. Although she had expected to fee some kind of triumph, there
was hothing, only alingering sense of anger and grief.

For amoment, no one moved nor spoke. Then Glesstook alimping step forward, until he stood beside
Auglar.

"Thekingisdead!” he proclaimed. “Long livethe king!"

Auglar cast him apuzzled look, but Buudi instantly saw what Gless was about. “ Throw down your
wegpons!” he shouted at those who had been part of Fdllrant'sarmy. “ Auglar of Kellgard is King of
Jenel by right of inheritance! Cease your actions, or elserisk treason againgt your lawful monarch!™

It's true, Suchen thought, dazed and shocked. In the absence of any heirs of Fdllrant's body, Auglar was
legdly next inlinefor thethrone.

One by one, the nearest soldiers dropped their weapons to the ground. Many of them appeared to be
nothing more than peasant farmers forced into the army, who didn't want to be there to begin with.
Others either agreed with Auglar's claim, or el se preferred taking a chance on his mercy over taking a
chance againgt wolves and dragons. A few fought on, but any real opposition had fallen apart.

An odd silence descended over Vordavas courtyard. Auglar held Sfyaand their baby to him asif he
would never let either of them go. “I'm sorry it took me solong,” Sifyasaid, after their tears had
subsided. “When Kdlgard fell, wefled to the forests of Shalai. | have family there, but it ... took awhile
to convince themto help.”

Auglar managed a hoarse laugh. *Y ou never were on time for anything.”

Sifyahanded him the baby, and he cradled it close, kissing itsface. All around him, men and women
ether bowed or kndlt, sllently offering fealty to their new king.

Gods, Suchen thought as shejoined them. It's over. It'sreally over. We won.
I'malive.

Oh, gods, Yozerf...



The sound of great wings echoed from the direction of the cliffs. A moment later, two dragons appeared
high over Vordava. The edges of their wings were tattered, and blood and burns stained their leathery
hides. The black held something in hisforepaws, but it wastoo distant to see what it was. Letting out a
cry that seemed to combine both triumph and anguish, he dipped lower over the keep and let his burden
go.

AXx's burned and battered body crashed into the rubble of the destroyed gate, where it lay unmoving with
therest of the dead.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

Suchen and Owl waked dowly aong the beach north of Vordava. The weether had grown steadily
warmer in the three weeks since the find battle, and the sty breeze that blew in from the sea.cooled
sweat from their faces. Gulls circled above or bobbed on the waves, uncaring of any human troubles. The
endless waves continued their assault on the land, crashing against the black basdt of the sea stacks and
sending afinemig into the air.

Owl hadn't wanted to come. She had cried herself to deep every night, angry and hurt over what seemed
to her abetraya on 'Y ozerf's part. All the explanationsin the world couldn't change the centrd fact that
he was gone, and thisfinal abandonment had been amost too much for her young heart to bear.

For alittle while after, the two dragons had hung about near Vordava, never drawing too close but il
pal pably present. Their eerie, mournful cries sounded at dawn and dusk, and their shadows flickered
across the stone wallslike passing birds. They would perch upon the great sea stacks, their hides
reveding hidden iridescence in the sunlight, and call back and forth in weird, harsh barks. What they
spoke of—or if it were speech a al—Suchen did not know.

Astime passed, however, they disappeared for longer and longer stretches. The gray in particular was
gpotted farther and farther north of the keep. When Buudi remarked on the fact in Owl's hearing, the girl
had turned her gray eyeson him and said smply: “Cadenis cdling them.”

Suchen gently stroked Owl's hair back from her face. It wasimpossible to say what magic Y ozerf had
inadvertently passed on to her dong with his blood during the adoption ceremony, or how it would
manifest in the years to come. The thought of al those long years hollowed out Suchen's heart, and she
wondered how she would face them alone, knowing that Y ozerf lived and yet waslost to her. She didn't
know the lifespan of dragons, or if there was any point in seeking him out again someday, once Owl was
grown.

The gray had not been seen for two days now, and Suchen suspected that she had aready |eft for the
dead kingdom that bound her. The black till lingered, but in her heart Suchen knew that he would not be
ableto stay for long. So, when she had seen him this morning, perched on a stack near the beach, she
had asked Owl to come with her to say good-bye.

He roosted on alow stack that stood in shallow water, hisblack hide gleaming in the sun. Long claws
gripped the rock with confidence, and the delicate, membranous wings were folded neatly aong his
back. Asthey approached, his horn-crowned head swung around to watch them, and Suchen saw that
his eyeswere till the same deet-gray asthey had aways been.

They cameto ahalt afew feet away. Suchen glanced down at Owl, but the girl refused to look up.
Squeezing Owl's hand gently, she took a deep breath and turned to the dragon.

"I know you can't gay long,” she said, dthough in truth she didn't know if he could even understand her
anymore. “ So we've come to say good-bye."

Those gray eyesfixed on her, and shefdt aterrible pang at the Sght. Despite everything else, they were
il Y ozerf's eyes, and her loss overwhelmed her once again. “I ... there are somethings | wanted to tell
you, before you go. Vordavas doing well. Were il repairing the walls, but it won't be much longer
before they're back together. A lot of people left to return to their own homes, though, to seeif thereis
anything to go back to. There are crops to be planted, and houses to be rebuilt. | think it will bealong
time before Jend healsfrom thiswar, and if the weather stays bad it will be even longer. But Auglar's
doing everything he can.”



She swallowed hard against the knot in her throat, but she forced hersalf to go on. Thiswas her only
chanceto tell him, after dl. “ A-Auglar doesn't want just to rebuild what we had; he wants thingsto be
better than they were before. | think he would have been agood king if thiswar hadn't happened, but
because it did—because he had to experience the things he did—now | think hell be agreat one. The
very first edict he handed down wasto dlow Aclytesthe right to own property. The second wasfor
them to be ableto legaly marry."

She was crying now, but she couldn't help it. “Owl and | missyou so much,” she managed to whisper,
before she dropped to her kneesin the sand.

Owl began to cry aswadll, great sobsthat shook her body, and they clung together. “Don't leave us,
Papal” she said, athough her tears distorted the words. “Please, don't leave us, come back!™

Suchen held Owl to her, and they clung together, each the only solace the other had. Over Owl's shaking
shoulder, Suchen saw the dragon fling his head back. A long, moaning cry erupted from histhroat, so
lonely and sad that it broke her heart.

Then the dragon dropped his head. He climbed to hisfeet and spread hiswings, and for amoment
Suchen thought that thiswasiit, that he would take to the air and leave them forever. But instead, a spasm
ran through hislean body. A groan of pain escaped him, and he shook his head violently back and forth.

"Something'swrong,” Owl whispered fearfully.

Suddenly afraid, Suchen stood up, athough she didn't know what she could possibly do. The dragon's
groan turned into an anguished roar, and his entire body suddenly convulsed. Wings stretched out, his
back arched, and his claws broke the rock in his agony. His eyes wept tears of blood, and more blood
began to lesk from his nogtrils and mouth. The roar escalated, grew higher in pitch...

And became the howl of awalf.

The dragon lost hisgrip on his perch and plummeted into the waves. Even ashefell, Suchen saw his
body shimmer, shrink, pull in on itsdf...

The wolf's head broke the water. With a cry, Suchen ran towards him, Owl on her hedls. Before they
could reach him, awave caught his body and shoved it hard into the sand. He staggered to his feet, took
two steps, and then collapsed.

Suchen grabbed him by the forelegs and pulled hard, desperate to get him out of the reach of the waves
before they could drag him out to sea. Owl helped, and together they wrestled the wolf higher onto the
beach. Asthey laid him down on the sand, his eyes cracked open, blinking against the crust of blood
drying around them.

Thefur beneath Suchen'sfingersfaded into white skin. Y ozerf lay on hisside, gasping for air asif he had
been drowning. He looked haf dead, with blood al over hisface, but Suchen didn't care. Hardly daring
to believe thiswasred, shelet go of hiswrigts and tentatively touched his cheek. *Y ozerf?'

Helicked his cracked lips, then managed a smile. “Promised you, didn't 17" he whispered, hisvoice
hoarse and so faint, she could barely hear him.

"Oh gods, yed!” Sheflung her arms around him, not caring that he was soaking wet. She could fed him
shivering, and shelet go just long enough to take off her cloak and wrap it around him. Owl clung to his
neck, refusing to loosen her embrace for even an instant.

When enough strength had returned to allow him to sit up, Suchen pulled back alittle and looked



wonderingly into eyes as gray asthe dragon's had been. “But ... | don't understand. How isthis
possble?!

Helooked achingly tired, but even so, he smiled at her. Owl crawled into hislap, and he stroked her hair.
“Don't you remember?’ he asked. His voice still sounded ragged and hoarse, and for thefirst time
Suchen noticed the thin white scar that ringed histhroat. “My Wolfkin blood isinimica to my Jonaglir. |
could never cdl upon both magics a the sametime. Assoon as| tried to be the wolf, the fire and the
wind would be gone.”

"So changing into the wolf broke the spell?” she guessed. Then she frowned as another thought cameto
her. “Why didn't you do it earlier? Gods, why put us through three weeks of torment, thinking you were
lost forever?!

Hewinced. “I'm sorry. | didn't ... it'shard to explain what it was like to be adragon. | had lost mysdlf,
somehow. All of my other memorieswere fading, and | had to fight to cling to them, to Stay here near
you. But when you began to spesk to me ... when | redlized that this was my mate and my cub before me
... Those arethings of the wolf."

"So you were able to shape-shift and break the spell.” She wiped astrand of blood-colored hair back
from his paleface, marveing that she could do such athing, that he was here with her.

"You makeit sound so easy,” he said. Even as he spoke, hiseydidsfluttered, asif he werefighting deep,
and his body began to sag. He had fought a hard battle, sheredized, and it had taken amost everything
he had to giveto return to them.

"You'retired,” shewhispered, and kissed him on the forehead. “Lie down and rest awhile, my love. I'll
keep watch."

"I know,” hesaid, and fell adegp in her arms.

* k k %

Thelight of ahigh summer sun streamed through the windows of Vordavas great hdl. King Auglar sood
on the dais before as many of the keep'sinhabitants as could fit into the hall at onetime. Before him on
the lower step stood Y ozerf and Suchen, with Owl in between. Over their heads arched a canopy held
up by Gless, Wulfgar, Buudi, and Afwyn.

Y ozerf smiled a Suchen over Owl's head. His mate looked truly radiant today, her blue eyes shining with
tearsthat for once came from happiness instead of sorrow. A gown of blue silk trimmed with gold thread
clung to her dender body, and he thought that he had never seen anything more beautiful.

For this one day, he had abandoned his own habitua black and instead dressed in pure white. The
golden necklace that marked him Lord of Vordava clinked gently when he moved, and the scent of the
blood-red roses twined in hishair filled the air around him.

Auglar took Y ozerf'sright hand and lightly bound a silk cord around hiswrigt, then tied the other end to
Suchen's. At Y ozerf's encouraging nod, Owl reached out and laid her own small hand over their
intertwined fingers.

Y ozexf looked into Suchen's eyes and fdt histhroat tighten with emotion. But they had agreed that he
would spesk first, so he cleared histhroat before redlizing that it would make little difference. Hisvoice
would forever have araspy qudlity toit, scarred by the knife that had taken hisold life in exchange for the
dragon's shape. It was, he thought, asmall priceto pay.



"l never imagined thisday,” he said, and she smiled at his unadorned honesty. “ The path that led here
was long and painful, and there were so many timeswhen | couldn't see any end, let done onelikethis.
The path that |eads avay from hereiswholly new to me, and | can't seevery far dongit. But if you will
walk it with me, | promiseto you that | will be your lover, your mate, and your friend. | will protect you
and shelter you and comfort you. | promise to be afather to our daughter and to love you both for al the
daysof my life, however long they shdl be."

Suchen smiled at him, strong and confident. “1 will walk the path with you. | promisethat | will be your
lover, your mate, and your friend. | will protect you and shelter you and comfort you. | promiseto bea
mother to our daughter and to love you both for al the days of my life, however long they shal be"

Auglar unbound the cord, but their hands remained clasped. “Let it be known from thisday forth,” he
declared to the crowded hadll, “that Y ozerf Jonaglir, Lord of VVordava, and Suchen Keblavaare
henceforth husband and wife."

They came together for akiss, then parted, each one taking one of Owl's handsin their own. Together,
they walked down the flower-strewn aide and out the doors leading into the courtyard. A cheer went up
from the crowd waiting outsde, and well-wishers threw more flowers a their feet. The commotion
dartled aflock of birdsfrom their perchesin the eaves; they took to the air, circling higher and higher,
until they werelogt in the blue sky.
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